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The word authenticity comes so readily to the tongue these days and in so many 
connections that it may very wel l resist such efforts of definition as I shall later 
make, but I think that for the present I can rely on its suggesting a more strenuous 
moral exper ience than sincerity does, a more exigent conception of the self and of 
what being true to it cons is ts in, a wider reference to the universe and man's place 
in it, and a less acceptant and genial v iew of the social c ircumstances of life. . . . 

The concept of authenticity can deny art itself, yet at the same time it f igures as the 
dark source of art: so it did for Yeats, himself no mean role-player and lover of 
personae, at a moment when all his performances seemed to him of no account and 
he had to discover how to devise new ones. 

Those masterful images because complete 
Grew in pure mind, but out of what began? 
A mound of refuse or the sweepings of a street, 
Old kettles, old bottles, and a broken can, 
Old iron, old boxes, old rags, that raving slut 
Who keeps the till. Now that my ladder's gone, 
I must lie down where all ladders start, 
In the foul rag-and-bone shop of the heart. 

A very considerable originative power had once been claimed for sincerity, but 
nothing to match the marve l lous generative force that our modern judgement 
assigns to authenticity, wh ich impl ies the downward movement through all the 
cultural superstructures to some place where all movement ends, and begins. 

Lionel Trilling 

L i o n e l T r i l l i n g . Sincerity and Authenticity 

( C a m b r i d g e : H a r v a r d U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s . 1 9 7 3 ) . p . 1 1 . 
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i 
H e r m a n n B r o c h , " H o f m a n n s t h a l u n d s e i n e Z e i t , " 

Gesammelte Werke, Essays, vo l . 1 ( Z u r i c h : R h e i n , 

1 9 5 5 ) , p. 4 3 . 

S e e H e l e n S e a r i n g a n d H e n r y H o p e R e e d , Speaking a 

New Classicism: American Architecture Now 

( N o r t h a m p t o n : S m i t h C o l l e g e M u s e u m of A r t , 1 9 8 1 ) . 

A r t h u r D r e x l e r , Transformations in Modern 

Architecture ( N e w Y o r k : T h e M u s e u m of M o d e r n A r t . 

1 9 7 9 ) , p. 17 . 

Building al Linke Wienzeile 42. 
Vienna. 1896-97, slreet fagade. 

W i l l i a m H u b b a r d , Complicity and Conviction: Steps 

Toward an Architecture of Convention ( C a m b r i d g e 

a n d L o n d o n : M I T P r e s s , 1 9 8 1 ) , p. 5 . 

1 
The Austr ian novelist Hermann Broch 
suggested that w e may read the essence 
of an age from its architectural facades. ' 
Applying this suggest ion to what w a s 
built in Vienna in the last decades of the 
nineteenth century, he arr ived at a very 
negative judgment: only a decadent 
society could have produced such an 
arbitrary, eclectic, and theatrical architec­
ture. Th is had been the heyday of neo-
baroque, neo-renaissance, and neo-gothic 
building. To Broch such a turn to the past 
seemed the cynical attempt of a rational 
age to cover up its own poverty. Reason, 
and this meant first of all economic con­
siderat ions, determined what and how 
one built. But reason proved not enough, 
something w a s felt to be miss ing. So , an 
ornamental dress w a s thrown over funda­
mental ly util itarian structures, and lacking 
the strength and convict ion to create an 
ornament and a style equal to what ear­
lier ages had produced, architecture took 
to borrowing. The riches of the past had 
to compensate for the poverty of the 
present. 

Such negative comments on the eclecti­
c ism of the nineteenth century are part of 
the situation that led to the rise of the 
modern movement . Think of Adolf Loos's 
much more vehement attack on the same 
architecture criticized by Broch, or of the 
hopes that led to the establ ishment of the 
Bauhaus : the modern world would finally 
find its own proper style. Gropius prom­
ised to heal the rift between beauty and 
reason, form and funct ion; once more 
architecture w a s to be all of a piece. 

Today, those dreams also belong to the 
history of architecture. We have learned 
to look with different and more loving 
eyes at architecture that to Broch dem­
onstrated cyn ic ism and the decadence of 
the age. But w a s he wrong? Or have w e 
grown only more resigned, not to say, 
more cynical? 

Today, the age that built V ienna's Ring-
s t rasse, the age of operetta and the Back-
hendl (the Vienna fried chicken), seems 
quite wonderful if irretrievably lost; 
sl ipped away into a past when the Dan­
ube w a s a lways blue (figure 1). And, 
strangely enough, today w e find archi­
tects returning to the eclectic architecture 
of the nineteenth century somewhat as 
the nineteenth century returned to the 
stronger sty les of the preceding centuries. 
Eclect ic ism has been raised to a higher 
power; so has arbitrar iness. Historicism 

has become meta-histor ic ism. Consider 
what has been called "post-modern 
c l a s s i c i s m . " 2 

There is an important difference between 
this post-modern eclect ic ism and the 
eclect ic ism of the nineteenth century. The 
nineteenth century took ser iously the his­
torical paradigms it had adopted, just as 
those who insisted on the neo-gothic ar­
chitecture of so many Amer ican college 
campuses still took its medieval precur­
sors seriously, not only or even primar­
ily as artistic models, but because they 
wanted to preserve at least a trace of the 
ethos that produced the original. Today 
such reverence for the past seems a bit 
naive. Not that w e side with the harsh 
criticism directed against nineteenth 
century eclect ic ism by the Modern 
Movement; we lack the convict ion such 
fervor requires. Today most would agree 
that Gropius and his co-fighters failed to 
resolve the tension between the func­
tional and the aesthetic as they had 
hoped. As Arthur Drexler remarks in 
Transformations in Modern Architecture, 
"We are still dealing with the conflict be­
tween art and technology that beset the 
nineteenth century." 3 Once more there is 
a wi l l ingness to accept such tension and 
an architecture of decorated sheds ; once 
again there is an attempt to relieve the 
drear iness of functional architecture with 
borrowed decoration, although today 
there is little convict ion in such borrowing 
( f igure8). Th i s may be put posit ively: 
post-modernist eclect ic ism takes itself 
less ser iously than its nineteenth century 
predecessors. It is freer, more playful, less 
intimidated by the past. But, by the same 
token, it is also less convinced by its bor­
rowing and less able to convince. 

In Complicity and Conviction Wi l l iam 
Hubbard wri tes that "If there is one 
characterist ic that links the diverse art 
movements of the modernist period, it is 
perhaps a hyperawareness of the fact that 
one's personal sensibi l i ty could have 
been otherwise. A modernist artist is 
so deeply aware of this possibil ity of 
o therwise-ness that he feels a deep un­
ease about s imply accepting his own sen­
sibility. He feels a need for some reason 
that wil l convince him that he ought to 
feel one way and not another.'"' Th is 
statement invites chal lenge: to be sure, 
there is greater awareness of the "pos­
sibil ity of o therwise-ness," and it is not 
confined to art ists, but is s imply a corol-
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V e n t u r i , Complexity and Contradiction, p. 16. 

S e e K a r s t e n H a r r i e s . " T h e D r e a m of t h e C o m p l e t e 

B u i l d i n g . " Perspecta 17 ( C a m b r i d g e a n d L o n d o n : M I T 

P r e s s , 1 9 8 0 ) . p p . 3 6 - 4 3 . 

R o b e r t V e n t u r i , Complexity and Contradiction in 

Architecture, 2 n d e d . ( N e w Y o r k : M u s e u m of M o d e r n 

A r t . 1 9 7 7 ) , p. 16 . 

lary of our greater freedom. The less 
nature and culture determine what we 
have to be, the greater our f reedom; the 
greater also the dread of arbi trar iness. 
But does successfu l art not deliver us 
from such dread, and not because it g ives 
us a reason to feel a certain w a y ? A s a 
self- justi fying whole , having its telos 
within itself, the wel l -made work of art 
promises to banish the spectre of ar­
bitrariness, quieting our rest less freedom, 
if only for a t ime. Such a work should 
present itself as having to be just as it is. 
Do w e need reasons to convince us of 
this? An artist who feels the need for such 
reasons would seem to be anxious about 
his own creative power. Has the glory of 
aesthetic exper ience not long been tied 
precisely to its ability to deliver us from 
the need for reasons? 

One might thus insist that the answer to 
the problem of arbi t rar iness in architec­
ture can only be given by architects 
who are first of all art ists. But such insis­
tence misunderstands the problem. Un­
like paintings or sculptures, buildings 
cannot be autonomous aesthetic objects; 
architecture cannot just serve the de­
mands of beauty. Indeed, if beauty is un­
derstood as self- justi fying aesthetic 
presence, then beauty in architecture is 
essent ia l ly something beyond, or added 
on to, what necessi ty dictates. The auton­
omy that modern sensibi l i ty has granted 
to the aesthetic realm, an autonomy that 
cal ls for art for art 's sake, has to lead also 
to a v iew of architecture as essential ly 
caught between the demands of beauty 
and those of life. Venturi 's c la im that "ar­
chitecture is necessar i ly complex and 
contradictory in its very inclusion of the 
traditional Vitruvian elements of com­
modity, f i rmness, and del ight" must be 
taken seriously, as must its conse­
quences. ' The aesthetic approach, that for 
more than two centur ies has dominated 
both reflection about art and artistic prac­
tice, has to lead to an architecture of 
decorated sheds. Given such an ap­
proach, the proper focus of aesthetic con­
cern is in a deep sense never more than 
just decoration. But if so, the link between 
decoration and shed cannot but strike us 
as arbitrary, no matter how much the 
decoration may present itself to us as a 
self- justi fying aesthetic p resence—as ar­
bitrary as the relation of a strong painting 
to the wal l on which it happens to hang. 
The problem of arbi t rar iness in architec­
ture has one root in our aesthetic ap­
proach; the other lies in our inability to 
v iew buildings apart from any considera­

tion of dwel l ing, just as sources of aes­
thetic delight. There can thus be no 
merely aesthetic answer to this problem. 

Venturi does not seem to me to take his 
own insight into the complexi ty and 
contradiction of architecture ser iously 
enough. He still subscr ibes to the tradi­
tional v iew that a successfu l work of 
art, wh i le incorporating and becoming 
stronger because of ambiguit ies and ten­
s ions, must yet be an integrated whole. 
Venturi holds architects to the same stan­
dard: "But an architecture of complexi ty 
and contradiction has a special obligation 
toward the who le : its truth must be in its 
totality or its implications of totality. It 
must embody the difficult unity of inclu­
sion rather than the easy unity of exclu­
s ion. More is not l e s s . " 6 But how can the 
demands of life and beauty be recon­
ciled? Venturi 's call for inclusion strong 
enough to master complexi ty suggests 
a renewal , albeit in a different key, of 
Gropius 's dream of the complete building, 
a dream that amounts to a subjection of 
the demands of life to the demands of 
aesthet ics, and harks back to Wagner 's 
Gesamtkunstwerk.' Against this, I would 
insist on the essential dif ference between 
aesthetic objects and dwel l ings. The very 
self-suff ic iency of the former, which bids 
us keep our distance, makes them essen­
tially uninhabitable. An architecture of 
decorated sheds should give up all claim 
to the creation of aesthetic wholes. But to 
give up that claim is to give up also 
the c la im to all merely aesthetic an­
swers to the problem of arbi trar iness in 
architecture. 

I have linked the problem of arbitrariness 
to our greater f reedom. To this, one 
may object that f reedom has here been 
grasped inadequately, because only nega­
tively: true freedom is not freedom from 
constraint, but rather to be constrained 
only by what one really is, by one's 
essence. 

Th is suggests that the problem of ar­
bitrariness might be met by returning to 
what is essent ia l . S o m e such reasoning 
supported the modern movement. Loos 
condemns the aestheticizing architecture 
of his time for heeding merely subjective 
aesthetic wh im , leading both the individ­
ual and architecture to lose their place in 
that larger whole to which they should 
belong. He likens a vi l la built at an Alpine 
lakeside to an "unnecessary screech." 
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A d o l f L o o s , " A r c h i t e c t u r e , " q u o t e d in J o s e p h 

R y k w e r t , On Adam's House in Paradise ( N e w Y o r k : 

T h e M u s e u m of M o d e r n A r t , 1 9 7 2 ) , p. 2 7 . 

V e n t u r i , Complexity and Contradiction, p. 16. 

"Why is it that every architect, whether he 
is good or bad, harms the lakeside? The 
peasant does not. Nor does the engineer 
who builds a rai lway to the lake or plows 
deep fur rows in its bright sur face. " " The 
peasant is at one with nature. Hence the 
look of necessi ty of his dwel l ings. With its 
emphas is on the subject, modernity has 
broken that bond. The look of arbitrari­
ness of its architecture testif ies to that 
breach. The engineer, however, once 
more has to attune himself to nature and 
to her laws. From the engineer, Loos ex­
pects a healing of the rift that our subjec­
t iv ism has opened up. Structures like 
Mail lart 's bridges prevent us from simply 
d ismiss ing such expectat ions (figure 2). 

But by now trust in the engineer and his 
attunement to nature is harder to come 
by. Our deteriorating environment has 
forced us to be suspic ious of technocracy. 
And we have become less convinced of 
the functional character of the heroic ar­
chitecture of the modern movement, 
wh ich is often better described as having 
the look of functionality than as being 
truly functional. From the point of v iew of 
a strict funct ional ism, this look of func­
tionality is as superf luous as any orna­
ment. It might yet carry convict ion if w e 
could share the almost evangel ical hopes 
in technology that many had when the 
modern movement gathered strength. If 

w e today are likely to be made uneasy b' 
the look of functionality, this is not just 
because w e see it as just another form o 
architectural decorat ion, but because the 
ethos that it communicates strikes us as 
one-dimensional and dehumaniz ing. 
Once again we are forced to acknowledg 
that the problem of arbi trar iness in archi 
tecture is not first of all an aesthetic one. 

The struggle between modernists and 
post-modernists is thus not adequately 
understood just as a struggle between 
aesthetic sensibi l i t ies, but between those 
who prefer less and those who want 
more. Aesthet ic sensibi l i t ies carry ethical 
implications. The struggle becomes one 
between different determinat ions of how 
human beings are to exist. It is with gooc 
reason that in Complexity and Contradic­
tion Venturi quotes August Heckscher: 

The movement from a way of life a ; 
essential ly s imple and orderly to a 
view of life as complex and ironic 
is what every individual passes 
through in becoming mature. But 
certain epochs encourage this de­
velopment; in them the paradoxical 
or dramatic outlook colors the 
whole intellectual scene. ' 1 

Venturi would have us understand his the 
orizing and building as a contribution to-

Robert Maillart, Salginatobel 
Bridge. 1930 
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u b b a r d . Complicity and Conviction, p. 7. 

3 

u b b a r d . Complicity and Conviction, p. 155 . 

1 

e e S o r e n K i e r k e g a a r d , " T h e R o t a t i o n M e t h o d , " 

ither/Or, v o l . 1 , t r a n s . W a l t e r L o w r i e . D. F. S w e n s o n , 

i d L. M . S w e n s o n ( G a r d e n C i t y : D o u b l e d a y A n c h o r , 

J 5 9 ) , p p . 2 7 9 - 2 9 6 . A l s o K a r s t e n H a r r i e s , The 

leaning ol Modern Art ( E v a n s t o n : N o r t h w e s t e r n , 

J68 ) , p p . 4 9 - 6 0 . 

4 

ee H a r o l d B l o o m , The Anxiety of Influence ( N e w 

ork : O x f o r d , 1 9 7 3 ) . 

I 

lar t in H e i d e g g e r . Being and Time, t r a n s . J . 

a c q u a r r i e a n d E . R o b i n s o n ( N e w Y o r k : H a r p e r a n d 

a w , 1 9 6 2 ) , p. 4 4 3 . 

ward an architecture for a wor ld come of 
age. The quest ion, however, is whether 
coming of age is understood here in a 
w a y that lets f reedom become negative, 
ironic, and destruct ive. In Either Or, 
Kierkegaard has given us an unsurpassed 
ana lys is of such an aesthetic l ife-style, an 
ana lys is that shows convincingly that 
such a l ife-style must suffer shipwreck on 
the reef of the arbitrary. 

4 
It is this charge of arbi trar iness that 
Hubbard levels against the work of 
Venturi, Graves , E isenmann , and Meier. 
"Looking at post-modern buildings, we 
become so aware of how easi ly the ar­
rangement could have been otherwise 
that w e feel imposed upon; the arrange­
ment feels capr ic ious and w e are dissat is­
f ied." "' The same may be said of the use 
of traditional e lements in novel, and 
therefore, interesting w a y s . Consider 
Graves 's use of the keystone motif in the 
Plocek house (figure 3). Kierkegaard's dis­
cussion of the interesting i l luminates this 
version of pos t -modern ism." Such aes­
thetic play with elements drawn from the 
past cannot lead to an architecture that 
carr ies convict ion. 

When thinkers despair both of freedom 
and of finding a natural measure, they 
tend to appeal to history. Heidegger, to 
cite just one example , wr i tes in Being and 
Time that "the sole authority which a free 
exist ing can have " is that of " rever ing the 
repeatable possibi l i t ies of ex is tence . " 1 2 

Histor ic ism in architecture may be s imi­
larly defended. The difficulty with this 
suggest ion is that history does not speak 
with one, but with many and often con­
flicting voices. Where do w e find a non-
arbitrary, i.e., binding, reading of h is tory 7 

If every individual has to offer his own 
reading, picking and choosing as he sees 
fit, then the problem of arbi trar iness is 
raised to a different level . If history is to 
offer an answer to the problem of ar­
bi trar iness, it must be exper ienced not as 
a reservoir of more or less interesting 
motifs wh ich w e can pick up or discard as 
we see fit, but as a tradition that deter­
mines our place and destiny, in which we 
stand and to which we belong. Th is is 
how Hubbard would have us move be­
yond the arbi t rar iness of post-modern 
architecture. The history of architecture 
may be looked at as a history of changing 
convent ions concerning what constitutes 
good building. In that history certain 
structures possess paradigmatic signifi-
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Michael Graves. Plocek House. 
Warren Township. New Jersey. 
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cance. Implicit in these structures is an 
evolv ing ideal image of man. "The archi­
tect has in mind an ideal about how peo­
ple ought to live, and he has chosen those 
particular convent ions because he sees a 
w a y in which he can use them to express 
that i dea l . ' " 3 Relating his structure to pre­
cursor buildings, whi le yet attempting to 
make an original contribution, the archi­
tect adds a link to what is a continuing 
chain. Hubbard invites us to take Harold 
B loom's interpretation of poetic achieve­
ment as a creative reading of precursor 
texts as a model for understanding 
achievement in architecture." 1 

The difficulty with all such v iews is that 
just as modern man has fal len out of na­
ture, so he has fal len out of history. We 
may know much more about history to­
day than ever before, but precisely in 
making the past an object of scientif ic in­
vest igat ion, the sense of belonging to the 
past is lost. We have removed ourselves 
too effectively from the past to still be­
long to it. T ime has been reduced to a 
coordinate on which we move back and 
forth with equal facility. With this the past 
must lose much of its authority. It tends to 
become no more than a reservoir of ma­
terial that w e may incorporate in our con­
struct ions as we see fit. But with this, the 
problem of arbi trar iness re-enters. 

There is another, more ser ious question 
raised by Hubbard's Bloomian account: If 
we can look at great architecture as offer­
ing a creat ive misreading of some past 
structure or structures, and that is to say 
a lso, as departing from these precursor 
structures, what gives direction to the de­
parture? Hubbard appeals to an ideal of 
how people ought to live. If that ideal 
were to be rejected, the architecture that 
communica tes it would also meet with lit­
tle sympathy. But Hubbard also bel ieves 
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that ideals are human creations and that 
one function of architecture is to infuse 
reality with such ideals. "We in society 
want to be able to bel ieve in ideals about 
the places w e inhabit, but we know that 
such ideals are indefensible." "' The archi­
tect can count on this wi l l to believe. Ar­
chitecture helps to replace meaning less 
reality with a theatrically, or rather ar­
chitecturally, t ransformed reality, wh ich 
d raws us in and, as we surrender to it, 
grants us an i l lusion of meaning. We be­
come actors on a stage that lets us forget 
the reality it conceals. Somewhat like 
Sar t re , Hubbard has faith in man's ability 
to create meanings in a meaningless 
wor ld. Th is faith " s a y s that of course the 
wor ld , as g iven, doesn't make sense, but 
that w e can make sense of it and we are 
the only ones who can . " " 

Th is is, I am afraid, a vain faith. Meaning 
cannot f inally be made or invented; it can 
only be d iscovered, where such discovery 
wil l also be a self-discovery. All meaning 
that presents itself to us as freely created 
must seem arbitrary, and precisely be­
cause of this it cannot convince. Without 
an ideal or an essence to guide our 
manner of departure from precursor 
structures, such departures must lack di-
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I'Architecture. 1753, 
frontispiece. 

rection. The chain wi l l be broken. Archi­
tectural theory cannot d ispense with 
dreams of an ideal architecture, an archi­
tecture that would do full just ice to the 
requirements of human dwel l ing. 

5 
Such a requirement is of course not at al 
novel. As Joseph Rykwert points out in 
On Adam's House in Paradise: 

The return to origins is a constant 
of human development and in this 
matter architecture conforms to all 
other human activit ies. The primi­
tive hut—the home of the first 
man—is therefore no incidental 
concern of theorists, no casual in­
gredient of myth or ritual. The re­
turn to origins a lways impl ies a 
rethinking of what you do custom­
arily, an attempt to renew the valid­
ity of your every day actions, or 
simply a recall of the natural (or 
even divine) sanct ion for your re­
peating them for a season. In the 
present rethinking of why w e build 
and what we build for, the primitive 
hut wi l l , I suggest, retain its validity 
as a reminder of the original and 
therefore essent ia l meaning of all 
building for people: that is, of arch 
tecture. It remains the underlying 
statement, the irreducible, inten­
tional core, which I have attempted 
to show transformed through the 
tensions between var ious historica 
forces (figure 4) ." 

The difference between Rykwert 's claim 
and any convent ional ism is evident. Con 
vent ional ists wi l l seek to escape from ar­
bitrariness by grounding practice in an 
on-going tradition. But we moderns havi 
become too reflective, too crit ical, to sin-
ply entrust ourse lves to what has been. 
No longer are w e wil l ing to repeat what 
has long been done, just because it has 
become part of a tradition. At the same 
t ime w e are not satisf ied with departure; 
from tradition because of some merely 
subjective wh im . We have no choice but 
to attempt to articulate what is essential 
or natural. Such articulation is the point i 
speculation about the appearance of the 
original or primit ive hut. The primitive h 
has played a part in architectural theory 
that paral lels that of the social contract ii 
political theory. Whether there ever was 
such a hut matters as little as whether 
there ever w a s such a contract. Both are 
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constructs of reason meant to legitimate a 
certain practice; in this they are charac­
teristic express ions of the Enl ightenment 
and of its confidence that the authority of 
reason and nature could replace divine 
sanct ion. And although w e have grown 
less confident about the power of reason, 
our confus ions leave us no reasonable al­
ternative to reappropriating the lessons of 
the Enl ightenment. We, too, have to try to 
recover origins, where the return to ori­
gins is not so much a turn back to the 
past as a turn to what is essent ial . In this 
sense the speculat ion of the ex-Jesui t 
Marc Antoine Laugier may be said to 
present an abiding chal lenge. 

Not that we are likely to be convinced by 
Laugier 's Essai sur /'Architecture.'" We 
have learned to be wary of appeals to na­
ture. All too often such appeals have been 
unmasked as historical prejudice claiming 
a dignity for what is proposed that does 
not belong to it. Consider the way in 
which Laugier arr ives at his version of a 
natural language of architecture. Laugier 
begins with man in the state of nature. 
Among his needs is the need for shelter, a 
need which cave and forest meet only in­
adequately. The attempt to remedy that 
inadequacy leads to the construction of 
the first house, the paradigmatic building. 
Architecture, in this view, may be said to 
be both: the image of the cave and the 
image of the forest. (In Intentions in Archi­
tecture, Christ ian Norberg-Schulz has of­
fered a vers ion of the same v iew: "The 
cave represents the first spatial element, 
in contrast to the vertical-horizontal rela­
tion which is an ordering principle. The 
unification of these two factors created 
what w e may call 'the first architectural 
symbol s y s t e m . ' " '•') A s Laugier presents 
this sys tem, the forest is a l lowed to tri­
umph over the cave. Only co lumns, en­
tablatures, and pediment, representing 
the support ing uprights, the horizontal 
members they carry, and the inclined 
members that make up the roof of the 
primit ive hut, are considered essential 
parts of architecture. Wal ls, w indows, 
doors, and the like are permitted, but are 
said to make no essent ial contribution to 
beauty. The turn to the primit ive hut does 
not mean a functional approach to archi­
tecture. What lifts architecture beyond 
mere building is its power of representa­
tion. Success fu l architecture represents 
building. As a variat ion on the theme 
stated by the primitive hut, all great archi­
tecture recalls us to an ideal of genuine 
dwel l ing. 

Supposedly born of the need for shelter, 
and informed by the natural shelter pro­
vided by caves and forests, the primitive 
hut turns out to look rather like the then 
much revered and imitated temples of an­
tiquity. Not that Laugier thought the archi­
tecture of antiquity beyond cri t ic ism. The 
past too has to be quest ioned. Only rea­
son can endow past structures with the 
legit imacy that makes them models 
worthy of imitation by showing that they 
are representations of the archetypal 
building. But was the Greek temple con­
structed in the image of Laugier 's primi­
tive hut, or w a s that hut constructed in 
the image of the Greek temple? 

When Laugier thinks of exemplary struc­
tures, he is not only thinking of the 
architecture of the ancients. Gothic archi­
tecture with its forest of co lumns is given 
a simi lar legit imacy and takes its place be­
side the architecture of the ancients as a 
second paradigm (figure 5). Laugier 's Es­
sai has been shown to have encouraged 
neo-gothic architecture. 2 0 But this only re­
inforces suspic ions that his hut owes 
more to cultural preferences, characteris­
tic of the region and the period, than to 
the voices of reason and nature. It leads 
to an architecture of sheathed skeletons, 
appropriate to a heavily forested region, 
rather than to an architecture of continu­
ous sur faces, appropriate to a region 
where the natural building materials are 
mud, brick, or stone. Laugier 's "na ture" 
speaks with a very regional voice. And 
Laugier 's interpretation of this voice is 
very much shaped by his historical 
situation. 

Region and history help determine what 
we find natural and hence inevitable. But 
the less an individual is bound to a partic­
ular place in space and t ime, the weaker 
that determination, and the greater the 
uncertainty about what is to count as nat­
ural. Th is helps to explain w h y the prob­
lem of the arbitrariness of architecture 
is characterist ical ly modern. We have 
greater difficulty constructing our ideal 
hut than Laugier did. 

Nevertheless, if there is to be responsible 
cri t ic ism of what has come to be estab­
l ished and accepted, it must be possible 
to chal lenge conventional w isdom by ap­
pealing to a more primordial understand­
ing, less subject to the prejudices of the 
t ime. Even if ideals are never given but 
precariously constructed, inevitably tar­
nished by cultural prejudice, this does not 
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mean that they are therefore arbitrary. 
What gives their construction direction 
is the tension between conventional 
w i sdom, and what more profoundly 
c la ims and affects us , between what one 
says and does and what one feels should 
be said and done. Even if we can never 
seize the dream of a building that would 
do full just ice to the demands of dwell ing 
in such a w a y that w e could say with con­
f idence that we have provided architec­
tural practice with a f irm foundation, as a 
source of regulative ideals such dreaming 
is indispensable. Laugier 's speculat ions 
have thus an exemplary signif icance, as 
does the Vitruvian account of the origin of 
building to which it harks back. We are 
still not done with the Enl ightenment. 
That goes for its architectural theory as 
wel l as for its political theory. 

6 
To say that w e are still not done with the 
Enl ightenment is not to suggest that w e 
can s imply return to it. To appropriate it 
we have to question and rethink what it 
thought. One aspect of Laugier 's account 
of the primit ive hut that invites question­
ing is his tendency to equate the need for 
building with the need for material shel­
ter. But the need for building cannot be 
reduced to the need to achieve physical 
control of the environment. Equal ly im­
portant is the need for spiritual control. 
We cannot live with chaos. Chaos must be 
t ransformed into cosmos. Building has 
thus been thought traditionally an anal­
ogy to divine creat ion: God as the arche­
typal architect. 

Such analogies may mean little today, but 
one task of architecture is still that of in­
terpreting the wor ld as a meaningful or­
der in which the individual can find his 
place in the midst of nature and in the 
midst of a community. T ime and space 
must be revealed in such a way that 
human beings are given their dwell ing 
place, their ethos. When w e reduce the 
human need for shelter to a material 
need, w e lose sight of what we can call 
the ethical function of architecture. I agree 
with Hegel 's c la im that the highest func­
tion of all art is not to entertain or to 
amuse , but to articulate a binding world 
v iew; to express to human beings who 
they are and who they should be. When 
works of arts come to be for art's sake, 
that is to say, when the point of art is re­
duced to that of furnishing occasions for 
aesthetic delight, that highest function 
is lost. 

Architecture, by its very nature, resists 
such reduction. That is why, given a v iew 
of the art-object as a self- justifying whole, 
architecture has to appear as an impure, e 
compromised art. But just because archi­
tecture is not merely a source of aesthetic 
delight, but invites a fuller response, be­
cause it shapes the t ime and space of 
l ived exper ience, it is unavoidable that we 
should judge it by how ill or wel l it carries 
out what I have called its ethical function. 
Hubbard is right to link the problem of 
arbi trar iness in architecture to that of ar­
ticulating ideals of dwel l ing. Any reap-
propriation of Laugier 's primitive hut has 
to begin with a rethinking of the meaning 
of dwel l ing. 

One modern phi losopher who has 
thought deeply about dwel l ing is Martin 
Heidegger. His description of a Black For­
est farmhouse may be read as his attempt 
to give content to the ideal house that 
haunts our d reams of genuine dwell ing 
(figure 6). It deserves being quoted at 
some length. 

The nature of building is letting 
dwell . Building accompl ishes its na­
ture in the raising of locations by 
the joining of their spaces. Only if 
we are capable of dwelling, only then 
can we build. Let us think for a whi le 
of a farmhouse in the Black Forest, 
which w a s built some twohundred 
years ago by the dwel l ing of peas­
ants. Here the self-suff ic iency of the 
power to let earth and heaven, di­
vinities and mortals enter in simple 
oneness into things, ordered the 
house. It placed the farm on the 
wind-sheltered mountain slope, 
looking south, among the meadows 
close to the spr ing. It gave it its wide 
overhanging shingle roof whose 
proper slope bears up under the 
burden of snow, and wh ich , reach­
ing deep down, shields the cham­
bers against the s torms of the long 
winter-nights. It did not forget the 
altar corner behind the community 
table; it made room in its chamber 
for the hal lowed places of childbed 
and the "tree of the d e a d " - f o r that 
is what they call a coffin there: the 
Totenbaum-and in this way it de­
signed for the different generat ions 
under one roof the character of their 
journey through t ime. A craft which, 
itself sprung from dwel l ing, still 
uses its tools and f rames as things, 
built the fa rmhouse. 2 ' 
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There is a sense in which Heidegger's 
farmhouse may seem to lie more thor­
oughly behind us than Laugier 's primitive 
hut. If Laugier thinks of his hut in relation 
to the individual, Heidegger seems to be 
thinking in terms of the extended family, 
extended also through time. The farm­
house art iculates "for the different gener­
ations under one roof the character of 
their journey through t ime." Not only 
space, but also t ime, are shaped by it in 
such a w a y that the individual gains his 
dwel l ing place as member of an ongoing 
community. Heidegger thinks of his farm­
house as located in a definite region. It is 
born of and a response to that landscape. 
Th is thinking of genuine dwell ing is thus 
regional, as it is generat ional. But what 
power do such contexts have over us 
moderns? Must we not develop an under­
standing of dwel l ing more appropriate to 
our changed situation? Or does the shape 
of modernity threaten genuine dwell ing? 

HfftMiliisfi 1 

m 
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things "do not march past us, strange and 
mean ing less , . . . but speak to us directly, 
are understood, and acquire an interest 
that engrosses our whole na tu re . " " First 
of al l , things speak to us. That speech is 
si lenced only by the reduction of things to 
mere objects, a reduction presupposed by 
science. But we have to learn to put sc i ­
ence in its proper place; w e have to reap-
propriate the truth expressed when we 
speak metaphorical ly of the language of 
nature or of natural symbols . If it is to 
recall us to a genuine dwel l ing, architec­
ture must make use of these symbols . 

By natural symbols , I understand symbols 
that can be derived s imply from an analy­
sis of man's being in the wor ld. They are 
not tied to a particular culture or region, 
although, inevitably, different cultures wil l 
appropriate them differently. 

The term being-in-the-world, which I take 
f rom Heidegger, already implies a rejec­
tion of interpretations that would reduce 
exper ience to a relation of a subject to 
objects. First of al l , man finds himself not 
before the wor ld, confronting it as if it 
were a picture, but in the midst of things, 
exper iencing them from a particular 
place. Heidegger suggests that our first 
encounter with things is " ready to hand." 
The reference to the hand here is signifi­
cant. I reach for something—it is too high. 
The body provides me with a natural 
sense of distance and proximity: what is 
in the back of me is less avai lable than 
what is in front of me. Or w e can say, the 
body provides me with what w e can call a 
set of coordinates, very different from the 
x, y, and z coordinates of geometry, and 
different especial ly in that the different 
coordinates carry different meanings. Up 
and down, left and right, front and back, 
all carry value impl icat ions which are 
brought out when w e think of the meta­
phors these terms have furnished. 

7 
Heidegger understands genuine building 
as an interpretation of a more original 
being-in-the-world that strengthens man's 
natural sense of place. This being-in-the-
wor ld is misunderstood when w e think of 
it, as Hubbard seems to do, in terms of a 
subject facing a mute world of objects, 
wh ich the subject then has to endow with 
meanings. The understanding of the 
world as a collection of meaning less facts 
rests on a distorting reduction of experi­
ence that must lose sight of the signifi­
cance of things. As Schopenhauer points 
out, first of all and most of the t ime, 

Up, for example, has a very different sig­
nif icance from down. We can not s imply 
turn a building upside down or rotate it; 
but w e can design buildings to look as if 
they could be inverted or rotated rather 
easi ly (figure 7). The curtain wal l invites 
such a look of invertibil ity; so do certain 
s imple geometric shapes , such as the 
sphere, the cube, and the cylinder. We can 
also design buildings that seem to dis­
courage all such attempts. Think of the 
gabled roof: its presence seems to resist 
inversion. I am not arguing here for either 
a look of invertibility or a look of rooted-
ness. All I want to say is that whatever 
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choice w e make when designing a build­
ing, such choice wi l l communicate a par­
ticular ideal of being in the wor ld. 

And if up and down carry a different 
meaning, so do vertical and horizontal, in­
side and outside, dark and light. Light 
se rves to remind us of the way the lan­
guage of space is also a language of time. 
Natural light is essent ial ly moving light; 
changing with the t imes of the day and 
the t imes of the year. 

I cannot do more here than provide a few 
hints as to how one might go about de­
veloping an understanding of the natural 
language of architecture. Perhaps the 
term " language" is mis leading, for if we 
can speak of a language at al l , this is a 
language addressed, first, to sense and 
imaginat ion. Before attempts are made to 
articulate it in words , it needs to be felt. 
T h e arts, and more especial ly architec­
ture, are in a much better position to 
teach us to listen to this language than 
philosophy. I can imagine courses that 
would explore it, but such courses would 
have to rely on images. There might be, 
for example , courses just on w indows or 
on doors, or on roofs; or on stairs; but 
the list is endless. Besides architecture, 
poetry and painting would help to teach 
what to listen to. From such courses 
would not f low prescript ions. They would 
teach something like a vocabulary. Learn­
ing that vocabulary is a necessary, but not 
a sufficient condition for the creation of 
bui ldings that are exper ienced as neces­
sary rather than arbitrary. 

Natural symbo ls are intertwined with con­
ventional symbols tied to a particular time 
and region. Consider the cross. Given our 
tradition, the reference to the cross on 
which Christ died suggests itself. There 
are thus architectural motifs that have ac­
quired quite definite meanings. Any pyra­
mid w e erect harks back to its Egyptian 
precursors and to the function of these 
structures. The pyramid form is thus par­
t icularly suitable for grave monuments. 
But although a convent ional symbol , I 
would suggest that there is something 
about the simple geometry of the form 
that makes it not an accident that Egyp­
t ians seized on it as they did: the conven­
tional symbol presupposes and builds on 
a natural symbol . The cross also illus­
trates this point. But let me give one other 
example : in church architecture we find 
quite commonly that the arch separating 
the nave from the more sacred choir is 
conceived of in terms that recall a Roman 

tr iumphal arch. The analogy between the 
tr iumph of Christ and the tr iumph of an 
emperor like Trajan is deliberate, although 
intelligible only to someone who is famil­
iar with the convent ions involved. And yet 
there is something about the arch form 
that invites such use. 

Often the convent ional symbol ism of ar­
chitecture rests on the authority of par­
t icular texts. T h u s the symbol ism of a 
traditional church cannot be understood 
without the Bible. Beyond that, a quite 
specif ic understanding of things as signs 
is being presupposed. To interpret a 
gothic, and still a baroque or rococo 
church, we have to do something very 
much like decode a message that yields 
its secrets only when we understand the 
language in which it is wri t ten. This lan­
guage was thought to derive from figures 
found in God 's two books, the Bible and 
the book of nature; both speak to us of 
our life and death, condition and destiny. 
But do they still speak to us? How seri­
ously can we take the stories of the Bible? 
And can we still understand nature as 
book addressed to man? 

Between us and such a v iew stands the 
characterist ical ly modern and, it seems to 
me, quest ionable privi lege granted to uni-
vocity, to the simple and literal meaning 
of the text, and to an accordingly strict, or 
better, narrow, conception of meaning. 
We owe such insistence on l i teralness 
both to science and to the reformation. It 
is part of modernity, but with this it be­
comes impossible to make sense of any­
thing like the medieval interpretation 
of the spiritual signif icance of things. I 
wou ld , however, suggest that even if this 
particular symbol ic language lies behind 
us, even if Scr ipture no longer offers us 
the key to decoding the hidden meanings 
of things, these meanings still speak to 
us. Indeed, even that conventional vo­
cabulary has not become completely 
meaningless, for in it still l ives a natural 
symbo l i sm. If architecture is to i l luminate 
and shape the space of everyday life, it 
wil l have to open itself to these natural 
symbols . 

There is yet another kind of symbolization 
that deserves mention. A great deal of the 
symbol ism w e find in nineteenth and 
twentieth century architecture takes the 
form of a repetition of the no longer un­
derstood, or devalued, symbols of the 
past. Such repetition is raised to a higher 
power by much post-modern architecture. 
Instead of trying to recover what I have 
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called architecture's natural symbols , the 
architect represents and plays with the 
symbols of the past. Symbo ls now be­
come representat ions of symbo ls ; meta-
symbols . The architecture of Las Vegas so 
praised by Venturi is rich in such meta-
symbols . Or think of Char les Moore's 
Piazza d'ltalia (f igure 8). Such play cannot 
escape arbitrar iness. What we need is not 
meta-symbols , but something like an ar­
cheology of convent ional symbols , an ap­
proach to symbols that is not so focused 
on what is merely conventional that it is 
unable to understand these convent ions 
as particular responses to something 
more universal ly human. Such an archeo-
logical approach is also necessary when 
consider ing a metaphor like that of the 
book of nature. Whi le it belongs to a cul­
ture irrevocably past, that metaphor can 
be understood as one attempt to articu­
late an aspect of human being in the 
world essent ial to genuine dwel l ing and 
to genuine building. 

8 
Our being in the wor ld is a being with 
others. We need to feel at home in our 
natural, and in our soc ia l , environment. 
Architecture inevitably offers interpreta­
tions of both. An obvious weakness of 
Laugier 's account is his neglect of the so­
cial d imension. Like the natural men of 
Hobbes and Locke, Laugier 's primitive 
man is an atomic self, endowed with rea­
son, facing natural needs. Laugier thus 
shares the subject iv ism that is a presup­
position of liberal thought. In this respect 
there is a noteworthy difference between 
Laugier 's and the Vitruvian account. 
Vi t ruvius begins not with the singular but 
the plural, with brutish men brought to­
gether, and brought to language and 
building, by an accidental fire. 

Like Laugier 's hut, Heidegger's ideal 
building is also a house, although that 
house is now thought of as the dwell ing 
place of a family, extending through dif­
ferent generat ions. But such emphas is on 
the house must be quest ioned. In this 
connection it is wel l to remember that ar­
chitectural theory has turned not around 
one, but around two, paradigms: an el­
lipse that has one focus in the house, tied 
to the family more than to the individual, 
the other in the church or temple. Thus 
whi le the idea of the original house has 
haunted architectural theory, so has that 
of a divine structure of sacred origin. If 
the former addresses itself more to the 
need for physical control, the latter ad­

dresses itself more to the need for spir i­
tual control. We should not forget that a 
good part of what is considered in histo­
ries of architecture is sacred architecture. 
Thus , through many centuries, the history 
of western architecture is reduced pretty 
much to a history of church architecture. 
The church building gained its legitimacy, 
not as a representation of the first house, 
but of real and imagined structures that 
were thought to have God as their real 
architect, including the Temple in J e r u s a ­
lem and, even more importantly, the City 
in Heaven of which Revelation speaks. 
Th is reminds us of the fact that sacred 
architecture has traditionally had a public 
function as the house did not. 

I spoke of an ell ipse that has its foci in the 
house and in the temple. The distance be­
tween them is related to the distance that 
separates the private and the public. The 
ethical function of architecture is first of 
all a public function. Sacred and public 
architecture provides a communi ty with a 
center (or centers). Individuals gain their 
sense of place by relating their dwell ing 
to that center. We may thus think of pri­
vate architecture as furnishing a ground 
i l luminated by the f igures furnished by 
public architecture. Think of a medieval 
town, dominated by its church, by the 
horizontal of an enormous sheltering roof 
and the vertical of a tower that the tradi­
tional consecrat ion ceremony al lows us to 
link with the ladder of Jacob 's dream, a 
ladder that connects heaven and earth 
(figure 9 ) . The traditional church is an­
other Bethel, a place of divine promise of 
enduring community. 

There is a temporal analogy: the every­
day with its mundane concerns may be 
considered a ground i l luminated by fes­
tive t imes. The ability or inability to cele­
brate fest ivals is closely tied to the ability 
or inability to establ ish structures or 
places that let a multitude understand it­
self as a community, joined by a common 
destiny. 

Modern architecture, however, no longer 
knows building tasks to rival the tradi­
tional church, although w e do of course 
continue to build churches. But the 
church has become just one building type 
among others, and hardly one to which 
most architects would grant terribly much 
importance. There is no single building 
type today that could claim to possess the 
public importance once possessed by the 
church, just as there is no institution 
which can claim to have taken over the 
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traditional function of the Church as 
guardian and interpreter of our vocation. 
Increasingly, value is located in the pri­
vate. A corol lary of this is the increasing 
emphas is placed on the house, which has 
often been d iscussed in terms that at­
tribute to it almost the sacred quality of a 
church. Think of the Victorian conception 
of the house, which even knew its angels. 
Heidegger's celebration of the Black For­
est farmhouse simi lar ly represents a v iew 
of architecture that has replaced my el­
lipse with a circle, having its single focus 
in the house. Presupposed is the disin­
tegration of genuine communi ty into a 
multiplicity of individuals and fami l ies; a 
corol lary is the formal approach to the 
law and to the state, both born of self-
love and its remedy. And if the disinte­
gration of communi ty should extend to 
marr iage, which threatens to be reduced 
to no more than a formal and increasingly 
temporary arrangement between individ­
uals, the house, as Heidegger celebrates 
it, wil l also become an anachron ism. 

But being in the wor ld is essential ly both: 
being a self and being with others. We 
cannot sacri f ice one aspect to the other 
without doing violence to human nature. 
Not that these two aspects of human exis­
tence wil l ever coexist without tension. 
Bui lding must recognize and respect that 
tension. Every building distributes in its 
own w a y the weight to be given to the 
private and to the public: Each is con­

cerned not with just one, but with both 
foci of my el l ipse, where energies once 
focused on the church, may today turn to 
public areas, such as squares, streets, and 
parks. Perhaps yesterday 's church archi­
tects will be tomorrow's urban planners. 
Weren't churches thought to prefigure a 
city? 

9 
Problems of building and dwell ing cannot 
f inally be resolved by theory; theorizing 
can, at most, hope to call attention to pos­
sibil it ies and perhaps help to recall us to 
what matters. But without commitment, 
there is no escape from arbitrariness. The 
problem of arbi trar iness in architecture is 
f inally an ethical problem. It wi l l be solved 
only to the extent that architects and 
those for w h o m they build are joined by 
an understanding of what human exis­
tence is to be. Th is is not to suggest that 
architecture should therefore subordinate 
itself to moral philosophy. The philoso­
pher's formulat ions are necessari ly ab­
stract and one-sided. A s Schopenhauer 
remarks, "Where it is a question of the 
worth or wor th lessness of existence, of 
salvat ion or damnat ion, not the dead con­
cepts of phi losophy decide the matter, but 
the innermost nature of man himself . "- ' 
The phi losopher's words are less likely 
to touch this inner nature than the built 
environment. Architecture is at least as 
likely to edify as philosophy. 

9 
Cathedral and city of Chartres, 
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1 
Aldo Businaro, Scarpa's client and travelling 
companion, recalls, during a December 1981 
interview, Scarpa quoting to him the end of a lyric by 
Eugenio Montale, We Never Know . . . , after which 
Scarpa also added a comment. 

2 
From a December 1981 interview with Arrigo Rudi. 
Architect, who w a s a former student, teaching 
assistant and later collaborator with Scarpa on the 
design of the Banca Popolare di Verona which he 
completed after Scarpa's death. 

3 
"Materiali su Carlo Scarpa," Architetti Verona. No. 
4/5, February 1980, pp. 2 0 - 3 3 . 

these words with no sound 
that we der ived from you, 
fed on wear iness and si lence, 
wi l l come to a brotherly heart 

Eugenio Montale 

When my t ime comes, cover me with 
these words, because I a m a man of 
Byzantium who came to Vei 

In the winter of 1978, Carlo Scarpa died at 
the age of seventy two in Sendai , Japan , 
fol lowing an accidental fall f rom a hotel 
stai rcase. His departure left an empt iness 
not only among the many generations of 
architects w h o m he trained in Venice, but 
also in the professional wor ld in which he 
played a unique role. 

Neither schooled nor l icensed as an ar­
chitect, he maintained an aristocratic 
detachment from the common praxis of 
profession. Although in 1926 he received 
the dip loma of Professor of Architectural 
Drawing from the Accademia di Belle Arti 
of Venice, he became an assistant at the 
Istituto Universi tar io di Architettura with­
out ever submitt ing himself to either for­
mal education or exams. 

His distance f rom the ideological debates 
of the s ixt ies and his proud individual ism 
made him either enthusiast ical ly sup­
ported or coldly rejected. He w a s destined 
to be treated with suspicion and dis­
missed as an outsider from the general 
debate whi le he w a s al ive, and then 
accla imed as a t imeless master after 
his death. 

Two highly uncommon episodes mark his 
relationship to both the academic and 
professional wor lds. Although his career 
as a professor reached its zenith when he 
became the Director of the IUAV for a 
short t ime, he never received the docto­
rate degree, ad honoris causa, which was 
long due him and which he w a s to receive 
upon his return from J a p a n . No one had 
the courage to propose an ad honorem, or 
a post-mortem degree since, considering 
the institution's reluctance to do it when 
he w a s al ive, it could have been inter­
preted as a mockery after his death. Iron­
ically, the ceremony did not occur prior to 
his departure due to one of his typical 
gent lemanly acts. Answer ing a request by 
Carlo Aymonino, Director of the IUAV, to 
set a date for the ceremony, he chose the 

day of San Carlo, November 4th, their 
common name-day. However, the cere­
mony could not take place on that day 
because of student unrest in the school, 
so Scarpa proposed to wait until his re­
turn from J a p a n . He died five days before 
this new date. 2 

Another episode is the lawsuit brought 
against him for i l legally practising the 
profession of architecture, the culmina­
tion of a campaign of denigration and 
persecution caused by the increasing at­
tention given to his artistic activity and 
particularly tr iggered by his winning of 
the 1956 Olivetti Prize for architecture. 
Scarpa was eventual ly absolved after nin< 
years of humil iat ion and pain in which 
both the judicial sys tem and the profes­
sion were forced to redefine the distinc­
tion between technical and artistic 
activi t ies/ ' 

Five years after his death, Carlo Scarpa is 
now finally internationally recognized as i 
true master whose genius and labor pro­
vides unlimited material for study. His un­
conventional methods of making space in 
relation to culture and society gave impe­
tus to the construction of highly complex 
architectural forms. In this article the rela­
t ionship between the production process, 
(design and construction) and some of 
the essential themes which are insepara­
bly linked in Scarpa 's built work wil l be 
investigated. 

An essential part of the production pro­
cess is the act of drawing, as a search for 
line quality which embodies the solution 
of functional and technical problems. His 
drawings, exceptional ly captivating to the 
viewer, are endless episodes of explora­
tion of his own mind and memory ; but 
are never more than instruments of 
production. 

Scarpa 's detai ls are too often misin­
terpreted as exerc ises in virtuosity par­
tially because of the artificiality of current 
architectural aesthet ics which can isolate 
image from purpose therefore reversing 
the process of cause and effect. The com­
plexity of his work is the product of a 
deep understanding of materials, their 
elaboration into artifacts and the capacity 
to reinvent them by extrapolating the 
work of a few craf tsmen with whom he 
had a lifelong relationship. 

His venetianitas (Venetian heritage) is the 
polarity which al lows a tense participation 
with rich and foreign references intended 
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1 
Zentner House addition; 
Zurich. 1964 68 Drawing of a 
street elevation. 

2 

as instruments of meditation and occa­
s ions for invention. Manfredo Tafuri has 
observed that, ". . . f rom Venice, Scarpa 
der ives a perverse dialectic between cele­
bration of form and the scattering of its 
parts, between the wil l to represent and 
the evanescence of the represented, be­
tween the research of certaint ies and the 
awareness of their relativity. . . The 
enormous influence of the work of Frank 
Lloyd Wright that the young Scarpa avidly 
studied from books has been extensively 
pointed out (figure 1). Tafuri wr i tes : 

The elective affinity between Wright 
and Scarpa rests on a common rel­
ish for play; rich of prophetic va­
lence for the first, more hermetic 
but not less e lus ive for the second. 
Play is also a shield to the overf low­
ing of autobiography. Play ing, the 
art isan decomposes his language 
only to deceive the spectator, to 
drag him into a labyrinthic universe 
of s igns of which the difficulty of 
their deciphering is softened by a 
misleading hedonism.' ' 

Scarpa's hedonism is not only self-
celebration and autobiography, but also 
the claim for ironic and critical notations 
in which neither the client nor the pas­
serby is spared. Hovering above his hiera­
tic gestures is a sort of private pleasure, a 
mysterious behavior in wh ich secrecy is 
the final trait of the self ish artist. 

This article also invest igates the produc­
tion of meaning in which the selection of 
essential themes integrates other artistic 
expressions which Scarpa measured by 
his Venetian sensit iv i ty and his precise 
knowledge of its tradition. 

"I want to see, therefore I draw." 6 

Discussion of an idea and its drawing 
were for Carlo Scarpa s imul taneous oper­
ations of conception and verif ication of it. 
He w a s open to accepting an idea pro­
posed by a collaborator, reserving the 
right to demonstrate that either it could 
not be developed or that he could work 
on it and give it back totally reinvented 
because of his capacity of penetrating to­
wards its deepest layers to understand its 
beginning, its embryo, so that he could 
make it his own again and transfer it 
into something different than what was 
proposed. 

Drawing w a s a lways a projection of a pro­
gram to be developed into construct ion; it 
never became an end in itself; even his 
most magnificent drawings were the in­
struments of knowledge. 

Survey ing would al low understand­
ing of a form repeating the steps of 
its first creator. Design process is 
becoming aware of reality both in 
the stating of the problem and in its 
solution. Each solution is not an 
idea contained by a form, the form 
itself is an idea. The thinking of so­
lutions is the thinking of form. ' 

Thinking of solut ions in architecture can 
only be a process composed of images, 
which, initially produced by intuition, 
must eventual ly be organized in sequence 
and compared. Scarpa explained the pro­
cess to his students during a lecture in 
Venice: 

I want to see things, I don't trust 
anything else. I place things in front 
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Los, Carlo Scarpa, p. 17. 

Marco Frascari, "The Tell-the-Tale Detail." to be 
published in Via 7 (Cambridge: MIT Press). 

of me, on the paper, so I can see 
them. I want to see, therefore I draw. 
I can see an image only if I d raw it." 

The choice of orientation of a drawing in 
relation to his body becomes important, 
as it wil l be the orientation which wil l be 
maintained throughout the execution 
of a project. Scarpa faces the drawing 
as though it is already architecture, with 
certain parts to his right and others to 
his left. 

To each phase of the design process cor­
respond not only a scale but a technique. 
Massing studies and the initial planning 
occur with the use of charcoal on large 
sheets of very heavy paper which are 
pinned to a wood board, moistened and 
then a l lowed to dry. Th i s is none other 
than the traditional Beaux Arts technique 
of the stretcher. Large gestures of the 
hand, which somet imes bring a knowl­
edge that the mind might eventual ly rec­
ognize, create a sign of extreme synthesis 
and concentrat ion. The charcoal can be 
easi ly brushed away with the hand thus 
al lowing for fast change and meta­
morphosis of the drawing, (figure 2). In­
creasingly harder grades of pencil line 
wil l mark the evolution of the process in a 
met iculous optical evolution whi le col­
ored pencils are used to codify some­
t imes complex space representations 
where not only what is seen is shown, but 
also what is at the back of the observer, as 
wel l as what is beyond the object repre­
sented. Th is method al lows for control 
over the total dynamics of the space and 
expla ins the weal th of solutions in align­
ment, penetration, layering and dialectic 
juxtaposit ion of Scarpa 's spatial elements. 
When a decision is reached and a com­

mitment is transferred to the paper, 
Scarpa uses a line of Indian ink, diluted 
with water, so as not to disturb the soft­
ness of the pencil line. Watercolor and 
w a s h e s are often added to indicate sec­
t ions, saturate a plane or even to white-
out an area so that he can add to it more 
layers of study (figure 3). The original car-
torn', wh ich Scarpa used to call the card­
board flats, are the basis for hundreds of 
additional drawings which found constant 
and safe reference in the cardboards. This 
material a l lows for infinite erasing and re­
drawing of plans, elevat ions and sections 
without losing sight of those previously 
conquered. In the same visual and physi­
cal field different solut ions are tested in 
an endless permutation. The drawing be­
comes the history of the project and a di­
ary of emotions and first sensat ions 
where an interior reality perceived imme­
diately evolves through the drawing into 
the constructed event. 

In Scarpa 's architectural production 
the relat ionships between the whole 
and the parts and the relationship 
between craf tsmanship and drafts­
manship al low a direct substantiat­
ing in corpore vivi of the identity of 
the process of perception and pro­
duction, that is, the union of the 
construction with the construing 
(figures 4, 5)." 

It is through drawing that every figure-
producing detail and joint is isolated and 
determined in a sys tem of codes which 
goes back to projects executed years be­
fore. Former projects are used as texts for 
endless future work in which the same el­
ement is reinvented and given new and 
multiple signif icat ions. 
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Plan and elevation study 'or 
the Italian Pavilion at the 31st 
Venice Biennale; 1962 63. 
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Sergio Bettini, "L'Architettura di Carlo Scarpa." 
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All of Scarpa 's drawings belong to any of 
the infinite posit ions between technical 
notation and rendering. A drawing might 
mimic a construct ion technique and a 
user behavior, at the same time providing 
a foresight in the destiny of the object 
represented, which humanizes it before 
its realization at full scale and reveals its 
aging, its becoming in a transcendental 
t ime leap. Th i s is the basis for an expres­
sion in wh i ch : 

The understanding of the work of 
art is an indefinite process, which 
cont inuously develops and enr iches 
its own capacity, it is never ex­
hausted because eternal is the f low 
of life and knowledge of creat ion. ' 0 

"Ornament is the adoration of the 
joint."" 

An easy cr i t ic ism, if not a superficial one, 
of Scarpa 's built work is the apparent ab­
sence of a unifying structure, at least of a 
kind that can be communicated and ex­
plained. It is true that to understand his 
spaces one is required to take infinite 
spatial- temporal steps to repeat and re­
construct all the moments of invention and 
the discovery of endless themes to be car­
ried f rom plan to elevat ion, from building 
to building, from the joining of materials 
to the joining of spaces. If there is in 
Scarpa 's work an ideal of unity, that ideal 
should not be searched for in the per­
ceived composit ion of the structure, 
wh ich would tend to be constantly lost 
and found, but should be sought in the 
process or perhaps in the attitude. The 
perceived structure is therefore merely a 
pretext for a cognitive one, a structure of 
knowledge, which instead provides an un­
derstanding of the dynamics of space, of 
its relation to nature, of the mechanical 
and express ive qualit ies of material . Th is 
may begin to expla in why Scarpa w a s 
never really obsessed with the idea of 
completion and how difficult it is to estab­
lish at what point any of his work can be 
understood as complete even to the most 
knowledgeable and attentive observer. 

. . . he would not start f rom a gen­
eral set-up to focus on structural 
joints and mould ings, he would re­
verse the process, attacking with 
ferocious invent iveness and extraor­
dinary tension of energy each and 
every detail, in order to make them 
signi fy ing, in the certainty that from 
their dialogue and interlacement it 

would spontaneously spring the 
message of the w h o l e . " 

It has been pointed out that it is in 
Scarpa's drawings, where the events or 
episodes emerge in their pregnancy, that 
one should look for his spirit. Marco 
Frascari reported that Scarpa followed th 
practice of inspecting his buildings at 
night with a f lashl ight during the time of 
their construction to veri fy v isual ly the e) 
ecution and express ion of detai ls in the 
contrast of light and shadow and that the 
same technique w a s used by another Ve-
neto architect, Piranesi . P i ranesi , using 
the light of a candle, would single out the 
expression of the fragments, that is, the 
detai ls. ' ' The f raming of the beam of ligh 
would be equivalent to a sheet of draw­
ing paper and again the detail would be 
placed in a more lifelong development 
of themes rather than in a limited figural 
context. 

His drawings . . . of an exceptional 
strength and delicacy, especial ly for 
an architect, are full of a repeated 
and steady research of such epi­
sodes: graphic research of a Pirane-
sian kind, which leads form to a 
degree of quality just short of its re­
alization as architecture, which is 
never a mirror of them. S ince, be­
coming architecture, the drawings 
assume responsibi l i t ies which in an 
cient architecture were entrusted to 
the totality of their composit ive 
structure. ' 4 

The cause and effect relationship betweer 
the parts and the who le still remains to b( 
established in architecture. A val id jux­
taposition to the traditional belief that the 
plan is the generator in architecture is 
presented by Marco Frascar i when he 
says that the detail has the role of the 
generator. 

What are the elements of architec­
ture which can be manipulated to 
achieve a process of signif ication? 
A human being who perceives, 
thinks and conce ives undergoes a 
sequence of processes where the 
built envi ronment is construed in or 
der to be constructed. Architectural 
detailing is the result of a process in 
which there is no taking into ac­
count how a house is built, but 
rather how it is conceived, although 
most of the t ime the two processes 
are iconic. The architectural detail­
ing is based on a technological set 
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ascari. Via 7. 

Palazzo Quenni Stampalia; 
Venice. 1961-63. Garden 
corner detail Concrete and 
white marble 

rascari. Via 7. 

Front courtyard of I 
concrete and brick 

Paia/zetto; 

Roof of the Otiolenghi House, 
concrete and brick. 

of norms which govern the produc­
tion of parts, or, rather, the joining of 
parts, that is, a technique (figure 6) . " ' 

Frascari fol lows this with a more specif ic 
reference to Carlo Scarpa 's work: 

. . . construction and construing of 
architecture are both in the detail. 
E lus ive in a traditional d imensional 
definition, the architectural detail 
can be defined as the union of con­
struction, the result of logos of 
teckne, with construing, the result 
of the teckne of logos. The teckne of 
the logos becomes the manner of 
production of the detailed design 
and logos of the teckne, wh ich is the 
expression of the Venetian crafts­
manship, becomes the dialectical 
counterpart in the physical genera­
tion of the detai ls . ' 6 

Some of Scarpa 's detai ls provide a micro­
cosm of formal decis ions in which the so­
lution of a specif ic problem becomes the 
occasion for a process of reflection over 
its subject matter and ends up furnishing 
the user with a more valuable, permanent 
and poetic insight than what the problem 
could ever have suggested. In this way 
we can speak of detail ing as joinery, nar­
ration, discovery, all of wh ich are a critical 
approach to history and reveal a creative 
process of form making, from idea to 
drawing to object. 

In any case, no matter how one decides to 
begin an ana lys is of Scarpa 's work, inev­
itably one f inds himself involved in a very 
laborious process, the process of f inding 
and reconstructing all the threads which 
make up all the implicit and explicit rela­
tionships between parts. It is in the tech­

nological d iscovery that one should 
search for the key to the solut ions of 
Scarpa's linguistic operations, defining, in 
this specif ic case, technology as a selec­
tion of solut ions to static and decorative 
problems given in the Veneto hinterland 
by local craf tsmen through the centuries 
and layered in the customs and culture of 
the region itself. 

Form being before anything else a system 
of relat ionships, the attempt of summing 
up its components, reinvestigating the 
different levels at which the components 
interact and how far the interaction is 
conducted to finally perform a construct 
of meanings, becomes a w a y of studying 
form itself. It is undeniable that the power 
of Scarpa 's work of being text, is not only 
transferred and evolved from project to 
project, but applicable to more universal , 
and commonly sought, architectural de­
sign instruments such as scale, propor­
tion, light and textures, or more enigmatic 
ones such as space-temporal i ty and col­
lective memory. 

The merging of two different elements 
into one plastic event can be suggested 
by compar ing the solut ions for the court­
yard of a 17th Century vi l la, the il Pa-
lazzetto in Monsel ice, Padova, (1974-75 ) , 
for Scarpa 's fr iend, Aldo Businaro, and 
the roof for the Ottolenghi House in Bar-
dolino, Verona, (1975), completed after 
Scarpa 's death by the architect, Pino 
Tommasi . The two solut ions are almost 
identical; a ser ies of planes, creased like 
folded and unfolded paper, of common 
brick set into concrete. Round platforms 
placed in the intersections of these 
creases in the courtyard, become the ex­
trusion of the overscaled co lumns in the 
house (figures 7, 8). 
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In the introduction to his book, Architec­
ture, Mysticism and Myth, Wi l l iam R. 
Lethaby defines invention as , " . . . a new 
combinat ion of those images, that have 
previously gathered and deposited in the 
memory : nothing comes from nothing. 
He (the architect) who has laid up no ma­
terials can produce no combinat ions." 
Scarpa 's memory includes the entire artis­
tic production in Europe between the 
World W a r s - M o n d r i a n , Miro, De S t i j l - t o 
which he makes constant v isual refer­
ence, and the work of Frank Lloyd Wright 
from wh ich he also derived inspiration. 

18 
Zevi, L'Espresso, p. 145. 

19 
Rudi, interview. 

Much more can be derived from Scarpa 's 
venetianitas than the exploitation of tradi­
tional techniques or of rich and exotic im­
agery. His production of one of a kind 
details is, ". . . born in the pleasure of de­
signing which casts aside any bitterness 
to grant the joy of the trade, of direct and 
lyrical contact with materials, wood or 
marble, metal or water (figure 9 ) . " ' B 

To begin to point out Scarpa 's capacity for 
the integration in one event, not only of 
knowledge, history and construction tech­
niques, but also of the human potential of 
his col laborators, we should look at the 
evolution of color in his typical plaster 
work. The exquisitely Venetian plastering 
is a technique in which ingenuity and skill 
play equal roles and comes from a tradi­
tion of which the origin has been lost in 
t ime. Scarpa 's plaster work has reached 
the age of plastics without giving up the 
glossy beauty of a surface in which color 
is mixed in one body with the plaster to 
obtain a texture and a light quality that 
are funct ions of the tool used to trowel it 
to a mirror f inish and of the ability and 
eye of the craf tsman who uses it. Until 

recently, in the renovation of the entrance 
of the Palazzo Querini Stampal ia in Ven­
ice, (1961-63 ) , in the interiors of the Mu-
seo Civico di Castelvecchio di Verona, 
(1964) and the Cimitero Brion in San Vito 
di Alt ivole (1970 -72 ) , the colors were in­
spired by strong earth tones: reds to re­
member the ground brick powder mixed 
with the Venetian stucco exteriors (figure 
10), blacks to juxtapose depth to the con­
crete structure f raming (figure 11). In the 
addition to the Banca Popolare di Verona 
(figure 12), (1973-78 ) , however, the plas­
ter work is marked by a very different in­
f luence: all the samples prepared by his 
lifetime friend and executor of plaster 
work, Mario De Luigi, were derived from < 
book on the painter, Mark Rothko. De 
Luigi, coming from a family of painters, 
l ived his entire life in the same formal cli­
mate as Scarpa . The intention, in the 
wi l l ingness to evolve a color character 
wh ich w a s imbedded in both of these Ve­
netian men's hearts, w a s to f ind, like 
Rothko, a density, a thickness, a depth be­
yond the surface of the plaster. These re­
sul ts are achieved without question in the 
purples, greens and blues of the Banca's 
surfaces. 

There w a s no great or smal l painter 
that Scarpa did not know. He saw 
Rothko at the Biennale and at Palazzc 
Grass i . Scarpa w a s a devourer of 
books of images, for which he 
would invest a great deal of money. 
On this subject he w a s very st imu­
lating to his students; he would ex­
plain how to read a book, not only 
turn the pages, but to meditate, how 
to really look and how to make notes. 
His interlocutors were in the entire 
histories of architecture, sculpture 
and painting. The fact that today, in 
a time of ideological cr is is in archi­
tecture, one looks at Scarpa , is be­
cause of his pragmat ism, his experi-
mental ism and the density of his 
references, wh ich are devoid of 
cliche and matured in his own 
experience. ' " 

It should also be known that the kind of 
creative relationship that Scarpa devel­
oped over the years with each one of his 
t radesmen and his curiosity for any tech­
nical operation wil l prompt him to require 
the d isassembl ing of a machine just to 
understand in depth whether a tech­
nological apparatus could have been used 
for different applications and results than 
those routinely accepted. Scarpa had a 
great ability to st imulate and intrigue 
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Louis I Kahn in "Carlo Scarpa." a catalog published 
by the Accademia Olimpica for the occasion of the 
exhibition of the work of Carlo Scarpa. Vicenza. 1974. 
colophon. 

col laborators, instill in them more 
confidence in their capacity, better under­
standing of their own tools and their hu­
man potential to finally obtain superior 
motivat ion, techniques and quality. Th is 
w a s the typical rapport he developed with 
the three major t rades: marble, steel and 
woodworkers . It is not by accident that 
Scarpa 's stonework techniques are identi­
cal to those used by the gothic builders to 
erect the most complex fagades. Each 
piece of stone is adjusted and laid out in a 
horizontal plane and is numbered and 
transfered to its final position in the fa­
cade only after there is absolute certainty 
that the entire sys tem is precisely fitted 
and all joints are worked out. Once we 
accept and justify the lengthy and 
painstaking process of assembly, it might 
be surpr is ing to find out how easi ly 
Scarpa would accept the extension of the 
traditional manual dexterity of the crafts­
man by the use of sophist icated machine 
techniques. The overscaled stone mould­
ings of the Banca's fagade, simi lar to 
those in cast concrete of the Brion Cem­

etery, are here executed mostly by 
machines (f igures 13, 14). Where the ma­
chine has to be stopped because, for in­
stance, it cannot cut into a square corner, 
the stonecutter wi l l intervene and not 
only complete the machine's work but wil 
also sand and refinish by hand the entire 
work to bring back the sensit ive surface o 
a handcut stone. 

"Design consults nature to give presence 
to the elements." 2 0 

Water as an express ive natural system is, 
for Carlo Scarpa , more than a pretext for 
poetic and organic architecture. Water be 
comes an essential theme used to carry 
and develop reinvented functions and to 
manipulate the organization of space. As 
the theme confronts different historical 
and contextual situations in each proj­
ect, a meaning is produced, and mean­
ing inevitably points to the value of 
appropr iateness. 

Banca Popolaro di Verona 
facade detail Botticmo marble 

Cimitero Brion, elevation of the 
chapel 
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Museo C I V I C O di Casle lvocchio. 
courtyard lountain. 

17 
Palazzo Quermi Stampal ia , 
detail of the garden water 
source. Carved marble. 

18 
Palazzo Quenm Stampal ia . 
detail of fountain drain. Carved 
marble. 
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A construct ion can be cal led archi­
tecture when it pertains to the truth. 
What truth is, is difficult to estab­
l ish: mounta ins, water and sun are 
true. ' ' 

Water is the medium and the condition 
for Venice's historical and economical sur­
vival through the centur ies. The acqua 
alta, or high tide, becomes each Novem­
ber a fast idious counterpoint to the city's 
life but at the same t ime reveals in full the 
true nature of each facade by reflecting 
under an overcast sky, the symmetry and 
eury thmy of the w indows , arches and bal­
conies. Venice, with its colors attenuated 
by low light, makes more visible its order 
of textures, line and mass as reflected by 
still water. In the restoration of the Palazzo 
Querini S tampal ia , the traditional winter 
condition of the tidal f looding of the first 
f loor is dealt with a typical Venetian toler­
ance. Water is a l lowed to f low through in­
tricate iron gates f rom the adjacent Rio 
Santa Maria Formosa. We also w i tness a 
typical Scarpa solut ion: the floor is sud­
denly d isassociated from the wal ls , it 
becomes a dry tray of stone-capped con­
crete with its own boundaries which the 
visitor would not want to violate in fear of 
losing protection from the unfriendly wa ­
ter. A s he creates the principle, Scarpa 
adds the except ion: if one wants to delib­
erately t respass the uplifted edge of this 
f ield, he wi l l f ind delicately detailed mar­

ble and concrete steps going down to the 
damp and inhospitable outer field (f igure15). 

A tension is created by the theme of w a ­
ter in its relation to tradition which leads 
to additional themes recurrent in Scarpa 's 
work such as the dialectic between pre-
existent condit ions and new work, be­
tween structural support and the exhibi­
tion of an object and the evolution of a 
construction material subjected to new in­
terpretation. These themes find an even 
stronger express ion in the courtyard of 
the Museum of Castelvecchio. Water is 
exhibited as a medium of life, a fountain 
for the thirsty and a magnif icent complex 
in wh ich a medieval street fountain is 
grafted in a concrete wal l providing a 
background to a shal low pool in which 
sound, goldfish and f lowering plants 
create an episode of serenity as they ex­
plain the natural vital cycle (figure 16). In 
the garden of the Querini Stampal ia , wa ­
ter is used again as a counterpoint to the 
treatment of the ground floor of the Pa­
lazzo. Its source is a smal l labyrinth 
carved in marble which suggests the pain 
of its forced birth (figure 17). It is then 
channeled through a long trough parallel 
to the Rio which extends almost the entire 
length of the garden. It then passes be­
neath a stone lion that faces the source, 
and finally d isappears into a drain which 
is magnif icently express ive of the idea of 
vortex (figure 18). 
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Scarpa gives water a tragic symbol ism in 
the project for a monument to the vict ims 
of a 1974 fascist bombing in the Piazza 
della Loggia in Bresc ia . In the first solu­
tion, water connects a series of truncated 
co lumns placed where the bodies were 
found. Water v is ibly runs on a bronze 
trough placed under the Piazza's paving 
and opens up into a trapezoidal pool 
close to the position of the victim who 
w a s thrown the farthest (figure 19). By 
moving in a path made of the orthogonal 
changes of direction, water tends to re-
compose the bodies, as represented by 
co lumns, from their scattered positions 
and pull them close to the one at greatest 
distance. In a success ive re-elaboration, 
less emotional and more meditative, the 
position of each body is marked by a fur­
row in the pavement through which water 
can be seen in motion. The column of the 
portico arches, torn apart by the explo­
s ion, remains an asymmetr ica l focus of 
the composit ion with the laceration in the 
stone covered with gold leaf as a perma­
nent record of the f lash of the explosion. 

In the design for the unbuilt new entrance 
to the IUAV, (1966), Scarpa constructs an 
absolutely original behavior encouraging 
people to look at the door. The door is an 

ancient portal disconnected from the 
building. Having discarded the idea of u; 
ing the door as an entrance because it 
w a s too monumenta l , Scarpa laid the 
stone piers and arch in a corner of the 
courtyard inside a pool of water. In this 
way, water reminds us of the trans­
parency wh ich is consonant to the idea c 
door." 

And finally, the theme of water, air and 
color to which Scarpa is totally attuned i: 
central to the design for the Veneto 
Pavi l l ion, part of the regional exhibit for 
the National ltalia-61 Centennial Celebra­
tion in Turin. The theme ass igned to the 
Veneto region could not have been more 
appropriate: The Sense of Color and the 
Government of Waters. Scarpa integrates 
these two natural aspects of his region 
and creates an environment loaded with 
emotion, organized around an impluviur 
and a pool where color and vibrating ligr 
interact with water and find their c l imax 
in an everchanging play with a section ol 
sky al lowed to participate with its full 
range of daily changes. The central pool, 
not only mult ipl ies reflections from the 
chandel ier to the entire space, but collec 
and reveals its outer boundaries of poly-
chromed vertical mosaics (figure 20). 
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The appropr iateness of a theme or even 
the question of what is theme in Carlo 
Scarpa 's work can be cross-referenced to 
other issues such as the problem of con­
text, his attitude towards tradition and his 
reinterpretation of history. No matter 
where one decides to begin an analys is of 
the work, he wi l l inevitably end up with 
the task of fol lowing and decoding all the 
interrelat ionships of Scarpa 's formal com­
ponents especial ly when they become oc­
cas ions for development in success ive 
projects (f igures 2 1 - 2 3 ) . There is a conti­
nuity which is not too difficult to follow in 
the many exper iences in which Scarpa 
deals with restoration, addit ions and re­
use. S o m e major episodes are: the proj­
ect for the Gipsoteca Canoviana in 
Possagno, Treviso, (1956); the project for 
the Olivetti Showroom at the Procuratie 
Vecchie, San Marco, Venice, (1957); and 
the Querini Stampal ia Foundation. These 
episodes and others all prepare and an­
nounce the work done at Castelvecchio. A 
common characterist ic in all of these proj­
ects is Scarpa 's capacity to select a few 
topical moments in which to reveal the 
individual essence of each project as ex­
pressed in an inventive, totally fresh solu­
tion. To the Possagno project belongs the 

surprising simplicity of a w indow cut into 
a ceil ing dihedron so that light washes 
the three planes of adjoining wal ls and 
ceiling in addition to softly i l luminating 
the white gypsum statues placed into 
equally white rooms (figure 24). In the 
Olivetti Showroom there is a complete re­
definition of the idea of interior and exte­
rior and its spatial and visual relationship 
to Piazza San Marco through the Sotto-
portico, but the crucial condition is the 
sculpture by Alberto Viani (figure 25). 

Among the few things that Scarpa 
told me in presenting his architec­
ture of the Olivetti Showroom is 
this: that he made it as an environ­
ment for the Viani sculpture. It is 
true and it is not true: or better, the 
Viani sculpture w a s to him neces­
sary, and that sculpture only, and the 
architect in choosing it compre­
hensively as an indispensible com­
ponent of his formal elaboration, 
empowered it, exalted it with a sin­
cere and profound homage from 
artist to artist, wh ich is very rare, and 
it helps to impose the except ional 
human cl imate in which the artistic 
work was thought and deve loped / ' 
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In Castelvecchio Sca rpa found a ficticious 
historical context marked by previous res­
torations characterized by picturesque 
style imitations. The building demanded 
strong reactions which caused, under 
Scarpa 's direction, an almost total gutting 
of the building and its recomposit ion. 

From the Brion Cemetery on, Scarpa be­
gins to develop a far more abstract atti­
tude, a maturation of more internalized 
facts that almost border on a meditation 
about architecture. From now on each so­
lution becomes entirely his own by creat­
ing demanding quest ions to which he is 
the only one who can give an answer. 
There is an obstinate interest in solving 
deeper and deeper a whole series of 
questions carried from previous projects. 
In the Banca Popolare di Verona, Scarpa 
found a huge spatial void, after demoli­
tion of the pre-exist ing building, right in 
the middle of a tightly packed Roman grid 
(figure 26). Plan form and facade are in 
this building totally disjointed. Looking 
for a crit ically demanding constraint to 
work against, Scarpa decided to pick up 
the one degree and a half difference in 
the orthogonality to the square of the 
building to the left and carry it throughout 
the new construct ion. Th is eighty-eight 
and a half degree angle is carr ied out in 
every corner, in every cut stone, in every 
horizontal grid (figure 27). The facade is 

disjointed in two planes, one to the piazza 
and one to the interior. 

In examining the elements of Italian 
architecture one is likely to observe 
how the use of structural elements 
for decorative purposes becomes 
predominant in the making of build­
ing facades. Th is architectural fea­
ture is so prevail ing that in many 
cases a second facade is generated 
and it stands as screen in front of 
the base fagade/ ' 1 

Scarpa had already tested the concept at 
Castelvecchio. The separat ion of the fa­
cade from the body of the building, like a 
cartilage or a skin that can be perforated 
independently from its interiors, also al­
lows for complex episodes of conjunction 
between sections of the same building. To 
provide a stage for the equestr ian monu­
ment of Cangrande della Sca la , Scarpa 
creates a void which makes us aware of 
the Adige River on one side and the 
seeming incompleteness of the side of 
the museum on the other. The statue is 
the suture of the museum to the medieval 
wa l l , the center of a rotational space in 
which roof, w indows and doors, the 
courtyard and the wal l are in tension with 
each other longing to be recomposed 
(figure 28). 
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Rudi, interview. 

26 
From a December 1981 interview with Guido 
Pietropoli, Architect, who was a former student, 
teaching assistant and collaborator for the design of 
the Faculty of Letters and Philosophy of the 
University of Venice. 

The denunciat ion of all the parts 
and their critical connect ions does 
not only reveal the refinement of an 
architect who interprets history and 
makes manifest all the phases of his 
intervention as layering and growing 
of parts, one over another, but is also 
an exquisi tely modern intention.-"' 

In the facade of the Banca Popolare the 
strategy of creating interruptions and 
voids is again applied as a series of spa­
tial invent ions each t ime the building 
must be joined to neighboring wal ls . Ex ­
amples of these joints are: a rupture to 
the palazzetto to the left (figure 29), a ter­
race to the right, an extraordinary play of 
a receding wal l wh ich frees a steel and 
g lass staircase and the invention of a 
steel f rame bridge supported at only one 
point with an inner wood skin (figure 30). 

An error w a s made during the construc­
tion of the facade in the treatment of the 
horizontal I-beam of the tripartite fagade. 
Scarpa , who used to spend unlimited 
t ime on all sites and maintained a creative 
and direct relationship with the building 
under construct ion, a lways took unvolun-
tary mistakes of the t radesmen as a 
chance for finding remedies which were 
at t imes more significant than the original 
solut ions. Guido Pietropoli, a former 
Scarpa student, teaching assistant and 
collaborator for the design of the Faculty 
of Letters and Phi losophy of the Univer­
sity of Venice, remembers how Carlo 

Scarpa , sitting at sundown at the Caffe 
Florian in Piazza San Marco, looked up at 
the frieze of Sansov ino 's Procuratie 
Nuove and suddenly realized that the 
ovuliwere reversed as opposed to the 
position which he a lways thought they 
were. Only in that reversed position 
would they take up a pink and blue color­
ation at that particular t ime of day; the 
entire frieze would gleam with color. He 
understood that a building could become 
almost magical , thanks to an architectural 
artif ice of that kind. That revelation servec 
the solution of the mosaics placed be­
tween the f langes of the I-beam (figure 
31). Instead of letting the sun provoke the 
color, Scarpa literally uses the bright colo 
of the glass tiles. The detail is therefore 
not an expedient but a conscious, fresh 
and appropriate solution. Th is episode 
not only proves Scarpa 's capacity to be 
open to unexpected events, but also the 
modesty of the man who would possibly 
justify an execution mistake by criticizing 
his own design process. If the object is 
designed wel l , it wil l be executed we l l ; if 
the object turns out imperfect, perhaps 
that reveals gaps during the design phase 
or lack of definition in the problem itself." 

Already in Castelvecchio, in solving the 
f raming and glazing of all gothic w indows 
and doors, Scarpa negated the existing 
symmetry of each opening and devised a 
composit ive sys tem in which f ixed glaz­
ing and operable w indows find a geome­
try of their own, a modern one reflected 

In 
29 
Banca Popolare di Verona; 
facade detail. 

31 
Banca Popolare di Verona; 
facade detail. 
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Banca Popolare di Verona; the 
bridge under construction. 
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27 
Businaro. interview 

28 
From a December 1981 interview with Doctor Flavio 
Pavan, Professor of Psychoanalysis at the University 
of Pavia. 

on the v isual culture of our century which 
necessitates the disassociat ion between 
the inner and outer planes of the wal l . 
The juxtaposit ion of the pass ive gothic 
geometry and the active one of the new 
interior f raming tends to reveal either one 
of the two sys tems as predominant to the 
other, whether observed from inside or 
outside the building. From the courtyard 
the new framing quietly stands back whi le 
the v iewer on the inside wil l perceive the 
old stonework encased as an exhibit just 
like an artifact in the museum (figure 32, 
33). In the Banca Popolare the apparently 
round w indows take up by associat ion 
and analogy the role of the gothic fenes­
tration of Caste lvecchio. The privilege of 
all new construct ion provides Scarpa with 
an occasion to utilize his complex knowl­
edge as a Venetian architect along with 
his exper ience in the design and handling 
of stone in relation to water. He gives 
pulsation to each round opening by split­
ting it at the vert ical ax is and by spacing 
away the two semici rc les. Th is process is 
made legible by the interposition of an 11 
centimeter wide gutter element the pur­
pose of which is to el iminate at a lower 
level rainwater collected between car­
ti lage and glazing (figure 34, 35). The bi-
centered oval is the product of a slow 
maturation of several intuitions, refer­
ences and former solut ions. Scarpa 's 
image, initially derived from the deforma­
tion and vibration one can observe in the 

shape of the rising or setting sun , or the 
organic complexi ty of the egg, so much 
investigated by Paul Klee, also fol lows 
Scarpa 's long standing concept of avoid­
ing joints and s e a m s in regions of a form 
where the form itself would be divided sc 
as to make visible its obvious compo­
nents. For example, an arch is never cut 
where it meets the piers, but a lways 
above or below the impost according to a 
sense of geometry in which construction 
and image are elegantly and dialectically 
juxtaposed. 

"I am a man of Byzantium who came to 
Venice by way of Greece ."" 

The narration provided by a sequence of 
spaces produces possible constructs 
which endlessly verify Scarpa 's first intui­
t ion. One of the most powerful and emo­
tionally involving of these sequences is 
the en t r ance -ha l l - poo l - pav i l l i on in the 
Brion Cemetery. Once past the threshold, 
in the d imness of the vest ibule, the sym­
bol of the two linked rings is silhouetted 
against the light of the exterior (figure 36) 
The two linked rings create abstractly the 
absolute symbol , or the symbol of the 
symbo l ; the Greek root of it means to tie 
together and the two circles are made to 
perfectly represent this action. "They also 
signify fecundity by delineating in the 
common area the female genital com­
pressed by two breas ts . " 7 8 
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29 
From a December 1981 interview with Walter 
Rossetto, Architect, who was a former student and 
collaborator with Scarpa on the Banca Popolare di 
Verona project. 

30 
Pavan, interview. 

31 
Pavan, interview. 

The suggest ion is of a w indow and the 
scale is of a door. In reality, the opening is 
neither a window, because it faces onto 
an unstructured field of grass, nor a door, 
s ince the actual entry is either to the right 
or to the left of the aperture. As a mathe­
matical symbol , infinity, it has a front and 
a back by being defined within the plane 
of the wa l l . On the vestibule side, pink 
glass ti les in the left ring intersect with 
blue ti les in the right r ing; on the other 
side, the pink tiles remain on the left and 
the blue on the right, thereby the right-left 
relationship is maintained al lowing each 
ring at the same t ime to contain both 
colors. 

The image of the intersecting rings is not 
new in the Brion Cemetery. It w a s already 
used in the Gav ina Shop in Bologna, 
(1961 -63 ) , as the main element in the fa­
cade. We see it again in the Banca 
Popolare in Verona as a brass detail in the 
steel work. Geometr ic construct ions such 
as the two intersecting rings, although ini­
tially a product of intuition, are not left by 
Scarpa to be improvised or randomly 
used. Only after the symbol had been 
used in the Brion Cemetery, visitors be­
gan to become aware that a traditional 
wedding ring such as those worn by 
peasants in the countryside of the Veneto 
region can actual ly be separated into 
two halves if abruptly dropped on a mar­
ble table. Years later, Scarpa found a 
geometric construction attributed to 
Borromini that expla ins the intrinsic rela­
t ionship of the elliptical plan of an unbuilt 
church (figure 37). It is surpr is ing how the 
same figure can assume meanings so di­
verse , conceptual ly unrelated, but never­
theless totally consonant in their context. 
When asked by Walter Rossetto, Scarpa 's 

youngest collaborator of his last days, if 
the two intersecting rings had any sped 
meaning to him, Scarpa replied enig­
matical ly: "It is a leit-motiv of my l i fe . " 2 9 

If w e choose the path to the right upon 
facing the two rings, w e are stopped by i 
heavy glass door which must be pushed 
down until it completely disappears be­
neath the floor level. The door is actual l \ 
submerged in a subterranean chamber 
placed in the path of the water which 
feeds the pool. One's entire body must 
participate in the effort necessary to 
lower the door. At that moment, an ex­
traordinary suggest ion is expressed, 

The body is collected in tension to 
gain way by overcoming a dia­
phragm, that is, the dynamic image 
of a penetration, of a reverse child­
birth, where the body takes a fetal 
position, aspir ing to re-enter the 
mother's womb. The pool which 
contains the pavil l ion is therefore a 
motherly place, and the pavil l ion a 
place of fetal f loating. 1" 

The submerging of the g lass door yields 
a sound produced by a steel cable held 
taut in a constellation of pul leys (figure 
38). The sound is ampl i f ied by the hall­
way itself, a thin concrete box open at 
both ends. 

It is the sound of a counterrevolu­
tion of celestial spheres, put in mo­
tion by a desire moving in the oppc 
site direction to their natural order; 
it is an ups idedown wa i l , it is the 
solemn and deep sound of the Om 
which preceeds meditat ion." 

38 
Cimitero Brion; detail of the 
counterweiahts for the 
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-11 
Cimitero Brion: view of the 
main tomb from the pavilion. 

1 

Cimitero Brion; view of the 
pool from the pavilion. 

i 
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33 
Pavan, interview. 

32 
Pavan, interview. 

34 

Martin Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1975), p. 215. 

The pavill ion protects the act of withdraw­
ing to meditate where a person is in 
search of his natural origin, as the source 
of truth. If one stands in an erect position, 
the horizon is totally exc luded thus con­
centrating one's attention to the pool and 
to all the objects immersed at different 
depths, which clear ly reveal the existence 
of two separate wor lds, above and below 
the plane of the water. In a sitting posi­
tion, the natural horizon returns together 
with a second artif icial horizon behind 
one's shoulders, formed by innumerable 
glass ti les of whi te, black, gold, si lver and 
colored shades cast in the concrete, ". . . 
a horizontal plot of an internal story (fig­
ures 3 9 - 4 1 ) . " * The water in the pool orig­
inates from a silent spring near the tomb 
of the couple. 

From the place of death is born the 
river which ascends upstream the 
current of vital t ime and feeds the 

lake which protects the enigma of 
birth. 3 3 

Scarpa w a s defined by Sergio Los, one 
of his longtime teaching assistants, as 
architetto-poeta. Los maintains that a lin­
guistic interpretation of architecture al­
lows a distinction between poetry and 
prose, and if many works of Rat ional ism 
belong to prose, Scarpa 's express ion is 
characterized by poetry. Poetry is here in­
tended as an accent placed on the mes­
sage itself, s ince the architecture of Carlo 
Scarpa is concentrated on language. By 
making a space habitable, Scarpa brings 
to architectural consc iousness an original 
and irreproducable behavior. 

Poetry is what really lets us dwell . 
But through what do w e attain to a 
dwell ing place? Through building. 
Poetic creation, wh ich lets us dwell , 
is a kind of bui lding. 3 4 

&2* • 
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Palazzo Quermi Stampaha; 
detail of the garden. 
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Kazuo Shmohara 

Kazuo Shinohara. "Towards Architecture," The Japan 
Architect, September 1981, p. 35. 

Kazuo Shinohara. "Beyond Symbol Space." The 
Japan Architect. April 1971. 

Kazuo Shinohara. "When Naked Space is Traversed, 
The Japan Architect, February 1976, p. 66. 

Kazuo Shinohara, "Now and Function," Space 
Design, January 1979, p. 12. 

Shinohara, "Now and Function", pp. 6-13. 

Towards the "zero-degree mach ine" 

My recent interests have been centered 
on the idea of a zero-degree machine. ' 
The term zero-degree in itself has no 
meaning; it has signif icance only in rela­
tion to what I call a "hot state." In the type 
of symbol ic space which is representative 
of the traditional composit ion of Japanese 
architecture, a hot meaning cult ivated 
from the long process of history is con­
densed. From the beginning of my career 
through the conclusion of my so-called 
first phase, I had been dealing with space 
which bears this hot meaning. At that 
point I turned toward efforts to create an 
"ant i -space" ' ' in opposit ion to the type of 
space which carr ies this hot meaning. 
During the period of this second phase, 
the cube w a s my basic f ramework for de­
sign. I frequently employed the adject ives 
inorganic, or neutral to elaborate this new 
mode of express ion . ' My focus then w a s 
gradual ly shift ing towards a cold space. 

Some t ime later I real ised that my con­
cept and method were moving into a third 
phase. I introduced totally disparate no­
tions such as nakedness, machine, and 
savagery at var ious stages in the develop­
ment and metamorphosis of my space, 
and zero-degree-machine is the term 
which best descr ibes the present stage of 
this evolut ion. ' The shifts in my style of 
express ion could be analogous to the 
phenomenon of morphological discon­
tinuity known in biology as catastrophe: a 
sudden and rapid rupture of continuity in 
an organic process. 

Ambiva lence in evolution 

A nation's tradition is an accumulat ion of 
the tangible realit ies in the everyday l ives 
of its people. It w a s in response to the 
concreteness of these realities that I 
chose tradition as the starting point of my 
architecture. The fact that my works were 
then exclus ively limited to residential de­
sign had a particularly signif icant effect 
upon this choice. During my first phase, 
whi le I cont inued to feel affinity with tra­
ditional Japanese space, I w a s deter­
mined to extract its syntax logically. 
Syntax is itself one form of abstraction. I 
intended to discover, in the operation of 
the mind and its mode, the underlying 
characterist ics of such everyday, concrete 
elements of composit ion as shoj i , tatami, 
posts and beams, and distinctive roof 
s h a p e s - a l l of wh ich are said to be essen­
tial character ist ics of Japanese architec­

tural space. For instance, I educed some 
elemental concepts such as the dividing-
composit ion of the plan, and the frontal is 
of the elevat ion, along with the charac­
terist ics of the schemata deduced from 
these concepts. ' These concepts and 
schemata became potent themes and 
methods for my space composit ion. The 
further the investigation went into the na­
ture of concrete objects, the more clearly 
could apprehend the underlying abstract 
structure. The development or evolution 
of my space w a s built upon this am­
bivalent structure. 

Upon identifying these two concep ts -
dividing-composit ion and f ron ta l i t y -as 
basic features of traditional Japanese ar­
chitecture (these concepts are applicable 
not only to architecture but to other for­
mat ive arts as wel l ) , I sensed the exis­
tence of their converse concepts: the 
connecting method of composit ion and 
three-dimensionality. At that time I also 
became aware that these converse con­
cepts, or methods, are those which are 
essent ial ly characterist ic of the traditiona 
composit ion of Western architecture. I 
worked with these pairs of phenomena in 
establ ishing the position and direction of 
my new themes. I recognized that these 
themes could adhere neither to Japanese 
tradition nor to that of Western culture. 

Cube and machine 

The cube, as one of the f rameworks for 
expression in the modern architecture of 
the 1920s, had a direct analogy with the 
concept of machine. The cubic architec­
ture constructed by assembl ing and com­
bining industry-fabricated components 
had a close natural affinity with the imag 
ery of the machine. In form, in function, 
and in their interrelationship, the analogv 
of the machine seems to have been quite 
effective in the creation of fresh images c 
new architecture. 

My cube was not analogous to the ma­
chine. The cube became a main frame­
work for express ion during my second 
phase, which began around the end of th 
1960s. The origin of this form and its con 
cept could be traced to the space com­
position of the House in White of 1966, 
designed when I w a s most deeply at­
tached to the tradition of Japanese archi­
tecture. S o m e years later, when I decidec 
to shift to ant i -Japanese space, I con­
structed this framework for my new ex­
pression by abstracting the form of the 
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l inohara. "Beyond Symbol Space" , p. 87. 

izuo Shinohara. "A Theory of Residential 
chitecture," The Japan Architect, 
tober 1967 

House in White. Another composit ional 
f ramework, the f issure, which became a 
dominant plan character ist ic, emerged 
from a simi lar process of abstracting form 
from earlier projects." 

My second phase, the architecture of the 
cube, w a s a f ramework for expressing an 
inorganic, neutral, or dry meaning. My cu­
bic architecture w a s intended as anti-
s p a c e - i n contrast with the former works 
which corresponded so intimately with 
t radi t ion-rather than as a direct analogy 
with the machine. There w a s no need for 
that kind of analogy which wel l explains 
the character of my second phase, or 
cube period. 

linohara, "When Naked Space is Traversed". 

izuo Shinohara. Shinkenchiko, March 1975. 

Naked objects 

"Pos ts , wa l l s , braces; all of these express 
no more than their funct ions. The result­
ing space wh ich is made up of these 
elements does not convey any pre­
determined or prescribed intents." ' Th is is 
what I wrote about my expectat ions in the 
design of the Tanikawa Residence in 1974. 
After having completed the development 
of my ser ies of ant i -spaces, I once again 
employed a traditional roof style and 
composit ion of posts and beams, in the 
Tanikawa Residence, this t ime intending 
to demonstrate the difference between 
this new style and the structure of the 
meanings included in the vocabulary of 
my first phase. (During my second phase I 
had designed another wooden structure, 
the Pr ism House, but this house w a s in all 
respects quite far removed from tradi­
tional J a p a n e s e style.) Its components are 
fragmented objects conveying neutral 
and inorganic meaning, which are not as­
sembled to constitute a unified concept of 
space. Upon entering this structure 
formed from naked objects, the observer 
can freely read from it diverse and infinite 
meanings." Such a structure could be re­
garded as an apparatus for production of 
meaning. Th is structure, therefore, can be 
thought of as a machine. With the disap­
pearance of my unconscious inclinations 
toward unity or s y m b o l i s m - b o t h of 
wh ich were reminiscent of my cubic 
p h a s e - m y machine concept came into 
being. 

Th i s machine ex is ts in a different context 
from that of the machine in the twenties. I 
introduced this theme at the beginning of 
the sevent ies when the general current of 
Japanese architecture w a s retreating from 
an optimistic belief in technology and 

turning towards the art of meaningful 
space. In the previous decade, when this 
faith in omnipotent technology w a s be­
coming prevalent in the Japanese archi­
tectural scene, I manifested the opposing 
idea that the house is "art." ' ' I l ikewise 
proposed the machine as a crit icism of 
the mainst ream of the sevent ies as well 
as an homage to the brilliant spirit of the 
protagonists of the twent ies in Europe. 

Anarchy as prototype 

A line of bui ldings of the most advanced 
technology and style is intermittently in­
terrupted by old-fashioned buildings. 
Such abrupt gaps in continuity are char­
acteristic of the streets of New York City. 
Bui ldings decorated with ornamentat ion 
from proximate historical periods, and the 
elegant and somehow soft surfaces of 
masonry characterize the streets of Paris. 
In Tokyo, which has a character resem­
bling neither of these cities, the streets 
are filled with a chaos of forms and col­
ors. In the typical townscape of Tokyo's 
commercia l quarters, wh ich could not be 
described as anything other than chaotic. 
I f ind a l ivel iness which I appreciate. What 
I appreciate is not the townscape itself but 
the structure of the chaos which gener­
ates the l ivel iness. I substitute anarchy for 
chaos to suggest a progressive concept; 
Tokyo's anarchy is a prototype of the con­
temporary metropolis, representing an 
energetic chaos whch most modern cit ies 
wil l sooner or later encounter. 

I defined my machine as an assemblage 
of f ragmented components deprived of 
their customary implications, and as an 
apparatus constructed without any inten­
tion of realizing a unified concept. I am 
deeply interested in anarchy because of 
its similar i ty to my definition of the ma­
chine. The l ivel iness that I described indi­
cates the existence of freedom as a 
prerequisite for a city and for its reading. 
If such an anarchic city were consciously 
planned and built somewhere , it could 
wel l be regarded as an apparatus rep­
resentat ive of a mega-scaled space 
machine. 

It is because I believe I can give more 
freedom to my space by examining the 
capacity of this conceptual apparatus, as 
defined in the realms of both architecture 
and urbanism, that the zero-degree ma­
chine persistently attracts my concern at 
present. 
Kazuo Shinohara 
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Preface 

It is difficult indeed to judge accurately 
the c i rcumstances of contemporary archi­
tecture as a whole , but among the many 
possible approaches toward an analys is 
w e can outline one perspective by tracing 
the locus of an architect who has been 
producing his own very personal works 
without pause. Th is w a s my expectation 
whi le consider ing the whole range of 
Kazuo Sh inohara 's work, even though my 
a im is to concentrate on an analys is of 
the intrinsic structure in the works auton­
omously developed by Shinohara. 

Kazuo Sh inohara , who in the early 1960s 
made the statement that "Houses are 
Art," is an architect who has been assert­
ing the crucial function of individual crea­
t ion, whi le remaining aware of the fact 
that architecture (or, in a wider sense, the 
Arts) is a socio-cultural phenomenon. The 
intrinsic structure of a work is the struc­
ture of express ion composed by the 
intrinsic architectural language. In 
Sh inohara 's case it must be described as 
an artistic structure, the function of which 
is to provoke people to discover unex­
pected meanings. 

At first, Sh inohara 's recent works appear 
very much changed from those of his 
early period. There are a lways two dif­
ferent qualit ies discernible in the works of 
an architect: one is var iable, and the other 
invariable. Of the two, what impresses me 
most strongly in Sh inohara 's work is its 
predominantly invariable character. Gen­
erally, what is judged to be invariable 

should be read by the v iewer from the 
form of the works through the var ious pe 
riods, but it is not a lways consciously or 
intentionally expressed by the artist; 
some aspects wh ich go unnoticed by the 
artist, produce deep impressions in the 
viewer. 

It is my opinion that the key to a funda­
mental understanding of Shinohara 's 
work is to be found in the beautiful 
houses of his first period related to tradi­
t ion, which is highlighted by his House in 
White of 1966. As w e proceed in the anal 
ys is we wil l f ind in the development of 
later works the presence of concepts and 
elements from this period of traditional 
express ion. 

'Opposition' as a basic structure 

From Division to Opposition 
The originality of Shinohara 's early work; 
emerges in his relatively smal l indepen­
dent houses, each with more than half of 
its vo lume occupied by a single large 
space. We can appreciate this style of 
" large space " at its most beautiful in the 
House in White. Th is house has generally 
been explained in the context of Japanes 
tradition. In fact, in that space we find the 
subl imation of a style refined through the 
tradition of an old culture in character­
istics not to be found in Western ar­
chitecture, such as ethereality, linear 
abstractness, simplici ty and the particu­
larly Japanese quality of frontality per­
ceivable from within the room. However, 
think that for Shinohara the large space b 
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a concept which developed outside of tra­
dition, entering the realm of religious 
rather than domest ic space. 

In his search for a large space Shinohara 
w a s to discover a new kind of symbol ic 
space reacting to the wan ing total self, 
wh ich can be restored only through feel­
ings, the unconscious mind, and the 
physical self; considerat ions which are 
excluded and regarded as anti-rational in 
modern architecture. I think it is appropri­
ate to say that all of his works were devel­
oped fol lowing directions suggested by 
this fundamental problem. Th is large 
space w a s a message from the architect 
to his contemporar ies conveyed through 
the form of space. 

It is wel l known that during this search for 
a large space Sh inohara had chosen to 
use the concept of division which he has 
extracted from the method of composi­
tion inherent in traditional architecture; 
the plan in J a p a n e s e traditional architec­
ture is not the result of the connection of 
independent units, but of the division of 
the plan by many straight l ines. Each unit 
result ing f rom this division has an 
ephemeral life, in that it d isappears as 
soon as the sliding partit ions, which 
embody the div is ion, are removed. 
Shinohara regarded the composit ional 
method of Western architecture as one 
which w a s embodied in the concept of 

connect ion, in contrast to Japanese di­
v is ion. Throughout this early phase 
Shinohara was talking about Japanese 
traditional space as void. Th is vo idness is 
a characterist ic present in the whole of 
J a p a n e s e culture; a characterist ic which 
we , as Japanese , cannot fail to recognize, 
no matter whether w e confirm or deny its 
signif icance. 

It is natural that Sh inohara, who was in 
love with traditional architecture, would 
intuitively grasp the geometric abstract-
ness latent in division and conclude that 
he wou ld perhaps be able to create a new 
kind of space using the concept of divi­
sion positively, t ranscending the tradi­
tional meaning of vo idness. However, the 
large space was more than just the result 
of div is ion. To clarify this point I wi l l ana­
lyze the method of composit ion in the 
House in White. Let me begin with an 
ana lys is of the plan, which is one of the 
simplest plans that could be imagined for 
a house; an abstract composit ion result­
ing from the division of a square by a sin­
gle straight line (figure 1). 

In the houses preceding the House in 
White, even in those with many rooms, 
the method of composit ion used w a s not 
that of connection but of division of the 
whole . But in these houses there already 
existed the origins of a space which 
would become the center. A s for the 
possible associat ion of division with 
simplicity, it must be said that, just as con­
nection does not a lways lead to complex­
ity, neither does division necessari ly lead 
to simplicity. That Shinohara considered 
division a method directed toward s im­
plification was in fact a product of his aes­
thetic consc iousness. The development of 
the concept of large space brought 
changes to the concept of division. In the 
House in White w e find this method of 
division used to its l imits to achieve s im­
plicity in the large space. The strong op­
position that can be perceived between 
this large space and the other parts of the 
house, as indicated in the plan, can be 
understood as evidence of a conceptual 
change from simple division into 
opposit ion. 

"Shell" and intersecting "plane" 
When the House in White was designed, 
the concept of opposit ion w a s not yet a 
main theme in Sh inohara 's work. The 
theme of opposit ion w a s hidden behind 
the theme of the large space; this is more 
apparent in the section than in the plan. 
The structure of the House in White con-
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2 
House in White, schematic 
section. 

1 

Jan Mukafovsky. Structure, Sign and Function (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1978). 

\ A / 
I 

Tanikawa Residence 

House in Ashitaka 

\ 
House on a Curved Road 

3 
Schemat ic sect ions of three 
houses. 

sists of a system of t russes forming a py­
ramidal roof; a strongly centralized frame 
supported by a single column with four 
diagonal braces support ing the four 
beams ascending to the center. The inte­
rior vo lume thus f ramed is divided by an 
off-center wal l (vertical plane) and a ceil­
ing (horizontal plane) defining a box-
shaped vo lume which becomes the large 
space. The central co lumn, located as it 
i s - c l ose r to the interior w a l l - d o e s not 
appear to be central to the architectural 
whole. These wal l and column elements 
are manipulated to create the important 
character of frontality in the room, and 
from this kind of fiction (in regard to ap­
parent non-centrality) ar ises the symbol­
ism of the large space (figure 2). 

Architectonically, the House in White is a 
s imply constructed shell divided by a ver­
tical wal l plane independent from the 
structure. Th i s is the composit ional basis 
used to establ ish, in the architectural 
whole , the large space bearing the mean­
ing. The relationship between the shel l , 
and the plane intersecting it appears re­
peatedly in many of Shinohara 's most im­
portant works, with intentional variat ions 
in the structural sys tem or the shape and 
number of wal ls . 

The Tanikawa Residence (1974), House in 
Ashi taka (1977) and House on a Curved 
Road (1978) are homologous to the House 
in White in that in each there is a shell 
wh ich , t raversed by a wal l , defines a large 
space on one side and a sub-divided 
space to serve many functions on the 
other (figure 3). Th i s does not mean that 
Sh inohara 's architecture had not changed 
through t ime, but it does point out one 
type of invariant wh ich , being common to 
several works , appears in different forms 

1 

• 

1 

whi le the architecture develops changing 
meanings. If w e consider only the objec­
tive form, w e can interpret it as the inter­
play between the structural (the shel l) am 
the non-structural (the partition wal l ) . 
When I use the term invariant I am refer­
ring to the abstract relationship of oppos 
tion which is common to the intrinsic 
structure in many works. Th is opposition 
in the composit ion of multiple elements 
in Sh inohara 's works is not a static rela­
t ionship but a dynamic one. I wi l l later 
explain how this opposit ion becomes the 
center of a "mean ing producing ma­
chine." Some express ions peculiar to 
Shinohara like savagery and machine 
cannot be understood without consider­
ing their relation to this concept of 
opposit ion. 

The symbolic meaning in opposition 
Appear ing in a period in which residentia 
architecture had largely lost what J a n 
Mukafovsky cal led the aesthetic function 
(the function of "provok ing" culture), 1 

the introduction of the large space in 
Shinohara 's House in White brought this 
function to life again and called it to peo­
ple's attention. He accompl ished this 
through the reversal of the duality every­
day non-everyday, focusing on the non-
everyday aspects which are beyond func-
t ional ism. Although this change in the re­
lation was a dangerous adventure it did 
not mean the destruction of architectural 
form: it w a s the re-organization of archi­
tectural thought through artistic thought. 

It is difficult to explain the strong feeling I 
get each t ime I see a work of Shinohara's, 
when I recognize the manifestation of an 
unconscious impulse of its author. Th is is 
the kind of impulse which makes a persoi 
build a tower on the earth's surface, an 

MM 



ji Taki 

r 
W 
f 

;1 

• 
r 

1 

n 

i 

V li 
I 

I 1 

» 

I 

)use on a Curved Roed, 1978. 
[erior view. 

j u s e in Ashitaka. 1977, 
tenor during construction 

inikawa Residence, 1974, 
itenor view ol the "large 
aace" with earth floor 



Koji Taki 50 

impulse which can be read as an ascen­
sion impulse generated by the spatial re­
lation created between the tower and the 
ground. We general ly call this interpreta­
tion of form symbo l i sm. In this symbol­
ism the relation of opposit ion plays one 
of the fundamental roles; as in the pre­
vious metaphor with the tower, the as­
cending movement g ives birth to the 
relation between the tower and the 
earth's surface. The opposit ion sensed in 
the relation between the tower and the 
earth results from a basic human im­
pulse; through this opposit ion w e can feel 
the ritual re-creation of the world sym­
bolically. The opposit ion which I feel in 
Sh inohara 's sophist icated and rather as­
cetic express ion results from the impulse 
concealed in the forms which he creates, 
and thus, through this opposit ion a sym­
bol can be read in a simple plan. 

Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane (New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 1959). 

Carl G. Jung, Man and His Symbols (New York: 
Doubleday. 1964). 

Certainly the dist inguished research by 
Mircea Eliade"' on rel igious symbol ism 
made it clear that in traditional society, 
not only in sacred architecture but also in 
the profane, "to bui ld" means to recreate 
the universe, and that houses are " imago 
mundi . " The problem, as C. G. Jung 
points out, is that w e have enough knowl­
edge of symbo ls but w e do not " l i ve " 
them. ' When Shinohara stated that he 
tried to make people discover something 
through his large space he w a s referring 
to the act of l iving the symbols . The main 
theme of the House in White, then, w a s 
the sacral ization of the dwel l ing. In con­
trast to this, some contemporary trends in 
arch i tecture-creat ion through the recyc­
ling of iconographies from anthropology 
and e thno logy -seem ineffective, no mat­
ter how charming images like those of a 
mandala or anthropomorphic forms 
might be. Man cannot preserve the eter­
nal theme of this symbol ism except 
through the contemporary forms of ex­
pression corresponding to each era. 

Interdependence between interior and 
exterior: The Uncompleted House 

The Reversal of Space 
The Uncompleted House (1970) is com­
monly known as the first reinforced con­
crete work marking Shinohara 's departure 
f rom tradition. Completely new aspects 
appear in the plan and the interior com­
posit ion. Whi le the intersection of the 
shell by the plane in the House in White 
w a s nothing but a composit ional method 
without any special meaning, the whole 
architecture of the Uncompleted House is 

t raversed at its center by a space sand­
wiched between two planes. Here oppo; 
tion becomes clearly apparent. These 
changes were not brought about by onh 
one cause but by a complex relation of 
causes made up of impulse, manipula­
tion and many other related factors. 
Shinohara strove to express completed-
ness in making these large spaces. Th is 
completedness symbol izes the meaning 
of inner life in opposit ion to the outer 
world, and Sh inohara regarded this op­
position as the result of an aggressive 
stance against the outer wor ld. 

The outer wor ld that Sh inohara faced w ; 
dominated by a critical situation which 
had developed in the whole of Japanese 
society from the end of the 1960s throuc 
the beginning of the sevent ies. On the 
one hand, architects, favored by a pros­
perous situation, were able to talk freely 
and frequently about futurology. On the 
other hand, internal cr i t ic isms of the 
whole culture were developing as politic 
disputes, putting the whole society into 
an unusual state of tension. The opposi­
tion of Sh inohara 's work to the world wa 
related to this cr is is. He recognized this 
situation through a very particular per­
spect ive of his own. A work of art is 
closely related to its author's intuition, 
conscious or unconscious, of the crisis o 
the period in which he is l iving. 

In his work, the exterior invading the inti 
rior, creates a deeper interior, call ing to 
the impulse in the inner man. The inter­
nalization of var ious external cr ises is or 
of the important factors which produced 
the Uncompleted House: at that momen 
the architectural form appeared as what 
Kenneth Burke called a "styl ized solutior 
to the external critical situation, a solutic 
which is beyond the simple expression c 
the crisis of the era in architectural term; 
Today, after 10 years ' t ime, w e are sur­
prised when looking back to the architec 
ture of that period, that it is difficult to 
f ind works wh ich , like Shinohara 's , in­
scribed the socio-cultural cr isis in archi­
tecture. But Sh inohara never thought of 
giving express ion to the crisis itself or di 
rectly committ ing himself to the situatioi 
The paradoxical truth is that the more au 
tonomous a work is, the more it become 
a product of its era. 

As I have said before, the architectural 
concepts that Shinohara had originated 
were structured through the relation of 
opposit ion, and his inner impulses were 
projected into this conceptual structure 
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of opposit ion, manifested between the other parts B, on both sides, a reversal 
two kind of spaces : those functional relation simi lar to that of the positive and 
spaces composing the whole house and negative in a photograph. The smal l 
the particular one traversing it in the Un- space A in the center is sensed as a 
completed House. We see a large square- plugged-in space which is s imultaneously 
shaped space being t raversed at its center in opposit ion with and yet inseparable 
by a slit swol len into the shape of a f rom the rest (spaces B). The same type of 
smal ler square; we can also think of this spatial composit ion appears in the Shino 
method as the division of a square result- Residence (1970), the Cubic Forest (1971), 
ing from two symmetr ica l staggered wal ls and again, although changed to some ex-
(figure 4) . tent, in the Repeating Crevice (1971) (fig­

ure 5). 
Looking at f igure 4 w e find that the space 
A, enclosed by the two wal ls , has with the Th is kind of space is what Sh inohara 

1 
• i 

B B 

ie Uncompleted House. 
hematic plan 

m 
Uncompleted House. 1970. 
interior view ot space "A 
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called a " f i ssure space." He explained that 
this f issure space concept in the Uncom­
pleted House w a s the result of the to­
pological manipulat ion of reversal in the 
design of the Yamashi ro Residence 
(1967), after the House in White and be­
fore the Uncompleted House, in which the 
building surrounds a courtyard space. 
Th i s concept of topological reversal pro­
v ides a clue to the interpretation of the 
spatial composit ion of the Uncompleted 
House. 

At the center of the Uncompleted House 
is a space with a square plan simi lar to 
the outline of the general plan. Standing 
at the center we feel as if we are again 
exper iencing a sol id, having already per­
ceived the building as such from the exte­
rior, but this t ime the mass is perceived as 
the exterior turned outside in. Conse­

quently the relation between spaces A 
and B is not only one of opposit ion but 
also one in which the whole is turned in­
side out, creating a relation between the 
original interior B and the internalized ex 
terior A. To bring the exterior into the inte 
rior and establ ish it as the architectural 
center would not have been possible 
without the geometric operation of to­
pological reversal . 

Whi le the opposit ion mentioned in the 
preceding section is an invariable abstrac 
spatial relation brought about by the au­
thor's unconscious impulses, the reversa 
process points to the conscious operatior 
giving birth to changes in the forms. In 
his works there are many other opera­
t ions of this kind besides that of reversal . 
Establ ishing relat ionships between his 
works permits a better reading of the 

s 

! Repeating Crevice. 1971. 
oblique projection. 
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meanings which endlessly spring from 
the correlat ions between the works, all of 
wh ich resulted from different operations. 

Th i s reversal operation resulting in the in­
ternalization of the exterior only becomes 
possible when a f i rmly f ixed geometric 
form becomes the basis of the operation. 
Although the geometr ic abstractness of 
the perfect cube w a s not yet realized in 
the exterior of the Uncompleted House, at 
least the concept of geometric who leness 
w a s already establ ished. T h u s it can be 
said that, what Sh inohara called f issure 
space is something inseparable from the 
architecture of the cube. 

Abstract and concrete space 
The exterior form of the Uncompleted 
House w a s still ambiguous. Here the slop­
ing roof reminds us of the exterior formal 
characterist ics that appeared when 
Shinohara remained close to Japanese 
tradition, such as in the House in White. 
In order to compose the interior space in 
the Uncompleted House there w a s al­
ready present the necessary geometric 
exterior, even if at this stage it is only 
imaginary; this geometric exterior actu­
ally appears only in the plan. The plans of 
the Uncompleted House, the Shino Resi­
dence, and the Cubic Forest were all per­
fect squares. The selection of the square 
means that Sh inohara w a s , at that t ime, 
feeling the necessi ty of clearly distin­
guishing his expressed things from the 
unarticulated world-at- large. His con­
sc ious intent w a s to find an architecture 
in wh ich meaning is generated by the in­
terdependence of the many components 
of his expressed things. The task of ob­
taining a key to the metaphors with which 
to read the wor ld from the net of relations 
in this intrinsic structure is a task en­
trusted to the interpreter. 

Although the square is potentially loaded 
with symbol ic meanings, Shinohara 
chose it because of its complete and geo­
metrical ly pure form. In the Cubic Forest 
the architectural exterior is actually con­
tained within a cubic geometric sol id. In 
this house the inclined roof and deep 
eaves of Japanese traditional architecture 
have disappeared completely. The geome­
try manifested in Shinohara 's exterior 
form brought order into the limits of his 
clearly expressed things. The symbol ized 
who leness , completedness, and auton­
omy that we sense in his architecture are 
all character ist ics of an artistic approach 
to architecture. This approach w a s the re­
sult of Sh inohara 's attempt to reinterpret 

this architectural prototype, the cube, 
through an artistic rather than a func­
tionalist thought. 

The exterior of not only the Cubic Forest, 
but also of the House in Kugahara (1972) 
and the House in Higashi -Tamagawa 
(1973), all indicate that the abstract, geo­
metric space representing the who le 
closely coincides with the concrete archi­
tectural space, but that these entitites are 
not entirely identical. In any of these 
houses the cube is virtually an express ion 
of the whole. The wal ls with openings are 
recessed from the wal ls at the perimeter 
of the abstract cube; the cube appears to 
have been cut away to separate the blank 
wal ls from those with openings. A s a re­
sult the geometric space wrapping the 
whole and the deeply art iculated concrete 
architecture itself can be perceived as 
separate. Th is becomes clear through a 
schematic drawing of the fagades (figure 
6) . In each of these examples the perime­
ter wal l and the wal ls with openings reject 
each other like the posit ive and negative 
in a photograph, fil l ing up the rectangular 
f rame. 

The surface of the perimeter wal l is a cut­
away "gestalt ." Th is gestalt, somet imes 
symmetr ica l and at other t imes asym­
metr ical, may elicit many associat ions. 
For example , it can look like the styl ized 
design of a tree. The associat ions are free, 
but what is important is that this gestalt 
already suggests the abstractness of the 
geometric space in contrast to the con-
creteness of the architecture. Shinohara 's 
cubic architecture, through its geometric 
abstract space, generates an architecture 
with concrete existence, completely re­
leased from traditional sensibility. 

Meaning and experience 
The square-plan center space of the Un­
completed House expresses a strong ver­
t i c a l l y Th is space is further verticalized 
by the effect of light spil l ing down from 
the dome-shaped skylight. Protruding 
from one wal l are the outlets for the air 
condit ioning sys tem, and on the upper 
part of both sides of the space are interior 
w indows , making it possible to look down 
into the space from the upper level 
rooms. There is no real function assigned 
to this space. Sh inohara has said that he 
decided on the paradoxical name "Un ­
completed House" because it seemed to 
him that the central space itself expressed 
an important meaning beyond that of 
" h o u s e " ; this meaning became clear to 
him just before everyday life entered this 
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space, before it actually became a house. 

The center of the Uncompleted House is a 
cavern. When trying to interpret the archi­
tecture in terms of l iving functions, the 
central space appears to perform the role 
of mediat ing and unifying the parts con­
taining the living functions, thus provid­
ing the means by which w e are able to 
perceive the intrinsic structure of this 
house. Again , using the photographic 
analogy, the role of the central space is 
that of the negative bringing the positive 
into being. But, in the artistic meaning, 
the "negat ive" and the "posi t ive" are 
complete reversals of each other, and 
thus, the central cavern begins its positive 
ex is tence in its vo idness. The ephem-
ereality that Shinohara had sensed before 
in traditional Japanese architecture had at 
last d isappeared from his own works, to­
gether with the use of traditional materi­
als and elements. The Uncompleted 
House and the ser ies of houses fol lowing 
it are, among Shinohara 's works, the 
group which most seduct ively invite 
metaphorical interpretation. The Un­
completed House, Cubic Forest, and Re­
peating Crevice are already metaphorical 
names with subtly different meanings. 

When a real architectural space is experi­
enced as metaphorical space, the experi­
ence itself is not induced by the physical 
structure but by the poetic structure of 
space. In the House in White, the v iewer 
is captured by the frontal wal l and the col­
umn more than by anything else. Th is is 
an exper ience of gazing quietly, like the 
feel ing that w e have when sitting in a 
Japanese-s ty le room in front of the 
tokonoma (decorative a lcove) ; this is a 
kind of v isual exper ience which is not to 
be found in the Uncompleted House. 
Looking inside f rom the entrance of the 
Uncompleted House w e see the central 
space through a narrow slit wh ich , once 
t raversed, leaves us at the bottom of that 
tall space; the movement of one's own 
body brings about the dramatic ap­
pearance of this space. But this is not al l : 
in a space endowed with such strong ver­
t ica l ly , the height itself g ives birth to 
meaning, but this he igh t - in reference to 
the scale of the v iewer 's b o d y - b e c o m e s 
transcendental and itself bears meaning. 
The v isual coercion exper ienced in the 
House in White is no longer perceptible in 
the Uncompleted House. 

Topos and architecture: The Tanikawa 
Residence 

A new reading of the House in White 
The Tanikawa Residence (1974) was 
Sh inohara 's new reading of the House in 
White, t ransformed through his experi­
ments, up to that point, in his evolving 
sequence of architectural concepts and 
contexts. In this house Shinohara concep 
tually freed architecture from the sym­
bolic meanings which had previously 
been so important in his works. The artist 
brought the House in White to a new con­
text, and a completely new concept ap­
peared in the Tanikawa Residence. Built 
on a gentle slope in the middle of a high­
land forest, the house has a simple barn­
like shape with a large 45 degree pitched 
roof. Its most unique characterist ic is that 
the earth is left exposed in the interior—ii 
is important to note that the earth floor, ir 
this context, is in no way related to the 
traditional Japanese folk house vocabu­
lary, in the w a y that it is used in the Hous< 
with an Earthen Floor (1963) and in the 
House of Earth (1966) -no t only the natu­
rally sloping topography of the site but 
the bare earth surface itself is exposed. 
The slope in this interior is one of the ele­
ments defining the character of the space 
I wi l l explain more about this character 
later. In the space within the Tanikawa 
Residence, Sh inohara brought to light, 
after almost eight years , the whole struc­
ture hidden above the main room of the 
House in White. The structural elements 
are exposed naked; the artistic fiction 
of the House in White has disappeared 
along with the traversing wal l and ceiling 
(figure 7). 

These naked structural elements, though 
obviously derived from the House in 
White, are here expressed much more 
concisely, consist ing of individual posts 
from which spring braces support ing 
the roof plane. In the House in White 
the structure w a s endowed with latent 
meaning in its strong centrality; in the 
Tanikawa Residence, however, to elimi­
nate this centrality, the roof was changed 
to a linear gabled roof. The gabled roof, 
as compared to the pyramidal roof, is rel­
atively lacking in unity, who leness , and 
completeness. Consequent ly there is no 
longer a column holding a central posi­
tion, as w a s the case in the House in 
White. Here, instead of just a single 
braced co lumn, there are several in a row 
(figures 3 and 7). 
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House in Sei jo, 1973, exterior. 

Schemat ic sections of houses 
with 45 degree roof pitch. 

House in Seijo 

Prism House 

There is also an invariable quality in this 
t ransformat ion, and that is the relation 
between the shell and the plane by which 
the shell is div ided. Th is is not only a rep­
etition of the simple space division of the 
House in White but a stronger indication 
of the opposit ion, everyday non-everyday 
(figure 3). In this house, too, the basic 
meaning is perceptible through this op­
posit ion. There are no longer any living 
funct ions to be found in the non-everyday 
space. The sloping floor appearing in this 
non-everyday space emphasizes the sa ­
cred quality. 

Another new characterist ic of the 
Tanikawa Residence is that the roof slope 
is set at a 45 degree angle, a much 
steeper slope than the roof of the House 
in White. Meeting at the ridge, the two 45 
degree s lopes result in a right angle. In 
the Pr ism House and the House in Sei jo, 
preceding this house, the roofs each have 
one slope set at 45 degrees (figure 8), but 
it is only in the Tanikawa Residence that 
the fundamental geometric form of the 
right angle appears for the first t ime. Thus 
the right angle here is not poetry, as it 
w a s in Le Corbusier 's vocabulary; instead, 
it w a s used to emphasize the value of ge­
ometry rather than that of emotion. 

A remarkable design departure from the 
large space in the House in White is that 
the traversing wal l no longer produces 
frontality. There is a sense of imbalance 
produced by the incl ined plane in this 
space, but, just as a slope in a city street 
has both an ascending and descending 
meaning, what is significant here is the 
d isappearance of any simple direction 
which completely controls the meaning in 
this non-everyday space. Thus here exists 
the fundamental requisite for the genera­
tion of multiple meanings. 

The meaning of topos 
The difference between a building situ­
ated on a flat surface and one built on a 
slope is that the latter must absorb the 
topography of the site within the build­
ing's shape. In dealing with this aspect, 
the architect is made more conscious of 
Nature, or at least is unconsciously influ­
enced by the earth, or topos (the meaning 
of place). 

The House in Sei jo (1973) preceding the 
Tanikawa Residence is also a large roofed 
structure situated on a slope. Under the 
roof there is a huge split-level one room 
space, beneath which is another level 
housing several different functions. In this 

case one slope of the roof has a 45 degre 
inclination whi le the other is much more 
gently s loped. Here, the 45 degree anglec 
plane w a s not something consciously 
sought through geometry; it appears to 
have been set at that angle in direct re­
sponse to the site slope. The 45 degree 
slope meets the floor directly, emphasiz­
ing their mutual relat ion; the vertical 
wal l wh ich normal ly mediates between 
roof and floor has disappeared. In the 
Tanikawa Residence this direct relation 
between the roof and floor is modified b̂  
a vertical g lass wa l l , but the same impres 
sion of directness is maintained. 

Concerning the floor in the House in 
Sei jo, the site slope is absorbed by a hori 
zontal floor split into two levels, a natural 
disposit ion for performance of everyday 
functions. In the Tanikawa Residence, be­
cause of the right-angled roof we do not 
feel as we do in the House in Sei jo that 
the site slope is reflected in the roof 
shape. The roof and the topography are 
independent, leaving the earth's surface 
free to appear just as it is in the inte­
r io r - f ree of preconceived meaning. 

It could be said that Sh inohara , in his 
thirst for naked things, w a s compelled by 
the expectation of discovering a new 
meaning f rom the resonant relation be­
tween these many exposed elements. Th 
deep black slope of earth under this large 
shelter can be interpreted in a variety of 
w a y s . In this design Sh inohara came to 
think that meaning emerges through peo 
pie's reading of arch i tec ture-meaning is 
not a property of architecture itself. It is 
f rom this concept of architecture as a ger 
erator o\ meaning that Shinohara 's meta­
phor of the machine appeared. 

I think that the untouched slope appear­
ing before Shinohara at the site of the 
Tanikawa Residence must have appealed 
to a deep level of his unconscious mind. 
Architecture is a lways built in a given 
location, whether in the chaotic envi­
ronment of the city or in the pristine en­
vironment of nature. Both environments 
have the potential to stimulate human 
emotions before any specif ic building de 
sign is conceived for the site. With a site 
in a natural environment, the topography 
and vegetation become matters for con­
sideration. It is possible to guess that in 
the case of the Tanikawa Residence the 
inclined plane secluded in the forest 
tempted an unconscious impulse. 

Considering that Shinohara 's solution 
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w a s to introduce the slope just as it w a s 
inside the architecture, w e cannot help 
being reminded of what Shinohara said 
years ago about introducing into architec­
tural space an artif icial nature. In the 
Tanikawa Residence there appears unex­
pectedly a new form of the artificial na­
ture of which Sh inohara had spoken. 
Although we can grasp the reality of the 
earth in the Tanikawa Residence, Nature is 
even more conceptual ized here than in 
his previous works, where it remained 
hidden. The concept of earth here re­
minds us of that used by some contempo­
rary earthwork artists. 

I do not think Sh inohara w a s motivated 
by the already highly valued concept of 
ultimate nature in oriental aesthetics. 
However, whi le contemplat ing the 
Tanikawa Residence, standing inside on 
this black earth or in the forest sur­
rounded by snow and looking through the 
trees toward the house, I came to feel that 
latent in this house w a s a kind of sacra l ­
ization of topos, in the same w a y that the 
House in White w a s a sacral ized place for 
l iving. Th is topos is for me a sanctuary of 
"gen ius loci." 

To the zero degree in meaning 

Generative form and the city 
The character ist ics of the House in 
Uehara (1976) become distinct when com­
pared to Sh inohara 's cubic architecture. 
When analyzing the cubic architecture I 
represented the plans graphical ly with the 
reversal indications of posit ive and nega­
tive fil l ing the rectangular f rame as in a 
photograph (figure 6). Analyzing the cubic 
architecture in a volumetr ic sense, the 
geometric abstract space is conceived as 
a conceptual whole containing concrete 
space. Whereas the exterior perimeter 
wal l in the cubic architecture performed 
the part of the posit ive figure in the ge-
stalt, w e find that the same kind of posi­
tive f igure has become autonomous in 
the House in Uehara (figure 9). 

In this house a large canti levered volume 
projects out from one side, resulting from 
the functional necessi ty of creating a car­
port by carv ing usable space out of the 
densely packed mass of a crowded neigh­
borhood; here the express ion of the can­
tilever is different f rom the intentional 
formal meaning of the cant i levered form 
of the House in Hanayama No. 3 (1977) 
extending out over the hil lside. If we think 
of the House in Uehara as having been 
born with the impulse of making the pe­

rimeter wal l independent from the shape 
of the cubic architectural whole, w e can 
v iew this design as the birth of a new pro­
cess of shaping architecture without a 
f rame wh ich makes the whole imagin­
able. I tentatively call this new process a 
"geno- fo rm" ; a form that generates 
meaning. 

Th is generative characterist ic of the archi­
tecture of the House in Uehara became 
clear after the semi-circular vault had 
been mounted on top without any formal 
coherence with the lower part. Here, in 
contrast with the previous system in 
which an exist ing whole w a s divided, w e 
have a process which generates a new 
total form each t ime an element is added 
into the composit ion. We can identify this 
as a sys tem consist ing of the indiscrimi­
nate gathering of differing elements. 
Thus , the House in Uehara is a fully devel­
oped express ion of the new architectural 
concept which had just begun to appear 
in the Tanikawa Residence. The intent be­
hind this conversion to a geno-form was 
to free architecture from anticipated 
meaning. It w a s not intended that the de­
sign would start f rom a symbol ic mean­
ing; the generation of meaning w a s left to 
the relationship between the meaning-
free elements in the intrinsic structure 
(figure 9). 

In the same way that the Tanikawa Resi­
dence signif ies a particular relationship 
with the nature in which it is located, I 
think that the House in Uehara expresses 
an essent ial relationship with the colossal 
urban environment of Tokyo. 

To avoid misunderstanding, I want to em­
phasize that Shinohara w a s not in any 
way thinking about seeking affinity with 
the neighborhood. The surpr is ing clarity 
of the House in Uehara stands in distinct 
contrast to the almost amorphous houses 
surrounding it. Al though the world of the 
city has increasingly attracted Shinohara 's 
interest because of its reality as a sym­
bolic order extending beyond architec­
ture, he feels no motivation to resolve the 
so-cal led urban problem actively. Kazuo 
Shinohara uses, as a metaphorical re­
source for architecture, his intuition of the 
eternal exchange between order and dis­
order, the sacred and the vulgar, and the 
continuity and discontinuity which consti­
tute the vital recreative power of the city. 
But his architectural images have not 
been contextual ly derived from the city. 
Consistent with Sh inohara 's iconoclasm, 
the design of the House in Uehara shows 
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no thought of injecting a sign into the 
context of the city. 

Th is architecture is based upon a system, 
which I have termed geno-form, in which 
the only determining factors are the con­
trasting relations between elements, and 
in this sense this sys tem is an architec­
tural simulat ion of the city. It w a s an archi­
tecture intended to express through form 
the symbol ic order in the city. The essen­
tial characterist ic of this sys tem is similar 
to what Sh inohara called savagery. The 
geno-form here w a s not s imply a play be­
tween different geometric f igures. It must 
be said that if architects give importance 
to formal play, infinite variat ions of style 
would be possible in a process without 
rules, and architecture based only on for­
mal play would lose the ability to produce 
meaning. Sh inohara 's concept of geno-
form appears as a cri t ic ism of this process 
of formal play. When Shinohara pro­
cla imed that houses are art, it w a s a pro­
nouncement del ivered as a challenge to 
modern society; therefore, in a period 
when mainstream house design w a s 
too infatuated with the play of forms, 
Sh inohara turned to inorganic composi­
tion in an attempt to remain closer to the 
essence of art. 

The Role of Structural Elements 
It goes without saying that the impor­
tance of the House in Uehara is not only a 
matter of external appearance. Undoubt­
edly, as we have seen, at the basis of 
Sh inohara 's impulse the power of savag­
ery w a s clearly apparent in the city of 
Tokyo. But it must be noted, that in order 
to establ ish this kind of form, the struc­
tural e lements were assigned an unprece­
dented role. It is clear that the structure 
resulted from architectonic necessity, and 
that the form is dependent upon the 
structure. Th i s correlation is natural ; but 
beyond that, what could be the reason for 
having the structural e lements stand out 
so conspicuously? 

At the beginning of this essay I identified 
the concept of opposit ion as an invariant 
appearing through many of Shinohara 's 
sty les. Although each of the var ious styles 
had a meaning in its own t ime, if we ex­
amine Sh inohara 's development over a 
long period of t ime we find him moving 
toward the el imination of meaning. Us­
ing a metaphor from Roland Barthes, 
Sh inohara is approaching a zero-degree 
style.' 1 Looking back, the Tanikawa Resi­
dence and the House in Uehara seem al ­
most unimaginably distant from the 

meaning- laden space in the House in 
White. In the course of t ime, Shinohara 
ult imately manifested his rejection of a 
wor ld full of superficial meaning. If there 
existed an approach to the zero-degree of 
s t y l e - a style in which the image is the 
mean ing - t hen it would fol low that the 
role of the structural and functional ele­
ments would come into dominance. It 
w a s from just such an approach that the 
invariant relation in Shinohara 's architec­
ture-oppos i t ion , with its fundamental ab­
stract re la t ions- revea led itself as the core 
of the mechan ism generating meanings. 
The elements themselves had important 
mutual relat ionships, and when they 
came to perform the role of cog-wheel in 
the meaning-producing machine, it w a s 
natural that this zero-degree style ap­
proach began to assert itself. 

In the House in Uehara, it appears that in 
the design process the decision to use the 
canti lever came first, and that the search 
for the overal l structural sys tem fol lowed. 
Sh inohara w a s here aiming at a solution 
using both a column-beam structure and 
a bearing-wall s t ruc tu re -a complex 
hybrid structure resulting from the com­
bination of a ferro-concrete system, the 
counterpart of the wooden column-
support structure in the Tanikawa Resi­
dence, with the bearing-wall structure of 
his cubic architecture. In the House in 
Uehara, the support ing columns with di­
agonal braces, which Sh inohara had first 
exposed in the Tanikawa Residence inte­
rior, became a group of larger and smaller 
braced co lumns in parallel rows of three 
each. These co lumns and wal ls together 
defined a large shel l . Th is complexi ty can 
be visual ized through the patterns of the 
co lumns and braces exposed in the exte­
rior wal ls . The diagonal elements in the 
larger co lumns serve as the canti lever 
support structure (figure 10). 

In the House in White and in some of the 
projects which fol lowed it, the element 
that w a s used to t raverse the shell was a 
vert ical plane producing the opposition 
between the everyday and non-everyday 
parts of the architectural space. As it is 
not necessary here to emphasize this kind 
of opposit ion, the element traversing the 
shell is now nothing more than a planar 
element functionally dividing the interior 
of the shell and establ ishing a physical 
opposit ion between the plane and the 
shel l . In the House in Uehara this planar 
element became the horizontal plane of 
the main floor, intersecting the main row 
of co lumns just at the point where the di-
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agonal braces spring from the co lumns, 
resulting in the simple division of the ar­
chitectural vo lume into two levels. In the 
second story the co lumns and diagonal 
braces appear exposed, impressive in 
their size and dominance (figure 10). But 
what w e see here w a s not done for the 
sake of exp ress ion - i t is nothing but a 
f ragmentary index to make people per­
ceive the whole composit ion, no matter 
where they stand within the space. It is 
not only that the physical composit ion is 
naked, but a lso that the elements appear 
scattered everywhere , to be perceived 
only as parts or f ragments of the who le ; 
each of the pr imary elements begins to 
take on the function of a synecdoche. Th is 

is not metaphorical space ; no meaning 
exis ts prior to our encounter with the 
space itself. It is within this space that 
we find the geno-form which Shinohara 
cal led savagery. 

Both the House on a Curved Road (1978) 
and the House Under High-Voltage Lines 
(1981) can be understood in the same 
w a y as the House in Uehara. In the former 
there is a hybrid structure like the shell of 
an egg internally supported by columns 
and beams arranged in the form of linked 
parallel c rosses in the interior. The trav­
ersing wal l d iv ides and defines the inte­
rior vo lume, but without the frontality 
found in the wal l of the House in White, 
this wal l is nothing more than a partition. 
The large space here is not invested with 
meaning, but it does serve as a " topos" 
for the performance of relations between 
the structural elements (figure 3). In this 
large space there appears the dramatic 
encounter (i.e. opposit ion) between the 
vertical wal l t raversing the whole house 
and the h ighbeams penetrating the wal l . 
The House Under High-Voltage Lines re­
sembles the House in Uehara as a hybrid 
structure of co lumns and bearing wal ls 
t raversed by horizontal planes (figure 10). 

Epilogue 

The locus of Kazuo Shinohara 's architec­
ture and architectural concepts begins to 
come more clearly into focus after at­
tempting this correlational analys is of his 
works from the 1966 House in White into 
the 1980s. From the beginning, when 
Shinohara first introduced the large space 
into the vocabulary of traditional Japanese 
space, he developed his works according to 
his own perspect ive, re-reading architec­
tural thoughts into artistic thoughts. 

The vo idness in Japanese architecture 
w a s t ransformed into a symbol ic entity, 
and geometric space w a s made to repre­
sent the autonomous whole of architectun 
furthermore, through these processes 
came the attempt to express symbolical l 
the savagery of the city through the de­
vice of the geno-form. In Shinohara 's 
work all of this took place without diverg 
ing from the basic premise of architec­
ture. Sh inohara 's concern for the city wa: 
not prompted by issues relating to the sc 
cial aspects of architecture, nor did it 
derive from an interest in the var ious 
images of architecture as perceived by 
society in general . For Sh inohara , archi­
tecture has been from the very beginninc 
a problematic quest concerning the chal­
lenge of organizing meaning in the place 
where people live, through the use of the 
elements of structure. 

I realized, after repeatedly and intensivel 
studying Sh inohara 's works over a long 
period of t ime, that the extremely abstra 
relation of opposit ion recurs in many dif 
ferent forms of express ion. Th is relation 
is more than just one component in 
Shinohara 's method of composi t ion: it is 
the symbol ic key to the interpretation of 
unconscious meaning. In his method, 
form is itself both abstract and lucid; it is 
not analogous to any phenomenal entity. 
But in this intrinsic structure of his works 
we can intuit the presence of metaphors 
deeply rooted in culture and its collectiv( 
unconsc iousness. With this invariant rela 
tion of opposit ion as a base, Shinohara 's 
work has evolved through a great range 
of composit ional variat ion. His creative 
activity developed gradually in strength, 
manifest ing itself only through non-
representational pure form, without any 
reference to architectural histor ic ism. For 
this we can call Sh inohara an essential isi 
someone dedicated to looking for the tru 
nature of things. In Shinohara 's explora­
t ion- the search for an architectural protc 
type through wh ich , using contemporary 
technique, to produce meaning in the 
places for contemporary people to live— 
Shinohara is increasingly feeling the spir 
of 1920s modern ism. Kazuo Shinohara 
has introduced a unique approach to ar­
chitecture, aiming toward the rehabilita­
tion of meaning in his contemporary era. 

Translated by Neil Warren and Jorge M.E. 
Ferreras 
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Heidegger did not leave us any text on 
architecture, yet it plays an important role 
in his philosophy. His concept of being-in-
the-world impl ies a man-made environ­
ment, and when discussing the problem 
of "dwel l ing poetically," he explicit ly re­
fers to the art of building. An exposit ion 
of Heidegger's thinking on architecture 
therefore ought to be a part of our inter­
pretation of his philosophy. Such an ex­
position may also contribute to a better 
understanding of the complex environ­
mental problems of our time. 

In his essay " T h e Origin of the Work of 
Art," a major example is taken from archi­
tecture, which we shal l use as our point of 
departure: 

A building, a Greek temple, portrays 
nothing. It s imply stands there in 
the middle of the rock-cleft valley. 
The building enc loses the figure of 
the god, and in this concealment 
lets it stand out into the holy pre­
cinct through the open portico. By 
means of the temple, the god is 
present in the temple. Th is presence 
of the god is in itself the extension 
and delimitation of the precinct as a 
holy precinct. The temple and its 
precinct, however, do not fade away 
into the indefinite. It is the temple-
work that first fits together and at 
the same t ime gathers around itself 
the unity of those paths and rela­
tions in which birth and death, di­
saster and blessing, victory and dis­
grace, endurance and decline acquire 
the shape of destiny for human be­
ing. The al l-governing expanse of 
this open relational context is the 
wor ld of this historical people. Only 

1 f rom and in this expanse does the 

Martin Heidegger. Poetry. Language, Thought, ed. nation first return to itself for the 
Hofstadter (New York: Harper & Row. 1971), pp. 41ff. fulf i l lment of its vocat ion. 

Standing there, the building rests on 
the rocky ground. Th is resting of the 
work d raws up out of the rock the 
mystery of that rock's c lumsy yet 
spontaneous support. Standing 
there, the building holds its ground 
against the storm raging above it 
and so first makes the storm itself 
manifest in its v iolence. The luster 
and g leam of the stone, though it­
self apparently glowing only by the 
grace of the sun, yet first brings to 
light the light of the day, the breadth 
of the sky, the darkness of the night. 
The temple's f irm towering makes 
visible the invisible space of air. The 

2 
Poetry, Language, Thought, p. 36. 

steadfastness of the work contrasts 
with the surge of the surf, and its 
own repose brings out the raging of 
the sea . Tree and grass, eagle and 
bull, snake and cricket first enter 
into their distinctive shapes and 
thus come to appear as what they 
are. The Greeks cal led this emerginc 
and rising in itself and in all things 
phusis. It c lears and i l luminates, 
also, that on which and in which 
man bases his dwel l ing. We call this 
ground the earth. What this word 
says is not to be associated with the 
idea of a m a s s or matter deposited 
somewhere , or with the merely as­
tronomical idea of a planet. Earth is 
that whence the arising brings back 
and shelters everything that ar ises 
without violat ion. In the things that 
ar ise, earth is present as the shelter 
ing agent. 

The temple-work, standing there, 
opens up a wor ld and at the same 
t ime sets this wor ld back again on 
earth, wh ich itself only thus emer­
ges as native ground. But men and 
an imals , plants and things, are 
never present and famil iar as un­
changeable objects, only to rep­
resent incidentally also a fitting 
environment for the temple, which 
one fine day is added to what is a l ­
ready there. We shal l get closer to 
what is, rather, if w e think of all this 
in reverse order, assuming of cours 
that w e have, to begin wi th, an eye 
for how differently everything then 
faces us. Mere reversing, done for 
its own sake, reveals nothing. The 
temple, in its standing there, first 
g ives to things their look and to 
men their outlook on themselves. ' 

What does this passage tell us? First of < 
we have to consider the context in whic ' 
the quotation is used. When Heidegger 
mentions the temple, he does so to illun 
nate the nature of the work of art. Delibt 
ately he chooses to describe a work "the 
cannot be ranked as representat ional." 
That is, the work of art does not re­
present; rather it presents; it brings 
something into presence. Heidegger de­
fines this something as "truth."-' The ex­
ample moreover shows that a building 
according to Heidegger is, or may be, a 
work of art. A s a work of art the buildinc 
"preserves truth." What is thus preserve 
and how is it done? The quotation indi­
cates answers to both quest ions, but we 
shall also have to refer to other wri t ings 
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of Heidegger's to arr ive at the needed 
understanding. 

The what in our question compr ises three 
components. First, the temple makes the 
god present. Second , it fits together what 
shapes the destiny of human being. Final­
ly, the temple makes all the things of the 
earth v is ib le: the rock, the sea , the air, 
the plants, the an imals , and even the light 
of the day and the darkness of the night. 
In general, the temple "opens up a world 
and at the same t ime sets this wor ld back 
again on ear th." In doing this, it sets truth 
into work. 

To understand what all this means, we 
may look at the second quest ion, the 
how. Four t imes Heidegger repeats that 
the temple does what it does by "stand­
ing there." Both words are important. The 
temple does not stand anywhere, it 
stands there, " in the middle of the rock-
cleft valley." The words rock-cleft valley 
are certainly not introduced as an orna­
ment. Rather they indicate that temples 
are built in particular, prominent places. 
By means of the building the place gets 
extension and delimitation, whereby a 
holy precinct for the god is formed. In 
other words , the given place possesses a 
hidden meaning which is revealed by the 
temple. How the building makes the des­
tiny of the people present, is not explicit, 
but it is implied that this is done s imul­
taneously with the housing of the god, 
that is : the fate of the people is also inti­
mately related to the place. The visual iza­
tion of the earth, finally, is taken care of 
by the temple's standing. T h u s it rests on 
the ground, and towers into the air. In do­
ing this, it g ives to things their look. 
Heidegger also emphas izes that the tem­
ple is not added to what is already there, 
but that the building first makes the 
things emerge as what they are. 

Heidegger's interpretation of architecture 
as a "sett ing-into-work of t ruth" is new, 
and may even seem bewi lder ing. Today 
we are used to thinking of art in terms of 
expression and representat ion, and con­
sider man or society its origin. Heidegger, 
however, emphas izes that "it is not the 
'N.N. fecit' that is to be made known. 
Rather, the s imple ' factum est ' is to be 
held forth into the Open by the work." 
This factum is revealed when a world is 
opened up to give things their look. World 
and thing are hence interdependent con­
cepts, wh ich w e have to consider to arrive 
at a better understanding of Heidegger's 
theory. 

In " T h e Origin of the Work of Ar t " Heideg­
ger does not offer any true explanat ion, 
and he even remarks that "here , the na­
ture of wor ld can only be indicated." In 
Being and Time, however, he def ines 
world ontically as the totality of things, 
and ontologically as the Being of these 
things. In particular, the word means the 
wherein a human being is living." In his 
later wri t ings he offers an interpretation 
of this where in as a fourfold of earth, 
sky, mortals and divinit ies. Again we may 
feel bewi lderment, being used to thinking 
of wor ld in terms of phys ica l , social or 
cultural structures. Evident ly Heidegger 
wants to remind us of the fact that our 
everyday life-world really consists of con­
crete things, rather than the abstractions 
of science. Thus he s a y s : 

Earth is the building bearer, nourish­
ing with its fruits, tending water and 
rock, plant and animal . 

The sky is the sun's path, the course 
of the moon, the glitter of the stars, 
the year 's seasons , the light and 
dusk of day, the gloom and glow of 
night, the c lemency and inclemency 
of the weather, the drifting clouds 
and blue depth of the ether. 

The divinit ies are the beckoning 
messengers of the godhead. Out of 
the hidden sway of the divinit ies the 
god emerges as what he is, which 
removes him from any compar ison 
with beings that are present. The 
mortals are human beings. They are 
cal led mortals because they can die. 
To die means to be capable of death 
as death.'' 

Each of the four is what it is because it 
mirrors the others. They all belong to­
gether in a "mirror-p lay" which consti­
tutes the world. ' The mirror-play may 
be understood as an open "between, " 
wherein things appear as what they 
are. In his essay on J o h a n Peter Hebel, 
Heidegger in fact talks about man's stay 
"between earth and sky, between birth 
and death, between joy and pain, be­
tween work and word, " and cal ls this 
"mult i far ious be tween" the world:' We 
see, thus, that Heidegger's wor ld is a con­
crete totality, as w a s already suggested by 
the references made in the discussion of 
the Greek temple. Rather than being con­
ceived as a distant wor ld of ideas, it is 
given here and now. 

As the totality of things, the world is how-
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ever not a mere collection of objects. 
When Heidegger understands the thing as 
a manifestat ion of the fourfold he revives 
the original meaning of thing as a coming 
together or "gather ing." " Thus he s a y s : 
"Th ings visit mortals with a wor ld. ' " ' 
Heidegger also offers examples to illus­
trate the nature of the thing. A jug is a 
thing, as is a bridge, and they gather the 
fourfold each in their own way. Both ex­
amples are relevant in our context. The 
jug, thus, forms part of that equipment 
which constitutes man 's proximal en­
vironment, whereas the bridge is a build­
ing which d isc loses more comprehensive 
properties of the surroundings. Thus 
Heidegger says : 

The bridge gathers the earth as 
landscape around the stream . . . It 
does not just connect banks that are 
already there. The banks emerge as 
banks only as the bridge crosses the 
s t ream. ' 

The bridge thus makes a place come into 
presence, at the same t ime as its ele­
ments emerge as what they are. The 
words "ea r th " and " landscape" are not 
used here as mere topographical con­
cepts, but to denote things that are dis­
closed through the gathering of the 
bridge. Human life takes place on earth, 
and the bridge makes this fact manifest. 
What Heidegger wan ts to reveal in his ex­
amples, is the thingness of the things, that 
is, the wor ld they gather. In Being and 
Time the technique used w a s called "phe­
nomenology." " Later, however, he intro­
duced the term Andenken to indicate that 
kind of genuine thought which is needed 
to disclose a thing as a gathering. In 
this kind of thought language comes 
to play a pr imary role as a source of 
understanding. 

When Heidegger wrote " T h e Origin of the 
Work of Ar t " he had not yet arrived at the 
concept of the fourfold, but in the descrip­
tion of the Greek temple all the elements 
are there: the god, the human beings, the 
earth, and, implicitly, the sky. As a thing, 
the temple relates to all of them, and 
makes them appear as what they are, at 
the same t ime as they are united into a 
"s imple onefold." The temple is man-
made, and is deliberately created to re­
veal a wor ld. Natural things, however, 
also gather the fourfold, and ask for an 
interpretation which discloses their thing­
ness. Th is d isclosure happens in poetry, 
and in general in language which "itself is 
poetry in the essent ial sense . ' " ' ' " L a n ­

guage, by naming beings for the first 
t ime, first brings beings to word and to 
appearance . " 1 3 

The last quotation shows that in order to 
grasp Heidegger's theory of art w e also 
have to consider his notion of language. 
Jus t as he does not understand art as rep 
resentation, he cannot accept the inter­
pretation of language as a means of 
communicat ion, based on habit and con­
vention. When things are named for the 
first t ime, they are recognized as what 
they are. Before they were just transient 
phenomena, but the names keep them, 
and a world is opened up. Language is 
therefore the original art, and discloses 
"that into which human being as histor­
ical is already cast. Th i s is the earth and, 
for an historical people it's earth, the self-
closing ground on which it rests together 
with everything that already is, though 
still hidden f rom itself. It is, however, its 
world, wh ich prevai ls in virtue of the rela­
tion of human being to the unconcealed-
ness of Being." ' 4 

The quotation is important because it tell: 
us that the earth and the wor ld of an his­
torical people are what they are because 
they are related to the earth and the worl< 
in general. Language keeps the world but 
is used to say a wor ld. Heidegger accord­
ingly def ines language as the "House of 
Being." Man dwells in language, that is : 
when he listens to and responds to lan­
guage the world which he is, is opened 
up, and an authentic existence becomes 
possible. Heidegger cal ls this to "dwel l 
poetical ly." 1 6 T h u s he s a y s : 

But where do w e humans get our in 
formation about the nature of dwell­
ing and poetry? . . . [We receive] 
it f rom the telling of language. Of 
course, only when and only as long 
as [we respectl language's own 
nature."'' 

Language's own nature is poetical, and 
when we use language poetically the 
house of being is opened. 

Poetry speaks in images, Heidegger says 
and "the nature of the image is to let 
something be seen. By contrast, copies 
and imitations are mere variat ions on the 
genuine image . . . wh ich lets the invisibl 
be seen . . ' What this means is beau­
tifully shown by Heidegger in his analysi 
of Trakl 's poem "A Winter Even ing . " ' 
What, then, is the origin of poetical im­
ages? Heidegger answers explicit ly: 



hristian Norberg-Schulz 6 b 

lartin Heidegger, Vortrage und Aufsatze II 
Mullingen: G Neske. 1954). p. 11 

'oetry, Language, Thought, p. 151. 

'oetry, Language, Thought, p. 150. 

'oetry, Language, Thought, p. 151. 

0 
oetry. Language. Thought, p. 7. 

lebel der Hausfreund, p. 13. 

Hebel der Hausfreund, Heidegger explicitly 
onsiders villages and cities "buildings" in this 
ontext. 

1 
Ve may again recall Rilke's IX Elegy: "And these 
hings. that live only in passing . look to us, the 
nost fugitive, for rescue." 

teing and Time, p. 135. 

8 
eing and Time, p. 137. 

"Memory is the source of poetry." 9 The 
German word for memory, Gedachtnis, 
means "wha t has been thought." Here w e 
must, however, understand "thought" in 
the sense of Andenken, that is, as the dis­
closure of " th ingness" or the "Be ing of 
beings." Heidegger points out that the 
Greeks already understood the relation 
between memory and poetry. To them the 
goddess Mnemosyne, memory, w a s the 
mother of the Muses, with Zeus as the 
father. Zeus needed memory to bring 
forth art: Mnemosyne herself w a s the 
daughter of the earth and the sky, which 
impl ies that the memor ies which give rise 
to art are our understanding of the rela­
t ionship between earth and sky. Neither 
earth alone nor sky alone produces a 
work of art. Being a goddess, Mnemosyne 
is also s imul taneously human and divine, 
and her daughters are hence understood 
as the chi ldren of a complete wor ld : 
earth, sky, humans and divinit ies. The po­
etic image is therefore truly integral, and 
radically different from the analytic cate­
gories of logic and science. "Only image 
formed keeps the v is ion," Heidegger says , 
and he adds : "Yet image formed rests in 
the poem." ' ' 0 In other words, memory is 
kept in language. 

What a poem and a work of art have in 
common is the quality of image. A work is 
in addition a thing, whereas a thing 
proper does not possess the quality of im­
age. A s a gathering it mirrors the fourfold 
in its way, but its th ingness is hidden and 
has to be disclosed by a work. 2 1 In " T h e 
Origin of the Work of Ar t " Heidegger 
shows how van Gogh's painting of a pair 
of peasant shoes reveals the thingness of 
the shoes. By themselves , the shoes are 
mute, but the work of art speaks for them. 
Van Gogh's painting may be cal led a rep­
resentational image, but w e have to em­
phasize that its quality as a work of art 
does not reside in its being a representa­
tion. Other works of art, in particular 
works of architecture, do not portray any­
thing, and are hence to be understood as 
non-representat ional images. What is a 
non-representat ional image? To answer 
this question, we first have to say a few 
more words about man-made things as 
such. 

Although poetry is the original art, it does 
not exhaust the disclosure of truth. In po­
etic language truth is brought "to word. " 
But it also has to be "set-into-work." Hu­
man life takes place between earth and 
sky in a concrete sense, and the things 
which constitute the place have to be dis­

closed in their immediate presence. It is 
this kind of disclosure which is accom­
plished by the Greek temple. Thus 
Heidegger says that a man dwel ls "be­
tween work and word. " The word opens 
up the wor ld, the work gives the world 
presence. In the work the world is set 
back on earth, that is, it becomes part of 
the immediate here and now, whereby the 
latter is disclosed in its being. Heidegger 
in fact emphasizes that "S tay ing with 
things is the only way in which the four­
fold stay within the fourfold is accom­
plished at any time When man 
stays with things in a fourfold way, he 
" s a v e s the earth, receives the sky, awaits 
the divinit ies and initiates the mortals." ' 1 

Therefore "morta ls nurse and nurture 
things that grow, and special ly construct 
things that do not grow."'1'1 Bui ldings are 
such constructed things, which gather a 
world and al low for dwel l ing. In the Hebel 
essay Heidegger says : 

The buildings bring the earth as the 
inhabited landscape close to man 
and at the same t ime place the near­
ness of neighbourly dwel l ing under 
the expanse of the sky. 

This statement offers a clue to the prob­
lem of architectural gathering. What is 
gathered, Heidegger says , is the " inhab­
ited landscape." An inhabited landscape 
obviously is a known landscape, that is, 
something that is gewohnt. Th is land­
scape is brought close to us by the build­
ings,''" or in other words , the landscape is 
revealed as what it is in truth. 

What, however, is a landscape? A land­
scape is a space where human life takes 
place. It is therefore not a mathematical , 
isomorphic space, but a " l ived space" be­
tween earth and sky. In Being and Time 
Heidegger points out that "what is within-
the-world . . . is also within s p a c e , " 2 7 and 
expla ins the concrete nature of this space 
referring to above as what is on the ceil­
ing, and below as what is on the floor. He 
also ment ions sunr ise, midday, sunset 
and midnight, which he relates to the re­
gions of life and death. 2" Already in his 
early magnum opus, the notion of the 
fourfold w a s implicit. In general he points 
out that spatiality (Raumlichkeit) is a prop­
erty of being-in-the-world. The discussion 
of the Greek temple indicates the nature 
of spatiality. Thus the building defines a 
precinct, or a space in the narrower sense 
of the word , at the same time as it dis­
c loses the nature of this space by stand­
ing there. In his essay "Bui ld ing Dwell ing 
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Th ink ing" Heidegger makes this more 
precise, saying that buildings are loca­
tions and that "the location admits the 
fourfold and installs the four fo ld . " " Ad­
mittance (Einraumen) and installment 
(Einrichten) are the two aspects of spa-
tiality as location. The location makes 
room for the fourfold and simultaneously 
d isc loses the fourfold as a built thing. 
Space is therefore not given a priori, but 
is provided for by locations. "Bui ld ing 
never shapes pure 'space ' as a single en­
tity . . . (but) because it produces things 
as locations, building is closer to the na­
ture of space and to the origin of the 
nature of 'space ' than any geometry and 
mathemat ics." " A location or " l ived 
space " is general ly called a place, and ar­
chitecture may be defined as the making 
of places. 

In a late essay "Art and Space , " Heidegger 
in more detail d iscusses the twofold na­
ture of spatiality.' First he points out that 
the German word Raum, (space) origi­
nates from raumen, that is, the "freeing of 
places for human dwel l ing." " T h e place 
opens a domain, in gathering things 
which here belong together." , ? "We must 
learn to understand that the things them­
se lves are the places and that they do not 
s imply belong to the place." " Second, the 
places are embodied by means of sculp­
tural forms. These embodiments are the 
characters which constitute the place. 1 4 

Sculptural embodiment is therefore 
the " incarnat ion of the truth of Being 
in a work which founds its place." " 
Heidegger's statements here may be re­
lated to his description of the temple as a 
body which stands, rests and towers. The 
thingness of a building is hence deter­
mined by its being between earth and sky 
as a sculptural form. In general this l ines 
up with Heidegger's saying that the build­
ing sets the world back on earth. Setting 
back on earth means embodiment, or in 
other words , that the fourfold is brought 
into a thing through the act of building, in 
the sense of poiesis. The earth thus keeps 
the wor ld that is opened up. 

The s imul taneous opening and keeping 
may be understood as a conflict which 
Heidegger cal ls the "rif t" (Riss). " T h e con­
flict, however, is not a rift as a mere cleft 
is ripped open; rather, it is the intimacy 
with which opponents belong together." 
" T h e rift does not let the opponents break 
apart; it brings the opposit ion of measure 
and boundary into their common out­
l i ne . " 3 6 The wor ld , thus, offers a measure 
to things, whereas the earth as embodi­

ment provides a boundary. If we refer this 
to our context, we may say that a place is 
determined (be-dingt) by its boundary. Ar­
chitecture occurs in the boundary as an 
embodiment of wor ld. Thus Heidegger 
says : "A boundary is not that at which 
something stops but, as the Greeks recog 
nized, the boundary is that from which 
something begins its presencing." A 
boundary may also be understood as a 
threshold, that is, as an embodiment of a 
difference. In his analys is of Trakl's "A 
Winter Even ing , " Heidegger shows how 
the threshold carr ies the unity and dif­
ference of wor ld and thing (earth). 3 8 In a 
building the threshold separates and si­
multaneously unites an outside and an in 
side, that is, what is al ien and what is 
habitual. It is a gathering middle where ai 
outlook on the wor ld is opened up and se 
back on earth. 

Boundary and threshold are constituent 
elements of place. They form part of a fig 
ure which d isc loses the spatiality in ques­
tion. In German its nature is beautifully 
shown by language itself, as the word 
Riss means rift as wel l as plan. The rift is 
f ixed in place by a Grund-riss as wel l as 
an Auf-riss, that is, by a plan and an eleva 
t ion, whereby the twofold nature of spa­
tiality again becomes apparent. Together, 
plan and elevation make up a figure or 
Gestalt. "Gestal t is the structure in whose 
shape the rift composes and submits it­
self." " The word Gestalt evidently could 
be replaced by ' image,' whereby we gain 
an important clue to the understanding 
of the architectural image. As the image 
compr ises an elevat ion, it is a thing rathe 
than a mere geometrical d iagram. "Stanc 
ing there" as elevat ion, the architectural 
image sets the rift "back into the heavy 
weight of stone, the dumb hardness of 
wood, the dark glow of colours."" 1" 

Here Heidegger's thinking on the art of 
building stops. In a certain sense it stops 
outside architecture itself, as it does not 
treat the problems of the architectural Ge 
stalt as such. And in fact Heidegger starts 
his essay "Bui ld ing Dwell ing Thinking," 
say ing: " T h i s thinking on building does 
not presume to discover architectural 
ideas, let alone give rules for building.'"" 
The statement clearly shows that for 
Heidegger the arts have their particular 
professional problems, which he, as a 
philosopher, did not feel qualif ied to dis­
cuss. His aim w a s not to offer any expla­
nation, but to help man to get back 
to authentic dwel l ing. All the same, 
he certainly laid a foundation for the 
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: is interesting to notice that Heidegger's basic ideas 
n world, thing, spatiality and building were implicit 
Iready in Being and Time (1927). "The Origin of 
he Work of Art" (1935) does not represent a new 
eparture, but rather brings us a step further on the 
/ay. The later essays on "The Thing" (1950) and 
Building Dwelling Thinking" (1951) as well as the 
ite text on "Art and Space" (1969), clarify and 
rganize the thoughts contained in "The Origin of the 
York of Art." In our opinion, therefore. Heidegger's 
hinking s h o w s great consistency and may certainly 
e understood as a "way," a metaphor he himself 
ked to use. 

leing and Time, p 203. 

his is also how the world is described in Genesis I. 

17 

1 is therefore something more than a matter of 
onvenience when architects present their projects by 
deans of plans and elevations. 

leidegger's term Gegend (in Gelassenheit, Pfullingen 
959. pp. 38ff.) may be translated with "domain" or 
region." 

le may infer that a theory and history of archetypes 
. urgently needed 

ouis Sullivan who coined the phrase, hardly 
itending it in a radical functionalist sense 

)n several occasions Heidegger uses the German 
/ord Ort. for instance in "Art and Space" where we 
>ad "Der Ort offnet jeweils eine Gegend, indem 
r die Dinge auf das Zusammengehoren in ihr 
ersammelt." This sentence presents Heidegger's 
hinking on architecture in a nutshell! 

f ield, and demonstrated that his An-
denken may bring us far "on the way to 
a rch i tec tu re . " " 

To sum up, w e may repeat the main 
points of Heidegger's thinking on archi­
tecture. The general point of departure is 
the thought that the world only emerges 
as what it is, when it is " s a i d " or "set into 
work." The d iscussion of the Greek tem­
ple i l lustrates this idea, stating that the 
work "opens up a wor ld " and "first gives 
to things their look." Already in Being and 
Time, Heidegger emphasized that "d is ­
course is existential ly equiprimordial with 
state-of-mind and unders tand ing . " " In 
other words , it is impossible to consider 
the wor ld separately from language, 
which is understood as the House of 
Being. Language names things which 
"visit man with a wor ld , " and man 's ac­
cess to the world is through listening and 
responding to language. T h u s Heidegger 
quotes Holderl in's d ictum: Wat bleibt aber, 
stiffen die Dichter, what remains, the fac­
tum est, is founded by the poets. 

To give the wor ld immediate presence, 
however, man also has to set truth into 
work. The pr imary purpose of architecture 
is hence to make a world visible. It does 
this as a thing, and the world it brings 
into presence consists in what it gathers. 
Evident ly a work of architecture does not 
make a total wor ld v is ible, but only cer­
tain of its aspects. These aspects are 
compr ised in the concept of spatiality. 
Heidegger explicit ly dist inguishes spa­
tiality from space in a mathematical 
sense. Spatial i ty is a concrete term de­
nominating a domain (Gegend) of things 
which constitute an inhabited landscape. " 
The Greek example in fact starts with the 
image of a rock-cleft val ley and later re­
fers to several concrete elements of earth 
and sky. But it also suggests that land­
scape cannot be isolated from human life 
and from what is divine. The inhabited 
landscape therefore is a manifestation of 
the fourfold, and comes into presence 
through the buildings which bring it close 
to man. We could also say that inhabited 
landscape denominates the spatiality 
of the fourfold. Th is spatiality becomes 
manifest as a particular between of earth 
and sky, that is, as a placed 

When we say that life takes place, we im­
ply that man 's being-in-the-world mirrors 
the between of earth and sky. Man is in 
this between, standing, resting, and act­
ing. The natural and man-made things 
which constitute the boundaries of the be­

tween, also stand, rest and tower, to recall 
the terms used in Heidegger's description 
of the Greek temple. Thus they embody 
characters which mirror man 's state-of-
mind (Befind/ichkeit), at the same t ime as 
they delimit a precinct which admits 
man 's actions. A work of architecture 
therefore d isc loses the spatialitv of the 
fourfold through its standing there. 
Standing there, it admits life to happen in 
a concrete place of rocks and plants, w a ­
ter and air, light and darkness, an imals 
and m e n . " Standing there, however, im­
plies that what is standing must be under­
stood as a material ized image. It is the 
" luster and gleam of the stone which 
brings to light the light of the day, the 
breadth of the sky, the darkness of the 
night." A work of architecture is therefore 
not an abstract organization of space. It is 
an embodied Gestalt, where the Grundriss 
mirrors the admittance and the Aufriss the 
mode of s tand ing . " Thus it brings the in­
habited landscape close to man, and lets 
him dwell poetically, wh ich is the ultimate 
aim of architecture. 

We have already pointed out that 
Heidegger does not offer any further ex­
planation of the architectural Gestalt or 
image. The discussion of the Greek tem­
ple, however, suggests its nature. The 
words "extens ion, " "del imitat ion," 
"s tanding," " rest ing," and " tower ing," re­
fer to modes of being-in-the-world in 
terms of spatiality. Although the pos­
sibil i t ies are infinite, the modes a lways 
appear as variat ions on archetypes. We all 
know some of these, as column, gable, 
arch, dome, or tower. The very fact that 
language names these things, proves 
their importance as types of images 
which visual ize the basic structure of spa­
t ia l i ty 1 8 But here we go beyond the limits 
of the present essay, and enter the field of 
architectural theory proper. 

Heidegger's thinking on architecture is of 
great immediate interest. At a moment of 
confusion and cr is is, it may help us to ar­
rive at an authentic understanding of our 
field. Between the two wars , architectural 
practice w a s founded on the concept of 
" funct ional ism," which got its c lassical 
definition in the slogan "Form fol lows 
function.'"" ' The architectural solution 
should, thus, be derived directly from the 
patterns of practical use. During the last 
decades it has become increasingly clear 
that this pragmatic approach leads to a 
schemat ic and character less environment, 
with insufficient possibi l i t ies for human 
dwel l ing. The problem of meaning in ar-
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chitecture has therefore come to the 
fore. 5 0 So far, it has mostly been ap­
proached in semiological terms, whereby 
architecture is understood as a system of 
conventional s igns . ' ' Considering archi­
tectural forms as representations of 
something else, semiological analys is 
has, however, proved incapable of ex­
plaining works of architecture as such. 
Here Heidegger comes to our rescue. His 
thinking on architecture as a visualization 
of truth restores its artistic d imension and 
hence its human s ign i f icance." By means 
of the concepts of wor ld, thing, and work, 
he leads us out of the impasse of scien­
tific abstract ion, and back to what is con­
crete, that is, to the things themselves. 

This does not mean, however, that the 
problems are solved. Today we are only £ 
a beginning. Th is is apparent in architec­
tural practice, where funct ional ism is 
being abandoned whi le a new architec­
ture of images is emerging. ' ' ' Heidegger's 
thinking may help us to understand what 
this impl ies, and his Andenken is certainh 
the method w e need to gain a fuller un­
derstanding of the things themselves. In 
his essay "Bui ld ing Dwell ing Thinking," 
Heidegger in fact concludes that "thinkinc 
itself belongs to dwel l ing in the same 
sense as building . . . Building and think­
ing are, each in its own way, inescapable 
for dwell ing.'"" 1 In other words , we have 
to give thought to the thingness of things 
in order to arrive at a total v is ion of our 
world. Through such a poetical Andenken 
w e take "the measure for architecture, th< 
structure of dwe l l i ng . " 5 5 
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"The Mind of Louis I. Kahn," Architectural Forum, Vol. 
137, No. 1, July August 1972, p. 46. 

The architecture of Louis I. Kahn speaks 
of t imeless human needs, psychic, as wel 
as phys ica l , through a consciously in­
scribed universal language. Kahn tersely 
summar ized this particular collective as­
pect of his architecture in the fol lowing 
aphor isms: 

1 
Louis I. Kahn, "Space and the Inspirations." 
/'Architecture d'Aujourd'hui. Vol. 142, February/ 
March, 1969, p. 13. 

2 
John W. Cook and Heinrich Klotz, Conversations 
with Architects (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1973), 
p. 183 

Louis I. Kahn, "A Statement by Louis I. Kahn," Arts 
and Architecture, Vol. 81. May 1964, p. 19. 

Vincent Scully, Jr. , Louis I. Kahn (New York: George 
BrBZtller, Inc., 1962), p. 118. 

Art is the language of God. 
The only language of man is art. 

In order to achieve these express ive ends, 
Kahn embodied within his work images 
which refer to prototypical forms of com­
municat ion, both mortal and divine. By 
lifting his architecture into the realm of 
the absolute, Kahn evidently hoped to 
make a meaningful architecture expres­
sive of the requirements of the human 
soul (psyche), as wel l as of human physi­
cal necessi t ies. Kahn 's aesthetic interest 
in a language of universal creative power 
apparently s tems in part from a contact 
early in life, through his mother, with Ger­
man Romant ic thought. The Romant ics 
v iewed the poet or the creative artist as 
the priestlike mouthpiece of deity, a doc­
trine formulated in the late eighteenth 
and nineteenth centur ies from a synthesis 
of severa l myst ical tradit ions, largely de­
rived from the European Renaissance. It is 
in this s e n s e - a r t mani fest ing divine rev-
e la t ion- that this article wi l l interpret 
Kahn's aesthetic theory and its architec­
tural appl ication. 

6 
William S . Huff, "Louis Kahn: Sorted Recollections 
and Lapses in Familiarities", Little Journal(Society of 
Architectural Historians, Western New York Chapter) 
Vol. 5, no. 1. September 1981, p. 6. Huff: ". . [Kahn] 
loved the beginning of things. He said that, when you 
look at a problem, look at the beginning. And, in the 
history of architecture, don't go back to Volume One; 
go back to Volume Zero For Volume Zero is what 
precedes shape, it is the source " 

7 
"Louis I. Kahn Talks with Students," Architecture at 
Rice, No. 26 (Houston, Texas: Rice University. 1969), 
p. 24. See also. Louis I. Kahn, A. I. A. Journal, Vol. 33. 
No. 6. June 1960. p. 99. 

8 
Scully, pp. 114-115. 

Kahn's Aesthetic Theory 

In order to understand how Kahn ex­
pected the meaning embodied in his ar­
chitecture to be understood, it is helpful 
to look at his aesthetic theory pronounced 
over the last twenty-f ive years of his life 
during the late bloom of his architectural 
career. Th is assumes that his aesthetic 
theory w a s not formulated during the last 
third of his life, but that it w a s an already 
exist ing mature philosophy, recalled from 
memory, and only re-articulated in lec­
tures and wri t ing. The influence of Ro­
mantic ideals upon Kahn 's thought wil l be 
d iscussed later. 

Kahn founded the expressed meaning of 
his art upon what he cal led "Order " and 
"Form. " Order, for h im, is all inclusive and 
self-evident. He exp la ined: 

I came to a statement that "order i s " 
because I could never write . 
made a long list of what I thought it was 
And when I threw the list away, "order i s " 

remained. It sort of included everything 
by not trying to say what it is. That word 
" i s " has a t remendous sense of presence. 

Order contained his Weltanschauung, a 
cosmology that encompasses two aspects 
of being, the inner realm of the soul 
(Psyche), wh ich is immeasurab le , and the 
outer realm of the phenomenal wor ld, 
which is measurab le . According to Kahn, 
Psyche, an ineffable source underlying 
Order and all being, is a kind of "World 
S o u l " that possesses an a priori " E x i s ­
tence Wi l l , " an eternal willing to be. He 
sa id : 

I think of the Psyche as being a kind of 
p reva lence-no t a single soul in each of 
u s - b u t rather a prevalence from which 
each one of us a lways borrows a part . . . 
and I feel that this psyche is made of 
immeasurable aura, and that physical 
nature is made of that wh ich lends itself 
to measurement . I think that Psyche 
prevails over the entire universe. . . 

The Psyche is expressed by feeling and 
also thought and I believe wil l a lways be 
unmeasurable. I sense that the psychic 
Existence Wil l cal ls on nature to make 
what it (Psyche) wants to be.' 

Kahn poetically descr ibed the inexpress­
ible, undefinable nature of Psyche as 
"S i l ence" and "Volume Zero," an imagi­
nary record of soul , the pr imal book 
before all books where Ex is tence Wil l 
is inalterably inscribed forever.1' 

The a priori Ex is tence Wil l within Psyche, 
Kahn expla ined, is the beginning of "Fo rn 
. . . a wor ld within a w o r l d . " ' Form is a 
psychic predisposit ion to be and consists 
of inseparable abstract e lements which 
invoke a nature, "wha t a thing wants to 
be."" Being immeasurab le in essence, it i; 
never completely realized in concrete 
terms and, thus, it has an infinite potentia 
for express ion. When it manifests itself 
within the boundaries of the phenomenal 
world, it takes on a circumstant ial aspect 
reflecting in its physical appearance the 
situation of its occurrence at a particular 
place at a particular t ime: "For example, " 
he said: 

. . . in the differentiation of a spoon from 
spoon, spoon character izes a form havinr. 
two inseparable parts, the handle and the 
bowl. A spoon impl ies a specif ic design 
made of si lver or wood, big or little, 
shal low or deep. Form is 'what. ' Design 
is 'how.' Form is impersonal . Desian 
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The human soul also partakes of Form, he 
explained, through one's shar ing in the 
pervasive World Psyche, terming its uni­
versal attribute as "commonal i ty," "com­
monness, " and " h u m a n agreement . " ' " It 
expresses its Ex is tence Wil l within the 
limiting constraints of t ime and space as 
"nature" through unconsc ious and con­
scious agencies cal led " ins t ruments , " and 
at other t imes, "s ingular i t ies." 1 1 Hence, 
according to Kahn , Form is revealed un­
consciously in nature through the sin­
gularity of light, the sun : 

and through the instrument of the individ­
ual human psyche: 

Humanity as the consc ious instrument of 
Psyche extends through its " insti tut ions," 
such as art, rel igion, and educat ion, the 
immeasurable quality of the Exis tence 
Will beyond that of nature. ' ' Th is is be­
cause humankind se rves Form con­
sciously and therefore has choice. ' Thus , 
in Kahn 's sense of Order, the phenomenal 
world descends f rom the nonphysical 
world of Form express ing its wil l to be 
through unconsc ious and conscious in­
strumental i t ies. He summar ized this in 
poetic imagery as the metamorphoses be­
tween Si lence and Light: 

is the Sanctuary of Art 
Treasury of the Shadows 

This brief survey of Kahn 's concept of 
Form and its central posit ion in his wor ld 
v iew facil itates an understanding of the 
means through wh ich he intended to im­
bue his architecture with meaning and 
value. His aesthetic theory is primari ly 
this: a language held in common indi­
cates meaning through a sys tem of 
shared signif iers. '" In his own words, "Art 
is man's only real language since it str ives 
to communicate in a w a y that reveals the 
'human ' and that the wil l to be (the Ex is ­
tence Wil l) in man is really the wil l to ex­
press." 1 9 Consequently, he founded his art 
upon Form and its universal nature 
grounded in being. Through the means of 
this t imeless, nonpersonal essence, art 
awakens and intensif ies the memory of 
Form lodged within every human soul, 
making the invisible, v is ib le : 

I 

Therefore, in Kahn 's aesthetic theory 
Form is not only the m e a n s - / f is the mes­
sage, the meaning of his art. 

To render Form vis ible, he suggested the 
symbol ic image as the vehicle through 
which a work of art int imates psychic 
meaning that t ranscends its own physical 
presence: 

onal num. Bui first let 
me explain what an ai I 

He also explained that symbol ic architec­
tural images were intr insically more sub­
tle and discipl ined than images in the 
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other arts because of the complex, prag 
matic nature of architecture: 

Thus , the architect, according to Kahn, 
must integrate the symbol ic , "psychologi­
c a l " ideas of a work within the physical 
constraints of structural and functional re­
quirements. He d iagramed, in a figure 
publ ished in 1973 , " this subtle overlay of 
the psychic and physical aspects of Order 
reconciled within his architectural imag­
ery (figure 1). 

Romanticism and the Language of God 

Kahn's interest in an al legorical script o 
intrinsic, universal meaning s tems mos 
likely from a long lived Neoplatonic tra­
dition concerning the Egypt ian hiero­
g lyphic . " Th is Graeco-Roman lore reviv 
by German Romant ic ism in the late eigr 
eenth and early nineteenth centuries ac­
counted that the Egypt ians had inventec 
writ ing in the beginning and that their h 
eroglyphics were v isual analogues of th 
Platonic ideas- re f lec t ing Plato's philoso 
phy that the phenomenal wor ld, lan­
guage, and physical beauty are poor 
copies of the archetypal realm of the 
ideas-P la to ' s word " i d e a " meaning in 
Greek " form," but form seen only by the 
mind's eye.''' S ix hundred years later 
Plotinus, the founder of Neoplatonism, 
wrote in "On the Intellectual Beauty" tha 
by speaking directly to the mind's eye, tf 
hieroglyphic expressed phi losophical co 
cepts in one intuitive glance and not dis­
cursively. Although historically Plotinus, 
in conjunction with Plato, gave the hier­
oglyphic its aesthetic-phi losophical 
nuance, Leone Battista Alberti during the 
Renaissance is credited with helping to 
establish it in Western art as a universal 
and t imeless iconography. In Book Eight 
of his Ten Books of Architecture, a book 
dealing with ornament, he wr i tes: 

Louis Kahn, diagram of the 
realization of Form. 

i FORM 
nature of building 

ORDER 
Psyche oider 

Physical Older i 
Served space 

, Seivant space 

Piogiam order 
not design 

Area plan. Volume model 

Problem of light 

Order of structure system 
building order 

Plan. Section 

Elevation 

DESIGN 

oidr.'i n( r.oiiMiuction 
oidei of matenal 
orde' of time 

oidei ol space come into play 

The Aegypt ians employed Symbo l : 
in the fol lowing Manner: They 
carved an Eye by which they under 
stood God ; a Vulture for Nature; a 
Bee for K ing; a Circle for T ime ; an 
Ox for Peace, and the like. And thei 
Reason for express ing their Sense 
by these Symbo ls w a s , that Words 
were understood only by the re­
spective Nations that talked the Lar 
guage, and therefore Inscriptions ir 
common Characters must in a shor 
Time be lost; as it actual ly hap­
pened to our Etruscan characters: 
For among the Ruins of several 
Towns, Cast les and Burial-places, I 
have seen Tomb-stones dug up wit! 
Inscriptions on them, as is generally 
bel ieved, in Etrurian characters, 
which are like both those of Greek 
and Latin; but nobody can under­
stand them: And the same, the 
Aegypt ians supposed must be the 
Case with all Sor ts of Writing what­
soever ; but the Manner of express­
ing their Sense which they used 
upon these Occasions, by Symbols , 
they thought must a lways be under 
stood by ingenious Men of all Na-
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t ions, to w h o m alone they were of 
Opinion, that Th ings of Moment 
were fit to be Communicated. ' 

Later in the Italian Rena issance, Pico della 
Mirandola combined the pagan concept 
of the hieroglyphic with a Christ ianized 
form of J e w i s h myst ic ism, the kabbalah. It 
w a s a reunion of sorts as the kabbalah, 
largely an oral tradition, possesses c lassi­
cal or igins associated with Neoplaton­
ism. It taught that God created the 
material wor ld through the instrumen­
tality of the Hebrew alphabet and accord­
ing to the Sepher Yetzira, a pr imary 
document of the kabbalah translated as 
the Book of Creation and somet imes as 
the Book of Nature, God bestowed upon 
each individual letter a particular form, 
weight, and number. Through the com­
binations and permutat ions of the 
Hebrew alphabet in the " W o r d " of God, 
the origin of all languages as wel l as the 
phenomenal wor ld with its l iving crea­
tures were mani fested. Pico believed 
Hebrew to be the first primit ive language 
of humankind and of Nature and that 
Adam, using this divine language inspired 
by God, named all of creation in agree­
ment with its manifested inner natures. 
He also believed that Abraham took this 
w isdom to Egypt, from which the Egyp­
tians created their hieroglyphics. Thus 
Moses, learning this pictographic writ ing 
from his adopted race, wrote Genesis, 

"The Story of Creat ion" using a script de­
rived from kabbalah. '" In the sixteenth 
century after Pico, especial ly in Ger­
m a n y ' ' the letters of the Hebrew alphabet 
and their kabbalistic interpretation also 
became v iewed as "he i rog lyph ics" in­
scribed in the Bible and throughout 
nature. 

Reviv ing these earlier myst ical interpreta­
tions at the end of the eighteenth century, 
the German Romant ics, in revolt against 
the rat ional ism of the French-led En ­
lightenment, again elevated the hiero­
glyphic to an honored place in modern 
phi losophies of beauty. During this pe­
riod, it began to lose its Egypt ian cast and 
came to be seen more in the physiog­
nomic light of Romant ic natural phi­
losophy, the phenomenal wor ld being 
identified as a vast, sacred tome, some­
t imes cal led the "Book of Nature," filled 
with natural "h ierog lyph ics" of God's 
Word. The analys is of handwri t ing, phre­
nology, and the physiognomic studies of 
Lavater (figure 2), were all understood to 
be such "s igna tu res" of God's self-expres­
sion, as were the physiognomies of the 
mineral , plant, and an imal wor lds." 1 Like­
wise the phenomena discovered by 
E. F. F. Chladni in 1787 of two-dimensional 
sound figures left by a vibrating bow 
when it struck the edge of a f ixed plate 
covered with iron f i l ings (f igures 3, 4) , 
were considered to be natural hiero-
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glyphics. ' ' Somewha t similarly, the theory 
of artistic genius formulated by the 
Romantics is al igned with the idea that the 
creative artist is a prophet, an express ive 
instrument enunciat ing God's Word. As 
man created in God 's image speaks like 
God through the sel f -expression of his art 
and t imes, the Romant ics also believed 
that the history of man, his religious 
myths, and sacred literature, could all be 
interpreted al legorical ly as hieroglyphics. 
It w a s this idea that caused them to inves­
tigate traditional forms of human culture 
and aesthetic express ion other than 
Graeco-Roman ones. They especial ly de­
lighted in the study of less sophist icated, 
primitive cultures (chronologically and 
culturally) seeing them as untainted by 
too much civi l ization and being in greater 
harmony with nature, and hence, God. ' -

German Romant ic ism w a s to dominate 
Western art, as posi t iv ism and material­
ism were to dominate sc ience, during the 
entire nineteenth century, spreading to 
England, France, and Amer ica . At the end 
of the nineteenth century, an avant-
garde, Neo-Romantic movement , Symbo l ­
ism, which included the notion of the hi­
eroglyphic, w a s again in full swing 
throughout Europe and Amer ica , protest­
ing the purely material ist ic and rational 
attitudes of much mid-nineteenth century 
bourgeois culture based upon the Indus­
trial Revolut ion. Th is Neo-Romantic 
thought contributed fundamental ly to the 
character and development of modern 
twentieth century art up until the mid-
twentieth century. 1 ' The hieroglyphic also 
entered the twentieth century through the 
psychoanalyt ical theories of S igmund 
Freud and C. G. J u n g , maturing in an en­
vironment strongly st imulated by German 
Romant ic ism and its concept of the "un­
consc ious . " " 1 These early pioneers of a 
contemporary theory of the human soul 
interpreted the unconscious material gen­
erated by the human psyche as a uni­
versal pictorial writ ing like so many 
"h ieroglyphics." Freud, who based his 
psychoanalys is of patients upon the inter­
pretation of their d reams, wr i tes in an ar­
ticle entitled " T h e Philological Interest of 
Psycho-Ana lys i s " : 

I shal l no doubt be overstepping 
common linguistic usage in pos­
tulating an interest in psycho­
analys is on the part of philologists, 
that is of experts in speech. For in 
what fo l lows " s p e e c h " must be un­
derstood not merely to mean the ex­
pression of thought in words but to 

include the speech of gesture and 
every other method, such, for in­
stance, as wri t ing, by which menta 
activity can be expressed. . . . Whe 
we interpret a dream w e are simply 
translating a particular thought-
content (the latent dream-thoughts 
from the ' language of d reams ' into 
our waking speech. In the course o 
doing so w e learn the peculiarit ies 
of this dream language and it is 
borne in upon us that if forms part 
of a highly archaic sys tem of ex­
pression. . . . Another striking fea­
ture of our dream-language is its 
extremely frequent use of symbols, 
which make us able to some extent 
to translate the content of dreams 
without reference to the associa­
tions of the individual dreamer. . . . 
They are in part substi tutes and 
analogies based upon obvious sim­
ilarities; but in some of these sym­
bols the tertium comparation/s 
which is presumably present es­
capes our conscious knowledge. . . 

If we reflect that the means of repre 
sentation in d reams are principally 
v isual images and not words, we 
shall see that it is even more appro­
priate to compare dreams with a 
system of wri t ing than with a lan­
guage. In fact the interpretation of 
dreams is completely analogous to 
the decipherment of an ancient pic-
tographic script such as Egyptian 
hieroglyphs. . . . The ambiguity of 
var ious elements of dreams finds a 
parallel in these ancient sys tems of 
writ ing. , . .''' 

Thus , over seventy f ive years after 
Champol l ion's translation of the Rosetta 
Stone, a long lived philosophical conceit 
surv ived and entered the twentieth cen­
tury still retaining the power of its origin 
v is ion- that hieroglyphics embody un­
changing psychic essences of aesthetic 
virtue and share in a universal human lai 
guage made up of t imeless symbol ic 
images. 

The Romantic Mysticism of Louis Kahn 

In examin ing Kahn's aesthetic theory pre 
nounced over the last twenty f ive years c 
his life, a close parallel to late eighteenth 
and nineteenth century Romant ic theorie 
of language and art can be clearly ob­
served. Th is Romant ic tendency w a s first 
commented upon by August Komendant 



loseph Burton 75 

6 
lomendant, p. 23. 

ccording to Esther Kahn, several books printed in 
erman in Kahn's personal library were gifts from his 
(Other who read German. These literary gifts 
jggest that he did read German at one time. 

i 
Dnner, Jhaveri and Vasella, p. 330. 

selotte Dieckmann, Johann Wolfgang Goethe (New 
3rk: Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1974), p. 45. 

in his book, Eighteen Years with Architect 
Louis I. Kahn, where he suggested 
Schopenhauer as one of the possible in­
f luences behind his fr iend's thought. 3 6 In 
trying to locate the origin of Kahn's phi­
losophy and aesthetic theory, the existing 
evidence strongly supports his mother, 
Bertha Mendelssohn Kahn, as his tutor 
and guide into a Romant ic wor ld v iew 
based largely upon German literary 
sources. Th is is suggested by the testi­
mony of his family, fr iends, and col­
leagues as wel l as the evidence of his 
recorded statements, personal papers, 
and library. According to his family, 
Kahn w a s very close to his mother and 
throughout her life they spent t ime to­
gether in long conversat ion. A member of 
a large family of comfortable means, she 
w a s wel l educated as a young woman , 
being born and raised upon a large farm 
outside the city of Riga, the very old capi­
tal city of Latvia. The city possessed a 
population of over 200,000 and a sophisti­
cated Western culture which had been 
dominated for centuries by aristocratic 
German , and later, Polish inf luences. A l ­
though the f inancial stability, advantages, 
and social prestige of her early life were 
to change drastically upon her arrival in 
Amer ica , the cultural advantages and am­
bitions of her more affluent background 
in Europe were passed on and encour­
aged in her chi ldren. 

A strong German ic character runs 
through Kahn 's cultural inheritance from 
his ancestral background. His first spoken 
language w a s German , which he proba­
bly r e a d . " During his upbringing, the fam­
ily spoke only a "h igh, hard Berlin 
G e r m a n " and some Yiddish at home, a 
residence located in a poor immigrant 
neighborhood of North Philadelphia 
largely made up of transplanted Ger­
mans, Li thuanians, and Russ ians. In this 
German ic context, it is important to note 
the family tradition that Kahn's mother 
w a s related to Felix Mendelssohn 
(1809-1847) , the Germanic Romantic 
composer, as wel l as the composer 's fa­
mous grandfather, Moses Mendelssohn 
(1729-1786) , the dist inguished J e w i s h 
phi losopher of the German Enl ighten­
ment. The family interest in music, with 
its implied Mendelssohnian tradition 
linked to Romant ic Germany, ran deep 
and still does in its surv ivors. Bertha Kahn 
w a s a gifted music ian, a harpist, and was 
credited by her son for his own developed 
appreciation and knowledge of music. He 
often used musical analogies in present­
ing his architectural thought, apparently 

the result of his training at home. 
It w a s in this German speaking environ­
ment that Kahn evidently learned of Ger­
man Romant ic thought, revived in the 
Neo-Romantic ism of the late nineteenth 
century of avant-garde Europe and Amer­
ica. Mrs. Kahn w a s wel l - read, having 
studied literature as wel l as music as a 
gir l ; she continued to read a great deal, 
especial ly German literature studied in 
the original German. As family members 
attest, Goethe and Schi l ler were her favor­
ite authors. Esther Kahn described her 
mother-in-law as an "expert upon 
Goethe" and also recalled Mrs. Kahn's lit­
erary interest in Nietzsche. Wi l l iam Huff, 
an office member, remembered that Kahn 
said his mother had " ra ised him upon 
Goethe." In a statement regarding his 
mother and Goethe, Kahn seemingly ex­
pressed the phi losophical and literary 
character of his upbr inging: 

ly, t h r o u g h w h i c h 

Evidently, Kahn's " ra i s i ng " by his mother 
was one where he w a s taught the philo­
sophical principles of this great German 
poet philosopher scientist whose Neo-
platonic thought and natural phi losophy 
played an important role in forming the 
idealistic and mystical v is ions of the pi­
oneer of German Romant ic ism. 3 9 

In addition to the strong German cultural 
current running through Kahn's back­
ground, a form of J e w i s h myst ic ism, most 
likely the kabbalah, appears to have come 
from this same maternal source. Accord­
ing to a story that Kahn told Wi l l iam 
Huff, his maternal grandfather, Abrahm 
Mendelssohn, w a s a " famous, " wel l -
beloved J e w i s h myst ic and spiritual 
healer in Riga. Kahn reported that the en­
tire city of Riga, Christ ian and J e w alike, 
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had expressed their esteem for his myst ic 
grandfather by burning candles in their 
w indows on the evening of his death. He 
also told Huff, as wel l as Anne Gr iswold 
Tyng, that in Phi ladelphia his mother was 
considered the neighborhood counselor 
and " w i s e w o m a n . " They also related that 
Kahn said his mother had received a 
"heal ing secret" f rom her father at his 
deathbed which w a s to be revealed to 
Kahn on her own deathbed. Unfor­
tunately, Kahn arr ived in California from 
the East coast one hour after his mother's 
passing in 1958, never learning this prom­
ised secret. His sorrow about this tragic 
t iming is probably part of the reason that 
Kahn broke his usual si lence and revealed 
the myst ical background of his inner life 
to members of his office. 

Architecture as Logos 

Consider ing his mother's deep-seated in­
terest in German literature and her close 
relat ionship with her son, it seems rea­
sonable that Kahn became acquainted 
with the Romant ic myst ic ism of much 
eighteenth and nineteenth century Ger­
man literature through her and not via En ­
gl ish and French derivat ions. However 
such typical Romant ic concepts entered 
his thought, they closely resemble the 
ideas that his mother would have known 
from her literary pursuits and her father's 
myst ic ism. For example, Kahn 's pr imary 
notion of Form is like Plato's theory of the 
ideas, also wel l known in Engl ish by the 
term "Fo rms , " as wel l as " I d e a s . " 4 0 His 
use of the word betrays a German origin. 
" F o r m " w a s preferred by Schi l ler to ex­
press ideal, abstract concepts instead of 
gestalt, wh ich in German means "physica l 
configurat ion, pattern, or shapes." ' 1 ' No­
where is the Romant ic nature of Kahn 's 
thought made more evident than in his 
belief that Form manifests itself in the 
phenomenal wor ld as the hieroglyphics of 
primitive languages, the Bible,*-' history, 
nature, psychology, and art. Proof of this 
Romant ic belief is made explicit in his ar­
chitecture by literal quotations of these 
notes from Volume Zero. 

The Egyptian Hieroglyphics 

There are severa l books in Kahn's library 
which demonstrate his interest in primi­
tive (both chronological ly and cultural ly) 
pictographic scripts, especial ly ones that 
deal with the interpretations of Egypt ian 
hieroglyphics. The two most important of 

Translation of Egyptian 
Hieroglyphs trom The Nile 

these being The Nile, an old travel guide 
of 1912 by an important early Egyptolo­
gist at the Brit ish Museum in London, 
E. A. Wall is Budge, and The Pyramids of 
Egypt by I. E. S . Edwards , also a noted 
Egyptologist of the British Museum. The 
Nile, a long favored book of Kahn's , ac­
cording to his wife, w a s ornamented with 
a beautiful cover of golden hieroglyphics. 
Judging from the bookdealer's stamp on 
the title page (figure 5), he evidently pur­
chased the book in Egypt in 1951 whi le 
acting as a tour guide to members of the 
American Academy in Rome where he 
was a resident p ro fess iona l . " Budge's 
book is full of d iverse and admirable in­
formation and i l lustrations and presents i 
wealth of hieroglyphics translated into 
English. For example, it renders into En ­
gl ish: archaic tales (one of these w a s 
bookmarked by Kahn , f igure 6) , hymns 
and prayers to the gods, and the names 
of Egyptian gods and Pharaohs. It in­
cludes var ious hieroglyphic lists dealing 
with particular subject matter, for exam­
ple, celestial objects, objects of earth, ob­
jects of water, building types, parts of the 
body, animals, birds, f ish, etc. Perhaps 
most interesting from a Romant ic point o 
view, The Nile presents the phonetic 
equivalents of the Engl ish alphabet in hi­
eroglyphics and Hebrew, thus uniting in a 
chart those intermingled tradit ions of the 
original divine language of man (Adam), 
Hebrew, and its first script, hieroglyphics. 
Several of his books compare other primi 
tive scripts to the Egypt ian one. For exam 
pie, The Nile compares them to Chinese 
pictograms, Egypt and Its Monuments,™ 
compares them to Mexican Indian picture 
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writing, whi le Early European History;'" 
does both (figure 7) , in a section concern­
ing Writing and the Alphabet of a chapter 
entitled, " T h e Ages before History." 
Kahn's own collection of books dealing 
with primitive pictographic scripts seems 
to follow similar comparat ive l ines. Most 
impressive of these is an 1883 edition of 
the Fourth Annual Report of the Bureau of 
Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithso­
nian Institute. Th is beautiful book is cop­
iously il lustrated with hieroglyphic-l ike 
writing and translat ions of var ious Amer i ­
can Indian tr ibes. He also owned another 
book, The Sacred Pipe, deal ing with the 
subject of Amer ican Indian culture and its 
pictograms (figure 8).'"' Further afield in 
this subject of hieroglyphic-l ike scripts 
was a book entitled Chinese Calligraphy 
(figure 9). In keeping with this apparent 
Romantic taste for primit ive forms of 
transmitting information w a s a special 

1972 edition of Scientific American de­
voted to the topic of communicat ion; its 
cover displayed a photograph of a hiero­
glyphic inscription f rom an ancient stele 
with a translation inside.' 1 The subjects 
broached by this special issue were : cel­
lular communicat ion, animal communica­
tion, verbal communicat ion, communica­
tion and the community, communicat ion 
and the social environment, as wel l as an 
article by E. H. Gombr ich , the eminent 
British Art Historian, d iscuss ing graphic 
communicat ion. Gombr ich provided an il­
lustration of an ancient Egypt ian hiero­
glyphic which had surv ived as a symbol ic 
image into the present age. Th is smal l 
collection in Kahn's personal l ibrary ap­
parently expresses his cont inued interest 
in primitive forms of wri t ing and their 
ability in certain instances to persist and 
communicate over long periods of time 
upon a collective basis. 



Joseph Burton 78 

48 
I. E. S . Edwards, The Pyramids of Egypt (New York. 
Penguin Books, 1952), pp. 289-290. 

49 
Edwards, p. 291. 

The phi losophical importance of the hi­
eroglyphic in Kahn 's work is best demon­
strated by I. E. S . Edwards ' book, The 
Pyramids of Egypt. Kahn 's edition, copy­
righted 1952, w a s a gift f rom his daughter, 
Sue , Mrs. Kahn remembered, soon after 
his return f rom Egypt in the early 1950s. 
In the chapter, "Construct ion and Pur­
pose," of his book, Edwards gives the 
ancient hieroglyphic for the pyramid, 
A , , t ranslated as " the castle of eter­
nity," as wel l as a variant for the older 
stepped pyramid, ; ' : , translated as 
"the place of ascens ion. " He also ex­
plained that the iconographic meaning of 
the pure pyramid had a lways been sym­
bolic of the sun in Egypt, even during the 
most primitive t imes: 

But what did the benben (the primi­
tive stone fetish of pyramidal shape) 
and its architectural derivative, the 
true pyramid, represent? Only one 
answer suggests itself: the rays of 
the sun shining down on earth. A 
remarkable spectacle may some­
t imes be seen in the late afternoon 
of a cloudy winter day at Giza. 
When standing on the road to Saq-
qara and gazing wes tward at the 
Pyramid plateau, it is possible to see 
the Sun 's rays striking downwards 
through a gap in the clouds at about 
the same angle as the slope of the 
Great Pyramid . The impression 
made on the mind by the scene is 
that the immater ial prototype and 

the material replica are here rangec 
side by s ide. J M 

Of this emblemat ic explanat ion, Edwards 
may also have had in mind the similar 
solar iconography found in the later Ar-
marna period (figure 10). Edwards also 
explained that the symbol ic form of the 
pyramidal tomb, / - ^ , "the castle of 
eternity," had a practical magical purpose 
for the soul of the dead Pharoah, serving 
as a solar ladder to the bright god above. 
Quoting ancient magic spel ls, he wri tes: 

The Pyramid texts often describe 
the king as mounting to heaven on 
the rays of the sun . Spel l 508 of 
these texts, for instance reads: 'I 
have trodden those thy rays as a 
ramp under my feet whereon I 
mount up to that my mother, the liv 
ing Uraeus on the brow of Re. ' The 
temptation to regard the true Pyra­
mid as a material representation of 
the Sun ' s rays and consequent ly as 
a means whereby the dead king 
could ascend to heaven seems 
irresistible."'' 

His reading of the pyramid as a solar stai 
is probably inf luenced by his simi lar in­
terpretation of the stepped pyramid, 
/ ~ \ , "the place of ascens ion, " upon 
which the Pharaoh's soul w a s to make its 
way to the gods. He also suggested that 
this built icon is s imi lar in signif icance to 
the ziggurats of ancient Mesopotamia an 

' " * • * « 

Htaf#>*c«wuj e r f M A 

10 
Egyptian s ione relief. Louis Kahn. "Si lence to Lig 

drawing, 1969. 



aseph Burton 79 

snneth Walter Cameron, Emerson the Essayist 
artford: Transcendental Books, 1972), p 48. 

ncent Scully, Jr. . The Travel Sketches of Louis I 
ihn (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania Academy of Fine 
ts 1978), pp. 10- 12. 

j rman and Feldman. Notebooks and Drawings. 

>eph B. Collins, Christian Mysticism in the 
rabethan Age (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 
10). pp. 8 - 9 . 

thur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being 
imbridge: Harvard University Press, 1976). 

the historical Tower of Babel where thev 
were considered to be a link between 
heaven and earth. 

As an ancient express ion of light, the im­
age of the pure pyramid, with its two di­
mensional hieroglyphic, ± ^ , appears 
to have best symbol ized Kahn 's concep­
tion that Form manifests into the material 
universe as a kind of " inspi red wri t ing." 
The pyramidal shape, as revealed in his 
"S i lence to Light" d iagrams, circa 1969 
(figures 11), spel ls out in two and three 
dimensional hieroglyphics his sense of 
Order and the manifestat ion of Si lence in 
time and space as Light. Of this three di­
mensional emb lem, he sa id : 

The pyramids seem to want to tell us 
of its motivat ions and its meeting with 
nature in order to be. I sense Si lence as 
the aura of the 'desire to be to express ' 
Light as the aura 'to be to be' material 
as 'spent light' (The mountains the 
st reams the atmosphere and we are of 
spent light.)"° 

Kahn's associat ing Edwards ' solar expla­
nation of the pyramid with his wor ld v iew 
is in keeping with a Neoplatonic cosmol­
ogy where tradit ionally the sun has 
served as the manifest image of the de­
ity. "' This Weltanschauung, also known as 
the "Great Chain of Be ing, " w a s delin­
eated by Kenneth Walter Cameron (figure 
12), in a publ ished study, Emerson the 
Essayist, where he traced the important 

influence of Goethe and the German Ro­
mantics upon the Neoplatonism of Amer i ­
can Transcendenta l ism. ' ' 

It is with his d iscovery of the pyramid hi­
eroglyphic, circa 1952, that the birth of 
Kahn's mature architectural creativity ap­
parently began. Th is interpretation sup­
ports and complements Vincent Scul ly 's 
late 1970s observat ion that the mastery of 
Kahn's architecture really begins with his 
Egyptian journey in 1951 . 5 4 In 1978 whi le 
studying Kahn's travel sketches, many de­
voted to renderings of the Pyramids, 
Scul ly noted the overpower ing influence 
of the pyramidal form in Kahn 's early ma­
ture work at the Yale Art Gallery, com­
pleted in 1953, with its hollow coffered 
tetrahedral ceil ing (f igures 13, 14), and 
the Trenton Bath House, completed in 
1956, with its four pyramidal roofs. The 
imagery of the pyramid can be found in 
Kahn's construct ions throughout his ma­
ture career, from its beginning at the Yale 
Art Gallery, as Scul ly has observed, to the 
very last major completed work of 1977 
across the street at Yale, the Center for 
British Art. Here the pyramidal form, fol­
lowing the logic of a "so lar hieroglyphic," 
appears most obviously where one would 
expect it to be, in the natural light f ixtures 
which scientif ically modulate the entrance 
of sunlight through the roof into the 
building. In an interior perspective of the 
building, Kahn gave these natural light 
f ixtures the symbol ic shape of a truncated 
pyramid made up of smal ler pure pyra-
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12 
Kenneth Waller Cameron . 
Emerson the Essayist, diagram 
of Neoplatonism. 

13 
Louis Kahn. Yale Art Gallery, 
New Haven. 1953. tetrahedral 
ceiling 
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Yale A n Gallery, steel formwork 
lot tetrjhedral reinloiced 
concrete slab 

Lour. K.ihn. Yak' O n l . ' i tin 
British A n , New Haven. 1977, 
skelch of interior library court 

16 
Yale Center for British Art, 
skylight mock-up model 

I Louis Kahn. Washington 
University Library. St. Louis, 
1956, sketch 
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e early paperback editions of Major Trends in 
wish Mysticism had such an illustration printed on 
ed ground. The title Rivera could not remember 
uld likely have been the one of Scholem's book. 

mids (f igures 15, 16). Th is is in accor­
dance with the authority of the Egypt ian 
iconography he knew, for one reads in 
The Nile that the truncated pyramid w a s 
also an emblem of the sun : 

. . . The sun-symbol here repre­
sented (the ben-ben) suggests that 
the earl iest worsh ippers of the sun 
bel ieved that their god dwelt in a 
particular stone of pyramidal shape. 
At a later period, when perhaps 
their descendants in other parts of 
the country could not find a stone of 
simi lar shape, a stone in the form of 
a truncated pyramid w a s adopted as 
a symbol of the S u n . ' 

Kahn's interest in the Egypt ian hiero­
glyphic is also seen in his use of the 
stepped pyramid pictograph, / \ , 
"the place of ascens ion , " which Edwards 
had described in his book on the pyramid. 
In Kahn's unbuilt projects for the Wash­
ington Universi ty Library of 1956 (figure 
17), and the Theological Library at Berke­
ley, 1 9 7 3 - 7 4 (figure 18), one f inds this hi­
eroglyphic "quote" literally produced 
three dimensional ly in cruci form plan and 
and in a "wedding cake" composi t ion, re­
spectively. These designs for two institu­
tions devoted to the pursuit of learning 
were truly to be "p laces of ascens ion" of 
the human mind and its aspir ing spirit, an 
idea especial ly apt in the context of a the­
ologian's library. 

Because of its Romant ic fusion with the 
hieroglyphic and the myst ic ism of Kahn's 
maternal genealogy, it is useful to look at 
the kabbalah for potential Hebraic "s igna­
tures" which Kahn might have inscribed 
in his work, for example , in the syna­
gogue projects for Mikveh Israel and the 

earlier Adath Jeshu run . According to the 
kabbalah, which means "tradit ion," God 
possesses a l imit less nature which has 
many countenances and names. He mani­
fests himself through ten aspects called 
"sephi ro th" forming the kabbalist Tree of 
Life (figure 19), wh ich is s imi lar in kind to 
the Great Chain of Being of the Neoplato-
nists. One of Kahn 's d iagrams of the de­
scent of Psyche into matter (figure 20), 
closely resembles this traditional kab-
balistic conception. Although the Hebrew 
God has many express ions and names, 
the kabbalists assert that all of creation is 
summar ized in one "great name," Yod 
Heh Vav Heh, meaning "That which w a s , 
is, and shal l be." The great name is not 
peculiar to J e w i s h thought alone, c lassi­
cally, it w a s used to describe pagan gods, 
and Kahn often expressed a s imi lar var ia­
tion of it in his definition of art, "the lan­
guage of G o d : " 

human validity. Validity 

been. What was has a lways been. What 
will be has a lways been. ' 

However this may be, Kahn 's projected 
plan for the congregation of Mikveh Is­
rael, 1961 -70 (figure 2 1 , 22), appears 
most likely to be a kabbalist ic image of 
the Tree of Life. A member of his office, 
Vincent Rivera, has proposed that the 
plan of Mikveh Israel is patterned after 
this Hebraic cipher seen on a cover illus­
tration (figure 23), of a book that Kahn 
owned, now no longer in his library. A 
simi lar v isual compar ison has also been 
suggested by Jef f Keiffer. Despite the fact 
that he w a s not sure of the book's title, 
Rivera clearly recalled the cover i l lustra­
tion depicted upon a red ground, and re­
membered meaning to ask Kahn if the 
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Louis Kflhri, Theological Library Louis Kahn. Mikveh Israel 
at Borknlcy, sketch Synagogue. Philadelphia 

ground floor plan 

The SephirothlC Tree ol the 

J 
Later Kabbalists, after Kircher, Mikveh Israel Synagogue. 
QBdipus Aegyptiacus, Rome, 

> 

23 
2: The Sephirothic Tree from 

Paulus Ricius. Porta lucts. Louis Kahn. diagram of the 
descent of Psyche into Matter. Augsberg. 1516 
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striking similari ty w a s intentional when 
seeing it in the office whi le Mikveh Israel 
was being designed. Th is rendering of a 
Hebrew sage in contemplat ion grasping a 
Tree of Life, as Rivera descr ibed it, "l ike a 
bunch of bal loons," exempl i f ies the kab-
balistic process of returning to God, up 
the Tree, sephiroth by sephiroth, through 
meditating upon the var ious names of 
Jehovah . Th is myst ical odyssey also par­
allels the Neoplatonist 's "flight to the 
One" v ia the "h ierog lyph ics" of beauty 
along the Great Chain of Being. Appropri­
ately enough, Kahn seems to have envi­
sioned Mikveh Israel as a "p lace of 
ascens ion," for according to Ezekial 
Musleah, the rabbi of the congregation 
during the period of the design, Kahn de­
scribed the cyl indr ic stair towers of the 
plan as "co lumns , like the Tower of Babel 
aspiring to God . " Rabbi Musleah did not 
find this idea apt, recall ing the Biblical ac­
count of where the first language of man 
was confounded into a plethora of un­
shared speech. Kahn, however, appears to 
have been thinking of ll. E . S . Edwards ' 
comparison of the Egypt ian stepped pyra­
mids with the ziggurats of Mesopotamia 
and the Tower of Babel . Like the towers, 
the entire plan as a Tree of Life signif ies a 
"place of ascens ion . " For as the congrega­
tion of Mikveh Israel wou ld move forward 
into the sanctuary to worsh ip the names 
of Jehovah , they would make, alle­
gorical ly and physically, a myst ical return 
to God through this architectural Tree of 
Life. In his unbuilt design of 1954 for the 
congregation of Adath Jeshu run , Elkins 
Park, Pennsy lvan ia (figure 24), Kahn 
seemed to be trying to create a similar 
but more abstract place of ascent, for he 

used the metaphor of a tree to describe 
this tetrahedral space slab supported by 
three column clusters of nine co lumns: 

It is what the space wants to be: a place 
to assemble under a t ree. 5 8 

These three trunks of Adath Jeshurun 
are suggest ive of the three supernal 
sephiroth of the Tree of Life, philosophi­
cally simi lar to the Neoplatonic concept of 
a triune deity. The Neoplatonic deity like 
the Hebrew God mani fests himself physi­
cally as the sun and is symbol ized by 
Kahn's use of the two dimensional solar 
hieroglyphic, j A , , "the castle of eter­
nity." Like the Tree of Life sprouting from 
heaven, sephiroth to sephiroth, the re­
mainder of the spaces of the sanctuary 
were to unfold and again unfold from the 
three trunks. These stair towers, like those 
of Mikveh Israel later, apparently are ar­
chitectural sephiroth, by reason that they 
are rooted in the great name, Yod Heh 
Vav Heh, found written in its numerical 
form (26) in the side d imensions of 26 feet 
of the triangular co lumn clusters. This is 
in agreement with the kabbalistic process 
of gematr ia: Yod 10, Heh = 5, Vav = 6, 
hence Yod Heh Vav Heh 10 + 5 + 6 + 5 
- 26. Whether or not this kabbalistic read­
ing is merely a happy coincidence, it is in 
accordance with the Romant ic tradition of 
the language of God and the reported 
J e w i s h myst ic ism of Kahn's family. 



Joseph Burton 84 

m J - / V 

• m 1 ft y 
\ 

59 
Wemischner, p. 3. 

60 

McLaughlin, p. 20. 

61 

Ronner, Jhavari and Vasella, p. 448. Kahn: 
". . . Tradition is just mounds of these circumstances, 
you see, the record of which is also a golden dust 
from which you can extract the nature of man: which 
is tremendously important if you can anticipate in 
your work that which will last- that which has a 
sense of commonness about it, and by commonness I 
mean essence of it. When you see the pyramids now, 
what you feel is silence. A s though the original 
inspiration of it . . . the motivation that started that 
which made the pyramid is nothing but simply 
remarkable. To have thought of this shape 
personifying a kind of perfection, the shape of which 
is not in nature at all, and striving with all this effort, 
beating people, slaves, to the point of death to make 
this thing. We see it now with all the circumstances 
gone, and we see that when the dust is cleared, we 
see really silence again." 

62 
Goldfinger, p. 7. 

Human History as Hieroglyphic 

Kahn's special interest in these historic 
hieroglyphics reflects a strong Romant ic 
predilection for th ings primitive. He 
expla ined: 

[the] . . . primit ive case is more of an 
indication of value than the sophist icated 
case. To accept something at the very, 
very beginning, without precedent is an 
infinitely stronger statement than how it 
is extended in later years. ' ' ' 

. . . because I know . . . that the beginning 
is . . . an eternal conf irmation . . . If man's 
nature would not approve, a beginning 
would be impossible. So beginning is a 
revelation which reveals what is natural 
to m a n - i t never would have happened. 
What the human a p p r o v e s - h u m a n as 
a larger term for man, instead of man 
simply as the s p e c i e s - i s natural to all 
humans. . . /"' 

Similarly, whi le discerning Volume Zero 
between the l ines of these man-made al­
legorical images, he seems to have been 
interpreting history Romantical ly, literally 
as so many hieroglyphics." ' He summa­
rized his architectural convict ion to main­
tain traditions which reflect humankind at 
its most character ist ic: 

The works of man reveal his nature. 

The time of a work holds its own validity 
from which the sense of truth can be 
drawn to inspire a work of another time.'" 

Physiognomic Hieroglyphs 
Along with his books on primitive scripts, 

Kahn owned several other signif icant 
"chapters" from Volume Zero fi l led with 
natural hieroglyphics, one of these being 
D'Arcy Thompson 's On Growth and Form 
His attraction to the natural forms de­
scribed by Thompson is wel l conf i rmed, 
for example by his nephew, Dr. Marshall 
Alan Kahn, and Wi l l iam S . Huff. Dr. Kahn 
remembered that his uncle told him that i 
a person could read only one book in his 
life, it should be On Growth and Form. Al­
though it s imul taneously impl ies the 
realm of "S i l ence , " Kahn 's concept of Vol 
umeZero, the "unwr i t ten" book before al 
books, smacks of the Romant ic 's Book of 
Nature and probably expla ins his respect 
for D'Arcy Thompson 's book, a natural 
lexicon of Form. Huff says that Thomp­
son, quoting Plato, had written "God al­
ways geometr izes" and suggests that 
Kahn most likely felt that an architect 
should do the same. Huff also remem­
bered that Kahn had a simi lar interest in 
Chladni mus ic forms, which Thompson 
had also ment ioned (f igures 3, 4) , and be 
lieved that they possessed a "cosmic sig­
nif icance," a v iew shared by the natural 
phi losophers of German Romant ic ism. 
Kahn owned a book by Wi l l iam T. Bar­
tholomew, Acoustics and Music, which de 
picts a selection of Chladni 's music forms 
and was signed by him inside the cover, 
an indication of its importance to him. 
(Kahn rarely signed his books unless he 
especial ly wanted to keep them and was 
afraid of losing them, as he w a s generous 
to a fault in loaning them to others.) The 
pure geometr ies of God's Word, such as 
the Lithocobus geometricus exhibited in 
Thompson 's book (figure 25), and the 
Chladni f igures of Bar tho lomew's book 
(figure 26), are often found fluently enun­
ciated in Kahn's designs, for example in 
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the overall cubic form of the Exeter Li­
brary and the nine square ceil ing design 
overlaid by the " x " of two diagonal 
beams of its central light court clerestory 
(f igures 27). Obviously, his use of such 
pure geometr ies possesses a self-evident 
and universal validity of its own, however, 
as Huff expla ined, these natural hiero­
glyphics, God's geometr ies, contribute to 
the authority of such forms in his work. 
And because the will-to-be of Form sum­
mons character, " a nature," Kahn 's study 
of On Growth and Form seems to have 
been a physiognomic one with an eye to 
its express ive architectural application. Of 
the simi lar natural h ieroglyphics found 
within the Book of Nature, he sa id : 

. (E xistence) Will of the 
least l iving thing to be itself. The microbe 

. . . A certain tendency, a certain attitude, 

instruments which made ihis possible. 

His interest in Chladni 's sound forms ap­
pears to be a s imi lar romantic one 
founded upon an apparently nineteenth 
century concept of synaesthes ia . As musi ­
cal tones and var ious shades of color 
evince a psychological mood in their au­
dience, he expla ined that the size and 
shape of a space revealed by light creates 
a corresponding mood: 

. . . space has power and gives mode." 4 

I feel fusion of the senses . To hear a sound 
is to see its space. Space has tonality, and 
I imagine myself composing a space lofty, 
vaulted, or under a dome, attributing it to 
a sound character alternating with the 
tones of a space, narrow and high, with 
graduating silver, light to darkness. The 
spaces of architecture in their light make 
me want to compose a kind of music , 
imagining a truth from the sense of a 
fusion of the discipl ines and their orders. 
No space, architecturally, is a space 
unless it has natural light. Natural light 
has var ied mood of the time of the day 
and the season of the year. A room in 
architecture, a space in architecture, 
needs that life-giving l ight- l ight from 
which we were made. So the si lver light 
and the gold light and the green light 
and the yel low light are q i 
changeable scale or rule. Th is quality 
must inspire music."'' 

Similarly, his description of the architect's 
plan, " a society of r ooms" is presented as 
an arrangement of Chladni fo rms: 

O p e n before us is the 

The architect fleetingly reads his 

and spaces in their light. 

The music ian reads, with the same 

structure of inseparable e lements and 
spaces in sound. 

A greal musical composit ion is i 
entity that when played conveys the 
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feeling that all that w a s heard w a s 
assembled in a cloud over us. Nothing 
is gone as though t ime and sound has 
become a single image. '" 

His i l lustration of architecture as a kind of 
"frozen mus i c " verbal ly resembles two 
turn-of-the-century portrayals of musical 
forms seen by c la i rvoyants after perfor­
mances of the Romant ic composers 
(figure 28). Th i s example from a book 
entitled Thought Forms by two The-
osophists, Annie Besant and Char les 
Leadbetter, played an important role in 
Wassi ly Kandinsky 's own Neo-Romantic 
theory of synaesthes ia in the early twen­
tieth century which he developed into the 
beginnings of modern Abstract Expres ­
s ion ism. Kahn, like Kandinsky, is appar­
ently thinking in a s imi lar ve in, most likely 
an attitude suggested to him by his musi­
cally minded mother. 

As Form ordains character in inorganic 
and organic entit ies, mode in sound, in 
architecture Kahn expla ined it evokes 
use," creating a mood that encourages 
certain activit ies and inhibits others: 

One may say that architecture is the 
thoughtful making of spaces . . . not 
the fill ing of areas prescribed by the 
client. It is the creating of spaces that 
evoke a feeling of appropriate use." ' 

As the room, the plan w a s for him also an 
inscription of the Form of a particular hu­
man activity or program: 

. . . The architect considers the inspiration 
before he can accept the dictates of the 

spaces desired. He asks himself what 
is the nature of one [program] that 
dist inguishes itself f rom another. When 
he senses the difference, he is in touch 
with form. Form inspires design."'' 

He often used the fol lowing cipher (figure 
29), for example, to il lustrate the Form 
"s ignature" of the Unitar ian Church. 

Kahn also appears typically romantic in 
his cogent architectural express ions of 
materials and structure as natural hiero­
glyphics. His introspection into the char­
acteristic nature of mater ials, their 
respective Ex is tence Wil l , led to his wel l 
known conversat ion with the brick and 
similar consultat ions with other building 
materials. He explained that once estab­
lished what a material "wanted to be," he 
rendered it physiognomical ly : 

I asked the brick what it liked, 
and the brick said, 
" I like an a r c h . " 7 0 

. . . I could have souped up the brick with 
interior rods, but instead I al lowed the 
brick to be brick and build the way brick 
wants to express itself." 

You can have the same conversat ion with 
concrete, with paper or papier-mache, or 
with plastic, or marble, or any material . 
The beauty of what you create comes if you 
honor the material for what it really is. . . . n 

He w a s also emphatic about leaving the 
marks of a manufactur ing process upon 
the individual building mater ials and the 
building as a whole. He called this kind of 
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writ ing, "sgraf i to , " / : ' explaining that this 
physiognomic record led to a modern 
kind of ornament. ' ' ' Simi lar ly, he contrived 
to articulate the structure of a building so 
that an observer could read it and under­
stand why the building did not fall down. 
For example in the Kimbel l Museum (fig­
ure 30), and the Yale Center for Brit ish Art 
(figure 31), he boldly unvei ls the nude 
structure of the bui ldings at the portico, 
al lowing the user to grasp the building's 
structural logic before entering. Of this 
explicit structural exposit ion in the Kim­
bell Museum at Fort Worth, he stated: 

Because of the open porches, how the 
building is made is completely clear 
before you go into it. It is the same 
realization behind Renaissance buildings, 
which gave the arcade to the street, 
though the buildings themselves did not 
need the arcade for their own purposes. 
So the porch sits there, made as the 
interior is made, without any obligation of 
paintings on its wa l l s , a realization of 
what is architecture. When you look at 
the building and porch, it is an offering. 
You know it wasn ' t p rogrammed; it is 
something that emerged. ' 1 ' 

Psychic Hieroglyphics 
It is with this revelation of pure structure, 
according to Kahn , that the room declares 
itself psychologically, differing with the 
concept of "un iversa l space" in modern 
architecture: 

You should never make a space between 
columns with partition wal ls . It is like 
sleeping with your head in one room and 
feet in another. ' 

. . . space is not a space unless you can 
see the evidence of how it was made. 
Then I like to call that a room. What I 
would call an area, Mies would call a 
space, because he thought nothing of 
dividing a space. That 's where I say no, 
Let me draw a diagram. Here is a large 
area. You can divide it into four parts. No 
matter how many partit ions are in it. Mies 
would a lways call the who le area a space. 
I would cal l any one of the four divisions 
a space, but, after you divide it, the whole 
thing is not a space any more. I would cal 
this a space, provided it is never divided. 
What you see in the third diagram are 
four spaces. I consider these four rooms, 
Mies would consider this a space within 
which div is ions could be made. In the 
Miesian spaces he al lows division, but foi 
me there's not entity when it is divided. 

His purist conception that a room is deter 
mined solely by its structure suggests his 
knowledge of modern psychology. Ac­
cording to Esther Kahn, in the early 1930s 
whi le she w a s a doctoral student in 
experimental psychology at the Univer­
sity of Pennsy lvan ia , her husband would 
quiz her on Gestalt psychology. He appar­
ently took a keen interest in this subject 
and she remembers that he continued to 
peruse her accumulated text books on 
psychology throughout his life. Kahn's 
special interest in Gestal t psychology, a 
partial development of romantic psychol­
ogy, may have been inf luenced by his un­
derstanding of the somewhat simi lar 
German meanings of "Ges ta l t " and 
"Form. " The tendency of the human 
psyche to order one's perceptions in a 
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priori "Ges ta l ts , " probably encouraged 
him to understand this psychology as a 
romantic science of the soul 's self-
express ion, a psychic self-portrait. In 
summat ion, of the physiognomic aspect 
of his work, its romant ic "h ierog lyphics" 
copied from Volume Zero, he sa id : 

I hope that it wi l l have the qualit ies that 
show you through i tself / ' 

In interpreting Kahn 's work as a com­
prehensive pictographic expression of a 
mystical romantic Weltanschauung, the 
question ar ises : " W h y did he not d iscuss 
the specif ics of this v is ion in more detail, 
for example his use of the Egypt ian hiero­
g lyph ic?" There are three probable an­
swers to this question which come to 
mind. First, he apparently w a s not clear 
himself about the intellectual history and 
cultural importance of his romantic 
mys t ic ism: 

His ignorance of the intellectual origins of 
his thought reflects the manner in which 
he acquired information. His family, 
fr iends, and associates all explain that 
being a creative, intuitive artist, not a 
scholar patiently reading in depth, he bor­
rowed ideas in conversat ion from others 
who read more, using them as his 
"books." His preference for oral instruc­
tion paral lels the traditional kabbalistic 
training by word of mouth and may be in 
part the reason that he habitually learned 
in this method. Secondly, his reluctance to 
d iscuss his belief in detail is typical of the 
ancient and traditional si lence surround­
ing western myst ic ism, such as Neoplato-
nism and kabbalah. For example , accord­
ing to Plutarch in his essay " I s i s and 
Os i r i s " of the Moralia, the sacred reality of 
a mystery cult founded in Graeco-Roman-
Egyptian culture " . . . for the most part, is 
veiled in myths and in words containing 
dim ref lexions and adumbrat ions of the 
truth, as they themselves intimate be­
yond question by appropriately placing 
sphinxes before shr ines to indicate that 
their rel igious teaching has in it an enig­
matical sort of w i sdom. ' " " 

Lastly and most important, Kahn's refusal 
to d iscuss his architectural al legories in 
detail probably rests upon his belief that 
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Kahn, personal notebook, K 12/22. c. 1959 

his articulation of the language of God, 
indeed, stands on its own without need of 
explanat ion, being felt as an universal 
presence, eternally val id. 

Until the end of his life, Kahn apparently 
retained his romant ic belief that a work of 
art speaks a kind of universal human lan­
guage which indicates an invisible and 
ageless face behind the human spirit, the 
omnipresent Psyche. With the manifesta­
tions of S i lence into the phenomenal 
wor ld through singular i t ies, the eternal 
script of Volume Zero, "the language of 
G o d " is imprinted upon nature, the hu­
man psyche, and art. His aesthetic theory 
proposes this psychic existence located 
within every human heart as a significant 
determinant in the creation of an archi­
tectural image of s imul taneous, multi-
leveled meanings. Kahn 's belief in Form 
manifesting in his master work w a s ulti­
mately rel igious and is perhaps best de­
scribed in his notebook of 1959: 

Form is the religion of Beginning, Design 
is the inspired wri t ing of its Scripture in 

lhat binds thought and feeling, prophecy 
and religion and aspirat ion. Reading it 
one exper iences renewal of form as 
immanent, immater ia l , undefinable yet 
characteristic reality, that is ever 
beginning. And when w e celebrate 
a work which ach ieves this kind of 
sacred realization, w e partake in man 's 
worshipful l ikeness to perpetuate the 
transcendency of form by lhat of 
himself. 
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1 
Quoted by B. P. Bagchi, Chandigarh (Chandigarh: 
New Horizons Press, 1965), p. 1. 

For Le Corbusier the resolution of op-
posites w a s a deeply felt need, which elic­
ited some of his most heroic architectural 
responses. He w a s certainly not alone 
among twentieth century architects in this 
respect, for some of his greatest contem­
poraries, Frank Lloyd Wright and Mies van 
der Rohe, were equally obsessed by it. To 
create a resolution of opposites, Wright 
fused, whereas Mies neutralized, a build­
ing's constituent parts. Th is resulted in a 
state of interdependent individuality in 
the work of Wright, and a state of ano­
nymity in the work of Mies. Le Corbusier, 
on the other hand, used juxtaposit ion as a 
means of attaining a resolution of op­
posites. In so doing, he succeeded in pre­
serv ing the identity and at t imes even the 
separateness of a building's constitu­
ent parts. 

of the past. . . . an express ion of the na 
tion's faith in the future." ' 

The price India had to pay for its indepe 
dence, gained from the British in July, 
1947, w a s the loss of what is now 
Pakistan and Bangladesh. The people 
most affected by the partition of India 
were the Hindus of West Punjab and Ea 
Bengal who elected not to remain unde 
Moslem rule but to resettle in India. In a 
dition, Punjab lost not only its western 
part to Pakistan but its old capital, Laho 
as wel l , whose population was fifty-six 
percent Hindu. What set the stage for th 
creation of Chandigarh w a s independen 
and partition, exhi larat ion and tragedy. 
Naming the city in honor of Chandi, the 
Hindu goddess of power, must be seen 
this context. 

For an account of the birth of Chandigarh, see Norma 
Evenson, Chandigarh (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1966). For an interpretation of the 
city's symbolic significance, see Stanislaus von Moos. 
"The Politics of the Open Hand: Notes on Le 
Corbusier and Nehru at Chandigarh," in The Open 
Hand: Essays on Le Corbusier, ed. Russell Walden 
(Cambridge, Mass. : The MIT Press, 1977). pp. 412 -57 . 

There are seventy-three sketchbooks covering the 
period from 1914 to 1964 in the Archives of the 
Foundation Le Corbusier in Paris. These have been 
published by the Architectural History Foundation, 
New York as Le Corbusier Sketchbooks Volume 1, 
1914- 1948 (1981), Le Corbusier Sketchbooks Volume 
2, 1950-1954 (1981); Le Corbusier Sketchbooks 
Volume 3, 1954- 1957 (1982); Le Corbusier 
Sketchbooks Volume 4, 1957- 1964 (1982). 

These are Sketchbooks E 18 and E 19. See Le 
Corbusier Sketchbooks Volume 2, 1950- 1954. 
No. 309-414. 

For Le Corbusier the juxtaposit ion of di­
verse and often seemingly contradictory 
architectural e lements w a s not merely a 
formal exerc ise, but rather a manifesta­
tion of a new kind of synthesis that 
brought together images of diverse cul­
tural, historical, envi ronmental , socio­
political, and psychological forces, while 
permitting each to maintain its identity. 
He interpreted these forces in terms of a 
ser ies of polarit ies that include: history 
and modernity, Mediterranean and North­
ern, mechanist ic and folkloristic, Utopian 
and pragmatic, puritanical and hedonistic, 
male and female. Although the resolution 
of these polar and often contradictory 
forces obsessed Le Corbusier since his 
formative period, most notably s ince the 
creation of the Vi l la Schwob in 1916, this 
complex process found its richest and 
most subtle realizations in his late work, 
of wh ich India received the largest share. 

A s is wel l known, Le Corbusier 's name is 
l inked with two cities in India: Chan­
digarh, the newly built capital of the state 
of Punjab, and Ahmedabad, the texti le 
capital of India located in the state of Gu­
jarat. Both cit ies are intimately tied to two 
of modern India's greatest s tatesmen: 
Mahatma Gandhi and Jawahar la l Nehru. 
Gandhi , a native son of Gujarat, had spent 
fifteen years in Ahmedabad laying the 
groundwork for India's independence. It 
w a s from here that he led the famous Salt 
March in 1930, which initiated the second 
phase of national nonviolent resistance. 
Pr ime Minister Nehru who supported 
Chandigarh both moral ly and f inancial ly 
v iewed the city as "symbol ic of the free­
dom of India, unfettered by the traditions 

Once the decision w a s made to build a 
new capital for East Punjab, Prime Mini; 
ter Nehru seized the opportunity to mak 
it the city of his India, l iberated from the 
traditions of the past. A s an initial act of 
commitment, Nehru recommended to tl 
Punjab government that the Amer ican 
planner, Albert Mayer, whom he had 
known personally, be asked to draw up < 
master plan for the city. Although Mayei 
plan was not carr ied out, Le Corbusier 
adopted many of its features when he h 
prepared his own plan in S imla in Febru 
ary, 1951. Th i s plan w a s created only 
three months after P. N. Thapar and P. L 
Varma, representat ives of the Punjab gc 
ernment, had approached Le Corbusier 
Paris to become the architectural adviso 
of Chandigarh. ' Le Corbusier 's biannual 
trips to India resulting from his contrac­
tual agreement made with Thapar and 
Varma started on February 18, 1951. He 
left a permanent record of his thoughts 
and observat ions about India in his 
sketchbooks, which he carried with him 
during his many trips. These sketchboor 
also contain v isual imprints of his creati 
process, giving us a rare gl impse of his 
buildings in their formative stages. ' 

The two sketchbooks in which Le 
Corbusier recorded his first stay in India 
extending from February to Apri l , 1951, 
give us the best indication of what he 
found most compel l ing and timely in th< 
country's built environment."' It is reveal­
ing that the very first observat ion he 
made about India refers to Sir Edwin 
Lutyens and the Jantar Mantar, the Astr< 
nomical Observatory in Delhi built by 
Maharajah Ja i S ingh in 1719. He consid-
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R. Naif. Why Chandigarh? (Simla: Publicity 
epartment. Punjab Government, 1950). 

? Corbusier Sketchbooks Volume 2. E. 18. 
D 329 -330 It must be kept in mind, however. 
tat Le Corbusier's reservation about Lutyens' work 
made here in the context of an exceptional 

cample of earlier Indian architecture Elsewhere 
* was unequivocal in his praise of this British 
chitect planner. "New Delhi (in Tuscan inspired 
yle). the capital of imperial India, w a s built by 
ityens over 30 years ago. with extreme care, great 
lent, and with true success. The critics may rant 
they like, but the accomplishment of such an 

idertaking earns respect." (Le Corbusier. Oeuvre 
>mplete 1952- 1957, p. 51) For Lutyens' influence 
i Chandigarh, see Allan Greenberg. "Lutyens' 
chitecture Restudied," Perspecta 12 (1969). pp. 
9 - 5 2 . 

IT the best study of Ahmedabad in English see, 
•nneth L. Gillion, Ahmedabad, A Study in Indian 
ban History (Berkeley: University of California 
ess. 1968). 

Corbusier, Le Voyage d Orient (Paris Les Editions 
rces Vives, 1966). For an earlier published account 
Le Corbusier's trip to the East, see "Confession," in 
. L'Art Decoratif d'Aujourd'hui (Paris: Edition G 
>s. 1925). pp. 197-247, esp p 246 

e client whom he w a s to meet only in the fall of 
31 w a s Shyamubhai Shodhan. 

ring the next few years Le Corbusier repeatedly 
id to convince Bhabha Tata to let him build the 
adquarters of the Air India Company, but without 
:cess I am indebted to Charles Correa for this 
ormation. 

ered the Observatory as " leading the 
way: linking mankind with the cosmos. " 
In contrast, he found even the "best 
quali t ies" of Lutyens ' work in New Delhi 
as less successful . ' ' Yet both touched a fa­
miliar chord in his heart: the Observatory 
being an example of what he descr ibed in 
Towards a New Architecture as "pure crea­
tion of the mind," and Lutyens ' New 
Delhi, with its axes and broad boulevards, 
being an evocation of Par is. It is not sur­
prising that both reappear in Chandigarh. 

Beyond this initial observat ion, these two 
sketchbooks encompass a wide yet pre­
dictable range of images of the Indian en­
v i ronment: the seventeenth century 
Pinjore gardens near Chandigarh, Hindu 
and Ja in temples in Ahmedabad, the 
Mogul style Viceroy 's garden by Lutyens 
in New Delhi, Bombay 's Gateway of India 
of 1911, aerial v iews of Rajasthani vi l­
lages near Jaipur, old courtyards in 
Ahmedabad, a water tower near Ambala , 
and a factory in Ahmedabad. These and 
simi lar examples included in Sketchbooks 
E 18 and E 19 suggest that Le Corbusier 's 
approach to absorbing a new culture had 
remained unaltered since his early travels 
spanning the years 1 9 0 7 - 11, when he 
classif ied his observat ions into three cate­
gories: culture, folklore, and industry ' 

The first two Indian sketchbooks also 
shed light on Le Corbusier 's itinerary, 
which in turn sets the stage for initiating 
contact with all but one of his future In­
dian cl ients. After his arrival in New Delhi 
on February 19th, his first destination w a s 
Chandigarh and S im la . Already on March 
19th, he left for Delhi to fly from there 
to Ahmedabad. After a brief stay in 
Ahmedabad on the 22nd and 23rd he f lew 
to Bombay to meet Bhabha Tata, the steel 
magnate and major owner of Air India." 
On his w a y back to Chandigarh, he 
stopped in New Delhi on the 25th to be 
entertained in the presidential palace. S ix 
days later he left Chandigarh to fly from 
Delhi to Bombay, whence he returned to 
Paris on the 2nd of Apri l . 

During these first six weeks in India, Le 
Corbusier gained a deeper understanding 
of the country 's cultural, vernacular, and 
industrial tradition, met most of his fu­
ture cl ients from Pandit Nehru to the 
Sarabha is , and initiated ambit ious proj­
ects ranging from the master plan of 
Chandigarh to a cultural center for 
Ahmedabad. But why Ahmedabad? Such 
a question happily no longer needs to be 

raised about Chandigarh,' ' but still re­
quires an answer with regard to the com­
miss ions he received in India's textile 
center. There are few cities in the world 
that can c la im more than three buildings 
by Le Corbusier, and Ahmedabad is one 
of them, (after Paris, Chandigarh and La 
Chaux-de-Fonds) , with the Museum, the 
Mi l lowners Associat ion Bui lding, and the 
Sarabhai and Shodhan houses to its 
credit. Such major commiss ions , all initi­
ated during Le Corbusier 's first visit to the 
city, attests to Ahmedabad's intellectual 
cl imate and economic prosperity un­
rivalled in India for a city of its size. The 
events that contributed to these favorable 
c i rcumstances have a long history whose 
highlights are worth mentioning here. ' 0 

Since its founding by Sultan Ahmed Shah 
of Gujarat in 1411 A.D., Ahmedabad had 
been a city of commerce and industry 
centered around texti les. After a period of 
great prosperity during the first hundred 
years of its existence, the city declined, 
but recovered again when Akbar annexed 
it to the Mogul Empire in 1572. Its recov­
ery prepared the way for Sir T h o m a s 
Roe's visit in 1618, which initiated the first 
commerc ia l ties between Ahmedabad and 
England. The disintegration of the Mogul 
Empi re during the eighteenth century 
brought in the Maratha from the south, 
who ruled it until 1817. During that year, 
and almost two hundred years after Sir 
Thomas ' s visit, Ahmedabad 's ties with 
Britain were forcibly reestabl ished by the 
East India Company. 

Yet the Brit ish presence in Ahmedabad 
during the next hundred and thirty years 
w a s never too pervasive, largely because 
the economic base of the city's highly de­
veloped culture had a lways been trade 
and industry rather than agriculture. 
Hence, long before the advent of the 
modern era, the leading cit izens of 
Ahmedabad were bus inessmen rather 
than landowners, or men in the serv ice of 
a court. Th i s enabled the Ahmedabadis to 
take up the British on their own terms by 
offering them stiff competit ion through 
mechanizing the city's textile industry. 

With the help of the city's Ja in f inan­
ciers, the modern textile industry of 
Ahmedabad was founded in 1861. One of 
the key factors behind the success of this 
industry is that s ince its founding it has 
been largely run by a closely knit group of 
J a i n fami l ies who valued cooperation 
rather than competit ion among 
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11 
Gillion. p. 94. 

12 
Gillion. p. 153. 

13 
Except during the monsoon season, this river is 
reduced to a trickle, leaving the large riverbed 
exposed. For the project of the Chimanbhai house, 
see Le Corbusier, Oeuvre complete 1946- 1952 
(Zurich: Les Editions Girsberger, 1960), p. 163. 

14 
The unexecuted buildings include the Spontaneous 
Theatre, The Magic Box, the Library and the Art 
Studios. See Le Corbusier, Oeuvre complete 
1946- 1952, pp. 160-61 Balkrishna Doshi's Tagore 
Theatre and Gautam Sarabhai's National Institute of 
Design were subsequent additions to the still 
incomplete cultural center. 

15 
The Museum of Ahmedabad w a s first adumbrated in 
Le Corbusier's World Museum planned for his 
Mundaneum of 1929. However, the most direct 
prototypes for this museum are the projects for the 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Paris, 1931; the 
Pavilion for the Paris International Exhibition of 1937, 
and the Museum of Unlimited Extension planned for 
Philippeville. Algeria in 1939 

themselves. Thus , as Kenneth Gil l ion has 
pointed out, "the caste sys tem and joint 
family sys tem found new avenues of ex­
pression in a modern context." " In addi­
tion to the social cohesion of the J a i n s , it 
w a s also their work ethic, puritanical and 
frugal character, not to mention their en­
trepreneurial spirit, that contributed 
greatly to the success of Ahmedabad's 
modern textile industry. No wonder that 
by the turn of the century the city became 
known as the "Manchester of India." 

The economic growth Ahmedabad en­
joyed since the 1860's w a s given a further 
boost by World War I when the termina­
tion of Brit ish imports al lowed the city's 
textile mil ls to supply India's needs more 
fully. After the w a r the city utilized its un­
precedented economic power by becom­
ing, in Gil l ion's words , " a f inancial and 
political base for the Indian National Con­
gress and a leader and prototype of New 
India." : - Whi le it w a s the mil ls that sup­
plied the f inancial base for this new politi­
cal movement , it w a s Mahatma Gandhi 
who provided the leadership. 

The fact that Ahmedabad became 
Gandhi 's home between 1915 and 1930 
had a powerful consequence on the city's 
political development, both in terms of its 
own affairs as wel l as in terms of its influ­
ence on the nation as a whole. Enjoying 
the respect of both industry and labor, 
Gandhi proved to be an effective arbitra­
tor between the weal thy mi l lowners and 
their workers during the city's labor un­
rests in the late teens and twenties. More­
over, through his teachings, Gandhi 
d isseminated those very ideals which 
made Ahmedabad such a success : puri-
tanism, frugality, and the ethic of hard 
work. 

When India's independence w a s won in 
1947, Ahmedabad could rightly claim an 
important share in its realization. More 
importantly, however, it could claim that 
its unique blend of traditional values and 
modern technology could serve as an ap­
propriate model for independent India. 
Consc ious of this potential, the leaders of 
the city pursued a two-pronged approach 
to shaping its future: by strengthening 
the ach ievements of the past and by mov­
ing into new directions. In pursuit of the 
former, they diversif ied the city's industry, 
and helped make it, even if only tempo­
rarily, the state capital of Gujarat. In pur­
suit of the latter, they establ ished it as one 
of the foremost cultural centers of India. 

In so doing, they revived an aspect of th 
city's past that had been lost since the 
seventeenth century. 

Among the key leaders of the new 
Ahmedabad four J a i n textile mi l lowners 
stand out: Kasturbhai Lalbhai, Chinubha 
Chimanbhai , Surot tam Hutheesing, and 
Guatam Sarabha i . Mr. Lalbhai , the 
wealthiest of the Ahmedabad industrial­
ists, spent a considerable part of his for­
tune on establ ishing and supporting the 
city's new cultural and educational instit 
t ions through such organizations as the 
Ahmedabad Education Society and the 
Ahmedabad Textile Industry 's Research 
Associat ion. Chinubhai Chimanbhai , a 
nephew of Mr. Lalbhai, w a s the city's en­
ergetic mayor, who, during his tenure be 
tween 1950 and 1962, w a s instrumental i 
building such major undertakings as li­
braries, playgrounds, a s tadium, an audi 
torium and a cultural center. It w a s the 
mayor in fact who w a s largely responsi­
ble for inviting Le Corbusier to the city. 
Surottam Hutheesing, another nephew c 
Mr. Lalbhai, w a s the president of the Mil 
owners Associat ion, the textile industry'; 
powerful organization founded in 1891, 
and it w a s he who w a s responsible for 
commiss ion ing Le Corbusier to build the 
Associat ion 's new headquarters. Gautarr 
Sarabha i , a leading member of a family 
that dist inguished itself in the arts and 
sciences, w a s the founder, designer and 
first director of the National Institute of 
Design in Ahmedabad, which under his 
leadership became one of the foremost 
art schools of India. And it w a s Gautam 
Sarabhai 's sister-in-law, M a n o r a m a - a 
niece of Mr. L a l b h a i - w h o entrusted Le 
Corbusier with her house. 

During Le Corbusier 's first visit to 
Ahmedabad in March 1951 Mayor 
Chinubhai Chimanbhai had given him tv\ 
commiss ions , the building of a cultural 
center overlooking the Sabarmat i river, 
and a house for himself . ' 3 Al though the 
Chimanbhai house w a s never built by Le 
Corbusier, and the cultural center w a s 
only partially realized according to his 
plans," ' he w a s at least given the oppor­
tunity to build the center's museum ac­
cording to ideas he had developed since 
1929 (figure 1)." ' In the museum of 
Ahmedabad Le Corbusier combined two 
concepts at once: the notion of an en­
vironment that is both interdiscipl inary 
and unlimited. Even if neither of these 
concepts w a s realized in the building lite 
ally, both are inherent in its design. The 
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Le Corbusior , Project for Le Corbus ier . M u s e u m of 
M u s e u m of C o n i e m p o r a r v A n , Ahm ( . ( I . i l ) ,u1 1951 56 
P a n s . 1931 

C o r b u s i e r , Oeuvre complete 1910- 7929 ( Z u r i c h : 

i E d i t i o n s G i r s b e r g e r , 1 9 6 0 ) , p p . 1 9 0 - 9 7 , a n d P a u l 

e t a n d L e C o r b u s i e r , Mundaneum ( B r u s s e l s : J . 

) e g u e & C o . , 1 9 2 8 ) . 

Le Corbus ier . M i l l owne rs 
A s s o c i a n o n Bu i ld ing, 
A h m e d a b a d , 1951 56. 

best explanat ion of these concepts can be 
given by citing their first visual izat ions. 

The concept of an interdiscipl inary cul­
tural envi ronment w a s first proposed by 
Le Corbusier in the project for the Mun-
daneum's World Museum of 1929. In this 
ziggurat shaped building the visitor could 
have surveyed the physical manifestation 
of man's diverse achievements in a histor­
ical and geographical context. 1" The mu­
seum of unlimited growth w a s first 
developed by him in 1931, when he en­
v isaged such a building as a flattened out 
ziggurat spiral l ing outward in squares 
with the potential of being extended ad 
infinitum (figure 2). Both of these pro­
totypes f ind a partial realization in 
Ahmedabad, where the museum's exhibi­
tion space is treated as a continuous vol­
ume revolving around a central courtyard. 
Th is makes it possible to present works 
representing the broadest range of hu­
man activity in a contextual setting and in 
a cont inuous manner. 

For the roof of the museum, Le Corbusier 
had planned a Mogul garden which he in­
tended to fill wi th f lowers, shrubbery, and 
forty-five shal low reflecting pools ar­
ranged in straight l ines. Had it been real­
ized, this garden would have combined Le 
Corbusier 's longstanding fascination with 
roof gardens with his admirat ion of India's 
own cultural tradition. Regrettably, 
however, only the concrete f rames of the 
pools give the visitor a hint of the archi­
tect's original v is ion. 

Although the cultural center was not com­
pleted as originally planned and the mu­
seum is still underuti l ized, Le Corbusier 's 
original p roposa l - the creation of a stage 
where the arts could not only interact 
among themselves but could also relate 
to a broader contextual se t t i ng - i s still 
a provocative concept. It is not sur­
prising that it had such an appeal for 
Ahmedabad 's energetic mayor, who w a s 
determined to make the city a symbol of 
the new India, not unfettered by the past 
as Nehru proposed but rather continuing 
its past through its cultural institutions. 

The second public building Le Corbusier 
designed for Ahmedabad is the headquar­
ters of the Mil lowners Associat ion com­
miss ioned by its president, Surot tam 
Hutheesing, in March, 1951 (figure 3). 

m 
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Mi l l owne rs Assoc ia t ion 
Bu i ld ing , Aud i to r ium. 

M i l l owne rs Assoc ia t i on 
Bu i ld ing, T h e Groat Lobby 
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the Villa Cook Le Corbusier reversed the traditional 
ganization of the interior of a house by placing the 
blic over the private floors. This concept w a s first 
slized in his Ozenfant house built in Paris in 1922, 
lere the double-storied studio occupies the top two 
ors. 

Corbusier, The Radiant City (New York: The Orion 
sss , 1967), p. 78, (originally published as La Ville 
dieuse in 1933). 

Corbusier, Une Maison-Un Palais (Paris: Les 
itions Cres. 1928), p. 52. 

(fore the Millowners Building acquired its present 
rm, it had undergone major changes during its 
igthy design process, which included an earlier 
oject with stone facing and only a few sun 
eakers. See, Le Corbusier, Oeuvre complete 
46- 1952, p. 162. 

Planned for a site overlooking the Sabar-
mati river, the building w a s to serve a 
unique organization whose essence Le 
Corbusier seems to have understood very 
wel l . S ince its founding in 1891, the Mill-
owners Associat ion provided an institu­
tional f ramework for the close family ties 
that existed among the city's largely Ja in 
textile mi l lowners. Here Le Corbusier en­
countered a public institution whose very 
existence depended on personal relation­
ships that resulted from caste and family 
t ies. His response to this unique commis­
sion w a s to express the institution's dual 
charac te r - the private and the pub l i c -
through his concept of the house as a pal­
ace which w a s developed during the 
1920s and given clearest expression in his 
book, Une Maison-Un Palais, published in 
1928. There he defined the palace as " a 
house endowed with dignity," which for 
him meant monumental ly achieved by 
"pure forms composed according to a 
harmonious law." 1 7 One of the houses Le 
Corbusier singled out in his book to ex­
empli fy his concept of the house-palace 
w a s his Vil la Cook of 1926, which offers 
important c lues for understanding the in­
ternal organization of the Mi l lowners 
Associat ion Bui lding (f igures 4, 5 ) . 1 8 

The Mi l lowners Associat ion Bui lding, like 
the Vil la Cook, is defined by a richly sym­
bolic front and back placed between two 
blind end wal ls . Within this exterior shell 
the Mi l lowners Building contains a partly 
open ground floor for serv ice and circula­
tion, as did its antecedent. The second 
floor in both is intended for more private 
funct ions: the bedrooms in the Villa Cook, 

and the board rooms and off ices in the 
Mi l lowners Associat ion. The third and 
fourth f loors in both buildings are treated 
as double f loors and intended for public 
funct ions: l iving rooms, dining rooms and 
kitchen in the Villa Cook and lobby and 
auditor ium in the Mi l lowners Bui ld ing. 1 9 

The lobby and the auditorium are the cli­
mactic points of the interior of the Mill-
owners Bui lding. It is here that Le 
Corbusier created the greatest dramatic 
tension by treating the lobby as an open 
space defined by harsh, angular forms, 
and the auditorium as an enclosed space 
delineated by soft, curvi l inear forms (fig­
ures 6, 7). "Th i s prodigious spectacle has 
been produced by the interplay of two el­
ements , one male, one female: sun and 
water. Two contradictory e lements that 
both need the other in order to ex i s t . " 2 0 

No better words than these, written by Le 
Corbusier many years before this building 
w a s ever conceived, best sum up the es­
sence of these antithetical spaces. Here, 
as in most of his buildings, Le Corbusier 
achieved a resolution of opposites by jux­
taposing rather than fusing diverse archi­
tectural e lements so that each part retains 
its identity and separateness. With the 
male female correlation being the central 
theme here, Le Corbusier imbued these 
spaces with a meaning that is analogous 
to the Indian attitude toward the sexes . 
V iewed in this light, the relationship be­
tween the lobby (male) and the audi­
torium (female) based on the notion of 
a strong sense of identity and separate­
ness acquires a special signif icance. 

-

J 

4 
M i l l o w n e r s Assoc ia t i on 
Bu i l d ing , east wes t sec t ion . 

5 
Le Corbus ier . V i l la Cook. 
B o u l o g n e - s u r - S e i n e . 1926. 
sec t ion . 
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Besides the Mi l lowners Bui lding, 
Surottam Hutheesing also commiss ioned 
Le Corbusier to build him a house in the 
spring of 1951 (figure 8 ) . ? 1 The architect's 
task w a s to respond to the life style of a 
wealthy bachelor, about to marry, who 
needed a variety of spaces to al low enter­
taining on a grand scale. After the plans 
were completed, however, Mr. Hutheesing 
decided to sell these to his fel low mil l-
owner, Shyamubha i Shodhan . Notwith­
standing the change in the site and the 
dissimilarity in his life style, the new cli­
ent wanted Le Corbusier to build him the 
very same house he had designed for the 
former cl ient." Hence in assess ing it, the 
original funct ions intended for the house 
must be kept in mind. 

For Le Corbusier the Shodhan house rep­
resented the culminat ion of his efforts in 
the field of domest ic architecture, which 
evolved in a period spanning more than 
forty years . In order to understand its na­
ture and meaning, we must examine the 
house in a dual context: how it grew out 
of the architect 's own works, and how it 
is related to the traditional architecture 
of Ahmedabad. 

The house is a cubical concrete f rame 
structure whose exterior surface unfolds 
from a severe and forbidding entrance fa­
cade to an open and welcoming garden 
fagade (f igures 8, 11). By treating each 
side of this c lassical cube differently, Le 
Corbusier juxtaposed the formality of the 
Mediterranean with the flexibil ity of the 
Northern approach to architectural de­
sign. The c lassical aspects of the house 
f ind their antecedents in Le Corbusier 's 
earl ier houses going back to the one he 
designed for his parents in La Chaux-de-
Fonds in 1911 (figure 9). Apart from its 
sharp and clear cubical mass , certain im­
portant detai ls of the first design for the 
Jeanneret house find their way into the 
Shodhan house, as for example its flat 
roof defined by strong projecting cornices 
and the cont inuous band of w indows be­
neath it. These are reinterpreted as the 
parasol roof and the continuous openings 
of the terrace in the Shodhan house. 

Le Corbusier 's most important house built 
in La Chaux-de-Fonds, the Villa Schwob of 
1916, serves as a point of departure for 
the structure and personality of the 
Shodhan house (figure 10). As one of the 
first concrete f ramed houses in Eu rope , " 
the Vil la Schwob marks the beginning of 
Le Corbusier 's use of this structural sys ­
tem, wh ich reached a high degree of com­

plexity in Ahmedabad. More interesting 
however, is the way in which these 
houses reveal Le Corbusier 's own perso 
ality. He was known to have had an " im­
pressive demeanor seemingly built for 
defense, behind which he appeared to 
wi thdraw." 2 4 On the other hand, he w a s 
considered by his fr iends as "uncom­
monly generous and unse l f i sh . " ^ Both 
houses convey these personal charac­
teristics by the stark and almost forbid­
ding demeanor of their street fagades ar 
the generous and accessible quality of 
their garden fagades (figures 8, 10, 11 , 
12). As a result, they effectively ward off 
strangers, whi le at the same time, they 
we lcome those who have been al lowed 
enter. 

Although the Schwob and Jeanneret 
houses are important precedents for the 
Shodhan house, they play a far less sig­
nificant role in this capacity than his 
houses designed after 1919. In fact, in 
1919 Le Corbusier initiated a new direc­
tion in architecture which he never aban 
doned af terward. In the realm of domest 
architecture the Maison Citrohan of 
1920 -22 and the Maison Monol of 1919 
mark the beginning of this new direction 
(f igures 13, 32 ) / ' ' The former, angular an 
f i rm, stands erect on the ground, domi­
nating the sett ing; whi le the latter, undu­
lating and soft, rests on the ground, 
absorbing the setting. Le Corbusier 's de­
scription of what for him represented the 
mascul ine and feminine characterist ics ii 
architecture succinct ly sum up the es­
sence of these two projects. 

In the one, strong objectivity of 
forms, under the intense light of a 
Mediterranean sun : male architec 
ture. In the other, l imit less subjec­
tivity rising against a clouded sky: 
female architecture.' 1 ' 

Having thus set the stage for a dual 
approach to domest ic architecture, Le 
Corbusier used these two projects as tht 
basis of all his later houses. When in 19E 
he was cal led upon to design a house fo 
Surot tam Hutheesing, a bachelor want in 
to entertain extensively, he understand­
ably fol lowed the Citrohan model. 

Among the many sources of the Maison 
Citrohan two provide the best clues to ai 
understanding of its nature and meaninc 
The inspiration for its exterior came fron 
such Parisian art ists ' studios as those 
built by Frangois Le Coeur in the rue Cas 
sini in 1906, which Le Corbusier admirec 
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Corbusier, Oeuvre complete 1910- 1929, pp. 
- 1 4 . 

Corbusier, Oeuvre complete 1910-1929, p. 31. 
cated at 32 rue Godot-de-Mauroy, off 
e Boulevard des Italiens, the Cafe Legendre is now 
lied the Cafe Le Mauroy. 

r the most thorough discussion of the Schroder 
use in Utrecht, see Theodore M. Brown, The Work 
G. Rietveld Architect (Utrecht: A. W. Bruna & 
on, 1958), pp. 3 5 - 7 4 , where he writes that, 
cording to Mrs. Schroder, "Le Corbusier visited the 
use within a few years of its completion." p. 74. 

r the first critical discussion of this project, see my 
tide mentioned in note 26. Le Corbusier makes 
ference to this project in Sketchbook E 18, no. 360 
saying, "brother's villa roofing in manner of 

lizeau Tunis." Here he refers to the unexecuted 
use designed for Chinubhai Chimanbhai, which 

J S almost identical with the early design for the 
itheesing Shodhan house. See, Le Corbusier, 
mvre complete 1946- 1952, pp. 163-64. 

greatly (figure 1 4 ) / H Its double storied in­
terior, on the other hand, w a s based on 
the spatial organization of the Cafe Le­
gendre in Par is, wh ich Le Corbusier fre­
quented with his cousin, Pierre Jeanneret 
(figure 26K 2 9 The fusion of the artist 's stu­
dio with the restaurant resulted in a new 
kind of house which so appropriately ex­
presses the lifestyle of a growing seg­
ment of the urban population in the 
industrial ized wor ld : uprootedness and 
t ransience. The former is embodied in the 
artist 's studio, the latter in the restaurant, 
and Le Corbusier understood both these 
states of mind from personal experience, 
for when he conceived the Maison Cit-
rohan he w a s an uprooted artist whose 
family table became the restaurant table. 

The most important link between the 
Maison Citrohan and the Shodhan house 
is the first project for the Villa Baizeau in 
Carthage, Tunis ia , designed by Le Cor­
busier in 1928 (figure 15). 3 0 The signif i­
cance of this design lies in two areas: a 
new approach to cl imate control and a 
fuller use of de Stijl vocabulary. The for­
mer is exempl i f ied by the parasol roof 
and the interlocking interior spaces 
providing shade and venti lat ion; the latter 

is expressed by the fagade where the stu­
dio and ribbon w i n d o w s - h a l l m a r k s of Le 
Corbusier 's style of fenes t ra t ion-are 
fused with the help of de Stijl vocabulary. 
As in Mondrian's paintings, or especial ly 
as in Rietveld's Schroder house of 1924, 
the composit ion of the fagade is based on 
compensat ion rather than symmetry 
achieved by a strong interplay between 
l ines and planes, between vert icals and 
horizontals, and between different col­
ors. : All of these elements were given a 
more complete realization in the Shodhan 
house (figure 16). The design that pro­
vides the key connection between the 
Villa at Carthage and the Shodhan house 
is Le Corbusier 's Lannemezan house of 
1940 (figure 17). This project w a s con­
ceived as a cubical structure to be built of 
exposed stone and wood. Here, as in his 
houses designed during the 1930s, Le 
Corbusier abandoned his favored struc­
tural device, the steel or concrete skeletal 
f rame, in favor of load bearing wal ls to be 
constructed of natural materials. More­
over, instead of putting the house on 
sti lts, he anchored it to the ground, thus 
imbuing it with a sense of rootedness 
which w a s so clearly lacking in his houses 
of the 1920s. 
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The decade of the 1930s and 40s repre­
sents a turning point in Le Corbusier 's ar­
chitecture for reasons that are too 
numerous to list, but mention must be 
made of the economic depression of the 
period, his quest ioning of the supremacy 
of technology, and his marr iage to 
Yvonne Gal l is in 1930. The direction he 
began to pursue in 1930 found its clearest 
architectural express ion in his designs for 
houses ranging f rom the project of the Er-
razuris house (figure 18) to the Lan-
nemezan house. In them Le Corbusier 
reestabl ished a closer relationship with 
nature, the site, and the vernacular tradi­
tion in a manner that recalls his first three 
houses in La Chaux-de-Fonds. 3 2 These 
changes in fact paved the way for the for­
mal and structural innovat ions made in 
his later bui ldings such as the Shod-
han house. 

A s v iewed from the point of v iew of Le 
Corbusier 's later buildings, the decade of 
the 1930s stands out for an entirely dif­
ferent reason as we l l : the invention of the 
sunbreaker, or brise-soleil. Th is device 
makes its first appearance in 1933 with 
the project for an apartment house in­
tended for a site in A lg ie rs . " But it is only 
in his design for an office building con­
ceived for Alg iers between 1938 and 1942 
that Le Corbusier gave it his first imagina­
tive interpretation (figure 49). From this 
project forward, sunbreakers began to 
fulfill a number of complex funct ions in 
his design, ranging from the util itarian to 
the symbol ic : they provide protection 
from the sun , they help give scale and 
proportion to the building, and they serve 
as major conveyors of the building's s y m ­
bolic signif icance. 

In the Shodhan house the sunbreakers act 
in all of these roles. Dominating the 
south-west or garden fagade of the house 
and forming an irregular concrete grille, 
they provide an effective screen against 
the summer sun without blocking out the 
winter sun on the most open side of the 
house (f igures 11 , 19). They also serve as 
v isual connect ions between the observer 
and the house, between inside and out­
side, between the var ious parts of the 
house ranging from the very large to the 
very smal l . Most important, however, is 
the fact that they embody a major part 
of the personal and cultural signif icance 
of the house. 

Le Corbusier l ikened the sunbreaker to a 
portico as wel l as to the aperture of a 
camera." 1 As a portico it acts as a con­

tainer and definer of human action, and 
as an opening it l inks the outside with th 
inside in a defined and sequential way. A 
a photographer focuses the camera on a 
given target, Le Corbusier zeroes in on a 
specific v iew by giving a desired apertun 
and orientation to each concrete f rame. 
Furthermore, if taken together, sun­
breakers serve as conveyors of the life 
pattern that unfolds within the building. 

In their role as porticoes, the sunbreaker 
of the Shodhan house provide a more in 
timately scaled architectural environmen 
within the f ramework of a palatial house 
they act as houses within a house. A s 
cameras , they focus on the sensuous 
shape of the sw imming pool and the sof 
grass-f i l led mound surrounding it; as 
such, they act as apertures between the 
angular interior and the soft exterior. 
Taken together, they convey a playful, 
spontaneous, almost doll-house like 
quality, thus effectively counteracting the 
formal setting. In all three roles, they hel 
express the function Le Corbusier in­
tended for the house: to be like a " C h a ­
teau of the Loire . . . for an intelligent 
pr ince." 3 5 . 

On a cultural level , the sunbreakers link 
the Shodhan house with the architectura 
tradition of Northern Europe whose asyn 
metrical, irregular and f lexible design ele 
ments they incorporate. In a sketch of 
primitive huts of Ireland published in 
1928, Le Corbusier captured these ele­
ments by highlighting their structural 
f rame, which in turn foreshadows the 
sunbreakers of his later buildings (figure 
20)." ' More important, however, is the 
connection between the sunbreakers of 
the Shodhan house and a more recent 
manifestation of Northern architecture: d 
Sti j l . As a compar ison between Theo van 
Doesburg's project for an Artist 's House 
of 1923 and the sunbreakers reveals, Le 
Corbusier incorporated in his design sucl 
de Stij l e lements as asymmetry, flexibility 
and plasticity (figure 21). In the Shodhan 
house, however, these Northern element 
are held in check by the restraining powe 
of the classical cube, whereas in van 
Doesburg's project they are expressed 
more freely. Having a lways remained a 
classicist at heart, it is not surprising thai 
in this house, as wel l as in most of his 
other buildings, Le Corbusier al lowed the 
Mediterranean rather than the Northern 
tradition to dominate the design. 

Le Corbusier 's Mediterranean formal ism 
and Northern flexibil i ty served him wel l i 
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Le Corbus ier , Pav i l i on of 
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India, where both of these cultural traits 
are manifested in the country 's indige­
nous architecture. In the context of the 
exterior of the Shodhan house two 
examples of traditional architecture in 
Ahmedabad stand out: the Hutheesing 
J a i n temple and the old town house of the 
Shodhan fami ly (f igures 22, 23). The tem­
ple w a s commiss ioned by the weal thy 
Ja in merchant Sheth Hutheesing, in 1850, 
and Le Corbusier made reference to it in 
one of his sketchbooks during his first 
visit to A h m e d a b a d . " The temple is dis-

corbusier sketchbooks Volume 2. 1950-1954. e t inguished by its openness and flexibility, 
largely achieved by its numerous porches 
that are grouped around the main hall of 
worsh ip. Like the sunbreakers and ter­
races of the Shodhan house of a hundred 
years later, the porches of the temple of­
fer shade in the summer, sun in the win­
ter, and breezes in every season. 

The old town house of the Shodhan fam­
ily located in the heart of the city provides 
an interesting clue to an understanding 
of the client's wi l l ingness to accept Le 
Corbusier 's design exact ly as it w a s in­
tended for Surot tam Hutheesing. Having 
been raised in a house which had pilotis, 
terraces, roof gardens, and open facades, 
Shyamubha i Shodhan must not have 
found the designs for the house he w a s to 
buy too unusual . Coming from such an 
architectural environment, he w a s in fact 
better prepared to accept Le Corbusier 's 
ideas than a Paris ian client. One of the 
reasons w h y Le Corbusier 's architecture 
w a s we lcomed by his Indian clients w a s 
because they were accustomed to seeing 
classical bui ldings that, in addition to 
being open, are often characterized by ir­
regularity and flexibility. Hence, in eval ­
uating Le Corbusier 's success with his 
Indian cl ients, the Northern element in his 
architecture is just as important to bear in 
mind than its more obvious Mediterra­
nean element. 

The focal point of the interior of the 
Shodhan house consist ing of the great 
double storied living room is also in keep­
ing with Ahmedabad 's own architectural 
tradition (figure 24). The large houses of 
old Ahmedabad were usual ly built around 
a double storied entry hall, or "chowk," 
which signif ies their symbol ic and cere­
monial center. As seen in the eighteenth-
century Chunilal house, this space w a s 
given the greatest artistic attention in 
terms of spatial organization and deco­
rative treatment (figure 25). When 
Shyamubha i Shodhan first saw the de­
s igns for the double storied interiors of 

his future house, he must have recog­
nized in them a modern reinterpretation 
of a famil iar symbol of status and weal th. 

Apart f rom the coincidental connection 
between the Shodhan house's living 
room and the entry halls of Ahmedabad 's 
old houses, the roots of Le Corbusier 's 
double storied space go back to his earlier 
architecture. As mentioned before, the in­
spirat ion for this space, according to the 
architect, originally came from the Cafe 
Legendre, where a balcony provided addi­
tional seating space (figure 26). His first 
literal interpretation of this spatial ar­
rangement occurred in the Maison Cit-
rohan of 1920, whose interior can best be 
visual ized through the Pavi l ion of L'Esprit 
Nouveau of five years later (figure 27). 
As with the Cafe Legendre, the balcony 
does not merely connect two parts of the 
house as in the Villa Schwob , but instead 
funct ions as an actual room. 

During the 1920s, Le Corbusier gave the 
double-storied interior space a wide 
range of interpretations, but the one that 
stands out in relationship to the Shodhan 
house is the great entry hall of the Villa La 
Roche of 1923 (figure 28). Here, as in his 
later house, Le Corbusier organized the 
interior vo lume in terms of polarities that 
include public and private, formal and 
informal, and impersonal and personal, 
al lowing each to preserve its discreet 
identity. In the living room of the Shodhan 
house the strong contrast between the 
public level of the main space and the pri­
vate level of the balcony best exempl i f ies 
the architect's polarization of spaces. The 
balcony, as in the Villa La Roche, func­
tions as the study and den and provides 
an ideal setting for intimate gather­
ings enl ivened by a striking v iew of the 
space below. 

The most dramatic part of the house is 
the triple-storied terrace where Le Cor­
busier 's definition of architecture as " the 
masterly, correct, and magnif icent play of 
forms in light" w a s fully realized (figure 
19). Created largely in response to 
Ahmedabad 's intense sun , the terrace 
funct ions as a major part of the house's 
natural cl imate control sys tem by cooling 
the bedroom units during the day and 
serving as bedrooms during hot summer 
nights. Beyond this, it provides a stage 
where man , architecture, and nature meet 
as active partners. Fol lowing a precedent 
establ ished in the recessed terraces of the 
Immeubles-Vi l las project of 1922, and first 
realized in the Villa Stein-Monzie of 
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1927, J H Le Corbusier created a setting here 
where nature is invited to penetrate the 
body of the house through light, air, and 
water whi le being compel led to respond 
to the power of architectural form to 
shape nature. In the midst of this orches­
trated interaction between architecture 
and nature, Le Corbusier engages the ob­
server as an active participant so that 
he she can develop a heightened aware­
ness of the exper ience of l iving. 

As Le Corbusier 's most ambit ious exam­
ple of domest ic architecture, the Shodhan 
house represents a highly complex syn ­
thesis of forms and spaces that resulted 
from a long process of selection, absorp­
tion, and transformation. Although the 
constituent e lements of his architecture 
have undergone major changes to suit 
new functions and express new mean­
ings, they have retained their original 
identity. A s the Shodhan house's double-
storied living room il lustrates, the key for­
mal solut ions that Le Corbusier developed 
during the 1920s have remained an 
essent ial part of his late work. Yet not­
wi thstanding the continuity of such forms 
and spaces, their characterist ics and 
qualit ies have changed dramatical ly over 
the years . A s a compar ison between his 
houses of the 1920s and the 1950s indi­
cates, the frail, transient and uprooted 
qualit ies of the former were reshaped by 

Le Corbusier into the strong, durable and 
rooted qualit ies of the latter. This process 
w a s in no smal l measure reinforced by 
his encounter with India, where he found 
the right cultural and cl imatic setting for 
strengthening the direction he had initi­
ated in the 1930s. 

The second house Le Corbusier built in 
Ahmedabad w a s commiss ioned by Mrs. 
Manorama Sarabhai in March 1951, who, 
after the death of her husband, wanted a 
secluded place for herself and her sons 
aged ten and thirteen. 3" The site chosen 
for the house w a s a tree-filled area on the 
large Sarabhai estate located in the 
Shahibag district of the city. In response 
to the site and his cl ient's needs and per­
sonality, Le Corbusier designed an open 
and flexible house whose spatial organi­
zation w a s determined by its dual func­
t ion: to provide max imum comfort for 
adults and children alike. To this end, he 
planned a double-storied block for Mrs. 
Sarabhai and a single-storied block for 
her chi ldren; these blocks, although ad­
joining, are divided by a built-in carport 
and a slide (figure 29). The exterior of 
these blocks are defined by load-bearing 
concrete wa l l s , whi le their interior is orga 
nized in terms of parallel bays crowned 
by low concrete barrel vaults (figures 30, 
31). Th is structural solution ingeniously 
combines both of Le Corbusier 's 
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approaches to domest ic architecture by 
utilizing the angularity of the Maison Cit-
rohan for the exterior and the undulating 
quality of the Maison Monol for the inte­
rior (f igures 13, 32). 

By giving the Sarabhai house a hard, an­
gular exterior and a soft, undulating inte­
rior, Le Corbusier juxtaposed what for him 
represented the mascul ine and feminine 
character ist ics in architecture, without a l ­
lowing each to lose its identity. To this 
end, he v isual ly separated the exterior 
shell f rom the interior so that when seen 
from the outside the " femin ine" interior 
seems incomprehensib le, and when seen 
from within the "mascu l i ne " exterior be­
comes unintell igible. The separation be­
tween the two is reinforced by the 
mater ials and colors: mostly grey con­
crete on the outside and mostly red brick 
and mult icolored on the inside. For a 
house intended for a w idow with two 
sons , the architectural imagery embody­
ing the male female correlation seems 
most appropriate, especial ly the w a y in 
which it w a s handled by Le Corbusier. Un­
like the Shodhan house, whose mascul ine 
exterior is as important as its equally 
mascul ine interior, in this house every­
thing emanates from within making the 
feminine interior the raison d'etre of the 

house. No wonder that its mascul ine exte 
rior is reduced to a quasi-autonomous 
shield wh ich , to be sure, offers some 
physical and psychological protection to 
the interior without, however, interfering 
with it. 

The focal point of the interior is the open 
mult ipurpose public space which oc­
cupies most of the first floor of the main 
part of the house (f igures 30, 31). Serv ing 
as a living dining room and hall , this 
space is defined by low tile vaul ts resting 
on exposed concrete beams, which in 
turn are supported by brick wa l ls that are 
either exposed or covered by plaster or 
p lywood. To add to this rich orchestration 
of mater ia ls, Le Corbusier used the three 
pr imary colors, plus black and white, for 
the wal ls covered by plaster. Hence each 
major part of the interior stands out as a 
visually, if not necessari ly structurally, in­
dependent element. But to counteract 
this, he forged a spatial connection 
among the bays and between the inside 
and outside so as to achieve a greater 
sense of openness. To gain a clearer un­
derstanding of this spatial and formal or­
ganization, w e must examine , however 
briefly, some of its sources. 

As we have seen, the interior of the 

S a r a b h a i House . En t rance Hall 

S a r a b h a i House . L iv ing R o o m 

M 

33 
Le Corbus ier . Weekend House . 
Ce l le -S t C loud , near P a n s . 

! The R e d Fort. Roya l 
Apa r tmen ts . Delh i , 1639-48 :•: 

•:• 
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See Le Corbusier. Oeuvre complete 1934- 1938 
(Zurich: Les Edit ions Girsberger, 1958), pp. 124-30 . 

42 
In the context of the Sarabhai house the folk element 
of the Mediterranean tradition stands out. For earlier 
manifestations of this element in Le Corbusier's 
architecture, see his project for the Peyrissac house, 
near Cherchel , Algeria. 1942 (Oeuvre complete 
1938- 1946, pp. 116- 123), which is an important 
link between the weekend house and the Sarabhai 
house; and the projects for La Sainte Baume, near 
Marseilles, 1948, and Roq and Rob, Cap Martin, 1949 
(Oeuvre complete 1946- 1952, pp. 2 4 - 3 6 and pp. 
5 4 - 6 1 , respectively). 

43 
Translation by Mary Patricia May Sekler, in "Ruskin, 
the Tree and the Open Hand,'' The Open Hand: Essays 
on Le Corbusier, ed. Russell Walden, p. 73. 

41 
Although a discussion of the roof-garden of the 
weekend house lies outside the scope of this paper, it 
should be noted that it is there that Le Corbusier 
began to treat the roof-garden as a more freely 
landscaped space. This new direction was given its 
fullest manifestation in the roof-garden of the 
Sarabhai house. 

Sarabha i house grew out of the project 
for the Maison Monol, wh ich w a s planned 
as an earth-hugging structure with an un­
dulating concrete roof held up by con­
crete co lumns (figure 32). The first built 
vers ion of this project w a s designed by Le 
Corbusier in 1935 for a suburban site in 
Cel le-St. Cloud, near Paris (figure 33). 4" 
Th is weekend house represents the most 
important link between the Maison Monol 
and the Sarabhai house largely because 
of the w a y in which the architect handled 
its form, space and materials. A s in the 
Monol house, the space is anchored to 
the ground by low barrel vaults, yet the 
interaction between inside and outside is 
far greater here than in its prototype. 
These spatial character ist ics were further 
developed in the Sarabhai house where 
they acquired a sense of sheltered open­
ness. In terms of form, the weekend 
house offers striking juxtaposit ions be­
tween the angular and curvi l inear and be­
tween the smooth and the rough, yet the 
greatest amount of contrast is to be found 
in the handling of materials. Such diverse 
mater ials as concrete, stone, brick, g lass, 
and plywood are placed side by side so as 
to give each constituent part of the house 
a high degree of independence. Th is 
brings us only a short step away from the 
Sarabhai house where space, form, and 
materials are juxtaposed in an even more 
uncompromis ing manner. 

The role fulfi l led by the weekend house in 
preparing the way for the Sarabhai house 
is comparable to that played by the Lan-
nemezan house in relationship to the 
Shodhan house. The spatial and formal 
innovat ions made in both of these " t ransi­
t ional" houses greatly facil itated Le 
Corbusier 's encounter with India where 
he was compel led, more than before, to 
respond to condit ions set by nature. It is 
not surprising therefore that the weekend 
house's low, earth-hugging form, chan­
nelled space and roof garden reappear in 
the Sarabhai house where they were emi­
nently suited to the prevail ing cl imate. 4 ' 
Th is leads to the question of whether the 
Sarabhai house w a s at all inspired by 
India's traditional architecture. 

A compar ison between the Sarabhai 
house and the royal apartments of Delhi's 
Red Fort shows that both are low, dark 
and sheltered architectural envi ronments 
which shut out the summer sun yet let 
in the cooling breezes. Moreover, both 
spaces are primari ly intended for the sit­
ting position (f igures 30, 34). Yet the close 

kinship that ex is ts between these two in 
teriors is not necessari ly the result of a 
direct influence coming f rom India's owr 
architectural tradition, instead, it is large 
the outcome of a long creative process 
that w a s decis ively shaped by the natura 
and built environment of the Mediterra­
nean wor ld . 4 2 What India did offer to Le 
Corbusier w a s the right cl imatic and cul­
tural setting for bringing his Mediterra­
nean style to a full fruition. 

If the formal and spatial qualit ies of the 
Sarabhai house are Indian only by coinci 
dence, is there anything about the house 
that can be called uniquely Indian? It is it 
naturalness. And this is precisely the 
quality that is so greatly valued by the fo 
lowers of the Ja in religion. The belief in 
the overriding importance of nature con­
stitutes in fact a central tenet in Ja in i sm . 
Th i s is most eloquently manifested in the 
avowed commitment not to harm any liv 
ing being and to interfere with nature as 
little as possible. In the Sarabhai house, 
Le Corbusier paid a profound tribute to 
Ja in beliefs by making it his most natural 
house. 

In the concluding l ines of Le Poeme de 
/'angle droit (1955), Le Corbusier wr i tes: 

With a full hand I have received 
With a full hand I g i v e " 

No better words than these can sum up 
what Le Corbusier and Ahmedabad owe 
to each other, for what he created there is 
just as much the result of his cl ients' v i ­
sion as it is of his genius. Whether the 
intention w a s to enrich the cultural life of 
the city or the personal life of a client, it 
took courage and insight to engage Le 
Corbusier in the process of restoring 
Ahmedabad 's eminence in the cultural lif 
of India. The most immediate effect of 
the reciprocal relationship between Le 
Corbusier and his Ahmedabadi cl ients 
was that it made the city aware that mod­
ern architecture can be used as a means 
to express its aspirat ions. Those who ben 
efited from this were India's own youngei 
architects, most notably Achyut Kanvinde 
of New Delhi, Balkr ishna Doshi of Ahmed 
abad, and Char les Correa of Bombay, whc 
later became the country 's foremost ar­
chitects. Thanks to the patronage they re­
ceived in Ahmedabad f rom the mid-1950j 
on, they built some of their f inest building; 
there, making the city the birthplace of 
India's indigenous modern architecture. 
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e most important scholars include: Norma 
snson, Stanislaus von Moos, Mary Patricia May 
kler and Alexander C. Gorlin. For Evenson and von 
10s, see note no. 2; for Sekler, see note no, 43; and 
Gorlin, "An Analysis of the Governor's Palace of 

andigarh," Oppositions 19/20 (Winter/Spring, 
JO), pp. 161-183. 

sse are: The Museum and Art Gallery with the 
acent Lecture Hall (1964-68); School of Art 
64-69) , School of Architecture (1964-69); Boat 
b on Sukhna Lake (1963-65) . For the best 
strations of these and the Business Center, see Le 
•busier: Last Works, ed. Willy Boesiger (New York: 
eger Publishers, 1970). 

i original plan of the capitol complex also included 
i Governor's Palace, which w a s abandoned and 
ilaced by the Museum of Knowledge in 1960. The 
iseum has not yet been built. In addition to the 
Idings, Le Corbusier also planned certain 
muments for the capitol complex, which are: The 
nutrient of the Open Hand, The Tower of Shadows 
:h the Trench of Consideration and the Monument 
the Martyrs of the Indian Partition. Only the last 
z has been built so far. See Le Corbusier: Last 
rks, pp. 6 4 - 7 5 . and Gorlin and Sekler, op. cit. 

Corbusier Sketchbooks Volume 2, 1950- 1954, E. 
no. 391. 

However important Le Corbusier 's work is 
in Ahmedabad , it w a s Chandigarh that 
brought him to India, and it w a s there that 
he created his most profound architec­
tural statements. Thanks to the pioneer­
ing work of a number of scholars, it is 
possible today to offer a brief evaluation 
of Le Corbusier 's achievement there with­
out doing injustice to the subject.' ' ' 

A s indicated earlier, Le Corbusier was in­
vited by the representat ives of the Punjab 
government to become the architectural 
advisor of Chandigarh. In this capacity he 
w a s primari ly responsible for the master 
plan of the city and the capitol complex. 
Later he undertook to design a major por­
tion of the business center and a few 
additional bui ldings for the city.115 My 
d iscussion wi l l only focus on a few salient 
character ist ics of the executed buildings 
of the capitol complex : the Secretariat, 
the Assemb ly Bui ld ing, and the High 
Court serv ing the execut ive, legislative 
and judiciary branches of government . " 

The first of these to be erected w a s the 
High Court wh ich is a concrete structure 
defined by a large rectangular f rame 
within which the different funct ions of the 
building are inserted from the highest 

36 
High Cour t . 1951 ske tch . 

court on the left to the lowest on the right 
(figure 35). The signif icance of the S u ­
preme Court is underscored by its separa­
tion from the rest by a giant portico 
whose mass ive pil lars are painted green, 
yel low, and red. Clues to an understand­
ing of the nature and meaning of this 
building can be found in its sources and 
the development of its design. 

The first sketch of the High Court that 
appears in Le Corbusier 's sketchbooks 
shows that he envisaged the building as a 
monumenta l vaulted structure set against 
the backdrop of the Himalayas (figure 
36)." ' The spatial and formal configuration 

• 
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Le Corbus ier , High Court , 
Chand iga rh , 1951-55 
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Le Corbus ier , ske tch of the 
B a s i l i c a of Cons tan t ino , R o m e , 
four th cen tu r y A . O . 

38 
Le Corbusier , ske tch of the 
P in jore G a r d e n s , nea r 
C h a n d i g a r h , seven teen th 
century. 

41 
L e Corbus ier . sketch of 
A s s e m b l y Bu i ld ing a n d 
Secre ta r ia t . 1951 . 
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44 
Coa l w a s h e r under 
cons t ruc t ion , Ste . d e s M i n e s de 
C a r m a u x , F rance , by Zub l in , 
1928-29. 

40 
A s s e m b l y Bu i l d i ng , rear v iew. 

L e Corbus ier . A s s e m b l y 
Bu i l d ing . C h a n d i g a r h , facade . 

42 
T h e R e d Fort, D i w a n - i - A m . (Hal l 
of Pub l ic A u d i e n c e s l . De lh i , 
built by E m p e r o r S h a h J a h a n 
be tween 1639 a n d 1648. 
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Corbusier Sketchbooks Volume 2, E. 19, no. 392. 
e Pinjore gardens date from the 17th 
ntury and are located ten miles from Chandigarh at 
e foothills of the Himalayas. The Patiala gardens to 
i ich Le Corbusier makes reference here are the 
iradari gardens in Patiala, which he visted on 
bruary 25. 1951. 

iwever, Le Corbusier applied the principles of Mogul 
idscaping in general and that of Pinjore in 
rticular to the project for the garden of the 
jvernor's Palace. See Le Corbusier, Oeuvre 
mplete 1946-1952. p. 143. 

additional early sketches of the High Court, see Le 
[rbusier, Oeuvre complete 1946- 1952, p. 126 

proposed here recalls two buildings the 
architect sketched fifty years apart; the 
first representing the Basi l ica of Con-
stantine and the second the pavil ion of 
the Pinjore gardens (f igures 37, 38). Ap­
pearing next to the High Court in his 
sketchbook, the sketch of the pavil ion and 
its surroundings sets the stage for the sit­
ing of the capitol complex and the spatial 
relationships establ ished in it.'"' As the pa­
vil ion, the High Court is placed in a wide 
open space linking the mountains with 
the observer. Although the position in­
tended here for the High Court w a s soon 
given over to the Governor 's Palace, Le 
Corbusier retained in the completed 
building the sense of isolation inherent in 
the sketch. In fact, a compar ison between 
the High Court and the pavil ion of the Pin­
jore gardens s h o w s that the isolation of 
Le Corbusier 's building is far greater than 
that of the pavi l ion. As in most Mogul pal­
ace gardens, the individual buildings at 
Pinjore are interconnected by landscaped 
processional spaces unmarred by over-
scal ing. Le Corbusier, on the other hand, 
not only overscaled his processional 
spaces but he also replaced landscaping 
with paving, thus forcing the High Court 
into an even greater sense of isolation 
(figure 35). The High Court, more than the 
Assemb ly and the Secretar iat , became in 
fact the vict im of Le Corbusier 's heroic at­
tempt to fuse Paris ian scale with Mogul 
processional spaces. But mating the two 
without the mitigating power of Mogul 
landscaping resulted in failure." 9 

If the Pinjore gardens gave the impetus 
for the initial siting of the High Court, 
it w a s the Basi l ica of Constant ine as 
sketched by Le Corbusier during his first 
visit to Rome in 1911 that provided the 
point of departure for the design of the 
building (f igures 36, 37). As can be seen 
from his early sketches, Le Corbusier 
used the great barrel vaul ts of the Basi l ica 
as the most dominant element in his pre­
l iminary designs. l j U However, as the build­
ing evolved in his mind, the importance 
of Constant ine's law court gradually di­
minished to give w a y to inf luences ema­
nating from the North. Hence in the final 
design the lower parts of the mass ive 
Roman vaults were largely replaced by 
sunbreakers whose irregular concrete 
grille w a s inspired by de Stij l architecture 
(figures 35, 21). 

The fagade of the High Court, consist ing 
of a f lexible f ramework of sunbreakers 
placed within a single monumental f rame, 
sheds an important light on the symbol ic 

signif icance of the building. As a classicist 
at heart and as a citizen of a country 
whose law still reflects the basic princi­
ples of Roman law, Le Corbusier first 
turned to a great example of judicial 
Roman architecture whose most essent ial 
elements he retained even in the final de­
sign. He did so by joining the Basi l ica 's 
arcuated and trabeated system in the 
building's exterior f rame. By placing all 
the law courts within this al l -embracing 
Roman f rame, Le Corbusier reaff i rmed 
the fundamental role that Roman archi­
tecture and Roman law have played in 
Western culture. Moreover, by imbuing 
the building in general and its great f rame 
in particular with clarity, constancy, and 
logic, he gave the High Court a sense of 
majestic unity. And it is precisely such a 
unity that constitutes the essence of 
Roman architecture and Roman law. 

Yet within the High Court 's formal , c lass i ­
cal frame Le Corbusier a l lowed the sun­
breakers to act more freely and f lexibly in 
keeping with the architectural tradition of 
the North. He did so not only to provide 
better protection from the sun and give 
scale to the building but also to convey a 
major part of the building's symbol ic sig­
nif icance. Although Roman law remained 
the pr imary basis of Western law, it w a s 
Engl ish common law that w a s brought 
into India by the Bri t ish. A s opposed to 
the codified law of Rome, common law 
w a s developed in England gradually and 
organical ly since the early Middle Ages. 
Based on custom and precedent, this law 
is known not for constancy and logic but 
rather for variety and flexibility. And these 
are precisely the qual i t ies that character­
ize the sunbreakers of the High Court 's 
fagade. 

In the High Court Le Corbusier juxtaposed 
the Mediterranean and Northern tradi­
t ions of architecture by making the former 
the anchoring point and pr imary f rame of 
reference of the building without, how­
ever, minimizing the prominence of the 
latter. He embodied the Mediterranean 
tradition primari ly in the clarity and con­
stancy of the building's monumental 
f rame, whi le he expressed that of the 
North in the variety and flexibil ity of the 
sunbreakers. In so doing, he created ar­
chitectural forms that possess the very 

same qualit ies that characterize Roman 
law and Engl ish common law: majest ic 
unity and organic quality, respectively. 
Hence in the High Court the two great 
sys tems of Western law, Roman civil law 
and Engl ish common law f ind, unwit-
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Corbusier referred to the Pont du Gard as "among 
i very great works of architecture, and going far 
/ond mere mathematical formulae." Le Corbusier, 
e City of Tomorrow (Cambridge: The M I T. Press, 

mat P- 57. 

' a discussion of other aspects of the door's 
nbolic significance, see Richard A. Moore, 
chemical and Mythical Themes in the Poem of the 
iht Angle 1946-1965," Oppositions 19/20 
inter/Spring, 1980), pp. 111-39 , esp. pp. 129-32. 

tingly perhaps, a most eloquent v isual 
interpretation. 

Facing the High Court across the 400 
meter wide capitol square is the Assem­
bly w h o s e exterior consists of three main 
e lements: a square block, a portico and a 
superstructure, each of which has a dis­
tinct identity of its own (figures 39, 40). As 
early sketches of the Assemb ly indicate, 
Le Corbusier first env isaged it as a great 
arcuated building evoking the memory of 
such Roman structures as the Basi l ica of 
Constant ine and the Pont du Gard (figures 
4 1 , 37) . 6 1 But as the building evolved in 
his mind, the arcuated sys tem w a s re­
placed by a trabeated sys tem exempli f ied 
largely by a regular grille of sunbreakers. 

The sources of the three main constituent 
e lements of the Assemb ly ' s exterior pro­
vide important c lues to an understanding 
of the nature and meaning of the build­
ing. Enfront ing the building is the monu­
mental portico whose most dominant 
feature is the upward swooping cur­
vi l inear canopy that funct ions both as an 
umbrel la and gutter. Th is canopy rests on 
eight tautly stretched wal ls that cut the 
portico into clearly defined cubical bays 
whose dist inctness is reinforced by the 
composit ional organization of the back 
wa l l . The cl imactic point of this wal l is the 
large enameled ceremonial door twenty-
five feet square, which depicts a complex 
set of images dominated by the sun . 

The Assemb ly ' s monumenta l portico in­
corporates the spatial and formal qualities 
of two distinctly different strains of India's 
architectural past: the palatial and the 
folk. A s a compar ison with the Red Fort's 
Hall of Publ ic Aud iences shows , the re­
petitive rhythm, the sheltered openness 
and the ceremonia l dignity of this Mogul 
palatial building reappear in Le Corbusier 's 
portico (figures 39, 42). However, the sur­
face treatment of his forms, whether in the 
Assembly 's portico or in his other con­
crete buildings in India, shows a greater 
affinity to the country 's folk architecture. 
He was fond of visi t ing the vi l lages 
around Chandigarh to study their low, 
moundlike huts constructed of mud brick; 
visits that found their w a y into his han­
dling of rough concrete, or beton brut (fig­
ure 43). Even before his contact with 
India, Le Corbusier w a s fascinated by the 
possibility of making concrete look more 
like a natural mater ial , and his work there 
greatly enhanced this process. 

Le Corbusier reinforced the meaning of 
the portico by the enameled doorway that 
links the outside with the columnar lobby. 
The pr imary function of this door is to 
provide a ceremonial entryway for the 
governor when he opens the assembly 
once a year. Both s ides of the door are 
decorated with a rich range of images 
that convey multiple meanings. The 
door's pictorial composit ion facing the 
portico is divided into two halves: the up­
per, representing the paths of the sun, 
and the lower, representing r ivers, vegeta­
tion, and an imals ; and both are inter­
preted in a spontaneous, almost childlike, 
manner. Hence, the function and scale of 
the ceremonial doorway convey a formal 
and ritualistic order, whi le the imagery on 
its surface evokes the world of fantasy 
and folklore. 5 2 And both of these mean­
ings are inherent in the portico. 

Treating the great portico as a gateway 
to the building that houses the two leg­
islat ive bodies of the Punjab govern-
m e n t - t h e assembly and the governor 's 
counc i l - i t is fitting that Le Corbusier in­
corporated in it a broad range of India's 
architectural tradit ion: from the stately 
and ritualistic to the informal and rustic. 
In so doing, he expressed in it, uninten­
tionally perhaps, some of the most salient 
character ist ics of Indian society. 

The main body of the Assemb ly Building 
is defined on three sides by large gril les 
of sunbreakers arranged in repetit ive 
rows. Th is organization reveals the nature 
of the spaces that lie behind them: scores 
of off ices and committee rooms serv ing 
the members of parl iament and their staff 
(figure 40). On top of the Assembly ' s c las­
sical block is a superstructure which con­
sists of three separate yet interrelated 
parts: a tower in the shape of a hyper­
bolic-paraboloid, a tilted pyramid and a 
serv ice tower (figure 39). The basic func­
tion of the first is to provide light for the 
assembly hall and that of the second to 
help i l luminate the council chamber. The 
relat ionship between the hyperbolic 
tower and the main body of the building 
evokes the memory of French industrial 
architecture as exempl i f ied by Ziibl in's 
coal -washer in Ste. des Mines de Car-
maux of 1 9 2 8 - 2 9 (figure 44). The A s s e m ­
bly's tower, like the funnel-shaped 
receptor of the coal-washer, is dramat­
ically juxtaposed with the main part of 
the building producing a strong sense of 
tension between the two. Jux tapos ing 
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work of many architects, most notably by the Russian 
Constructivists. 

55 
Stanislaus von Moos. p. 418. 

54 
For the sketch, see Le Corbusier, Oeuvre complete 
1957-1965. p. 80. 

a bui lding's constituent parts in such a 
manner is not uncommon in industrial 
architecture but is quite exceptional in 
an honorif ic building. In fact, one of the 
most remarkable qualit ies of the A s s e m ­
bly is the daring contrasts created by 
Le Corbusier among the building's three 
major parts: the portico, the main block, 
and the superstructure. Without his deep 
admirat ion for the composit ional solutions 
establ ished in industrial architecture, this 

n - u • , „ could hardly have been accompl ished. , J | 

Le Corbusier's reliance on the compositional solutions 1 v * w " s u " 
found in industrial architecture w a s preceded by the 

The striking contrast between the A s s e m ­
bly's main block and the hyperbolic tower 
tends to suggest that the two are not 
functional ly interrelated. Yet a closer ex­
aminat ion reveals that the building's 
crowning feature is in fact a continuation 
of the large hyperbol ic shell that serves as 
a container for the assembly hall (figure 
45). As Le Corbusier 's sketch of J u n e , 
1953 shows , the inspiration for this shell 
came directly from the cooling towers of 
the Sabarmat i Power Plant in Ahmedabad 
(figure 4 6 ) . M By using the form of the 
cooling towers for both the interior shell 
and the protruding part of the assembly 
hall , Le Corbusier not only preserved the 
building's consistency but also reinforced 
a key aspect of the building's symbol ic 
s igni f icance. 

In the Assemb ly ' s interior the building's 
underlying theme of juxtaposing quasi-
autonomous architectural e lements is 
best exempl i f ied in the w a y in which the 
hyperbolic shell of the assembly hall is 
related to its sett ing. Instead of treating 
this shell as a cont inuous part of the inte­
rior, Le Corbusier handled it as a building 
wi th in a building (figure 47). He did so by 
placing it inside a large hypostyle hall 
known as the forum, which in turn is sur­
rounded by off ices facing the outside. 
A s a result, the assembly hall is just as 
clearly separated from the rest of the in­
terior as the assembly 's tower is from 
the rest of the exterior, thus ensuring 
consistency in the building's formal 
organization. 

On a symbol ic level , the isolation of the 
hyperbolic shell highlights the importance 
of the legislative assembly. Fol lowing the 
par l iamentary sys tem inherited from the 
Bri t ish, the assembly, as the Lower House 
in Bri tain, en joys a prime decision making 
power in the government. Le Corbusier 
gave this political reality a powerful archi­
tectural interpretation by making the 
hyperbolic shell the focal point of the inte­

rior and the crowning point of the exte­
rior. In so doing, he not only expressed 
the nature of the legislative assembly 's 
power in Chandigarh, but also proclaim 
the role that the Lower House fulfi l ls 
within a par l iamentary sys tem. In fact, 
never before has the role of the Lower 
House been given such a forceful and e 
quent architectural interpretation as in L 
Corbusier 's Assemb ly Bui ld ing. 

However, the inspiration emanat ing fror 
the cooling towers of the Sabarmat i 
Power Plant served Le Corbusier in othe 
w a y s as wel l . With its obvious reference 
to technology, the image of the cooling 
towers offered him an opportunity to pa 
tribute to one of Pr ime Minister Nehru's 
most fundamental beliefs summed up ir 
one of his lectures: " the essential and 
most revolutionary factor in modern life 
not a particular ideology, but technologi 
cal advance." ' ' ' ' Nehru put these general 
principles into practice by establ ishing a 
five year plan whose pr imary aim w a s t( 
develop industry and produce electricity 
on a large scale. Thus , the cooling towei 
of an electric power plant must have 
seemed to Le Corbusier a particularly ap 
propriate symbol for express ing the soci 
and political aspirat ions of his friend anc 
patron. A s a Ruskin ian at heart, he may 
even have bel ieved that by placing the 
legislators in an architectural environ­
ment that strongly resembles the coolin> 
towers of a power plant, he could influ­
ence them to fol low Nehru's commitmer 
to technology. 

The Assembly ' s conspicuously visible 
symbol of technology should not give th 
impression that Le Corbusier paid tribute 
to only one of India's great modern lead 
ers, for in addition to Nehru, Gandhi 's 
presence can also be found in the build­
ing. Gandhi 's phi losophy of rejecting 
technology and focusing on the impor­
tance of agriculture, handicraft and cot­
tage industry f inds many direct and 
indirect references in the Assembly. The 
hand made quality of the beton brut, the 
folk imagery on the ceremonial gateway, 
the wall decorat ions based on imprints 
made by the workmen, and the juxtapos 
tion of the oxcart with the building in on> 
of his sketches (figure 41) all attest to a 
wor ld v iew that shared a great deal with 
Gandhi 's own. For Le Corbusier, Gandhi ' : 
phi losophy of rural rejuvenation offered 
felicitous balance to Nehru's technologic 
bias, and how he agreed with both can b 
seen in two statements he made in his 
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early Indian sketchbooks: "Atomic energy 
is now a fact. Put it in the countr ies and in 
the homes . " But e lsewhere he wrote: 
" how the earth remains a primary, pri­
meva l , primit ive in spite of the works of 
M e n . " 5 6 And one of Gandhi 's a ims w a s to 
keep it that way. 

The Assemb ly Building represents a 
culminat ion of Le Corbusier 's heroic 
efforts to give the most meaningful archi­
tectural interpretation to political institu­
t ions. Th is effort has a long history in his 
own career going back to his projects for 
the League of Nations Building of 1927 
and the Palace of the Sovie ts of 1931. In 
the former he combined Beaux-Ar ts com­
position with a technological ly perfected 
structural sys tem, whi le in the latter he 
al lowed technology to tr iumph through­
out the entire design. Intended for an in­
ternational political body of the modern 
wor ld , it is fitting that Le Corbusier im­
bued his project for the League with a 

sense of history and modernity. And by 
giving technology such a prominent pres­
ence in the Palace of the Soviets, he high­
lighted one of Soviet Russ ia 's most 
deeply felt ambit ions: to achieve tech­
nological superiority in the wor ld. But to 
express the socia l , political and economic 
aspirat ions of newly independent India, 
Le Corbusier not only had to invent new 
forms but he also had to develop a new 
formal organization that could convey ar­
chitecturally the complexi ty of the issues 
at hand. He did so by turning to India's 
rich past and evolving present whi le fertil­
izing these with his own creative memory. 
No wonder that the Assemb ly became 
one of the most probing and compell ing 
architectural manifestat ions of the human 
spirit. 

Looming behind the Assembly, the Secre­
tariat is an eight-hundred feet long con­
crete slab consist ing of s ix , eight story 
blocks interconnected by a mass ive grille 
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of sunbreakers (figure 48). Originally, Le 
Corbusier had envisaged it as a highrise 
building, but when this w a s rejected he 
proposed the present solution. As an 
early sketch of the building shows, the ar­
chitect first v isual ized it as a tall concrete 
slab defined by arches on its narrow ends 
(figure 41). In a more developed design, 
he presented it as an even taller slab rest­
ing on pilotis and sheathed by a repetitive 
gril le of sunbreakers. '' The project that 
links this design with the final version is 
his Admiral ty Building planned for Algiers 
between 1938 and 1942 (figure 49). 

Intended as an office building and hotel 
for A lg iers ' marine district, the Admiral ty 
represents a major point of departure in 
Le Corbusier 's approach to skyscraper de­
s ign. Here he abandoned his earlier skin 
and bone technique in favor of achieving 
f i rmness, scale and functional clarity. This 
dramatic change is directly attributable to 
his encounter with the skyscrapers of 
New York in 1936. In his account of his 
American journey he wrote: 

In New York, then, I learn to appreci­
ate the Italian Rena issance. It is so 
wel l done that you could bel ieve it 
to be genuine. It even has a strange, 
new f i rmness which is not Italian 
but Amer i can ! The mar i t ime atmo­
sphere and the potential of the 
Amer ican adventure have lifted 
Tuscan graces to a new tone. The 
oldest skyscrapers of Wall Street 

add the super imposed orders of 
Bramante all the w a y up to the top 
with a c learness in molding and pre 
portion which delights me , 5 8 

The praise that Le Corbusier lavished on 
New York's skyscrapers may seem sur­
prising after the diatribes he had made 
against them in his earlier books, most 
notably in Urbanisme. But even during 
the 1920s he singled out a few American 
skyscrapers as worthy of emulat ion, as 
for example, Albert Kahn 's First National 
Bank Building in Detroit of 1922 (figure 
50). Illustrated in his book, L'Art Decoratit 
d'Aujourd'hui, he used the building as a 
frontispiece for a chapter devoted to util­
itarian design." ' But he had to come to 
Amer ica to fully appreciate its qualit ies. 

The qualit ies that Le Corbusier ascribed ti 
New York's Beaux-Ar ts Renaissance 
skyscrapers in the passage quoted 
above-c lar i ty , f i rmness and propor­
t i o n - c a n also be found in Kahn's build­
ing. Hence, it can be used as a f rame of 
reference for d iscussing the "Amer i ­
canizat ion" of Le Corbusier 's approach to 
skyscraper design. Fol lowing the princi­
ples of the Beaux-Ar ts Renaissance style 
popularized by Daniel Burnham, Kahn di­
vided his building into three major zones 
the public for the lobby, the semi-private 
for the off ices, and the private for the top 
execut ives. These three functional zones 
are clearly revealed in the building's exte 
rior design with the help of co lumns, 

1 

I 

.1 
Roneo Office Cabinet Systems. 
from Le Corbusier, L'Art 
Decoratit d'Aujourd'hui 

: 

; — Le Corbusier, Secretariat. 
Chandigarh, 1951-58. 
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cornices and w indows. Moreover, the 
building's f i rmness and proportion are ex­
pressed in its mass and articulation of 
parts, respectively. 

In the Admiralty, Le Corbusier incorpo­
rated some of the key principles of the 
Amer ican Beaux-Ar ts Renaissance sky­
scraper style, most notably its emphas is 
on mass , proportion and hierarchical or­
ganization. A s a compar ison between the 
Admiral ty and the First National Bank 
Bui lding in Detroit shows , he interpreted 
these principles with the help of large 
f rames and sunbreakers to be built of 
concrete. In fact, from this project for­
ward , sunbreakers became the key con­
veyors of his design principles based on 
the Amer ican Beaux-Ar ts skyscraper. They 
gave his projects and buildings clarity by 
externalizing the spatial and hierarchical 
organization of the interior; they imbued 
his works with f i rmness by the sheer 
weight of their m a s s ; and they helped 
achieve proportion by the articulation of 
their forms. And all of these principles 
were fully realized in Chandigarh. 

When it became clear to Le Corbusier that 
he could not build the Secretariat as a tall 
s lab, he offered a horizontal version of it 
without, however, abandoning the princi­
ples he had developed in the Admiral ty 
Bui lding. The Secretar iat , like its precur­
sor, is divided into large rectangular 
blocks which are shielded by a mass ive 
gril le of sunbreakers whose shape ranges 
from the simple to the complex. The s im­

ple, repetitive sunbreakers covering most 
of the building enfront the endless rows 
of bureaucratic off ices, whi le the complex 
ones concentrated in the central block 
largely define the ministerial offices. The 
unprecedented complexi ty and monu-
mentality of the ministerial block show 
that Le Corbusier wanted the sunbreakers 
to serve there as powerful w i tnesses to 
the functional and symbol ic role fulfil led 
by the spaces that lie behind them. 

If the Secretar iat 's f i rmness, proportion 
and functional clarity must be seen in part 
as a continuation of Amer ican Beaux-Arts 
skyscraper design principles, the form 
and composit ion of its sunbreakers 
should not. To f ind precedents for these 
one must turn to Le Corbusier 's books 
where i l lustrations of file cabinets wil l 
provide the clues. The two that stand out 
appear in his L'Art Decoratif d'Aujourd'hui, 
the first of which represents a Roneo file 
cabinet sys tem (figure 51) and the second 
a file cabinet drawer (figure 52) . 0 0 D iscuss­
ing these and other examples of office 
furniture, Le Corbusier singled out their 
efficiency, suitabil ity and flexibility, 
qualit ies that he also expected of build­
ings. No wonder that he incorporated 
these when he designed an office build­
ing such as the Secretar iat whose overall 
composit ion shares a great deal with the 
built-in file cabinets (f igures 48, 51), whi le 
the sunbreakers enfronting the bureau­
cratic off ices reveal a striking similari ty to 
the file cabinet drawer (figure 52). A s a 
result, the building looks like a huge file 
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49 
Le Corbusier, Protect for the 
Admiralty. Algiers, 1938-4? 

52 
Ronoo File Cabinet Drawer, 
from Le Corbusier, VArt 
Decoratit d'Au/ourd'hui 

50 
Albert Kahn, First National 
Bank Building. Detroit. 1922, 
from Le Corbusier, L'Art 
Decoratif d'Aujourd'hui. 
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cabinet sys tem, with most of its "draw­
e r s " lined up in an orderly fashion, whi le 
al lowing its " s h e l v e s " (porticoes) to be 
left open in a random fashion. 

By juxtaposing the f i rmness, proportion 
and functional clarity of the Amer ican 
Beaux-Ar ts office building with the effi­
c iency and flexibil i ty of the office cabinet 
sys tem, Le Corbusier developed a new 
approach to the design of office buildings. 
The exper ience that had a decisive role in 
making this possible w a s his first visit to 
New York in 1936, when he saw the city's 
skyscrapers at first hand. Notwithstanding 
his oft-quoted statement that the sky­
scrapers of New York are too smal l , he 
learned to value them once he saw them. 
His most consequential immediate re­
sponse to New York w a s embodied in the 
project for the Admira l ty in which he 
launched a new direction of skyscraper 
design. But the only country that bene­
fited from this w a s India by giving him 
the opportunity to put his ideas into con­
crete form, and thus enabl ing him to real­
ize his most eloquent architectural 
interpretation of modern bureaucracy. 
In his first Indian sketchbook Le Corbusier 
wrote: 

Le Corbusier believed that he w a s in an 
exceptional position to interpret India's 
needs and aspirat ions, for he w a s not 
bound by the issues of the day in which 
political leaders- inc lud ing Gandhi and 
Nehru-are often enmeshed. In his third 
Indian sketchbook he wrote: 

Life has placed me in the position 
an observer, giving me incompar-
a b l e - a n d excep t i ona l -means of 
judgment. I bel ieve that this order 
thought is not avai lable to political 
leaders and that they live m the 
problem and hence do not see it.6 3 

Viewing his role in this light, he spared r 
effort in giving the three great bui ldings 
of the capitol complex the most memora 
ble form and the richest possible mean­
ing. In so doing, he offered the newly 
independent India an architecture in­
tended to outlast the contribution made 
even by the country 's two greatest mod­
ern political leaders. Hence Le Corbusier 
architecture there can justly be called 
t imeless but of its t ime. 
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Calm, dignity, contempt for envy: 
perhaps India is capable of standing 
by them, and establ ishing herself at 
the head of c iv i l izat ion." 

These words clearly sum up what for Le 
Corbusier represented India's most last­
ing va lues: her moral force and potential 
for moral leadership. In the buildings 
of Chandigarh's capitol complex, Le 
Corbusier offered a powerful architectural 
interpretation of the moral force inherent 
in India's execut ive, legislative and judi­
cial branches of government. He also ex­
pressed in them India's aspirat ion to 
become the foremost moral leader in the 
world as envis ioned by Gandhi and 
Nehru. No wonder that in his outline of 
the city's program he noted that " respon­
sibilities of aesthetics and ethics equally 
dominate the work . " 6 2 

This paper will also appear as the "Intro­
duction" to Volume XXII of The Le Cor­
busier Archive (New York: Garland 
Publishing, Inc.). Perspecta is grateful to 
Ralph Carlson of Garland Publishing for tl 
permission to publish it. 

The research for this paper was made pot 
sible by an initial grant from the Graham 
Foundation for Advanced Studies in the 
Fine Arts. A senior research grant under 
the Fulbright-Hays Act enabled Prof. 
Serenyi to study Le Corbusier's works 
in India. 
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I would like to take this opportunity to confess that I a lways return to Ticino 
because here I find that excit ing cl imate I l ived through in the 1930s and 1940s, 
during the great battle for a new architecture. I consider that in Ticino one can 
truly find a new center for architecture. Above all , I regard Mario Botta as the link 
between our ideas of decades ago and today's architecture. He is not an imitator 
of things past but a continuator. I am not in the habit of gratuitously paying 
compl iments to anyone at all. In my youth, I did my best in order to generate 
polemics. Nowadays, I am not polemical anymore for I rarely find the reason to 
be so. 

As a teacher, I a l w a y s failed the student who would imitate my drawings; 
conversely, the student who would be able to capture the spirit of my work would 
a lways gain my highest note of appreciation. In Ticino, Mario Botta as wel l as 
some other of his local col leagues—but Botta in part icular—is consistently 
capturing my attention. He is the continuator of an architecture that is certainly 
not dead, and that definitely did not fail. In my opinion, rational architecture has 
not reached its fullest express ion yet. "Rat iona l " is a word with no intrinsic value 
in itself, it carr ies no historic value. Rational is simply a word necessary for 
cataloguing a particular movement . All good architecture has a lways been 
rational. Nevertheless, we can still rely on the term "functional-rat ional" for the 
purpose of c lass i fy ing the architecture of Mario Botta, as well as that of his 
Ticinese comrades. In this context Botta plays the role not only of an animator 
of architecture but of geometry as wel l . When I spoke about Mario Botta's 
most recent built project, the Casa Rotonda, I said that he is the "transfigurer of 
geometry," for I consider that geometry is architecture. I find that evolution 
as a concept does not apply to architecture; in our profession there is only 
metamorphosis. Architecture must a lways be of the avant-garde, as it w a s of the 
avant-garde architect who built the Parthenon. 

Alberto Sartoris 

Livio Dimitriu 
Your work is now receiving a great deal of attention in the United States. To 
what do you attribute this? 

Mario Botta 
The interest in my work is due to the fact that it is a very pr imary architecture and 
therefore very easily receivable. My buildings are quite often very simple, this 
being a characteristic which relates them to a regionalistic tradition. I believe that 
not only in Amer ica , but everywhere, there is a need for simplicity. Architecture 
is a primary fact, a language for man. We must recognize the basic needs 
accompanying the fact of habitation. An architecture such as mine gravitates 
toward the essential , and relegates to a lower priority the decorat ive and 
mundane elements. Perhaps this is why the images seen in magazines are strong 
and thus easier to receive. 
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»sterday, on the construction site, we spoke of the appeal your houses are 
)le to generate, despite the fact that you use exclusively in their making very 
w cost materials, such as concrete blocks. In my country, the use of such 
>oor" materials is restricted to industrial structures, warehouses and the like, 
specially when no exterior finish is applied, as is the case with your buildings, 
wonder what the impact of this architectonic expression would be on the 
jpulation of the well-to-do in Long Island, for example? 

MB 
To answer this you must ask the rich, for I can only ask my own cl ients, people of 
relatively restricted means. All of my houses were, until now, geared to a very 
modest market. I would not call it poor, because still today we live in a world 
which does not allow the poor man to build. The use of materials in my houses 
is s imple, or perhaps better described as humble. In Tic ino, the use of these 
materials is not a tradition. Here, houses are often made with luxur ious materials 
as an expression of status. I, for one, employed bricks and blocks because I 
s imply had to make houses on economical budgets. However, I do believe that 
any material, if handled properly, can assume the dignity equal to that of marble 
or gold. I did use a different c lass of mater ials in the project for the Fribourg 
Bank, marble for instance, but with extreme restraint and discretion. A material in 
itself is an instrument. It all depends on how one uses it. Even with common 
materials one can make good architecture. In fact, good architecture is a lways 
made with such materials. The use of rich mater ials is an exception to the rule. 
They ought to be used only on special occas ions, in order to be meaningful as 
conveyors of symbolic or religious va lues. 

In my opinion it is necessary that architecture reflect to some degree the history 
of its own time. There is a very beautiful definition wh ich I enjoy recall ing every 
now and then, namely that architecture is the formal express ion of history. Today 
we live in an epoch where there are materials which by themselves are not noble. 
It is our duty, our work as architects, to make these mater ials speak, to make 
them become the highest expression possible for our t ime. 
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LD 
How was your work received in your own country until now? What are the 
problems you had in the past, and what are the problems you believe you will 
have to confront in the future? 

Fribourg Bank, 1977-82, interior 
of banking lobby. 

MB 
I must say that it was received on two different levels. At the international level 
it was received quite positively, which flatters me, as wel l as concerns, and 
surpr ises me. The few works which I execute and publish are a lways generating 
interest and discussion. However, at the local level diff iculties still exist, either 
from a bureaucratic point of v iew or with public opinion. Th is is seemingly 
a result of a closed mentality which doesn't receive innovation easily. The 
exceptions are those who inhabit my buildings, who are very content with them, 
and a few friends. Viewing the exterior, my buildings somet imes appear to be 
disturbing objects. In reality, they respond in a very simple manner to exigencies 
of our time and of our landscape. The architecture I make is perhaps not very 
"cultured," but it is very closely related to nature. It would please me if my 
architecture is perceived to be rooted in and tied to the culture of my native land. 
The making of architecture signif ies t ransforming reality I am attempting to 
transform this reality, which is a lways unique. Every single house is a "un icum" 
which communicates with a particular landscape, which in turn has its own 
history, its own culture, and possesses its own stratification to be consolidated 
and transformed. Making architecture signif ies above all the search for a new 
equil ibrium between man and his surroundings. We inherited a certain tradition, 
but today we also have different needs and new aspirat ions. By means of 
architecture, we can and must, as is our duty, search for these new modalit ies of 
organizing the space of everyday life so that we can be in harmony with our life 
and time. I must admit that my architectural proposals are only partially agreed 
with immediately, because at first sight they appear to be shocking. Initially they 
appear to hurt the public sensibility. Only in t ime one realizes that they are not as 
"ug ly" as one may have initially thought. Instead, as t ime e lapses they perhaps 
come across as less disturbing than the enormous number of smal l interventions 
which are made merely in order to hide one's lack of quality. The result of this 
operation is a surrounding fabric without any quality of its own. It is inherent 
to architecture to be a counterpoint to nature, to be a dialogue with nature. 
Architecture must be by definition other than nature. Architecture is an artificial 
fact. The only manner of paying our respects to nature is precisely by opposing it, 
confronting it, by conversing with it whi le fully aware that architecture is but an 
artificial element created by man. Only from a dialogue with the natural element 
can quality arise. If there is to be an instrument capable of measur ing the quality 
of architecture, it must quantify the intensity of change between an original 
natural condition and the new condition of culture, inside which architecture 
intervened and created a new space. 

La C a s a Rotunda. 1981 

Agra Competition, 1980. 
site plan. 

Agra Competition, 1980, 
perspective sketch 
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LD 
When you spoke of your work as "disturbing," I supposed that you were referring 
to the local perception of it. I don't believe that in the U.S.A. your work is 
disturbing to the eye and mind of the viewer. 

MB 
Yes, perhaps. 

LD 
You were referring to Switzerland, I would think. 

MB 
Yes, Switzer land. Your intuition serves you wel l . I was referring to the local 
perception. Because I propose new forms, people regard my houses with a 
certain degree of curiosity. It is only a matter of a short t ime before people 
become aware that my buildings are perhaps forms which better respond to 
today's needs. 

LD 
It is striking to me to hear you say, even in passing, yet no doubt with intention, 
that your architecture is not cultured. What exactly do you mean when you make 
this statement? 

MB 
I said that perhaps it is not "cultured." In fact, it is an architecture which is 
measured by the yardstick of man's needs, and thus it becomes "cul tured." It 
is cultured in that sense. It is not cultured in the sense that it is not a literary 
architecture. 

I would like to make an architecture which responds to real needs. Today, I see 
real needs as a series of elements which place man in relation with the earth 
itself, with the trajectory of the sun in the sky, with the awareness of the passing 
seasons. Thus one may recapture, v ia the notion of dwel l ing, the initial values for 
which the dwell ing was built. The dwell ing as the repository of mankind, must 
offer a micro-climate of life to enhance social communicat ion, as wel l as eating, 
sleeping, love-making, and working. The role of these needs has been somewhat 
distorted and modified by the International Sty le , and by consumer oriented 
architecture, through the proposal of lavish artif icial paradises. For example, 
in the part of the world where I practice, it is perfectly useless to use air 
conditioning. Even though air conditioning w a s considered one of the great 
conquests of the 1960s, I believe that one can live in better harmony with one's 
surroundings without a mechanical device which renders everything sterile and 
aseptic and which imposes the lack of change as a condition of life all year round. 

Chamberg Theater 
Competition. 1981, elevatioi 
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LD 
One of the "myths" surrounding your work is that it was strongly influenced by 
the great masters with whom you came in contact, directly or indirectly, during 
your formative years. I am referring specifically to Carlo Scarpa, Louis Kahn, and 
Le Corbusier. I am taking the liberty of using the word "myth," for all too often 
I find the architects and critics reacting rather superficially to your work, and 
using the names as rather comforting cliches to be applied as labels to a quite 
"disturbing" work via its novel interpretation of past and often forgotten lessons. 
By the way, which is the order you prefer among the names I mentioned, if you 
indeed accept them as valid, and why? 

MB 
These influences were perhaps fictionalized by some crit ics, but in reality they are 
substantially true, for I do have a great cultural debt. The three names you 
mentioned are great personalit ies to w h o m I owe a great deal . 

LD 
Forgive me for attempting to further clarify this point. In discussing "cultured" 
architecture, you were referring to its relationship to the landscape, and its being 
in harmony with nature. When you said, "It is perhaps not cultured in the literary 
sense," I could not help thinking that you implied by the use of this term either 
a direct reading of built-in narratives in your architecture-which for me is quite 
evidently present in your work -o r an architecture of quotation, explicitly or 
implicitly, vis-a-vis the oeuvres of the masters you acknowledge. I must come 
back to this point, for I do see your production as "cultured" in the best sense of 
the word. 

MB 
Yes, from that point of view, but architecture does not exist if not by means of 
work completed, belabored, received and executed by the preceding generations. 
There are two manners of appreciating the architectonic fact. One is the rational 
approach with which I identify. I cannot think but through exper iences, through 
work, through the cumulat ive culture of preceding generat ions. One is not born 
an architect, one becomes it. The work of the Modern Movement in my particular 
case established a cultural substratum as wel l as a cultural ceil ing on and under 
which I operate. This rational approach includes all the aspects which we are 
able to communicate with words, such as the problem of the cr is is of the city, the 
loss of identity and value through consumerist architecture, and so on. A more 
sensit ive aspect with which I identify when speaking of architecture is the secret, 
more autobiographical side. More difficult to express in words , it is able to 
survive because it is the poetic fact, the intuitive d imension inside the rational 
process. I hope to recover through the teachings of these three masters a 
fragment of the rational, as well as accommodate the irrational side of the 
process of making architecture. 

To answer the second part of the question concerning the three architects, Carlo 
Scarpa, Louis Kahn and Le Corbusier, Kahn would place first. We had a series 
of meetings in Venice on the occasion of the Palace of Congress project. 
Even though we had relatively little personal contact— I wou ld like to say that 
paradoxical ly Kahn is the one I knew least among the three—he gave me the 
most regarding an approach to architecture. I am very interested in Kahn's 
capacity to go to the origins of the problem, to organize the space surrounding 
man, and put it in a form which is almost archetypal, a lways leading by way of 
transformation to the primordial needs of man. "A school , " he says , " i s a tree 
under which men speak to one another." The capacity Kahn had to a lways go to 
the origins of problems helped me very much. 

Next is the appreciation I have for Carlo Scarpa , for his sensibi l i ty for and 
extreme love of materials. He was a great poet of mater ials. Scarpa offers a great 
lesson in freedom through the manner in which he used and abused all materials 
as well as the manner in which he organized spaces . However, he never did 
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possess a great creative plastic force in his work but he w a s endowed with an 
extreme sensibil ity related to the use of all mater ials. He knew how to make 
stone speak, yet he was also able to make drawing paper sing. I would be very 
happy indeed to think that I have assimi lated even partially Scarpa 's great love 
of materials. 

Of course, we are all indebted to Le Corbusier. He wi l l ingly became practically the 
essence of the history of the Modern Movement in architecture. He w a s a man 
who for fifty years stood for an architecture ranging from neoclassic, to modern, 
to postmodern; a man who with his activity and generosity influenced all of us. It 
would indeed please me to be understood as a student of these three masters. 

11 

Fribourg Bank. 19/7-82, 
exterior wing 

•v. School at Morbio Infenore 
1972-77. site plan 
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3 Electa catalog concludes with the project for the Fribourg Bank, the first 
ge scale project you made. It is with this project that the American public's 
ception of your work concludes as well. Your afficionados in America await 
:h a mixture of interest and anxiety news about this particular project. The 
jlanation of this questioning mood is the fact that the bank is, in the context 
four work, on a radically different scale of intervention, and also because it is 
trongly contextual urban work. What are your enthusiasms, reservations, and 
sonal revelations about this project? 

ourg Bank. 1977 82. 
rior corner. 

MB 
The Fribourg Bank is a project which occupied a great deal of my t ime since 1977, 
and is about to be completed. Undoubtedly, there wil l a lways be those who are 
disappointed, just as there wi l l be those who are sat isf ied. I must say that the 
bank is a project through which I learned many lessons. As you know, the bank is 
the first large scale project I have executed in a densely urban context. The earlier 
project for the school in Morbio had 70,000 cubic meters of built vo lume, which 
is roughly that of the bank, but it w a s , of course, on a rather rural site. In the case 
of the Fribourg Bank, I dealt with problems inherent in the city context, a highly 
historic one at that, as is often the case with urban si tuat ions. It is an interesting 
project, because it is one of the first done after the economic euphoria of the 
1960s when the destruction of the cit ies w a s the order of the day. There are 
two positions possible: one builds for the city, or one builds against the city. 
The Fribourg Bank is a project built for the city. It comments on the history, the 
typology, and the morphology of the city. It is not an obnoxious project. It refuses 
to make the grand gestures characteristic of the interventions in a more open 
context. Rather it assumes the laws of historic stratif ication, in particular the laws 
of the nineteenth century city block. The Fribourg Bank attempts to employ this 
sensibil ity through the instruments pertinent to these laws . During the 1960s, 
the corners of city blocks were usual ly destroyed in order to put up a tower. The 
tower w a s often representative of an open structure, one that could be used 
anywhere for any reason. Instead, I proposed a project articulated in three parts 
each very different from the other. The two lateral w ings repeat the morphology 
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Fribourg Bank, 1977-82. 
exterior wing. 

of the contiguous buildings exist ing along the boulevard and thus, by playing 
facade against facade, it consol idates the boulevard. The bank is intended to 
reinforce the structure of the city and not go against it. It is symbol ical ly engaged 
in bringing the beginning of the boulevard into a dialogue with the head volume. 
This volume is in turn responding to a different space, namely the piazza in front 
of the railroad station. The building itself, by w a y of its art iculat ion, assumes the 
laws of the city, interprets them, and restates them spatial ly in order to obtain a 
new organization. From this point of v iew the intellectual gamble involved in the 
project for the Fribourg Bank was very interesting to me precisely because at 
that time I began to feel like an orphan. The last examples of interventions made 
to consolidate the urban structure were the Michaelplatz of Adolf Loos and the 
Postparkasse of Otto Wagner, in Vienna. Af terwards modern architects a lways 
worked towards the destruction of the urban fabric. In this context the Fribourg 
Bank is a project attempting to recapture history and urban form, but not by great 
gestures nor by a contemporary language. In this sense it is an operation which 
can appear very modest from a linguistic point of view, yet still be capable of 
providing a topic for reflection on the subject of building in the city. For example, 
take the topic of constructing a w indow in the context of a nineteenth century 
urban texture. The window there is a hole in the wal l . What does it mean to 
make a window today? We have lost the awareness of the meaning of window 
because, as it can be seen in the head element and the adjacent s ides, the 
window does not exist as such. It becomes instead a panel , or a strip. When one 
confronts the theme of the facade against the facade of cut stone, the window 
becomes a theme itself. Consequently, one attempts to rethink the theme of the 
window with the instruments avai lable today. The w indow can also be the light 
hitting on a mu l l i on -a mediator between an internal and an external space. By 
way of this exercise, one can rediscover the whole history of architecture. 

The problem of the window in the Agra project is very different from that of the 
Fribourg Bank and its explanation is very s imple. The rooms are deep, and the 
spaces are oriented towards a valley as the building is sited on top of a mountain 
with an extraordinary view. Through the use of a tr iangle, the w indow took 
a configuration which maximized the opening above. The project is for a 
recuperative spa with many handicapped people in attendance who are afforded 
the possibility of perceiving the landscape below. S imul taneous ly they are given 
the impression of secure containment by the narrowing of the opening near 
the floor. It is this solution which determined the concept of space and then in 
turn determined the configuration of the window. It w a s not the w indow that 
determined the space. 
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iw that you are building increasingly more projects in urban contexts, and I am 
ecifically thinking of the corner office building on Lugano's main piazza, as 
»ll as the recently won competition and commission for the cultural center and 
sater in Chambery, France, could you please elaborate on the topic of building 
the landscape as opposed to cityscape and illustrate with a few examples. 

MB 
The wil l of the architect is to intervene inside the city. I trust that it is a legitimate 
desire, similar to that of the painter who aspires to exhibi t in a museum, as the 
collective locus par excel lence. An architect such as myself , who has a lways 
worked in the open landscape of the countryside, becomes more st imulated, 
and is exposed to more suggest ions, by the contradict ions and the tensions of 
working in the urban context. The architect f inds himself working more wil l ingly 
and ambitiously with his models. I believe, though, that there is no fundamental 
difference between urban context and rural context in so far as the process, the 
problem solving procedure, goes. I a lways deal with a reading of the context, 
identifying some negative or positive priority setting elements which wil l enrich 
the making of the new project. 

The design determinants for the Morbio school were the presence of the forest 
and the church as wel l as the desire to engage the presence of the new school 
with that of the church. This establ ished a context which I wi l l ingly locked 
myself into. In the context of Fribourg, the reading of the history of the city itself 
determined the elements of play and my response to these elements. Thus the 
procedure is analogous. Evidently that which changes is the content. If one must 
confront the problem of the corner in a city block this is certainly different from 
operating in open country. In the case of the Lugano corner building, I dealt with 
the privileged situation of a site overlooking one of the main town squares and 
the two adjacent corners were subservient, merely f raming our site. In Lugano, 
the very idea of consolidating the city block, and yet producing a commentary 
to an open space, determined a composit ion which made the apex corner the 
dominating element of the geometric and spatial composi t ion. Th is is a solution I 
would not adopt or accept, were w e to deal with a city block somewhere else. It 
would be too strong a gesture and too rhetorical. The solution fol lowed naturally 
from the opposition of the piazza and the corner of the block. To answer your 
question, the elements of reference change, but the type of reference, which in 
my opinion is a lways that of discovery through a perpetual ly critical reading 
of the context, remains. One selects that which is posit ive, as wel l as that which 
is negative, with respect to the organization of space. Then one produces a 
speculation. The architect a lways makes speculat ions of a critical nature and also 
of an ideological nature. He therefore a lways needs pretexts for enabling him to 
intervene inside this reality. 
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LD 
One of the revelations I personally experienced during our visit together to 
various projects built or under construction was the appropriateness of scale 
between the architecture and the landscape. I find, in so far as I can judge, 
there is a great difficulty in expressing this intimate dialogue via architectural 
photography. The monumentality of your rather small houses resides in their 
relationship to the landscape and not in the architectonic object itself. The other 
side of the coin is the Fribourg Bank which one can say elaborates on the notion 
of monumentality both in its scale and its commentary on the urban context, 
down to its minutest detail of execution. This brings the question around to the 
significance of the word "monumental" in relation to your chair prototypes for 
Alias. 

MB 
I believe that architecture is monumental by its very nature. From the moment 
that architecture is defined as the transformation of a natural condition, it 
becomes the manufacturer of an artificial condition. Th i s is the principle 
underlying the architectonic gesture, the work and the transformation of the 
place. Also this happens to be the very principle governing the life of the 
monument. The monument is the celebration and architectural expression of 
something previously unsaid, unment ioned, perhaps scandalous, thus connoting 
a taboo. The monument, as an expression of taboo and a reminder of things 
past, becomes a rather negative statement. Architecture is self-referential in the 
sense that it celebrates and aff i rms the needs it contains, and thus it becomes 
monumental in a positive sense. One can then say that architecture is monumental 
by vocation. I believe the monument to be a negative element, but also believe 
that to make a small house recall and possess the dignity of a monument is a 
positive endeavor. If one could make a chair monumenta l , a fact which you so 
generously implied in your question, I wou ld be very happy. In this acceptance the 
monument is the affirmation of the value of human labor. Thus , the monument. 
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Design for a corner building in 
Lugano, 1982. model 
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Chair design for ICF, Inc.. 1982. 

D 
our new bilingual vo lume in English and Italian on La Casa Rotonda (The 
ound House), is a l ready available in America but ironically, at the time of this 
iterview, not in E u r o p e - a t least for the moment. In the U.S.A. this volume will 
oubt lessly be perceived as a natural extension of the Electa volume if only 
ecause chronological ly the Electa precedes it. What is your premise for this 
ew operat ion? 

MB 
This book came about in a quite peculiar way. It w a s generated from the very 
simple idea of producing a catalog for our show in Brusse ls . Beginning with this 
idea for an exhibition catalog, I refused to rely on the notion of an al l- inclusive 
publication of my work. I proposed to the curator of the exhibit, Robert Trevisiol, 
something along the l ines of, " I wi l l give you one of my latest p ro jec ts -you 
choose one -bu t we are going to present it in an exhaust ive manner." 

At this point, and you have to forgive me, I bel ieve one must make a strong 
crit icism of the publications on architecture. Usually, one publ ishes images 
frequently forgetting that they represent merely an instrument for arr iving at 
architecture. Very often today, and I refer to the architecture of the Strada 
Novissima of the last Venice Biennale, one makes architecture only in support 
of the architect's drawings. One represents through architecture one's own 
drawings. I believe the opposite: the drawings are instruments in support of 
architecture. 

) 
>rgive me, but if I am not mistaken, you refused to participate in the Biennale? 

MB 
Yes, I had no time to organize the team, and therefore I w a s forced to decline the 
offer to participate. At that time, of course, the refusal w a s not a critical choice, 
for I had no idea what w a s going to happen later. To return to the notion of the 
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book . . . the idea was born to make a book focusing on one object only, but in 
great depth . . . somewhat as if one were to chronicle the history of a project. It 
was my intention to present how a house is born, by going through a series of 
observations, questions, sketches, and their subsequent erasures. 

LD 
In other words, a diary of work. 

MB 
Precisely, a diary of work. It happened that the choice fell on the Casa Rotunda 
(The Round House). It is a point of curiosity, because normal ly a house is square. 
It became interesting to see why a house is round. In this particular case the 
shape establ ishes a clear formal relationship with the landscape through 
openings and closures with respect to the environment. Th is is necessary, for the 
immediate surroundings are v isual ly rather poor and ill def ined. Thus , the history 
of the book has not been preprogramed. The vo lume came about as a natural 
extension of an exhibit catalog. Only later, in speaking to the editor, did it become 
a book. As well as my drawings and photographs of the built project, we included 
a series of critical d iscussions putting the project in perspect ive. The authors are 
Alberto Sartor is, Rob Krier, Pierluigi Nicolin, Robert Trevis io l , the poet Eduardo 
Sanguinett i , and myself. 

LD 
You are an Italian in Switzerland by way of your elective affinities with the 
Comacin architecture. The critical essays accompanying the La Casa Rotunda, 
place you, among other personalities, in the company of one of the great Italian 
masters, Alberto Sartoris. Can you please elaborate? 

MB 
My being Ticinese immediately suggests the Lombard culture, in particular, and 
Italian culture in general. For example, I am much more interested in what is 
happening in Milan than events in Zur ich. I am also an outcome of our strong 
local tradition of an architecture confronting a specif ic c l imate and a particular 
landscape. In this landscape, south of the Alps, one f inds a rather Mediterranean 
light and an ambient condition completely different from that north of the 
mountains. From the point of v iew of tradition, I feel in the company of, and 
I have a series of references to, the architects from the region around Como. 
Terragni's architecture is five minutes by car from my house; Alberto Sartor is, 
whom you mentioned, is an architect and architectural historian with whom I 
entertain a warm friendship, not only because he l ives in Swi tzer land, but he is 
also Italian by nationality. My cultural formation is indebted to Italian culture. The 
great Italian cultural effort made during the last few decades and particularly 
during the last few years has fascinated and absorbed me. Conversely, there is 
the advantage of being connected to a certain S w i s s pragmat ism under whose 
governance things must be d o n e - a n d done wel l at that - because in Ticino we 
have not only the cultural tradition, but also the building tradition which is an 
important given. 

^ 1 ^,-1 
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LD 
You live in a region of Switzerland, Ticino, fortunate to have a relatively great 
abundance of young talents, or so at least goes another of the myths about 
Ticino. You are obviously part of this unusual generation; you contributed to it, 
and continue to do so. How do you yourself perceive your colleagues, and those 
younger than yourself? 

MB 
The story of the talents is, as I mentioned to you on other occas ions, a story. They 
say that there are these talents, and I certainly w ish that it were true. The 
relationship with my col leagues is very s imple: fr iendship and collaboration. I 
believe that I have a reciprocal relationship of give and take, based on mutual 
esteem and respect, which is at its best when the architectural express ion of our 
work is most different. 

LD 
Such as w i th L iv io Vacchini? 

MB 
Yes, with Livio Vacchini I have this reciprocal relationship precisely because the 
architectonic language is very different. In addition, both of us concentrate our 
efforts on certain relationships and elements w e identify as important. There is 
the st imulus to do wel l , which if shared by many can be very excit ing. It is not a 
form of competition and st imulates camarader ie at its best. To have as many of 
us as possible producing good architecture is also a part of the great building 
tradition of our region and is perhaps reflected by our work. From this part of the 
world came masters such as Carlo Maderna, Lucio Fontana, Borromini . The Ticino 
landscape is perhaps another factor in our development. Rafael Moneo said 
recently when he visited my projects, "Now I understand w h y you all are good 
architects he re -because you have the lakes, the moun ta ins - i t is because you 
already have a portion of space defined for you. A portion of the environment 
is already built." How can one react plastically to a flat sur face? Architecture 
becomes an easier task if one is confronted with an art iculated three-dimensional 
landscape. For us, in Ticino, "three d imens iona l " is a part of the air one breathes 
from birth. These geographical conditions do not by themse lves insure one's 
being a good architect, but they certainly can be st imulat ing. If one understands 
what it means to have light at sundown bounding off the side of the mountain 
directly in your living r o o m - a s you commented this evening on your way 
home- th i s light can become a form of natural architecture. 

To go back to your question regarding the relationship I have with my younger 
col leagues: I must say it is a relationship of attention, but also of concern. Very 
often they are impatient, they want to do everything quickly, right away, without 
being in possession of a consistent critical attitude sedimented through time. 
Consequently, they often get burned as wel l as burn themselves out. So many 
of the ideas which for us were the fruits of years of belaboring a problem are 
adopted by the younger architects with a min imum of understanding, and love. 
In any case, there are many among the young who desire to contribute in the true 
spirit of our tradition. I am very happy that they are coming up because, in my 
opinion, there are never enough. So I tell them, we lcome, so that w e can be many. 

LO 
Am I mistaken, or do you seem to refer to a notion of architecture and morality: 
the need for an absolute morality in architecture? 

MB 
Yes, yes , yes. I believe that one of the principal condit ions for making architecture 
is the existence of extreme professional ethics, if not morality. Th is is true for all 
artistic expressions, isn't it? I believe that from truthfulness grows the expression 
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of |oy and of life for man. I believe that any artistic express ion is an act of giving, 
a max imum aspiration which one must have in order to resolve, perhaps with a 
" luc id" sense of pleasure, the problems one confronts. Everyth ing must include 
this act of generosity and this morality. 

) 
evitably, for us Americans, it is impossible not to ask your comments on 
)stmodernism. I do this despite the fact that so many among us, for various 
asons, would rather believe this phenomenon does not exist. Every once in a 
hile, I hear voices of postmodern persuasion, and at times innocent souls 
lying, "My God, is postmodernism touching Mario Botta as well?" What do 
>u think? 

MB 
I wil l start by addressing the last part of the quest ion. I hope not to have been 
touched by this contagious disease called postmodern ism. Why? Because I 
believe that it is a cultural fashion lacking true va lues. Postmodern architecture 
proposes a superficial concern with history. Postmodern architecture is 
predicated on a confusion between style and history. History is not a column, 
not a capital, and not the reuse of a form borrowed from the past. History, in its 
profound meaning, is an entity to which we are all indebted, but from which we 
must all attempt to free ourselves in order to be able to respond to the needs of 
our t imes. 

House in Pregassona. 1979, 
plans, elevations, sections. 
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LD 
Very Palladian, if I may say so. One must look at history, yet do the opposite. 

MB 
It pleases me to hear that I am in good company; it is truly so. I react very 
critically with respect to postmodernism. To be after the Modern Movement 
is a historic condition, and in this sense it is quite natural. Nevertheless, this 
codification in forms, and moreover in surface forms of facade only, is a problem 
of structural and spatial organization in function of context. Th is does not interest 
me. In my opinion, after all the disasters in recent architecture, w e have gained 
three important awarenesses in the last few years : first, an appreciat ion for the 
value of the urban texture; second, an awareness that architecture belongs 
to culture and to the earth and to the landscape within which it operates; and 
third, the awareness that without the act of building, architecture does not exist. 
Therefore, architecture is above all , the science of construct ion. "Architecture is, 
above al l , " in the words of Alberto Sartor is, "knowing that a column's place is 
under the roof and not above the roof as the postmoderns are doing . . ." 

LD 
Sartoris? 

MB 
Yes, because they asked Sartor is what he thinks of postmodern ism, and he 
said, "Wel l , I don't know, I see them putting co lumns over the roof, but I a lways 
thought that it w a s better to put them u n d e r . . . " 

Let us return to the previous arguments: first, the awareness of the city and the 
need to consolidate the city; second, architecture is the awareness of the place. I 
must quote a sentence which I have come to like, and which I use every once in a 
whi le, "Architecture is an instrument for not building in a place, but for building 
that place." Architecture becomes thus part of a historic and geographic condition 
of place, and through its presence completely t ransforms that place. The third of 
the previous arguments is that we confront a building condit ion which should 
include the building knowledge- los t in the advent of the International Style 
and with the arrival of industrial architecture. I a m not able to find these three 
conditions in postmodern architecture. Therefore, this architecture does not 
interest me. The postmodern operation of cutting things out of the past and 
pasting them up in the presupposed form, is founded on a presupposed new 
exigency: " E n d of the prohibition," as Portoghesi has said. I bel ieve, instead, that 
today we must be even more rigorous than at any time in the past. We cannot 
afford to assume "the end of prohibit ion" attitude, and we need to learn how to 
build before we can afford to permit everyth ing. So , in this sense , I have a very 
critical attitude. 

Of the Strada Novissima in Venice, I must say, paradoxically, the participating 
architects involved themselves once more in the act of drawing as art only to 
prove that ultimately drawing is not an instrument for arr iving at architecture. I 
used to place a great deal of faith in drawing, for I thought that through drawing 
one could recuperate some of the instruments needed for making architecture. 
When the architects of the Strada Novissima had to make architecture, it was 
done as if architecture was simply an instrument for arr iv ing at one's drawings. 
The proposed facades were copying and reproposing, w h a t ? - t h e very drawings 
of these architects. This becomes a v ic ious cycle. Precisely on this account one 
must take a critical standpoint. The true needs of man are of a spatial and not of 
an epidermic nature. The sociological escape that architects engaged in during 
the 1960s, for example, did not constitute a true alternative. One understood that 
with sociology it was not possible to build projects. Today, one must understand 
that by way of stage design we simply do not have sufficient elements to make 
architecture. 
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rious code restrictions, very specific requirements regulating the height, the 
nstruction, the relationship to open space, constitute every so often formal 
rameters for your work. Many times I see critics pronouncing formal 
eculations on your production, without understanding that your choices 
» often directly the result of dealing with construction and code limitations, 
m you succinctly present some of these parameters and how they influence 
ur projects? 

MB 
There is a perpetual fight against regulations. We attempt daily to interpret 
them in order to understand the spaces within which the regulations al low us to 
operate. The very notion of regulation is against the nature of architecture. A 
regulation is based on existing models. New architecture tends to alter, to force 
the status quo, and is therefore in a perpetual battle with the codes. It is a 
continuous love-hate relationship between the regulat ions and the architects. 
On the one hand, the code is a structure which offers one set path, and may, 
therefore, have a positive effect. On the other hand, one takes risks because there 
are creative needs related to the organization of spaces , but they tend to violate 
regulations. Understanding the limit one is to operate within the codes becomes 
the crux of the problem. When regulations become too tight, architecture is 
smothered. When regulations become too open-ended, extremely al l- inclusive, 
one is not provided with clear elements of reference, wh ich , for better or for 
worse, simplify the travails of an architect. I feel that as an architect, I must be 
against regulations and codes of any kind. I attempt to break them every time; 
but I am grateful in a sense, because given the regulat ions, I know the limitations 
within which to work. I a lways attempt to operate beyond the letter of the law, 
both by respecting as wel l as by escaping it. I enjoy the game of breaking out 
of an established norm or convention, so that architecture forces and alters 
its dimensions and structure. I did a project recently where I realized that my 
building was completely inside the code. I became very upset. As a consequence, 
I made the house a bit taller in order to fall outside the code. It is in this way 
that I extract my pleasure by interpreting the code through forms. To follow the 
code and to be inside the norm means to end up in banality. The forcing of the 
code, instead, may give one the feeling of forcing the establ ished standard, the 
conventions. Therefore, in a certain sense, one obtains a method of measuring, 
or dealing with a set of new exigencies. 

) 
juld you please speak of more concrete examples. Which regulations in 
irticular are you talking about? And how did you pull off having a building 
gher than the code permitted? 

MB 
The height, in Switzer land, is a very shocking imposit ion. It is measured from the 
lowest point of the building, on the slope. Because our terrain configuration is 
usually very steep, we are forced to excavate quite a bit inside the hill and use 
the high side of the project as the measur ing point so that the building height 
limitation does not make the project a practical impossibil i ty. The current regulation 
is absurd because it w a s f ixed at about twenty-f ive feet in terms of a flat site. 
Ironically, in our country, more often is the case that the geographic configuration 
imposes that we work with sloped sites. Precisely because the regulation is so 
stupid, I take great pleasure in fighting it. Whenever possible, I love to steal every 
inch available. 
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LD 
It appears that you are becoming more and more involved in building, 
competitions and projects outside of Switzerland. Do you see this resulting from 
increased interest in your work outside Switzerland, or as a difficulty in finding 
substantial work within your own country? 

MB 
The architect must go wherever there is work. 

LD 
Should not the work come to the architect? 

MB 
That would please me very much, but I believe the procedure is precisely the 
reverse. It is, for example, contrary to the painter's endeavor if he works outside 
of his atelier, but the architect must step out and meet reality. Th is reality must 
often be found quite far away geographically, because the architect needs the 
money to make his houses, he needs constraints, and he needs new situations. 
By its very nature architecture takes him to far away places. I would like very 
much to be able to work in my home region. Home is where man can offer his 
best, because he knows his culture, his roots, consequent ly he can perhaps have 
insights into his neighbor's most secret aspirat ions. It is a lways a pleasure and 
only natural to work where one is born. Regretfully, though, I live in a very small 
country and, in particular, in Ticino which has a population of only 250,000. I am 
therefore obliged to move around, by w a y of entering competi t ions, or through 
outside commiss ions. I have also a great uneasiness due to the desire to make. 
There are architects who are content to make one project wel l at a time. I need 
to have many projects going simultaneously to feed this hunger of mine. This 
desire does not allow me peace as an architect, and I am continual ly forced to 
look everywhere in order to be able to make. I do not pretend to say that this is a 
badge of honor, for God's sake! But, without quantity there is no continuity. I 
believe that experimentation is necessary and I also bel ieve that work is necessary. 
To me, it seems that it would be impossible to think that P icasso could do only 
twenty paintings during his life. Picasso made twenty thousand paintings and he 
is Picasso for this reason. 
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Rudolf Arnheim. The Power of the Center: A Study 
of Composition in the Visual Arts (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1982). 

The fol lowing investigation belongs to a 
recent attempt of mine to derive the com­
posit ional pattern of works of v isual art 
f rom the interaction of two spatial s ys ­
tems. S ince the theory concerns the very 
foundation of v isual form, it must apply 
universal ly to all modes of v isual expres­
sion or else be inval id. In a recent book, 
The Power of the Center,' I have tried to 
show mainly that the theory holds for 
painting and sculpture. The present essay 
applies it more explicit ly to architecture. 

The two composit ional sys tems in ques­
tion may be called the centric, or cosmic, 
and the Cartesian or grid sys tem. Cen­
tric sys tems come about in the physical 
wor ld and also in psychological experi­
ence when a field of forces is left free to 
organize around an internal center. Plane­
tary sys tems and the atomic model offer 
examp les , and so do b lossoms, snow-
flakes, or, in the arts, circular ornaments 
such as Gothic rose w indows. The other 
sys tem takes its geometr ical shape from 
a Cartesian grid of paral lels crossing one 
another at right angles. Th is second sys­
tem, like the first, must be conceived be­
yond the mere geometry as a pattern of 
forces. V iewed dynamical ly, the grids con­
sist of vectors oriented not toward inter­
nal but toward external centers, by which 
they are attracted or for which they strive. 
In the physical wor ld , the relation of ter­
restrial objects to gravity can serve as an 
example : towers, co lumns, tree trunks, 
and upright human f igures conform to 
this f rame of reference. 

The interaction of the two sys tems yields 
the composit ional pattern here under dis­
cussion (figure 1). Its universal validity 
wil l have to be establ ished in two quite 
different w a y s . First, it must be shown 
much more explicit ly than I can do now, 
that this particular dynamic configura­
tion comes about by necessity when the 
forces constituting a physical and even­
tually a physiological field respond to 
dynamic centers placed at particular posi­
tions. An example taken from the work of 
Pier Luigi Nervi wi l l be given at the end of 

this paper. Second, the composi t ional p. 
tern wil l be val id aesthetical ly only if it 
symbolizes the human condit ion in a su 
ficiently universal manner. My contentio 
is that the centric sys tem stands for the 
concern of any entity, be it physical or 
mental, individual or collective, with its 
own intrinsic nature and goals, whereas 
the grid sys tem il lustrates the relation tc 
external power centers to which such ar 
entity must respond. I refer to this copin 
with external powers as the " t ragic" ele­
ment of the human condit ion. 

In painting, the composit ional scheme 
refers mainly to the upright projection 
of the picture plane. Works of sculp­
ture, on the other hand, are truly three-
dimensional , and so are buildings. 
Correspondingly, the composit ional pat­
tern fit for such works must also be threi 
d imensional . To facil itate the analys is, th 
spatial model is decomposed into vertic 
and horizontal projections, elevation anc 
groundplan. 

In architecture, therefore, our composi­
tional pattern must apply to both spatial 
d imensions, the vert ical and the horizon 
tal. Dynamic action in the vertical is dorr 
nated by the building's response to the 
force of gravity. The v isual action I am di 
cussing here reflects the physical relatio 
of the building material to the terrestrial 
power of attraction but is not identical 
with that relation. Bui lding material re­
sists the force of gravity only passively, 
namely when some support holds it in 
place and prevents it f rom dropping to 
the ground. Architecture as a configu­
ration of v isual shapes, however, is an­
imated by the antagonist ic interplay 
between forces surrender ing to the powi 
in the ground and counterforces over­
coming that power by striving toward tht 
sky. Th is v isual tug-of-war is embodied 
most ly along the vert icals and horizontal 
of the upright d imension, i.e., in the net­
work of the Cartesian grid. 

Except for the facility of sta i rcases and 
elevators, human beings are excluded 

The interaction of centric and 
linear compositional patterns 



Arch of Constantino, Rome, 
312 A.D. 

from the upright d imension. As observ­
ers, however, w e watch the architectural 
struggle with gravity as one of the most 
impress ive symbo ls of spiritual striving 
for liberation in defiance of inertia and 
weight. Even so, the dominance of the 
Cartesian grid is not uncontested. A build­
ing cannot meet its obligation by being a 
mere linear channel for the action of up­
ward and downward . Even an elevator 
must be a container, a mass ive box, orga­
nized around an internal center of its own. 
So must the building as a whole. There­
fore, the presence of the centric system 
must be apparent, explicit ly or not, even 
in a building's facade. 

Fagades, wherever they exist, are often 
convenient projections of the building's 
total structure in that upright d imension. 
They reflect the interaction of our two 
composi t ional sys tems by presenting the 
building as an object rooted in the ground 
and thereby responsive to an external 
center but also as self-contained, inde­
pendently complete, and thus organized 
around its own internal center. When in a 
Venetian vi l la of the Renaissance a cov­
ered balcony with three arched w indows 

protrudes from the center of the facade 
on the middle floor, it provides an explicit 
hub, around which the building gathers 
its m a s s (figure 2). Th is centric symmetry 
can never be complete, except in a spher­
ical building, and more often centricity 
is l imited to lateral symmetry. Lateral 
symmet ry of a facade gathers the frontal 
m a s s of a building around a central verti­
cal . (Compare this with a building devoid 
of a facade, such as Le Corbusier 's Vil la 
Savoye , in which the outer wa l ls are not 
closed but fold at the corners to form a 
cubic object, centered around an internal 
ax is . ) 

Consider the Arch of Constant ine (figure 
3). Eve ry partial roundness, such as the 
top of an arched opening, is a compro­
mise between our two sys tems : a centric 
c losure interrupted to pay its tribute to an 
external power, in this case the linear at­
traction of the force of gravity. Yet by vir­
tue of its roundness the semicircular top 
of the gate gives a partial presence to the 
center around which the frontal mass of 
the Roman monument is organized. The 
four medal l ions, hal fway up the fagade, 
remind us of completed roundness, and 
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Church of San Miniato al 
Monte, near Florence. 

the total design, although related to the 
attraction of the ground by the grid of col­
umns and cornices, maintains its cubic 
compactness. Visually, the structure could 
be lifted off the ground without damage. 

There are other w a y s of insisting on the 
centricity of a facade. At San Miniato al 
Monte in Florence, the v isual weight of 
top and bottom is halved by a broad rib­
bon (figure 4). Th is central division offsets 
the asymmet ry between the roof structure 
and the bottom arcade. When such a hori­
zontal division lies clearly above the 
v isual center, as does the separation be­
tween co lumns and architrave in a Greek 
temple, the center, although not marked, 
serves as the level of reference in relation 
to which the architrave appears proudly 
raised. Jus t as in tonal music the dynamic 
express ion of pitch is defined percep­
tually by a tone's position above or be­
low the keynote even when that base is 
not explicit ly g iven, so the center of ev­
ery balanced v isual pattern is active as 
a point or ax is of reference, whether it 
is marked or not. When in a design the 
center is underplayed, this very neglect 
se rves to emphasize the dominance of the 
Cartesian grid. In the extreme case, when 
the pattern no longer identifies the center 
at al l , as on the curtain wa l ls of our sky­
scrapers, the eye loses its f ramework and 
roams rudderless across an unstructured 
surface of arbitrary size. 

In the upright d imension, then, a building 
must display its twofold al legiance to its 
own inherent center and to the power­
ful external center of attraction in the 
ground. It thereby expresses its character 
as a self-contained object dependent on 
its roots in the ear th; but it also symbol­
izes the human mind's struggle for main­
taining its own centered integrity against 
the interference by outer powers. 

Whi le this v isual spectacle in the upright 
d imension is, as I sa id , essential ly spir i­
tual, the corresponding symbol ism in the 
horizontal is essent ial ly social . The level 
plane is the arena of human action. When 
our composit ional pattern is applied to it, 
the external forces to which the vectors 
of the grid respond are no longer mo­
nopolized by one dominant direction. The 
elevation is controlled by the effect of 
gravitational attraction and the opposite 
goal of l iberation from weight to which 
the vert ical counterforces aspire. In the 
horizontal plane the dynamics of the grid 
has no such inbuilt dominant direction. Its 
orientation is determined by the axes pre­

vai l ing in the particular design and by t 
external targets or centers that happen 
exert their influence upon the given wc 
of architecture. 

In the wor ld of the ground level, every 
architectural setting involves the intera 
tion between compact centralized obje( 
and the connecting linear channels of 
communicat ion. On first approach, ther 
fore, our two sys tems of centricity and I 
earity seem to be separately embodied 
the two components of the architectura 
setting. But a c loser look reminds us th< 
every architectural object is shaped not 
only by its own centricity but also by its 
response to the coming and going of it* 
users, and that conversely every chanm 
is also an object and therefore in need c 
a centricity of its own. The intertwining 
our two sys tems character izes every un 
of the architectural setting. 

When one looks over the city of Rome 
from the hills of the Jan i cu lum, one see 
the var ious circular monuments—the 
Pantheon, the Castel Sant 'Angelo, the 
Co losseum—detach themselves from tl 
fabric of the streets as self-contained 
units. They mark high spots of their set­
ting but refuse to conform to it. 

In round buildings the centric sys tem o1 
composit ion rules supreme. Such build 
ings are only one step removed from th 
total dominance of centricity in spherics 
structures. In architectural practice, of 
course, examples of spherical buildings 
are rare—we remember Boul lee's Newt 
Memorial or the geodesic structures at 
the New York and Montreal wor ld fairs. 
Nevertheless, spherical shape is funda­
mentally important in the psychology o1 
creative invention as the germ cell of 
every conception of " th ingness." It is tht 
shape of origin, prior to all more specifi> 
characterist ics of objects, and can be ex 
pected therefore to be the typical start 
of architectural design as wel l . In the 
beginning there is an object of undiffer­
entiated compactness, the absolute con 
tainer. Architects accustomed to thinkint 
in terms of buildable structure remembf 
the primitive hut of Laugier 's Essay whe 
they speculate on the origin of their trad 
It pays, however, to consider also its ps \ 
chological root, the primordial image of 
the spherical capsule, in which the domi 
ion of self-contained centricity is not yet 
modified by any interaction with the oul 
wor ld. 

V iewed in this psychological fashion, thi 
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l inearity of the grid sys tem would be a 
secondary imposit ion upon the original 
centricity of the architectural object. It 
would mark the acknowledgment of the 
outer centers to whose power the design 
must respond. In such terms it might be 
permissible, for example, to think of the 
conception of the Roman Pantheon as 
coming about in three stages (figure 5). 
First, there is the original sphere, not yet 
a building really, but a floating bubble. At 
the second stage, the sphere, in deference 
to the force of gravity, opens into a cy l ­
inder, wh ich roots the building in the 
ground. Yet the diameter and the height 
of the interior space of the Pantheon are 
still equa l—a powerful remainder of pri­
mordial centricity. A further concession to 
l inear communicat ion comes about at the 
third stage when the building invites en­
trance by the addition of a porch. 

In traditional church design, the two 
archetypal patterns of the centralized 
church and the linear channel of the basil­
ica are clearly combined in such exam­
ples as the cathedral of Florence, where 
visi tors are led through the nave to the 
focus of the sanctuary. The transforma­
tion of the Greek cross in Bramante 's orig­
inal plan for St. Peter's into the final Latin 
c ross is, of course, the textbook example 
of such a development. 

In every such instance the architect is 
faced with the question of how much 
weight should be given to the linear as­
pect of approach and wi thdrawal in re­
lation to the concentrat ion around the 
building's core. The traffic in the nave 
and ais les partakes in the dimension of 
temporal sequence, whereas the cen­
tral space can be cal led t imeless in two 
ways—perceptua l ly by the exclusion of 
l inearity from the centric area and sym­
bolically by the attitude of the worshiper, 

i eon . Rome, 120 A D. 
Sphere and cylinder with porch 
entrance. 

adio. Villa Capra. now 
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w h o m meditation removes from action. In 
a traditional church, a crossing, for exam­
ple, can be a mere superposit ion of two 
linear passages meeting at right angles. 
In that case, the weight of the center is 
reduced to a min imum. But the center 
can also receive an emphas is and clo­
sure of its own, as in St. Peter 's, where 
Michelangelo's powerful piers blunt the 
corners of the crossing by creating four 
facades that face the center with its im­
posing baldachin. 

The central block of Palladio's Vil la Capra 
is a cubic structure surrounding a domed 
rotunda. Its static symmetry reposes 
on four identical pairs of corner rooms, 
wh ich are separated by narrow corridors. 
Th i s almost stolid centric plan receives its 
essent ial animation f rom the four en­
trance porches, which transform the mas­
s ive block into a crossing (figure 6). The 
four narrow corridors become the ave­
nues of access from the entrances to the 
central hal l ; perceptually speaking, they 
are changed from "g round" into " f igure" 
and are made the carr iers of the linear 
grid, wh ich emphasizes the communica­
tive coming and going between outside 
and inside (figure 7). The seclusive little 
fortress is opened thereby to the f low of 
a gay hospitality. 

Thus , in the horizontal plane the interac­
tion between the centric and the Cartesian 
system is essential ly a symbol of social 
behavior. Consider, in this connection, 
Bernini 's square for St . Peter's. The two 
half-circles of the colonnades mold the 
crowd around the obelisk of the center by 
pressing it inward. Th is stable gathering 
is t raversed, as a river f lows through a 
lake, by the linear ax is of approach to the 
cathedral . The twofold dynamics is re­
flected in the ratio between centric and 
longitudinal features, expressed by the 
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Rudolf Arnheim, The Dynamics of Architectural Form 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1977), p. 28. 
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Eduard Sekler and William Curtis, Le Corbusier at 
Work: The Genesis of the Carpenter Center for the 
Visual Arts (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1978). 

designer through the relations within 
and between the architectural e lements. 
The c rowd, after having congregated in 
its own centric compacted shape, trans­
forms itself into a linear progression, in 
response to the attractive power of the 
sanctuary. 

Bernini 's colonnades bring to mind what I 
observed earlier about arches. Every par­
tial round, be it half of a circle, cylinder, 
sphere, or combinat ion of these, offers a 
centric enclosure curtailed by the axis of 
approach and captures the vector of that 
ax is in its embrace. Jus t as in the vertical 
d imension an arch or cupola stops the as­
cent and collects the rising f low of visual 
dynamics around an elevated center, so 
an apse or chapel takes hold of the ap­
proaching visi tors in the horizontal di­
mension and anchors them to a focus of 
tranquility. When centricity prevai ls, as 
under a dome or cupola, the visi tors are 
arrested and spel lbound. A cyl indrical 
tunnel vault, on the other hand, guides 
them by its l inearity whi le holding them 
at the same t ime to their course by the 
roundness of its section. 

An ell ipse combines the centric with the 
linear tendency. When the elliptic plan of 
a church coincides with the main axis of 
the building, as in Borromini 's San Carlo 
alle Quattro Fontane, it strengthens the 
linear path from the entrance to the altar 
and, in turn, is conf i rmed in its own dis­
tention by the building. When, however, 
the ell ipse is placed at right angles to the 
sagittal ax is of the building, as in Bernini 's 
S. Andrea al Quir inale, it counteracts the 
path from the entrance to the altar (figure 
8). A kind of Greek cross, formed by the 
two axes , emphas izes the center and 
approaches the effect of a centralized 
church. 

The problem of how best to combine the 
demands of the two composit ional sys ­
tems is somet imes dramatical ly evident in 
the history of an architectural design. Le 
Corbusier 's Carpenter Center for the Vi­
sual Arts at Harvard, so fully documented 
in the recent publication by Eduard F. 
Sekler and Wi l l iam Curt is, offers an exam­
ple. 2 The completed building presents it­
self as a compact, roughly cylindrical 
mass , t raversed on the third floor by an S -
shaped ramp (figure 9). In the earliest 
sketch by the architect, the role of the lin­
ear ramp w a s much more pronounced 
(figure 10). A lmost like a street, it sepa­
rated two blocks of studios that faced 
each other in opposit ion. Th i s early vision 

of the art center as an avenue of transit 
on campus had to contend with the ever 
more elementary task of how to provide 
the building with enough centric unity 
and particularly how to accommodate th 
central trunk of s ta i rcase, elevator, etc. 

The insistent difficulty encountered by tl 
architectural team in trying to reconcile 
the freight elevator with the crossing 
ramp is most i l luminating. Beyond the 
technical problem of how to get the two 
means of transportat ion out of each 
other's way, one senses the architect's er 
deavor to f ind the appropriate balance b 
tween the sel f-containedness of the art 
school and its social interrelation with th 
rest of the university. In the finally ex­
ecuted design, the lateral w ings of the 
studios are integrated with the central 
vertical core to create a kind of pinwheel 
effect (figure 11). The ramp, by piercing 
the building, still serves to strengthen 
some of the intended subdiv is ions, but 
without upsetting the unity of the whole. 

When the relations of buildings to their 
surroundings are considered, it is releva 
to remember that both our compositionc 
patterns are boundless. The concentric 
rings, or spherical shel ls , of the centric 
sys tem converge to a point in the mid­
dle but continue outwardly as far as the 
power of the center reaches. Similarly, th 
vectors constituting the grid are not l im­
ited in length and number. The field of 
forces to which the composit ion conforn 
its structure spreads beyond the actual 
boundaries of the building. 3 Thus , the 
ramp of the Carpenter Center continues 
visual ly somewhat beyond its actual end 
ings and the convexi t ies of the cylindrice 
studio areas invade the adjoining space. 
Of course, each building or complex of 
buildings has a structural pattern of its 
own. Complex interferences between the 
var ious f ields of forces result, therefore, 
in the open spaces between the building 

I have left some of the trickier issues for 
the end of my presentation. One of then-
concerns the location of the composi­
tional center in a three-dimensional ob­
ject. Thus far, my d iscussion has been 
limited to the customary projections, the 
elevation and the plan. In either dimen­
sion the internal center of the centric sys 
tern can be indicated without difficulty. 
But, of course, the building as a three-
dimensional whole must also balance 
around its v isual center, just as physicall 
every object has a center of gravity. It is 
not a lways easy to determine the set of 
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forces upon which the v isual center de­
pends. Look at Pannini 's famil iar painting 
of the Pantheon's interior. It places the 
v iewer considerably above the heads of 
the fashionable ladies and gentlemen 
who populate the floor of the rotunda. If 
that viewer, suspended in space, were to 
locate the balancing center of the interior, 
he might place it somewhere hal fway up 
the central vert ical , perhaps at the level of 
the cornice between the cupola and the 
drum of the colonnade. A person looking 
into a smal l model of the Pantheon might 
do the same. But would this also be true 
for the visi tors on the floor? A v iewer 's 
perspective contributes an influential 
vector to the play of forces that balances 
the composi t ion, and this vector may be 
strong enough to place the perceptual 
center of the interior lower down, possi­
bly at the v iewer 's own eye level. Is the 
architect, then, to determine the balanc­
ing center of his design for the three-
dimensional vo lume as such or in relation 
to the perspective of the v iewer? Or must 
he consider both v iews and balance them 
against each other? 

Few buildings are composed so simply of 
one piece as the Roman Pantheon. There­
fore the balancing center of the whole, al­
though indispensable for a check on the 
ultimate order of the design, is general ly 
less conspicuous than the centers of the 
subwholes of which the building is put to­
gether. Furthermore, only centric shapes, 

such as disks or spheres, clearly organize 
around a point-sized center. Elongated 
shapes are controlled mainly by their cen­
tral ax is . A traditional nave, such as that 
of the cathedral of Florence, has a hori­
zontal spine, whereas the cyl indrical 
space of the crossing below the cupola is 
controlled by a central vert ical. The rela­
tion between the two axes is influential 
when the two principal units of the build­
ing are being balanced against each other. 

Rarely, of course, is the principal inte­
rior of a building one continuous whole. 
When it consists of separate enclosed 
units, each room has its own centricity, 
but each room must also be seen in the 
context of the building as a whole. On the 
part of the architect, this requires a v is ion 
that t ranscends the limited v iews avai l ­
able to an actual visitor at any particular 
location. 

A problem of method ar ises when one ap­
plies a composit ional scheme, such as my 
present one, to a variety of examples. The 
condit ions of visual composit ion to which 
the scheme refers are so basic that, as I 
said in the beginning, it holds either for 
all instances or for none at al l . An archi­
tect's actual invention may stretch the de­
viation from the composit ional skeleton 
quite daringly; but our premise would 
have to be that unless his design is v isu­
ally relatable to that skeleton, it would 
lose the very base of its validity. Think 
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of an unorthodox structure such as 
Michelucci 's church of the Autostrada del 
Sole (figure 10). If we do not succeed in 
relating such a design to our underlying 
schema, w e are in the delicate position of 
having to assert either that the building is 
v isual ly a failure or that our principle does 
not hold, at least not universally. If we 
have establ ished a general rule, violat ions 
wil l be as fatal as a builder's infraction of 
the laws of stat ics. Therefore, although 
w e may be accused of trying to save a pet 
theory, w e shal l have to insist that it offers 
a necessary criterion for the design's 
success . 

This raises the final quest ion: From where 
does our composit ional scheme derive 
its c la im to general val idity? If it were 
nothing but the codification of a stylistic 
preference, the c la im would be absurd. 
The history of composit ional theory is 
st rewn with the corpses of aesthetic 
norms that were believed to unlock the 
secrets of beauty. Our own c la im, how­
ever, goes beyond aesthetics. It refers 
back, as I suggested in the beginning, to 
the laws of physical nature that control 
the balancing of forces in their interrela­
t ion. Therefore I would expect it also to be 
val id for the physiological conditions in 
the nervous system that are reflected in 
v isual perception. But what exactly is the 
condition that meets our case, and how 
do w e demonstrate its general validity? 

I wil l limit mysel f to one striking ana logy 
Figure 11 shows the plan of the floor 
s labs that Pier Luigi Nervi designed for 

the Gatti Wool Factory in Rome, "wi th ri 
fol lowing the isostatic l ines of the princi 
pal bending moments . " The diagram re­
produces some of the centric sys tems 
brought about by the resistance of the 
support ing co lumns to the weight of tht 
ceil ing. The radial vectors issuing from 
the centers are crossed and comple­
mented by the grid of horizontals and v< 
ticals that comes about because the 
centric sys tems are not alone but relatei 
to one another (figure 12). Here, then, tf 
condition that underl ies our composi­
tional scheme is spel led out in terms of 
physical statics. It is a gratifying confirrr 
tion, which makes its generality plausi­
ble—plausible, however, only in the sen 
of suggesting why we can expect it to a\ 
ply also physiological ly; that is, to com­
positional patterns judged by the eye. 

What is needed in addition is that the re 
suiting configuration of forces be per­
ceived as a compell ing reflection of a 
human condition so basic as to be accep 
able as the underlying theme of all state 
ments in the v isual arts, with architectur 
among them. I am confident that this 
requirement, too, is met. We are being 
shown that every mental or physical sys 
tern organizes around the center of its 
own being whi le coping with the power: 
of other simi lar ly centric sys tems. To­
gether, these sys tems form the world of 
self-contained entities interacting by aid 
ing, complet ing, attracting, repell ing, or 
disturbing one another—the wor ld who j 
manifestat ions reverberate in what we e 
perience as the human fate. 
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Paul Ricoeur, "Universal Civilization and National 
Cultures", History and Truth (Evanston, Illinois: 
Northwestern University Press, 1961) pp. 276, 283. 

The phenomenon of universal izat ion, 
whi le being an advancement of mankind, 
at the same t ime constitutes a sort of sub­
tle destruction, not only of traditional cul­
tures, which might not be an irreparable 
wrong, but also of what I shall call for the 
time being the creative nucleus of great 
civi l izations and great cultures, that nu­
cleus on the basis of wh ich w e interpret 
life, what I shal l call in advance the ethical 
and mythical nucleus of mankind. The 
conflict spr ings up from there. We have 
the feeling that this single wor ld civil iza­
tion at the same time exerts a sort of attri­
tion or wear ing away at the expense of 
the cultural resources which have made 
the great civi l izations of the past. This 
threat is expressed, among other disturb­
ing effects, by the spreading before our 
eyes of a mediocre civil ization which is 
the absurd counterpart of what I was just 
call ing elementary culture. Everywhere 
throughout the wor ld, one finds the same 
bad movie, the same slot machines, the 
same plastic or a luminum atrocities, the 
same twist ing of language by propa­
ganda, etc. It seems as if mankind, by ap­
proaching en masse a basic consumer 
culture, were also stopped en masse at a 
subcultural level. Thus w e come to the 
crucial problem confronting nations just 
rising from underdevelopment. In order 
to get on to the road toward moderniza­
tion, is it necessary to jettison the old cul­

tural past which has been the raison d'et 
of a nation? . . . Whence the paradox: or 
the one hand, it has to root itself in the 
soil of its past, forge a national spirit, an< 
unfurl this spiritual and cultural revindici 
tion before the colonial ist 's personality. 
But in order to take part in modern civi­
lization, it is necessary at the same time 
to take part in scientif ic, technical, and p 
litical rationality, something which very 
often requires the pure and simple aban­
don of a who le cultural past. It is a fact: 
every culture cannot sustain and absorb 
the shock of modern civil ization. There i; 
the paradox: how to become modern an 
to return to sources ; how to revive an ol 
dormant civil ization and take part in uni­
versal civi l ization. . . . 

No one can say what wi l l become of our 
civil ization when it has really met dif­
ferent civi l izations by means other than 
the shock of conquest and domination. 
But we have to admit that this encountei 
has not yet taken place at the level of an 
authentic dialogue. That is why we are ir 
a kind of lull or interregnum in which we 
can no longer practice the dogmatism of 
a single truth and in which w e are not ye 
capable of conquering the skepticism int 
wh ich we have stepped. We are in a tun­
nel, at the twilight of dogmat ism and the 
dawn of real dialogues. ' 
Paul Ricoeur 

The term critical regional ism is not in­
tended to denote the vernacular, as this 
w a s once spontaneously produced by the 
combined interaction of cl imate, culture, 
myth and craft, but rather to identify 
those recent regional " schoo ls " whose 
aim has been to represent and serve, in a 
critical sense, the limited const i tuencies in 
which they are grounded. Such a region­
a l ism depends, by definition, on a con­
nection between the political conscious­
ness of a society and the profession. 
Among the pre-condit ions for the emer­
gence of critical regional expression is not 
only sufficient prosperity but also a 
strong desire for realising an identity. One 
of the mainspr ings of regionalist culture 
is an anti-centrist sen t imen t -an aspira­
tion for some kind of cultural, economic 
and political independence. 

The phi losopher Paul Ricoeur has ad­
vanced the thesis that a hybrid "wor ld 
cul ture" wi l l only come into being 
through a cross-fert i l ization between 
rooted culture on the one hand and uni­
versal civilization on the other. This para­
doxical proposit ion, that regional culture 
must also be a form of wor ld culture, is 
predicated on the notion that develop­
ment in se wi l l , of necessity, t ransform tl 
basis of rooted culture. In his essay "Un 
versal Civil ization and National Cultures' 
of 1961, Ricoeur implied that everything 
wil l depend in the last analys is on the Cc 
pacity of regional culture to recreate a 
rooted tradition whi le appropriating for­
eign inf luences at the level of both cultu 
and civil ization. Such a process of cross 
fertilization and reinterpretation is impu 
by definition. Th is much is at once evi-
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dent, say, in the work of the Portugese 
architect A lvaro Siza y Viera. In Siza 's ar­
chitecture Aalto's collage approach to 
building form f inds itself mediated by nor­
mative typologies drawn from the work of 
the Italian Neo-rationalists. 

braham Moles. "The Three Cities". Directions in Art, 
ieory and Aesthetics, ed. Anthony Hill (London: 
iber and Faber. Limited. 1968). p 191 

n Mukarovsky. Structure. Sign and Function (New 
iwen: Yale University Press, 1970), p. 228. Perhaps I 
n overstating the case. However. Mukarovsky 
rites: "The artistic sign, unlike the communicative 
gn, is not serving, that is, not an instrument." 

It is necessary to dist inguish at the outset 
between critical regional ism and the sim­
plistic evocat ion of a sentimental or ironic 
vernacular. I am referring, of course, to 
that nostalgia for the vernacular which is 
currently being conceived as an overdue 
return to the ethos of a popular culture; 
for unless such a distinction is made one 
wi l l end by confusing the resistant capac­
ity of Regional ism with the demagogic 
tendencies of Popul ism. In contradistinc­
tion to Regional ism, the primary goal of 
Popul ism is to function as a communica­
tive or instrumental sign/ Such a sign 
seeks to evoke not a critical perception of 
reality, but rather the subl imation of a de­
sire for direct exper ience through the pro­
vis ion of information. Its tactical aim is to 
attain, as economical ly as possible, a pre­
conceived level of gratification in behav-
ioristic terms. In this regard, the strong 
aff init ies of Popul ism for the rhetorical 
techniques and imagery of advert ising is 
hardly accidental . 

Bohigas, "Posibilidades de una arquitectura 
ircelona". Destino (Barcelona, 1951). See also 

Bohigas, "Disenar para un publico o contra un 
blico", in Seix Barral, Contra una arquitectura 
'jetivida (Barcelona, 1969). 

e Ignazio Gardella's Casa Borsalino Apartments 
ilt in Alexandria in 1951 

On the other hand, Critical Regional ism 
is a dialectical express ion. It self­
consciously seeks to deconstruct univer­
sal modern ism in terms of va lues and 
images which are locally cult ivated, whi le 
at the same t ime adulterating these au­
tochthonous elements with paradigms 
drawn from alien sources. After the dis­
junctive cultural approach practised by 
Adolf Loos, Critical Regional ism recog­
nizes that no living tradition remains 
avai lable to modern man other than the 
subtle procedures of synthetic contradic­
tion. Any attempt to c i rcumvent the dia­
lectics of this creative process through the 
eclectic procedures of historicism can 

2 
V Coderch and J e s u s S a n ; . Casa Catasus. exterior 
>a Ca iasus . S a g e s , 
•celona. 1958. plan 
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only result in consumerist iconography 
masquerading as culture. 

It is my contention that Critical Regional­
ism cont inues to f lourish sporadical ly 
within the cultural f issures that articulate 
in unexpected w a y s the continents of E u ­
rope and Amer ica . These borderline 
manifestat ions may be characterized, 
after Abraham Moles, as the " interst ices 
of f reedom. " 3 Their existence is proof that 
the model of the hegemonic center sur­
rounded by dependent satel l i tes is an in­
adequate and demagogic description of 
our cultural potential. 

Exempla ry of an explicit ly anti-centrist re­
gional ism w a s the Catalonian nationalist 
revival wh ich first emerged with the foun­
dation of the Group R in the early Fift ies. 
Th is group, led by J . M. Sostres and Oriol 
Bohigas, found itself caught from the be­
ginning in a complex cultural situation. 
On the one hand, it w a s obliged to revive 
the Rationalist, anti-Fascist va lues and 
procedures of GATEPAC (the pre-war 
Span ish wing of C.I.A.M.); on the other, it 
remained aware of the political responsi­
bility to evoke a realistic regional ism; a 
regional ism which would be accessible to 
the general populace. Th is double-headed 
program w a s first publicly announced by 
Bohigas in his essay, "Possibi l i t ies for a 
Barcelona Architecture,"" published in 
1951. The var ious impulses that went to 
make up the heterogeneous form of Cata­
lonian Regional ism exemplify, in retro­
spect, the essential ly hybrid nature of an 
authentic modern culture. First, there was 
the Catalonian brick tradition which evi ­
dently dates back to the heroic period of 
the Modernismo; then there w a s the influ­
ence of Neoplast ic ism, an impulse which 
w a s directly inspired by Bruno Zevi 's La 
poetica delta architettura neoplastica of 
1953 and, finally, there w a s the revisionist 
style of Italian N e o - R e a l i s m - a s exempl i ­
fied above all in the work of Ignazio 
Gardel la . ' 

The career of the Barcelona architect J . A. 
Coderch has been typically Regionalist in­
asmuch as it has osci l lated, until recent 
date, between a mediterraneanized, mod­
ern brick vernacu la r -Venet ian in evoca­
t ion-apparent , say, in his eight-storey 
brick apartment block built in Barcelona in 
the Paseo Nacional in 1 9 5 2 - 5 4 (a m a s s ar­
ticulated by full-height shutters and over­
hanging cornices), and the avant-gardist, 
Neoplastic composit ion of his Casa Cata­
sus completed at Sitges in 1957. The work 
of Martorel l , Bohigas and Mackay has 
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Ricatdo Bofill. Walden 7, Saint 
Just Desvern (near Barcelona). 
1975 

A. Siza, "To Catch a Precise Moment of Flittering 
Images in All its Shades" , Architecture and 
Urbanism, Tokyo, no. 123, December 1980, p. 9. 

tended to oscil late between comparable 
poles; between, on the one hand, an as­
sumed brick vernacular close to the work 
of Coderch and Garde l l a 6 and, on the 
other, their Neo-Brutalist public manner ; 
this last being best exempl i f ied in the 
technical rat ional ism of their Thau School 
built in the suburbs of Barcelona in 1975. 

The recent del iquescence of Catalonian 
Regional ism finds its most extreme mani­
festation in the work of Ricardo Bofill and 
the Taller de Arquitectura. For where the 
early work of Bofill (for example, the Calle 
Nicaragua apartments of 1964) displayed 
evident affinity for the re-interpreted brick 
vernacular of Coderch, the Taller w a s to 
adopt a more exaggerated rhetoric in the 
Sevent ies . With their Xanadu complex 
built in Calpe (1967), they entered into a 
f lamboyant romant ic ism. Th is castellated 
syntax reached its apotheosis in their he­
roic, but ostentatious, tile-faced Walden 7 
complex at Sa in t -Jus t Desvern (1975). 
With its twelve-storey voids, underlit liv­
ing rooms, miniscule balconies and its 
now disintegrating tile cladding, Walden 7 
denotes that delicate boundary where an 
initially sound impulse degenerates into 
an ineffective P o p u l i s m - a Popul ism 
whose ultimate aim is not to provide a 
l iveable and signif icant environment but 
rather to achieve a highly photogenic 
form of scenography. In the last analys is, 
despite its passing homage to Gaudi , Wal­
den 7 is devoted to a form of admass se­
duction. It is architecture of narc iss ism 
par excellence, for the formal rhetoric ad­
dresses itself mainly to high fashion, and 
to the marketing of Bof ill's f lamboyant 
personality. The Mediterranean hedonistic 
Utopia to which it pretends col lapses on 
closer inspect ion, above all at the level of 
the roofscape where a potentially sen­
suous envi ronment has not been borne 
out by the reality of its occupation. 

Nothing could be further from Bofil l 's in­
tentions than the architecture of the Por­
tugese master A lvaro S iza y Viera, whos 
career, beginning with his sw imming po 
at Quinta de Conceicad, completed in 
1965, has been anything but photogenic 
This much can be discerned not only fro 
the fragmentary evas ive nature of the 
published images but also from a text 
written in 1979: 

Most of my works were never pub­
l ished; some of the things I did we 
only carr ied out in part, others wer 
profoundly changed or destroyed. 
That 's only to be expected. An arch 
tectonic proposit ion whose aim is 1 
go deep . . . a proposition that in­
tends to be more than a passive m 
terial isation, refuses to reduce that 
same reality, analys ing each of its 
aspects, one by one; that proposi­
tion can't find support in a f ixed irr 
age, can't fol low a linear evolu­
tion. . . . Each design must catch, 
with the utmost rigour, a precise 
moment of the flittering image, in 
all its shades , and the better you c< 
recognize that flittering quality of 
reality, the clearer your design wil l 
be. . . . That may be the reason wh 
only marginal works (a quiet dwell 
ing, a holiday house miles away) 
have been kept as they were origi­
nally designed. But something re­
mains. Pieces are kept here and 
there, inside ourse lves, perhaps fa 
thered by someone, leaving marks 
on space and people, melting into 
process of total t ransformation." 

It could be argued that this hyper­
sensit ivity toward the fluid and yet spe­
cific nature of reality renders Siza 's work 
more layered and rooted than the eclect 
tendencies of the Barcelona School for, I 

4 
Alvaro Siza y Viera. Quinta de 
Conceicad. Matosinhos, 
Portugal. 1958 65. plan 
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taking Aalto as his point of departure, he 
seems to have been able to ground his 
building in the configurat ion of a given 
topography and in the f ine-grained specif­
icity of the local context. To this end his 
pieces are tight responses to the urban 
fabric and mar inescape of the Porto re­
gion. Other important factors are his ex­
traordinary sensit iv i ty towards local 
materials, craft work, and, above all, to 
the subtlet ies of local l i gh t -h i s sense for 

a particular kind of filtration and penetra­
tion. Like Aalto's J y v a s k y l a Universi ty 
(1957), or his Saynatsa lo City Hall (1949), 
all of S iza 's bui ldings are delicately lay­
ered and inlaid into their si tes. His ap­
proach is patently tactile and material ist, 
rather than v isual and graphic, from his 
Bires House built at Povoa do Varzim in 
1976 to his Bouca Resident 's Associat ion 
Housing of 1977. E v e n his smal l bank 
buildings, of which the best is probably 
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Emilio Ambasz, The Architecture of Luis Barragan 

(New York: The Museum of Modern Art. 1976) p. 9. 

the Pinto branch bank built at Oliveira de 
Azemeis in 1974, are topographical ly con­
ceived and structured. 

The theoretical work of the New York-
based Austr ian architect Ra imund 
Abraham may also be seen as having la­
tent regionalist connotat ions inasmuch as 
this architect has a lways st ressed place 
creation and the topographic aspects of 
the built environment. The House with 
Three Wal ls (1972) and the House with 
Flower Walls (1973) are typical ontological 
works of the early Sevent ies , where in the 
project evokes the oneiric essence of the 
site, together with the inescapable materi­
ality of building. Th i s feeling for the tec­
tonic nature of built form and for its 
capacity to transform the surface of the 
earth has been carr ied over into Abra­
ham's recent designs made for Interna­
tional Bauausste l lung in Ber l in, above all 
his recent projects for South Friedrich-
stadt, designed in 1981. 

An equally tactile but more specif ical ly re­
gionalist approach is obtained in the case 
of the veteran Mexican architect Luis 
Barragan, whose finest houses (many of 
which have been erected in the suburb of 
Pedregal) are nothing if not topographic. 
As much a landscape designer as an ar­
chitect, Barragan has a lways sought a 
sensual and earthbound architecture; an 
architecture compounded out of en­
closures, stelae, fountains, water courses, 
color saturat ion; an architecture laid into 
volcanic rock and lush vegetat ion; an ar­
chitecture that refers only indirectly to the 
Mexican colonial estancia. Of Barragan's 
feeling for mythic and rooted beginnings 
it is sufficient to cite his memor ies of the 
apocryphal pueblo of his youth: 

My earl iest chi ldhood memor ies are 
related to a ranch my family owned 
near the vi l lage of Mazamit la. It 
was a pueblo with hil ls, formed by 
houses with tile roofs and immense 
eaves to shield passersby from the 
heavy rains which fall in that area. 
Even the earth's color w a s interest­
ing because it w a s red earth. In this 
vi l lage, the water distribution sys ­
tem consisted of great gutted logs, 
in the form of troughs, which ran on 
a support structure of tree forks, 5 
meters high, above the roofs. Th is 
aqueduct crossed over the town, 
reaching the patios, where there 
were great stone fountains to re­
ceive the water. The patios housed 
with stables, with cows and chick­
ens, all together. Outside, in the 
street, there were iron rings to tie 
the horses. The channeled logs, cov­
ered with moss , dripped water all 
over town, of course. It gave this vi l ­
lage the ambience of a fairy tale. 

No, there are no photographs. I 
have only its memory. 

This remembrance has surely been fil­
tered through Barragan's life-long in­
volvement with Islamic architecture. 
Simi lar feelings and concerns are eviden -

in his opposit ion to the invasion of pri­
vacy in the modern world and in his 
crit icism of the subtle erosion of na­
ture which has accompanied postwar 
civi l ization: 

Everyday life is becoming much too 
public. Radio, T V , telephone all in­
vade privacy. Gardens should there­
fore be enclosed, not open to public 



gaze. . . . Archi tects, are forgetting 
the need of human beings for half-
light, the sort of light that imposes a 
tranquility, in their l iving rooms as 
wel l as in their bedrooms. About 
half the g lass that is used in so 
many bu i l d i ngs -homes as wel l as 
o f f i ces -wou ld have to be removed 
in order to obtain the quality of light 
that enables one to live and work in 
a more concentrated manner . . . 
Before the machine age, even in the 
middle of cit ies, Nature w a s every­
body's trusted companion. . . . Now­
adays, the situation is reversed. 
Man does not meet with Nature, 
even when he leaves the city to 
commune with her. Enclosed in his 
shiny automobi le, his spirit s tamped 
with the mark of the wor ld whence 
the automobi le emerged, he is, 
within Nature, a foreign body. A bill­
board is suff icient to stifle the voice 
of Nature. Nature becomes a scrap 
of Nature and man a scrap of man." 

By the time of his first house and studio 
built in Tacubaya, Mexico D.F. in 1947, 
Barragan had already made a subtle 
move away from the universal syntax of 
the so-cal led International Sty le. And yet 
his work has a lways remained committed 
to that abstract form which has so charac­
terized the art of our era. Barragan's pen­
chant for large, almost inscrutable 
abstract planes set in the landscape is 
perhaps at its most intense in his garden 
for Las Arboledas of 1961 and his f reeway 
monument, Satell i te City Towers, de­
signed with Mathias Goertiz in 1967. 

Regional ism has, of course, manifested it­
self in other parts of the Amer icas ; in Brazil 

in the 1940s, in the early work of Oscar 
Niemeyer and Alfonso Reidy; in Argen­
tina in the work of Amanc io W i l l i a m s -
above all in Wi l l iams ' bridge house in 
Mar del Plata of 1945 and more recently 
perhaps in Clorindo Testa's Bank of Lon­
don and South Amer ica , built in Buenos 
Aires in 1959; in Venezuela, in the Ciudad 
Universi tar ia built to the designs of Carlos 
Raoul Vi l lanueva between 1945 and 1960; 
in the West Coast of the United States, 
first in Los Angeles in the late 1920s in 
the work of Neutra, Schindler, Weber and 
Gill, and then in the so-cal led Bay Area 
and Southern California schools founded 
by Wil l iam Wurster and Hamilton Harwell 
Harris respectively. No-one has perhaps 
expressed the idea of a Crit ical Regional­
ism more discretely than Harwel l Harris in 
his address, "Reg iona l ism and National­
i s m " which he gave to the North West 
Regional Counci l of the AIA, in Eugene, 
Oregon, in 1954: 

Opposed to the Regional ism of Re­
striction is another type of regional­
i sm; the Regional ism of Liberation. 
This is the manifestat ion of a region 
that is especially in tune with the 
emerging thought of the time. We 
call such a manifestat ion " reg iona l " 
only because it has not yet emerged 
elsewhere. It is the genius of this re­
gion to be more than ordinari ly 
aware and more than ordinari ly 
free. Its virtue is that its manifesta­
tion has significance for the world 
outside itself. To express this region­
al ism architecturally it is necessary 
that there be bui ld ing,-preferably a 
lot of bu i ld ing-at one t ime. Only so 
can the express ion be sufficiently 
general, sufficiently var ied, suffi-
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ill Associates . Fort 
jderdale Riverfront Plaza, 
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n and elevation. 

larwell H Harris, "Regionalism and Nationalism". 
tudent Publication of the School of Design, North 
arolina State of the University of North Carolina at 
a/eigh, Volume 14, No. 5. 
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)escription submitted by Harry Wolf Associates on 
eptember 3, 1982 for the Fort Lauderdale Riverfront 
laza Competition. 

ciently forceful to capture people's 
imaginat ions and provide a friendly 
cl imate long enough for a new 
school of design to develop. 

San Francisco w a s made for 
Maybeck. Pasadena w a s made for 
Greene and Greene. Neither could 
have accompl ished what he did in 
any other place or t ime. Each used 
the mater ia ls of the place; but it is 
not the mater ials that dist inguish 
the work. . . . 

A region may develop ideas. A re­
gion may accept ideas. Imaginations 
and intell igence are necessary for 
both. In Cali fornia in the late Twen­
ties and Thir t ies modern European 
ideas met a still developing region­
a l ism. In New England, on the other 
hand, European Modernism met a 
rigid and restrictive regional ism that 
at first resisted and then surren­
dered. New England accepted Euro­
pean Modern ism whole because its 
own regional ism had been reduced 
to a collection of restrictions." 

Despite an apparent f reedom of expres­
sion, such a level of l iberative regional ism 
is difficult to sustain in North Amer ica to­
day. Within the current proliferation of 
highly individualist ic forms of narciss­
i s m - a body of work which is ult imately 
cynical , patronising and self-indulgent 
rather than roo ted-on ly two f i rms today 
display any consistent sensit ivity towards 
the evolution of a regional culture which 
is both specif ic and crit ical. 

The first example would be the simple, 
s i te-responsive houses designed by An­
drew Batey and Mark Mack for the Napa 
Valley area in Cal i fornia; the second 
would be the work of the architect Harry 
Wolf, whose work, which has so far been 
largely restricted to North Carol ina, is de­
signed out of Charlotte. Wolf 's sensit ivity 
to the specificity of place has perhaps 
been most intensely demonstrated in his 
recent competit ion entry for the Fort 
Lauderdale Riverfront Plaza. The descrip­
tion of this work at once displays both a 
feeling for the specif icity of the place and 
a self-conscious reflection on the locus of 
Fort Lauderdale in history. 

The worsh ip of the sun and the 
measurement of t ime from its light 
reach back to the earliest recorded 
history of man. It is interesting to 
note in the case of Fort Lauderdale 

that if one were to fol low a 26 degree 
latitudinal line around the globe, 
one would find Fort Lauderdale in 
the company of Ancient T h e b e s - t h e 
throne of the Egypt ian sun god, Ra. 
Further to the East , one would find 
Jaipur, India, where heretofore, the 
largest equinoctal sundial in the 
world w a s built 110 years prior to 
the founding of Fort Lauderdale. 

Mindful of these magnif icent histor­
ical precedents, we sought a symbol 
that would speak of the past, pres­
ent and future of Fort Lauderdale. 
. . . To capture the sun in symbol a 
great sundial is incised on the Plaza 
site and the gnomon of the sundial 
bisects the site on its north-south 
ax is . The gnomon of the double 
blade r ises from the south at 26 de­
grees 5 minutes parallel to Fort 
Lauderdale's latitude. . . . 

Each of (the) signif icant dates in Fort 
Lauderdale 's history is recorded in 
the great blade of the sundia l . With 
careful calculation the sun angles 
are perfectly al igned with penetra­
tions through the two blades to cast 
brilliant circles of light, landing on 
the otherwise shadowy side of the 
sundial . These shafts of light illu­
minate an appropriate historical 
marker serving as annual historical 
reminders. 

Etched into the eastern side of the 
plaza, an enlarged map of the City 
shows the New River as it meets the 
harbor. The eastern edge of the 
building is eroded in the shape of 
the river and introduces light into 
the offices beneath the Plaza along 
its path. 

The River cont inues until it meets 
the semicirc le of the water court 
where the river path creates a wal l 
of water even with the level of the 
Plaza, providing a s ixteen foot cas­
cade into the pool below. The map 
fol lows the river upstream until it 
reaches the gnomon where , at map 
scale, the juncture of the blade and 
the river coincide exact ly with the 
site on which the blade s tands. 1 0 

In Europe the work of the Italian architect 
Gino Valle may also be classi f ied as criti­
cal and regionalist inasmuch as his entire 
career has been centered around the city 
of Udine, in Italy. From here Valle w a s to 
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make one of the earl iest post-war ^ i n ­
terpretations of the Italian Lombardy ver­
nacular in the Casa Quaglia built at Sutrio 
in 1956. Throughout the Fift ies, Valle dedi­
cated himself to the evolution of an indus­
trial format for the Lombardy region. Th is 
development reached its zenith in his 
Zanuss i Rex factory built at Pordenone in 
1961. Aside from this, he w a s to extend 
his capacity for a more richly-textured 
and inflected regional expression in his 
thermal baths, built at Arta in 1964 and in 
his project for the Udine Civ ic Theatre 
submitted one year before. Regional ism, 
as we have seen, is often not so much a 
collective effort as it is the output of 
a talented individual working with com­
mitment towards some sort of rooted 
expression. 

Apart from the Western United States, Re­
gionalism first became manifest in the 
post-war wor ld in the vestigial city-states 
of the European continent. A number of 
regional architects seem to have had their 
origins in this middle ground in the first 
decade after the war. Among those of the 
pre-war generation who have somehow 
remained committed to this regional in­
flection one may count such architects 
as Ernst Gisel in Zur ich, J o r n Utzon in 
Copenhagen, Vittorio Gregotti in Milan, 
Gino Valle in Udine, Peter Celsing in 
Stockholm, Mathias Ungers in Cologne, 
Sverre Fehn in Oslo, Ar is Konstant inides 
in Athens, Ludwig Leo in Berl in, and the 
late Carlo Scarpa in Venice. Louis Kahn 
may also be considered to be a region­
ally-oriented architect inasmuch as he 
was to remain commit ted to Phi ladelphia, 
both as myth and reality, throughout his 
life. It is symptomat ic of his concern for 
preserving the urban qualit ies of down­
town Phi ladelphia that he should show 
the central city area as a ci tadel; as a sec­
tor wal led in like Carcassonne by an auto-
route instead of a bastion and studded on 
its perimeter with cyl indrical parking si los 
instead of castel lated towers. 

Swi tzer land, with its intricate linguistic 
and cultural boundar ies and its tradition 
of cosmopol i tan ism, has a lways dis­
played strong regionalistic tendencies; 
ones which have often assumed a critical 
nature. The subtle cantonal combination 
of admiss ion and exc lus ion has a lways fa­
vored the cult ivation of extremely dense 
forms of expression in quite limited areas, 
and yet, whi le the cantonal system serves 
to sustain local culture, the Helvetic Feder­
ation facil i tates the penetration and as­
similat ion of foreign ideas. Dolf Schnebl i 's 

Corbusian, vaulted vi l la at Campione 
d'ltalia on the I ta lo-Swiss frontier (1960) 
may be seen as initiating the resistance 
S w i s s regional culture to the rule of inte 
national Mies ian ism. Th is resistance 
found its echo almost immediately in 
other parts of Swi tzer land, in Aurel io 
Galfetti 's equally Corbusian Rotalini 
House, in Bel l inzona and in the Atelier 5 
version of the Corbus ian beton brut mar 
ner, as this appeared in private houses 
at Motier and Flamatt and in Siedlung 
Halen, built outside Bern in 1960. Today' 
Tic inese Regional ism has its ultimate 
origins not only in this pioneering work 
of Schnebl i , Galfetti and Atelier 5, but 
also in the Neo-Wrightian work of Tita 
Carloni. 

The strength of provincial culture surely 
resides in its capacity to condense the a 
tistic potential of the region whi le rein­
terpreting cultural inf luences coming 
from the outside. The work of Mario Bot 
is typical in this respect, with its con­
centration on issues which relate directh 
to a specific place and with its adaptatioi 
of var ious Rationalist methods drawn 
from the outside. Apprent iced to Carloni 
and later educated under Carlo Scarpa ir 
Venice, Botta w a s fortunate enough to 
work, however briefly, for both Kahn anc 
Le Corbusier during the short t ime that 
they each projected monuments for that 
city. Evidently inf luenced by these men, 
Botta has since appropriated the meth­
odology of the Italian Neo-Rational ists a ; 
his own, whi le s imul taneously retaining, 
through his apprent iceship with Scarpa , 
an uncanny capacity for the craft enrich­
ment of both form and space. Perhaps th 
most striking example of this last occurs 
in his application of intonocare lucido 
(polished plaster) to the f ireplace sur­
rounds of a converted fa rmhouse that 
was built to his designs at Ligrignano in 
1979. 

Two other pr imary traits in Botta's work 
may be seen as testifying to his Regiona 
i sm; on the one hand, his constant preoc 
cupation with what he terms building tbe 
site, and, on the other, his deep convictio 
that the loss of the historical city can onh 
now be compensated for on a f ragmen­
tary basis. His largest work to date, 
namely his school at Morbio Inferiore, a< 
serts itself as a micro-urban rea lm; as a 
cultural compensat ion for the evident los 
of urbanity in Ch iasso, the nearest large 
city. Pr imary references to the culture of 
the Ticino landscape are also somet imes 
evoked by Botta at a typical level. An ex-



157 

15 
Mano Bona . Farmhouse at 
Ligngnano. 1978 79 

Mano Bona. C a s a Rotunda. 
Stabio. 1981 

ample of this would be the house at Riva 
San Vitale, wh ich refers obliquely to the 
traditional country summer house or 
rocoli wh ich w a s once endemic to the 
region. 

As ide from this specif ic reference, Botta's 
houses often appear as markers in the 
landscape, either as points or as bound­
aries. The house in Ligornetto, for exam­
ple, establ ishes the frontier where the 
vi l lage ends and the agrar ian system be­
gins. The v isual acoust ics of its plan stem 
from the gun-sight aperture of the house 
which turns away from the fields and to­
wards the vi l lage. Botta's houses are in­
var iably treated in this way, as bunker-
belvederes, where the fenestration opens 
towards selected v iews in the landscape, 
thereby screening out, with stoic pathos, 
the rapacious suburban development that 
has taken place in the Ticino region over 
the past twenty years . Finally, his houses 
are never layered into the contours of a 
given site, but rather "bui ld the s i t e " " by 
declaring themse lves as pr imary forms, 
set against the topography and the sky. 
Their surpr is ing capacity to harmonize 
with the still partially agricultural nature 
of the region s tems directly from their 
analogical form and f in ish; that is to say, 
from the fair-faced, concrete block of their 
structure and from the silo or barn-like 
shell forms in which they are housed, 
these last al luding to the traditional ag­
ricultural structures from which the 
form der ives. 

Despite this demonstrat ion of a convinc­
ing, modern, domest ic sensibility, the 
most critical aspect of Botta's achieve­
ment does not reside in his houses, but 
rather in his public projects; in particular 

in the two large-scale proposals which he 
designed in collaborative with Luigi 
Snozzi . Both of these are "v iaduct" build­
ings and as such are certainly influenced 
to some degree by Kahn 's Venice Con­
gress Hall project of 1968 and by Rossi 's 
first sketches for Galaratese of 1970. The 
first of these projects, their Centro Di-
rezionale di Perugia of 1971, is projected 
as a "city within a city" and the wider im­
plications of this design clearly stem from 
its potential applicability to many Mega-
lopolitan situations throughout the wor ld. 
Had it been realized, this regional center, 
built as an arcaded galleria, would have 
been capable of s ignal ing its presence to 
the urban region without compromis ing 
the historic city or fusing with the chaos 
of the surrounding suburban develop­
ment. A comparable clarity and appropri­
ateness w a s obtained in their Zurich 
Stat ion proposal of 1978. The advantages 
of the urban strategy adopted in this in­
stance are so remarkable as to merit brief 
enumerat ion. This mult i leveled bridge 
structure would have not only provided 
four separate concourse levels to accom­
modate shops, off ices, restaurants, etc., 
but would have also constituted a new 
head building at the end of the covered 
platforms. At the same t ime it would have 
emphasized an indistinct urban boundary 
without compromis ing the historic profile 
of the exist ing terminus. 

In the case of the Tic ino, one can lay 
c la im to the actual presence of a Region-
alist School in the sense that, after the 
late 1950s, this area produced a body of 
remarkable buildings, many of which 
were collectively achieved. Th is much is 
clear, not only from the diversity of 
Botta's own col laborators but also from 
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associat ions which took place without his 
participation. Once again credit is due to 
the older generation such as Galfetti, 
Carloni, and Schnebl i , who frequently col­
laborated with younger architects. There 
is no room here to list all the architects 
involved, but some idea of the scope of 
this endeavor may be obtained from the 
fact that the T ic inese " s c h o o l " comprised 
well over twenty architects who were 
variously to build some forty buildings of 
note between 1960 and 1975. 

It is hardly surpr is ing that Tadao Ando, 
who is one of the most regionally con­
scious architects in J a p a n should be 
based in Osaka rather than Tokyo and that 
his theoretical wr i t ings should formulate 
more clearly than any other architect of 
his generation a set of precepts which 
come close to the idea of Crit ical Region­
al ism. Th is is most evident in the tension 
that he perceives as obtaining between 
the process of universal modernization 
and the id iosyncrasy of rooted culture. 
Thus we find him writ ing in an essay en­
titled, "F rom Sel f -Enc losed Modern Archi­
tecture toward Universal i ty," 

Born and bred in J a p a n , I do my ar­
chitectural work here. And I suppose 
it would be possible to say that the 
method I have selected is to apply 
the vocabulary and techniques de­
veloped by an open, universal ist 
Modernism in an enclosed realm of 

individual l i festyles and regional di 
ferentiation. But it s e e m s difficult t< 
me to attempt to express the sen­
sibilit ies, customs, aesthetic aware 
ness, distinctive culture, and social 
traditions of a given race by means 
of an open, internationalist vocabu 
lary of Modernism . . 

As Ando's argument unfolds w e realize 
that for him an Enclosed Modern Architei 
ture has two meanings. On the one hanc 
he means quite literally the creation of e 
claves or, to be specif ic, cour t -houses by 
virtue of which man is able to recover 
and sustain some vest ige of that t ime-
honoured t r i ad , -man , nature, cu/ture-
against the obliterating onslaught of 
Megalopolitan development. Thus Ando 
wri tes: 

After World War II, when J a p a n 
launched on a course of rapid eco­
nomic growth, the people's value 
criteria changed. The old fundamer 
tally feudal fami ly sys tem collapsec 
Such social alterations as concentr; 
tion of information and places of 
work in cit ies led to overpopulation 
of agricultural and f ishing vi l lages 
and towns (as w a s probably true in 
other parts of the world as we l l ) ; 
overly dense urban and suburban 
populations made it impossible to 
preserve a feature that w a s formerl 
most character ist ic of Japanese res 
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dential architecture; intimate con­
nection with nature and openness to 
the natural wor ld. What I refer to as 
an Enc losed Modern Architecture is 
a restoration of the Unity between 
house and nature that Japanese 
houses have lost in the process of 
modernizat ion. ' 3 

In his smal l courtyard block houses, often 
set within dense urban fabric, Ando em­
ploys concrete in such a w a y as to stress 
the taut homogeneity of its surface rather 
than its weight, s ince for him it " i s the 
most suitable material for realizing sur­
faces created by rays of sunlight . . . 
(where) . . . wa l ls become abstract, are 
negated, and approach the ultimate limit 
of space. Their actuality is lost, and only 
the space they enclose gives a sense of 
really exist ing." M 

While the cardinal importance of light is 
present in theoretical wr i t ings of Louis 
Kahn and Le Corbusier, Ando sees the 
paradox of spatial l impidity emerging out 
of light as being peculiarly pertinent to 
the Japanese character and with this he 
makes explicit the second and broader 
meaning which he attributes to the con­
cept of a sel f-enclosed modernity. He 
wri tes: 

Spaces of this kind are overlooked 
in util itarian affairs of everyday liv­
ing and rarely make themselves 

known. Still they are capable of 
st imulating recollection of their own 
innermost forms and stimulating 
new discover ies. Th is is the aim of 
what I call c losed modern architec­
ture. Architecture of this kind is likely 
to alter with the region in which it 
sends out roots and to grow in var i­
ous distinctive individual w a y s , still, 
though c losed, I feel convinced that 
as a methodology it is open in the 
direction of universality." 1 

What Ando has in mind is the develop­
ment of a trans-optical architecture where 
the r ichness of the work lies beyond the 
initial perception of its geometr ic order. 
The tactile value of the tectonic compo­
nents are crucial to this changing spatial 
revelation, for as he w a s to wri te of his 
Koshino Residence in 1981: 

Light changes express ions with 
t ime. I believe that the architectural 
materials do not end with wood and 
concrete that have tangible forms 
but go beyond to include light and 
wind which appeal to our senses . 
. . . Detail ex is ts as the most impor­
tant element in express ing identity. 
. . . Thus to me, the detail is an ele­
ment which ach ieves the physical 
composit ion of architecture, but at 
the same t ime, it is a generator of 
an image of archi tecture. ' 6 

That this opposition between universal 
civilization and autochthonous culture 
can have strong political connotat ions has 
been remarked on by Alex Tzonis in his 
article on the work of the Greek architects 
Dimitris and Susana Antonakakis, en­
titled, " T h e Grid and Pathway," in which 
he demonstrates the ambiguous role 
played by the universal i ty of the 
Schinkelschuler in the founding of the 
Greek state. Thus w e find Tzonis wri t ing: 

In Greece, historicist regional ism in 
its neo-classical vers ion had already 
met with opposit ion before the ar­
rival of the Welfare State and of 
modern architecture. It is due to a 
very peculiar cr is is which explodes 
around the end of the nineteenth 
century. Historicist regional ism here 
had grown not only out of a war of 
l iberation; it had emerged out of in­
terests to develop an urban elite set 
apart from the peasant wor ld and its 
rural " backwardness " and to create 
a dominance of town over country: 
hence the special appeal of histor-
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ander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, "The Grid and 
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Susana Antonakakis, with Prolegomena to a 
)ry of the Culture of Modern Greek Architecture", 
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is and Lefaivre, Architecture in Greece. 

icist regional ism, based on the book 
rather than exper ience, with its 
monumental i ty recall ing another 
distant and forlorn elite. Historical 
regional ism had united people but it 
had also divided t h e m . " 

While the var ious reactions which fol­
lowed the nineteenth-century tr iumph of 
the Greek Nationalist, Neo-classical style 
varied from vernacular historicism in the 
Twenties to a more thorough-going mod­
ernist approach wh ich , immediately be­
fore and after the Second World War, first 
proclaimed modernity as an ideal and 
then directly attempted to participate in 
the modernization of Greek society. 

As Tzonis points out, critical regional ism 
only began in Greece with the thirties 
projects of Dimitri Pikionis and Ar is Kon-
stantinidis, above all in the latter's Eleusis 
house of 1938 and his garden exhibit ion 
built in Ki f issia in 1940. It then manifested 
itself with great force in the pedestrian 
zone that Dimitri Pikionis designed for the 
Philopappus Hill, in 1957, on a site imme­
diately adjacent to the Acropol is in 
Athens. In this work, as Tzonis points out: 

Pikionis proceeds to make a work of 
architecture free from technological 
exhibi t ionism and composit ional 
conceit (so typical of the main­
stream of architecture of the 1950s) 
a stark naked object almost de-

material ized, an ordering of "p laces 
made for the occas ion, " unfolding 
around the hill for sol i tary contem­
plation, for intimate d iscuss ion, for a 
small gathering, for a vast assembly. 

To weave this extraordinary braid of 
niches and passages and situations, 
Pikionis identifies appropriate com­
ponents from the lived-in spaces of 
folk architecture, but in this project 
the link with the regional is not 
made out of tender emotion. In 
a completely different attitude, 
these envelopes of concrete events 
are studied with a cold empir ical 
method, as if documented by an ar­
chaeologist. Neither is their selec­
tion and their posit ioning carried 
out to stir easy superf icial emotion. 
They are platforms to be used in an 
everyday sense but to supply that 
which, in the context of contempo­
rary architecture, everyday life does 
not. The investigation of the local 
is the condition for reaching the 
concrete and the real, and for re-
humanizing architecture. '" 

Unlike Pikionis, Konstantinidis, as his ca­
reer unfolded, moved closer to the ration­
ality of the universal grid and it is this 
affinity that now leads Tzonis to regard 
the work of Antonakakis as lying some­
where between the autochthonous path­
w a y of Pikionis and universal grid of 
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Konstantinidis. Are we justified in seeing 
this dual ism as yet a further manifestation 
of the interaction between culture and 
civi l ization, and if so, what are the gen­
eral consequences? Tzonis wr i tes of 
Antonakakis ' work and of critical regional­
ism in general that: ". . . (it) is a bridge 
over which any humanist ic architecture of 
the future must pass , even if the path may 

i s lead to a completely different direction." 1 9 

Tzonis and Lefaivre, Architecture in Greece. 

Perhaps the one work of Antonakakis 
which expresses this conjunction of grid 
and the pathway more succinct ly than 
any other is the Benakis Street apartment 
building completed to their designs in 
Athens in 1975; a building where in a con­
cept of labyrinthine path-movement, 
drawn f rom the is lands of Hydra, is 
woven into the structural fabric of a ra­
tionalist g r i d - the A B A concrete f rame 
which susta ins the form of the building. 

If any central principle of critical regional­
ism can be isolated, then it is surely a 
commitment to place rather than space, 
or, in Heideggerian terminology, to the 
nearness of raum, rather than the dis­
tance of spatium. Th is st ress on place 
may also be construed as affording the 
political space of public appearance as for­
mulated by Hannah Arendt. Such a con­
junction between the cultural and the 
political is difficult to achieve in late capi­
talist society. Among the occasions in the 
last decade on which it has appeared on 

more general terms, recognition shoul( 
be given to the development of Bologn 
in the Sevent ies . In this instance, an ap 
praisal w a s made of the fundamental 
morphology and typology of the city fa 
ric, and socialist legislation was intro­
duced to maintain this fabric in both oh 
and new development. The conditions i 
der which such a plan is feasible must < 
necessity be restricted to those survivir 
traditional cit ies which have remained 
subject to responsible forms of politica 
control. Where these cultural and po/itii 
condit ions are absent, the formulation i 
a creative cultural strategy becomes m< 
difficult. The universal Megalopolis is p 
tently antipathetic to a dense different!, 
tion of culture. It intends, in fact, the 
reduction of the environment to nothin 
but commodity. A s an abacus of develo 
ment, it consists of little more than a he 
lucinatory landscape in which nature 
fuses into instrument and vice versa. Ci 
cal Regional ism would seem to offer th 
sole possibil ity of resisting the rapacity 
this tendency. Its salient cultural precep 
is 'p lace' creat ion; the general model tc 
be employed in all future development 
the enclave-X^aX is to say, the bounded 
fragment against which the ceaseless 
inundation of a place- less, alienating cc 
sumer ism wil l f ind itself momentari ly 
checked. 
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His concrete sur faces have textures as 
smooth and delicate as fine craftwork. His 
composi t ions are spare and clean. By 
these means, Tadao Ando produces 
spaces symbol iz ing the relation between 
human beings and physical objects. His 
interpretation of this relation is imbued 
with dist inctively Japanese emotions de­
rived from the Japanese cultural tradition. 
Th is may best be il lustrated by a compari ­
son of his work with that of Sen no Rikyu 
( 1 5 2 2 - 9 1 ) , one of the greatest of all tea 
ceremony masters , and an important ar­
chitect of tea ceremony pavi l ions. 

The Tea Ceremony 

The custom of drinking tea w a s intro­
duced to J a p a n by Zen priests in the 
thirteenth century, and gained wide popu­
larity among members of the ruling war­
rior c lass, the court aristocrats and later 
the rich merchants. A s t ime went by, the 
preparation and imbibing of the beverage 
were worked into an elaborately for­
mal ized sys tem demanding a certain 
number of utensi ls and architectural ap­
purtenances. Severa l tea masters con­
centrated on codifying the hospitality as­
sociated with tea, and the result was the 
Way of Tea, or the tea ceremony. 

Rikyu introduced fresh vigor into the tea 
ceremony by designing rooms and small 

pavi l ions for it that departed from forme 
architectural tradit ions. In contrast to all 
of the major architectural styles of the 
pas t - t he Shinto shr ines represented by 
the splendid buildings at Ise and Izumo, 
the aristocratic residences of the shindei 
zukuri style, the warr ior homes of the 
shoin style, and the temple buildings (fi< 
ures 1 - 4 ) - h e gave refined expression 
to the aesthetic value he found in the 
humble houses of the common people 
(figure 5). 

Rikyu was striving to create spaces that, 
though smal l , could bring peace and 
calm, even for a short whi le, to member 
of the warr ior c lass plagued by strife an 
conflict. In the rooms he designed, gues 
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iuld become so absorbed in the affairs 
the tea ceremony that they forgot the 

Dubles of daily life. The methods he 
;ed to produce the kind of microcosm he 
anted were enclosure and the adapta-
)n of vernacular elements from folk 
vei l ings. Through Rikyu's tea ceremony 
j i ldings (built in a style that came to be 
lied so-an, or grass-thatched retreat), 
ese elements became fashionable with 
e wea l thy Thus , the domestic architec-
ral tradit ions of the common people ex-
ted an influence on the design of the 
)mes of the ar istocracy and the military 
ling c lass. 

An outcome of the nature of the tea cere­
mony pavi l ion, w a s the evolution of it as 
an element of social cr i t ic ism. A s I have 
said, warr iors hoped to f ind relief from 
the tumult of their everyday l ives in the 
microcosm of the teahouse. In other 
words , by fleeing to its peace and seclu­
s ion, they were , at least tacitly, criticizing 
the exist ing social condit ion. The same 
can be said of the aristocracy, who found 
in the tea ceremony a respite from a 
wor ld where , in spite of their ancient no­
bility, they were subordinate to military 
rulers who were often of much less digni­
fied lineage than they. In short, examples 
of tea ceremony architecture can be inter­
preted as statements of crit icism of the 
status quo. 

The spirit of the tea ceremony and of ev­
erything associated with it as it w a s de­
veloped by and after Sen no Rikyu, is 
often expressed by the Japanese word 
wabi, wh ich means a deliberate striving 
for simplicity. But the word carr ies a con­
notation of dissatisfact ion and is used to 
point out the failing of things or persons 
deemed worthy of cr i t ic ism. For instance, 
the refined, quiet, ca lm wabi style is 
somet imes mentioned as an antonym for 
the gaudy, ostentatious taste associated 
with the great mil i tary leader Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi (who w a s a patron of Rikyu). 
The idea of wabi can stand for dissatisfac­
tion with authority. 
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In addition to its ant iestabl ishment 
quali t ies, the tea ceremony and its archi­
tecture are the completely individual re­
sults of the art and thought of one person. 
Conceived and created by individual hu­
man beings exert ing their utmost phys­
ically and spiritually, tea ceremony rooms 
are places for individual human discipline 
and refinement and never symbols of so­
cial or rel igious status. 

Ando's Inheritance 

Although there is no resemblance in 
terms of style or actual forms, there is 
much in common between the tea cere­
mony designs of Sen no Rikyu and the 

residential designs of Tadao Ando in the 
nature of their spaces. Both are enclosed 
and concentrated. Both have a deliber­
ately created s imple appearance. Both are 
ca lm, quiet, and pure. Both are gentle, 
austere, and clear in mood. Both are 
dimly lit but have light within their dark­
ness. Both give a feeling of expans ive-
ness in spite of their smal l size. Though 
set in cit ies, both are rural in nature. 
Though artif icial, both are natural. 
They are neither commonplace nor 
monumenta l . 

The most decisive of the many ideas ar 
devices Rikyu used to cut the tea cere­
mony room off from the noisy world ar 
make of it a ca lm, quiet, inner-reflective 
microcosm w a s spatial enclosure. For ii 
stance, in the tea ceremony room calle< 
the Tai-an of the Myoki-an, in the outski 
of Kyoto, Rikyu created a space that, 
though only two tatami mats in area, is 
broad wor ld of spiritual abundance (fig 
ure 6). In rooms of this kind where no o 
ever feels c ramped; the smal ler the 
space, the more intensely fulfil led it is. 
Ando employs the same spatial concep 
In addition, he shares with Rikyu an inti 
est in manipulat ing light, in overlapping 
spaces, and in introducing the world of 
nature. 
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For enclosed spaces, natural lighting, and 
therefore the placement and sizes of 
openings in the wal ls delineating the 
spaces , deserves max imum care (figure 
7). S ince the kinds of spaces I am discuss­
ing are typif ied by light within darkness, 
they are to be ca lm and settled and their 
d imness is not to generate a sense of 
smal lness , rendering the question of 
openings all the more important. If the 
enclosed wor ld is a microcosm, the shaft 
of sunlight penetrating it is a ray of hope 
rendered vivid by the enclosure and the 
surrounding darkness (figure 8). 

The location of openings has a determin­
ing effect on the mood of a space. In most 
traditional Japanese residential architec­
ture, the major openings are on the south, 
where they receive full sun in winter. For 
their purposes, however, both Rikyu and 
Ando avoid southern openings because 
the bright i l lumination pouring through 
them has an unsettl ing effect on the 
space. For instance, the south wal l at the 
Tai-an has no w indows. Similarly, in keep­
ing with a desire for refracting instead of 
directly admitting light, in some of Ando's 
houses, such as the Yamaguchi residence 
or Soseikan (1975), the Ueda residence 
(1979), and the Koshino residence (1981), 
there are no southern w indows (figures 
9 - 1 1 ) . 

Other natural i l lumination devices of 
which Ando is fond can be traced, if no 
directly to Rikyu, at least to his influenc 
and to other tea masters who built on t 
foundation he laid. Though there is no i 
ample of it at the Tai-an, the small skylit 
w indow called the tsukiage-mado founc 
other tea ceremony pavi l ions, is though 
to have been originated by Rikyu (figure 
12). It may be propped open from withi 
and admits both light and air without al 
lowing the interior to be otherwise grea 
influenced by the exterior environment. 
Ando's predeliction for skyl ights is trace 
able to a desire simi lar to the one that 
inspired the invention of this kind of wit 
dow (figure 13). 
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.nother notable tea ceremony master 
obori Enshu (1579-1647) employed a 
ghting device resembling those that 
,ndo uses. At a tea ceremony room 
ailed the Koho-an Bosen, at the Kyoto 
smple Daitoku-ji, Enshu devised an un-
sual set of shoji that are completely 
pen in the bottom zone to permit v iews 
f the garden and admit reflected light, 
ut are fil led with translucent white paper 
i the top to admit only diffused light (fig-
re 14). In many of his houses, Ando uses 
rails of g lass blocks to admit only dif-
jsed light into interior spaces. At the 
oriuchi residence (1979), he uses a free-
landing g lass block wal l to define rela-
ons between interior and exterior (figure 
5). At the Ishihara residence (1978), his 

composit ion of glass block and trans­
parent g lass closely resembles that of the 
opening at the Koho-an (figure 16). In say­
ing this, however, I do not intend to give 
the impression that Ando is quoting tradi­
tional vocabulary. It is only that his 
thoughts on the treatment of light have 
led to a conclusion s imi lar to the tradi­
tional one. 

Overlapping Spaces 
In an enclosed wor ld, shut off from the 
exterior environment, spaces which over­
lap and figuratively fold in on each other 

add depth and r ichness to the composi­
tion and stimulate exci tement and expec­
tation in the person experiencing the 
space. The approach is one place where 
such an effect can be achieved. For exam­
ple, the approach to a tea ceremony pavil­
ion often leads through a garden space 
called a roji. In the course of traversing 
this garden, the visitor must pass through 
several gates, usual ly delicately and ex­
quisitely designed, before finally reaching 
the pavil ion where the tea ceremony wil l 
be performed (figure 17). S ince the site is 
very smal l , a series of gates w a s impossi­
ble at the Tai-an; but s imi lar anticipation 
and excitement are generated by detours 
deliberately included in the stepping-
stone wa lkway (figure 18). The same kind 
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f circuitous approach is characteristic of 
ndo's buildings. For instance, the resi-
ence called the House at Tezukayama 
1977), consists of two w ings , with the 
i t rance in the inner one (figure 19). Th is 
leans that the visitor must enter through 
ie front gate, pass the wing on the road 
Ide of the house, and then mount a 
ently sloping staircase to reach the front 
oor. A s he cl imbs the steps, the inclined 
iwn of the garden is a lways visible on 
is left (figure 20). The device at the 

Okusu residence (1978) is somewhat dif­
ferent. After passing through a high gate 
f rame- remin iscen t of the for// gates in 
front of Shinto s h r i n e s - t h e visitor must 
pass through another gate and then 
mount a staircase, f lanked by concrete 
wal ls but open to the sky, to the front 
door, which is on the level of the second 
story. Here he must go around another 
obstructing wal l before f inally reaching 
the entrance (figure 21). 

The rdji garden var ies the spatial experi­
ence between the entrance gate and the 
tea ceremony room and st imulates an­
ticipation of new things lying ahead. To 
achieve these a ims it employs a number 
of different features to complicate that 
space: gates, stepping stones, ritual water 

basins, smal l garden plots, wait ing pavil­
ions, and so on. Having passed through 
the rdji, the visitor must crouch to enter 
the tea ceremony room through a smal l , 
low door called the nijiriguchi, wh ich is 
about 79 cent imeters high and 72 cen­
t imeters w i d e - a fairly tight squeeze for 
an adult (figure 22). The psychological 
effect of crouching through this low door­
w a y is to make the smal l , dimly lit space 
inside seem much deeper and more com­
plex. The careful ly placed w indows 
controll ing the natural light in the low-
ceil inged room and the difficulty of 
entering it, intensify the impression 
of enclosure. 
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In tea ceremony architecture and in the 
dev ices-arch i tec tura l and o t h e r - u s e d in 
the spaces around it, a certain hint of the 
labyrinth pervades the atmosphere. 

Ando's architecture is characterized by 
a similar mood of the maze (figure 23). 
Though his plans and composi t ions are 
usually s imple and lucid, movement l ines 
within them develop in a compl icated 
way. One of his major concerns is dis­
covering the degree of complexi ty possi­
ble in simple plans. 

At the House at Tezukayama, the master 
bedroom is located in the block adjacent 
to the road. To reach it, one must cross 
the living room from the entrance hal l ; 
descend through a narrow, dark corridor, 
and then turn left. In short, one must 
make a complete circuit around the court­
yard garden. At the Okusu residence, the 
path is further compl icated by the addi­
tion of staircases (figure 24). The 
entrance to this house is on the second 
floor level. From there, one turns ninety 
degrees to descend an internal staircase. 
Then one passes along a cor r idor - the 
courtyard garden is visible on one s i d e -
and mounts another staircase to reach the 
master bedroom. Severa l right-angle 
turns are included in the Bansho resi­
dence, where a labyrinthlike quality has 

been strengthened by a recent addition 
(figure 25). At the Koshino residence, a 
staircase leads downward from the en­
trance to a spacious l iving room (figure 
26). From this space, one turns 180 de­
grees and descends along a dark, narro 
corridor, at the end of which one must 
turn again to reach the w ing housing th 
private quarters, all opening on another 
corridor with one wal l pierced by narro\ 
slit w indows admitt ing light into the din 
ness and enriching the spatial experienc 
In all of these houses, there is a series c 
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spaces in which light and shade are con­
trasted in dynamic sequences to inject 
complexity and depth into fundamental ly 
static plans with highly surpr is ing results. 

In daily life and in many fields of tradi­
tional cu l ture- inc lud ing ikebana and the 
Noh d r a m a - t h e Japanese people are 
fond of ca lm, but it must be a ca lm 
charged with the tension of dynamic ac­
tion. Architecture for the tea ceremony is 
based on an aesthetic of action inherent 
in the static state; and the architecture of 
Sen no Rikyu, where static e lements are 
arranged to create active tension, is the 
ultimate express ion of this aesthetic. 

Transcending the express ion of mere ac­
tion, and subtly reveal ing the active inher­
ent in the s t a t i c -a fundamental goal for 
all Japanese a r t - a r e a ims shared by 
Rikyu and Ando. 

Inclusion of the World of Nature 
Though set in an urban environment, tea 
ceremony architecture str ives for the 
mood of a mountain retreat. It shuts out 
the exterior wor ld but introduces nature, 
in symbol ic form. The symbol ic represen­
tation of nature is a major current in all 
Japanese art, as is readily seen in such 
outstanding examples as the garden of 
the temple Ryoan- j i , where stones and 
white sand are used to depict is lands and 
the sea (figure 27). Other gardens of this 

s ty le -ca l led kare-san-sui- are found in 
Zen temples in var ious parts of the nati 
(figure 28). Their symbol ic effect is heig 
ened by their lack of moisture. In a cli­
mate like that of J a p a n , where humiditv 
generally high, they might be describee 
as dryness in wetness . 

The same mood of a dry element place 
in a general ly moist atmosphere perva< 
the courtyard gardens that are a lways i 
part of Ando's residential designs (figu 
29). In them, without directly introducir 
nature by planting trees, Ando s y m ­
bolically includes invisible natural ele­
ments: light, w ind, and sound. The 
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Wl»|i, Kyoto, stone garden. 

sku-ji, Daisen-m. east 
t, dry garden. 

10 Ando. Row House at 
liyoshi, courtyard. 

ki-an. Tai-an. interior 

lino Residence, interior. 

iurtyards, open to the exterior only from 
e top, are general ly composed of dry 
3ments such as concrete wal ls and 
>oring, which is somet imes covered in 
Dne. Into this space, light, sound, w ind, 
id rain fall to caress , i l luminate and 
oisten the dry mater ials and in this way 
ve the people living in the house an 
sociation with nature. All of the rooms 
the house open onto this courtyard, 

j m which they derive their only natural 
ihting and venti lat ion, since the entire 
l i lding is usual ly closed on the 
iriphery. 

aterials 
king the humble houses of the common 
lople as its model, tea house architec­

ture often employs unfinished logs, s im­
ply split bamboo, and wal ls made of clay 
with an admixture of chopped straw (fig­
ure 30). Coarse mater ials were deliber­
ately used for the sake of creating an 
aesthetical ly pure, ideal wor ld of sobriety, 
ca lm and refined rusticity. For example , 
miscanthus-thatch roofing in tea cere­
mony pavi l ions is selected, not out of eco­
nomic or functional considerat ions, but 
solely for aesthetic effect. Designers of 
tea ceremony architecture careful ly se­
lected only those materials conducive to 
production of a microcosm compatible 
with the aesthet ics of wabi. 

Ando is most deeply concerned with 
creating his own ideal kind of space and, 
like the designers of tea ceremony build­
ings, careful ly chooses the materials his 
ideal requires. In the case of the modern 
urban environment, the most natural of 
all mater ials is concrete. For this reason, 
Ando devotes max imum care to the best 
possible treatment of unfinished concrete 
in buildings in which he hopes to symbol­
ize nature, and leaves only an echo of 
space as abstract architecture (figure 31). 
In light of the condit ions prevail ing in J a p ­
anese cities today, Ando's preference for 
unf inished concrete can be interpreted as 
the spirit of the wabi aesthetic expressed 
in modern terms. 
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Design Principles 

I should now like to turn to an examina­
tion of the principles controll ing the ma­
nipulation, placement, and relationships 
of the physical things Ando uses to ex­
press his design intensions. The two most 
salient principles in his work are s im­
plicity, and geometr ical composi t ions 
(with a fondness for asymmetry ) . By 
means of these principles, and in accor­
dance with the design intentions exam­
ined in the preceding section, Ando 
selects, places, and relates physical things 
to create overal l spatial composit ions. 

Simplicity 
The desire for simplicity is related to the 
tenets of Zen Buddhism, with which tea 

ceremony masters such as Rikyu main­
tained close spiritual connect ions. The 
exclusion of all surp lus things, a funda­
mental Zen attitude, pervades all good tea 
ceremony architecture. 

As I have pointed out, designers of such 
architecture like to use natural materials, 
to have them look as natural as possible, 
and to employ mu ted -a lmos t mono­
c h r o m e - c o l o r schemes . Ando also se­
verely l imits the range of interior colors. 
His buildings are almost entirely un­
f inished concrete with the exception of 
f loors and furnishings, which are of natu­
ral mater ials, and w indow sashes , which, 
though steel , are a lways painted gray, 

never bright sel f-assert ive colors (figure 
32). Th is approach, used both by design 
ers of tea ceremony buildings and by 
Ando, is determined by a concern for th 
materials themselves and for spatial 
composit ion. 

In addition, Ando is a direct heir of tea 
ceremony disdain for ostentatious deco­
ration. When the tea ceremony architec­
ture w a s in the process of evolution, 
monochrome ink paintings imported fro 
China became popular in Japan and ex­
erted great aesthetic influence (figure 32 
Their use in tea ceremony rooms and 
buildings gave added impetus to the pre 
erence for severe ly limited colors and to 
the reduction of interior ornament to no 
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)re than a vase containing a very smal l 
mber of s imple f lowers. 

ice it prizes the value of abbreviat ion, 
n phi losophy tends to prefer a perfectly 
lpty space to a space that is perfectly 
mplete. The same preference is to be 
3n in both tea ceremony architecture 
d in Ando's work. For example, not only 
; Ando 's courtyard gardens empty, but 
;ir wa l ls seem to have been deliberately 
ipped of express ion (figure 34). He 
ives to create space by means of invisi-
!, apparently nonexistent things. In 
ef, his kind of space can be called a 
id, but, ironically, a void in which all 
ngs are inherent. The idea underlying 
:h a space is common to much oriental 
ilosophy. 

Geometrical Compositions 
Rikyu a imed for regular forms and bal­
anced proport ions but included an ele­
ment of distortion in his designs (figure 
35). Similarly, Ando employs almost ex­
clusively straight l ines and geometric 
forms. When curves occur in his work, 
they are in the form of circles or parts of 
circles (figure 36). His designs stress floor 
plan pattern, in which balance between 
symmet ry and asymmet ry is important. 

Though the Tai-an tea ceremony room, 
wh ich I d iscussed earlier, is only two ta-
tami mats in area, R ikyu, like many other 
tea masters , considered the standard 
room to be four and one half tatami mats. 

Such a room is perfectly symmetr ica l and 
square, but Rikyu broke the symmetry by 
using tokonoma a lcoves, w indows, and 
ceil ing elements (figure 37). In other 
words , he first adopted the static symme­
try of the square as a basic, then intro­
duced dynamism by breaking the 
symmetry. His spaces express the tension 
inherent in the relation between symme­
try and asymmetry. It is worth noting in 
this connection that a predeliction for 
asymmet ry may be one of the most pro­
found Japanese psychological charac­
terist ics (figure 38). 

At a glance, Ando's buildings, especial ly 
his early ones, seem highly symmetr ical 
(figure 39). Th i s is partly because of his 
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>cination with the number " 2 " and rela-
ns between pairs of things. A perfect 
ation evokes symmetry, and a basic im-
e in his design is that of two things 
ned toward each other. When two 
ngs face each other, the intercession of 
hird is unnecessary to the creation of a 
>rld. Th i s is why Ando designs houses 
at are open on the inside (where pairs 
things face each other) and closed to 
3 outside (on which the same pairs of 
ngs turn their backs). In architecture 
mposed of pairs of things in relation to 
ch other, it is scarcely surprising that 
5 use of symmet ry should seem essen-
I. But, instead of insisting on symmetry, 
do creates a subtle distortion by means 
l ines of human motion, light or sight. 

Symmet r y is the premise governing 
the total composi t ion. But, within the 
whole , asymmet ry in individual parts in­
fuses the dynamic into the static totality. 

A more marked trend in the direction of 
asymmet ry is apparent in some of Ando's 
recent works. For instance, the overriding 
intention in the Koshino residence is com­
position on the basis of balanced asym­
metry, as is apparent from the plan, the 
wal l sur faces, and the skylight placement 
(figure 40). The purpose behind this kind 
of plan seems to be a pursuit of spatial 
tension created by stability within the in­
stability of asymmetry. Nonetheless, even 
when working in this ve in, Ando persists 
in arranging pairs of things to face 
each other. 

Spirit 

Behind the methods and intentions em­
ployed by Rikyu w a s a spirit of reaction 
against the authority of his time, against 
the mil i tary ruler of the nation, Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi, and against the opulence and 
ext ravagance of the culture of the age 
(the so-cal led Momoyama culture). Th is 
spirit of rejection evoked the culture of 
unostentat ious refinement described as 
wabi. In rejecting the gilt and glory of 
decoration of the Momoyama period, the 
spirit of wabi sought beauty in coarse, 
plain mater ials. 
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Ando too is dissatisf ied with the culture of 
his t ime and with what goes under the 
name "modern l iv ing." He speaks out in 
favor of a s imple way of life and against 
the trends prevail ing in the consumer so­
ciety. His void spaces are a crit icism of the 
insip idness of the overly material ist ic 
modern w a y of life. Rikyu detested the in­
sipid as lacking tension. Because Ando 
too is unable to tolerate the insipid, he 
produces houses with hard, stone cold 
sur faces that resound on being tapped 
and that result in spaces taut with ten­
s ion. The chil l of Ando's concrete void 
spaces is symbol ical ly simi lar to the ideal 
wor ld Rikyu wanted to create in tea cere­
mony architecture. 

The tea ceremony room Ando designed 
as an addition to the Yamaguchi resi­
dence (called the Soseikan) represents 
very accurately tea ceremony architecture 
according to Ando's taste for composit ion 
and mater ials (figure 41). The room has 
unf inished concrete wal ls , floor, and ceil­
ing, and is covered only partly with three 
tatami mats. The room is a compendium 
of all the Ando id ioms I have d iscussed 
up to this point: spatial enclosure, care­
fully selected lighting effects, labyrinthine 
movement l ines, a sense of dryness, s im­
ple mater ials, and a clear plan based on 
the strictest geometrical forms. Further­
more, the plan is symmetr ica l along a 

wel l establ ished ax is , but the positionir 
of the w indows and other e lements of 1 
design subtly modif ies the symmet ry 
(figure 42). 

It is by no means coincidental that Tadc 
Ando is the man who produced what is 
no doubt the first tea ceremony room i 
concrete erected in J a p a n . The room is 
physical manifestat ion of Ando's spiriti 
fe l lowship with tea ceremony architect 
in general and especial ly with that of S> 
no Rikyu. A s if it were a resurrection of 
Rikyu's wor ld of wabi, the room is fillec 
with the tension of the dynamic contair 
within the static. It exempl i f ies the act c 
inheriting a tradition on its spiritual pla 
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1 
According to the incantations of a recent 
vogue of cr i t ic ism, the purgatory of mod­
ern architecture is over and paradigms, 
once lost, are now being regained. We 
learn that " m o d e r n i s m " sinned by reject­
ing convention and tradition in favor of 
utopianism, funct ional ism and a cult of in­
novation (to mention only some of the 
supposed ills) and that architectural sa lva­
tion wil l ensue once a new communion 
with tradition has been made. Little is 
said about the criteria that may be em­
ployed to judge the relevance of one 
tradition over another, or about the dif­
ference between bogus revival and a valid 
t ransformat ion of precedent. Diffuse 
nostalgia is g iven a vague shape by op­
position to a common "modern is t " en­
emy. Th is adversary turns out to be a 
cur ious caricature of some of the progres­
s ive platitudes of a particular phase of the 
modern movement . Modern architecture 
emerges as a monoli thic and determinist 
entity without subtle internal d issensions 
or vary ing preoccupations and tradi­
tions of its own. Le Corbusier, Aalto, 
Wright, Mies van der Rohe and the rest 
are rammed together with the most de­
based modern buildings and urban sche­
mes as a sort of collective demonology. 
T h u s an era is distorted and rejected with 
something of the s implemindedness that 
the pioneers of modern design employed 
in the rejection of their nineteenth century 
predecessors. 

The misportrayal of modern architecture 
embodied in this crit ique is not entirely 
the result of propaganda. Ironically, it 
seems to stem from a warped vulgariza­
tion of the v iew of the subject presented 
by wr i ters like Giedion and Pevsner nearly 
half a century ago. These early historians 
were preoccupied with defining the ways 
in wh ich the new architecture w a s dif­
ferent f rom past ones, and with distin­
guishing a supposed genuine twentieth 
century style f rom the " e v i l s " of nine­
teenth century eclect ic ism. Their picture 
w a s somewhat undiscriminating over the 
relative value of individual works and art­
ists: it s t ressed links to modern technol­
ogy, to progressive social thought and to 
the ideal of a modern machine age. The 

model w a s historicist in that it presume 
a Zeitgeist at the heart of the historical 
and cultural process striving for a holisl 
expression in v isual form. Th is became 
the stock-in-trade v iew in architecture 
schools in the 1940s and 1950s, when i1 
w a s also general ly assumed that mode 
architecture must be a good thing. Littlf 
wonder that the recent backlash should 
have been so sweep ing, for it has ac­
cepted the historical model whi le confe 
ring on it entirely negative connotation; 
"Post-modernist" folklore rel ies for its 
very definition on the idea of modern ai 
chitecture as a uniform and essential ly 
rootless phenomenon. 

Th is is not the place to sketch a revisior 
history that might take into account the 
absorption of the past into individual vc 
cabular ies within the broad framework i 
a shared period sty le; or that might trea 
modern architecture itself as a complex 
tradition of evolving types, motifs and 
themes. If the modern movement in­
volved forward-looking Utopian myths 
concerning the dawning of a new age, id 
also involved radical ideals to do with tr 
return to fundamentals. Wright deserve 
to be taken ser iously when he speaks o1 
"cause conserva t i ve" or of reinvoking 
"that elemental law and order inherent i 
all great archi tecture," 2 and w e do wel l 
remember that Le Corbusier, the poet o1 
Esprit Nouveau, sought touchstones in e 
cient Greek temples as wel l as si loes an 
cars. It impover ishes and misport rays tr 
imaginat ive structure of these individua 
to remove an essential tension that ex­
isted for them between the most enduri 
va lues of the art of architecture and the 
need to cope with unprecedented prob­
lems in industrial civi l ization. If one 
probes beyond futurist rhetoric and be­
yond the outer skin of style, one encour 
ters the ambit ion to formulate an archit< 
tural language with the rigor and depth 
principle of the great styles of the past. 
The Villa Savoye , the Unity Temple, the 
Barcelona Pav i l i on -a l l buildings with ol 
v ious place in the standard sagas of mo 
e m arch i tec ture-a lso deserve a place in 
any study reassess ing the essent ia ls of 
C lass ic ism. "Post -modern is t " dogma pr 
sumes that abstraction involves divorce 
from the past, but in the right hands it 
may become a device through which th 
artist enters the past on a number of lev 
els s imul taneously and then transforms 
its lessons into an authentic form in the 
present. 

Squabbles between "post -modern" and 
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" m o d e r n " tend to have limited critical 
value precisely because they oversimpl i fy 
the relationship between invention and 
precedent. Both s ides in the debate are 
guilty of describing externals of architec­
tural dress without differentiating be­
tween the genuine transformation and the 
pastiche. A soggy critical method can 
easi ly ensue which is unable to distin­
guish between Mies van der Rohe's Lake 
Shore Apar tments, for example, and the 
routine steel and g lass box o r - c o m e to 
t h a t - w h i c h fails to understand the dif­
ference between a profound Renaissance 
work like Bramante 's Tempietto, and a de­
valued revival of the same formula. The 
method reaches its lowest point when 
precedents are called in as ta l ismans to 
confer automatic value on copies of them, 
no matter how feeble. Such critical dan­
gers attend any scheme of classif ication 
which s t resses the communal aspects of 
style at the expense of the individual 
work 's special order and synthesis. 

This is precisely where the question of 
authenticity is hit head on, for it is that 
nebulous quality which confers symbol ic 
and formal vitality on even a wel lworn 
formula. One thinks of the Parthenon, a 
subl ime order within an accepted type, or 
of Hawksmoor 's Mausoleum at Castle 
Howard, a descendant of Bramante 's Tem­
pietto which has an utterly rethought 
meaning and character of express ion ; or 
one thinks of the tension and poetry of 
the Vil la Savoye as compared with the 
dul lness of Gropius ' Harkness Commons 
Dormitor ies, a building employing analo­
gous stylistic e lements like pilotis and 
strip w indows. Dead forms, mere replica­
t ions of motif, lack a certain t ightness be­
tween idea and form, and, perhaps as a 
result, their v isual effect is tired and with­
out vitality. One is tempted to paraphrase 
T. S . Eliot and suggest that the good work 
of architecture "communica tes before it is 
understood" : its deepest and indivisible 
symbol ic powers are exteriorized through 
patterns of forces that have an immediate 
and dynamic effect on the emotions and 
thoughts of the observer. The authentic 
work t ranscends the mere mechanics of 
iconographic convent ion and touches on 
areas of a more lasting and more univer­
sal symbo l i sm. It maintains an express ive 
presence long after the codes of particular 
cultural messages have been forgotten; 
symbol ic and intuitive potency exist far 
beyond the mere legibility of s igns. 

If the authentic symbol ic form has a cer­
tain indivisible character, something s imi­

lar is true of its relationship to personal 
and period s ty les: it blends together a 
number of stylistic strata from the past in 
a new and irreducible amalgam. Focillon 
has astutely written that the principle un­
derlying a work of art is not necessari ly 
contemporary with it: the imagination 
obeys no s imple linear chronology and 
refuses to be trapped by a single time 
slot. Th is is why, for example, it is pre­
posterously s impleminded to call H. H. 
Richardson a "Romanesque Rev i va l " ar­
chitect. His architectural sys tem received 
nour ishment from ancient Roman v ia­
ducts, from Early Christ ian work in Syr ia , 
f rom Romanesque examples in the Au-
vergne and in Spa in , from Renaissance 
Florentine palazzi, f rom Viollet-le-Duc's 
vers ions of medieval fortif ications, from 
New England vernacular structures, from 
the inherited schemata of nineteenth cen­
tury Beaux-Ar ts C l a s s i c i s m - a n d so on. 
What really matters is that this architect 
managed to forge these obsess ions and 
sources into a consistent architectural lan­
guage appropriate to both his own sen­
sibility and the cultural problems of his 
t ime. Simi lar ly it oversimpl i f ies Wright or 
Le Corbusier or Aalto just to call them 
"modern . " They too had their roots in 
var ious past tradit ions: even those of 
their works that conformed most ob­
v iously to the rules of the "International 
S ty le " had utterly different internal chem­
istries and links to the past. One has only 
to think of the transformation of Classical 
examples in Le Corbusier 's v i l las of the 
1920s to realize that the best "mode rn " 
work has rested on a capacity to rethink 
tradition in new terms. Authentic works 
possess a sort of temporal depth and res­
onance: it is even tempting to suggest a 
substructure of va lues essent ial to the 
medium which is tapped by works of prin­
ciple no matter what their period. 

Part of the power of the authentic work 
s tems f rom the mythical d imension in the 
artist 's mind. Central personal concerns 
are liable to crystall ize as formal , and the­
matic obsess ions which in a form-maker 
of depth wi l l have a certain ritualistic ca­
pacity to address the va lues of a broader 
culture: convent ions and societal as­
sumpt ions may then be refashioned into 
a terminology of personal force and 
cogency. The crucial issue is, once again, 
a profundity of synthesis. But this wil l be 
facil itated if the artist has certain type-
forms and patterns of visual ization that 
can be gradual ly perfected to contain the 
appropriate content. The individual's fam­
ily of forms emerges gradually as he 
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extends tradition and begins to clarify 
personal themes. Eventual ly, through con­
stant trial and error, a stylistic identity, 
wh ich is still capable of f lexible usage, 
emerges. The true style is the opposite of 
a dead formula: it is a basis for percep­
tion and express ion ; it suppl ies consistent 
devices for ordering ideas and forms ac­
cording to intuitive rules and, despite rep­
etition, it is a restraint that a l lows creative 
freedom whi le giving that freedom a di­
rection and an a im. 

In a sense every artist is an "eclect ic," 
s ince he d raws on many past examples to 
define his true manner, yet there is still a 
vast dif ference between the superficial as­
semblage and the authentic work. The 
strength of the latter lies in its greater for­
mal presence, in its power to move 
through the action of forms, spaces and 
proport ions, in the fitting expression of a 
signif icant content, in the submiss ion of 
detai ls to the vitalizing Gestalt at the heart 
of the work. Parts and whole, elements 
and sys tem, wi l l seem to have an inevita­
ble and, as it were , natural relationship to 
one another. The artist who has found an 
appropriate language for a genuine myth 
wil l also possess the imaginative force to 
forge together past exper iences into new 
unexpected who les which are utterly con­
vincing. One thinks of the extraordinary 
" r ightness" of Pal ladio's fusion of the 
Classical temple front with the rural ver­
nacular, despite the lack of any obvious 
connection between the two; or of the 
Pla isaunce Garden by Lutyens where a 
pergola vocabulary of polygonal pointed 
roofs is combined with Doric supports in 
a magical new synthesis. The solar ium of 
the Villa Savoye is another example of an 
unlikely combinat ion (ocean liner funnels, 
Purist paintings, etc.) wh ich still emerges 
as an indissoluble imaginative com­
pound. The strength of a genuine fusion, 
in contrast to the mere concoction or rep­
lication lies in a realm of intuitive appro­
priateness which far t ranscends any 
passing ideal of grammatical correctness. 
The key to success seems to lie in a forge 
of abstract ion linking disparate elements. 
The pastiche lacks such bonds of form 
and content and remains a superficial ma­
nipulation whereas the authentic work is 
the vital express ion of a deeply felt idea. 

2 
There is no simple check-l ist for a quality 
as nebulous as authenticity, especial ly as 
there wil l never be a concensus over 
artistic excel lence. Stil l it seemed worth 

mapping out the limits of the subject, a r 
insisting that cr i t ic ism grapple with the 
difference between the genuine and the 
fake, rather than advert ising fads and 
fashions. The t ime has come to concen­
trate on the genesis of particular exam­
ples. I have chosen two relatively recent 
buildings which belong, in a broad sens 
to the Modern Movement, but which als 
transcend their period, as profound wor 
of art wil l tend to do. The first is Le 
Corbusier 's Parl iament Building at Chan 
digarh ( 1 9 5 3 - 6 3 ) ; the second is Louis 
Kahn's Parl iament at Dacca (1962-70) . 
Both buildings are rich in institutional ar 
cosmological meanings, both possess a 
archaic character, and both stem from a 
stage in modern architecture which had 
long since rejected a whol ly mechanistic 
Utopia. Both are works of maturity restin 
on clearly formulated architectural princ 
pies and languages, and both are steepe 
in Eastern and Western monumental tra­
ditions. To dig down beneath the surface 
of these works is to confront the trans­
forming power of authentic style. 

Le Corbusier 's Parl iament (figure 1) 
stands among the other monuments of 
the Chandigarh Capitol, and contributes 
to the actual and figurative " h e a d " of the 
city. Within the acropol is complex itself i 
is the visual and symbol ic counterpart o1 
the Jus t ice building opposite, whereas 
the Secretariat is subsidiary and to one 
side. The intended crowning element, th 
Governor 's Palace, w a s not built, so the 
Parl iament is the dominant structure. Th 
building is obviously a cousin of the late 
works like Ronchamp or La Tourette. 
Complex curves come into tense opposi­
tion with a cartesian grid to generate the 
dramatic effect of an espace ineffable. 
Heavily weathered bare concrete lends a 
ancient and pr imeval character to the 
building as if it had stood for centuries 
rather than decades. A number of rhetor 
cal devices are used to impress the sig­
nif icance of the building's function on th 
observer. The entrance is signalled by a 
long, low portico over a giant enamel 
door preceding an inward-looking box 
into which the main "ob jects" of the as­
sembly funnel and the senate pyramid 
have been set asymmetr ical ly. Thus the 
internal hierarchy is expressed clearly or 
the exterior, but these forms also cause z 
constant tension and opposit ion as one 
moves around; they seem to draw the fa 
distant setting into dialogue with the 
building. On the interior, the funnel-
hyperboloid descends into a shaded hy-
postyle with a grand order made from 
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mushroom-capped concrete co lumns—a 
space that wou ld not be out of place in 
Ancient Egypt. The outer fr inges of the 
box other than the portico are given over 
to off ices on a much smal ler scale and are 
furnished with deep cut brises-soleil 
which catch the shadow and give the 
building an even greater sense of gran­
deur and gravitas. In the hot season, 
when all is parched and brown, the Par­
l iament rhymes with the outcrops of the 
Himalayan foothil ls in the distance. Im­
peccable control of mass , silhouette and 
surface ensure sculptural tension from 
any viewpoint. The result is a building of 
solid dignity, as befits an emblem of state. 

To trace the genesis of the main forms is 
to watch a mature style in action and to 
see var ious precedents and examples 
being absorbed into a work of architec­
ture with its own express ive rules. When 
Le Corbusier w a s employed to design 
Chandigarh in 1951, he f ixed the city plan 
quickly, blending together the principles 
of the Ville Radieuse, with vistas and bou­
levards s temming f rom the Baroque (or 
even f rom the example of Lutyens ' New 
Delhi) wh ich he adjusted to the require­
ments of a democrat ic state government 
for the Punjab. ' Like his Bri t ish predeces­
sor, Le Corbusier sought a synthes is of 
Eastern and Western va lues in his designs 
for the monuments , but where Lutyens 
had had the job of anchoring the rule 
and splendor of the Brit ish presence, Le 
Corbusier had the complex task of expres­
sing the tradit ions and the capacity for in­
novation of a newly independent India. 
He concentrated most of his attention on 
the Capitol monuments beginning with 
the Governor 's Palace (figure 2), even­
tually abandoned, in wh ich he establ ished 
the main symbol ic motif of Chandigarh: 
the upturned crescent form supported on 
stanchions and creating a shaded space 
beneath it. 

Thus his initial response to India w a s cli­
matic, and it w a s this that led him to the 
common-sense device of a horizontal 
shading parasol against the rigors of the 
tropical sun and the monsoons. Such a 
formulat ion s temmed naturally from his 
architectural sys tem, since horizontal 
overhangs on slender posts were virtually 
intrinsic to his v is ion of a concrete archi­
tecture. The practical was rapidly turned 
into the mythical as Le Corbusier sought 
w a y s to poeticise this direct acknowledg­
ment of natural forces. Among his travel 
sketches are some comparing upturned 
roof structures in vernacular buildings 

with the silhouette of bulls' horns (figure 
3). T h e bull w a s a longstanding obsession 
in Le Corbusier 's paintings and drawings, 
and in this context may have had a specif­
ically local symbol ism related to his feel­
ing that India might attempt to preserve 
longstanding peasant and "na tu ra l " val ­
ues whi le still benefiting from industrial­
ization. As Le Corbusier seems to have 
dabbled in "the delights of Hindu philoso­
phy," sacral overtones related to oxen 
may have been intended too. But the up­
turned crescent seems also to have been 
a transformation of an ancient symbol of 
authority, the umbrel la. Perhaps this w a s 
known to Le Corbusier through examples 
like the caves at A janta , in which the um­
brella could in turn be found standing on 
a horizontal base extending into space. Or 
perhaps he grasped the image through 
the much later variant in Is lamic architec­
ture, the "chatt r i " or domical parasol 
lifted on supports with a shaded space 
beneath. Indeed, the Governor 's Palace, 
portrayed at the other end of a sequence 
of pools and level changes, silhouetted 
dramatical ly against the sky, recaptured 
something of the character of the audi­
ence chamber or Diwan-I -Khas at Fathe-
pur Sikri (figure 4). It seems likely that Le 
Corbusier grasped intuitively the extent 
to wh ich Islamic architectural vocabu­
laries resulted from a crossbreeding of 
imported forms and longstanding in­
digenous ones. He s imply added an­
other step to this process of symbol ic 
transformation. 

But his a im w a s not to express another 
imper ium. The dome, with its overtones 
of central ized, undivided authority and di­
v ine sanct ion for the head of state, would 
not have been an appropriate symbol 
even if Le Corbusier had been capable of 
using one. In his v iew the symbol ic form 
w a s a dead one, no longer engaging 
emergent social realit ies, and an imper­
missible one given his preexist ing archi­
tectural language. So the parasol-dome 
w a s transformed into a counter-shape 
which may, in Le Corbusier 's mind, have 
had a new connotation related to the 
"Open Hand," an emblem of international 
peace and generosity embodying the art­
ist's pan-cultural ideal ism. The upturned 
shape served further to link the building 
to the sky and the planets above. T h u s a 
single shape which had already served a 
variety of representational functions in Le 
Corbusier 's oeuvre, and which possessed 
certain intrinsic anthropomorphic quali­
t ies, w a s blended with new practical, 
structural, and symbol ic purposes. 
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i 
Le Corbusier, the Parliament 
Building. Chandigarh, the 
Punjab, India 1951-62. 

Le Corbusier. the Governor's 
Palace. Chandigarh, protect. 
1953 

Le Corbusier, sketch of bull's 
horns and roof. 1953. 

The Diwan-I-Khas. Fathepa Siki. 
late 16th century. 

Le Corbusier, Parliament 
Building, early sketch. 1954. 
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Neither the Governor 's Palace, nor the 
Open Hand sculpture designed to replace 
it, w a s built. But analogous ideas did find 
their w a y into the Parl iament Building. 
Th is began life as a large shaded box pre­
ceded by a tilted portico of which the top 
surface w a s upturned to act as a gutter; 
as at Ronchamp, Le Corbusier w a s evi­
dently intrigued by the idea of a roof as 
an enormous sluice for the rain. The inte­
rior arrangement extended a deeply en­
grained Corbusian pattern: a free plan 
with curved partit ions defining the main 
functional organs within a grid of sup­
ports. It w a s when problems of lighting, 
venti lat ion and rhetoric came to the fore 
that Le Corbusier broke the assembly 
form up through the roof to create a light­
ing and airing sys tem, and a shape with 
symbol ic potential. Among his early doo­
dles were ones referring to the penetra­
tion of sunlight and moonlight; there 
were even cur ious references to "noctur­
nal fest iva ls . " (figure 5). But whi le cosmic 
overtones were intended, the hyperboloid 
shape seems to have been inspired by an 
industrial fo rm: cooling towers. The syn­
tax pattern which placed a curved stack in 
the heart of a box w a s nothing new: 
it w a s a variant on a scheme that Le 
Corbusier had employed as early as his 
1920s vi l las. But at Chandigarh the stylis­
tic motif w a s rethought to the demands of 
the new context, and given new associa­
t ions. In one version a spiral w a s shown 
winding its w a y around a funnel shape. 
Th is provided a practical wa lkway for the 
cleaning of skyl ights, a leitmotif of the 
Modulor and an image of growth and as­
piration: one wonders if Tatlin's Monu­
ment to the Third International may not 
have exerted an inf luence? And surely Le 
Corbusier knew the stunning spiral mina­
ret of the Mosque of Ibn Tulun in Cairo, 
with its stair r ising towards heaven? Ev i ­
dently the artist stopped off in Cairo be­
tween Europe and India and visited some 
of the c lass ic si tes. But conceptually, the 
funnel w a s less a minaret than a re­
thought dome. In some sketches he com­
pared its section and lighting system to 
the dome of Hagia Sophia. Celestial con­
notations were reinforced when he intro­
duced the idea of a single beam of light to 
descend from a hole in the top of the fun­
nel and hit the Speaker 's area within, at 
the t ime of Par l iament 's opening. Th is 
w a s to remind man that he is " a son of 
the s u n " and to invoke the controll ing 
rhythms of nature in the affairs of man. 
A s to the source, it w a s surely the Pan­
theon (figure 6). And just as the Pantheon 

implied a microcosm linked to the plan­
ets, so Le Corbusier 's assembly chamber 
w a s supposed to be a miniature world 
within a wor ld. In this w a y var ious images 
and meanings were compressed into a 
single symbol ic form and linked to an in­
stitutional and cultural interpretation of 
the idea of a Parl iament. 

A s imi lar analogical procedure of transfor­
mation is sensed in the design of the top 
of the funnel with its tilted plaque, its up­
turned crescent and its counterpart, 
downward-turning curves (figure 7). To 
enl iven the form and make it address the 
setting more dramatically, Le Corbusier 
tilted the funnel slightly. But there w a s 
still the problem of having the shape 
meet the sky. Le Corbusier let it be known 
that he wanted the top to be equipped for 
"the play of l ights" and that he w a s think­
ing of it as a sort of observatory; this 
suggests, and the form reinforces the 
suggest ion, that he may have been in­
spired by the extraordinary sculptural 
shapes of the astrological ramps and plat­
forms of the Jantar Mantar (figure 8) 
in Delhi (or perhaps the equivalent at 
Ja ipur) . Planetary, crescent paths can be 
found traced in stone in these prototypes, 
and the artist 's doodles and designs for 
reliefs and enamels indicate that he was 
fascinated by the contrasting f latnesses of 
curvature between the sun's path at the 
equinox and at the solstice (figure 9). The 
upturned curve, of course, w a s a variant 
on the Governor 's Palace crescent, and 
probably bore its multiple loads of associ­
ation, but could also be read as an arma­
ture for carrying the planetary realm. An 
intriguing analogy is also suggested by 
some of Le Corbusier 's sketchbook doo­
dles where he returns time and again to 
the image of an oxcart wheel with a cres­
cent shaped chass is (figure 10). Undoubt­
edly the shape was deeply pleasing to 
him on its own, but perhaps, like the 
horns of the bull, it w a s a metaphor for 
the long traditions and s lowly evolving 
technologies of India? I suggest that a 
number of overlapping concerns may 
have been comb ined - the s low turning of 
the whee l , the rotation of the seasons and 
the planets, the unfolding cycles of hu­
man life. Perhaps this w a s the artist's 
conception of the fate of man, charted 
through institutional and moral choices, 
yet embedded in a cosmic design? As 
with the parasol, the wheel w a s an image 
of complex political and theological 
meaning in Indian tradition. 
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Whatever the precise intentions (and here 
more research needs to be done) it seems 
clear enough that the artist 's creative 
method involved the matching of certain 
pre-forms in his style with phenomena of 
the outside wor ld, be they in nature or in 
cultural tradition (figure 11). Through ab­
straction multiple readings became possi­
ble in a sort of hieroglyphic language. 
Even the entire plans of buildings could 
embody a multiplicity of ideas. The Parl ia­
ment 's overal l organization w a s a variant 
on a type-form combining portico, pro­
cessional route, centralized domical space 
and fringe of secondary functions. The 
model of Schinkel 's Al tes Museum has 
been suggested and this seems feasible 
so long as it is not assumed that the ex­
ample w a s imitated directly (figure 12). 
Probably it is more correct to say that Le 
Corbusier grasped a hierarchical order 
suggested by the program which made 
the portico dome formula a relevant ty­
pological tradition. But he would not have 
sensed this continuity if he had not ap­
proached the institution in a particular 
way. Jus t as the acropol is as a whole may 
be read as an idealization of the balance 
of powers, so the Parl iament plan may be 
interpreted as an ideogram of the demo­
cratic process. The two chambers enter a 
sort of spatial debate within an egalitarian 
forum of equal sized supports fr inged by 
a smal ler scale bureaucracy and linked to 
the public plaza by the generous portico 
wh ich , as in the Al tes Museum, may per­
haps be read as a descendant of a stoa. 
The portico dome idea w a s thus rein­
terpreted through spatial conceptions de­
scending from Cubism and in a language 
of e lements based on the potentials of re­
inforced concrete. 

It is never quite satisfactory to isolate 
a single element in an architectural 
arrangement f rom its total thought-
complex, un less this may serve the pur­
pose of heightening an architect's overall 
strategy. The portico of the Parl iament 
demonstrates Le Corbusier 's general in­
tention of blending together lessons from 
East and West in a suitable rhetorical 
form for the main fagade. Where the su­
perficial revival ist might have attempted a 
literal t ransposit ion, Le Corbusier tried to 
probe certain generating ideas and func­
tional necessi t ies of porticoes. His piers 
were scarcely Classical in character, but 
they did supply a sort of grand order for 
the building's frontispiece, and did supply 
a strong directionality whi le mediating 
between wal ls , brises-soleil and columns. 

Simi lar ly his "entablature" had no din 
Classical a l lusion, but it did nonethele 
have an anthropomorphic character fr 
wh ich , arguably, C lass ic ism in the first 
stance sprang. In turn the element pre 
vided shelter and shade whi le acting c 
gutter, and harmonizing with the cresc 
leitmotif. The shape w a s wel l suited tc 
gesture toward the setting, whi le, seei 
head on, it f loated as a stable horizont 
above undercrofts of shadow. From th 
vantage point the building took on the 
character of an audience chamber of 
the type the architect may have seen ii 
the Red Fort in Delhi or at Agra (figure 
13). Such state chambers were definec 
by grids of supports open at the edge« 
for cross venti lation and shaded from 
sun and rain by deep overhangs. Le 
Corbusier 's solution responded to the 
same issues of formality, ventilation ar 
shelter, but in his own terminology. He 
bridged the gap between East and We: 
ancient and modern, by drawing close 
the generating principles of past form 
guages. In the process he touched on i 
tain deep correspondences between tr 
Western Class ica l language and the 
architectural grammar underlying 
both Moslem and earl ier architectural 
traditions. 

3 
Louis Kahn 's Parl iament Building at 
Dacca, Bangladesh (1962 -70 ) is also a 
chaic in character. The building dornin. 
its setting by standing on a raised plat­
form as a sort of fortified citadel (f igun 
14). There is no doubt that it is the don 
nant element of the body politic, beca i 
it stands at the culminat ion of a major 
ax is with the " feet" of the Secretariat a 
the other, lower end. In turn the an­
thropomorphic image of the city of pov 
ers is enhanced by the extending "a rm 
of the var ious hostels in an array of dia 
onal buildings growing away from the 
Parl iament. The off ices and support ing 
functions jostle around the main space 
the building in oblongs and cyl inders 
which mediate geometr ical ly between 
centric, inward-turning chamber of the 
sembly, and the d iamond format of the 
perimeter. The same geometr ical motif 
used throughout the complex are inten 
sif ied and magnif ied in the Parl iament 
building itself. A rich variat ion is achie\ 
where the mosque breaks free from th( 
governing geometry as it inflects towar 
Mecca. The pr imary axis of the scheme 



iam J . R. Curtis 191 

a whole links the Parl iament to its setting 
over platforms and changes of level , but 
the ax is of the assembly chamber itself is 
swi tched through 90 degrees. 

The vo lumes projecting above the plan 
carry the intentions into a robust sculp­
tural express ion responsive to light and 
shade. The rough brick and concrete ma­
terials made sense in terms of local geo­
graphical and labor condit ions, but also 
matched the artist's intentions of creating 
a building of ancient character. The vast 
cyl inders and oblongs are punctuated by 
enormous vo ids that create shaded and 
wel l venti lated areas. If Le Corbusier 's 
conception for coping with cl imate w a s a 
parasol , Kahn 's w a s a protective layer of 
secondary spaces around the main cham­
ber. Th i s w a s also a way of registering a 
functional distinction between member 's 
off ices, press- rooms, (the " se rvan t " areas) 
and the main " s e r v e d " assembly. In 
Kahn 's mind, no doubt, the gaunt and 
weathered cyl inders, and complex spatial 
t ransit ions recalled the Roman Baths he 
so admired: Th i s w a s the cult of the ruin, 
brought in to endorse an archaic vision of 
monumental i ty (figure 15). 

Class ica l inspirat ions were so embedded 
in Kahn 's mind that it becomes difficult to 
single out particular sources. The Dacca 
Parl iament is a case of a building issuing 
from a family of forms with roots in a 
number of different phases of the past. 
The anthropomorphism of the capitol as a 
whole , the suggest ion of a body with a 
central spine and extending arms, may 
be seen as a long range reinterpretation 
of a schemat ic attitude descending from 
Palladio's grandest vi l la ideas with their 
central ized structures at the peak of a hi­
erarchy, their w ings and their judicious 
use of axes . There can be little doubt that 
Kahn particularly revered one major de­
scendant of this type, namely Je f fe rson 's 
Universi ty of Virginia, a complex he 
seems to have admired for its clear hier­
archy, its var iat ions of function and mean­
ing within a common sys tem, and its 
reinterpretation of the Pantheon at the 
" h e a d " of the scheme. Kahn 's instinct for 
bold and subl ime geometr ies w a s nur­
tured by Piranesi 's reconstructions of an­
tiquity, whi le his feeling for abstraction 
w a s reinforced by those most stripped of 
Neo-classicists, Boullee and Ledoux. The 
planning strategy which sought distinc­
tions between served and serv ing areas 
descended from Guadet 's Beaux-Art theo­
ries, "surfaces utiles" and "circulation", 

and perhaps from particular examples like 
Garn ier 's Paris Opera of 1864 (figure 16). 
It is interesting to compare the plan of 
this building to that of Dacca (figure 17). 
There is a strong affinity in the cere­
monial use of space, in the variat ion of 
structural density and the use of circular 
and nichelike areas, and even in the way 
that the mosque is art iculated, recall ing 
loosely the "dev iant " circular ramps to 
one side of the Opera. Finally, of course, 
Kahn 's v is ion of C lass ic ism was enhanced 
by Vers une architecture an anti-Beaux-
Ar ts tract, which attempted to probe the 
underlying plastic va lues of antiquity and 
wh ich contrasted the giant brick sur faces 
of the Baths and the Pantheon with the 
late baroque "hor rors" of decadent Rome. 

If these inspirat ions were present in 
Kahn's architectural sys tem, they were 
thoroughly absorbed long before he went 
to Bangladesh. But like Le Corbusier, 
Kahn w a s also ready and wil l ing to learn 
f rom Eastern architectural tradit ions on 
the Indian subcontinent. There is little 
hard evidence concerning his travels or 
his specif ic enthus iasms, but Kahn w a s 
concerned to avoid creating an entirely 
Western import. On the basis of his nu­
merous studies for Dacca, one guesses 
that the integration of gardens, water 
t roughs, processional w a y s and mandala-
like plans in Mogul garden design may 
have made a deep impress ion. Moreover, 
where Le Corbusier 's concrete skeleton 
system of architecture all ied itself natu­
rally with the post-and-lintel construction 
of Fathepur Sikr i , Kahn 's penchant for 
solid masonry cut into by f igural open­
ings, for centralized geometr ies and for 
axial planning must surely have drawn 
him to the central tomb structures on 
platforms close to Delhi and Agra (e.g. the 
tomb of Hummayum or the Taj Mahal). 
Is lamic tomb buildings (figure 18) made a 
virtual obsession out of the elegant recon­
ciliation of circular, polygonal and square 
geometr ies, and one guesses that such 
lessons were not lost on Kahn. I suspect 
that he knew the Jantar Mantar (figure 
19), especial ly as the Court of Ablut ions 
preceding the mosque at Dacca seems al­
most to have been lifted straight from 
that source, whi le the President 's Platform 
has an uncanny resemblance to the vast 
stepped platform preceding the frontis­
piece of the J a m i Masj id in Delhi. But 
Kahn 's grasp of bui ldings he admired 
went far deeper than particular elements 
or surface effects. The Mogul tradition 
held out numerous brilliant examples in 
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14 
Louis I. Kahn. Parliament 
Building, Dacca Bangladesh, 
1962-70, aerial view. The 
Presidential platform is to the 
left, the mosque to the right. 

15. 
Ruins on the Palatine. Rome. 

Char les Gamier, Opera, Paris, 
1866-73, plan. 

Louis Kahn. Parliament 
Building, Dacca, sketch 

Plan of the tomb of 
Muhamud at Bi|apur 
illustrating the 
transformation from 
circular to square 
geometry 

19 
Jantar Mantar, Delhi 

mm 

* * * *» 
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n in Scully, Louis I. Kahn, p. 121. 

lis I. Kahn, "Form and Design" (1960), cited as 
ructure and Form" in Vincent Scully, Louis I. Kahn 
w York: Braziller. 1962) p. 115. 

the handling of pr imary and secondary-
axes , level changes, diagonal perceptions 
of structure, and the linking of one formal 
theme to another. What Hindu temple 
complexes he may have known is uncer­
tain, but in any of the monumental com­
plexes of India, Kahn could have sensed 
an animating character, a material expres­
sion of the world of the spirit, in accord 
with his own search for fundamentals. 
Whether the particular inspirat ions for his 
central ized form belonged more to East­
ern or to Western traditions is not clear. 
The fact is that he found common de­
nominators between the two. But his pre­
exist ing obsess ions, and his formal 
schemata , naturally led him to seek out 
different underlying correspondences 
than those which had attracted Le 
Corbusier. 

What stopped Kahn f rom merely produc­
ing a skin-deep Oriental ism, or an over­
blown formal ism, w a s the foundation of 
an underlying phi losophy and a set of 
symbol ic forms linked to the idealization 
of the social order. He believed it w a s a 
pr imary task of the architect to under­
stand the nature of the institution requir­
ing a building. Th is w a s an issue he 
handled with considerable myst ic ism and 
some obfuscat ion, for basical ly he felt 
that forms of social grouping s temmed 
from a l imited number of archetypes. It 
w a s the job of a designer to see beyond 
the surface of a building program to this 
deeper identity and then to intuit an ap­
propriate generating " i d e a " (which he re­
ferred to Neo-Platonically as its " fo rm") 
before proceeding to the full realization of 
the idea in v isual arrangement (the stage 
that he cal led "des ign" ) . Kahn 's primitiv-
ism involved the conceit of a sort of first 
building for each type of institution. 

That is why it is good to go back to 
the beginning because the begin­
ning of any establ ished activity of 
man is its most wonderful moment. 
For in it l ies all its spirit and re­
sourcefu lness from which we must 
constantly draw our inspirat ions of 
present needs." 

The search for an appropriate symbol ic 
form for the institution "par l iament" 
emerges if one examines Kahn 's doodles 
and sketches. Evident ly he conceived of a 
parl iament as a sort of centralized assem­
bly seeking a unified course of action. In 
fact this made it a close relative of syna­
gogues and religious spaces in his own 
private typology of forms. But whi le the 

circle w a s the idealized shape of this sort 
of assembly, the actualit ies of par l iamen­
tary debate were best handled by a var i ­
ant on an amphitheater. The slightly 
uncomfortable relationship of the two 
shapes is sensed in the plan and il lus­
trates perfectly the tension between an 
idealized type (the " fo rm") and its actual 
realization (the "des ign" ) whose role is 
"to adjust to the c i rcumstant ia l . " 5 

Kahn 's method of design emphasizes to 
an extreme what tends to happen in most 
design processes: An architect's pre­
exist ing solutions and style influence 
greatly the w a y a new problem is con­
ceived and solved. T ime and again in his 
buildings and schemes, Kahn resorted to 
square, d iamond or circular forms in plan. 
T ime and again he emphasized the dis­
tinction between served and serving 
areas. T ime and again he sought to articu­
late the separation of private rooms from 
public s p a c e s - t h e latter often expressed 
as atria or covered courts of assembly. 
Essential ly, the Kahnian "genotype" w a s a 
centralized space surrounded by a fringe 
of smal ler spaces embedded in a thick­
ened structure, and entered on a corner 
or a symmetr ica l ly placed ax is . Not sur­
prisingly, the Parl iament w a s a sort of ul­
t imate expression of this formula. While 
it may be possible to trace the roots of 
this arrangement to var ious precedents 
which mattered to the architect (e.g. the 
Unity Temple by Wright or var ious ideal 
schemes by Boul lee), this does not ex­
plain the impulses in Kahn 's mind that 
were so satisf ied by the shape. Evidently 
squares, d iamonds and circles were so 
many private cyphers to h im: The sym­
metr ical, centralized form w a s a person­
alized mandala of a kind. 

Th i s is why the sketches are so reveal ing, 
for they suggest the w a y in which Kahn 
sought to bring into equil ibrium his own 
psychic impulses toward an intuitive har­
mony, with the symbol ic demands of a 
major state building. Like Le Corbusier, he 
possessed a language of symbol ic forms 
pregnant with express ive possibi l i t ies yet 
rooted in certain deeply engrained ideals 
concerning the integration of society with 
the natural order. His private mandala 
w a s able to resonate with a long tradition 
of centralized symbol ism for state build­
ings. Abstract ion became the device 
through which a virtual archetype was un­
earthed, awakened and revitalized. His 
Parl iament w a s an image of who leness 
and balance, a theater of the wor ld, a 
metaphorical wheel with its ax is in the 
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centre and its spokes radiating to society. 
Like Le Corbusier 's Parl iament, Kahn's 
w a s an emblem rich in ideas, a cosmo-
gram nourished by traditions without, 
and by a private myth within. By these 
means, the buildings achieved their pro­
digious authenticity. 

4 
Th is essay began with some observat ions 
about the distort ions of recent propa­
ganda, especial ly with regard to the role 
of precedent in modern design. It should 
be clear that the reorientation of architec­
ture and the other arts which began to­
ward the beginning of this century 
implied less a rejection of the past than a 
profoundly new reorientation toward it in­
volv ing a far greater degree of abstrac­
tion. At its worst this degenerated into 
banal reduct iv ism; at its best it a l lowed, 
and cont inues to allow, a sort of expres­
s ive compress ion and a research in 
sensibi l i ty into the very basis of the 
architectural languages of the past. The 
outstanding works of the modern tradi­
t i o n - among them the two discussed 
h e r e - h a v e been rooted in this transfor­
mation and have rested on new percep­
tions of age-old lessons. They recall 
Pal ladio's c la im for B raman te - tha t he did 
not copy the ancients, but understood 
their spirit and their motivating principles. 

Alongside buildings of the express ive 
power and depth of meaning of Le 
Corbusier 's and Kahn 's Parl iaments, th 
revival ist exerc ises that have had so 
much press coverage in recent years 
seem f l imsy indeed. They remind one 
a weak revival is really no more intere: 
ing, in the long run, than a weak contir 
tion of a pre-exist ing norm. Styl ist ic 
clothing matters very little if it does nc 
contain a substantial body. 

The architect of the moment who seek 
present in the past, or a past in the pre 
ent, had better seek an all iance with th 
outstanding works of the modern tradi 
tion. For, as wel l as giving hints relevai 
to the technologies and societ ies of th( 
modern wor ld, these buildings also pr< 
vide links to the vital spr ings of traditic 
If such lessons are to bear a worthwhi l 
fruit, the artist must possess an authen 
style, encapsulat ing a mythical v iew of 
society, a formal sys tem appropriate to 
the guiding idea, and an intuitive sens< 
order in both tradition and nature: This 
much w a s known before the first pyra­
mids were even conceived. 
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n andscape and Architecture: 
the Work of Erik Gunnar Asplund 

• 

•... 

isplund with S igurd 
intfc Woodland 
ery. 1935-40. 
tonum and landscape 
emetery entrance. 

Perspecta: The Yale ArchitaciuralJournal. Volume 20 0079-0958.83. 20195-020$3.00'Q 
c 1983 by Perspecta: The Yale Architectural Journal , Inc.. and the Massachuset ts Institute ol Technology 



Stuart Wrede 196 

Landscape w a s not on the agenda of the 
Modern Movement, except as a sanitary 
or recreational concern, as a greenbelt or 
" tapis verte." The aesthetic and symbol ic 
d imension, which had traditionally been a 
central concern of garden and landscape 
design, w a s essent ial ly discarded by the 
Modern Movement in favor of utilitarian 
concerns. Th is largely accounts for the 
fact that landscape architecture in modern 
t imes has found itself in a subordinate 
position to architecture and that a vital 
modern garden or landscape tradition can 
hardly be said to exist. The few good ex­
amples in ex is tence, the work of Barragan 
or Bur le Marx, are in fact the except ions 
that prove the rule. 

In the work of both Le Corbusier and Mies 
van der Rohe, attention to landscape de­
sign remains most often schemat ic, 
though Le Corbusier shows a classicist 's 
concern and sensit ivi ty to the siting of his 
buildings in the macrolandscape. Whi le 
early Mies integrated house with land­
scape via wa l ls extending out into nature 
as wel l as by the use of extensive areas of 
g lass, late Mies used plantings and trees 
as a subordinate system for extending the 
all pervasive grid-like order created by his 
buildings. Frank Lloyd Wright, drawing on 
English picturesque and Japanese tra­
ditions of sensit iv i ty to the melding of 
building and landscape, has perhaps been 
the chief modernist model for integrating 
architecture with the natural landscape. 
But Wright's, Le Corbusier 's and the Mod­
ern Movement 's bias in general w a s for 
the natural landscape. Underly ing this 
bias was the Modern Movement 's urge to 
discard history and begin at the begin­
ning. The traditional garden and park 
were seen as artif icial, products of an ob­
solete culture wh ich w a s no longer rele­
vant to the needs of a util itarian era. The 
rare design by Le Corbusier or Mies that 
can be seen as anything near a prototypi­
cal modern ga rden - theBe i s tegu i roof ter­
race, or the courtyards of the Barcelona 
Pav i l i on -have been internalized in the 
building, and in a sense privatized. Or, as 
in the case of the roof playground of the 
Unite d'Habitation, they have been given 
an apparent util itarian purpose. 

Of the major twentieth century architects 
who were part of the Modern Movement, 
Erik Gunnar Asplund offers us some pro­
found lessons in landscape architecture, 
and in the relating of buildings and land­
scape. The design of the landscape, the 
integration of building and land, and the 
design of particular architectonic ele­

ments in the landscape, both in un­
touched nature and in urban settings, 
preoccupied him throughout his caree 
For Asp lund, landscape does not assur 
the passive or secondary role it does e 
where in the Modern Movement, and 
rather than make a revolutionary break 
with the past, Asplund sought to renev 
and revitalize landscape traditions. 
Asplund 's landscape sensibi l i ty receive 
its first major chal lenge with the comp 
tion for the Woodland Cemetery that h 
did together with Sigurd Lewerentz in 
1915. Though that project was to be hi: 
(and Lewerentz 's) central landscape 
achievement, and w a s to preoccupy hi 
over his entire career, his landscape ab 
ities manifested themselves elsewhere 
subtly brill iant w a y s as in the designs 1 
the parks surrounding the public librar 
the siting of his summer house, and th 
plan for the paving of Gustaf Adolf 's 
square in Gothenburg. 

Whi le looking at each of the projects s« 
arately, and giving a brief background 1 
their development, this paper wi l l disci 
Asplund's concern with nature and Ian 
scape at three levels : his concern with 
design of the larger landscape and pari 
as evidenced in his work at the Woodle 
Cemetery and the public library parks; 
concern with the integration of buildinc 
and landscape wh ich , of course, is not 
together inseparable from the first con 
cern ; and finally, as a separate section 
the end, his concern with the subsidiar 
architectural e lements of landscape. 
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Frederik Magnus Piper and the Landscape 
den, Exhibition Catalog, (Stockholm: The Royal 
demy of Fine Arts, 1981). 

I U S antedates the Druids cell at Stourhead by 100 
rs, which itself presages one of the distinct motifs 
he Romantic garden landscape. 

Woodland Cemetery 

Asplund 's approach to landscape and the 
relation of building and landscape is best 
exempl i f ied in the extensive work with 
the design of the Woodland Cemetery 
that for over twenty-f ive years he and 
Sigurd Lewerentz carried out, as wel l as 
in the two individual buildings, the chapel 
and the cremator ium he designed by 
himself for the grounds. Asplund and 
Lewerentz 's competit ion entry, which was 
chosen over fifty-five other entries, clearly 
stands out in its intense romantic natural­
ism. The winning scheme w a s the only 
one that turned the exist ing, essential ly 
untouched Nordic forest on the site into 
the dominant exper ience. Whi le civil ized 
and wel l -groomed Engl ish parks mixed 
with allees on ax is , and informal and for­
mal open areas were features typical of 
the other competi tors, Asplund and 
Lewerentz evoked a much more primitive 
imagery. The intervention of footpaths, 
which meandered freely through the for­
est, w a s min imal . Graves were freely and 
informally to be laid among the existing 
wi ld forest. The interventions they al­
lowed themselves , such as the moulding 
of the two old gravel pits and the ordering 
of the area surrounding the main chapel, 
became all the more charged because 
they existed hidden within and in contrast 
to the raw and untouched forest sur­
rounding them. Th i s contrast is wel l cap­
tured in their as yet quite romantic 
competit ion sketches. 

It is the evocation of raw Nordic wilder­
ness that constitutes a radical departure 
in landscape architecture, not to speak of 
cemetery layout at this time. Asplund and 
Lewerentz 's sources were not high archi­
tecture or landscape planning, but rather 
medieval and ancient Nordic vernacular 
burial archetypes. Freely mixed in were 
elements from the Mediterranean and an­
tiquity whose effects are again height­
ened by becoming isolated elements in 
the Nordic forest. 

But in terms of its organization, Asplund 
and Lewerentz 's scheme clearly grew out 
of the Engl ish romantic garden tradition, 
which in fact had f lour ished in Sweden 
since the days of Frederik Magnus Piper, 
the designer of both the Engl ish gardens 
at Drottningholm and at Haga. ' The inter­
est in ancient Nordic burial archetypes 
also had precedents. Erik Dahlberg's 
monumental Suecia Antiqua et Hodierna 
compiled at the end of the seventeenth 
century featured etchings of many of the 
most spectacular ancient burial and ritual 
sites of the country. The runic hill in the 
gardens of Rosersberg, probably con­
ceived by Olof Rudback, Professor of Bot­
any at Upsala, for Axe l Oxienst ierna dates 
from the mid-seventeenth century / Piper 
himself w a s to evoke simi lar primit ive im­
agery in his monument hill at Drottning­
holm. But the runic hill at Rosersberg 
existed at the periphery of a formal 
French garden, whi le monument hill w a s 
placed in the wel l -groomed and most civi-

Competition entry. Woodland F 
'J 

• Cemetery. 1915 site plan. if 

Competition entry. Woodland 
Cemetery, sketch plan showing 
layout of graves. 
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Burial mound al Inhinge in 
Smaland, from Dahlberq s. 
Suean Antiuuii el Hodmrnn. 

Fredi;rick Magnus Piper, 
Monument Hill al V 
Drottningholm 
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3 
The return to the land and the interest in more 
primitive cultures w a s widespread as witnessed for 
instance by Gauguin's move to Tahiti. For an excellent 
discussion of the Scandinavian aspect of this 
movement, see Northern Light, Realism and 
Symbolism in Scandinavian Painting, 1880- 1910, the 
catalog of an exhibition of the same title held at the 
Corcoran Gallery and the Brooklyn Museum in the fall 
of 1982. 

4 
For an excellent discussion of the Northern Romantic 
tradition in painting, see Robert Rosenblum, Modern 
Painting and the Northern Romantic Tradition, (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1975). 

lized Engl ish garden at Drottningholm. In 
each case the primit ive landscape ele­
ment had been isolated and removed 
from its original context and placed in an 
artificial one and thus, in a sense, tamed. 
In being out of character with the larger 
surrounding context, it lost some of its 
aura and tended to become a mere 
curiosity. 

T h u s it is the shift to a more Nordic, more 
primit ive and untamed context that 
makes Asplund and Lewerentz 's scheme 
new, and the fact that the landscape was a 
cemetery and not a royal pleasure park 
lent it authenticity. The architects found a 
receptive audience in the jury, whose key 
members were Ragnar Ostberg and Lars 
Israel Wah lman, two of Sweden 's leading 
national romantic architects. The interest 
in the raw Nordic landscape, whi le a new 
phenomenon in landscape architecture 
and relatively new among architects, w a s 
widespread in the national romantic cul­
ture of S w e d e n from the 1890s onward. 
The wri t ings and poetry of Verner von 
Heidenstam celebrate the Nordic land­
scape as wel l as the primit ive vernacular 
building culture that w a s an integral part 
of it. Heidenstam, who saw the intimate 
and inseparable connection between 
building and landscape, also spoke of the 
soul of, and the emotional content of, 
landscapes and buildings. These concepts 
were to be central to the idea of the 
cemetery. 

Among artists the Nordic landscape be­
came the focus of interest for a group of 
painters, contemporar ies of Heidenstam 
who, having absorbed the realistic tech­
niques of pleinaire painting in Par is, re­
acted against the city's cosmopol i tan 

culture and returned to Sweden to re­
discover their native land. ' Rather than 
being concerned with realistic detail, a 
characterist ic of their Paris ian school ing, 
they sought to capture the mood of the 
landscape, and like Heidenstam, its emo 
tional content. As such, their work, alone 
with their Nordic contemporary, Edvard 
Munch," - may be seen as a revitalization ( 
the northern romantic tradition in paint­
ing which had an important source in 
the work of Caspar David Friedrich 
(1774-1840) , the German romantic 
painter and contemporary of Goethe anc 
Schinkel . Born in Gr ie fwald on the Bal ­
tic coast (in his youth still Swed ish 
Pomerania) and educated as an artist in 
Copenhagen, Friedrich had close Scan­
dinavian connect ions. Through his frienc 
ship with J . C. Dahl and others, Friedrich 
w a s to be an important influence on his 
Scandinav ian contemporar ies. While 
Friedrich w a s not rediscovered in Ger­
many until 1906, he w a s apparently re­
discovered for Scandinav ian artists muc 
earlier through the wri t ings of the Nor­
wegian art critic and historian, Andreas 
Aubert, who d iscussed Friedrich exten­
sively in two art icles on J . C. Dahl in 189 
and 1894. Thus such Swed ish painters a 
Prince Eugen and Karl Nordstrom possi­
bly drew direct inspiration from Friedricl 
resorting to a kind of repetition differentt 
of the same themes that had animated 
the culture almost a century earlier. 

Friedrich brought into conscious usage 
for the first t ime in painting certain arch' 
typal Nordic landscape images: the deef 
evergreen forest with graves set in the 
wi lderness, the church with surrounding 
churchyard, and the dolmen and earth 
mound on the heath surrounded by oak: 
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and the wayfarer 's cross. But rather than 
being naturalist ic documentat ions, 
Friedrich's landscapes, in their intensely 
concentrated imagery and often elemen­
tary symmetr ica l composi t ions, took on 
transcendental and symbol ic d imensions. 

In the images evoked, the wayfarer 's 
c ross, g raves and chapels in the wi ld 
overgrown forest, and in the associat ions 
to an earl ier and more primitive age of 
faith, Asplund and Lewerentz 's competi­
tion scheme w a s c lose to Friedrich, yet 
still perhaps overly romantic, lacking the 
concentration of imagery and paring 
down to essent ia ls that character izes 

Friedrich's work as wel l as the best work 
of Prince Eugen. However, their scheme 
would evolve. 

Whi le the scheme draws on Pompeii 's Via 
Sepulchra and other e lements from antiq­
uity, it is the primitive Nordic landscape 
and archaic Nordic burial archetypes that 
dominate. T h u s Asplund and Lewerentz 's 
scheme also stands in contrast to a popu­
lar motif in continental European ceme­
tery design at the turn of the century 
which drew inspiration from the symbol ­
ist paintings of Arnold Bockl in, especial ly 
his famous " Is land of the Dead." Bockl in's 
landscapes, with their c lass ical f ragments 

i 

Competition entry. Woodland 
Cemetery, perspective of "The 
Way of the Cross 

Caspar David FriedFioh, "The 
Cross on the Baltic . 1815 
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Caspar David Fnednch . "Old 
Heroes' G r a v e s " . 1812. 

10 
Caspar David Fnednch . "Early 
S n o w " , 1828 

Competition entry, Woodland 
Cemetery, above "The Three 
Mounds" , below: dell at south 
entrance. 

Competition entry, Woodland 
Cemetery, path and road 
profiles 
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and their enigmatic f igures, evoke a sense 
of decadence and an undertone of the 
sinister. That the jury preferred the north­
ern romantic scheme of Asplund and 
Lewerentz to one pursuing Bockl inesque 
motifs, is probably a good indication 
of the different stage in cultural t ime 
Scandinavia found itself v is -a-v is the rest 
of Europe. 

It must be st ressed that Lewerentz 's con­
tribution to the scheme w a s no doubt as 
important as Asplund 's , though it is im­
possible to say who w a s responsible for 
what . We do know that Lewerentz and 
Torsten Stubel ius 's proposed crema­
torium for Helsingborg served as the 
model for the chapel . And a study of the 
Helsingborg proposal shows Lewerentz to 
be a consummate landscape artist with a 
s imi lar delicate touch that is discernible in 
the cemetery competit ion entry. Bril l iant 

in the Helsingborg proposal is the han­
dling of the stream passing through the 
site, wh ich by being directed through a 
vault under the chapel evokes the Crema­
tion Movement 's coupling of death and 
rebirth. On one side the stream flowing 
into the vault recalls the river f lowing to 
Hades, the mythological realm of the 
dead; on the other side, emerging out of 
the vault and breaking into a cascading 
waterfal l , the stream evokes rebirth 
and life. 

The Woodland Chapel 

The Woodland Chapel , designed and built 
in the years 1918 -20 , represents both an 
intensif ication and a formal discipl ining of 
the romantic natural ism of the competi­
tion scheme. The increasing severity and 
discipl ine reflect Asplund's developing in-

1 2 
Sigurd Lewerentz and 
Torsten Stubbelius. Proiect for 
a Crematorium in Helsingborg 

13 
Caspar David Friednch. "Cross 
in the Mountains". 1813 
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E. G. Asplund, Woodland 
Chapel. 1918-20. from 

Woodland Chapel, v iew of 
earth vault, 



irt Wrede 203 
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15 
Petajaveden chu 'ch . Finland, 
oighloonth century. 

building seems to indicate Lewerentz s hand as it 
close affinities to the Resurrection Chapel then 
sr construction at the cemetery. But if we 
pare Lewerentz's entry scheme to Asplund's 
losund Cemetery layout, we see the latter 
<ing along very similar lines at this time. 

the creation of a separate hillock out of the ridge 
its origin in the 1922-23 proposal when the 

jitects. citing reasons of circulation, were able to 
B service road through the ridge. It was, however, 
arently not until the work on the road w a s in 
jress that the architects realized its potential 
n open landscape. Until the plan of 1932, the hill 
to have been forested with graves placed among 

trees 

terest in c lass ic ism and classical composi­
tion methods. But the point of departure 
for the chapel , wh ich is set in a grove of 
mature fir trees surrounded by a wal l , is 
an indigenous vernacular landscape 
building type, the country church sur­
rounded by a wal led graveyard over­
grown with fir trees. Thus , whi le the plan 
and major e lements are c lass ica l , Asplund 
retains important roots in the vernacular. 

Bui lding and surrounding landscape are 
conceived as an integral whole. One can­
not separate the chapel from the carefully 
chosen sett ing, or it would lose much of 
its meaning and resonance. Memory of 
an archetype and its emotional resonance 
is of key importance here. But Asplund 
abstracts, t ransforms, and intensif ies the 
exper ience of the original. Not only does 
the black shingle wooden roof evoke the 
vernacular country church, but by a subtle 
shift in its proportioning and by isolating 
it aloft on Tuscan co lumns, it becomes, 
seen frontally, a primit ive wooden pyra­
mid levitated amid the fir t rees. An exam­
ple of architecture mimicking nature, the 
pyramidal roof echoes the slope of the 
tree branches whi le the co lumns echo the 
trunks. 

In front of the chapel is a vault sunken 
halfway into the ground and covered with 
earth containing the caskets to be buried 
that day. It strongly reinforces the death 
symbo l i sm of the composit ion, an often 
recurrent element in the traditional coun­
try churchyard. But the earth vault also 
reinforces the primitive quality of the de­
s ign. Both the earth vault and the chapel 
represent basic archetypal human con­
structs. Contrasted to one another, they 
also represent a basic duality. The amor­
phous organic earth shape of the mound 
lies in contrast to the sharp Platonic ge­
ometry of the pyramidal roof. The pyra­
mid f loats aloft among the trees in 
contrast to the rootedness in the earth of 
the mound. Matter is contrasted to spirit, 
and in the most e lementary and abstract 
w a y the Christ ian notion of the separation 
of body and soul at death is evoked. 

In the Skovde Cremator ium project of 
1938 (f inished after his death) Asplund 
develops an interesting variat ion on the 
landscape scenario of the Woodland 
Chapel . The two chapels are simi lar in 
terms of size and shape. But Skovde is 
sited on open high ground evoking again 
a historic building landscape prototype, 
the smal l stone church on the open heath, 
surrounded by burial mounds. The stone 

wal ls of the octagonal chapel and the 
steep black wooden roof pulled in behind 
the roof line, complement the earth 
mounds in their archaic pr imit iveness. 
The driveway, which takes one around the 
complex, provides a ser ies of varied jux­
taposit ions of mounds and chapel. 

The Evolution of the Cemetery Landscape 

Initially, Asplund and Lewerentz had 
planned to collaborate on the design of 
the cremator ium, but when the t ime came 
to prepare the final designs, the building 
committee decided to give the job to 
Asplund alone. However, if the cremato­
rium took shape from 1935 onward under 
Asplund's aegis alone, many of the crucial 
decis ions which contributed to its siting 
were made earlier and involved the joint 
contribution of both architects. The 
moulding of the surrounding landscape at 
the front of the cemetery continued to be 
the responsibi l i ty of both architects and 
had in fact nearly achieved its final form 
in a joint project of 1932. 

The evolution of the form of the main 
chapel and surrounding landscape seems 
to parallel the stylistic development of 
Asplund and Lewerentz 's architecture. In a 
plan dating f rom 1 9 2 2 - 2 3 , the architects 
moved the chapel from its picturesque lo­
cation on the crest of the ridge, as sug­
gested in the competition scheme, and 
placed it on ax is with the entrance in strict 
c lassical fashion. Th is project w a s done in 
conjunction with Lewerentz 's design for 
the neoclassical semici rcular wal led entry 
into the cemetery.'" The proposed chapel 
was a c lassical temple form with a rather 
innovative loggia passing through the 
building. Like Lewerentz 's Resurrect ion 
Chapel, the proposed chapel a l lowed itself 
considerable freedom with the temple 
form. 

The final moulding of the landscape at the 
front of the cemetery and the final deci­
sion on the location of the main chapel, 
were represented in another joint plan of 
1932. The main chapel w a s moved off 
ax is to the eastern edge of the gently 
sloping plateau beyond the cemetery en­
trance. The landscape, which had been 
cleared of forest between the cemetery 
entrance and the main chapel, w a s now 
further opened up to accommodate larger 
expanses of lawn. It w a s in this proposal 
that the famous grass covered knoll with 
the meditation grove found its form." 
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E. G. Asplund, Skovde 
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found in the gouache, but in the 1932 site plan, 
i wall had in fact been two walls in the 1922-23 
sme, but one wall w a s eliminated to open up the 
v of the landscape facing the chapel. 

The scheme of 1932 represents a move 
from the c lass ic ism of the 1920s to a 
more natural ist ic asymmetr ica l layout 
with a modernist inf luence. But, though it 
may be seen as a move back to a more 
picturesque direction, the overly romantic 
scheme of the competit ion w a s gone, 
modif ied by the severe and elementary 
c lassical sensibi l i ty of the 1920s and the 
minimal ist asymmet ry of modern ism. Yet 
the essence of the original scheme re-
m a i n e d - a powerful emotional resonance 
evoked by the landscape which now once 
again became the dominant focus of the 
scheme. 

A gouache by Asplund dating from 1932, 
an aerial axonometr ic of the landscape 
around the still sketchily designed main 
chapel , shows the key elements already in 

place: the open landscape, the meditation 
grove and the earth mound, the planted 
birch forest at the top of the ridge and 
even the road to the chapel. The main 
chapel shows two elements which would 
carry through to the final scheme, the 
open loggia in front of the chapel and the 
low wal l fol lowing the footpath leading 
up the hill to the chapel. 

In 1935, Asp lund began the final designs 
for the building which w a s now to be a 
cremator ium. The program called for one 
large and two small chapels. Like the 
Woodland Chapel , the cremator ium sub­
ordinates itself to and is an integral part 
of the landscape. But unlike the intimate 
forested site of the chapel, the landscape 
setting of the cremator ium is open and 
has a monumental sweep. Visual ly tied to 
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19 
Woodland Cemetery, 
watercolor, front portion. 
1932 plan. 
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20 
Woodland Cemetery, gouache, 
chapel and landscape, 1932 

the low wal l that borders the footpath up 
the slope, the building fo l lows the edge 
of, and blends in wi th, the forest on the 
eastern edge of the site, wh ich it defines. 
Seen from the entry to the cemetery, the 
strong rising directionality of the low wal l 
is terminated by the static form of the 
great loggia at the crest. The large stone 
cross si lhouetted against the sky acts as a 
counterpoint to the linearity of the wal l 
and becomes one of the focal points in 
the composit ion. 

Balancing the cremator ium on the eastern 
edge of the open site is the great earth 
mound on the southwestern edge. The 
square grove of trees at its top forms a 
second focal point in the landscape. 
These focal points, the loggia, the cross, 
and the meditation grove, all silhouetted 
against the sky, exist in a sparse minimal­
ist surrounding of sky and earth. The lawn 
sloping up f rom the foreground towards 
the ridge carr ies the eye to an empty sky. 
The top of the fir and birch forest beyond 
is barely v is ible. As in the blank, tableau­
like front facade of the Vil la Sne l lman, 
s imi lar ly bifocal, the open expanse of 
grass and the sky becomes the cosmic 
tableau upon which Asplund composes. 

For, upon entering the Woodland Ceme­
tery, we are in fact confronted with a cos­
mic landscape of Fr iedrichian intensity 
and power. The sparse elementary com-

t 

23 
Caspar David Friednch. 
"Morning in the 
Rosengebirge" . 1810-11. 

position has excluded all redundant el> 
ments. As in Friedrich's "Morning in th 
Reisengebirge", w e stand before a lam 
scape of a profound rel igious intensity. 
Asplund and Lewerentz, working for o> 
twenty-five years , had perfected their 
composit ion. The l ingering connection 
the landscape painters of the 1890s is 
also clear as are additional connection: 
Friedrich. 

While Friedrichian in its intensity when 
experienced from the oblique approacl 
the entrance, the building complex wh 
seen in the landscape from the medi­
tation grove, has a c lass ic Pouss inesq i 
repose with its layered planes. Thus , 
from the initial powerful sense of the s 
lime upon entering, the feeling change 
to arcadian repose and tranquility as o 
moves about the landscape. 

91 

f 1 

11 
21 
The Woodland Cemetery, final 
site plan of the front portion 
of the cemetery with 
crematorium, undated 
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22 
Woodland Crematorium. 
1935-40. crematorium and 
landscape from cemetery 
entrance. 
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2 A 7.K; 7 . Karl Nordstrom, "Storm Caspar David Fnednch, "Hill Woodland Crematorium, great 
Clouds". 1893. and Ploughed Field near cross with knoll and meditation 

D r e s d e n " . 1h74 •rove in backcirounrl 

Woodland Crematorium, view 
from the loggia towards the 
meditation grove on the knoll 
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/ be noted that the great Bronze Age burial 
ids in Denmark have, especially when they occur 
rs, a lways been referred to by the local 
ation as the "maiden mounds." 

As at the Woodland Chapel , architecture 
and nature borrow motifs from and mimic 
each other, as wel l as representing basic 
dualities that take on symbol ic overtones. 
While the great earth mound in its archaic 
and amorphous shape contrasts with the 
planar geometry of the architecture, the 
strict square placement of the trees of the 
meditation grove on top of it echoes the 
shape of the loggia and the trunks of the 
trees its pil lars. In contrast to the frontal 
geometry of the building, the main chapel 
takes on a natural "o rgan ic " form adding 
another natural d imension to the building 
which already represents a complex inter­
locking of architecture and nature via the 
extensive set of courtyards. By jumping 
scale, we may see the three chapels of the 
building, fronting on the landscape as 
they do, as side chapels to the main 
"cathedral space " of the open landscape 
itself. And in a reversal of an ancient met­
aphor developed in a number of other 

Asplund projects, the sky becomes the 
ceiling. 

The forms of both natural and architec­
tural elements take on symbol ic mean­
ing. The great earth mound recal ls the 
archetypal Nordic burial mound, but also 
evokes a great earthen breast ; 8 the dou­
ble symbol ism appropriately echoing the 
Cremation Movement 's coupling of death 
and rebirth. The main chapel , its organic 
shape suggesting both burial cave and 
womb, echoes the same symbo l i sm. 
While the meditation grove and the loggia 
echo each other, they also provide a two-
way directional force between earth and 
sky, symbol ical ly a kind of communicat ion 
system. The trees of the grove reach up 
towards the sky whi le the loggia with its 
inverted roof and impluv ium, receiving 
the life-giving water from above, inflects 
towards the ground. 

28 
Woodland Crematorium, 
drawing of front facade. 

i I 
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r 
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III 

Woodland Crematorium, 
ground floor plan and side 
novation 

III 27 
Woodland Crematorium, the 
great loggia and two small 
ih.iiii'h. 

Z7 
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31 
Woodland Cemetery, steps 10 
the meditation grove by 
Sigurd Lewerentz 

32 
Stabelhoj (Bronze Age burial 
mounds) at Agn on the island 
ol Mols. Denmark 

Unfortunately, when built, the wall went straight into 

the hill rather than climbing up it as originally 

designed thus destroying an essential element of the 

composition. 

Formally the cremator ium represents a 
head-tail organization with the static log­
gia acting as head, and the frontal wa l ls 
of the smal l chapels together with the 
wal l fol lowing the path constituting the 
subordinate tail. A s a composit ional de­
vice, this is a repeated theme in Asplund's 
work, f rom the winning competition 
scheme where the Path of the Cross was 
the winding tail leading to the chapel, the 
head, to the 1938 project for the Kviberg 
Cremator ium, where the wal l descends 
down the hill to fuse with the chapel . 9 It is 
also the underlying concept in the articu­
lation and siting of Asplund's summer 
house, and in the 1926 scheme for 
Odenhal len, where the Public Library 
and Sa les Hall form a clear head-tail orga­
nization. But, in addition to its semi-

anthropomorphic quality, the Woodlan 
Cremator ium most clearly indicates an 
other important feature of this organiz; 
tional device. For here the combinatior 
tail and head, wal l and loggia, may als 
be seen as the combinat ion of the ver­
nacular (the wal l ) and the classical (the 
loggia). Thus w e may see Asplund as £ 
cessful ly combining two separate tradi 
tions, the c lassical and the vernacular, 
siting buildings in the landscape, a phe 
nomenon that paral lels their integratio 
in his architecture. The buildings stand 
a separate static element in the landsc; 
in the manner of the c lassical tradition 
whi le at the same time are moored to < 
integrated with the landscape via the v 
in the manner of the vernacular traditic 

34 
Stennas. Gunnar Asplund's 
summer cottage. L ison. 
Sorunda. exterior 

33 
E G Asplund. Kviberg 
Cremator ium Gothenburg. 
1936-40. project model. 
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The Stockholm Public Library 

The Stockholm Public Library posed a 
chal lenging siting problem for Asplund. 
Set in the middle of central Stockholm, 
the l ibrary not only had to adjust itself to 
the surrounding mult istory apartment 
buildings along Sveavagen and Oden-
gatan, but had to deal with a large un­
tamed hill adjacent to it in the center of 
the block. In conjunction with the library 
design, Asplund w a s asked to work out a 
master plan for the block. The first plan of 
1922 w a s the most elaborate and ex­
ploited the block rather heavily. Asplund 
turned the slope of the hill into an exten­
s ive set of terraces to the north and east, 
wi th the terracing extending all the way to 
Odengatan. A year later Asplund pro­
duced a revised scheme for the block. A 
number of important changes occurred. 
Not only were a number of unspecif ied 
buildings left out, creating a much more 
park-like setting, but the focus of the 

block had changed from Odengatan to 
Sveavagen , wh ich , because it connected 
to the center of the city, w a s the more 
important street. Asplund also abandoned 
the effort to order the slope of the hill 
through terracing and instead created a 
kind of wal led acropolis at the top of the 
hill, leaving the rest in its natural state as 
a complement to the otherwise formal 
park layout. 

Two library related projects of 1926 
focused Asplund's mind on the final 
articulation of the site, one of which un­
fortunately did not get built as planned. 
Whereas the first two schemes were still 
d iagrammatic and contained redundant 
e lements, the 1926 schemes pared things 
down to essent ia ls and brought the ele­
ments together into a unified whole. The 
two projects were the limited competition 
for the park adjacent to the library along 
Sveavagen , and the plan for a market hall , 
Odenhal len, along Odengatan. 
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Asplund, Stockholm 
tc Library. 1922 site plan. 

kholm Public Library, 1923 
plan 

kholm Public Library, 1926 
posite plan showing 
petition entry for park and 
os.il lot Odi-nluilli'ii 

lhal len, 1926, perspective 
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In the actual building, the front of the base facing 
Sveavagen w a s inflected, making it parallel to the 
front of the library and providing a natural entrance 
into the adjacent park. 
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40 
Stockholm Public Library, linal 
site plan. 

11 
In the actual building, some key elements were 
modified or left out. The modification of the stream 
has already been mentioned. And, instead of the 
concentrated grove of trees that provided a soft 
contrast to the hard geometry of the built forms, the 
final project surrounded the pond and building with 
trees, diluting the power of the initial conception. 

The park along Sveavagen is a study in 
the r ichness of s imple minimalist land­
scape design. The main element is a 
large, shal low rectil inear pond along 
Sveavagen on ax is with the raised fore­
court of the library. When v iewed diago­
nally across the pond, the stark forms of 
the library are mirrored in the pond. Inter­
secting one side of the pond and jutting 
out into it there w a s originally to be a 
smal ler square, defined by wal ls and 
evenly planted with a square grove of 
trees whose overhanging branches gave 
it a distinctly soft appearance. The con­
trast of the soft grove of trees with the 
stark hard forms of the l ibrary behind it as 
seen in a watercolor by Asplund is beauti­
ful and another indication of the basic du­
alities that constantly underlie Asplund's 
work. The amorphous shape of the hill 
contrasted to the sharp abstract geometry 
of the library and the soft sunken space of 
the pool contrasted to the hard upward 
thrusting mass of the l ibrary represent 
other such basic dualit ies. While they are 
in a sense wel l known historical composi­
tion devices, Asplund has succeeded in 
impart ing to them a new intensity. 

At the top of the hill, a stream emerges 
out of a vaulted opening and f lows down 
a chute, under the walk leading to the li­
brary, breaking into a cascade with steps 
on either side. It f lows into the center of 
the little grove where it forms a square 
pool before f lowing over a last cascade 
and into the large pond. Th is rigorous but 
rich landscape layout, evoking both the 
primal spring and the sacred grove, re­
mained the basis for the built project, but 
both the st ream and the square grove 
were unfortunately modified into a more 
informal and less intense direction. 

The scheme for Odenhal len dealt with the 
area behind the library along Odengatan. 
Asplund designed a low narrow pillared 
market hall set back from the street to al­
low temporary open-air stands on the 
sidewalk, in front of it. The hall was ori­
ented only to the street, being partly built 
into the earth because of the slope of the 
land. The building thus acted also as a 
wal l between the street and the park be­
hind, broken only at one point by a stair 
set at a perpendicular angle to the build­
ing that ascends to the park and via a 
stepped path to the top of the hill beyond. 
In its relation to the library, the market 
hall is subordinate, essential ly continuing 
the role of the wal l played by the library 
base. Here, as already mentioned, we 
again have an inventive variat ion on the 

head-tail theme, with the library as the 
free-standing head, and the market ha 
the tail anchor ing the complex to its si 

Between the market hall and the steep 
slope of the hill, Asp lund created a par 
Two rows of trees on either side made 
great cyl inder of the library the focus c 
the composit ion. Whi le it w a s essentia 
a straightforward park layout, the v iew 
wards the powerful and dominant libra 
cyl inder would have made of the park i 
extraordinary v isual experience. 

Tying these landscape composit ions to 
gether, the nexus and dominant eleme 
of the scheme w a s the library itself, at 
corner of the two streets. Its base con­
formed to the recti l inear order of the 
street gr id ' " defining the edge of the si 
walk as wel l as reinforcing the everyda 
street activity by providing shops aloni 
the Sveavagen side. Only at the point 
where it confronts the corner of the ste 
hill does the base set back and make ai 
inflection. Th is inflection becomes the 
erence for the inflection of the library ii 
self, wh ich is given a slight twist off the 
rectil inear to further emphasize its imp 
tance. It is thus related to the observatc 
on the hill by being inflected off the gri 
and by the placement of the library cyli 
der on ax is with the observatory. One c 
the side wal ls of the Capitoline-like ran 
cutting through the base to the main ei 
trance of the library is also inflected at 
same angle as the building, thus acting 
a mediating element between rectiline; 
order and the inflected library, but also 
creating a forced perspective as one ar. 
proaches the building up the ramp. 

T h u s through a complex series of devii 
axes , v is tas, reflections, inflections, coi 
trasts of opposites, the elements of the 
site are brought together into a unified 
whole. Asplund also tied his building 
complex into the surrounding urban fa 
ric through two historic devices. The 
height of the main square block of the 
brary al igns approximately with the co 
nice height of the surrounding apartme 
buildings, thus giving them all a comrr 
reference plane. And whi le the surrour 
ing block of apartment buildings create 
dense urban poche, the library exists a 
its opposite, a free-standing object in a 
park-like setting carved out of the poet 
thus both separated from and unified v 
its sur round ings. " 
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3 Asplund. Gustav Adolf 
jare . Gothenburg. 1924. 
iposai for paving, plan 

Landscape fragments 

Finally, I would like briefly to d iscuss a 
few of Asplund 's landscape details, ele­
ments within larger contexts, to illustrate 
how in a sense he recharged traditional 
landscape elements with new vitality and 
meaning. The proposal for paving Gustaf 
Adolf 's square in Gothenburg is a case in 
point. Borrowing an idea from the Ro­
mans who inscribed a map of Rome in 
the Forum Romanum, Asplund super im­
posed the irregular outline map of for­
tified old Gothenburg at an angle on an 
overall rectil inear paving pattern of 
squares connected at midpoints, creating 
a superb piece of abstract graphics. How­
ever, not only is the reference to the 
Forum Romanum made, but the develop­
ment of the European city in general , and 
Gothenburg in particular is symbol ized 
where the fortified medieval town out­
grew its wa l ls and expanded out into the 
landscape in a regular grid pattern. 

In his 1932 design for an outdoor cere­
monial plaza adjacent to the Woodland 
cremator ium, later to be built in a dif­
ferent form, Asplund has taken the tradi­
tional curving garden steps that wel l out 
through a terrace wal l and turned it into a 
large drop shaped stone paved area that 
appears to have run, liquid like, out over 
the grassy landscape. A smal ler tongue, 
framed by two torches, cont inues on a 
level course and becomes the platform 
upon which the casket is set. 

The outdoor clock at the cremator ium is a 
most traditional, and in this case utili­
tarian, outdoor element. But by its place­
ment and by the inflection he has given it, 
Asplund has charged it with meaning. Not 
only does the clock evoke the passing of 
time and thus in this context, mortality, 
but the way it is bent over evokes meta­
phors of both old age and the withering 
of a flower. 
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Sketches (Cambridge. Mass. and London: MIT Press, 
1978). p. 66. 

43 
Woodland Cemetery, proposed 
outdoor ceremonial plaza, 1932 
gouache 

In his design for an outdoor drinking 
fountain for the Carl Johann school in 
Gothenburg done in the early 1920s, A s ­
plund uses the traditional landscape ele­
ment, the urn. But rather than the ornate 
urns set on pedestals so beloved by the 
nineteenth century, Asplund uses a s im­
ple but very sensual "vernacu la r " 
amphora shape and sets it directly on the 
ground surrounded by four stone slabs 
forming a circle around it. The bulging 
sensual form with its jet of water appears 
almost to have grown out of the ground. 
While the metaphor of drinking in c lassi­
cal culture is obvious, more importantly 
the sensual i ty of the act of drinking is 
made manifest. And the curv ing form of 
the amphora provides a contrast to the 
rigorous rectil inearity of the adjacent 
building. 

\ 

44 
Woodland Crematorium, Clock. 

In 1940, Aalto wrote of Asplund in refer 
ence to his Skandia C inema, " I had the 
impression that this w a s an architecture 
where ordinary sys tems hadn't served 
the parameters. Here the point of depai 
ture was man, with all the innumerable 
nuances of his emotional life and natur 
This contact with nature, man included 
was clearly discernible in all of Asplunc 
projects. Much can be written about 
Asplund's art and its different phases, t 
if one studies them one wi l l a lways fine 
this underlying direct contact with 
nature." ' 2 

\ \ 
\ 

45 
E. G . Asplund, Drinking 
Fountain. Carl Johann Sch 
Gothenburg. 
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From the very outset the Modern Move­
ment in architecture w a s haunted by the 
spectre of the Gothic cathedral . The one 
thing upon which its founders and early 
apologists agreed, whether at the Bau-
haus, or at Tal iesin, or at 35 rue de Sevres , 
w a s the notion that in the thirteenth cen­
tury there had been produced a truly au­
thentic architecture, the real thing, so 
genuine as to have set a standard by 
which the works of later builders might be 
judged and found want ing. In the Gothic 
era, architecture had indeed been "the 
mother of the arts," and the architect had 
played a grand role within a grandly co­
herent scheme of things. 

The nineteenth and early twentieth cen­
tury judgment as to the excel lence of 
what the thirteenth century architect had 
wrought w a s based upon two disparate 
and virtually unrelated criteria. On the 
one hand it w a s argued, especial ly by 
Pugin and Viollet-le-duc, that the Gothic 
w a s the most rational of sty les, one in 
which considerat ions of structural hon­
esty were paramount: the mechanics or 
engineering of the building w a s held to 
have been made whol ly visible, and the 
shapes of all its e lements to have been 
determined by their function. (These were 
conceived, of course, to have been char­
acterist ics of the Gothic style; they were 
not thought to have derived from the spe­
cif ically ecclesiast ical purposes or pro­
gram of the architect and his patrons.) On 
the other hand, and at the opposite pole 
f rom such matters of praxis, it w a s aver­
red that the Gothic had expressed, had 
bodied forth in visible form, the very life 
and spirit of what w a s imagined to have 
been a pervasive ly Christ ian age (never 
mind the innumerable manifestat ions of 
barbaric v iolence and cruelty that were 
typical of its life). So organic had been the 
communi ty that the many kinds of anony­
mous craf tsman who had brought the 
building and its appurtenances into being 
had worked in intuitive harmony with one 
another and with the Zeitgeist, hardly 
aware of the idea of style and blessedly 
ignorant of style history. That ideal state 
of affairs w a s bel ieved to have been cor­
rupted and undone by the emergence in 
the fifteenth century of the academic ar­
chitect, who came to the profession 
by w a y of bookish learning rather than 
by having acquired, within the quasi-
religious fel lowship of the s tonemasons ' 
guild, the practical ski l ls of the master 
builder. 

Out of this way of thinking, as we all 

know, came the belief that an authentic 
modern architecture could arise only o 
the basis of a craf tsmanly knowledge c 
the properties of mater ials and the pro 
cesses of construction (modern materii 
and modern processes, needless to say 
a thoroughgoing ana lys is of the specifi 
functions that any given building shoul 
be expected to serve or satisfy, and an 
unquestioning acceptance of the belief 
that ours is the age of Sc ience and Tecr 
nology—an age in which consideration 
of efficient cause have superseded and 
displaced once and for all the notion of 
final cause as a factor at work in the un 
verse ; wherefore it seemed appropriate 
that our architecture should be based 
upon mechanist ic problem solv ing, sine 
only that is in keeping with scientif ic 
method and with what science has de­
monstrated to be " the nature of things.' 

But now that most of us have lost faith 
the historicistic idea of Zeitgeist, having 
come to see that our Victorian forebear: 
were guilty of circular reasoning when 
they defined the spirit of the Gothic Age 
in terms of its art and architecture and 
then proceeded to find that same art an 
architecture to exempl i fy the Gothic 
Spir i t ; and now that we have come to s> 
that the functionalist ic interpretation of 
the Gothic style involved a lamentable 
confusion of aesthetic factors with struc 
tural ones, how much of its vaunted au­
thenticity does the cathedral retain? Car 
we still conceive that it sets a standard, 
must we see it as having been merely ai 
ephemeral manifestat ion, one of the 
many phases or episodes that have con 
stituted the on-going, ever-changing, an 
open-ended history of architecture? 

Modern historiography has so zealously 
embraced the methodology and outlook 
of the social sc iences that we have all 
been persuaded to eschew the poetic id 
alizations of a Ruskin or a Henry Adams 
and to try to f ind the hidden or unspoke 
purposes (most likely of a base and self-
serv ing nature) that we assume to lie be 
hind ostensibly noble enterprises. From 
this point of v iew w e have no trouble at 
all in interpreting the Gothic cathedral a; 
having been a masterful propaganda 
stroke, a imed at support ing a carefully 
calculated policy, conceived in all likeli­
hood by the Abbot Suger, the purpose o 
which was to bring about a new and sta­
bilizing accord between and among the 
French royal court (eager for the kind of 
monarchical power that the dukes of 
Normandy had recently ach ieved, in alii-
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ance with their clergy and with the help of 
an imposing architecture, in their newly 
unified Engl ish kingdom), the bishops of 
the Royal Domain (who could no longer 
exercise the kind of feudal authority their 
predecessors had once wie lded but who 
wanted nonetheless to maintain their 
dominance, and at the same t ime to ele­
vate the status of the episcopal or secular 
church over that of the smal l but im­
mense ly rich monast ic or regular church), 
and the increasingly prosperous and 
powerful burghers (who had reason to 
value their bishop's access to the king's 
court and to share the king's desire for a 
unified nation, s ince feudal fragmentation 
w a s a major barrier to commerce) . The 
policy seems to have called for blandish­
ment: it appears to have been directed to­
ward wooing an increasingly rest less and 
disaffected bourgeoisie by appealing to 
its municipal pride and to its taste for 
things chival rous and courtly, and by 
making the church invitingly attractive, 
especial ly by virtue of its spacious and 
richly decorated doorways, so different 
from the ambivalent and often somewhat 
threatening entrances of the Roman-
esque - t hough w e do wel l to remember 
that all the persons represented in the 
embrasures are members of the first and 
second estates; bankers and merchants 
were not among the saints. It w a s an in­
genious and, for a whi le, a highly ef­
fective policy, a imed at creating a new 
" i m a g e " of the al l iance of church and 
monarchy, an al l iance that had only re­
cently been badly shaken by the struggle 
over invest i ture; and w e can see why the 
bishops were wil l ing to spend enormous 
s u m s of money for the creation of that 
i m a g e - m u c h as modern corporations 
spend comparable s u m s for towering sky­
scrapers faced with white marble or re­
flective g lass. 

Yet all this is to say that the cathedral w a s 
designed s imply in order to manipulate 
people's feel ings, to reshape their atti­
tudes toward the governing institutions of 
church and state. But if the purposes of 
the builder and his patron were of that 
order, were they sincere! Did those men 
have covert mot ives they would not read­
ily have admitted to? If so, w a s the cathe­
dral authentic, or w a s it merely a sham, 
as hol low as a modern public relations 
campaign? 

There have been t imes in my life when I 
have been concerned to develop at con­
siderable length the relation of the Gothic 
cathedral to the machinat ions of institu­

tional policy making; better that, I still 
think, than to rely upon anything so lame 
as the idea of Zeitgeist; but I must confess 
that I have lately come to see the building 
in a different light. In the thirteenth cen­
tury the cathedral church w a s called the 
Aula Virginis, the Aula Reginae Coeli, the 
Palace of the Queen of Heaven, whose 
coronation is somet imes represented in a 
doorway tympanum or a stained glass 
window. Like other works of traditional 
art, the building constitutes a metaphor, 
wherefore its validity or authenticity de­
pends upon the truth of what is asserted 
in that metaphor: to wit, that palatiality 
and regality, queenl iness and court l iness, 
monarchical statel iness and resplendent 
enthronement, immensity, grandeur, mys-
te ry - tha t all these are essential aspects of 
the true nature of things and stand at the 
very summi t of an ordering that is of di­
v ine ordination, then, now, and for all 
t ime. The cathedral declares that our idea 
of kingship derives f rom the reality of the 
Kingdom of Heaven, our idea of the city, 
of communion and of community, from 
the true being of the City of God, the 
Heavenly Je rusa lem. 

To believe the metaphor to be val id en­
tai ls, of course, an act of faith, s ince its 
truth cannot be objectively demonstrated 
to the uninterested and unbel ieving "ob­
server," as w e like to call the modern tour­
ist or museum-goer (or student of art 
history); but, as Philip Rieff has persua­
sively argued, every communi ty of hu­
man beings must in the long run be 
bound together by a shared faith, other­
w ise we become mere idiotai, monads, 
not so much private persons as non-
pe rsons - f o r personhood is not a biolog­
ical attribute of each specimen of homo 
sapiens, but rather something that ar ises 
out of our meaningful , purposeful , ethical 
interaction with one another in the on­
going history (not to say drama) of com­
munal life. One of the oldest and most 
fundamental ways of organizing that life, 
and the personhood of its participants, 
has been centered upon the idea of king­
ship— an idea that declares the reality of 
the State to be focused and dependent 
upon the centrality of the thinking, speak­
ing, and responding person. 

Faith in monarchical hierarchy remains to­
day, hardly less than w a s the case in the 
thirteenth century, central to what the 
Cathol ic Church stands for, for that institu­
tion is the last great monarchy to surv ive 
into the present age. S ince it has more 
members than any nation, but China, has 
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cit izens, it can hardly be d ismissed as an 
atavist ic anachron ism; nor can the cathe­
drals be so d ismissed, for what they 
declare has never been renounced or ab­
rogated by the Roman c h u r c h - e v e n 
though some of its leaders have been 
gulled by pancultural ists (those who be­
lieve society and its culture to constitute 
the ultimate human reality) into believing 
that the church should erect radically 
modern buildings lest it reveal itself to be 
"out of step with the t imes." 

Some years ago I came across what 
seemed to me a curiously uncharacterist ic 
statement by Ralph Waldo Emerson , 
w h o m I had never suspected of being a 
Platonist. "An Amer ican who has been 
conf ined, in his own country, to the sight 
of bui ldings designed after foreign mod­
els , is surpr ised on entering York Minster 
or St. Peter's in Rome, by the feeling that 
these structures are imitations also, faint 
copies of an invisible archetype." If so 
conf i rmed a Unitar ian as Emerson could 
exper ience that feel ing, how much more 
intensely must generation after genera­
tion of Cathol ic Christ ians have felt the 
same thing! But if Plato w a s dead wrong, 
and if there are no invisible archetypes, 
no eternal ideas, no Heavenly Je rusa lem, 
no ultimate intention behind things and 
no ultimate bases of judgment; if nothing 
is true except for our thinking or feeling it 
to be so, then surely w e should tear down 
the cathedrals (much as the Futurists 
wanted to tear down Venice) and replace 
them with corporate skyscrapers, labora­
tories, motels, technical schools, and low-
cost public hous ing - tha t is to say, with 
the kinds of building that have totally 
dominated the Modern Movement, kinds 
that never symbol ize membership institu­
t ions, kinds that demand of us no loyalty, 
no filial piety, no commitment of our 
personhood. 

But something holds us back from that 
demoli t ion, some lingering suspicion that 
w e just may be wrong in thinking that all 
is f lux and chance, that the only reality, for 
the architect no less than for the avant-
garde painter such as DeKooning or 
Pollock, resides in our ephemeral acts of 
exper ienc ing- the more novel the experi­
ence the better. In pursuit of that dubious 
reality w e have caused both art and archi­
tecture to d issolve into a succession of 
trivial fads that fol low one another more 
and more rapidly with each passing dec­
ade. But if nothing has the power to 
stand, if nothing is thought to be en-
duringly val id and binding, then the dura­

ble integratedness of buildings, whethe 
old or new, can have no metaphorical 
signif icance, no high meaning for u s -
indeed, the f lat-walled and largely un-
membered structures that have been th 
characteristic products of the Modern 
Movement have general ly lacked the sy 
tematic ordering of parts into an inte­
grated whole that has been the distincti 
feature of Western architecture for the 
past five thousand years . 

Though it is not now fashionable to re­
mind architects and architecture studen 
of the fact, the idea of stasis, of steadfas 
standing, constitutes the central meanir 
of the word "s ta te" (from sto, stare, stet 
status); wherefore architecture has beer 
ever since its earliest beginnings in Egy 
an art that has been devoted almost ex­
clusively to the support of the state and 
state-supporting institutions. It has beer 
neither a progressive nor a revolutionar 
art. Caught up as he w a s in the histor-
icism that has underlain so much of our 
thinking about the arts, Professor Gerhc 
Kal lmann saw fit to argue, some twenty 
three years ago, that architects should 
now bring forth an "act ion architecture' 
to match the then styl ish "act ion paint­
ing" of Pollock, Gorky, Kline, DeKooning 
and c o m p a n y - a kind of painting that 
briefly and vainly declared the absolute 
primacy of the f lux of experience. But 
though it has a lways been possible for 
men to make Heraclitan gestures, all s u i 
persons depend every day of their l ives 
in cold fact, upon the reliable constancy 
of the State and of the many state-
chartered or legal institutions by whose 
agency its ethos, its under-girding con­
ception of just ice and civility, is main­
tained. No one who uses words and 
grammatical speech can really believe 
that f lux, and fire, and change are the u 
mate substance of things. 

Despite the faddish folly of much recem 
painting, despite the anti-verbal minims 
ism or pointless eccentricity of much re 
cent architecture, there is reason to hop 
that all is not lost. I d raw comfort from t 
fact that many mil l ions of our fel low cit­
izens got up at four thirty in the mornim 
last year to wi tness, v ia satellite, the roy 
wedding in St. P a u l ' s - a n d wil l in the du 
course of t ime make the same effort to 
wi tness the coronation of a new king in 
Westminster Abbey. I take that to indica' 
that there surv ives among us a latent bi 
powerful and widespread conviction th< 
what the cathedrals stand for, what they 
aff irm in perdurable form, is still compe 
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l ing, still va l id . I a m convinced that the 
overwhelming majority of Amer icans still 
think it appropriate that the National Cap­
itol should in many w a y s resemble St. 
Paul 's , and that many, if not most, of the 
State Capitols should be visibly akin to 
St . Paul 's , or St. Peter 's, or the Invali-
d e s - s h o u l d derive in the long run from a 
tradition of columniated architecture that 
reaches all the w a y back to pharaonic 
Egypt. That tradition has f rom the begin­
ning been bound up with the notion that 
there is an " inv is ib le archetype" that au­
thenticates the communi ty 's demand that 
w e conform to its standards of justice and 
decorum. 

The founders of the Modern Movement 
apparently fancied, as have so many lib­
eral social scientists and academics, that 
the instrumental i t ies of modern science 
are putting in men's hands, the means by 
which we shal l be enabled to deal ra­
tionally with the organization and reform 
of society, so that w e may all be liberated 
from the burdensome necessity of having 
to conform to ancestral norms. Unques­
tionably, the impact of such thinking has 
been immense, but that the results have 
been salutary seems increasingly doubt­
ful, at least to a very large number of our 
fel low cit izens. They continue to take seri­
ously the forms of traditional church 
buildings, capitols, courthouses, and 
mans ions (such as the White House and 
Monticello), sens ing, as did Emerson , the 
power of the archetypes that lie behind 
not only the buildings themselves but be­
hind the institutions, the enduring modes 
of human relatedness, that the buildings 
symbol ize. There in , I am persuaded, is to 
be found the only basis for an authentic 
architecture. To think, in the post Modern 
manner, that a building is authenticated 
by its uniqueness, or by the idiosyncratic 
eccentricity of its architect is to embrace 
madness : for it is to deny that a shared 
faith is either possible or des i rab le -and 
that, in turn, is to deny that the idea of 
civil ization any longer has meaning. 
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