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Preface

This book has its origin in some conversations I had, now over twenty years ago, with Kent
Bloomer. We spoke of architecture, Yale’s undergraduate architecture major, architectural
education. In the course of these conversations he invited me to contribute to an issue of
the Journal of Architectural Education he was guest editing. The result was a brief programmatic
essay, which already bore the title “The Ethical Function of Architecture” (Journal of Architec-
tural Education, vol. 29, no. 1 [1975], p. 14). Ten years later I developed it into a longer, still
far too brief article bearing the same title (in Descriptions, ed. Don Ihde and Hugh J. Sil-
verman [Albany: SUNY Press, 1985], pp. 129-140). That I choose this title, now for a third
time, for this book shows that the issue it raises continues to challenge me, where “ethical,”
as I here understand it, has more to do with the Greek éthos than with what we usually
mean by “ethics,” for example, when we speak of “business ethics” or “medical ethics”: this
is not at all a book in what might be called “architectural ethics.”

These early discussions led me to develop a course in the philosophy of architec-
ture. Although initially aimed at undergraduates, the course also filled a gap in the course
offerings of Yale’s Architecture School: many, perhaps even the majority of its students were
drawn to it, much to my benefit.

As my Meaning of Modern Art shows (The Meaning of Modern Art: A Philosophical
Interpretation [Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern Unmwversity Press, 1968]), I had long been inter-
ested in modern art, especially painting. A certain unease with modern art led me to exam-
ine some of its central presuppositions: already with that book and its call for a new realism
I wanted to call into question the aesthetic approach that had for so long presided over the
progress of art. Architecture interested me precisely because, while on the aesthetic ap-
proach an essentially impure, compromised art, compromised by its need to take its place in
a world ruled by other concerns, it calls that approach into question, demanding a different
approach—and finally not just to architecture but to all the arts. My book on the Bavarian
Rococo church (The Bavarian Rococo Church: Between Faith and Aestheticism [New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1983]) gave me a first chance to develop some of my thoughts with
greater precision and close attention to works of architecture. But it was the course that
allowed me to really work out my ideas, to test them in conversations with uncounted
students, and soon also in public lectures in this country and in Europe. A number of these
lectures were subsequently published and for a while I thought I should just gather them,
by now some twenty, and publish them as a book. But there were too many repetitions,
too many lacunae. Much from these lectures has made its way into this book, but it has
been reconsidered, rethought, and, while I did not hesitate to cannibalize my eatlier efforts,
become part of what is new work.

Some readers may wish I had made more of an attempt to overcome the limi-
tations of a perspective all too obviously bound to my own path to architecture, which led
from war-torn Germany to the United States, from a childhood love of architecture to
philosophy and back to architecture. A certain one-sidedness is evident simply from the
llustrations. Had I been Latin American or Chinese they would no doubt have been very
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different. But rendering such one-sidedness conspicuous seemed to me preferable to pre-
tending to an inevitably unconvincing universality: the book invites the reader to substitute
for the illustrations I have chosen others more in keeping with his or her own very different
path. Not only in this case is such translation part of getting closer to what is essential.

This book has also been shaped by my path through philosophy, which has cen-
tered on Kant, Hegel, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and especially Heidegger. I don’t consider
these necessarily irreplaceable, but their work has furnished me with what I consider useful
models or lenses—and I should be pleased if for some readers this book will prove such a
model or lens.

I find it difficult even to remember, let alone to thank, all those who over the
years have helped me. Kent Bloomer deserves first mention, for it was his invitation that
first led me to spend much of my time thinking about architecture. I would also like to
thank the Deans of Yale’s School of Architecture, Cesar Pelli, Thomas Beebe, and Fred
Koetter, for their support and hospitality, and Yale University for appointing me to a Mellon
Professorship, which encouraged me to trespass across academic boundaries that are often
much too firm. My thanks go to the many colleagues and architects who have helped me
to advance my ideas, especially to Michael Benedikt, William Butler, Giinther Dittmar,
Barbara Endres, Steuart Grey, Steven Holl, David Kolb, David Leatherbarrow, Bert Olivier,
Alberto Pérez-Gomez, Juhani Pallasmaa, Giorgio Ranalli, Joseph Rykwert, Dalibor Vesely,
and Heinrich Wirth; equally to those former architecture students who worked closely with
me over the years, including Ken Abbott (who deserves special thanks for his photographs,
which succeed 1n capturing something I had been struggling to put into words), Carey
Bernstein, I Fei Chang, Enrique Larrafiaga, Stuart Lathers, Jeff Montroy, Randy Ott, Eeva
Pelkonen, Kelly Carlson-Reddig, Gerald Walker, and Hwa-Fong Wang.

I am grateful to Roger Conover for the care with which he watched over the
metamorphosis of a still-unfinished manuscript into a book, to Alice Falk for her ever-
thoughtful editing, to Ori Kometani for her design work, and to Matthew Abbate for mak-
ing sure that what has been such a long process would come to a good end.

My deepest thanks go to my wife Elizabeth Langhorne, who taught me more
about dwelling than Heidegger ever could.

Karsten Harries

Hamden, Connecticut
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Introduction: Postmodern Prelude

1

For some time now architecture has been uncertain of its way. With Alberto Pérez-Gémez,
one might link such uncertainty to “the changing world view ushered in by Galilean science
and Newton’s natural philosophy,” which led to a rationalization and functionalization of
architecture that had to turn its back on that “poetical content of reality” that once provided
“any truly meaningful architecture” with an “ultimate frame of reference.”! One might also
point to Charles Perrault’s distinction between positive and arbitrary beauty, the latter a
matter of taste, dependent on ornament and changing fashion and “the architect’s special
province,” a distinction that invites us to understand the architect as “the artist who applies
an ornamental dress of various kinds to the immutable substance of architecture,” invites
the “love affair with alternate visual conventions” that has made post-Enlightenment archi-
tecture both more interesting and more arbitrary.2 The eclectic historicism of the nineteenth
century is one consequence; another is its more playful and ironic postmodern counterpart
(Big. 1).

To be sure, only a few decades ago modernist orthodoxy could claim to have put
an end to the stylistic chaos of the nineteenth century and to have provided architects once
more with a sure sense of direction. By the sixties such conviction had yielded to uncer-
tainty. Responding to the changed climate, Sigfried Giedion observed in the 1967 edition
of Space, Time and Architecture, 2 book that, more than any other, had given voice to the
ethos of modernist architecture: “a certain confusion exists in contemporary architecture,
as in painting; a kind of pause, even a kind of exhaustion. Everyone is aware of it.”* Giedion
remained convinced that such uncertainty would soon pass. “We are still in the formation
period of a new tradition, still at its beginning,” he insisted. Unshaken in his modernist
convictions, he reaffirmed what he took to be the main task facing contemporary archi-
tecture, “the interpretation of a way of life valid for our period.”’* After three decades of
postmodern, poststructuralist, and deconstructive experimentation, the confusion Giedion
noted shows no signs of yielding to a new consensus. But is this something to be regretted?
‘We have been taught to be on guard before modernist nostalgia. And yet I find myself
unwilling to let go of Giedion’s statement of architecture’s task. It raises, however, two

questions:
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1. What does it mean to say that the task of architecture is that of interpretation?
‘When we think of works of interpretation, we think first of texts. Are works of architecture
then like texts?® Do they have a hermeneutic function? What tools of interpretation are
available to the architect? Should we not rather consider works of architecture aesthetically
dressed-up functional buildings? I have to return to this question.

2. And what way of life is valid for our period? Is not our world, our society with
its differences of class and race, gender and religion, too heterogeneous, too filled with
confusion and contradiction, to allow us to answer this question with any confidence? Have
postmodern suspicions made it impossible to demand that architecture meet what Giedion
calls it main task? Is there a way of life valid for all?

Despite such questions, I find it difficult to surrender Giedion’s modernist hope.
Should architecture not continue to help us find our place and way in an ever more dis-
orienting world? In this sense I shall speak of the ethical function of architecture. “Ethical”
derives from “ethos.” By a person’s ethos we mean his or her character, nature, or disposi-
tion. Similarly we speak of 2 community’s ethos, referring to the spirit that presides over its
activities. “Ethos” here names the way human beings exist in the world: their way of dwell-
ing.® By the ethical function of architecture I mean its task to help articulate a common
ethos.

Usually the task of architecture is understood in a very different way. Consider, for example,
the understanding of architecture presupposed by Nikolaus Pevsner, when he begins his
Outline of European Architecture with the often-cited and seemingly self-evident observation:
“A bicycle shed is a building; Lincoln Cathedral is a piece of architecture”” (fig. 2). To be
sure, like a bicycle shed, Lincoln Cathedral is also a building. The architect builds but also
does something more. How is this “more” to be understood? Pevsner’s answer to this ques-
tion is quite expected: what distinguishes works of architecture from mere buildings is that
they are “designed with a view to aesthetic appeal””® This of course remains quite empty as
long as more is not said about the nature of this aesthetic appeal. I shall do so in chapter 2.

Pevsner’s understanding of architecture is representative of what, in opposition to
the ethical approach, 1 shall call the aesthetic approach. On this approach, the point of architec-
ture, as opposed to mere building, is to have aesthetic appeal, however that is going to be
understood. Thus the work of architecture is essentially a functional building with an added
aesthetic component. An obvious way of creating such a work would be to decorate some
utilitarian structure: work of architecture = building + decoration. Not that we have to think of
the addition of the aesthetic component as a matter of adding decoration as it is usually
understood. Imagine someone who in building his bicycle shed is concerned to observe the
golden section in every possible way: he, too, would be adding an aesthetic component to
a functional shed;® so would someone concerned to give her bicycle shed the look of a ruin;
or someone who would have us appreciate his shed as a subversive act; or as a riddle filled

with markers that reveal their secret only to the initiated; or as an ironic commentary on
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what architecture has come to mean. In each case the result would no longer be just a
bicycle shed, a mere building, but would claim the dignity of a work of architecture.
Stretching the term a bit, I want to call such buildings, too, decorated sheds—a term that
of course belongs to the authors of Learning from Las Vegas.'®

The understanding of works of architecture expressed by the term “decorated shed” follows
from the aesthetic approach. Given the widespread acceptance of that approach, it is hardly
surprising that it should capture so well the prevailing understanding of architecture. It
certainly fits much of what has come to be called postmodern architecture. But it would
appear to describe equally well most historical architecture, from which postmodern archi-
tecture is distinguished especially by its more playful approach to decoration. As Giedion
observed rather tendentiously, modern architecture has given way to “a kind of playboy-
architecture . . . : an architecture treated as playboys treat life, jumping from one sensation
to another and quickly bored with everything”** His formulation suggests that it is not just
the aesthetic approach that governs postmodern architecture but a particular version of that
approach, ruled by a desire to avoid boredom, that is, to pursue the interesting.

If Giedion had hoped that this turn to “playboy-architecture” would prove a pass-
ing fad, such hope went disappointed. Today, as we approach the end of both the century
and the mullennium, the “romantic orgy” he deplored shows no sign of abating. We only
have to walk through one of our cities or just flip through one of our architectural journals
to get a sense that architecture still has not found its way. Some will suggest that this is no
cause for gloom, that the problem lies precisely with insisting on finding the right way: has
not modernism demonstrated the bankruptcy of this project, and are the outlines of a far
more open and therefore less coercive consensus not already emerging? That this is wishful
thinking was suggested by a discussion published some ten years ago by the American In-
stitute of Architects under the title “Postmodernism: Definition and Debate,” with the de-
scription, “A Group of Practitioners Looks at a Controversial Phenomenon.”’*? The title
promised too much: Charles Jencks’s catchy label eluded defimtion that would more than
gesture toward an uncertain refusal of modernism, and there was no debate. Voices critical
of postmodernism predominated, tempered by others that welcomed the freedom it had
brought architects or that praised its emphasis on the architectural tradition. Few of these
practitioners still considered postmodernism a burning issue. Helmut Jahn was not alone
with his suggestion that what started as “one of the most umportant esthetic events in the
last fifty years” has today become “a loose characterization for many fragmented efforts,
primarily concerned with historic style, contextualism, symbolism, and ornament,” “an um-
brella for all efforts to leave the mainstream of modermism.”** Today postmodern posturing
is beginning to seem a bit dated even as it has become an integral part of today’s architec-
tural vernacular.

Jahn's claim that postmodernism began as an important aesthetic event, even if it

soon strayed from the greatness of this beginning, raises once more the question: should



architecture be concerned with creating important aesthetic events? Could it be that post-
modernism went astray precisely because, right from the beginning, it was overly concerned
with the creation of such events? But before I attempt to address this question, the term
“postmodernism” deserves a closer look. It invites us to think of its mieaning as a function
of “modernism.” Postmodernism would seem to follow modernism. somewhat in the way
in which Mannerism followed Renaissance or Rococo followed Baroque. This analogy
suggests that modernism and postmodernism can both be considered styles to rival the great
styles of the past. Something like that had indeed been claimed for modernism by those
convinced that Frank Lloyd Wright and Le Corbusier, Gropius and Mies van der Rohe had
finally put an end to the stylistic chaos of the nineteenth century. Subsequent developments
have shaken such conviction. The important aesthetic event that has given today’s architec-
tural landscape its contours would seem to be postmodernism.

Such linear accounts of the history of architecture as a succession of important
aesthetic events are of course much too simple. We are still not done with modernism. And
how could we be? For what do we mean by “modern” and “modernism”? Does “modern”
not refer to a period extending to and including the very present? “Modernism” names an
ideology that affirms what is thought to be in tune with the spirit or essence of our own
period, in tune with science and tethnology, with modernity; it defines itself in opposition
to what went before, to traditions that retained their hold even as they had become anachro-
nisms. When Giedion demands that contemporary architecture interpret a way of life valid
for our period, he speaks as a convinced modernist. By contrast, when we call something
“postmodern” we seem to imply that it does not really belong to the present age, just as we
do when we call something “positively medieval,” although “postmodern” gestures not
backward but forward, beyond the present to what we hope-is some brighter future that
may already have announced its coming but has not yet arrived. “Postmodernism” suggests
“futurism,” although the future it envisions is defined by its break with at least some of the
forces that have shaped modernity and that modernism joyfully embraced, forces today all
too naively dismissed as Eurocentric, logocentric, phallocentric.

So understood, modernism and postmodernism would seem to be much more
than just important aesthetic events. At issue is “the legitimacy of the modern age.”!* Both
movements are born of concern with the shape of the modern world, as postmodernism
represents a phenomenon of modernity’s bad conscience, of its self-doubt. Such self~-doubt
has long centered on the hegemony that we have allowed scientific rationality and techno-
logical thinking—over our lives, our thinking, and our practices, including the practice of
architecture—even as this hegemony has rendered itself ever more problematic. Architec-
tural postmodernism thus represents, in Jahns words, “a realization and a response to the
failures of modernism. Architecture, along the principles of functionalism, programmatic
deterministm, and technological expressionism, produced buildings without connection to
site, place, the human being, and history.”** As Charles Moore insists, “it has surely become
evident to almost everybody (except maybe for a few architects) that when the earlier 20th
century’s Buck Rogers dream of a future altogether disconnected from the past started, after
the 40’s and 50%, to come true, helped along by a big war and the devastation of holocaust-

style urban planning, it became a nightmare” ¢ “Postmodernism” would then name not so
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much a unified style or system of thought as an attitude born of 2 humanistic cntique of mod-
ernism. Vincent Scully could thus celebrate Robert Venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction
in Architecture as a profoundly humanistic work that invites companson with Geoffrey Scott’s
Architecture of Humanism.'” So understood, postmodernism, too, can claim to serve what I
have called architecture’s ethical function.

But does not such rhetoric take postmodernism more seriously than it deserves?
Like other postmodern architects, Venturi has enjoyed appearing in humanist dress, but did
he not give us a2 more helpful pointer when he opposed to Mies van der Rohe’s “less is
more” his own equally quotable “less is a bore”?'® This suggests that postmodernism has 1ts
origin not so much in a humanistic (that is to say, in an ethical) as 1n a merely aesthetic
response to modernism—more precisely, in the already mentioned response that, born of
boredom, seeks relief in a cultivation of the interesting.’® Such cultivation presupposes an
understanding of what has come to be established and accepted: to remain interesting one
must stay just one step ahead of current expectations, though little thought needs to be
given to where one should be going. There is thus a close connection between the pursuit
of the interesting and fashion design—and consider how often critics of postmodernism
have condemned its practitioners for being mere fashion designers, implying an equation of
architectural ornament with feminine dress that demands further discussion.

Since 1t depends for its effects on expectations that are likely to change, the inter-
esting is essentially short-lived. To give a once notorious example: when Marcel Duchamp
presented a quite ordinary urinal as a work of art, calling 1t Fontaine, such confusion of the
categories “work of art” and “piece of plumbing” was an important aesthetic event. But
this paradigmatic act should not tempt us to drag all sorts of plumbing fixtures into gallenes.
Simularly, the dislocated temple fragments that now appear 1n so much postmodern archi-
tecture, were, when first seen, interesting. But here, too, the temptation to make such dis-
location into a recipe should be resisted. Repeated, what once was interesting will soon
become boring. There is, to be sure, a more basic question: should architecture strive to
be interesting?

Not that postmodern architecture 1s adequately understood as a phenomenon of
the interesting. I do think, however, that such an understanding provides at least an illu-
minating caricature that receives support from Lyotard’s understanding of the postmodern
sublime, which, with its emphasis on negation and innovation, turns out to be just another
version of the interesting.?* Consider what separates neoclassicism from its postmodern
counterpart, or look at Michael Graves’s Portland building: it certainly is not beautiful
any traditional sense. And yet John Pastier was not obviously right when he called it “on
the whole . . . an aesthetic failure’?* All depends on what is meant by “aesthetic.” Given
an aesthetics of the interesting, the building has to be considered a success, as the publicity
it has generated demonstrates. It can indeed lay good claim to being the “First Monument
of a Loosely Defined Style,” and as this monument it testifies to the extent to which this
style is ruled by pursuit of the interesting.

Have I made too much of Venturi’s “less is a bore” and of the aesthetic category
of the interesting? After all, Venturi himself preceded that statement with the equally quot-

able “more is not less,” which invites us to look at the movement from Miesian sparseness



to postmodern complexity and contradiction as just another example of the periodic swing
of the aesthetic pendulum away from “less” toward “more,” 1nviting comparison with the
shift from the “classicism” of the early Gothic to the “Baroque” of late Gothic hall churches
with their flowing net vaults, or with the turn away from the purity of Brunelleschi’s
Ospedale degli Innocenti to the complexity of Palladio’s Palazzo Chiericati. One mght thus
consider postmodernism as modernism’s Mannerism or perhaps modernism’s Rococo.
There are of course striking differences: the swings of the aesthetic pendulum have become
much more rapid, swings of fashion rather than style. Still, if the evolution of postmodern-
ism mvites us to understand it 1n terms of the interesting, it also invites interpretation in
terms of Wolfflin's Principles of Art History: do we not discover once again “that the notion
of clarity had first to be developed before an interest could be found in a partially troubled
clarity,” that “to play with the hidden adherence to rule . . . presupposes a stage of obvious
adherence to rule,” that “a tactile apprehension of things in space” yields to a “type of con-
templation which has learned to surrender 1tself to the mere visual impression.” %

This, however, returns us to the question, can any merely aesthetic approach do
justice to architecture? Do we do justice even to postmodern architecture when we under-
stand 1t as an essentially aesthetic response to modernism? Without doubt, much recent
architecture supports Ada Louise Huxtable’s claim, “Scratch a postmodernist and you will
find an apostle of art for art’s sake.”?* Still, we have to take seriously, more seriously perhaps
than they took themselves, those postmodernists who proclaimed themselves humanists and
charged modernism not so much with aesthetic as with moral failure. Not only do they
invite us to confront the presuppositions of modernism, but they force us to question the
limits of the aesthetic approach and thus the maps that have long guided thinking about
architecture.

But why charge modernism with moral failure? Were the founders of the modern
movement not very much aware of the way architecture helps shape the world we live in
and conscious of the architect’s moral responsibility? Is this not shown by their strident
condemnation of the decorated sheds created in such profusion in the closing decades of
the mneteenth century? In these attempts to cover functional shells with borrowed orna-
ment they saw not just a lack of artistic creativity but an irresponsible, vain flight from a
rationalism that those fleeing from it had i fact already embraced, along with science and
technology. Today such flight may masquerade as postmodern guerilla warfare against an
oppressive establishment, while it nevertheless remains a flight: we are still not done with
modernist hope. Condemnation of the nineteenth century’s split attitude to objectifying
reason and thus to modernity was the other side of the confidence that led to the rise of the
modern movement: finally this modern world was to find its own proper style, a style that
would allow human beings to feel at home in a world shaped by science. Evangelical mod-
ernists promised to heal the rift between beauty and reason, form and function: once more,
architecture was to be all of a piece. Such hopes are difficult to dismiss.

Today these modernist dreams, too, belong to the history of architecture. We still
have not been able to make our peace with a rationality that, even as it promises to make
us the masters and possessors of nature, threatens nature’s and our own destruction. We have

learned to look with different and more loving eyes at an architecture that to convinced
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modernists demonstrated only cynicism and decadence. But were they wrong? Do we today
know better? Or have we only grown more tired, more uncertain, more cynical?

Today, at any rate, architects are returning to the eclectic architecture of the nine-
teenth century somewhat as nineteenth-century architects turned to the stronger styles of
preceding centuries. Eclecticism has been raised to a higher power. The renewed apprecia-
tion of neo-classicism has thus given birth to a postmodern neo-neo-classicism, although
given the current fascination with the neo-neo-classicism of architects like Troost (see fig.
116) and Speer, we should perhaps speak of a neo-neo-neo-classicism. Just as eclecticism
has been raised to a higher power, so has arbitrariness. While the nineteenth century could
still take seriously the historical paradigms it adopted, today similar reverence for the past 1s
likely to seem naive. Not that we side with the harsh criticism directed against nineteenth-
century eclecticism and historicism by the founders of the modern movement: we lack the
faith such fervor requires. If once again we attempt to relieve the dreariness of functional
architecture by borrowing from the past, there is less conviction in our borrowing. This
may be put positively: today’s eclecticism takes itself less seriously than did its nineteenth-
century precursor. It is freer, more playful, less intimidated by the past. By the same token

it is also less certain of its way.

Uncertainty has spilled over into our schools of architecture. Thirty years ago Christian
Norberg-Schulz charged that “the schools have shown themselves incapable of bringing
forth architects able to solve the actual tasks.”® Things are no different today although we
are more likely to meet with challenges to the very notion of “the actual tasks.” Do we
know what these tasks are? Is the prevailing uncertainty not at bottom uncertainty about
how this question is to be answered? To be sure, we can appeal to what seem to be obvious
needs generated by our way of life and can look to scientists, especially to social scientists,
to state these needs with a precision that would allow engineers to offer the solutions that
would best meet them. But are these needs so obvious? Do we know how to circumscribe
the field of our needs? Such circumscription demands a sound understanding of the require-
ments of human dwelling; without it, there is only stuttering dissatisfaction with all purely
functional building. Like our mneteenth-century precursors, we demand “more” without
knowing how this “more” is to be understood. Does aesthetics hold the key to what distin-
guishes works of architecture from mere buildings, as Pevsner suggests? Should works of
architecture be works of art, or rather, machines and works of art? As Arthur Drexler re-
marked in Transformations in Modern Architecture, *“We are still dealing with the conflict be-
tween art and technology that beset the nineteenth century.” 2

Uncertainty is presupposed by the willingness of architects and architectural edu-
cators to look beyond their discipline, not just to the natural and social sciences but increas-
ingly also to philosophy. Thus Frampton and Dal Co have looked to Heidegger, Eisenman
and Gehry to Derrida. The very word “deconstruction” has helped to build a bridge be-
tween architecture and philosophy by reminding us of the way architectural metaphors have
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figured decisively in the discourse of both religion and philosophy, inviting us to think of
God, the philosopher, and the architect all as builders, each in the image of the other two,
where figure and figured intertwine in ways that in the end call into question the very idea
of a well-founded building that grants possibilities of genuine dwelling. The word “edify”
hints at what is at issue: as the OED reminds us, originally “to edify”—from the Latin
aedificare (aedes, “dwelling,” + ficare, “to make”)—meant simply to build, to construct. Long
ago this meaning fell into disuse, but the word found a new home especially in religious
discourse: “to edify” came to mean to build up the church or the soul, to provide something
like spiritual shelter—Kierkegaard thus wrote Edifying Discourses. Today “edify” and “edify-
ing” are most often used ironically, with a negative connotation. Growing suspicion of
philosophy’s power to edify can be traced in the changing role of the metaphors of architec-
ture in philosophical reflection: from Descartes-and Kant to Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Der-
rida. But deconstruction has called into question not only philosophical construction but
also the architect’s efforts to build so that human beings might not just be provided with
physical shelter, but be allowed to dwell, a word heavy with nostalgia.

What then do we philosophers have to offer architects? What does philosophy
have to do with what concerns the architect? Such questions inevitably lead to another:
what is philosophy? In the Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein claims that philosophical
problems have the form, “I do not know my way about.”?’ Of course, not all problems
having this form are therefore already philosophical: to lose one’s way in a strange city is
not sufficient to make one a philosopher, nor is failure to understand a new piece of equip-
ment. Say my computer misbehaves and I don’t know what to do; I don’t know my way
about. But why does such a loss of way not present us with a philosophical problem? I
would suggest that it fails to do so because in such cases our disorientation is only superficial.
Thus in the first case I might study a map; in the second, I might ask an expert for help.
The problem poses itself against a background of established and accepted ways of doing
things to which we can turn to help us decide what is to be done. Genuinely philosophical
problems have no such background. They emerge whenever human beings have begun to
question the place assigned them by nature, society, and history and to search for firmer
ground. In that sense I want to say of philosophy, too—fully aware that this places me at
some distance from much that today is called philosophy—what Giedion says of architec-
ture: 1ts main task is the interpretation of a way of life valid for our period. The fundamental
question of philosophy remains: where should we be going? In this broad sense all philoso-
phy fundamentally is “ethical reflection,” reflection concerning the ethos. At bottom the dis-
course of philosophy is an edifying discourse.

To claim that architecture today faces a philosophical problem and to suggest that
philosophical reflection should be part of any well-constructed program of architectural
education is to claim not just that architects have become uncertain of their way and of the
maps on which they have been relying, but that such uncertainty reflects a deeper un-
certainty about how we ought to live, where our place should be, and how architects are
to help shape that place, to “edify,” to build in that sense.?® This, to be sure, is not how
philosophers have tended to think about architecture. For some time now philosophy has
placed architecture among the arts, so the philosophy of architecture has developed as part
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of the philosophy of art. The philosophy of art again has come to be all but identified with
aesthetics, which has resulted in the widespread tendency to consider the “philosophy of
architecture” a branch of aesthetics—Roger Scruton’s Aesthetics of Architecture is a good ex-
ample. According to Scruton, the aesthetics of architecture “aims to capture the essence,
not the accidents, of architectural beauty,”?® where beauty is understood as the object of a
distinctive kind of pleasure. It is just this approach that I want to question. This book is not
a contribution to the aesthetics of architecture. What is needed is something quite dufferent:
a rigorous rethinking of the often taken for granted understanding of works of architecture
as functional sheds to which an aesthetic component has been added; an understanding of
architecture that allows us to take seriously Giedion’s imperative that architecture interpret
a way of life valid for our period.

This leads us back to the two questions I raised earher concerning this imperative: In just
what sense can architecture be understood as interpretation? Equally important is the second ques-
tion: If the task of architecture continues to be the interpretation of a way of life valid for our period,
where do we find the measure of such validity? Are we not still in search of this measure? Do we
know what constitutes genuine dwelling? Indeed, is not the very term “dwelling” too laden
with nostalgia, too bound up with a past we must leave behind if we are to be open to the
promise of an uncertain future?

But suppose we grant, at least for the time being, that we must know how to dwell
if we are to build successfully: what kind of dwelling is appropriate to this technological age?
Inseparable from the question, What way of life is valid for our period? is the question of
technology. Today our attitude to technology cannot but be ambivalent. On the one hand
we know perfectly well that in countless ways technology has improved the quality of hu-
man life. One could cite the striking rise in life expectancy; or the revolution in commu-
nications; or the mmpact technology has bad on food production. Who could deny that
technology has helped lighten many of the burdens of life? Thus even the most passionate
critic of technology is likely to accept its blessings gratefully when she goes to the dentist
or travels to a conference to discuss the evils of technology. And yet on the other hand there
is the dread we feel at landscape being transformed into technoscape, at houses being per-
verted into machines for living, at love giving way to cybersex, at a world ever more subject
to the anonymous dictatorship of technological planning. Technology threatens to trans-
form us into increasingly lonely, rootless, displaced persons. This loss of place mvites perhaps
dangerous dreams of an architecture strong enough to return us to what has been lost,
strong enough to allow us to understand ourselves once more as members of a genuine
community. The problem of architecture and the problem of community cannot finally
be divorced.

‘What then does philosophy have to contribute to architecture and to architectural
education? In one sense very little: no clear direction; perhaps a few pointers; mostly ques-

tions, putting into question presuppositions of our approach to architecture that are often
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taken for granted and thereby opening up new possibilities. But by putting into question
maps on which architects and architectural theorists have long relied and which have been
the source of continuing confusion, philosophy can contribute to the drawing up—inevi-
tably tentative—of new maps.

If architecture today is to address what Giedion is right to call its main task, it
first has to free itself from the aesthetic approach, which also means freeing itself from an
understanding of the work of architecture as fundamentally just a decorated shed. The first
part of this book therefore develops a critique of the aesthetic approach and examines some
of the consequences of this critique for architecture.

If the main task of architecture is indeed, as Giedion claims, interpretation, archi-
tecture must possess the power of speech. But it is not at all obvious that—and, if so, in
what sense—architecture can be said to speak. The second part of this book addresses the
problem of the language of architecture.

According to Giedion architecture should speak to us of how we are to live in the
contemporary world. Developing some suggestions made by Martin Heidegger, the third
part examines building in its relationship to the essence and requirements of dwelling.

Our dwelling 15 always a dwelling with others. The problem of architecture is
therefore inevitably also the problem of community, which is only the other side of the
problem of the individual. The ethical function of architecture cannot finally be divorced
from the political. The fourth and final part will take a few steps toward unfolding this
twofold function.
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The Aesthetic Approach

2

Pevsner, as we saw, would have us understand works of architecture as buildings “designed
with a view to aesthetic appeal” On this “aesthetic approach,” works of architecture are
buildings intended to appeal also as aesthetic objects. But what is an “aesthetic object”?
‘What constitutes “aesthetic appeal”’? Once these questions have been answered, the inade-
quacy of the aesthetic approach to architecture will become obvious.

Objects with aesthetic appeal are often called beautiful. We call flowers beautiful,
or landscapes, or persons. But we could not say that they are “designed with a view to
aesthetic appeal”’—they are not works of art. For examples of work intended to have aes-
thetic appeal we can turn to sculpture or painting.

Consider, for example, Newburyport by Frank Stella, dating from 1964 (fig. 3), and
his description of his aesthetic goal:

I always get into arguments with people who want to retain the old values in painting, the humanistic
values that they always find on the canvas. If you pin them down, they always end up asserting that
there is something there besides the paint on the canvas. My painting is based on the fact that only what
can be seen is there. It really is an object. Any painting is an object and anyone who gets involved enough
in this finally has to face up to the objectness of whatever he’s doing. He is making a thing. All that
should be taken for granted. If the painting were lean enough, accurate enough, or right enough, you
would just be able to look at it. All I want anyone to get out of my paintings, and all that I ever get out

of them, is the fact that you can see the whole idea without confusion. . . . What you see is what you see.*

I would like to underscore a number of points:

1. Stella would have his painting so absorb our attention that we feel no need to
look beyond it for meaning. It thus should not present itself to us as a representation that
has its measure in the absent represented, nor as a sign that recerves its meaning from the
absent signified, nor as a symbol gesturing toward absent significance, nor as an allegory
figuring absent meaning. Its presence should not be haunted by absence. What Archubald
MacLeish said of the poem holds of it, too: it should not mean, but be.

2. The painting should be such that it allows us to “see the whole idea without

confusion.” It should not leave us wondering whether we may be missing something. Noth-
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Frank Stella, Newburyport (1962). Gift of the
‘Woodward Foundation Credit Yale University
3 Art Gallery.

ing 1n 1t should strike us as superfluous, nor should we expernence it as just a fragment of an
absent whole. The painting should present itself as a self-sufficient whole.

3. Such completeness demands of observers that they leave the painting alone, that
they keep their distance from it. This distanced beholding is different from the way we
usually relate to things: think of care that seeks to help, of desire that wants to possess, of
aversion that would avoid, of hate that calls for destruction. Above all we are interested in
what we encounter and interest does not leave things or persons alone. Aesthetic beholding
lets the beheld be what 1t is.

4. To the painting’s self~justifying presence corresponds the self-sufficiency of our
experience of it. Paintings are not useful in any obvious sense; they are not good for any-
thing. But just their uselessness endows them with an appeal denied to anything that answers
to our interest. This uselessness allows us to exist in the present, for all interest is directed
toward the future. Thus it lets us be present to ourselves 1n a way denied by our usual
engagement in the world. To the plenitude of the aesthetic object corresponds the plenitude
of aesthetic experience.

‘What Stella says of his art can thus be generalized and read as a first description of
the aesthetic object. In doing so, we obtain the following fourfold characterization—and
the fact that a modernist painting here provides the paradigm invites questioning, even as it
reminds us of the extent to which what I have called the aesthetic approach has presided

over the progress of modern art.

1. The aesthetic object should not mean but be.
2. The aesthetic object should present itself as a whole.
3. The aesthetic object demands aesthetic distance.

4. The aesthetic object promises to put us at one with ourselves.
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It should be evident that even this first characterization forces us to question any attempt to
understand works of architecture as aesthetic objects in this sense. Buildings and their ele-
ments have to carry meanings if they are to function: houses should look like houses, doors
like doors; works of architecture should mean, not just be. Nor do buildings readily present
themselves in their totality—we always experience them from a particular point of view,
from in front or from behind, from inside or outside; thus we never see more than a partial
appearance of an absent whole. Nor is aesthetic distance easily reconciled with the way we
use buildings: we do not leave buildings alone but enter and leave them, change and trans-
form them depending on our needs. Such use is difficult to reconcile with the plenitude
that was said to characterize aesthetic experience. How 1illuminating 1s it then to compare
works of architecture to paintings or sculptures understood as self-sufficient aesthetic
objects.

But is the characterization of the aesthetic object I have offered adequate, or is it
an ovetly simplistic caricature? We can bracket for the time being the question of the ade-
quacy of this first model; it should at least be clear. Also clear should be /the tension between
what this model of the aesthetic approach demands and the requirements of dwelling and
building. Works of architecture resist consideration as aesthetic objects in the sense de-
scribed here. But thus model, notwithstanding its hold on theonsts from Lessing and Kant
to Greenberg and Fried, also raises the question of the extent to which works of art such as
paintings or sculptures are themselves adequately understood as aesthetic objects. Can the
aesthetic function be considered the function of art? To claim this is to say also that art
remains true to its essence only when it presents itself as art for art’s sake. And if, as I have
claimed, the aesthetic approach is presupposed by aesthetics, must not a self-critical philoso-
phy of art question thus presupposition?

Let me reiterate: “aesthetics,” as I here use the term, should not be understood as just a
synonym for “philosophy of art” To be sure, that is how these terms are often used, but
such synonymy is of rather recent origin. When we call and understand the philosophy of
art first of all as aesthetics, we are the heirs of a quite specific approach to art, one that, even
though its long prehistory goes back to the Renaissance and indeed to antiquity, triumphed
only in the eighteenth century over an older approach that would not grant autonomy to
art, instead assigning it a religious, a social, or an ethical function.? Think of a medieval
altarpiece.

Granted, however, that the best medieval art was art for God’s and not for art’s
sake: can't we distinguish the religious aspect of this art from what gives it aesthetic appeal?
Is the latter not the proper concern for someone interested in such a piece, say a church or
a cult object, as a work of art? But what here defines propriety—an understanding of works

of art as aesthetic objects?
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Pulpit, St Johann Bapust, Oppolding, Bavaria
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To be sure, all things can have aesthetic significance. As Panofsky points out,

It is possible to experience every object, natural or man-made, aesthetically. We do this, when we just
look at it (or listen to it) without relating it, intellectually or emotionally, to anything outside of itself.
When a man looks at a tree from the point of view of a carpenter, he will associate it with the various
uses to which he might put the wood; and when he looks at it from the point of view of an ornithologist,
he will associate it with the birds that might nest in it. When a man at a horse race watches the animal
on which he has put his money, he will associate its performance with his desire that it may win. Only

he who simply and wholly abandons himself to the object of his perception will experience it aesthetically.®

Aesthetic beholding may be defined 1n terms of such absorption in what it beholds. No
longer do bur usual cares and concerns dominate our sight; we are free to attend to what
lies before our eyes. Some patterns of shapes and colors invite such surrender more than
others. The form of a vase, the geometric ornament circling a plate, the upward surging
rocaille of an eighteenth-century pulpit (fig. 4) may capture our attention. That I find myself
especially moved by the last has no doubt something to do with my particular background
and experiences. But what arouses aesthetic interest is not adequately explained in terms of
the inevitably different prejudices and interests that different individuals bring to what they
perceive. Often strength of pattern or form will assert 1tself regardless of cultural or individ-
ual differences. Certain proportions thus possess a perennial appeal, like the special place
belonging to the golden section, favored by both art and nature: asked to pick out the most
pleasing rectangle, most people will choose the golden rectangle.* Psychologists have thus
been able to show that there is considerable cross-cultural agreement about aesthetic prefer-
ences of this sort.
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The Rottgen Pietd, 14th century Bonn, Rhein-
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Textiles and pottery produced by different cultures can teach us that craftsmen
have always looked beyond what utility demanded to configurations of shape and color
possessing such strength. So understood, a concern for beauty, for what 1s aesthetically pleas-
ing, is part of all human experience: aesthetic considerations will enter into something as
commonplace as setting a table, weaving some fabric, or building even a simple house. But
generally this would seem to be only a secondary concern, hardly sufficient to lead to the
creation of art for art’s or for beauty’s sake. The primary concern is to make a house, an
urn, a festive garment, a sacred 1mage. Thus the primary concern of the sculptor who carved
the Réttgen Pietd (fig. 5) was not to create an aesthetic object. Serving religion, art here
attempts to address humanity’s deepest concerns. The beauty of the image serves this at-
tempt. Later I shall have more to say about the nature of this service, whach, it will turn
out, has much to tell us about the beauty of architecture.

Here I only want to suggest that the aesthetic approach to art, which insists that
art be for art’s or for beauty’s sake and makes self-sufficient presence constitutive of both,
can hardly be considered the norm by which the production of what we generally call art
has been or should be judged. As Panofsky points out, Poussin’s assertion that “la fin de P'art
est la delectation” was revolutionary in its time.® The key to this revolution is provided by
what I have called the aesthetic approach to art, by the insistence that the end of art 1s
aesthetic delight.

But have I not placed undue weight on Stella’s self-interpretation? To be sure,
Panofsky’s description of aesthetic experience fits in very well with the fourfold character-
ization of the aesthetic object I drew from it. Still, more discussion is needed, if this charac-
terization is to support a critique of what I have claimed to be the ruling approach to art

and architecture.
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I have already pointed out that the aesthetic approach belongs to the eighteenth century.
‘We owe both the term “aesthetics” and the establishment of aesthetics as one of the main
branches of philosophy to Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten’s dissertation of 1735—a rather
short, unusually lucid text, despite its forbidding Latin title, Meditationes philosophicae de non-
nullis ad poema pertinentibus.® Baumgarten hoped to show how room could be made within
the framework that had been established by the philosophy of Descartes for the study of art,
more especially of poetry. Philosophical aesthetics is thus an offspring of rationalism, part of
the somewhat questionable legacy left us by the Enlightenment. In chapter 7 I shall examine
this legacy in greater detail. Here I would like to take a closer look at the approach to art
Baumgarten’s institution of aesthetics both presupposes and interprets.

Baumgarten coined the term aesthetica as an analogue to logica. While logic seeks
to establish the principles that should govern the exercise of reason, aesthetics seeks to estab-
hish the principles that should govern judgments of taste. The analogy implies a repudiation
of the claim that the pleasure we take in a poem or a painting is not so very different from
our enjoyment of the smell of a rose or the taste of a good glass of wine. As Plato had
already observed, aesthetic delight is not just a matter of having pleasant sensations. Taste,
Baumgarten insists, resembles reason. Both are species of judgment and governed by its law.
“The law of the faculty of judgment is as follows: if a given manifold is recognized either as
fitting or as not fitting together, then its perfection or imperfection is recognized. This
happens either sensually or distinctly. The faculty of judging by means of sense is taste in its
widest sense.””

Instead of rehearsing Baumgarten’s rather involved discussion of beauty and taste,
I shall exarmune only a simile he offers the reader; it sums up much of his understanding of
the work of art. A successful poem, and we can generalize and say a successful work of art,
Baumgarten tells us, is like a world.® “World” here does not name the totality of facts; Baum-
garten is thinking rather of the world as described by rationalist philosophers, especially by
Leibniz, who took the world to be a perfectly ordered cosmos. In this best of all possible
worlds nothing is missing and nothing superfluous, everything is as it should be; perfection
means precisely such completeness. The work of art, Baumgarten asserts, should be a simi-
larly perfect whole. Its integrity should be such that to add or subtract anything would be
to do violence to its aesthetic perfection.

Quite traditional in its suggestion that, godlike, the artist builds another world,
Baumgarten’s simile seems innocent enough: after all, ever since Aristotle, unity has been
demanded of the work of art.” To be sure, we must allow for complexity, tension, and incon-
gruity, but order should triumph in the end, so what at first may appear not to belong,
striking us as discordant, finally is recognized to have been absolutely necessary. Baumgarten,
too, cites the definition so familiar in the eighteenth century of beauty as sensible petfection.*
To call beauty sensible is to insist that our experience of it involves the senses; beauty depends
on perception. To speak of it as perfection is to insist on the self-sufficiency of the beautiful.

The artwork is autonomous: its point is not to refer beyond itself, to express some edifying
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thought or to represent some cherished object or person. To praise it for being true or to
condemn it for being false is to have missed what matters: that it present itself to us as an
all-absorbing presence. Presenting itself to us as being just as it should be, a beautiful work
of art delivers us from the sense of arbitrariness and contingency that is so much part of our
everyday life, that again and again lets us wonder: why this and not that? Absorbed 1n a
work of art, we no longer confront different possibilities. But this is to say also that we no
longer face the future. The artwork’s perfection lifts the burden of time, allowing us to exist,
if only for a time, in a seemingly timeless present.

Compare this understanding of the artwork with Stella’s description of his artistic
1deal. From Baumgarten’s simile we can derive essentially the same four points:

1. Perfection, as Baumgarten, following Leibniz, understands it, entails self-
sufficiency.!! Ideally the work of art should not point beyond itself. Its point 1s not to de-
scribe a reality external to it. Nor is 1t to make statements about the world. If 1t succeeds, it
does so not as a representation but as a presentation. The step from Baumgarten’s under-
standing of the poem as a perfect whole to MacLeish’s dictum—the poem should not mean,
but be—is small.

2. The perfection of the artwork demands once more that it be experienced as
a whole.

3. The perfection of the artwork demands of spectators that they leave it as it
presents itself to them. All they could do to it would only destroy its perfection. The proper
response to art is rapt surrender, absorption in its presence. Such absorption satisfies because
it grants us a sense of being at one with ourselves denied by our engagement 1n the world.
Aesthetic experience thus quiets care, fear, and hope.

4. To the artwork’s perfection corresponds the self-sufficiency of aesthetic experi-
ence, which needs no justification but is sought for 1ts own sake.

‘What matters here is not Baumgarten but an attitude that, as Frank Stella’s self-
understanding as a painter demonstrates, has continued to shape the way both artists and
theoreticians approach art. Although the fact that he gave “aesthetics” its name may tempt
us to seek the origin of the aesthetic approach with Baumgarten, doing so would attribute
to his thought a significance that does not belong to it. Not only do the thoughts of other
thinkers of the period lead in the same direction—Diderot deserves to be singled out—but
philosophical reflection only followed a change in attitude that long before gaining dorm-
nance in the eighteenth century had begun to shape the development of the different arts.'

‘While Baumgarten offers an obvious point of departure for discussions of the aes-
thetic approach, I could equally well have turned to Kant, who criticizes Baumgarten on a
number of ponts, questioning especially his understanding of the beautiful as a perfect
whole, accusing him of having made aesthetic judgments too much like judgments of rea-
son.*® But Kant, too, understands beauty as self-justifying presence. The point of his famous
determination of the beautiful as the object of an entirely disinterested satisfaction becomes
clear once we keep in mind that interest always looks beyond the present to the future.
Governed as they are by care and concern, our usual ways of encountering things are essen-

tially interested. Aesthetic experience demands that we leave behind such involvement, that
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we bracket our ordinary concerns. Such bracketing is a presupposition of the establishment

of what came to be called psychical or aesthetic distance. As Paul Weiss points out,

To obtain an aesthetic object we must enter into the common-sense world, with its robust and vital
activities, and there, through an act of concentration, detach a portion of it from the rest. The act of
bounding is produced by a change in attitude. Instead of being concerned with the world of common sense,
as spread out over a large area of space and time and organized by convention, tradition, and social
demands, we must so attend to a portion of it that it is torn out of its context, freed from its social role,

and infused with our emotions, interests, and values.*

There is a sense in which all aesthetic objects have been framed or frame themselves.

Not that Weiss finds himself here in complete agreement with Kant. While Kant
speaks of the aesthetic object as object of an entirely disinterested satisfaction, Weiss insists
that it is infused with our emotions, interests, and values. This suggests an aesthetic experi-
ence less removed from life and richer than it is on Kant’s interpretation. But Weiss, too,
insists that the aesthetic object is essentially dislocated, framed; such framing may be the
result of a conscious effort on our part, but it may also be a gift of the beautiful, which puts
us in a different state of mind, absorbing our usual interests as blotting paper absorbs ink.
To develop my model of the aesthetic approach, I could also have turned to Schopenhauer,
who, appropriating Kant, writes that in aesthetic experience “we relinquish the ordinary
way of considering things,” “let our whole consciousness be filled by the calm contempla-
tion” of the object present and “lose ourselves entirely in this object.”’ 5

A recent, unusually articulate representative of the aesthetic approach is Michael
Fried. His essay “Art and Objecthood” deserves to be singled out as an eloquent defense of
aesthetic modernism, a defense that makes the pursuit of presentness constitutive of what
Fried considers “the authentic art of our time” Our experience of such art “has no dura-
tlon—not because one in fact experiences a picture by Noland or Olitski or a sculpture by
David Smith or Caro in no time at all, but because at every moment the work itself is wholly
manifest.”*¢ I could go on. But perhaps I have said enough to show that my “caricature” of
the aesthetic approach does capture concerns that at least since the early eighteenth century

have given direction to both the theory and the practice of art."”

Architecture has difficulty rising to the purity found in the other arts, for, as Kant observes,
“the suitability of a product for a certain use is the essential thing in an architectural work.”*®
To be sure, it 15 quite possible to consider and even to build works of architecture
as aesthetic objects, as is demonstrated by Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre’s discussion
of classical architecture. Invoking the authority of Aristotle, they too insist that the work of
architecture, like every work of art, “is a world within the world, ‘complete,” ‘integral,’

‘whole,” a world where there is no contradiction”’*® Given this conception of the work
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of architecture as another world, all “outside conditions” must be considered “significant
obstacles.” By its very nature, the aesthetic approach to architecture is opposed to every
contextualism. “In ancient Greece, temples” thus “turned a cold shoulder to every structure
that happened to be next to them, even if this other structure was another temple’? I do
not want to raise here the question of the adequacy of this characterization. But the basic
point must be affirmed and could be illustrated with modern examples: fo the extent that the
aesthetic approach governs building, works of architecture will turn a cold shoulder not
only to their neighbors but to the world that would constran them with its demands and
necessities.

Certainly, the world may not be forgotten. It provides the inevitable, pregiven
point of departure. But if the status of the art work as a self-sufficient whole 1s to be pre-
served, 1t may do no more than that. Given the aesthetic approach, Valéry’s definition of
poetry as “an effort by one man to create an artificial and 1deal order of a material of vulgar
origin,”? the material in this case being ordinary language, holds of every work of art. Quite
1n the spirit of Valéry, Tzonis and Lefaivre thus proclaim that “the poetic 1dentity of a building
depends not on its stability, on its function, or on the efficiency of the means of its produc-
tion, but on the way in which all the above have been hmited, bent, and subordinated by
purely formal requirements”?* The canon, or rules of composition, that governs classical
architecture ensures that such transformation results in ordered, self-sufficient wholes. It
does so first by “constraining the placing of the architectural elements that populate a build-
ing by establishing successions of logically organized divisions of space™ (taxis); second, by
ensuring that the elements placed in the framework that has thus been established will “al-
ways appear 1n well-determined sets governed by particulé:r fixed relations” (the genera or
classical orders); and finally, by constraining “how elements are chosen and placed in relation
both to one another and to the overall structure of taxis,” such that the constraint relies on
rhythmic organization and on the architectural counterparts of not only such “overt” rhe-
torical figures as parallelism, contrast, alignment, and analogy but also more “subtle” figures,
such as oxymoron and ellipsis.?

The extreme formalism of such an approach follows from its comumtment to aes-
thetic perfection, which renders talk of the requirements of dwelling or function simply
irrelevant. And yet, as Kant insists, architecture cannot turn a cold shoulder to the world: it
has to be both beautiful and practical. Indeed, considerations of utility will almost inevitably
take precedence over a concern for beauty. But to the extent that this is the case, beauty in
architecture can appear only as an addition to what necessity dictates. This is also to say that
the architect inevitably has to comprormuse his or her artistic vision.

That architects are forced to betray their aesthetic ideals more than other artists is
also noted by Weiss. Architecture has to exist “within a context defined by unskilled labor
and such practical activities as excavation, engineering, and plumbing. It must conform to
building codes written with little concern for artistic needs. No other art is so hemmed
in by men, tasks, and conditions relating to nonaesthetic matters.”* And if nonaesthetic

considerations inevitably hem in architecture, we should also expect them to limit the way
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architects are tramned. Weiss thus concludes his discussion of architecture with a historical

observation and a suggestion concerning how architectural education might be improved:

It would not be amiss, though, to remark that the history of architecture does not seem to have had many
great turning points. There seem to be few great adventurers among the architects, perhaps because they
are so overwhelmed by judges, critics, clients, and problems relating to engineering, city planning, and
scales. What architecture badly needs today are laboratories where students are not only trained and
disciplined, as they now are, but also encouraged to experiment with the building of all sorts of space, in
all sorts of ways, with all sorts of material. They should have periods in which they do not care that their
work may not interest a client or that no one may ever build it or that it may not fit in with prevailing
styles. Not until they take setiously the need to explore the possibilities of bounding spaces in multiple
ways will they become alert to atchitecture as an art, as respectable, revelatory, creative, and at least as
difficult as any other.®

It would be easy to challenge the claim that “the history of architecture does not seem to
have had many great turning points.” Abbot Suger of St.-Denis, Brunelleschi, Borromini,
Ledoux, and Frank Lloyd Wright argue differently. But Weiss’s claim is based not on an
examination of history but on his understanding of architecture as an art forced to compro-
mise its aesthetic chastity. Like Kant, Weiss raises the question of the aesthetic respectability
of architecture. What threatens this respectability is the architect’s inevitable subjection of
nonaesthetic constraints.

Once this is acknowledged, the hope Weiss holds out in the end, that architecture
might become an art as respectable as the others, must be rejected. Given the aesthetic
approach, architecture will never manage to become as respectable as painting or sculpture.
If beauty demands aesthetic purity, the beauty of architecture would appear inescapably
compromised. For buildings have to be more than objects for aesthetic contemplation. The
architect has to take into account the uses to which a building will be put, while those using
it will not be able to keep their distance from it. Compared to its sister arts architecture will
then have to be considered deficient and impure: a not quite respectable art.

All of this would be of little consequence were it only a matter of some philoso-
phers and architectural theorists arguing among themselves about the essence of architec-
ture. But, as this chapter has made clear, the rise of aesthetics and of the aesthetic approach
are only aspects of a more deeply rooted change in sensibility that in the name of reason
divorced pragmatic and aesthetic considerations and placed the architect uneasily between
the two. On the one hand, the uses of architecture are emphasized; on the other, architec-
ture is supposed to be artistic. Unfortunately, the hopes of functionalists notwithstanding,
not only is there no assurance that an economic and efficient solution to practical problems
will also be aesthetically pleasing, but given the aesthetics of purity, there is no chance that
modern architecture’s marriage of art and engineering will be free of tension and compro-
mise. As claimed in chapter 1, on the aesthetic approach the beauty of a building has to

appear as something added on to what necessity dictates, as decoration in a broad sense.
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The tensions that result from this mingling of pragmatic and aesthetic concerns all but rule
out aesthetic completeness.

It is thus hardly surprising that with the rise of the aesthetic approach in the eight-
eenth century, architecture should have entered a period of uncertainty and crisis from
which it has still not emerged. To be sure, already then there were attempts to raise archi-
tecture to the status of a purer art. The prophetic designs of Claude-Nicolas Ledoux
(fig. 6) offer striking examples. Not surprisingly, Ledoux’s most daring dreams remained on
paper.?® An architect who understands himself or herself as an artist in the aesthetic sense,
will indeed be tempted to say: “Just because I am an architect, I refuse to build.” The pursuit
of aesthetic purity has to lead the architect to create utopian fantasies, difficult or impossible
to realize. Reality demands compromises; aesthetic vision must be tempered with nonaes-
thetic considerations.

As long as architectural theory remains ruled by the aesthetic approach, it has to
understand the work of architecture first of all as Kant did, as a functional building with an
added aesthetic component, that is, as a decorated shed. The following three chapters will

therefore focus on the problem of decoration.

Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, House of the Agnicul-
tural Guards From Ledoux, L’Architecture consi-
derée sous le rapport de Part, des moeurs et de la
Igislation, vol 2, ed. Daniel Ramée (London,
1846), pl 254. Source' Yvon Christ and Ionel
Schein, L’Oeuvre et les réves de Ledoux (Paris:

6 Chéne, 1971)
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The Problem of Decoration

3

The previous chapter explored some of the implications of an understanding of the work
of art as aesthetic object. It also showed why architecture has difficulty living up to what
such an understanding demands: to the extent that we measure works of architecture by the
aesthetic conception of a successful artwork, architecture has to be considered deficient and
impure, a not quite respectable art—not quite respectable precisely because never truly
autonomous, always bound to the requirements of building. Presupposed is that question-
able distinction between building and architecture that Pevsner places at the very beginning
of his Outline of European Architecture.

In this he had been preceded by, among others, John Ruskin, whose Seven Lamps
of Architecture offers an unusually clear statement of the aesthetic approach to architecture.
Ruskin begins his discussion with a description of building: “To build, literally to confirm,
is by common understanding to put together and to adjust the several pieces of any edifice
or receptacle of considerable size. Thus we have church building, house building, ship
building, and coach building. That one edifice stands, another floats, and another is sus-
pended on iron springs, makes no difference to the nature of this art, if so it may be called,
of building or edification.”* The builder will be concerned about the stability of what he
constructs; he will want to make sure that it serves its purpose; but as builder he 1s not
concerned with beauty. Just this distinguishes um from the architect. Had not Vitruvius
already demanded that the architect build “with due reference to durability, convenience,
and beauty”?? While attention to the first two requirements makes every architect also a
builder, only attention to the third makes him an artist, that is, an architect.

Ruskin is of course aware that “building” and “architecture” are often used as
synonyms, but such “loose nomenclature” is said to run the risk of losing sight of the
character of the latter as art. His proposal that we distinguish between the two does indeed
seem quite unproblematic: “Let us, therefore, at once confine the name [‘architecture’] to
that art which, taking up and admitting, as conditions of its working, the necessities and
common uses of the building, impresses on its form certain characters venerable and beau-
tiful, but otherwise unnecessary” (p. 16). Works of architecture are never just machines for
living. In terms of the necessities of life, what distinguishes architecture from building has

to be judged as quite superfluous. The spirt that gives rise to architecture is “therefore most
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unreasoning and enthusiastic, and perhaps best negatively defined, as the opposite of the
prevalent feeling of modern times, which desires to produce the largest results at the least
cost” (p. 7). By its very nature architecture is thus opposed to the economic imperative that
demands first of all efficiency; architecture, as Ruskin understands it, would perish, were it
to attempt to heed what that imperative demands. There is thus a sense in which architec-
ture falls outside modernity: genuine architecture is either pre- or postmodern. On Ruskin’s
view a truly modern architecture is rather like a square circle.

Ruskin calls architecture unnecessary. Of course, he does not really mean this, for
despite or perhaps precisely because of its uselessness, architecture is said to contribute
to our “mental health, power and pleasure” (p. 15). This recognizes a need for architecture
and implies that modernity, as Ruskin understands it, poses a threat to human well-being.
Architecture helps us meet this threat: the quality of life should not be sacrificed to the
economuc imperative. As Aristotle knew, what makes life worth living is not work but
leisure. Our leisure time we should fill with activities that justify themselves. Here there can
be no talk of wasting time, for leisure time does not reckon with time in a way that allows
it to be wasted; only the economic imperative demands that work be done as efficiently as
possible, demands that we make good use of the available time. As we saw in the last chapter,
aesthetic experience has long been considered a paradigm of such self-justifying experience.
To appreciate art we must leave the work world behind, must be at leisure; that holds also
for the creation and appreciation of architecture, at least, if, following Ruskin, we take for
granted its art character. The distinction between building and architecture, utility and
beauty, thus murrors the distinction between work and leisure; both distinctions presuppose
different ways of experiencing time.

Very much a child of the nineteenth century, Ruskin, despite evident misgivings,
affirms the rationalization and organization of work that have shaped the modern world.
Yet he also knows about the self-alienation that is the price of efficiency. The more the
economic imperative determines our ways of working, the more insistent will be the de-
mand for more free time, for experiences and activities that do not serve some end but
rather justify themselves.

Ruskin describes architecture as the art that “adorns the edifices raised by man for
whatsoever uses” (p. 15). Architecture is an art of decoration, and the problem of architec-
ture is inevitably also the problem of decoration. That there should be such a problem at all
1s a function of the quality of modern life: to the extent that this life is ruled by the economic
imperative, it will have little use for either architecture or decoration. As well as any mod-
ernist, Ruskin already knows that functional building has no need for essentially useless
decoration—that is, no need for architecture. And given buildings whose meaning is
exhausted by their utihity—think of factories, warehouses, shopping centers, silos, bridges,
garages, railroad stations, and airports as possible examples—Ruskin, too, would not have
us hear of decoration, condemning it with a vehemence that anticipates modernist critiques.
He already calls it “a general law, of singular importance in the present day, a law of simple
common sense,—not to decorate things belonging to purposes of active and occupied life.
‘Wherever you can rest, there decorate; where rest is forbidden, so is beauty. You must not

mix ornament with business, any more than you mix play. Work first, and then rest” (p.

29



Michael Graves, Hotel Dolphun, Orlando,
7 | Florida. Photo by author

115). That there is a case to be made for architecture at all presupposes that not all building
serves “purposes of active and occupied life”” Thus churches and houses invite decoration,
for there we rest after the week’s or the day’s work is done. So do hotels (fig. 7).

But is it desirable, or even possible, to separate work and rest this sharply? It is
significant that Ruskin would have us work first, then rest. Despite his celebration of archi-
tecture, work is here given the place of honor. And is not time a resource with which we
have to reckon? Don't we always have too little time? Heidegger, to be sure, claims that the
authentic person always has time.* But if so, this only places authenticity as much at odds
with modernity as is architecture or decoration. And the reason is the same: the way moder-
nity would have us reckon with time, a way incompatible with authentic dwelling. What
Ruskin calls “the prevalent feeling of modern times” would have us subject time, too, to
rational planning. If, as Ruskin insists, leisure and rest are necessary for our health, then,
even in the interest of greater efficiency, time should be organized in such a way that it
allows for both. The entertainment industry serves the organization of leisure time.

This is also to say that rational planning will not stop before the house, which will
not remain an oasis in the organized modern world. That there is a need for relaxation and
entertainment may be taken for granted. A successful house will serve both needs, just as it
will serve our need to shelter and feed ourselves. But does this argue that houses should be
more than complex machines? And if not, should we not banish decoration from houses as
much as Ruskin would banish them from railroad stations?

But just what Ruskin has to say about railroad stations hints at what is lost when

houses are reduced to machines.

30



Cesar Pelli and Associates, the new terminal of
the Washington National Aurport, under construc-

8 | tion. Credt: Cesar Pelli and Associates.

Another of the strange and evil tendencies of the present day is the decoration of the railroad station.
Now, if there be any place in the world in which people are deprived of that portion of temper and
discretion which are necessary to the contemplation of beauty, it is there. It is the very temple of discomfort,
and the only charity the builder can extend to us is to show us, plainly as may be, how soonest to escape
from it. The whole system of railroad travel is addressed to people who, being in a hurry, are therefore,
for the time being, miserable. No one would travel in the manner who could help it—who had time to
go leisurely over hills and between hedges, instead of through tunnels and between banks: at least those
who would, have no sense of beauty so acute as that we need consult it at the station. The railroad is in
all its relations a matter of earnest business, to be got through as soon as possible. It transmutes a man
from a traveller into a living parcel. For the time being he has parted with the nobler characteristics of his
humanity for the sake of a planetary power of locomotion. Do not ask him to admire anything. You
might as well ask the wind. Carry him safely, dismiss him soon: he will thank you for nothing else.

(. 117)

It is easy to criticize Ruskin. His caricature does not begin to do justice to the reality of
railroad travel. Most of us like to travel. Just entering a railroad station, or today more likely
an airport, has a festive quality: as we are about to leave our everyday behind, life seems to
open to the promise of a much larger world, carrying with it the excitement of strange
places and unfamiliar pleasures, while to those arriving successful stations or airports should
present themselves as a city’s foyer (fig. 8). For many of us travel is not just a way of getting
from one place to another. Given this special aura, it is easy to understand why the builders

of railroad stations should have refused Ruskin’s advice, why constructing the railroad station
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should have developed, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, into one of the
most significant building tasks.

More important, in this context, is something else: Ruskin is night to insist that,
like other modern means of transportation, above all the railroad is meant to save us time.
Such reckoning with time Ruskin considers incompatible with what he calls “the nobler
characteristics” of humanity. “For the sake of a planetary power of locomotion” we speed
things up, allow ourselves to be transformed into “living parcels,” into things that are as-
signed their place by the transportation system. It is easy to see why Ruskin should have
insisted that beauty 1s necessary for our mental health. That reckomng with time, which
would speed up not only travel but all work, threatens to empty life of meaning, forcing us
to experience ourselves and what we are doing instrumentally as it serves another mode of
life in which we are not thus alienated but are at one with ourselves, precisely because not
in a hurry. Art allows for such experience. We understand why Ruskin, refusing to sacrifice
what he considers genuine humanity to the economic imperative, would have houses be
works of architecture and not just plain buildings. We also see why our technological age,
just because it invites us to judge all things, including our own activities, in terms of econ-
omy and efficiency, demands art and entertainment to complement its distortion of life: the
modern metropolis and the entertainment industry, New York and Hollywood, belong
together. Ruskin lets us understand the rise of the aesthetic approach, and with it the under-
standing of works of architecture as decorated buildings, as compensatory. Aesthetic experi-
ence—it does not matter here whether we think of high art, decoration, or soap operas—
compensates us for that impoverishment of life that is the price of reckoning with time as a
valuable resource: panem et circenses. Whether such compensation, often bought at the price
of covering up our modern reality with beautiful fictions, is at all adequate, 1s a question

that will occupy us in what follows.

Suppose we grant the need for such compensation; must we also grant the need for architec-
ture as Ruskin understands it? Were those modernists not right who celebrated art for art’s
sake but resisted the uneasy compromise between utility and beauty demonstraied by the
decorated sheds of the nineteenth century, appealing instead both to the requirements of
utility and the requirements of beauty?

That rational consideration of the former leaves no place for decoration, Adolf
Loos argues with evangelical fervor in his manifesto, “Ornament and Crime,” dating from
1910. The title was already a provocation, doubly so in the Vienna of Otto Wagner, Joseph
Maria Olbrich, and Josef Hoffmann, which had embraced decoration with unparalleled
passion: ornament a crime? All too often in bad taste perhaps, but a crime, an offense against
the public welfare? Loos thought so, and although often self-consciously exaggerated in
tone and called into question by his own architectural practice, the argument he advanced
is not easily dismissed. Ruskin himself would have had to give it a sympathetic hearing.

It is indeed not altogether original. In many ways Loos’s argument parallels one
that Enlightenment critics had formulated against the decoration-obsessed culture of the
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Rococo:® is ornament not frightfully wasteful of time and money that would be better spent
on education, food, and medicine? What is ornament good for? Reason demands utility,
and utility argues against ornament. Does ornament serve life any better than food prepared
to appeal to the eye rather than to satisfy nutritional needs? A rationalist puritanism lets
Loos link cookery exhibitions that place the ornate look of a prepared dish ahead of its
food value to the decorated sheds of turn-of-the-century Vienna.® Loos would have hated
our wedding cakes, although he would gladly have granted that here the “art” of the baker
comes close to the “art” of architecture. But then, all too many works of architecture do
resemble wedding cakes. Why ornament food? We can leave chuldren their animal crackers
and Gummi Bears; but we adults of the twentieth century should know better. Both culi-
nary and architectural culture are at odds with modernity as Loos understands it. Haute
cuisine and ornament belong together: both are anachronisms that should have disappeared
from the modern world. That they hadn’t, and especially not in Vienna, home of the Ring-
strasse and the Sachertorte, Loos thought a sad commentary on the backwardness of his
fellow Austrians, who liked to think that they were still living in the eighteenth century
under the rule of Maria Theresia.

Under the rule of a woman: again and again we meet with a tendency to oppose
feminine ornament to masculine building.” Charles Garnier’s remark to the ladies attending

the Opéra has symptomatic significance:

Everyone gains from what is stupidly called coquetterie, which is, in fact, nothing other than art, the
most serious art, and the most charming as well, the art of dressing oneself with grace, of walking with
distinction, of smiling with finesse. . . . Why is it, Ladies, that you appear at the Opéra, your shoulders
bare, diamonds at your neck, flowers on your head, and silk draped about you! You love the sparkle of
your eyes and the grace of your smile, you are in a word, beautiful, and you could consent to take your
elegance, your charm, your finery into a monument that would not for its part be in gala attire to receive
you?® (fig. 9)

Granting the erotic significance of ornament, Loos would no doubt have insisted on the
very real price at which such dubious, superficial gain was bought. And he would have
found sadder still that today, more than a century later as the twentieth century is drawing
to a close, here, in progressive but increasingly self-doubting America, fancy food, dress,
and ornament are once again very much in demand: decadence appears to have triumphed
over progress.

Loos took it to be his own great discovery, a discovery he was eager to share with
the world, that “the evolution of culture is synonymous with the removal of ornament from utilitarian
objects””® Thus, “the march of civilization systematically liberates object after object from
ornamentation.” ' As we have seen, Ruskin had made a similar claim, although he might
have questioned Loos’s expansion of the realm ruled by considerations of utility. But if, with
Loos, we link the evolution of culture to ever more efficient production, we will find it
difficult to quarrel with him and will understand his feigned surprise when his “discovery”

and his call for building free of ornament met with a rather hostile reception.
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I believed that with this discovery I was bringing joy to the world; it has not thanked me. People were
sad and hung their heads. What depressed them was the realization that they could produce no new
ornaments. Are we alone, the people of the nineteenth century, supposed to be unable to do what any
Negro, all the races and periods before us have been able to do? What mankind created without ornament
in earlier millennia was thrown away without a thought and abandoned to destruction. We possess no
Jjoiner’s benches from the Carolingian era, but every trifle that displays the least ornament has been
collected and cleaned and palatial buildings have been erected to house it. Then people walked sadly

about the glass cases and felt ashamed of their impotence.!

Why such sadness and hostility? Why this love of ornament? The case against ornament
seemed so obvious; how could reasonable people disagree? Was its love of ornament not

part of that unhappy heritage that kept Austria from truly joining the modern world?

The stragglers slow down the cultural evolution of the nations and of mankind; not only is ornament
produced by criminals but also a crime is committed through the fact that ornament inflicts serious injury
on people’s health, on the national budget and hence on cultural evolution. If two people live side by side
with the same needs, the same demands on life and the same income but belonging to different cultures,

economically speaking the following process can be observed: the twentieth-century man will get richer
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and richer, the eighteenth-century man poorer and poorer. I am assuming that both live according to their
inclinations. The twentieth-century man can satisfy his needs with a far lower capital outlay and hence

can save money.'?

The point is difficult to deny. Already in the eighteenth century very similar arguments had
been used to compare unenhghtened Austria and Bavaria, known for their love of food,
drink, sex, and ornament, unfavorably with Germany’s more enlightened Protestant north.*?
A canicature of Protestant asceticism is “the Shaker Commumty,” which “forbade sexual inter-
course between its married adherents, extinguishing itself in consummate piety and good
design. Shaker buildings are undeniably simple and often beautiful, but intelligent apprecia-
tion recoils from distortions, wrought in the name of simplicity, which signify death.”'*
Loos, to be sure, was not so extreme and later he was to insist, against modernist purists,
that he never thought “that ornament should be eliminated systematically and rigorously.”
Only attempts by architects and applied artists to give ornament an artificial life where the
progress of modern culture has already left it behind should be resisted.'> While eager to
preach, Loos had too high an opinion of the individual and his need and right to shape hus
own life to want to dictate how people should live and build: let the stragglers straggle!

Loos found his shining examples of humanity come of age in progressive England
and in the industrious United States, where he had lived from 1893 to 1896.'¢ Even their
culinary culture, or more precisely their comparative indifference to having such a culture,
seemed to Loos exemplary. Just as human beings must dress in order to protect themselves
from nclement weather, so they must eat in order to live. But this is a concession we have
to make to the animal in us. Reason demands that this concession be kept within proper
bounds. To take too great an interest in food betrays a lack of moral fiber. A bowl of oatmeal
should suffice for breakfast. Don'’t praise the hostess for her elaborate dishes: according to
Loos, those truly of the twentieth century will not like fancy food; they will prefer their
vegetables boiled in water, perhaps with a dab of butter added, and a slab of roast beef to a
dish like boeuf en daube on which the cook has been laboring for many hours. How would
the Viennese, in so many ways still stuck in the eighteenth century and, what was worse,
enjoying thus being stuck, ever join the modern world? How would they ever catch up
with the British, let alone with the Americans, as long as so much of their energy went into
Sachertorte and decoration? Loos wants food and building to be simple and functional.
Truly functional building has no room for ornament. Do we ornament our machines?
Builders should think like engineers, not like decorators.

Not that Loos was in love with machines—quite the opposite. The young Loos
shared Ruskin’s dislike of that modern convemence, the railroad, and applauded the English
nobihty, which preferred to travel by mail coach—Ilater by car—and left the trains to the
servants. “The whole thing is so well suited to the character of the English people, to their
profound love of nature. No one abhors machines more than the Englishman. Wherever
he can free himself from them he does so. Machines belong to the work world; he tries to
keep them far away from his private world.”'” At the center of this private world is an active
love of nature, “not just a platonic relationship” but a love that wants to explore the coun-
tryside and scale Alpine peaks.'® “The Englishman does everything himself; he hunts, he
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climbs mountains, and he saws up trees””* And still in the same spirit, although chastened
by the experience of World War I and much more aware of the need to address the needs
of the common man, Loos later sings the praises of garden work, especially of the Schreber-
garten,® that tiny plot of land leased from the city in which the worker and his family
could spend their free time, raising cabbages and tomatoes even while making a significant
contribution to the national economy. Here play and work happily join, calling into ques-
tion a too sharp distinction between work world and private world: “one should not think
that the fad of Schreber gardening is a momentary psychosis. For all coming ages the piece
of land that the human being works himself, will remain what it is today: the refuge to
mother pature, his true happiness and his only bliss’?* “Bliss” here translates Seligkeit: Loos,
too, invests “mother nature” with an almost religious significance.? The house with a gar-
den, which should be kept small so as not to waste land that should remain available for the
enjoyment of all, comes close to what Loos dreamed of: a life that, while taking advantage
of all a modern metropolis has to offer, yet stays close to nature; that in order to protect its
private pleasures, keeps its distance from the crowd; and, refusing to surrender to the mod-
ern love affair with the machine, also keeps its distance from it and remains its master. The
refusal to ornament machines, as also the refusal to blur the distinction between utilitartan
craft and art,® expresses a desire to preserve that distance from the work ethic which is a

presupposition of full humanity.

“From a thirty years struggle I have emerged as victor: I have liberated humanity from
superfluous ornament,” proclaimed the old Loos, rather too confidently, in 1930. “‘Orna-
ment’ was once an epithet for ‘beautiful.” Today it is, thanks to my life’s work, an epithet
for ‘inferior.””** The very phrase “superfluous ornament” suggests that not all ornament
is here rejected. Loos certainly did not mean to condemn the traditional architecture of
his native Vienna, which depends so much on ornament. He was in love with Gothic St.
Stephan’s cathedral with its deeply moving interior, the “most solemn in the world,” with
Fischer von Erlach’s Karlskirche, with the Palais Liechtenstein, this “most beautiful and
monumental example ‘of the Viennese Baroque.”* Loos admired traditional ways of build-
ing, especially the way such building responded to its place and age. But the world has
changed and, everything considered, much for the better. We moderns have learned that
our deepest enjoyment comes from private pleasures and that we have to defend the border
that separates the private and public realms. That goes for sex and that goes for art. Graffiti
threaten that boundary by making public what those truly of the modern age would keep
private; and so does ornament, which refuses to honor the difference between private art
and public building.?® Not that we should not continue to learn from the great architectural
tradition and from its way with ornament: thus Loos likens classical ornament to grammar.
Art instruction cannot afford to neglect it. “We owe to Latin grammar and further to every
grammar the discipline of the soul, the discipline of our thinking. Classical ornament brings

discipline to the forms we give to our utensils, disciplines us and our forms, brings, despite
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ethnographic and lingusitic differences, a commonality of forms and aesthetic concepts.”?’
Loos calls the architect “a mason, who has learned Latin”?*—Latin, not Greek! “It is no
accident that the Romans were unable to invent a new columnar order, a new ornament.
For this they were already too far advanced. All that they took from the Greeks and adapted
for their purposes. The Greeks were individualists. Every building had to possess its own
profile, its own ornamentation. The Roman thought in social terms. The Greeks hardly
could admiinister their cities, the Romans administered the globe. The Greeks spent their
power of invention on the columnar orders, the Romans on the floorplan”’? We should
take the Romans for our teachers, as did the architects Loos most admired, Fischer von
Erlach and Schliiter in the eighteenth century, Schinkel in the beginning of the nineteenth.>
Here we can learn the necessary aesthetic discipline. Not that this should lead to timid
imitation, nor to buildings covered with ornament drawn from some other age and culture.
“The modern human being, the human being with modern nerves, does not need orna-
ment; quite the opposite, he detests it.”*!

But has ornament really become superfluous? That even in the modern world
ornament may have a positive function is suggested by Loos’s example of a woman who
works a loom for eight hours in some noisy factory and is delighted and relieved when from
time to time a colored thread appears and a pattern gradually emerges. “The colored thread
makes possible the ornament,” even as it helps to relieve the monotony of the work rou-
tine.*? Ornament is here given its origin in an opening of the work world to aesthetic
pleasure. And must we not, with Ruskin, demand such an opening? Think of the worker
who finds bliss working in his Schrebergarten. In this sense modernity and ornament are quite
compatible: “who of us moderns would consider the different constantly changing textile
patterns not modern?”* But the designer of such ornament, if indeed it deserves to be
called that, should not consider himself or herself an artist. Nor did Loos consider himself
an architect, when, functioning as an interior decorator first of all responsive to the client’s
wishes, he helped to furnish an apartment, an office, or a café. That aesthetic sensibility
should guide building is taken for granted, as it should be. What Loos calls into question is
ornament that claims to be art: to waste art on objects of use betrays a lack of culture.** But
he leaves no doubt about the contribution an aesthetically schooled eye can make to the
design of better textile patterns, utensils, or buildings. However, the designer should not
confuse her contribution with art; and the architect who builds a decent house to suit his
chent should resist the temptation to call himself an artist, a Raumkiinstler.

Loos’s attack on ornament is therefore quite compatible with his recognition of
the fundamental importance of cladding, which, as suggested by Gottfried Semper’s para-
digm to which Loos is so evidently indebted*®—the woven mat that from the very begin-
ning invited pleasing patterns—imay also have an aesthetic function: “The reasons for
cladding things are numerous. At times it is a protection against bad weather—oil-base
paint, for example, on wood, iron, or stone; at times there are hygienic reasons for it—as
in the case of enameled tiles that cover the wall surfaces in the bathroom; at times it is the
means to a specific effect—as in the color painting of statues, the tapestries on walls, the
veneer on wood.”3¢ The order is telling: first the weather, then hygiene, and finally features

intended to put us in a certain mood. If what is to be built is a prison, the architect may
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Volksgarten, Vienna (with Naturhistorisches und
Kunsthistorisches Museum in background)
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want to arouse fear and horror; if a church, a sense of reverence; if an inn, a sense of gaiety;
if a house, a homey feeling.’” A good architect will know how to provide what is wanted.
Loos’s own use of marble might be cited as an example. But all this does not make him
an artist.

Could “cladding for the sake of aesthetic effects” not serve as a definition of orna-
ment? But if so such “ornament,” Loos insists, should keep its distance from the ornament
bearer. A tapestry hung on some wall plainly obeys what Loos calls the “law of cladding”:
“we must work in such a way that a confusion of the material clad with its cladding is
impossible.”*® Ruled out are the false facades of so much turn-of-the-century architecture
mimicking Renaissance or Baroque palaces.

‘What matters to Loos here is not some abstract aesthetic principle, but the way
violation of the “law of cladding” so often implies dishonesty. Ornament is condemned by
Loos, because, like kitsch, like padded clothing, it lies, even as it addresses all-too-human
desires: “Whenever I stroll along the Ring, it always seems to me as if a modern Potemkin
had wanted to carry out his orders here, as if he had wanted to persuade someone that in
coming to Vienna he had been transported into a city of nothing but aristocrats”* (fig. 10).
Loos is quite aware of the widespread willingness to collude with such deception: “The
simple man, who had rented only one room and a w.c. on the uppermost floor, was over-
come with a blissful feeling of feudal splendor and lordly grandeur whenever he looked at
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the building he lived in from the outside. Does the owner of an imitation diamond not
gaze fondly at the glittering glass? Oh, the tale of the deceiver deceived!”* One of those
who delighted in such deception was Hitler, newly arrived in the Austrian capital: “From
morning to late at night I ran from one object of interest to another, but it was always the
buildings that held my primary interest. For hours I could stand in front of the Opera [fig.
11], for hours I could gaze at the Parliament; the whole Ring Boulevard seemed to me like
an enchantment out of “The Thousand-and-One Nights.””** Compare the blissful feeling
of Loos’s simple man or the enchantment experienced by the young Hitler with the bliss of

the worker in his Schrebergarten.

Loos links the love of ornament to an eroticism that should lie behind us, as incompatible
with modern life—should, but never will, just as we will never be done with ornament.
Loos admits, even as he deplores this concession to feminine “caprice and ambition,” that
“ornament in the service of woman will live forever. . . . The ornament of woman, how-
ever, resembles fundamentally that of the primitives; it has an erotic significance.”** In orna-

ment Loos thus locates the erotic origin of painting; here we have the baby talk of art.
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The first ornament that was born, the cross, was erotic in origin. The first work of art, the first artistic
act which the first artist, in order to rid himself of his surplus energy, smeared on the wall. A horizontal
dash: the prone woman. A vertical dash: the man penetrating her. The man who created it felt the same
urge as Beethoven, he was in the same heaven in which Beethoven created his Ninth Symphony.

But the man of our own day who, in repose to an inner urge, smears the walls with erotic
symbols is a criminal or a degenerate. It goes without saying that this impulse most frequently assails
people with such symptoms of degeneracy in the lavatory. A country’s culture can be assessed by the
extent to which its lavatory walls are smeared.** (figs. 12 and 13)

Loos finds modern ornament obscene. He longs for a cleaner, cooler environment. The
naked wall becomes a symbol of the victory of logos over eros (fig. 14). The passion with
which Loos pleads for that victory—and more than most Loos had been forced to recognize
the power of eros—betrays a fear of the erotic: something dirty and irrational here asserts
itself. Indeed, human sexuality strikes Loos not just as irrational but as unnatural, perverted,*
resembling in this our culinary culture: “If man had remained a beast, then the love in his
heart would have been aroused once a year. But our sensuality, which we can restrain only
with great effort, makes us capable of love at any time. Around the-prime of life we are
betrayed by it. And our sensuality is not simple, but complicated, not natural, but against

nature”’*

Adolf Loos, Steiner Haus, Vienna (1910). Credat:

14 Foto Marburg/Art Resource, N.Y.
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All too often women’s dress caters to such base desires, invites us to betray our
better selves: “Ladies’ fashion! You disgraceful chapter in the history of civilization! You tell
of mankind’s secret desires. Whenever we peruse your pages, our souls shudder at the fright-
ful aberrations and scandalous depravities. We hear the whimpering of abused chuldren, the
shrieks of maltreated wives, the dreadful outcries of tortured men, and the howls of those
who have died at the stake. Whips crack, and the air takes on the burnt smell of scorched
human flesh.” % Oh happy England, which had begun to demonstrate that man and woman
can be joined by a “platonic love,” that “the woman may be no more than a good friend to
the man,” a possibility that has found its visual expression 1n unisex clothing, in the “tailor-
made costume, clothes made by a man’s tailor.”#” The concession that “will be made to the
twentieth-century female bicyclist to wear pants and clothing that leave her feet free” is
celebrated as the “first step toward the social sanctioning of women’s work.”* Eros should
not be permitted to subvert our work-oriented modern culture.

Of special interest is the claim that the first ornament was also the first work of
art. Garnier’s equation of ornament with both dressing oneself and with high art comes to
mind. Garnier gladly embraced that anarchic quality of ornament Loos found so threaten-
ing: “Regarding decoration as such, and regarding what ordering and style to adopt, there
is no guide other than the inspiration and will of the one who is doing the building; the
decorative art has such independence and freedom that it is impossible to submit it to fixed
rules.”* Loos understood such license as a regression to the child’s libidinous relation to
itself and to the world, in which every empty surface is experienced as an invitation to cover
it with spontaneous decoration. But cultural progress demands that the child’s polymor-
phous sexuality be focused, privatized, turned inward. It demands repression: sex belongs
in the bedroom. The shape of our culture lets Loos condemn as a crime or a sign of degen-
eracy what is permitted to the child and to those who have been left behind by the progress
of the modern world.

‘We have already seen that Loos was not insensitive to the positive significance that
ornament once had and continued to have for many people. He recognized the public
function of conspicuous consumption, so closely tied to the use of ornament to express
status or to allow “men from whom others want to withhold a recently acquired right” to
assert a threatened sense of self-worth.*® Loos knew that our enjoyment of ornament is
inseparable from our appreciation of it as excess, from its apparent superfluity, although talk
of superfluity here is misleading. The creation of ornament, too, responds to a profound
need; it answers a dissatisfaction with a reality that all too often denies what we most deeply
desire, a dissatisfaction with a world shadowed by disease and poverty, by hunger and death.
Ornament helps make the ornamented appear more responsive to our need; the transforma-
tion makes it easier for us to bear the burdens of life. Loos’s simple man thus loves his
apartment house’s false facade.

Loos leaves that pleasure to the simple; but nevertheless he looks forward to a
world that would no longer need such help. Does it not deflect us from what really needs
to be done? Good plumbing 1s more important than a neo-Baroque fagade. Instead of cov-
ering up a deficient social reality, we should confront such deficiency and attempt to correct

it. Science and technology have rendered us masters of nature in a way that makes it ever
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less necessary to simply accept what she withholds—not that such mastery can give meaning
to life. The need for experiences that justify themselves remains and here, for Loos, the
active enjoyment of nature deserves first mention. And has not technological progress freed
more and more time for the pursuit of just those activities that make life truly worth living?
To be sure, there has been a price: the efficient organization of work has to bring with it a
certain self-alienation. But has the gain, so evident in our high standard of living, not justi-
fied the cost? Two world wars later and faced with increasing ecological problems, we find

it more dufficult to answer with an unambiguous “yes.”

Loos’s understanding of cultural evolution as tied to economic progress is certainly not the
only nor indeed even the original basis for his case against ornament. His “first battle cry
against ornament” was uttered not in the name of utility but in the name of beauty: “To
seek beauty only in form and not in ornament is the goal toward which all humanity is

striving” > We moderns no longer need ornament, because we have something better:

We have art, which has taken the place of ornament. After the toils and troubles of the day we go to
Beethoven or to Tristan. This my shoemaker cannot do. I mustw’t deprive him of his joy, since I have
nothing else to put in its place. But anyone who goes to the Ninth Symphony and then sits down and
designs a wallpaper pattern is either a confidence trickster or a degenerate. Absence of ornament has
brought the other arts to unsuspected heights. Beethoven’s symphonies would never have been written by
a man who had to walk about in silk, satin, and lace. Anyone who goes around in a velvet coat today
is niot an artist but a buffoon or a house painter. We have grown finer, more subtle. The nomadic herds-
men had to distinguish themselves by various colors; modern man uses his clothes as a mask. So im-
mensely strong is his individuality that it can no longer be expressed in articles of clothing. Freedom from

ornament is a sign of spiritual strength 5>

The death of ornament is a presupposition of the evolution of an art of an intensity, purity,
and often almost hermetic privacy unknown up to this point, an art that has sublimated and
thus rendered harmless the extroverted eroticism that disturbed Loos when he looked at
graffiti-smeared bathroom walls.

Despite the expected hyperboles, and despite the fact that today a primitive eroti-
cism has reclaimed a good part of art, only to have been embraced in turn by an entertain-
ment industry eager to turn dissatisfaction with the modern world into profit, Loos’s main
claims deserve to be taken seriously. The shape of the modern world has indeed to a consid-
erable extent been determined by its rationalization of the work sphere. Such rationalization
demands the exclusion of everything that does not obey the economic imperative. A conse-
quence is that divorce of utility and beauty, business and art, which insists that “business is
business,” thus at the same time welcomes those who would pursue “art for art’s sake”; what
it questions is only the confusion of the two spheres. Ornament is rejected precisely insofar
as it represents just such a confusion. In this sense the modern rationalization of the “busi-
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ness” of life demands the death of ornament and accordingly of an architecture of decorated
sheds. It does not demand, however, the death of art. Quite the contrary: by insisting on
the divorce of utility and beauty it frees art to be truly itself. Ornament gives way to art, an
increasingly private art that keeps its distance from ordinary life and becomes truly autono-
mous. Just such a separation is demanded also by the aesthetic approach, which thus answers
to the organization of work demanded by modern life.

The aesthetic approach demands the self-sufficiency of the aesthetic object. From
this follows the death of ornament, for by its very nature ornament should serve the orna-
ment bearer. Already in Kant’s Critique of Judgment we find hints of this death: the same
considerations that led Kant to assert the autonomy of the aesthetic sphere force him to
question the role of ornament in architecture, especially in church architecture.®* Kant
shares the Enlightenment’s inability to accept the profusely ornamented churches of the
Rococo, an inability that led to decrees actually forbidding such use of ornament.** The
Enlightenment’s conception of a church had to find this ornament not only inessential but
altogether out of place. A purified religion no longer has any use for the aesthetic, just as
the pure art demanded by the aesthetic approach refuses to serve religion.

Kant knew that on his aesthetic understanding of beauty, a completely pure art is
an impossibility. Demands for a work of art that no longer means, but just captivates us as a
beautiful presence, conflict with its art character. For what is art? As Kant 1nsists, the pro-
duction of art is activaity governed by the will, but the will requires reasons. The artist creates
having something in mund; his or her creating is governed by an intention. Works of art
cannot help but mean. Truly free beauties are encountered only in nature. The dream of an
artwork that would not mean, but just be, must remain a dream; even the most abstract
work of art presents itself to us as a more or less successful realization of some purpose or
intention. Just to look at a work of art as art is to presuppose such an intention. To the
extent that the aesthetic approach governs art, its development will tend toward an ideal of
presence denied to art by its own art character. Clement Greenberg’s claim that what confers
presence is “the look of non-art” belongs with Kant’s claim that art should look as if it were
a product of nature.’® But what would be examples of such art on the threshold of leaving
art behind?

The only examples Kant has to offer are ornament and music: “Delineations 4 la
grecque, foliage for borders or wall papers, mean nothing in themselves; they represent noth-
ing—no object under a definite concept—and are free beauties. We can refer to the same
class what are called in music phantasies (i.e. pieces without any theme), and 1n fact all music
without words.”% But are these indeed free beauties? “Delineations 4 la grecque” follow a
certain manner, are bound to a certain model; and thus model gives our judgment a certain
measure that would seem to allow us to call one design more successful than another. But
if so, we no longer are dealing with free beauty. Similarly, when judging “fohage for borders
or wall papers” we are bound by quite specific expectations. The former makes reference
to more or less familiar leaves and borders, and wallpaper has an ornamental—and that
means also a serving—function. That music is similarly bound requres no comment.

It is indeed surprising that Kant should have named “delineations d la grecque,
foliage for borders or wall papers” as his first examples of artificial free beauties. Is not
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ornament much more clearly a dependent art form than painting or sculpture? But in Kant’s
day the latter were tied to representation in a way that precluded the pursuit of free beauty.
Ornament, on the other hand, while in one sense obviously meant to serve the ornament
bearer, did not have to be representational and could be appreciated as an autonomous
aesthetic object. Such appreciation is presupposed by Kant’s use of it as an example of free
beauty. The architectural function of ornament is here bracketed, and ornament is under-
stood as an abstract art sui generis. It casts off its servitude and becomes absolute. But thus
become absolute, ornament ceases to function as such: it dies as ornament only to be reborn
as art for art’s sake.

In the refusal of representation and in the transformation of ornament into an
independent aesthetic object, we have the twin roots of modern abstract art. A look at the
development of art in the years preceding World War I, especially in fin de si¢cle Vienna,
supports this suggestion. Consider, for example, the work of Gustav Klimt. Representation
is challenged by the ornamental treatment of the painting: we see colored rectangles, tri-
angles, circles, and spirals; set into these carpetlike surfaces are faces, hands, and bodies
modeled with great care, alive and beckoning yet also intimidating and threatening in a way
that recalls Loos’s remark about the origin of painting in erotic ornament. Related to this
are attempts by artists like Kandinsky, Obrist, Behrens, and Endell (figs. 15 and 16). Endell
called for an art “with forms that signify nothing, represent nothing, and recall nothing, but
will be able to excite our souls as deeply as only music has been able to do with tones.””’

August Endell, Haus Elvira, Mumch (1896).
15 | Credit: Foto Marburg/Art Resource, N Y.
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August Endell, Haus Elvira, staircase, Munich
(1896). Credut: Foto Marburg/Art Resource,

N.Y.

46



The appeal to the musical paradigm, often supported with the authority of Scho-
penhauer, 1s inseparable from that turn to abstraction demanded by the aesthetic approach.
Recall that Kant already had placed musical fantasies beside ornament as an example of an
artificial free beauty. Endell similarly remarks, “We have now as yet very few works of pure
form-art, i.e., formal images that are nothing and mean nothing, that affect us directly
without the mediation of the intellect, like the tones, of music,” and he calls on other artists
to realize these formal images: a nonrepresentational art.® The relation between ornament
becoming absolute and the turn to abstraction is strikingly documented in the work of the
Munich painter Adolf Hoelzel, who before the turn of the century had begun to experiment
with abstract forms, which he called, tellingly, “Abstract Ornaments.”* Just as Loos would
banish ornament from architecture, so here it asserts its autonomy and dies as ornament.

The development just sketched raises an obvious question. I referred to Kant to
show that the aesthetic approach demands either the death of ornament or its transformation
into an autonomous abstract art. But The Critique of Judgment dates from the last decade of
the eighteenth century, the art I just discussed from the years just preceding World War 1.
How are we to understand this time lag? Why did the revolution that issued in the birth of
modern abstract art, a revolution already implicit in what Kant has to say about “free
beauty,” have to wait a hundred years to become reality?

But is the assumption behind this question altogether correct? The revolution of
modern art and architecture at the beginning of the twentieth century is prefigured by the
development of art in the second half of the eighteenth century. If Loos wanted to banish
ornament from architecture, he had predecessors among the architects of revolutionary
France. Emil Kaufmann can thus discuss Ledoux as the first modern architect.® And when
Kant discusses ornament as if it were an autonomous aesthetic object, his discussion not
only points forward to modern art’s turn to abstraction but also mirrors the development of

ornament 1n the eighteenth century.®!

Loos linked the replacement of ornament with “art for art’s sake” to the progressive intro-
version that characterizes modernity. If he is right, then, like clothing, housing today has
lost much of ats former social function: those truly of the twentieth century no longer dress
or build to represent themselves and their place in society to the world. Just as the modern
person’s inner life is too private and too rich to welcome public representation, so the
interior of a modern house constitutes a private realm that protects its privacy behind a
simple, unobtrusive exterior. Loos’s “twentieth-century man” no longer wants that public
representation which was a presupposition of the way past cultures dressed and built.

But has architecture really lost its social function? Loos knew very well that his
twentieth-century man is an 1dealization, that his suggestion that we moderns dress and
build less to represent our place in society than to hide ourselves is contradicted by the
world we actually live in. Architects and fashion designers would not be flourishing as they
are if Loos had been night. Extravagant dress or building, no more than elaborate cooking,
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have not come to an end. Against Loos we may thus want to insist that his narrow under-
standing of what constitutes modernity 1s so much at odds with our much richer humanity
that it never could furnish more than an illuminating caricature. Loos might have replied
that just as modern attempts to give new life to ornament do not refute his claim that
ornament has died, so today’s extravagantly decorated sheds do not demonstrate that archi-
tecture in its traditional sense remains very much alive. We might counter by pointing to

art nouveau: did it not produce a sirong ornament? Here is Loos’s reply:

Since ornament is no longer organically linked with our culture, it is also no longer an expression of our
culture. The ornament that is manufactured today has no connexion with us, has absolutely no human
connexions, no connexion with the world order. It is not capable of developing. What happened to Otto
Eckmann’s ornament, or van de Velde’s [fig. 17]? The artist has always stood at the forefront of mankind
full of vigour and health. But the modern ornamentalist is a straggler or pathological phenomenon. He
himself will repudiate his own products three years later. To cultivated people they are immediately intol-
erable; others become aware of their intolerable character only years later. Where are Otto Eckmann’s
works today? Modern ornament has no parents and no progeny, no past and no future. By uncultivated
people, to whom the grandeur of the age is a book with seven seals, it is greeted joyfully and shortly
afterwards repudiated.®

Two kinds of ornament are here distinguished. In one a whole culture finds its
expression;*® the other is the creation of an isolated individual. One is part of an ongoing
history, the other has neither past nor future; one has a social function, the other is expe-
rienced only as an aesthetic presence; one even today communicates traces of the vigor of
its past life, the other arrives stillborn. Loos was by no means the only one to draw such a
distinction. And since I, too, want to make use of it in the following discussion, it seems
helpful to make a terrinological distinction. Up to this point I have used *“decoration” and
“ornament” more or less as synonyms. From now on I shall call decoration that articulates
a communal ethos ornament and decoration that we experience primarily as an aesthetic
addition to building decoration.®* So understood, decoration is the aesthetic analogue to ornament.

What is at stake in drawing this distinction should become clearer in the next chapter.
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The Promise of Ornament

4

‘We have seen how the aesthetic approach leads quite naturally to an understanding of the
work of architecture as essentially a decorated shed. To develop some of the implications of
the approach I turned to Ruskin, who understands architecture first of all as an art of deco-
ration. But so understood it is essentially at odds with the “prevalent feeling of modern
times, which desires to produce the largest results at the least cost”:! to the extent that
modernity is ruled by this economic imperative, it will have little patience with decoration
and therefore with architecture. That Ruskin nonetheless insists on both demonstrates a
refusal to let the kind of instrumental thinking that would maximize efficiency and produc-
tivity determine the whole of hfe. His love of architecture presupposes an only half-hearted
modernism: unwilling to renounce the high standard of living such thinking has brought
and therefore committed to keeping the earnest business of work free of considerations that
have nothing to do with its ends, Ruskin yet knows that if we were to allow the economic
imperative to embrace the whole of life, human being, too, would be reduced to just an-
other resource, material for the process of production. His “yes” and “no” to instrumental
thinking finds expression in the sharply drawn distinction between work time and leisure
time, which mirrors itself in the distinction between utility and beauty, between functional
shed and added decoration. To the extent that modernity 1s ruled by the economic impera-
tive, it fails to do justice to the whole human being. And just because of this failure, 1t
needs architecture.

A more resolute modernist, Loos had little patience with the eclectic decoration
so well liked by the late nineteenth century. And yet, even in “Ornament and Crime,”
misgivings resembling Ruskin’s announce themselves. It is with these that I would like to
begin this chapter.

As we saw in the previous chapter, Loos knows as well as Ruskm that work may
not be allowed to take up all of our time, that we need hours when we leave behind the
everyday world to which we usually have already lost ourselves and come home to our-
selves, that indeed only such hours can give meaning to life. Loos, too, thinks here primarily
of the active enjoyment of nature and of aesthetic experience, which 1s defined by its dus-
tance from the work-dominated reality that first of all and most of the time keeps us en-
gaged. He, too, takes the shape of the modern world to be such that genuine humamty has
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to find satisfaction not by transforming but by taking its leave from it, as by retreating from
reality into art: “After the toils and troubles of the day we go to Beethoven or to Tristan.”?
Of art Loos demands more than decorated sheds can offer; their very nature denies them
the purity required of genuine art. Given his understanding of art, it is to be expected that
Loos, too, should turn to music for his paradigm. By its abstract purity the other arts are
judged. Architecture could measure up to what is here demanded only if it were to leave
behind the world ruled by our need for creature comforts (and so by economic considera-
tions). Unlike Ruskin, Loos therefore resolutely excludes the house from art: “The work of
art 1s a private concern of the artist. Not so the house. The work of art is placed into the
world, although there is no need for it. The house satisfies a need. The work of art is
responsible to no one, the house to everyone. The work of art wants to tear human beings
out of their comfortable adjustment to the world. The house should serve to make us com-
fortable. The work of art is revolutionary, the house conservative. The work of art points
out to humanity new paths and thinks of the future. The house thinks of the present.”* This
remark from “Architecture,” also dating from 1910, forces us to question either our use of
Loos as a representative of the aesthetic approach or our understanding of that approach.
Notwithstanding his privatization of art, Loos, in a way that anticipates the romantic Marx-
1sm of a thinker like Ernst Bloch,* most definitely assigns art here an ethical, indeed a politi-
cal function, even as he insists that the artist is responsible only to himself. Art gains this
function as a foil to everyday reality, as the utopian other of the modern metropolis. Point-
ing to a realm closed to us by the world we have to live in, it makes us uncomfortable with
that world, letting us dream of a new world, of radical negation, of revolution.® Decoration
betrays this revolutionary potential of art by mediating between art and the everyday, by
accommodating itself all too readily to the public, to the established and accepted. Unlike
genuine art, it means to make us more comfortable, not less so.

Consider once more the presupposition of the aesthetic approach: why so sharp a
separation between work and leisure, between times when the business of life fully occupies
us and others that leave us free to surrender ourselves to art? Loos may well be right with
his suggestion that only the rationalization of work freed art to be truly itself. But do we
really work just to have time to listen to Beethoven or to forget the dreary routines of the
workday absorbed in the glory of Titian? Loos has indeed a sublime conception of art: if
we are to allow what he considers genuine art to take possession of us, we must take our
leave not just from work but from the everyday, with all its joys and sorrows, accomplish-
ments and missed opportunities. We sense Schopenhauer’s dark shadow. Does this insistence
that, for the sake of art, we take our leave from all that is usually considered life, not presup-
pose a deep and profoundly questionable dissatisfaction—a dissatisfaction not just with
a reality distorted by the economic imperative, with the modern metropolis, but with the
larger reality, with life? It is hardly surprising that the monument, especially the grave monu-
ment, should appear to Loos as the only remaining genuinely architectural task. This con-
clusion invites a second look at the considerations that led to it.

Just what Loos has to tell us about what ornament once meant and still means to
so many people forces us to question the presuppositions of his own condemnation of it.
Recall the weaver who delights in a colored thread that breaks the monotony of her work.
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Despite his evangelical zeal, Loos recognizes that among his contemporaries remain many
who are not yet ready for his stern modermism. Nor does he appear particularly eager to
reform them. They should be left thewr ornament; it would be cruel to deprive them of
something in which they find significance. P
I am preaching to the aristocrat, I mean the person who stands at the pinnacle of mankind and yet has
the deepest understanding of the distress and want of those below. He well understands the Kaffir who
weaves ornaments into his fabric according to a particular thythm that only comes into view when it is
unravelled, the Persian who weaves his carpet, the Slovak peasant woman who embroiders her lace, the
old lady who crochets wonderful things with glass beads and silk. The aristocrat lets them be; he knows
that the hours in which they work are their holy hours. The revolutionary would go to them and say:
“It’s all nonsense” Just as he would pull down the little old woman from the wayside crucifix and tell
her: “There is no God.”” The atheist among the aristocrats, on the other hand, raises his hat when he

passes a church.®

Does the gentleness of this aristocratic modernist, his deference to Kaffirs, Persians, and
women, betray a certain self~-doubt? Nostalgia colors Loos’s account of “those below,” espe-
cially when he says of them that “the hours in which they work are their holy hours.””” Not
yet has work here been split off from the sacred. This suggests that genuine ornament, as
opposed to mere decoration, presupposes an understanding of time very different from the
one that rules our lives: a premodern understanding. Ornament, here associated with non-
Europeans and women, figures an integrated mode of life that had to be sacrificed to the
economic imperative now ruling the modern world. This sacrifice may have emancipated a
purely aesthetic interest and thus freed art to be truly itself, but such liberation seems inade-
quate compensation for the self-fragmentation that now comes to be part of life. Together
with the holy we have lost the whole: the modern metropolis presupposes this loss. But while
Loos accepts it, without hope or even desire to build a new cathedral, his reference to the

holy hints at how much had to be surrendered for humanity to come of age.®

Today, when modernity and modernism are coming under increasingly critical scrutiny, it
is easy to sympathize with those of Loos’s contemporaries who, saddened by their culture’s
inability to produce once more a living ornament, hung their heads and looked back nostal-
gically to the Middle Ages or perhaps just to the age of Maria Theresia, which, although
on the threshold of modernity, found convincing expression in a lavishly ornamental style.
Among those was the Viennese novelist Hermann Broch. Writing some twenty years after
Loos, Broch was no less critical of the decorated sheds of the turn of the century. Their
decadence seemed to him the signature of a decadent age: “It was the age of eclecticism, of
the false Baroque, the false Renaissance, the false Gothic. Wherever Western man then
determined the style of life, it turned to bourgeois confinement, and, at the same time, to
bourgeois pomp, to a solidity that meant stuffiness as well as security. If ever poverty was

covered up with wealth, 1t happened here”? (fig. 18).
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Perhaps the frightfulness of this age is most palpable in experiences of architecture: when I have walked
through the streets I bring home a horrible fatigue. I don’t even have to look at the fagades of the houses;
they make me uneasy, even if I don’t raise my eyes to look at them. Sometimes I seek refuge with the
new buildings that are being praised so much, but—surely this is unjust—the department store by
Messel, who surely was a great architect, seems comical to me in its Gothic dress, and this comedy annoys
and tires. It tires me so much that I hardly am able to find rest with classicistic buildings. And yet I love
the large-scaled clarity of Schinkel’s architecture.'°

Such scorn for nineteenth-century eclecticism characterizes the cultural situation that al-
lowed architectural modernism to triumph: finally the modern age was to find the archi-
tectural style 1t deserved, instead of slavishly borrowing from the past. Here the lowly
craftsman, the tailor, the shoemaker, the plumber, and, even more, the factories and other
utilitanian structures could point the way. Did they not demonstrate a living modern style
that architects too burdened by the ornamental styles of the past failed to recognize? Was 1t
not here that the creation of a truly modern architectural style, a style defined by its resis-
tance to ornament, had to begin?'! Thus the Bauhaus promised to heal the breach that had
opened up between beauty and reason, art and technology, freedom and necessity.

We have awakened from that dream; it has begun to scare us. Instead of having
helped make possible a more humane dwelling, in retrospect it seems to have tended to the
opposite direction. The Viennese painter Hundertwasser gave early expression to what to-

day has become an often-repeated charge against functional modern architecture:
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The material uninhabitability of the slums is preferable to the moral uninhabitability of functional, utili-
tarian architecture. In the so-called slums only man’s body can perish, but in the architecture ostensibly
built for man his soul perishes. Hence the principle of the slums, i.e. wildly proliferating architecture,
must be improved and taken as our point of departure, not functional architecture. . . .

The constructive functional architects’ irresponsible mania for destruction is well known. They
wanted to simply tear down the beautiful stucco-fronted houses of the nineties and Art Nouvead and
put their own vacuous buildings in their place. I will cite Le Corbusier who wanted to raze Paris to the
ground and replace it with rectilinear monster constructions. To be fair, we ought now to pull down the
buildings of Mies van der Rohe, Neutra, the Bauhaus, Gropius, Johnson, Le Corbusier, and so on,

since in one generation they have become outmoded and morally unendurable.*

Like Hundertwasser, many of us have learned to see with different, more loving eyes an
architecture that our fathers, or perhaps by now our grandfathers, found unbearable, the
same architecture off which Broch read the character of bourgeois decadence. What was
then experienced as a lie speaks to us of a humanity we have lost and would gladly recover.
To many today Loos, who acknowledged the insuperable rift between beauty and utility,
seems to have been closer to the mark than Gropius, who thought that modern architecture
could bridge 1t; Ruskin, who recognized that rift yet left wide room for an architecture of
decorated sheds, likewise seems closer to the mark than the Loos who would leave an
architecture that took itself seriously as an art only of sepulchre and monument. Few today
have difficulty appreciating the mneteenth century’s decorated sheds.

‘While not sharing such appreciation, Georg Lukics offers us an interpretation of

the failure of modernism’s passionate critique of nineteenth-century eclecticism:

As justified asqevery critique of architecture since about the middle of the nineteenth century may have
been, it was unable to penetrate to the core, to the decay of its social mission as a result of the distortion
of human existence by capitalism. The fact alone that the point of departure of this casting out of histori-
cizing eclecticism remained a “pure” capitalism that no longer had to look for support in the precapitalist
past made this impossible. To be sure, very different motives helped form the separate strands of the
new architecture. But what remains decisive is that given the dissolution of architecture’s social mission,
modernism, just as much as the commercial-ostentatious academicism it so despised—if with other rea-
sons—nhad to refuse or circumvent architecture’s fundamental task: to create a space for human beings by

transforming the constructive possibilities of building into visuality."®

We may not agree with Lukics’s Marxist interpretation of the failure of archutectural mod-
ernism—TI shall have to return to it; but few today would dispute the failure to meet archi-
tecture’s fundamental task. Here I would like to focus on the way Lukacs couples his critique
of both nineteenth-century and modern architecture with a suggestion that we look for
support to the architecture produced by precapitalist societies: for example, to the architec-
ture of the Middle Ages. Not that we should attempt to return to what lies irrecoverably
behind us. Yet the contrast between the harmonious appearance of a medieval city and the

fragmented look of its modern counterpart invites critical reflection.
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Lukics’s response to modernism is quite characteristic of what we can call mod-
ermsm’s bad conscience.' From the very beginning, modernism has been shadowed by a
nostalgic longing for a kind of integration and organic community denied to it by its own
achievements. Broch is an especially articulate exponent of such modernist self~-doubt. Like
Loos and Lukics, he understands the nineteenth century’s decorated sheds as a manifestation
of decadence. But much more decisively than either he celebrates traditional architecture
and its ornament and hopes for their recovery. This brings us back to the distinction be-
tween decoration and ornament.

Once more let me return to Broch’s attempt to read off the stuccoed fagades of
the late nineteenth century the essence of this epoch. Take apartment houses of the time:
more likely than not their appearance would be determined by the sharp contrast between
a practical architecture and superfluous decoration. This contrast offered itself to Broch as a
mirror of the equally sharp contrast, by now already familiar, between a rationalism that
demanded “a sober and clear, unvarnished and realistic observation of the world” and an
aestheticism that, for the sake of enjoyment, closed its eyes to the cruelty of the world and
was able to enjoy even the terrible aesthetically.’® This determination of the age lets one
think once more of Schopenhauer, who, as Lukics remarks, anticipates many tendencies
that later were to become general and is the first thinker of note to “proclaim a decidedly
bourgeois-reactionary Weltanschauung”*¢ Already in Schopenhauer’s World as Will and Repre-
sentation an often astonishingly sober, almost positivistic attention to the facts meets with an
aesthetic-mystical flight from reality. Much more clearly than with Kant, aesthetic enjoy-
ment here means an escape from the world. Nietzsche’s epigram, “We possess art lest we
perish of the truth,”*" captures the spirit of the age of the decorated shed. Rationalism and
aestheticism belong together and, if Broch is right, “in all aestheticism, in all decoration,
even the most harmless, slumbers cynicism—it, too, a product of rationalist thinking—
slumbers skepticism, which knows, or at least suspects, that what is being played here is a
“game of transfiguration.’”*® The decoration of the modern age 1s said to mirror the deca-
dence that determines its essence.

A number of times I have spoken of “decadence.” But what is it? Lukacs gives us
a helpful hint when he remarks that in matters of decadence Nietzsche, this self-proclaimed
decadent, is the unsurpassed expert.’ What then does Nietzsche have to say?

What is the sign of every literary decadence? That life no longer dwells in the whole. The word
becotnes sovereign and leaps out of the sentence, the sentence reaches out and obscures the meaning of the
page, the page gains life at the expense of the whole. But this is the simile of every style of decadence:
every time, the anarchy of atoms, disgregation of the will, “freedom of the individual,” to use moral
terms—expanded into a political theory, “equal rights for all.” Life, equal vitality, the vibration and
exuberance of life pushed into the smallest forms; the rest poor in life. Everywhere paralysis, ardu-
ousness, torpidity or hostility and chaos: both more and more obvious the higher one ascends in forms of

organization. The whole no longer lives at all: it is composite, calculated, artificial, and artifact.

The eclectic decoration of the nineteenth century is decadent in this sense: an aesthetic

object added onto a building that could survive quite well without this addition. But so is
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much of the decoration produced by today’s postmodernism, which too often reminds one
of easily peeled-off decals (fig. 19). As an aesthetically pleasing veneer such decoration may
draw our attention, without standing 1n any necessary relationship to the architectonic
whole, as if glued to some box. But should we not insist on such a relationship? Is it not
just this that distinguishes decoration from genuine ornament? This, at any rate, is how
Broch would have us draw the distinction:

To consider ornament a mere accessory is not to have understood the inner logic of a building. “Architec-
tural style” is logic, a logic that permeates the entire building, from its ground plan to the outline it traces
against the sky, and within that logic ornament is only the last, differential expression for the unified
and unifying fundamental thought of the whole. Whether we are dealing here with an inability to create
ornament, or an unwillingness, does not matter, but means the same: it means nothing other than that

the architectonic form of expression of this age is separated by a gulf from all earlier styles.®*

The spirit that animates ornament is said to be the very same spirit that animates the archi-
tectural whole.

One architect who out of an understanding of the “inner logic of a building” was
able to create what deserves to be called a modern ornament was Louis Kahn (fig. 20).
Although he is said to have avoided ornament, in his Yale Art Gallery Kahn teaches us that
ornament can still be a concentrated expression or re-presentation of the idea that governs
the structure it serves—the triangle ninged by light, which crowns the stairwell’s concrete
silo, presents itself to us as the abbreviated signature of that building’s idea: the penetration
of horizontal, tetrahedral slabs by the stairwell’s cylindrical shaft. The symbol of the triangle

within the circle is of course familiar: in Christian art and archutecture it often appears as a
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symbol of the Trinity. I do not want to claum that Kahn was drawing on thus tradition;
however, by re-presenting that symbol 1n this context, Kahn demonstrates that the symbol’s
power is not extinguished even when 1t is no longer supported by the particular textual
tradition that once gave it a readily understood public significance.

Some wvasitors to the Yale Art Gallery may remember that Kahn’s development of
the tetrahedral slab owed much to Anne Tyng. Ever since I learned that Kahn was the father
of her daughter Alexandra, born in 1954, I have found it difficult not to think that, associ-
ated as it must have been in his mind with Anne Tyng, the tetrahedral slab carried a very
personal significance for Kahn. This would then also hold for the triangle within the circle.
But if so, the stairwell succeeds in transformung this personal symbol into an arche-symbol
that speaks to all of us. Perhaps such metamorphosis provides us with a key to the creation
of all great art.

Owen Jones already in 1856 calls ornament “the very soul of an architectural
monument”: “The very mstant that ornament is attempted, we see how far the architect
is at the ame time the artist. It is the best measure of the care and refinement bestowed
upon the work. To put ornament in the right place is not easy; to render that ornament at
the same time a superadded beauty and an expression of the intention of the whole work,
is still more difficult””?* Owen criticizes his age for failing to understand “the grammar of
ornament,” for substituting for ornament that would give concentrated expression to the
soul animating the architectural whole a thoughtless amalgam of decorative motifs drawn
from the architecture of the past, without an understanding either of the spirit that gave
birth to it or of the spirit of the modern age.?® The “Exhibition of Works of Industry of All
Nations” in 1851 proved to Owen that Europe had lost the ornamental skill still so evident

in work produced by other countries, especially in the Mohammedan world.

Whilst in the works contributed by the various nations of Europe there was everywhere to be observed
an entire absence of any common principle in the application of Art to manufactures,—whilst from one
end to the other of the vast structure there could be found but a fruitless struggle after novelty, irrespective
of fitness, that all design was based on a system of copying and misapplying the received forms of beauty
of every bygone style of Art, without one single attempt to produce an Art in harmony with our present
wants and means of production—the carver in stone, the worker in metal, the weaver and the painter,
borrowing from each other and alternately misapplying the forms peculiarly appropriate to each—there
were to be found in isolated collections at the four corners of the transepts all the principles, all the unity,
all the truth, for which we had looked elsewhere in vain, and this because we were amongst a people

practicing an art which had grown up with their civilization, and strengthened with their growth.>*

Owen Jones’s statement of the “grammar” said to rule all genuine ornament is quite in

keeping with what Tzonus and Lefaivre claim for the ornament of classical archutecture:

It should by now be clear that the moldings—the cymatia, the bead, the fillet, the scotia, and the
cavetto—or so-called ornaments of the classical genera, are not in the least “ornamental” or “decorative”
in the sense of a frivolous adjunct of an almost superfluous elaboration. They are part of the essential
structure of the dlassical system, vital to its poetics of order. Although the moldings affect small-scale

aspects of the composition, their impact is mafor. They can blur distinctions and clarify them. They make
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terminations visible and they can sharply demarcate them. The ornament in classical architecture should
not be . . . mistaken for the embellishing frills that designers increasingly applied during the nineteenth
century for purposes of conspicuous consumption. The ornaments, in the sense referred to here, can make

or break the coherence of a classical composition.?>

This understanding of ornament as an expression of the soul of a work of archutec-
ture or as vital to its poetic order fails to do justice, however, to what Broch has in mind,
in that it suggests that the whole to which ornament gives expression is adequately under-
stood as a particular building—although Owen Jones, as we have seen, suggests a link be-
tween the creation of ornament and the creator’s membership in an ongoing community.
Broch simularly inks ornament to an integrated way of life, which finds expression in a
historical style. Think of Gothic or Baroque. The significance of such styles 1s said by him
to extend far beyond architecture: “For style is surely not something whose significance is
limited to building or to the fine arts. Style is something that permeates all the different
ways in which an epoch expresses itself in the same way. It would make no sense to consider
the artist the exception: someone who leads a kind of special existence within the style and
produces 1t, while the others remain excluded.—No, if there is style, then all expressions
of life are permeated by 1t, then the style of an epoch is present just as much 1n its thinking
as in every action.”? Questionable as Broch’s understanding of style is, and I shall have to
return to it, it helps us understand why he places such significance on ornament. Somewhat
in the way graphologists attempt to read in the seemingly decorative flourishes of a person’s
handwriting hus entire character, Broch attempts to read in the archutectural style of a partic-
ular period and region an integrated way of being in the world. The unity of the great
historical styles makes visible the umty of a shared way of life, of a shared ethos. Style has
an ethical function; and so then does ornament, which Broch calls “the formula of a style”
(fig. 21). As such 1t is also “the formula of an epoch and its life.”*” Style thus provides Broch

Zwnefalten, stucco of southern transept. Credat

21 Hirmer Fotoarchiv

The Promise of Ornament 59



with the middle term that allows him to understand ornament as the expression of a coher-
ent, communal world.

It 15 this that gives to ornament what Broch calls its “magical importance”? Off
an architecture that has substituted decoration for ornament we can read the disintegration
of a unified way of life. The death of ornament means not just the falling apart of archutec-
ture into aesthetically self-sufficient decoration and functional shed. Such a split figures our
world’s disintegration, of which the divorce of utility and beauty is just one aspect. By the
same token, all genuine ornament carries the promise of an integrated way of life, a promuse
of full humanity and thus also of genuine community.

Broch was by no means the only one to connect with ornament the promuse of a
more humane mode of existence. The conservative art historian Hans Sedlmayr offers us a
very similar evaluation of ornament in his once influential Verlust der Mitte (Art in Crisis).
Like Loos, Sedlmayr claims that the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were incapable of a
new living ornament. The death of rocaille, the defining ornament of the Rococo, means
also the death of ornament. And the immediate cause of this death Sedlmayr, too, locates
in what I have called the rise of the aesthetic approach: in the striving for aesthetic purity.
“Ornament is the only artistic genre that cannot exist ‘autonomously.” ”? He continues, “The at-
tempts to give new life to old styles in architecture have given no genuine new Iife to the
ornaments belonging to them. Just in ornament the lifelessness of these renewals shows
itself. The age has lost its knowledge of the fact that an ornament can possess depth, not in
the spatial sense, and can express spiritual relations, a distinctive contact between human
beings and things.”*® Broch gestures in the same direction when he calls ornament, in oppo-
sition to mere decoration, “the formula of an epoch and its life”” Very much like Broch,
Sedlmayr laments the inhumanity of an architecture that has banished ornament and inter-
prets its death in the eighteenth century as a symptom of a culture whose center will not
hold: Sedlmayr locates that center in the human being who has preserved his or her divine
measure.

We meet with essentially the same lament among Marxists. [ have already cited
Lukics. Here is what Ernst Bloch has to say about the Bauhaus’s attempt to rid architecture

of ornament:

Every genuine artist loves ornament, even if genuine ornament does not as yet return such love to an
epoch stunted by mechanization and kitsch. Architecture’s purification of the atrocities of the nineteenth
century is being presupposed, this indeed is conditio sine qua non; but beyond this purification stands
a task of world expression that continues rather than destroys the plenitude of what has been relegated to
a dead past. A vehement will to color, form, and ornament pervades the world that has been liberated
from mechanization, even if as yet that will has by no means been blessed and has not liberated itself
from its dependence on and derivation from what was itself dependent and derivative. This will proves
that the light that shone throughout history, until the invasion of machine-produced goods, that still fills

all our museums, did not go out with the Bauhaus and similarly empty exultation.®
Bloch thus takes the decorated sheds of the turn of the century to have been more filled

with hght—even if this was only a borrowed light—than the lean architecture once so

noisily celebrated by convinced modernists. To be sure, Bloch, too, grants the need to rid
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architecture of what he himself calls the atrocities of the nineteenth century. He does not
deny the legitimacy of the modernist critique of the decorated shed. But this critique loses
much of its conviction when coupled with Bloch’s indictment of modernism for its more
profound failure of not addressing what Sigfried Giedion called the main task facing con-
temporary archatecture: “the interpretation of a way of life valid for our period.” Bloch links
such interpretation to the creation of living ornament.

Indebted to Bloch, the architect Michael Miiller asks similarly:

Looking back, must we understand ornament as the aesthetic objectification of a promise of a truly
humane dwelling, as a promise that, once made, was taken back—rfor reasons that remain to be clarified?
Wherte and how are we to find pointers to the social conditions, which still might bring the promise
embodied in ornaments to fulfillment, might render it true? In this connection we may not lose sight of
the fact that in its bourgeois employment ornament may indeed have been that aesthetically dressed-up
“social lie” as which it was pilloried since the beginning of the twentieth century by the avant-gardists

and protagonists of the new functional building.*

Has postmodernism provided us with the looked-for pointers? Do we find here ground for
optimism? Or does the hope for the creation of a new living ornament remain, as Loos
insisted it must, an anachronistic, utopian dream? Do the glories of past architecture offer

more than an idle promise for the future?

Above the task of purifying architecture of unnecessary decoration Blech places the task of
world expression. The significance of ornament is tied to its abulity to place individuals 1n a
shared world, enabling them to experience themselves as members of a genuine community.
And on this point there was widespread agreement among those of Bloch’s generation,
who, following Nietzsche and Spengler, tended to oppose modernity or, to use Spengler’s
term, “civilization,” a word that for others as well carried connotations of decadence, fa-
voring nstead that authentic community thought to be a presupposition of genuine orna-
ment: “With the beginning of civilization, finally, genmné ornament dies and with it all
great art, ‘Classicism and Romanticism’ form the transition, and in some manner they do so in
every culture. The former means enthusiasm for an ornament—rules, laws, types—that has
long since become antiquated and lost its soul; the latter an enthusiastic imitation—not of
life, but of earlier imitation. In architecture taste replaces style. Manners of painting and writ-
g, old and modern, native and exotic forms change with fashion. There is no inner
necessity.” %

Inseparable from the hope (vain, if Spengler is right) for the creation of a truly
modern omament, an ornament of and for today yet worthy of being placed besides the
great ornaments of the past—of which rocaille, the ornament of the Rococo, is perhaps the
last convincing example—is the hope for the creation of a truly modern architectural style,

a style that, more than a mere fashion, would deserve to be placed beside the great styles of
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the past, beside Romanesque and Gothic, Renaissance and Baroque. That hope lies behind
Gropius’s call for a new cathedral.

I have suggested that the problem. of ornament is inescapably also the problem of
style; the death of one means also the death of the other. Talk of the death of ornament
can of course be challenged by rejecting the presupposed understanding of ornament as a
mystification, by questioning the privileging of ornament over mere decoration and the
distinction this presupposes; similarly we may want to question the celebration of the
community-shaping power of style. Such questioning, however, must remain uninformed
as long as we allow the phenomenon of style, more especially of architectural style, to
remain unanalyzed.

According to Nietzsche, “the point of every style 13 to communicate by means of
signs, including the tempo of these signs, a state of mind, an inner attunement or pathos.”
It is primarily by its style that an artwork, more especially a work of architecture, communi-
cates a2 mood that lets us adopt a definite stance toward whatever we encounter. And in
architecture it 1s primarily ornament that is the vehicle of such communication. Consider
the rocaille ornamentation of the bedroom 1n Munich’s Amalienburg (see fig. 28). Frangois
Cuvilliés’s ornamental play carries us back to the world that gave birth to and now leads a
posthumous life 1n this architecture, the “world” understood not as a whole made up of
parts but as a space of intelligibility implying a definite stance toward persons and things. A
unified style contributes to our experience of a work of architecture as a whole.

Stronger claims have been made for style. The literary critic Emil Staiger thus
understands style as the intangible something that lets “a perfect work of art—or the entire
work of an artist or also of a time—agree in all aspects. We recognize Baroque style in an
altar and in a palace. Schiller’s personal style is as distinct in Tell as in Das Lied von der Glocke.
The style of Hermann und Dorothea expresses itself in the structure of the verses as well as in
the choice of motives and in the sequence of particular images. In the style the manifold is
one. It is the permanent in the changing. It is because of this that everything transitory gains
an imperishable meaning through style. Works of art are perfect when they are stylistically
of a piece.” Staiger is of course thinking of literature. But he himself refers the reader first
to architecture, which has indeed furnished theorists of style with the most obvious
paradigm.

Staiger’s remarks raise a number of questions. Does stylistic integrity assure artistic
petfection? Is it not possible to admmt that a work is styhstically of a piece and yet does not
possess the kind of unity that we demand of a successful work of art? Think of Glastonbury
Abbey, a fragment of what once was one of the great achievements of English architecture
(fig. 22). Similarly there would seem to be much inferior architecture that is stylistically
quite of a piece.

Staiger raises a difficulty of a different sort, as he blurs the differences between the
style of a period, of an artist, or of a particular work of art: are they all equally relevant to
artistic success? Someone committed to the aesthetic approach would want to insist that
what really matters is the particular work of art and what contributes to its unity. If style is
indeed important to artistic success, then it must be the style of this umque work of art. To

the extent that style leads us beyond the work in its particularity to some supposedly deeper
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or more encompassing reality, as personal or period styles tend to do, it leads us away from
what constitutes its success as a work of art. Anyone committed to the aesthetic approach
will be suspicious of any celebration of the magical significance of style.

The aesthetic approach is indeed put into question by those who long for a return
to the strong styles of the past. When Josef Hoffmann or Hugo von Hoffmannsthal,*
Spengler or Broch, Bloch or Sedlmayr celebrate style, they are not thinking of something
that belongs to a particular work of art, nor even to a particular artist, but to a community
enduring through time. On this understanding, emphasis on style carries with it the sugges-
tion that what constitutes greatness in a work of art is not its power to let us become
absorbed in it, but its ability to illuminate the human situation. Thus great art grants a
shared way of seeing, which means also a way of valuing. If architecture is to succeed in
interpreting “a way of life valid for our period,” it must have style, understood as belonging
not to the individual but to an ongoing community, to a particular region and time.*

More than the conception of the style of an artwork or a person, the concept of
period style has generated heated debate. To be sure, the usefulness of stylistic classifications
can scarcely be questioned: the history of art depends on them. But how are we to under-
stand and how do we establish the unity of a particular style? We might begin by pointing
to a particular group of works of art that show a certain family resemblance. Guided by a

vague sense of what they share, by an intuition of what we experience as their common
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style, we might then single out specific works that strike us as paradigms of, let us say, Ba-
roque art and try to analyze features that help establish their paradigmatic status. Other
works of art would then be considered Baroque to the extent that they resembled these
paradigms. Depending on what features we think particularly important, these analyses wall
proceed in different directions. In my book on the Bavarian Rococo church I attempted
something of the sort.

But how are we to understand the unity of what has thus been established? Arnold
Hauser has likened the unifying power of a style to a musical theme of which only variations
are known.*® Stylistic analysis would then resemble an attempt to reconstruct this unknown
theme. But what is the theme’s ontological status? In the case of a personal style one can tie
this unity to the way an individual stands in his or her world and point to the person as the
bearer of the style. Should we then say that the existence of period styles presupposes some
supra-individual reality that we can point to and identify as the bearer of the style? This was
suggested by Alois Riegl’s conception of a supra-individual Kunstwollen, an artistic intention
manifesting itself in a common formal language. But it is difficult to make sense of such a
Kunstwollen, as no one is here doing the willing. The conception invests a collective with
qualities that properly speaking would appear to belong only to individuals. It depends on
an ideal type by which we might measure the works of particular artists. But such ideal types
are fictions, created, to be sure, in response to the phenomena that are to be understood, but
reflecting also the prejudices and interests of the particular historian and our incurable ten-
dency to look for meaningful wholes in whatever confronts us. Ernst Gombrich warns
against those who insist with Hans Sedlmayr that the phenomenon of style teaches us that
groups and spiritual collectives are not mere names but independent realities that manifest
themselves in individuals. “By inculcating the habit of talking in terms of collectives, of
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‘mankind,” ‘race,” or ‘ages,’” such “mythologial explanations” are said by Gombrich to
“weaken resistance to totalitarian habits of mind.”® There is indeed a connection between
the tendency to look to the healing power of a great style and its ornament as an antidote
to the fragmentation of modern life—an inclination so widespread in the first decades of
this century—and the dissatisfactions and hopes that allowed fascism to capture the imagina-
tion of so many and seize power.

But if Gombrich’s warning is not easily dismissed, are we today firmly committed
to the individualism he presupposes? The emphasis on period style has indeed often carried
with it suggestions that what really matters about art is not the contribution of the particular
artist but something that transcends him, a suprapersonal force or constellation of forces. Or
to put the same point somewhat differently: what communicates itself in a period style is a
world that belongs not to a particular work of art, nor to a particular artist, but to a historical
community. It is this community that above all speaks to us through the artist and her work.
‘While an uneasiness with aestheticism has been a motive behind the emphasis on style, an
uneasiness with individualism has been a motive behind the emphasis on period style, which
reflects a longing for an ethos not merely personal but communal and for an art able to
establish such an ethos. Having lost faith in God, no longer able to discover our place in
that order which, with the death of God, has lost both founder and foundation, we turn to
style to recover here the whole that will teach us to understand ourselves as parts of a larger

whole in which we can discover our place. The celebration of the great historical styles and
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their associated ornament is directed against the chaos that threatens when all emphasis is
placed on the individual.

How important is it then to recover for our architecture something of the world-
shaping power of the great styles of the past? By now 1t should have become clear why there
can be no easy answer to this question, for any answer will presuppose that the question of
how the individual should relate to the community has been answered. Different interpreta-
tions of that relationship will lead to different assessments of the sigmificance of style and
ornament.** We may well wonder whether there is still room for style in this sense, whether
it is indeed compatible with values that we refuse to surrender, for example, with the value
we place on the individual. What feeds the hope for a new style to rival the great period
styles of the past is a dream, perhaps a dangerous dream, of an art strong enough to return

us individuals once more to a communal whole.

I associated decoration with decadence. For an interpretation of the phenomenon of deca-
dence I turned to Nietzsche, who helps us recognize the political significance of the decor-
ated shed, as of the strong styles of the past: to the disintegration of the architectural whole
into functional building and applied decoration corresponds the disintegration of the social
whole. To quote Nietzsche once more: “every time, the anarchy of atoms, disgregation of
the will, ‘freedom of the individual,’ to use moral terms—expanded into political theory,
‘equal rights for all.”” The turn from ornament to decoration, the rise of the aesthetic ap-
proach, and the evolution of liberal democracy belong together and issue from the same
root.

A Marxist like Lukics has no doubt about where to locate that root—in capital-
ism: “Here the moments, the different parts of the economy become autonomous in an
altogether new manner. . . . As a result of the objective structure of its economic system,
the surface of capitalism appears ‘fragmented’; it consists of moments that tend toward au-
tonomy with objective necessity. This of course has to mirror itself in the consciousness of
those who live 1n this society, that is to say also in the consciousness of its poets and think-
ers”’* Ruskin’s or Loos’s broken response to modernity, thewr “yes” shadowed by a “no,”
could be cited as examples of such mirroring, as could the emancipation of aesthetic concern
from extraneous interests, as could all manifestations of decadence. According to Lukics the
fragmented surface presented by the modern world is supported by the whole of the capital~
1st mode of production. It is this surface to which Nietzsche responds with his pronounce-
ment that God is dead, Sedlmayr with his lament of the lost center, and, Broch with his
thesis of the disintegration of values.

Broch could not have agreed with this interpretation. To be sure, he, too, takes
decadence to characterize modernity; we live in the ruins of the old value system, which,
having lost its foundation in the sacred, has splintered—each splinter claiming autonomy,
each following 1ts own logic, each pursuing its own increasingly narrow ends, each resisting

compromise. Like strangers these systems now stand one beside the other.
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The economic system of “business in itself” beside a system of ’act pour V'art, a military value system
beside the system of technology or that of sport, each autonomous, each “in itself,” each “unfettered” in
its autonomy, each concerned to draw, with all the radicality of its logic, the last consequences and to
break it own records. And woe, if in this struggle of competing value systems, which barely maintain
their balance, one should come to dominate, growing above all the other value systems, as the military
system has grown in this time of war, as the economic world picture has grown, to which even war is
subject—woe! For it embraces the world, embraces all other values, and exterminates them, like a swarm

of locusts moving over a field.*

Like Lukics, Broch understands the evolution of the modern world as a progressive disinte-
gration of what was once a whole. But while Lukics locates the root of such disintegration
in the capitalist mode of production, Broch considers the economic value sphere just one
among others and calls for a preservation of their heterogeneity! The ground of decadence
he locates not in capitalism but in the absolutism of pure reason, which would subject all
life to its hegemony. This absolutism presupposes our all-too-human desire to secure our-
selves in the midst of what is by comprehending it.

We can comprehend only what is hard enough to be grasped; similarly, we can
comprehend only what endures: we cannot hold on to the magically shifting patterns on a
soap bubble, to drifting clouds, or to the wake trailed by a sailboat. To secure ourselves we
thus analyze an all-too-evanescent world into enduring elements and reconstruct it as a
configuration of such elements. By its very nature reason tends toward a logical, and this
means also toward an ever more formal and empty, atomism. As Broch recognized, the still
progressing rationalization of modern life has to mean its disintegration, professionalization,
and compartmentalization—decadence as Nietzsche understood it: “war is war,” “business
is business,” “art for art’s sake.” “All this says the same, it all belongs to the same aggressive
radicality, that uncanny—TI almost would like to say metaphysical—ruthlessness, to that
cruel logical spirit that looks to and only to the matter at hand, that does not look right and
does not look left.”* The ruthlessness that must fragment the whole of life is fed by the
snake’s promise: you will be like God.

Such mastery demands objectivity. To approach objectivity we must attempt to
free ourselves of the ways in which mood and interest distort what we experience, trans-
forming ourselves into pure spectators of what is the case. To the purification of the subject
corresponds the objectification of reality. Thus objectified, reality has no room for value.

This objectification of reality must be understood in all its ambivalence: on one
side we know, as well as Ruskin or Loos did, that in countless ways objectifying reason has
improved the quality of life. One could cite advances in medicine, or the revolution in
communications, or the impact technology has bad on food production. Although countless
problems still await a technological solution, who could deny that technology has helped us
lift at least some of the burdens of life? There is an obvious sense in which we are less
limited by our body and by the accident of its location in space and time than were our
predecessors. It would be irresponsible not to affirm the liberating potential of objectifying
reason.

, But such affirmation may not mean the absolutism of pure reason. For its other

side is the often-lamented rootlessness of modern dwelling (fig. 23). No doubt, science and
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technology have brought us greater freedom; both literally and figuratively, we have become
more mobile. Such mobility has made us less willing to accept what happens to be the place
assigned to us by nature or history, more ready to experiment. Beyond what is, the self-
elevation of the spirit has opened up infinite realms of what might be. But this very real
increase in freedom has given new urgency to questions about what should be our place
and vocation, and for these, Kant’s conviction notwithstanding, pure reason has no answers.
The same self-liberation presupposed by the objectification of reality lets us live our lives
sub specie possibilitatis, haunted by a sense of contingency and arbitrariness, of emptiness and
futility. Where do we find ground or measure in the infinite realms opened up by reflection?
How can we justify the way we live? Reason alone has no answer. And to the extent that
objectifying reason has shaped our life world, threatening to debase human beings by reduc-
ing them to material to be subjected to planning and organization—just another resource,
to be used and used up like any other—that world holds no answer either; it leaves us with
dreams of lost meaning, lost plenitude, of a communal existence strongly rooted in both
space and time. It is no accident that ornament should have come to figure what is felt to
be missing.

I am not pleading here for a romantic renunciation of objectifying reason and of
its offspring, science and technology. What we must resist rather 1s that absolutism which
makes reason the measure of reality instead of recognizing the reduction that reality’s object-
ification inevitably entails. Such recognition allows us to understand why objectifying rea-
son should have 1ts complement in the aesthetic approach: should we not add to a reahty
whose value has been canceled by rationalization an aesthetic component that compensates
us for what has been lost? Should we not so beautify objectified reality that we can appreci-
ate it as an aesthetic phenomenon? Does not decoration allow us to cover up the poverty of
the world we have created?

So we would have to conclude, were we to equate objectified reality with reality.
Then meaning could only be found in a turn to the aesthetic, be it a turn to decoration or
to art for art’s sake. But objectified reality must be understood as presupposing a more
encompassing reality. It is this reality that art, and more especially architecture, should recall

and interpret for us. That today remains its main task.
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The Decorated Shed

5

Developing some of the implications of Pevsner’s distinction between architecture and mere
building, [ have argued that on the aesthetic approach presupposed by that distinction the
beauty of archutecture has to appear as something added on to what the necessities of build-
ing dictate: the work of architecture is essentially a decorated shed. Not surprising then that
this approach should fit so well much of the architectural thinking of the mneteenth cen-
tury.! But did Robert Venturi and his associates, Denise Scott Brown and Steven Izenour,
from whose Learning from Las Vegas | borrowed the term,? really call for a return to the half-
hearted historicism of the nineteenth century with its borrowed decoration? Their work’s
subtitle, The Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form, argues differently: they seem to have
deplored not so much the turn away from decoration and ornament, so characteristic of
archutectural modernism, as the way “modern architects abandoned a tradition of iconology
in which painting, sculpture, and graphics were combined with architecture. The delicate
hieroglyphics on a bold pylon, the archetypal inscriptions of a Roman architrave, the mosaic
processions 1n Sant’Apollinare, the ubiquitous tattoos over a Giotto Chapel, the enshrined
hierarchies around a Gothic portal, even the illusionistic frescoes in a Venetian villa, all
contain messages beyond their ornamental contribution to architectural space”* We meet
here not so much with a demand for decoration as with a refusal of what is experienced as
the muteness of modern architecture, with a longing for architecture as text, for buldings
carrying messages that can be read 1n some sense, for a new architecture parlante. That, of
course, is not a term used by Venturi and his associates. It carries us back to the eighteenth
century. Already 1n 1768 Jean-Charles Delafosse published his Iconologie Historique, which
Joseph Rykwert calls “the most painstaking attempt to establish an architecture parlante.”* This
desire to give buildings a voice, to make them speak, found striking expression in the work
of Claude-Nicolas Ledoux.> “Many archutects have met this requirement by affixing easily
understandable symbols to their structures, the caduceus of Aesculapius to medical build-
ings, the Orphic lyre to theaters. Ledoux, however, wanted to give the structure such a
form that it would tell its story by itself. The Surveyors’ House is a grandiose symbolization
of nature made serviceable to man”® (fig. 24).

Ledoux’s turn to story is all the more remarkable given his interest in reducing

buildings to elementary geometric forms, which allows Kaufmann to celebrate him as the
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Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, House of the Surveyors
of the Loiie Ruver Source' Ledoux, L’Architecture
considerée sous le rapport de Part, des moeurs et de la
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24 | Yale Unwersity.

most striking precursor of modernist architecture: “He was most certainly a seer of future
developments when he presented cubic masses, bare walls with frameless apertures, flat
roofs, and above all entirely new compositional patterns””” How does Ledoux’s formalism
fit wath his concern to create an architecture parlante? That the introduction of textuality in
architecture clashes with the aesthetic approach as I have analyzed it should be evident: the
aesthetic object should not mean but be, should not present 1tself to us as a sign or a symbol
that receives 1ts meaning from some absent signified. Aesthetic presence should not be
haunted by absence. Ideally the aesthetic object should be mute. The aesthetic demand for
an absorbing mute presence is impossible to reconcile with the call for an architecture of
communication. Ledoux’s desire to have architecture speak presupposes some misgivings
with the turn to the aesthetic, which many of his own designs would seem to illustrate. The
title of Ledoux’s L’Architecture considérée sous le rapport de Uart, des moeurs et de la legislation
(1804) speaks for itself: to be true to its ethical and political function, architecture may not

be mute.?
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It is hardly an accident that just when the aesthetic approach became conscious of
itself, uneasiness with the divorce of beauty from life with its concerns and duties should
have also found a voice. Ledoux’s marriage of an aesthetic formalism to architecture parlante
has an analogue in Kant’s refusal to allow his aesthetic formalism to stand in the way of an
art that would give visible expression to moral ideals. Despite his analysis of the disinterested
character of aesthetic experience, Kant remains suspicious of those who would take such
experience too seriously: aesthetes tend to be immoral.® Kant thus has little use for art for
art’s or beauty’s sake; his own sympathies lie with Winckelmann’s celebration of the art of
the ancients for its expressions of “noble simplicity and quiet grandeur,” that is, for its moral
quality: art should speak to us of ideal humamty and thus provide life with a measure.*
This desire that art or architecture speak to us of what matters presupposes a refusal of the
aesthetic approach.

That also holds for Venturi.!* We do him an mjustice when we understand him as
another representative of the aesthetic approach. His turn to textuality implies just the op-
posite—a critique of that approach. This means also that although I borrowed his term
“decorated shed,” I did violence to what he meant by it when I claimed that the aesthetic

approach demands that works of architecture be understood as decorated sheds.

Much in Learning from Las Vegas does in fact question the modernist refusal of decoration
and call for its restoration to the place it had been assigned by traditional architecture. In
this respect the work is representative of a then newly reemerging interest in decoration
and ornament: in art nouveau, for example, or in Sullivan’s fantastic decorations, or in the
ornament of Baroque and Rococo. The same interest finds expression in the decorative
treatment of the skin of today’s skyscrapers. The rediscovery of the importance of decoration
and ornament, ill informed though it often may be, 1s an important contribution of archi-
tectural postmodernism. As much as anyone, Venturi can claim credit for having helped to

initiate that development. Here the conclusion of Learning from Las Vegas:

When Modern architects righteously abandoned ornament on buildings, they unconsciously designed
buildings that were ornament. In promoting Space and Articulation over symbolism and ornament,
they distorted the whole building into a duck. They substituted for the innocent and inexpensive practice
of applied decoration on a conventional shed the rather cynical and expensive distortion of program and
structure to promote a duck; minimegastructures are mostly ducks. . . . It is now time to reevaluate the
once-horrifying statement of John Ruskin that architecture is the decoration of construction, but we should

append the warning of Pugin: It is all right to decorate construction, but never construct decoration.

(p. 163)

Owen Jones called the last “the first principle in architecture,” *? although he himself calls it
into question when he suggests the superiority of the Egyptian capital, where “we feel the

whole capital is the ornament,—to remove any portion of it would destroy it,” over the
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Corinthian, where “the ornament was no part of the construction, as with the Egyptian: it
could be removed, and the structure remained unchanged. On the Cornthian capital the
ornament is applied, not constructed.”*® Jones’s description of the Egyptian capital as con-
structed decoration does not at all imply criticism. And why should we never construct
decoration? Counterexamples come readily to mind. Is not the pulpit in Oppolding (see
fig. 4) constructed decoration? Was J. Fergusson not right to place “structural decoration”
above decoration added to a structure!* (see fig. 20)? Venturi, to be sure, is thinking of some
of the acclaimed masterpieces of modern architecture: Le Corbusier’s Ronchamp (see fig.
95) could be considered constructed decoration; so could Frank Lloyd Wright’s Guggen-
heim Museum; so could Jern Utzon’s Sydney Opera House.

But why should such construction be prohibited? Venturi takes for granted that
decoration should serve the supporting structure, should serve construction. As I remarked
earlier, by its very nature decoration is first of all a dependent art form. To construct decora-
tion is to make it autonomous, is to create a self-sufficient aesthetic object. With his con-
cluding admonition Venturi thus challenges once more the aesthetic approach: any view of
architecture that sees its task primarily as one of creating self-sufficient aesthetic objects will
end up constructing decoration. Such an approach is incompatible with the requirements
of dwelling. On this point we have to agree with Venturi.

But let me return to Venturi’s statement. There is clearly a new or rather renewed
appreciation for the tension between construction and decoration, between engineer and
artist—the mention of Ruskin hardly comes as a surprise. From the affirmation of this
tension follows the rejection of the construction of decoration, which denies it. Such denial
is characteristic of those buildings Venturi terms “ducks.”

“Ducks” must be thought in opposition to “decorated sheds.” That opposition in
turn depends on the tension between the “symbolic and representational elements” of a
building and its “form, structure, and program” (p. 87). Duck and decorated shed deal with
the latter opposition in very different ways: ducks are symbols become buildings, con-
structed symbols, as opposed to functional sheds to which decorative symbols have already
" been applied. The American roadside vernacular offers ready examples of the former: not
just the “Long Island Duckling” cited by Venturi, which we may consider the flagship of
the type, but cheese shops in the form of a wheel of Swiss cheese crowned by a happy
mouse, rock shops in the form of a rock, eateries in the form of a hot dog with bun, or of
a teapot, or of a lobster trap—the list is endless. But the duck type should not be reduced
to such rather trivial and peripheral buildings. There are also architecturally much more
significant examples. Ledoux’s architecture parlante is an architecture of ducks. The pyramids
are ducks. So are most medieval churches. Ventur: himself makes this point for the nave of
Amiens (see fig. 37), which he calls a duck “because its shape is that of a cross,” although
only after he has already called it “a billboard with a building behind 1t” and therefore a
decorated shed (p. 105). The point can be generalized: all medieval churches were built to
symbolize the Church, and that symbolic function determines “space, structure, and pro-
gram” I shall return to the symbolic dimension of archutecture in chapter 7. I cite these

examples here only as a warning not to invest “duck” with too negative a connotation.
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Paul Rudolph, Crawford Manor, New Haven

26 | Photo by author

Still, the authors of Learning from Las Vegas would seem to have a point when they
insist that “the duck is seldom relevant today, although it pervades Modern architecture”
(p. 87). Were we to allow most of our buildings to speak as loudly as the Long Island
Duckling, we would end up with an unbearably noisy environment that would make it all
but impossible to hear anything. The decorated shed’s greater reticence would appear to
make it preferable. But once again we must take care not to let a striking paradigm mislead
us. Are not most houses ducks in Venturi’s sense, although perhaps also decorated sheds?
They not only are but represent houses. In most houses the symbolic form “house” governs
“the architectural system of space, structure, and program.”’ Most houses say quite unmistak-
ably “I am a house,” although our familiarity with the house type lets us be inattentive to
such speech, taking it for granted.

Venturi argues “for the symbolism of the ugly and ordinary in architecture and for
the particular cignificance of the decorated shed with a rhetorical front and conventional
behind: for architecture as shelter with symbols on it” (p. 90). He underscores his argument
by comparing his own Guild House in Philadelphia (fig. 25) with Paul Rudolph’s Crawford
Manor in New Haven (fig. 26). The latter presents itself to us above all as an aesthetic
object, quite “unequivocally a soaring tower, unique in its Modern, Ville Radieuse world
along New Haven’s limited access Oak Street Connector” (p. 90). Compared to it, Guild
House, built at about the same time, looks and is supposed to look quite ordinary. It does
not want to stand out. The choice of structure, materials, and placement was meant to be
responsive to its urban context. Not that Guild House is likely to be confused with one of
its neighbors: the more time one spends with it, the less ordinary it becomes. First of all, its
decorative scheme is unusual: “The continuous stripe of white-glazed brick high on the
fagade, in combination with the plane of white-glazed brick below, divides the building
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[Venturi calls it a “six-story imitation palazzo”] into three uneven stories: basement, princi-
pal story, and attic” (pp. 92, 90). At the same time, the invocation of this traditional tripartite
organization is contradicted by the building’s six stories, especially by the deliberately heed-
less way in which the white stripe cuts through windows as if indifferent to them. “The
central white panel calls attention to the entrance as it extends the ground floor to the top
of the balcony of the second floor in the way, and for the same reasons, that the increased
scale around the door of a Renaissance palace or Gothic portal does” (p. 92). But once
again the invocation of these precursors is taken back by the fat column that blocks our
entry somewhat in the way a meaty bouncer at some nightspot might deny entry to un-
wanted guests.

There is certainly a relationship between this apartment building and nineteenth-
century apartment houses with their historicizing facades. But Venturi no longer takes the
architecture to which he looks back very seriously. Less than a treasured inheritance, the
past has become a reservoir for artistic play, which is not so much light-hearted as self-
conscious and ironic, clever in a way that would probably be lost on those meant to live in
this house. Yet Venturi’s critique of Crawford Manor is not altogether off the mark. We
experience Rudolph’s tower primarily as the now somewhat pathetic heroic gesture of a
leading architect, in which the refusal of ornament and the ornamentalization of the entire
building belong together. Both are inevitable consequences of the attempt to build aesthetic
objects. But aesthetic objects are uninhabitable. To build apartment houses as primarily
aesthetic objects is indeed irresponsible.

That a work like Crawford Manor is not mute, that it, too, has a voice, Venturi
would not deny. One thing it tells us is that it was meant to be an original piece of modern
architecture. Thus it places itself in the tradition of modern architecture, with its twofold
emphasis on space and technology, as well as on the creative imagination of the individual
architect. To attribute a voice to a building like Crawford Manor is to suggest also that even
as—in keeping with both the aesthetic and a functional approach—modern architecture
sought to submerge symbolism, it did not abandon symbolism altogether, though it refused
to acknowledge this. In fact it only substituted a vocabulary derived from the industrial
vernacular for the historical eclecticism of the nineteenth century. But such substitution
is difficult to reconcile with rigorous functionalism. That goes also for “the progressive,
technological, vernacular, process-oriented, superficially socially concerned, heroic and
original content of Modern architecture” (p. 162).

But if Venturi is right to claim that modernism has only substituted one kind of
symbolism for another, must we not question his characterization of buildings like Crawford
Manor as ducks rather than as decorated sheds? Must not Mies’s symbolic exposure of the
steel frame be considered decoration? And is not the same true of Rudolph’s use of con-
crete? To be sure, we are dealing here with a very different kind of decoration, but with
decoration nonetheless. Venturi might well agree, but, citing Loos in support, he could add
that the difference between shed and decoration is here deliberately blurred, while in a
building like Guild House it is deliberately underscored. In this sense the latter structure

can claim to be more honest than the former.
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Venturi would have architects become self-conscious about their use of signs and symbols.
With this we return to the longing for an architecture that can be read, for buildings that
invite us to understand them in the image of texts. Much architecture of the past invites
such reading. Think of a Gothic or a Baroque church: these were much more than just
decorated sheds, that is, functional buildings to which an aesthetic component had been
added. Beyond or even before an aesthetic function, the added component had a quasi-
linguistic function. The decorative elements carried a message, communicated meaning.
Like most postmodern architects, Venturi would reclaim for architecture this lost textual
dimension. Architecture is to extend an invitation to be read; 1t is to rediscover its voice.
The aesthetic approach, as we have seen, had to muffle this voice; the aesthetic object tends
toward muteness, because it had to divorce the aesthetic from the linguistic.

Venturi would have architecture overcome this divorce. Architecture should speak
to us; and it should speak to us of our own time. For this reason he calls on us to learn from
Levittown and Las Vegas. Here we find symbols and ornament tied to our age: “To find
our symbolism we must go to the suburban edges of the existing city that are symbolically
rather than formally attractive and represent the aspirations of almost all Americans, includ-
ing most low-income urban dwellers and most of the silent white majority. Then the arche-
typal Los Angeles will be our Rome and Las Vegas our Florence; and like the archetypal
grain elevators some generations ago, the Flamingo sign will be the model to shock our
sensibility towards a new architecture” (p. 161).

“This architecture of styles and signs” is said by Ventur1 to be “antispatial; 1t 1s an
architecture of communication over space; communication dominates space as an element
in the architecture and in the landscape” (p. 8). While modernist architecture lets space
triumph over communication, Venturi would invert that triumph by celebrating “the domi-
nance of signs over space” (p. 9). Meaning is to triumph over what lacks meaning, as spint
triumphs over body.

If architecture is to speak to us, what easier way to ensure this than to decorate
buildings with verbal signs? With his turn to the word Venturi is closer to an artist like
Duchamp, whom we may indeed consider the prototypical postmodernist, than to a mod-
ernist like Stella. Here is how Duchamp understands what distinguishes his work from

futurist painting and, by extension, from all modernist art:

Futurism was an impressionism of the mechanical world. It was strictly a continuation of the Impression-
ist movement. I was not interested in that. I wanted to get away from the physical aspect of painting. I
was much more interested in tecreating ideas in painting. For me the title was very important. I was
interested in making painting serve my purposes, and in getting away from the physicality of painting.
For me Courbet had introduced the physical emphasis in the nineteenth century. I was interested in
ideas—not merely in visual products. I wanted to put painting once again at the service of the mind.
And my painting was, of course, at once regarded as “intellectual,” “literary” painting. It was true, I
was endeavoring to establish myself as far away as possible from “pleasing” and “attractive” physical

paintings. that extreme was seem as literary. My King and Queen was a chess king and queen.*
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Duchamp went on to assert that “until the last hundred years all painting had been literary
or religious,” that is to say, had been at the service of words, most often of the Word. I
would have dated the change since the rise of the aesthetic approach. From this perspective
modern art’s turn from the literary to the visual appears as a curious interruption of the
mainstream of art.

Similarly Learning from Las Vegas, with its call for a literary architecture, may be
considered not so much a curious deflection from the triumphant progress of modern archi-
tecture as an attempt to return architecture to its mainstream. Duchamp’s emphasis on titles
has its counterpart in Venturi’s emphasis on signs, Duchamp’s turn away from the physical
side of painting and toward 1deas in Venturi’s turn away from buildings as primarily articula-
tions of space and toward an architecture of communication.¢

I sympathize with this call for “an impure architecture of communication” (p. 18),
but what language is this architecture to speak and what 1s it to tell us? To be sure, we are
given pointers: we are told to look to the typical American main street with 1ts “false fronts,
disengaged and turned perpendicular to the highway as big, high signs” (p. 18); asked to
explore the often ugly but symbol-laden suburban edges of our cities, with their magic
miles of shopping centers, gas stations, and fast-food restaurants; invited to give Los Angeles
and Las Vegas a chance to fire our imagination. But how many of us would care to spend
more than a very small part of our lives with an architecture of “signs of persuasion that
shout their gorgeous cacophony but hide their constraining order” (p. 77)? Such visually
noisy environments make it difficult to listen to oneself and to what really matters. Distrac-
tion is of course the point of amusement. We should keep in mind that the architecture of
Las Vegas is closely related to that of amusement parks and fairs. Though such architecture
has had a long history, it has always been peripheral, and in a much more profound sense
than Venturi’s talk of the suburban edges of our towns may suggest: peripheral, because 1t
touches only the periphery of our life. It is utopian somewhat in the sense in which earher
I called the aesthetic object utopian. Certainly, there are times when we may want to escape,
if only temporarily, from the everyday reality of our lives to some Disney world or other.
But as little as Disneyworld’s does the architecture of Las Vegas provide a model for building

that addresses our needs of working and dwelling as members of a genuine community.

This is indeed an important lesson. But with its emphasis on verbal signs, Learning from Las
Vegas misdirects the needed assessment of the symbolic dimension of architecture.”” Such
signs have their point when we do not know our way about (fig. 27). But human dwelling
should be more than an existence on the road, uncertain of where to go and where to stop.
In this respect, too, Learning from Las Vegas makes central what should be peripheral. Can
we really deplore the fact that “The diminutive signs in most Modern buildings contained
only the most necessary messages, hike LADIES, minor accents begrudgingly applied” (p.
7)? Imagine someone calling attention to the master bedroom with a large neon sign, shout-
ing MASTER BEDROOM. What would our response be? Perhaps the sign would make
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Signs in Arvada, Colorado. Photo credit: Ken

27 | Abbott.
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Bedroom, Amalienburg, Munich. Credit
Bayerische Verwaltung der staathichen Schlésser,

28 Garten, und Seen.

Lowell National Historical Park, Lowell, Massa-

29 | chusetts. Photo by author

us more thoughtful about this usually taken for granted conjunction of “master” and “bed-
room.” More likely we would experience it less as a sign than as an aesthetic object. And is
this not how Venturi ends up appreciating the signs of Las Vegas? He turns out not to be
very interested in these signs as signs, which would mean also a disinterest in what they
signify, in the often questionable activities to which they call us. His paramount interest
would seem to be their visual appearance, their not at all obvious visual order, “like the
shifting configurations of a Victor Vasarely painting. It is the unity that ‘maintains, but only
just maintains, a control over the clashing elements which compose it.” Chaos 1s very near;
its nearness, but its avoidance, gives . . . force.”*® To the extent that this comparison is just,
the symbolic dimension of this architecture has been reduced to material for a purely aes-
thetic concern. Such a concern lets Venturi compare Fremont Street at night to the Rococo
interior of Munich’s Amalienburg (fig. 28): both are said to glitter rather than glow. But
such superfical similarity only underscores the gap that separates them and the very different
ways in which decoration functions in the two cases. The bedroom of the Amalienburg has
no need for a sign labeling it BEDR OOM,; the bed makes this function quite clear enough.
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A sign would be not only redundant but an intrusion. And yet there is a sense in which this
room speaks to us, both of the room’s function and of its intended occupant. The feminine
silver ornament, with its evocations of both nature and divine lovers, grants this room a
special magic, celebrating at the same time the person for whom it was built—Amalie, the
wife of the Bavarian elector—and the power of eros. The glitter here both underscores and
transfigures what is an important part of human life. It would be impossible to translate the
many-voiced meaning of this ornament into a clear and distinct discourse, although a great
deal can of course be said about 1t.

It is possible to claim something quite similar for the sign architecture of Las Vegas.
Does not the gorgeous cacophony of these signs establish the special spirit of this place just
as effectively as does the ornament of the Amalienburg? They, too, provide buildings and
their functions with an approprnate aura. The quality of this aura is determined by the way
signs are allowed to dominate buildings and their articulation of space. Traditionally, works
of architecture have granted a sense of place by their articulation of space, enhanced by
symbolization and ornamentation. If the sign architecture of Las Vegas grants a sense of
place, it does so by pulling us in different directions—each competing for our attention,
each beckoning us to lose ourselves, at least for a time. This is a landscape for “crowds of
anonymous individuals without explicit connection with each other,”*® without a place of
their own, a landscape for displaced persons, uncertain of where they should be going and
for that very reason hungry for signs.

Our response to these signs is hikely to be one-dimensional and superficial. Their
dominance over space is the dominance of the quickly seen word over a fuller experience
of our being in the world, resembling the substitution of a sign LEAF for an actual leaf,
which in its insistent presence will inevitably prove richer than all our labels. The sign
architecture of Las Vegas belongs with the car and the highway. To catch our attention as
we drive by, these signs have to scream; to be understood they must carry a clear message.

To be sure, this is an extreme example. Writing has long played a significant if
usually minor part in architecture, often as supplementary text, referring us to a building’s
function (fig. 29), or to the builders, or to the ethos that governed their building. Writing
does not appear here as a screaming sign. There have of course long been signs calling
attention to, say, a particular business, but in traditional architecture they are usually not
allowed to domunate the building but are made to serve it as ornament. Today such reticence
is difficult to reconcile with the pressure to catch a prospective customer’s attention. And
yet architecture that would take seriously the requirements of dwelling must demand such
reticence.

The attempt to cure architecture’s loss of voice by substituting signs for merely
aesthetic decoration is no answer to the language problem faced by modern architecture.
The buildings that often all but disappear beneath or behind these signs are not transformed
by them into architecture. For Ruskin’s or Pevsner’s “work of architecture = functional
building + decoration” we may not substitute “work of architecture = functional building
+ signs.” One connotation of the sign culture celebrated in Learning from Las Vegas is indeed
that archutecture in the traditional sense has become quite unimportant and peripheral in
the modern world.
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The Language Problem

6

I have spent some time on Learning from Las Vegas because, even 1f we must finally resist its
lesson, the book has given particularly striking expression to the hnguistic turn that has
helped shape recent architectural theory and practice. Heinrich Klotz thus links the prin-
ciple “at work when the final shape of a building is consciously tied to the recapturing of
content that can become the ‘narrative substance’ of a building’s total form and its subsidiary
forms™ to the goal “to liberate architecture from the muteness of ‘pure forms’ and from the
clamor of ostentatious constructions in order that a building might once again become an
occasion for a creative effort, attend not only to facts and utilization programs but also to
poetic ideas and the handling of subject matter on an epic scale”’! The same concern to
recover architecture’s lost or perhaps just not heard voice shows itself in the vogue enjoyed
by talk about semiotic and structuralist approaches to architecture, about archatecture’s se-
mantics and syntactics. The fact that for more than three decades now architecture and
architectural theory have been so fascinated by language and linguistics invites questioning
and reflection.? As Manfredo Tafuri points out,

The emergence, within architectural criticism, of the language problem is, then, a precise answer to the
language crisis of modern architecture. The proliferation of studies on the semantics and semiology of
architecture is due not only to a snobbish keeping up with the current linguistic vogue: every snobbism,

anyway, derives its reasons from historical events, and the snobbisms of architectural culture do not escape
this rule. The attempt to bring the “sciences of man” under the unifying sign of linguistics is rooted also
in the current historical situation. One looks for what has been lost, and the need for more and more
complex reflex actions in order to discover the meaning of events and things, derives from the discovery

that we are among signs, conventions, myths, that offer us artificial processes as natural, that manifest
themselves as innocent images or rites just where they are least disinterested, and that carefully hide their
meanings. From this comes semiology’s frantic search for meanings; and it is up to us to make it a new
science with a formidable capacity for demystification, or to let it become another transient fashion under

the flag of evasion.?

Tafur1 would have us understand the emergence of the language problem in architectural

criticism as a response to the language crisis of modern architecture. But in just what sense
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can we speak of a language criss in architecture? Such talk presupposes that we can meaning-
fully attribute a language to architecture, but what do we mean when we claim that archi-
tecture possesses a language, or when we speak of architecture as sign? As long as we remain
unsure of how these questions are to be answered, all talk about a language crisis in architec-
ture remains too vague to be of use.

Take the word “sign.” We call smoke a sign of fire or clouds a sign of rain. By this
we mean that one phenomenon gives us a night to expect another. We may want to speak
in such cases of natural signs. But does nature give us signs? Does it have something to tell
us? Such locutions presuppose an involvement with “nature” that lets us understand it not
as a collection of mute facts, but as a context that has already been endowed with meaning
by our cares and concerns.* We fear the destructive power of fire; depending on what we
are up to—say, planting a garden or going on a hike—what we read in a mackerel sky will
hold different meammngs.

In this connection we should remind ourselves that our first and still most frequent
way of experiencing persons and things is not at all detached observation of given objects.
Such detachment presupposes prior engagement. Thus, when a philosopher pauses and,
groping for an example of what she means by an object, finally comes up with the chalk
with which she was writing on some blackboard, she easily forgets that this chalk was pres-
ent to her in a quite different way when she was actually writing with it than it is now that
she has stopped using it and is faced with a mysterious, crumbly object, leaving white dust
on her fingers. Before things are thus transformed in reflection, they have their place in a
context of meanings that is inseparable from the activities in which we are engaged. Belong-
ing to such a context, they have themselves a meaning. Thus the piece of chalk may be said
to signify “chalk,” that is, something with which to write on a blackboard. Similarly smoke
and cloud are not given to us first as mute objects requiring interpretation; from the very
beginning, they carry quite specific meanings that are inseparable from the way we find
ourselves engaged 1n and by the world. But is such engagement and the meanings that it
founds sufficient to allow us to say: first of all and most of the time things speak to us? Does
it make sense to speak of the natural langauge of clouds? What would “language” mean
here? Is there not language only when there is communication?

‘When we call the cloud a sign of rain, there is no assumption of some person or
spirit who by means of this cloud wants to tell us something. Were we to understand the
cloud as a sign 1 this sense, say as a sign from Demeter that it is time to start ploughing,
talk of the language of clouds would have an obvious sense. But in the absence of such
belief, are not expressions like “the language of clouds” at best crude metaphors, as Roger
Scruton insists? “We must distinguish the meaning in ‘Clouds mean rain’ from that 1n ‘John
means that it will rain,” or ‘ “Il va pleuvoir” means that it will rain.” The first of these
provides a case of ‘natural’ meaning—a case of one phenomenon being a reason to expect
another. One is referring to a natural, causal, external relation between events. It is only by
the crudest of metaphors that we could, on this basis, speak of a language of clouds; indeed,
the metaphor would be so vague as to embrace everything (since there is no phenomenon
that does not give some reason to expect another).”® For the same reason Scruton rules out

talk of body language: “Some have been prepared to say, for example, that there is a language
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of facial expression, simply because expressions are signs of mental states—but this notion
of sign has nothing to do with language. The relation of words to their meaning is not
natural but infended, and this intention is realized through a necessary body of conventions
and rules.”¢ Scruton would have us speak of language only when there is communication
relying on conventional signs. Bracketing for the time being the question of whether talk
of a natural language inevitably involves such a gross misunderstanding, whether such meta-
phorical use of the term must obscure more than it illuminates, let us grant the link between
language and communication. If talk of architecture possessing a language is to be at all
helpful, works of architecture must not just be meaningful in some sense but must be in-
tended to communicate some meaning. Only if this is the case is there a point to speaking
of the semantics of architecture.

Talk about the language of architecture 15 sometimes justified in a different man-
ner, by pointing out that, like language, architecture is governed by conventional rules. We
may thus speak of the syntax of a particular style. The Gothic style, which found paradigma-
tic expression in the cathedral of Amiens, is governed by such rules, as is the International
Style. The classical theory of the orders has given paradigmatic expression to what might

be meant by the syntax or the grammar of a style:

The Orders were conceived by Renaissance masters as bodies of mutually dependent constraints; obeying
one of these constraints, an architect is forced by its inner logic to obey them all. Thus the use of the Doric
order imposes a strict relation between vertical and horizontal dimensions, it necessitates a certain kind
of entablature, and certain window openings. It removes all trace of arbitrariness from the ornamentation,
for example by giving the architect a compelling reason for inserting triglyphs in the frieze, for simplifying
the moulding of the column-base, for cultivating in the walls a certain rugged heaviness. In this way the
Orders serve to control the design of an entire fagade, to apply grammatical constraints which enable one
corner of a building to limit its most distant counterpart: a false move at any point can mar the integrity

of the structure, and destroy the thread of meaningfulness that runs through the details of the whole.”

Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre can be said to have analyzed the grammar of the
classical style in this sense. But they warn against “a rushed use of words such as ‘language,’

EIET)

‘syntax,’ ‘grammar’ ” to explain the order of architecture: “Such terms confuse rather than
explain classical architecture as a cultural social phenomenon.”® The same could be said of
attempts to describe the “syntax” of, say, the International Style or of a particular architect,
say, Mies van der Rohe, perhaps at a particular stage 1n his career. Not that we do not
understand what such an attempt would seek to discover. But is “syntax” the right word
here? Is “syntax” not essentially syntax of a language? And can we not speak of language
only when there is an intentional act of communication? What do buildings like the Par-
thenon or Le Corbusier’s La Tourette communicate—what do they say?

The linguistic approach to architecture presupposes that there is indeed an llumi-
nating analogy between architecture and language. But what exactly is the analogy? Can we
say, for example, that a building is made up of elements just as a sentence is made up of
words? This claim was developed in considerable detail by Wolfgang T. Otto in Der Raum-
satz (The Spatial Sentence). He, too, found his paradigm in the Greek temple: he likens the
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cella, the temple’s core, to the subject, the portico or surrounding colonnade to the object,
and the manner in which these two elements are related to the verb. The analogy between
building and sentence leads Otto to the assertion that “in the well-formed spatial sentence
an authoritative space dominates the entire structure. . . . The correctly formed spatial sen-
tence is always characterized by patriarchal order.”® Otto’s use of the adjective “patriarchal”
to describe what he considers well-formed buildings should be sufficient to render his
central claim questionable, and it is indeed easy to think of counterexamples. Otto knows
of course that there is much architecture not so ordered—for example, buildings whose
architectural effect depends not on the subordination of the whole to a ruling central space
but on the coordination of two or more equally strong elements. Certain designs by Ledoux
come to mind, as well as their modern counterparts; Otto himself mentions the corridor
house. In the latter, he claims, the patriarchal order that he considers constitutive of good
architecture has been “distorted and degraded.” ® Are we to say the same of Ledoux’s Prison
for Aix (fig. 30) or House for Four Families?

Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, Prison at Aix. From Le-
doux, L’ Architecture considerée sous le rapport de Uart,
des moeurs et de la législation, vol 2, ed Damel
Ramée (London, 1846), pl. 64. Source: Yvon

Chnst and Ionel Schein, L’ OQeuvre et les réves de

30 Ledoux (Paris: Chéne, 1971).
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It is clear, at any rate, that such designs, whatever we may think of them, do not
fail as an ungrammatical sentence fails. They thus force us to question the asserted analogy
between sentence and building; even given Otto’s “patriarchal” prejudice favoring hierar-
chical ordering, as he develops 1t, the language analogy is too superficial to prove illaminat-
ing. In no way does it help to buttress Otto’s convictions about architectural order. But does
this mean that we should give up on it altogether?

In what sense are buildings like propositions? Roger Scruton notes, “A man who
understands language is able to recognize which words can, and which cannot, replace each
other in a sentence. He is possessed of certain ‘syntactical categories.” Not surprisingly, a
similar structure may be noticed in other human activines—for example 1n architecture,
where (depending on the style) an arch may be followed by another of the same kind, or
by a concluding pier, but not by an arch of conflicting size and style, nor by a sequence of
broken columns.” ! We can thus say “Peter likes Paul” or “Peter hates Paul,” but not *Peter
if Paul” or “Peter silently Paul.” The latter do not constitute complete sentences; they do
not succeed in making assertions. As they stand, they are just pieces of linguistic nonsense.
‘We may want to claim that something similar holds of buildings. Take the carved capital of
a Romanesque church (fig. 31): it could be replaced with a much simpler cushion capital,
but bardly with an Ionic or a Corinthian capital.’* That would be like introduc-
ing a word drawn from another language. It would be stranger still to replace it with, say, a
window frame: that would produce architectural nonsense, although we can imagine some
postmodern architect attempting to construct just such nonsense, just as a poet may chose
to write down what is grammatically nonsensical in order to make a point, so that what at
first appears as simply nonsense in the end proves to have a sense after all.

But if buildings and the way their elements are joined are no doubt governed by
rules, even if most of these rules can be violated, these elements yet seem to lack something
that words possess. Words have meanings that allow them to be joined in propositions that
assert something to be the case; with reference to what they assert, propositions can be said
to be true or false.’® Buildings do not make assertions. In that sense they can be neither true
nor false. Their unity is therefore not like that of a sentence.

In this connection it is important not to obscure the difference between the kind
of unity that belongs to a sentence that makes an assertion and the unity conferred by a
style, between syntactic and stylistic unity.’* Stylistic unity may communicate 1tself to us in a
writer’s preference for certain words, images, or sound patterns. Given an understanding of
an author’s style, we might say that some word does not fit a certain poem, even though it
is quite grammatical and makes good sense; still, it does not fit the tone of the text. We may
want to speak here of the musical aspect of language. That “music” does not change the
matter that is asserted, but it lets us understand it in a certain way. Style communicates a
way of understanding or seeing.

A similar point 1s easily made about architectural style, be it the style of a period
and region, of a particular architect, or just of a particular building. Musical analogies have
thus proven quite illuminating in discussions of both poetry and architecture. Tzonis and
Lefaivre’s analysis of classical architecture provides a good example. While they resist the
linguistic analogy, they insist on the analogy with music: architecture is said to be subject

to the same fundamental principles of order as music; similarly, the “modulation” within a
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31| Photo by author.

building from the Doric to the Ionic order is likened to a change in key; like musical
compositions, works of architecture are said to exhibit a certain rhythm; and musical figures
such as Takterstickung, where “the end of a part or element is fused with the beginning of
another,” prove just as illuminating in architecture as in music.'® But such “musical” features
do not make a building an assertion. Stylistic unity has nothing to do with syntactic unity.

Similarly, it is important not to confuse syntactic umty with what has long been
demanded of a successful work of art, aesthetic unity. Nor is syntactic unity like the functional
unity of an efficient machine. To decide whether a sentence is complete we have to decide
whether it succeeds 1n saying something, in the sense of making an assertion that can be
true or false. If buildings could be considered assertions, talk about the language of archi-
tecture would have a clear sense. But despite Otto’s self-proclaimed discovery of the “spatial
sentence,” his use of “sentence” proves unilluminating. Stylistic, aesthetic, and functional
unity are hardly sufficient to warrant such talk.

Such considerations suggest more generally that we should be on guard before
semiotic and structuralist approaches to architecture. As Scruton maintains, they often offer
little more than a jargon that obscures more than it reveals. And yet I cannot follow Scruton
when, invoking the authority of Frege, he insists that the syntax of language derives from
its relation to truth and concludes that for this reason “the whole ‘science’ of semiology is
founded upon a mistake.” *¢ This presupposes an overly reductive understanding of language
even in its literal (perhaps we should say, its proper) sense, an understanding that could not
begin to do justice to the language of poetry. If the language analogy has something to offer
to architectural theory, it would seem to be the discourse of poetry to which we should
look, rather than to the discourse of science with its true or false assertions—to rhetoric
rather than to logic.

But often we give the term “language” a wider meaning. We may consider any
communication relying on some code language. An expressive sigh, for example, or a style

of building may be considered language in this sense: relying on a code, they communicate
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a particular way of standing in the world, a particular ethos. “Sign” and “signified” here can
often be given quite specific meanings. In this sense architecture, too, belongs to language,
not because it makes assertions, nor because its “saying” can be translated without significant
loss into spoken or written words, but because of its style and particular configurations of
elements within that style. Scruton has done us a service by showing that talk about the
language of architecture is often careless and misleading. But it need not be: such metaphor-
ical talk can also be illuminating. There is good reason to speak of the language of architec-
ture, to attempt to understand that language, and develop a semiotics of architecture. Such

attempts are especially important given the language crisis of modern architecture.

It was Charles Morris who defined “semiotics” as “the theory of signs” and distinguished
among syntactics, which investigates the relationships between signs without regard to how
these signs relate to reality, semantics, which examines just that relation, and pragmatics, which
is concerned with the way these signs are actually used.'” Morris had hoped that this new
theory of signs would prove as fundamental for the human sciences as the theory of atoms
had proven for the natural sciences.

That language should provide the paradigm of a sign system is to be expected. But
this paradigm should not lead us to forget that there are many nonlinguistic sign systems,
which can be called “languages” in an extended sense. Think of traffic signs, or of what is
often called “body language.” Such signs, too, are meant to regulate or at least influence
behavior, although their point is not to describe reality. Therefore they do not usually allow
us to call their use “true” or “false,” at least as long as truth is understood as the correspon-
dence of a thought or assertion and what is the case (though talk of “false signs” and “erro-
neous traffic signals” has an obvious sense). But even if such signs do not make assertions
about what is the case, they nevertheless invite us to look at things 1n a certain way and thus
invite or even demand a certain behavior. In this sense even the most functional architecture
may be understood as a sign or rather as a system of signs.

Umberto Eco illustrates this point with an anecdote about some housing units

provided for “rural populations in Italy by the ‘Development Fund for the South.”

With modern dwellings complete with bathrooms and toilets at their disposals, the local people, who
were accustomed to taking care of their bodily functions in the fields and unprepared for the mysterious
sanitary fixtures that arrived, took to using the bowls as cleaning tanks for their olives: they put the olives
on some net they had suspended inside, then flushed and proceeded with the washing. So while we can
all see that the form of the standard toilet bowl is “made for” the function it normally suggests and
permits, and might be tempted to recognize a profound aesthetic and logical tie between that form and
that function, in fact the form denotes that function only on the basis of a system of established
habits and expectations, and thus on the basis of a code. And when another code (adventitious but

not illegitimate) is superimposed on the object, the bowl denotes another function.'®

90



‘We think of toilets as objects that unambiguously declare their function. But, as Eco shows,
their form denotes that function only on the basis of long-established habits and expecta-
tions. Essentially the same point is made by David Macaulay in his wonderful Motel of the
Mysteries, in which he imagines some later civilization digging up an American motel.*®
Particularly impressive are the pictures that show the excavation of a bathroom, which these
archaeologists misinterpret as a burial chamber. The toilet bowl becomes a sacred urn. Other
objects, which to us declare their function quite unambiguously, are similarly misinter-
preted. The possibility of such misinterpretation supports Eco’s claims that, to function
properly, objects must not only be functional but must communicate or denote that func-
tion and, second, that they can denote that function only on the basis of a code tied to
established habits and expectations. To function effectively as a door, the object in question
must look to us like a door. To use Eco’s terminology, the door must not only be but denote
a door. This is no problem as long as builders and those for whom they build are so embed-
ded in a given practice that the meaning of most architectural elements can simiply be taken
for granted. Still, Eco 1s right to insist: no designer can make his or her creations functional
without the support of an existing codification. This becomes problematic when new ele-
ments are introduced or when familiar elements are given a radically new look.

To return once more to the example of a door: most doors not only are but also
look to us like doors, where by “door” we mean a movable barrier made of wood or some
other material. But at the same time they carry other significations. They may thus speak
to us of the wealth or status of the house’s owner; they may be welcoming or discourage
entry; they may mark the threshold separating the private from the public, or the sacred
from the profane. Eco would say that the door denotes its primary function, while 1t connotes
a complex of secondary functions (fig. 32). (In certain contexts I find it more natural to

speak of secondary meanings.)
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Consider a much more complicated architectural object, a Gothic cathedral (see
fig. 37). It, too, can be said to denote its primary function, that is to say a church, a place
where people assemble to worship the Christian God. Put more simply: like most churches,
a Gothic cathedral looks like a church; it fits the church type. But a Gothic cathedral also
signifies the City in Heaven of which the book of Revelation speaks, also the temple Solo-
mon built in Jerusalem, also the ladder of Jacob’s dream, also Noah’s ark; 1n addition, it
signifies the cosmos—and it would be easy to add other significations. We can show that
the secondary meanings associated with the church have changed in the course of history.
A Rococo church (see fig. 100) thus has secondary meanings that in many ways overlap yet
also differ from those of its Gothic precursor.? As these connotations change, architects will
search for new means of communication. Without an understanding of these secondary
meanings, there can be no adequate understanding of the “language” spoken by, say, a
Gothic or a Rococo church, no grasp of its characteristic style. By connoting secondary
meanings, a building will inevitably also communicate an ideological perspective, a way of
standing in the world, a specific ethos.

If we can speak with Tafuri of the language cnsis of modern architecture, this
crisis would appear to involve not 1ts denotations or primary meanings—these we can leave
to the engineer or builder—but only its secondary meanings. That is, we have become
unsure about what works of architecture should connote: should they, for example, gesture
toward the machine, toward an autonomous piece of sculpture, or toward a billboard? Each
communicates a different 1deological perspective. This of course puts the matter much too
crudely. Buildings can gesture in countless directions, and such gesturing is likely to vary
with different buildings’ tasks. But what has been said should be sufficient to suggest that
uncertainty about the secondary functions of architecture is inevitably also uncertanty
about what our ideological perspective should be; indeed, I would consider distrust of all
ideological perspectives itself such a perspective, a perspective that architecture can and
today often does communicate.

Should the archutect try to fix both primary and secondary functions, denotation
and connotations? Let us suppose the building in question is a house. An eighteenth-century
farmhouse (fig. 33) strongly determined both its primary and secondary functions and thus
in a very strong sense “placed” those dwelling in it. I suspect that most of us would find
having to hive in such a house spiritually confining, even as we are likely to feel twinges of
nostalgia when we now visit it. But we have learned to demand more freedom, more
openness.

Very much a postmodernist, Eco suggests that “the architect should be designing for
variable primary functions and open secondary functions.””* Yet what does this tell the architect?
Does it point him or her in any direction? Consider both parts of Eco’s statement: what
would it mean to design for variable primary functions? How variable? Consider not a
building but an old upright piano that some cabinet maker has transformed into a writing
desk or perhaps a bar. Now it has a different primary function. Should the original builder
have anticipated such a change? Few would make such a suggestion. But then the primary
function of a piano is easily specified. In the case of buildings each specification is more

open to question.
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Take a church that has been transformed into a museum, or a theater, or a house.
Should the modern church architect design in such a way that the churches will allow or
even invite such appropriation? The result would be an architecture overly concerned about
future contingencies, which would ill serve its present purpose. In this extreme form Eco’s
suggestion must be resisted. It becomes much more sensible, but also unproblematic and
therefore uninteresting, when we apply it to a case like the following: when designing a
house, should we design each room in such a way that it denotes a particular primary
function? Think, for example, of what is to be a bedroom. I would tend to answer “yes,” but
without much conviction. How does an unfurnished room denote “bedroom”? Consider a
room’s location in the house, its relationship to bathrooms and kitchen, the privacy it
affords. When visiting a still unfurnished house, we usually have little difficulty in locating
what are to be the bedrooms; the master bedroom in particular is likely to denote its primary
function quite unambiguously.

Suppose now that our house is built to accommodate a family of five, but that in
the not-too-distant future the children will have left: their leaving is likely to mean that
certain rooms will change their primary functions, so that what was a child’s room now
becomes a parent’s study. Such transformations of primary function are to be expected. To
be truly functional, the house should not fix these functions so strongly that it discourages
changes that are inseparable from the owner’s continuing appropriation of the house. A
house should accommodate and even invite such appropriation. It should therefore be less

like the perfect performance of a symphony than like a score that requires being performed
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again and again and always differently. In this sense we should no doubt plan for variable
primary functions: how variable will depend on what changes in primary function are
anticipated.

More interesting is Eco’s claim that the architect should design for open secondary
functions. But to say that these functions be left completely open amounts to saying little
more than that architecture should be functional in the traditional sense. The architect, on
this view, should not try to impose secondary meanings, should not try to impart a particu-
lar ideological content to what he or she builds. Yet as Eco also knows, architecture can-
not help but communicate some such meanings, some ideological content, even when, like
much postmodern architecture, what it communicates may be mainly ideological uncer-
tainty and confusion. Take the problem of building a house in a particular neighborhood,
or, to make the matter more manageable, the problem of what roof to give our house.
Should it be flat or peaked? If peaked, should it be—to give just a few of the options—a
simple saddleback roof, a hipped roof, or a mansard roof? How should our roof relate to
those of neighboring houses? And such questions will proliferate. We shall have to consider
what those for whom we build, indeed all those who will have to live with our roof, expect
a roof to look like. No matter what decision we make, this roof will not leave secondary
functions completely open, as Eco demands; it will communicate some 1deological mean-
ing, regardless of whether it conforms to the roofs of the neighborhood, or, by being wildly
different, denies such solidarity, or, like the roofs of so many neighborhoods today, commu-
nicates ideological confusion and uncertainty, testifying to the language crisis of modern
architecture.

To distinguish between the denotation and connotations of a building, Eco rehes on the
distinction between primary and secondary functions. Obvious as this distinction may seem
at first, it proves increasingly elusive when we attempt to put it to work. Consider the

following remark:

A seat tells me first of all that I can sit down on it. But if the seat is a throne, it must do more than seat
one: it serves to seat one with a certain dignity, to corroborate the user’s “sitting in dignity”—perhaps
through various accessory signs connoting “regalness” (eagles on the arms, a high, crowned back, etc.).
Indeed the connotation of dignity and regalness can become so functionally important that the basic
Sfunction, to seat one, may even be slighted, or distorted: a throne, to connote regalness, often demands
that the person sitting on it sit rigidly and uncomfortably (along with a scepter in his right hand, a globe
in the left, and a crown on his head), and therefore seats one “poorly” with respect to the primary utilitas.
Thus to seat one is only one of the functions of the throne—and only one of its meanings, the first, but
not the most important.?

The same can be said of many buildings, for example, of many houses or churches. Can

there indeed be a work of architecture without some such distortion? Is it not just this that
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distinguishes a work of architecture from a mere building, built only to serve what Eco calls
the “primary wtilitas,” as a house might be built only to provide basic shelter?

But it may not even make sense to distinguish between primary and secondary
functions, to understand the former in terms of bodily needs and to privilege it. Consider
once more the example of a house. Eco would say it denotes a house, relying on a conven-
tional code (fig. 34). And no doubt, houses tend to look like houses, where the idea of
what a house should look like, the house type, will vary with natural and social conditions.
Sull, the primary function of a house is by no means obvious. To be sure, houses serve the
requirements of dwelling. But do we know what it is to dwell and what its requirements
are? They certainly cannot be reduced to being protected from a threatening outside: we
need to be sheltered not only physically but psychologically. The soul, too, needs a house.
With this Eco’s distinction between primary and secondary function, between denotation
and connotation, begins to blur.

But Eco’s semiotic approach raises a more serious problem. As he develops it, it
remains so general that instead of illuminating for us what one might call the language of
architecture, 1t leads us away from what is specifically architectural. Take Eco’s version of

the often-told story of the first human shelter:

Houses in Arvada, Colorado. Photo credit. Ken
34 Abbott.
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Still “all wonder and ferocity” (to use Vico’s phrase), driven by cold and rain and following the example
of some animal or obeying an impulse in which instinct and reasoning are mixed in a confused way, this
hypothetical Stone Age man takes shelter in a tecess, in some hole on the side of a mountain, in a cave.

Sheltered from the wind and rain, he examines the cave that shelters him, by daylight or by
the light of a fire (we will assume he has already discovered fire). He notes the amplitude of the vault,
and understands this as the limit of an outside space, which is (with its wind and rain) cut off, and as
the beginning of an inside space, which is likely to evoke in him some unclear nostalgia for the womb,
imbue him with feelings of protection, and appear still imprecise and ambiguous to him, seen under a
play of shadow and light. Once the storm is over, he might leave the cave and reconsider it from the
outside; there he would note the entryway as a “hole that permits passage to the inside,” and the entrance
would recall to his mind the image of the inside: entrance hole, covering vault, walls (or continuous wall
of rock) surrounding a space within. Thus an “idea of the cave” takes shape, which is useful at least as
a mnemonic device, enabling him to think of the cave later on as a possible objective in case of rain; but
it also enables him to recognize in another cave the same possibility of shelter found in the first one.
At the second cave he tries, the idea of that cave is soon replaced by the idea of cave tout court—a
model, a type, something that does not exist concretely but on the basis of which he can recognize a

certain context of phenomena as “cave”’®

Particular caves now have come to denote “cave”—or, more generally, the idea of shelter—
and to connote feelings of protection. But the language of denotation and connotation does
little work: in this sense anything at all may be said to denote and connote. A particular
rose, for example, is seen as a rose: it denotes “rose” But “rose” also carries a host of
connotations. How then does talk of denotation and connotation help to illuminate the
dustinctive language of architecture?

Suppose we insist, mindful of the suggestion that to build is necessarily also to
communicate, that a building is 2 human creation that to function must signify how 1t is to
be used. This of course does not distinguish buildings from tools or machines. A hammer,
a telephone, or a car, too, not only denotes but inevitably carries connotations. Today the
producer is more often concerned with the latter, and its effects on the product’s sales, than
with the former, which 1s more easily taken for granted. Buildings, too, can be discussed in
this way as complicated tools or machines, but such an approach fails to illuminate the
distinctive way in which buldings speak to us. Nor do we make up for this falure when
we consider the specific functions buildings serve and inquire into the requirements of
human dwelling. Such inquiry threatens to lose sight of the distinctive voice of, say, a house
or a factory: buildings speak to us by bounding space.

‘Works of archutecture speak to us as all buildings do, and yet there is the difference
insisted on by Ruskin and Pevsner: architecture must be thought both in relation to and
also in opposition to all merely functional building. The same goes for its “language”—but
how then is that language to be understood? Eco points out that buildings denote the build-
ing type they exemplify. Works of architecture, I want to propose—very tentatively, only
as a kind of trial balloon and quite aware of how preposterous such a proposal is likely to
seem—do not just denote the kind of building they are: they do so by representing build-

ings. Architecture is an art of representation.
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Representation and Symbol

7

Architecture an art of representation? This hardly seems a promising approach to our prob-
lem. There are of course buildings that are representations in the most obvious sense: sea-
food restaurants that represent lobster traps, cheese stores that represent wheels of Swiss
cheese, rock shops that represent rocks. Venturi, as we have seen, considers such buildings
“ducks.” He also points out that our very inability in such cases to overlook a building’s
representational character, while often amusing, also prevents us from taking it seriously as
a work of architecture. My attempt to saddle architecture with the idea of representation
may thus seem much less promising than Venturi’s call for an architecture of signs. If the
latter invites an architecture of billboards with appended sheds, the turn to representation
threatens to elevate the Long Island Duckling into the Parthenon of a new archutecture.

Such elevation is hardly my intention. I am fully aware that the lessons the Long
Island Duckling holds are for the most part negative: lessons about what to avoid. But if so,
what do I mean by “representation”? Consider once more the duck-shaped drive-in. No
doubt, we have here a building that represents in a very obvious sense. It does so by re-
sembling a familiar animal: a duck. Venturi calls this architecture as duck a symbol and
opposes it to a shed to which symbols are applied: imagine another drive-in as a boxlike
structure decorated with painted ducks. In the first case the building itselfis a representation;
in the second case it is a shed decorated with representations. In both cases “representation”
seems to me a better term than “symbol”: a painting representing a duck does not symbolize
it, nor does a sculpture of a duck, nor does the Long Island Duckling. But I do not want to
put too much weight on this distinction: “symbol” and “representation” are used so broadly
that there seems little point in insisting that a particular use of the term is the correct one.
Often the terms are used interchangeably. However, given the argument of this chapter,
I find it useful to distinguish between them.

Both symbol and representation stand for or signify something else. Both may
thus be considered signs, but a representation must in some way resemble what 1t represents;
a symbol may but need not resemble what it symbolizes (i.e., some symbols are represen-
tations). To say that a representation must in some way resemble what is represents is not
to claim that it must look just like it. A map of Washington, D.C., for example, does not

look very much like the city, but once you have understood the form of representation, the
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resemblance becomes quite clear. I should not want to call the map a symbol of Washington,
although its form of representation certainly relies on symbols. Some understanding of the
way maps represent and should be read is assumed: for example, moving up on the map
usually represents going north; if a different orientation is chosen, this will in all probability
be indicated on the map. Often maps include a legend, giving the scale and explaining some
of the symbols. To understand these symbo]s 1s part of understanding the chosen form of
representation, of knowing how to read the map. The same goes for reading the floor plan
or the section of a building—or for reading a pictorial representation.

“Representation,” as I am using the term, means something like “picture.” To
speak of works of architecture as representations is to ascribe a pictorial function to architec-
ture. To understand the representational character of a particular building, we have to un-
derstand just how it pictures, that is, the form of representation employed. As in the case of
the map, that form will rely on certain symbols; and as in the case of the map, the represen-
tation may not look very much like what is represented.

But must we not agree with Venturi, when he insists that “ducks” are seldom
relevant today? And not only today: is there not obvious tension between the demands of
building and the demands of representing objects like ducks? This seems to argue against a
comfortable joining of architecture and representation. And yet, much traditional architec-
ture is representautional in a quite straightforward sense: only what it represents are usually
not ducks or cheese wheels, but buildings. Works of architecture represent buildings. Rep-
resenting buildings, they denote a building type.

Once the representational function of architecture has been understood in this way, it is
easy to come up with examples. That homes are expected to represent houses is shown by
the many attempts to supply what is felt to be lacking, when such expectations are unmet
for economic or aesthetic reasons. Take today’s mobile homes, designed to provide basic
shelter at modest cost. With Eco we may want to say that they denote basic shelter, while
at the same tume they carry a host of connotations (e.g., “cheap,” “mobile,” “temporary”),
some of which meet with resistance from those who, usually for economic reasons, find it
convenient to live in such not very homelike homes. Of particular interest are the different
ways in which people have appropriated and transformed such shelter. Seemingly insignifi-
cant additions can tell us a great deal about what people expect a home to look like: an
added porch, fake shutters, or a lamppost make the mobile home look more like a real
house (fig. 35), where the 1dea of what “a real house” should look like will no doubt differ
with different cultural backgrounds, experiences, and individual dreams. Often a pitched
roof is a particularly effective way of signifying “home.” Such additions cannot be dismissed
as a mere frill, as unnecessary decoration. The added ornament, if we can call it that, lets
basic shelter represent a house. Ornament here has a doubly representational function: rep-

resenting a house, it re-presents the shelter in such a way that it connotes “home.”
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Such transformation has its analogue in the way some of the masterpieces of mod-
ern architecture have been appropriated by those who had to live in and with them. The
transformation of Adolf Loos’s Steiner House provides a telling example: although it is not
only a functional building but an aesthetic object of high rank, the stark purity of the origi-
nal appears not to have satisfied a later generation, which replaced Loos’s quarter circle in
the rear with the traditional gable motif and added sgraffito decoration. While no doubt a
desecration of a work that has earned its place in the canon of modern architecture, this is
also a gesture that forces us to question the presuppositions that governed the formation of
that canon. Le Corbusier’s Pessac housing project had to suffer a similar desecration.! Worse
was the fate that befell Minoru Yamasaki’s award-winning Pruitt Igoe housing: to Charles
Jencks its much-discussed demolition on “July 15, 1972, at 3. 32 PM. (or thereabouts)”
after less than twenty years of occupancy sounded the death knell of modern architecture.?

A perhaps more convincing example of representation in architecture is provided
by Christ Church in New Haven (fig. 36), which I choose not because it is in any way
extraordinary but because it is so typical—any number of nineteenth-century buildings
could be used to make the same point. Built in 1895, this church not only is but signifies a
church, that is to say, a particular building type, and it does so by representing a church: not
just any church, but a Gothic church. And not just any Gothic church: through Victorian
glasses (the archatect, Henry Vaughn, had studied in England), Christ Church looks back,
past centuries and across an ocean, to medieval England. Here, too, representation serves
self-representation. Presenting itself to us as it does, the church acquires quite specific con-
notations, communicates a specific stance. We can almost guess that this would be an Epis-
copal church, High Church, and upper class.

With the passage of time the church has acquired other, unintended connotations.
Isolated now by the rush of traffic, looking a bit lost on its little island, Christ Church

testifies to where our priorities lie, regardless of what we hear and statistics tell us about this

Chuist Church, New Haven (1895). Photo credit’
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being a deeply religious society. This church, and many others like it, speak of a religion
that for at least two hundred years now has been anxiously looking backward, increasingly
pushed to the periphery of life, into a museum. But the point that matters in this context is
a different one: presenting itself to us as a representation, not just of a church but of a
particular kind of church, the building acquires quite specific connotations that tell us a
great deal about those who built it, their values, and their faith. And it does so not inciden-
tally, in the way any useful object connotes countless secondary functions, but by asserting
these connotations. Representation is here used self-consciously to endow the church with
a specific significance. A different model or a different form of representation would com~
municate a different understanding of what a church should be.

Any American cuty is filled with buildings that would serve equally well to make
the same point, including courthouses, post offices, museums, and especially banks. We may
wonder whether banks were built 1n the image of temples to show that the glue that holds
this society together is not religion but money. In any event, the representation of sacred
architecture belonging to another age would appear to have a more modest function: to
bathe a building in an aura of significance, to declare that what we are looking at is not just
another building but a work of architecture. No longer understood, traditional architecture
1s plundered by the architect to dress up functional buildings in borrowed finery. As Chris-
tian Norberg-Schulz observes, “In the nineteenth century architecture turned away from
cultural symbolization. The meaningful forms of the past were devaluated, dome and pedi-
ment were used to ‘dignify’ museums, banks and other institutions, and the stained-glass
window was introduced into the private dwelling. Only recently the demand for cultural
symbolization has again come to life, because we understand that modern architecture needs
this dimension to create a meaningful environment.”?

I agree that architecture needs this dimension to meet what I have called its ethical
function. But did the nineteenth century fail to recognize that need? Consider once more
the many buildings that were built to represent temples. Does representation here really
have no symbolic function? Different building tasks now claim something of the dignity that
once belonged only to sacred architecture, giving voice to that claim by representing the
sacred architecture of the past and thus usurping'its place. Such usurpation reflects the com-
partmentalization of our life, the splintering of the old value system, each splinter now
claiming something of the digmty that once belonged to the whole. Even for those of us
who still consider ourselves religious, religion no longer possesses the integrative power that
it once had and that may indeed be taken to define genuine religion, which “cannot survive
as a particular aspect of life,”* a power mirrored in the ability of traditional churches to
provide a village or a city with an integrating center (see figs. 2, 68).

Even if these examples show that there is representation in architecture, they do not permit
the generalization that what raises architecture above mere building is representation. A

building like Christ Church suggests that the turn to representation in architecture is born
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of a nostalgic look at the stronger architecture of past centuries, which was supported by a
more integrated way of life and by a faith we now lack.

But need this mean that representation in architecture is necessarily tied to a timid
historicism? For an answer let us look at the architecture Christ Church sought to represent:
Gothic church architecture. As Hans Sedlmayr and Otto von Simson have demonstrated,
the Gothic church, too, can be understood as an architecture of representation.® According
to Thomas Aquinas’s often-invoked definition, “The house in which the sacrament is cel-
ebrated signifies the Church and is called ‘church’”: Domus in qua sacramentum celebratus,
ecclesiam significat et ecclesia nominatur® A church, according to this definition, is above all a
building that has a certain function: it is a house, a public house in which the community
gathers to join in celebration of the sacrament. Its size helps to denote this public function
(fig. 37). Beyond this, we all have certain expectations of what a church should look like.
An inherited code allows the architect to design a building that those for whom he or she
builds will recogmze as a church, that represent the church type, although today we are
unlikely to give much thought to why this type evolved as it did—why, for example, we
tend to give towers to our churches. Although we are all familiar with the church type and
builders of churches continue to rely on it, we no longer understand it.

But let me return to Thomas’s definition. It claims that to really be a church, a
building must signify the Church. On this understanding a church should be more than
what has been called a prayer barn or a meeting hall, with added decoration or not. When
Thomas writes that the church building signifies the Church, “Church” means not a build-
ing but the living church, a church underway to the community of the faithful, dwelling
with God.” To describe this community, St. Paul used an architectural metaphor: “So then
you are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and
members of the household of God, built upon the foundations of the apostles and prophets,
Christ Jesus himself being the chief cornerstone, in whom the whole structure is joined
together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built into it for a
dwelling place of God in the Spirit” (Eph. 2.19-22, RSV). The church building signifies a
quite specific'ideal of communal dwelling, even as it signifies also the distance that separates
our present time-bound existence from this ideal, signifies the journey character of life,
speaks of both path and goal. This ideal presided over and informed the evolution of medi-
eval church architecture. It provided something like an invisible theme on which genera-
tions of church builders composed countless variations.

How can a building, a material thing in space and time, signify an ideal, invisible
community? The Middle Ages found hints of an answer to this question in the traditional
conception of the faithful as dwelling with God in an ideal city: the City of God. The
church building signifies an ideal dwelling by representing an ideal architecture. This under-
standing provides the key to any decoding of the language of medieval church architecture,
a language that in Catholic countries remained alive well into the eighteenth century.

Such an answer, however, suggests another question: how can the church, a struc-
ture very much of this world, represent the invisible City in Heaven, which, it would seem,
can be called a city only in a very metaphorical sense? If the thought of that city is to guide

builders, the imagination first has to translate it, bring it down to earth, and clothe it in
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1mages. But where does such translation find its measure? Medieval Christians had an ob-
vious answer: they could appeal to the authority of Scripture, which, while it does not
describe the Heavenly City in detail, yet offers suggestive texts that invite imaginative elabo-
ration. The most important of these is Revelation 21.2—4: “And I saw the holy city, new
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her
husband; and I heard a great voice from the throne saying, ‘Behold, the dwelling of God is
with men. He will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself will be
with them; he will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither
shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have passed
away.”” If this passage gives the builder only the thought of a city “prepared as a bride

adorned for her husband,”® what follows is somewhat more specific:

And in the Spirit he carried me away to a great, high mountain, and showed me the holy city Jerusalem
coming down out of heaven from God, having the glory of God, its radiance like a most rare jewel, like
a jasper, clear as crystal. It had a great, high wall, with twelve gates, and at the gates twelve angels, and
on the gates the names of the twelve tribes of the sons of Israel were inscribed. . . .

And he who talked to me had a measuring rod of gold to measure the city and its gates and
walls. The city lies foursquare, its length the same as its breadth; and he measured the city with his rod,
_ twelve thousand stadia; its length and breadth and height are equal. He also measured its wall, a hundred
" and  forty-four cubits by a man’s measure, that is, an angel’s. The wall was built of jasper, while the city

was pure gold, clear as glass. (Rev. 21.10-18)

At least since the third century, the church building was understood as a represen-
tation of the Heavenly City. “The church is, mystically and liturgically, an image of heaven.
Medieval theologians have, on innumerable occasions, dwelt on this correspondence. The
authontative language of the dedication ritual of a church explicitly relates the vision of the
Celestial City, as described in the Book of Revelation, to the building that is to be erected.’
This, of course, still does not tell us how the character of this image is to be understood.
The description provided by St. John offers at most a few hints. And even had these been
more specific, how could they have been taken literally? Does not the spiritual, ideal charac-
ter of what is to be represented render all attempts to offer a more or less literal representa-
tion of the city described in Revelation hopelessly inadequate? If a church can be said
to represent it at all, representation can only be understood as the creation of an analogous
image. To understand its form of representation we have to understand its use of analogy.

It is important to keep in mind that the Heavenly City described by St. John was
thought to have been prefigured by other places and structures mentioned in the Bible. To
decode a medieval church we have to understand it not only as pointing forward, to the
glory to come, but also as pointing backward, to the glory that has been, to paradise; it also
points to such divinely inspired structures as Noah’s arc, Moses’ tabernacle in the desert,
and perhaps most significantly to the temple Solomon built in Jerusalem. The church also
recalls that place where in a dream Jacob saw heaven open and linked to earth by a ladder:

a new Bethel, the church, too, 1s none other than the gate of heaven. All these anticipations
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of the Heavenly Jerusalem are by the same token precursors of every church, and to these
precursors we can add visionary structures such as the temple described by Ezekiel. Repre-
senting these precursors, the church figures the City of God.

Even when expanded in this manner, the description of the church as an analogous
representation of the City of God remains too vague to provide clear directives, offering
little more than an occasion that invites imaginative elaboration in the light of experience.
‘What then is a city? A place where a multitude dwells together. But in what manner? There
are no simple answers to such questions: “city” might connote a sheltered place, whose
walls promise security and peace, a refuge from the insecurity reigning outside; or it mught
connote a festal place, a place of joy welcoming weary travelers with unfamiliar delights,
allowing them to forget the toil and pain of the everyday; or it might con.no)te the residence
of a ruler. Conceptions of what a city is and should be can be expected to change with time
and place.

The early Christian basilica, for example, has been said to imitate a Roman city,
complete with entering gate and arcaded streets, a city turned outside in. Its golden or
starred ceiling functions as a metaphorical device, designed to show that what is being
imitated is not just any city but the City of God, ruled by Churist as king.'® The turmoil that
swept through Europe as the Roman world gave way to a very different order saw the
transformation of the city into a walled fortress. This changed understanding of the city is
mirrored by the changed appearance of the church, which often is now thought of as a
bastion against the forces of darkness. Especially the western part of the church comes to
represent a fortress, defended by St. Michael and his angels against the devil’s hordes who
were thought to dwell in the west and whose darkness daily conquers light, while salvation
comes from the east, where every morning light conquers the dark of night. The Gothic
cathedral presupposes a still different appropriation of the heavenly paradigm: responding to
the qualities of light and order associated with the City in Heaven, it attempts to create an
analogous work here on earth."!

The fact that one can speak of “the early Christian basilica” or “the Gothic cathe-
dral” shows that in architecture, too, paradigms evolve that determine expectations of what
a church should look like: the “normal idea” of a church, which can be expected to vary
with history and region. Such paradigms furnish the architect with something like a shared
language; paradigms found expression in conventions. Sometimes such paradigms emerge
quite suddenly—Abbot Suger’s building of St.-Denis provides perhaps the most obvious
example. In such cases we may want to speak of revolutions in architecture. To understand
this particular revolution we have to look beyond material and liturgical constraints, which
remain relatively constant. “What distinguishes the cathedral of this epoch from preceding
architecture is not the eschatological theme but the different mode of its evocation. If we
seek to understand the birth of Gothic architecture, it is not sufficient to ask what the Gothic
cathedral represents. The questions on which our attention must focus are how the Gothic
cathedral represents the vision of heaven and what was the religious and metaphysical expe-
rience that demanded this new mode of representation.”*?

To claim that today there exusts a language crisis in architecture 1s to suggest that

architects no longer feel bound to a paradigm whose significance compares to Suger’s St.-
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Denis, a paradigm strong enough to establish a common architectural language, although
the establishment of just such a paradigm was one of the goals of the founders of the Bau-
haus. Lyonel Feininger’s woodcut of a Gothic cathedral in modern cubist forms, which
served as the frontispiece of the founding manifesto of the Bauhaus, gives striking expression
to Walter Gropius’s aspiration: “Together let us desire, conceive, and create the new struc-
ture of the future, which will embrace architecture and sculpture and painting in one unity
and which will one day nise toward heaven from the hands of a million workers like the
crystal symbol of a new faith”’*> Can there be a modern cathedral? Is the idea of one domi-
nant building task, comparable in social significance to the medieval church, compat-
ible with the shape of modernity? Suger’s achievement lies behind us. No longer can we
take seriously the conception of the church as an image of the Heavenly Jerusalem: we no
longer share the worldview it presupposes. Given our very different understanding of reality,
talk of the Heavenly City has little more weight than a fary tale. And yet, the churches of
the Middle Ages still speak, though no longer as representations of the Heavenly City; we
have to turn to texts by art historians like Hans Sedlmayr and Otto von Simson to learn
about the representational character of this architecture. But then in what sense do they still
speak to us?

To understand the medieval church as a representation of the City of God, we have to
understand its form of representation. Unfortunately, unlike maps, medieval churches are
not accompanied by legends explaining the symbols employed. “Gothic builders have been
tight-lipped about the symbolic significance of their projects.”** Nor did they need to say
much: an understanding of the spiritual significance of things was so much part of the
medieval worldview that 1t could be taken for granted.®

Consider the medieval use of gold. By its very nature, gold invites connotations
of preciousness and immutability. It offers itself to the artist as what I want to call a natural
symbol, gesturing beyond this fleeting world toward timeless transcendence. Only this lets
us understand why the introduction of the gold background into Western painting, presum-
ably by a monk laboring sometime 1n the tenth century on the Reichenau in Lake Con-
stance, should have been accepted with such enthusiasm that it has almost come to define
our understanding of medieval painting.'® To make sense of the gold background’s enthusi-
astic reception, we have to understand it as a metaphorical device. Like the “Once upon a
time” with which the brothers Grimm begin so many of their fairy tales, like the golden
halos that encircle the heads of saints, the gold background of medieval paintings transports
us into a realm that knows nothing of linear, historical time. The same holds of the use of
gold in medieval churches: especially when illuminated only by flickering candles, altars and
paintings, liturgical vessels and furniture glow with an unfamiliar golden light. Again and
again Abbot Suger thus dwells on what to a St. Bernard seemed an indefensibly extravagant
use of gold—*“What does gold have to do in the sanctuary?”!? Suger’s answer invokes the
authority of Scripture:
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If golden pouring vessels, golden vials, little golden mortars used to serve, by the word of God or the
command of the Prophet, to collect the blood of goats or calves or the red heifer: how much
more must golden vessels, precious stones, and whatever is most valued among all created things, be laid
out, with continual reverence and full devotion, for the reception of the blood of Christ! . . . The
detractors also object that a saintly mind, a pure heart, a faithful intention ought to suffice for this sacred
Sfunction; and we, too, explicitly and especially affirm that that it is these that principally matter. [But]
we profess that we must do homage also through the outward ornaments of sacred vessels, and to nothing
in the world in an equal degree as to the service of the Holy Sacrifice. For it behooves us most becomingly
to serve our Saviour in all things in a universal way— Him Who has not refused to provide things in a

universal way and without any exception.'

Suger was sufficiently self-conscious on this point, or thought it of sufficient importance, to

address it with some verses on the church’s gilded main doors:

Whoever thou art, if thou seekest to extol the glory of these doors,

Marvel not at the gold and the expense but at the craftsmanship of the work.
Bright is the noble work; but being nobly bright, the work

Should brighten the minds, so that they may travel, through the true lights,
To the True Light where Christ is the true door.

In what manner it be inherent in this world the golden door defines:

The dull mind rises to truth through what is material

And, in seeing this light, is resurrected from its former submersion.*®

Gold is understood here as a metaphorical device meant to transport the observer from this
world into “the True Light.” It is to open up a spiritual perspective. There is thus a sense in
which the art of the Middle Ages is more profoundly “perspectival” than the art of the
Renaissance: its perspective is “perspective in the truest sense, in that it looks through the
visible to the invisible, through the significans to the significatum.”*® The symbohc use of gold
stands 1n the service of the Gothic cathedral’s perspectival art of representation.

The stained-glass window, which, just as the gold background has come to be part
of our understanding of medieval painting, has come to be part of our understanding of
medieval church architecture, is another such metaphorical device: not just decoration but
an essential part of this architecture’s perspectival form of representation.?! Suger, by no
means the first to use stained glass, leaves no doubt concerning the significance it holds
for him:

These translucent panels, “vested,” as he put it, with sacred symbols, are to him like veils at once
shrouding and revealing the ineffable. What they mean to him, what they were to mean to others, is
best shown in Suger’s selection of the scene of Moses appearing veiled before the Lsraelites. St. Paul had
used the image to elucidate the distinction between the “veiled” truth of the Old Testament and the
“unveiled” truth of the New. In Suger’s interpretation it epitomized his very world view, to which, in
the footsteps of the Pseudo-Areopagite, the entire cosmos appeared like a veil illuminated by divine light.
Such a view was peculiarly that of his century. The image he had found for it in the stained-glass window
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was so obvious, so irresistible, that it was bound to impress itself on everyone’s mind. We cannot be
surprised that the image was powerful enough to induce Suger to transform the entire sanctuary into a

transparent costnos.?

The spiritual perspective of the Middle Ages made it seem obvious that the light that makes
things visible here on earth bears an analogical relationship to the true, divine light. When
we today hear the cosmos being described as “a veil illuminated by divine light,” we are
likely to consider such language “merely metaphorical.” For the medieval artist, however,
light was more than just another natural phenomenon: it seemed to bridge the gulf separat-
ing this world from the sacred beyond. And though the worldview that supported the spiri-
tual perspective of the Middle Ages is no longer our own, we should ask ourselves whether
the medieval symbolism of light, or the Platonic for that matter, does not presuppose a
natural symbolism of light that still speaks to us, natural because inseparable from the way
human beings dwell on earth and beneath the sky. In the next chapter I shall return to the
idea of natural symbols and suggest that if architecture is to regain its voice, it must listen
to and respond to their language.

As important as the Gothic cathedral’s light symbolism is its symbolic use of order.
To represent the City in Heaven, the architect had to endow his work with an order analo-
gous to the order that figures so prominently in descriptions of the Heavenly Jerusalem and
of its precursors. The works of God, the master archutect, were thought to provide the
human architect with timeless models. For an expression of the presupposes understanding
of reality, von Simson turns to Abelard:

After identifying the Platonic world soul with world harmony, he first interprets the ancient notion of a
music of the spheres as referring to the “heavenly habitations” where angels and saints “in the ineffable
sweetness of harmonic modulation render eternal praise to God.” Then, however, Abelard transposes the
musical image into an architectural one: he relates the Celestial Jerusalem to the terrestrial one, more
specifically to the Temple built by Solomon as God’s “regal palace.” No medieval reader could have
failed to notice with what emphasis every Biblical description of a sacred edifice, particularly those of
Solomon'’s Temple, of the Heavenly Jerusalem, and of the vision of Ezekiel, dwells on the measurements
of these buildings. To these measurements Abelard gives a truly Platonic significance: Solomon’s Temple,

he remarks, was pervaded by the divine harmony as were the celestial spheres.

The discussion points to the dual significance of the cathedral, which analogously represents
both God’s creation and the Heavenly City. Given the medieval worldview, such dual refer-
ence is to be expected, since the order of the cosmos, especially that of the heavens, was
thought to be analogous to that of the Heavenly City, as both had the same divine author.
Although in this case obviously bound to a particular period, the Gothic cathe-
dral’s dual reference presupposes a more archaic understanding of human dwelling and
building. I use “archaic” here not so much tc; mean “primitive,” suggesting temporal prior-
ity; rather by “arche” I mean an origin that does not lose its power with the passage of time
because 1t has 1ts foundation in the very nature of human dwelling. To make their home in
the world, that is, to build, human beings must gain more than physical control: they must
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establish spiritual control. To do so they must wrest order from what at first seems contin-
gent, fleeting, and confusing, transforming chaos into cosmos. That is to say, to really build
is to accomplish something very much hike what God is thought to have done when creating
the world. Small wonder that the architect has been so often thought in the image of the

Creator, the Creator in the image of the architect.

No longer can we take seriously conceptions of the church as representations of the Heav-
enly City. For us talk of a city in heaven is at best a far-fetched metaphor. And even if for
some of us that metaphor has retained a living sense, must what it signifies not be conceived
in such spiritual terms that any attempt to imagine it, let alone to represent it here on earth,
will be thought to violate its spirituality? Are not all attempts to think of the church as a
representation of the City in Heaven illegitimate, because they fail to do justice to the un-
bridgeable gap that separates God and humanity, Heaven and earth, spirit and body, ear and
eye? As we meet with an insistence that divine transcendence inevitably escapes eye and
imagination, that it is to be discovered only within by the spirit, the conception of the
church as a representation—albeit only an analogous representation—of the Heavenly Jeru-
salem can no longer be taken seriously. If architecture is to represent anything at all, if 1t is
to be more than a “prayer barn” or an auditorium where people gather to listen to the
proclamation and interpretation of God’s word, it now will have to find its models on earth,
in history. Linked to an ever more radical understanding of divine transcendence,? the same
spiritual revolution that issued both in the Reformation and the new science led also to a
temporalization, and that means also a literalization, of the idea of representation, when
that idea was not abandoned altogether, as it increasingly was, especially in Europe’s now
Protestant north.

But if the Heavenly City was no longer available as a paradigm to be represented,
could one not substitute for this ideal architecture historical paradigms? St. Peter’s in Rome
deserves to be singled out. Moreover, the Bible appeared to offer paradigms built accord-
ing to a divine plan: Noah’s ark, the tabernacle in the desert, and, by far the most impor-
tant, the temple in Jerusalem. Joseph Rykwert has discussed some of the attempts that were
made by Renaissance and Baroque theorists to reconstruct the original appearance of this
temple—twice rebuilt, three times destroyed, now forever lost—the most important of
these by the Jesuit Juan Bautista Villalpanda.?

The broad influence of this reconstruction, extending well 1nto the eighteenth
century (fig. 38), is easy enough to understand. If; as the Bible assures us, Solomon built his
temple according to a divine plan, it must have been the ideal building, the master paradigm,
which, could it only be recovered, would provide all architecture with its measure. The
question, What did the temple look like? is thus at the same time the question, What canon
should architecture follow? Unfortunately Solomon’s temple has left only a faint literary
trace: the information the Bible gives us provides no reliable idea of how it might have

looked. Once again imaginative reconstruction had to fill in what the Bible had left unsaid.
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Johann Bernhard Fischer von Erlach, Solomon’s
temple. Source: Fischer von Erlach, Entwurff einer
histonischen Architektur (Vienna, 1721). Credat:
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library,

38 | Yale Uniwersity.

In the Renaissance renewed interest in the theorizing and architecture of antiquity

had suggested that in Vitruvius one could discover

all the elements necessary for architecture that would accord with both reason and nature and therefore be
the undisputed, the only true architecture. A further assumption was commonly made: that the Temple
in_Jerusalem was also built in this manner, with the same magnificence as could be reconstructed from the
ruins of classical antiquity. . . . The sixteenth century could not simply make its appeal to nature and
reason, ot base its procedure on the operations of reason prompted by philosophy; in the sixteenth century
rules which had to be invoked constantly, such as that of the orders, had to have the sanction of grace,

had to be derived from, guaranteed by divine revelation.®
Between revelation and reason, Solomon’s temple and Vitruvian principles there could be

no contradiction. On this view, all architecture worthy of its name remains indebted to its

Solomonic origin, seeks to represent this ideal building.
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Although still used to justify architectural practice, appeals to God as the master architect
soon came to have little more than the rhetorical function of legitimating a practice suppos-
edly in accord with human nature and supported by the authority of what remained of the
architecture of the ancients. That the appeal to human nature does not depend on such
legitimation is demonstrated by the architectural theory of the Enlightenment.

As the ex-Jesuit Marc-Antoine Laugier’s Essay on Architecture demonstrates, the
attempt to found architectural practice on human nature did not mean that the understand-
ing of architecture as an art of representation was therefore abandoned. According to Lau-
gier, too, it is its power of representation that lifts the genuine work of architecture beyond
mere building. What it represents is once more an ideal building, although the authonty of
this ideal is now based not on the authority of Scripture, nor even on the authority of
Vitruvius to whom Laugier is so obviously indebted, but on the authority of nature: “It is
the same in architecture as in all the other arts: its principles are founded on simple nature,
and nature’s process clearly indicates its rules. Let us look at man in his primitive state
without any guidance other than his natural instincts.”?’

Laugier begins by asking himself what human beings would build in the state of
nature, unburdened by centuries of civilization, without any aid or guidance other than
their reason and natural interests. He imagines hus “savage” needing a place to rest. By a
murmuring brook, he stretches out in the soft grass, but soon the burning sun compels him
to look for cooling shade. He finds what he seeks 1n a delightful forest, but a downpour
soaks him; shivering, he looks for a dry shelter. A cave offers protection, but the darkness
and the stale, foul air make his stay there unbearable.

He leaves and resolves to make good by his ingenuity the careless neglect of nature. He wants to make
himself a dwelling that protects but does not bury him. Some fallen branches in the forest are the right
material for his purpose; he chooses four of the strongest, raises them upright and arranges them in a
square; across their top he lays four other branches; on these he hoists from two sides yet another row of
branches which, inclining towards each other, meet at their highest point. He then covers this kind of roof
with leaves so closely packed that neither sun nor rain can penetrate. Thus man is housed. Admittedly,

the cold and heat will make him feel uncomfortable in this house which is open on all sides but soon he

will fill in the space between two posts and feel secure. (pp. 11-12)

Laugier takes the construction of this primitive hut to be a purely natural process. “Natural,”
however, cannot mean that buildings rise as plants grow. It is not precisely nature’s indiffer-
ence to our needs that awakens human ingenuity? If Laugier can claim to have described
“the course of simple nature” (p. 12), it 1s human nature he has in mind (fig. 39).
Architecture is an art precisely to the extent that it irutates the “natural” work of
the primitive builder. Like all art, architecture too relies on imitation: “by imitating the
natural process art was born. All the splendors of architecture ever conceived have been
modelled on the little rustic hut I have just descnibed. It is by approaching the sumplicity of
this first model that fundamental mistakes are avoided and true perfection is achieved. The
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Marc-Antomne Lauger, prumtive hut Source
Laugter, Essai sur architecture (Paris, 1755), frontis~
piece. Credit- Beinecke Rare Book and Manu-

39 | scrpt Library, Yale Unuversity.

pieces of wood set upright have given us the idea of the column, the pieces placed horizon-
tally on top of them the idea of the entablature, the inclining pieces forming the roof the
idea of the pediment” (p. 12). Given his construction of the primutive hut, it is not surprising
that Laugier would admonish architects to learn from the Greeks. We moderns cannot hope
to surpass their achievement: “Architecture owes all that is perfect to the Greeks, a nation
privileged to have known everything connected with the arts. The Romans, able to admire
and capable of copying the excellent models which the Greeks had left them, wished to add
something of their own and thereby only taught the world that when the stage of perfection
is reached there is no other way than to imitate or decline” (p. 8). Laugier pleads for an
architecture that is doubly representational: architecture should represent Greek architecture,
and by so doing it will most adequately represent the primitive hut that is supported by the
authority of human nature. Representing the primitive hut, architecture recalls us to the
essence of building, to 1ts arche, its timeless origin. Successful architecture recalls this arche by
representing the “natural” elements of building: post, lintel, and roof. Laugier understands
architecture as arche-tecture.

There are at least two things we can still learn from Laugier. First of all we can
learn from him the significance of attempts to challenge long-established and therefore
easily taken for granted practices by appealing to a more original understanding of building
and dwelling, one less subject to the prejudices of a particular time and place, less at the
mercy of subjective whim. As Joseph Rykwert points out,
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The return of origins is a constant of human development and in this matter architecture conforms to all
other human activities. The primitive hut—the home of the first man—is therefore no incidental concern
of theorists, no casual ingredient of myth or ritual. The return to origins always implies a rethinking of
what you do customarily, an attempt to renew the validity of your everyday actions, or simply a recall of
the natural (or even divine) sanction for repeating them for a season. In the present rethinking of why we
build and what we build for, the primitive hut will, I suggest, retain its validity as a reminder of the
original and therefore essential meaning of building for all people: that is, of architecture. It remains the

underlying statement, the irreducible, intentional core.?®

Appeals to the primitive hut challenge every conventionalism. Conventionalists may seek
to escape from arbitrariness by grounding practice in an ongoing tradition; but we moderns
have become too reflective, too critical, simply to entrust ourselves to what has been. No
longer are we willing to repeat what has long been done, just because it has become part of
tradition. At the same time we are not satisfied with departures from tradition motivated
only by subjective whim. We have no choice but to attempt to articulate what is essential
and natural. Such articulation is the point of speculation about the appearance of the first
hut. The primitive hut has played in architectural theory much the same part that the social
contract has played in political theory. Whether there ever was such a hut matters as little as
whether there ever was such a contract. Both are imaginative constructs informed by reason
and meant to legitimate a certain practice. Both are characteristic expressions of the Enlight-
enment’s confidence that the authority of reason and nature could replace divine sanction.
And although today we have grown less confident about the power of reason to guide our
practices, our confusion leaves us no reasonable alternative to reappropriating the lessons of
the Enlightenment. We, too, have to try to recover origins, in a process that is as much a
turn back to the past as a turn to what is essential. In this sense Laugier’s speculations present
an abiding challenge.

The second thing that we can learn from Laugier’s Essay is to be distrustful of all
such constructs.?” The young Goethe already scolded Laugier for having been too infatuated
with the column; an unprejudiced look at the buildings around him should have taught him
his error: “The column is not at all an element of our dwellings; rather it contradicts the
essence of all our dwellings. Our houses don't originate in four columns in four corners;
they originate rather in four walls on four sides, which take the place of all columns, exclude
all columns, and where you add them they are an oppressive excess.”*® Important here 1s
Goethe’s appeal to “our” houses and dwellings. We need to be wary of appeals to nature:
all too often such appeals have been unmasked as historical prejudice claiming an undeserved
dignity for what is proposed. Consider once more the way Laugier arrives at his version of
the natural language of architecture. Laugier begins with a man in the state of nature.
Among his needs is the need for shelter, which forest and cave meet only inadequately. The
attempt to remedy that inadequacy leads to the construction of the first house, the para-
digmatic building, which is constructed both in the image of the forest and in the 1mage of
the cave. In Intentions in Architecture Christian Norberg-Schulz was to return to this view:
“The cave represents the first spatial element, in contrast to the vertical-horizontal relation

which is an ordering principle. The unification of these two factors created what we may
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call ‘the first architectural symbol system.’”’3! As Laugier presents this system, the forest is
allowed to triumph over the cave: only columns, entablatures, and pediment are considered
essential parts of architecture. Walls, windows, doors, and the like are of course permitted,
but they do not have the same importance.® They are said to make no essential contribution
to beauty.

Supposedly born of the need for shelter and informed by the natural protection
provided by forests and caves, the primitive hut turns out to look rather like the then much
revered temples of antiquity. Not that Laugier thought the architecture of the ancients
beyond criticism: he was too much of a rationalist for that. Only reason can endow past
structures with the legitimacy that makes them models worthy of imitation by demonstra-
ting that they are indeed representations of the archetypal building. But it was of course not
so much the Greek temple that was constructed in the mmage of the primutive hut, as that
hut that was constructed in the image of the Greek temple (fig. 40).

‘When Laugier is thinking of exemplary structures, he is not thinking only of the
architecture of the ancients. Gothic architecture with its forest of columns is given a simular
legitimacy and takes 1ts place beside the architecture of the ancients as a secondary paradigm.
Laugier’s Essay has been shown to have encouraged the early evolution of neo-Gothic archi-
tecture.®® But this only reinforces suspicions that instead of recalling us to the timeless origin
of building and dwelling, Laugier’s construction of his primitive hut owes far too much to
prejudices of his particular time and region. Itleads readily to an architecture of sheathed
skeletons, appropriate to a heavily forested region where wood 1s the most obvious building
material, rather than to an architecture of continuous surfaces, appropriate to a region where
the natural building matenals are mud, brick, or stone. Laugier’s “nature” speaks with a
local voice, and Laugier’s interpretation of that voice is very much colored by his particu-
lar situation.

But even 1f Laugier’s construction of his primitive hut cannot claim to have recov-
ered the true ongin of building, and even if all our 1deals of dwelling are precariously
constructed by all-too-fallible human beings, inevitably colored by cultural and personal
prejudice, this does not mean that the ideals are therefore altogether arbitrary. What gives
architecture its direction is the tension between conventional wisdom, inherited paradigms,
and what more profoundly and immediately claims us, between what one says and does and
what we feel should be said or done. Even if reason can never seize the dream of a building
that would do full justice to genuine dwelling, even if all such dreams will prove as elusive
as the Heavenly City or the Solomonuic temple, as the source of regulative ideals such specu-
lation about the origin of building is indispensable. In this sense Laugier’s account, question~
able as it is in so many ways, remains exemplary. We are still not done with his primitive
hut. And even though, as Wolfgang Herrmann points out, “by the early nineteenth century
hardly anyone still upheld the thesis of a direct metamorphosis of the wooden hut into the
Doric temple. In Germany Aloys Hirt was probably the last who accepted it without reser-
vation; 1n England Thomas Hope” 3*—we are still not done with the idea that architecture,

too, 18 an art of representation.
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Parthenon seen from the Propylaea. Credit:

Alinari/Art Resource, N Y

. 116






Representation and Re-Presentation

8

Earlier I asked: if architecture is to recover 1ts lost voice, what language is it to speak? Quite
tentatively, the last chapter suggested an answer, which I would like to repeat now as a
question: is the language of architecture, too, a language of representation? Do works of
architecture represent other buildings, and, at the same time, an ideal building, a structure
that exists only in the imagination as an aesthetic idea? That such an understanding fits at
least some architecture 1s shown by the Gothic cathedral, which represents the Heavenly
Jerusalem by representing terrestrial structures, understood as 1ts figures. Laugier’s Essay dem-
onstrates that this understanding of the doubly representational character of architecture is
not limited to medieval church architecture. He too suggests that what hfts architecture
beyond mere building is its power of representation. And once again, what Laugier has in
mind 1s a double representation: representing a Greek temple, architecture represents at the
same tume an ideal building, an imaginative construct, though one supported no longer by
the authority of the Bible but, at least so Laugier thought, by reason and nature. Represent-
ing the primitive hut, works of architecture recall us to the arche of bulding. Architecture
1s building that speaks to us of its essence.

To speak of this essence, architecture has to make conspicuous the usually taken
for granted and hardly noticed natural elements of buiding. The Greek temple architecture
that furnishes Laugier with his paradigm is supposed to have accomplished this by translating
wooden vertical supports into columns of stone, the supported horizontal members into
entablatures, the inclined members that carry the roof into pediments. Such translation
represents the translated element; thus translated, 1t draws our attention. Re-presentation
makes visible.

Laugier’s account, supposedly based on the authority of reason and nature, clearly
owed all too much to the prejudices of the culture to which he belonged, but we should
not therefore dismiss the view that building becomes architecture when it re-presents itself,
turning to the architecture of the past in order to represent an 1magined architecture that
answers to dreams of genuine building and dwelling. It would be foolish to look for this
ideal building in history or in some timeless Platonic heaven. A necessarily precarious
construction of the imagination, it can be expected to change with changing hopes and

expectations.
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In the eighteenth century Laugier was not alone with his understanding of the
representational character of architecture. Such a view seemed an almost inevitable exten-
sion of the representational character of all art, which was hardly questioned. For a2 more
explicit statement we can turn to Laugier’s contemporary, Francesco Milizia, who took
architecture to be “an art of imitation, as are all the other arts. The only distinction is that
some of them have a natural model on which the system of imitation may be based. Such a
model architecture lacks, but she has an alternative one offered to her by the natural industry
of men when they built their first dwellings’* Architecture represents building.

That architecture in its highest sense is an art of representation 1s also the view of
Goethe. Goethe distinguishes three stages of the art of building. The first and most basic
does not really deserve to be called “art,” for here building serves only the human need for
comfort. Building is said to become an art only when it is also concerned to create objects
that present themselves to the eye as a harmonious whole.> So far Goethe simply restates
the famihar understanding of the work of architecture as a functional shed transformed by
aesthetic considerations. But such a view does not satisfy him. Architecture of the highest
rank (and here Goethe is thinking especially of Palladio) requires something else—a turn to
poetry, to fiction, and that means also to representation: “Architecture is no art of represen-
tation, but an art for itself. But at its highest stage it cannot do without representation. For
the sake of illusion, 1t translates the properties of one material into another, as, for example,
wooden construction is 1mitated by all the columnar orders. It translates the properties of
one building into another, as 1t combines, for example, columns and pilasters with walls. It
does this to become varied and rich. And as it is hard for the artist always to feel whether
he 15 doing the nght thing, so 1t is hard for the knowledgeable critic to judge whether he
has done the right thing.”?

Only a few years after Goethe, the philosopher Schelling insisted that representa-
tion alone allows us to understand the art character of architecture. For, as Kant observed,
by 1its very nature architecture serves needs that have nothing to do with what beauty re-
quures. If it is to raise itself to the level of art, architecture therefore has to distance itself
from functional building, even as it must remamn such building. “As long as architecture
serves mere need and is only useful, it 1s only this and cannot be beautiful at the same time.
This it can become only when it becomes independent of such need. But since it cannot
become absolutely independent, since finally, by its nature, it again and again borders on
this need, it becomes beautiful only when it becomes at the same time independent of itself,
becomes, so to speak, the potentiation and the free representation of ifself”’*

Hermann Bauer has suggested that this understanding of architecture as an art of
representation offers us a key to the architectural sensibility of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth century, to its love of the picturesque and of Palladian architecture.® And no
doubt it does. But is the sigmficance of such insistence on the representational character of
architecture thus limited? Could it be that, as Schelling suggests, it is precisely its self-
reference that gives architecture its distinctive voice and raises it above mere building? As I
pointed out in the previous chapter, to deserve to be called a work of architecture, a house
cannot just be a house; nor does it help to observe, with Eco, that to function successfully

as 2 house, a building must denote the house type. To deserve to be called a work of

119



architecture the house must represent a house, and by so doing, re-present itself as a house:
Goethe mught say, create the fiction of a house. The same can be said of a church, 2 mu-
seum, a city hall, an airport. Representing other architecture, the work of architecture
re-presents itself in the image of an ideal, thus creating a fiction about itself. By its choice
of what to represent and of the form of representation, it corumunicates a particular under-
standing of what is taken to matter in architecture, signifying a particular ideal of building
and thus of dwelling.

The architectural theory of the Enlightenment found in the Greek temple’s trans-
lation, a supposed original edifice made of wood turned into a structure of stone, the most
obvious illustration of the essence of architecture as an art of representation. Consider once
more the translation of wooden posts into columns of gleaming marble. Representation
here means also translation into a different medium.¢ As a result of such translation a particu-
lar building element 1s rendered conspicuous and that precisely 1s the point: representing a
vertical post, the column re-presents itself in such a way that we attend to 1ts 1deal essence.
A post, according to Hegel, 1s simply “stuck into the ground and stops wherever a load has
been placed on it. Because of this its actual length, its beginning and end, appear only as a
negative determination from without, as an accidental determination that does not belong
to it in its essence. But to have a beginning and an end are determinations that are insepara-
ble from the concept of a bearing column, and for this reason they have to be made manifest
as features proper to it. This 1s the reason why a developed beautiful architecture gives
the column a basis and a capital”’” Triglyphs are discussed similarly, following Vitruvius, as
representations of the incised heads of wooden beams supported by the architrave, metopes
as representations of the spaces between them.® Important here is Hegel’s insistence that the
work of architecture be experienced as a perfect whole,” and that means also that its termi-
nations be experienced as intended: the Greek temple thus insists on a gabled roof not
because the climate demands this, but because it achieves the re-presentation of a building
element meant to be supported, not to support.’® Architecture perfects building and its
elements, where such perfection is understood at the same time as a re-presentation of the
essential. From the point of view of function all such re-presentation is of course a frill, as
unnecessary as all decoration.

This association of re-presentation and decoration invites a reconsideration of the
distinction between decoration and ornament. Can we perhaps understand ornament as
decoration that serves to so re-present the decorated that it presents itself to us as a fiction
of itself? Ruskin’s attempt to locate what distinguishes architecture from mere building in
the addition of ornament becomes more plausible when we understand ornament as having
a re-presentational function.

Counsider a different example. Buildings serve dwelling. It is thus hardly surprising
that at least since Carlo Lodoli architectural theorists have appealed to function when they
have wanted to challenge inherited paradigms that no longer carried conviction. Taken
literally, Lodoli’s commandment, “In architecture only that shall show that has a definite
function, and derives from the strictest necessity,”** appears to leave no room for orna-
ment—nor for representation in architecture, nor indeed for any understanding of archi-

tecture as something different from mere building. The architectural mamfestoes of the
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twentieth century demonstrate the continued life of Lodoli’s commandment. A rigorous
functionalist has to reject all attempts to have a building re-present its functionality. He or
she has to be critical of the many buildings designed to have the look of being functional,
often at considerable cost: at the price, that is to say, of true functionality. We can thus
distinguish rigorous functionalism from what we can call thetorical functionalism. The latter aims
not so much at functional building as at a building’s self-re-presentation as a functional
building. Think of the Seagram Building or the Centre Pompidou. Rhetorical functional-
ism seeks to give buildings the look of being functional; it connotes an embrace of the
economic imperative that has helped shape the modern world, acceptance of all the advan-
tages of science and technology. Thus it communicates a modernist ethos and calls us to a
particular way of dwelling. We may well want to question this call, wondering whether it
does not do violence to the requirements of genuine dwelling, even as it claims to do justice
to the shape of modernity. All I want to insist on here, however, is that what makes such
buildings works of architecture is the addition of features, of ornament is an extended sense,
that let them become representations of an architectural ideal.

An analogous point must be made concerning Lodoli’s other commandment: “Ar-
chitecture must conform to the nature of materials.” 2 There is a sense in which the necessi-
ties of building enforce such conforming: every craftsworker must understand the nature of
his or her materials if the work is to succeed, if knives are to cut or walls to support vaults.
But just as regard for function does not mean that an attemnpt has been made to display that
function and to make it conspicuous, so regard for materials does not mean that an attempt
has been made to call the nature of the material of which an object has been made to our
attention. Quite the opposite is true. When tools work well we often forget what they are
made of. We really look at such objects of daily use only when something goes wrong: we
lose a heel of a shoe or tear our shirt. Suddenly the familiar and usually overlooked becomes
conspicuous and all too visible. The same may be said of buildings: after the unfamiliarity
of a newly painted wall has worn off, the broken yellow we have chosen may only call itself
to our attention when suddenly made to glow by the late afternoon sun or when it blisters
or peels.

But buildings that deserve to be called works of architecture invite us to attend to
materials in a very different way.?> Heidegger thus says of a Greek temple that it “does not
cause the material to disappear, but rather causes it to come forth for the very first time and
to come into the Open of the work’s world. The rock comes to bear and rest and so first
becomes rock; metals come to glitter and shimmer, colors to glow.”* We can distinguish
buildings that merely presuppose a regard for the properties of materials from architecture
that re-presents these materials and thereby reveals their properties: the heaviness of stone,
the glitter of metals, the brightness of colors. Re-presenting its materials, the work of archi-
tecture reveals its being. Such revelation requires that materials are worked in a way that
invites us to step back from our usual involvement with things. Representation here means
quite literally re-presentation: the builders of the Parthenon took up, worked, and re-
presented the marble from Mount Pentelicus.

I do not want to plead for what is often called truth to materials, only to insist on
the rhetorical function of their re-presentation. Re-presentation lets materials speak. The
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Brickwork on houses on Main Street, Northamp-

41| ton. Photo by author.

importance of that function becomes apparent when we consider the variety of materials—
for example, materials made available only by modern technology, such as cast iron, steel,
concrete, plastics, and tinted glass, as opposed to more traditional materials, such as granite,
brick (fig. 41), and wood. Different materials are differently affected by the passage of time,
they speak of different attitudes to time and thus of different ideals of building and dwelling.
The re-presentation of materials is part of the language of architecture. It helps the architect
communicate an often quite specific ideal of building and dwelling.

‘With the suggestion that a building becomes a work of architecture when designed as an
idealizing self-representation we seem to have left behind Pevsner’s remark that what distin-
guishes architecture from mere building is that “it is designed with a view to aesthetic
appeal.” Or could it be that aesthetic appeal and self-representation are more intimately
linked than first appears? Such a link is suggested by the familiar conception of aesthetic
distance, which may be understood as a corollary of Kant’s insisterice on the disinterested
character of our perception of the beautiful. Consider Edward Bullough’s often-repeated
claim that aesthetic experience “has a negative, inhibitory aspect—the cutting out of the
practical side of things and of our practical attitude to them—and a positive side—the
elaboration of the experience on the new basis created by the inhibitory action of dis-
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tance.”** Such action may issue from both object and subject, in varying degrees; that some
particular thing, say a plough, is experienced as an aesthetic object depends both on that
thing’s appearance and on the observer’s circumstances and aesthetic susceptibility. Some
persons are no doubt more likely to perceive a particular thing aesthetically than others: a
specific configuration of shapes and colors that strangely moves me may leave you quite
indifferent. To claim that beauty presupposes “the inhibitory action of distance” is to point
out that the beautiful presents itself to us as if in a frame. Thus “framed” it re-presents itself,
invites us to have a second look, to look again, now with more open eyes. Recall Hegel’s
understanding of the column as an aesthetically perfected post.

An obvious way of transforming something familiar and therefore all too readily
overlooked into an aesthetic object is quite literally to re-present it by displacing or translat-
ing it, as we do when we carry it into a new environment, place it on a pedestal, or put it
into a frame. Duchamp demonstrated the revelatory power of such re-presentation with his
readymades: for example, when he took a quite ordinary urinal, called it a fountain, and
exhibited it as a work of art. While all too easily made into a recipe, such re-presentation
of the familiar seizes an essential aspect of all art. Much modern art can be said to have
emphasized re-presentation at the expense of representation. What first moves us when we
look at a painting by Pollock is less what the painting represents than the way paint and
canvas have been re-presented. We can speak here of a realism of materials,'® which has its
counterpart in buildings that do not just use up steel and glass, concrete and stone, brick
and wood, but re-present them and thus render them more visible, such that the interest
we take in such re-presentation will intertwine with the connotations carried by what is
re-presented.

What is usually called representation in art can also be considered a kind of
re-presentation, although what is re-presented 1s here not the material thing itself but only
its appearance. Representation in this case does not preserve the material identity of what
it represents; it means translation not into a different environment but mto a different me-
dium, and such translation may also be a re-presentation that celebrates the material em-
ployed. Consider Turner’s Steamer in a Snowstorm (1842): as a re-presentation of paint,
the painting not only represents but reveals its medium’s stubborn materiality. The appeal
of such works is inseparably bound up with the tension between representation and
re-presentation. Not that such tension destroys the umity of the work of art. On the con-
trary, it gives it life. Think of the Parthenon frieze as both a representation of the Panathen-
aic Festival procession and a re-presentation of Pentelic marble (fig. 42).

As the last example hints, architecture also lives in such tensions. Consider once
more the Enlightenment’s understanding of the Greek temple as a representation of a
wooden hut: here, too, representation intertwines with re-presentation. The temple’s col-
umns represent wooden posts, while at the same time they re-present the marble, let it
speak with its own voice, so very.different from the voice of dark granite or red brick.
Representing posts, the columns also re-present themselves as posts, as vertical build-
ing elements whose function is to support the lintel’s heavy horizontal, now transformed
mto an entablature. The column’s fluing may seem mere decoration, but it, too, has a
re-presentational function: 1t renders the column more substantial even while re-presenting
its verticahty (fig. 43). -
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That this particular configuration of verticals and horizontals moves and speaks to
us presupposes what I shall call the natural language of space. This natural language has its
foundation in the way human beings exist in the world, embodied and mortal, under the
sky and on the earth; it is bound up with experiences of rising and falling, of getting up and
lying down, of height and of depth. Buildings speak to us because our experience of space
and therefore of particular spatial configurations cannot but be charged with meaning. As a
re-presentation of buildings, architecture re-presents and lets us attend to that “speech.”

In chapter 4 I suggested that ornament must serve the ornament bearer if it is to live as
ornament. Returning to this suggestion, I now would like to claim that the nature of such
service is above all re-presentation. To be sure, as we have seen, there is much decoration
in architecture that possesses something of the self-sufficient presence of a pure aesthetic
object. But the more successfully an ornament captures our attention as such an aesthetic
presence, the more arbitrary its relationship to the ornament bearer is likely to be; it be-
comes not so very different from the relationship of a painting to the wall on which it
happens to hang or of a drawing to the paper that happens to support it. To become com-
pletely self-sufficient, ornament has to die as ornament, perhaps to be reborn as art for art’s
sake. If it is to live, ornament must serve the ornament bearer, as a bracelet should serve the
arm it circles, or as a picture frame should serve the picture framed.!” There is indeed a
profound relationship between ornament and frame.’® Both serve to re-present, though
neither is a necessary condition of aesthetic beholding. As already pointed out, there is a
sense in which everything beautiful may be said to re-present, and that is to say also to
frame, itself. Beauty re-presents the beautiful. All beauty frames. It is with good reason that
we say “pretty as a picture.”

The re-presentational power of the frame helps explain Laugier’s devaluation of
the wall, and thus of windows and doors, his insistence that column, entablature, and pedi-
ment are the only “essential parts of architectural Order.”*® Hardly supported by an appeal
to nature, this reduction of what is essential in architecture to a mere framework invites us to
consider the representational and re-presentational function of these architectural elements:
together column, entablature, and pediment not only represent a house, as is suggested by
the term “aedicule,” but make up a sheltering frame, where an arch may replace the entabla-
ture.?® Taking up a suggestion from John Summerson’s Heavenly Mansions, Arthur Drexler
thus points out that the formal function of the aedicule is that of “a fictive frame around a
void”; it is used “to indicate a hierarchy of importance through its intrinsic size, its location,
and perhaps through variations in the arrangement of its components”’? An essential part
of modernism’s rejection of the kind of architecture represented by the Ecole des Beaux-
Auts is the rejection of such frames: “one sure sign by which half-hearted acceptance or
rejection or misunderstanding of the modern idiom could be recognized, early in the twen-
tieth century, was a projecting frame around a window or an entrance. The device was

correctly associated with the stripped-down classicism with which Beaux-Arts architects of
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an older generation sought to counter the emerging modern style.”? Failure to understand
the function of such framing and failure to understand the re-presentational function of
ornament belong together.

One simple way to re-present even a modest building is by careful planting of
trees and shrubs (see fig. 88), and another is to paint it: merely by pamtng a stringcourse a
dark magenta red we can re-present it and its horizontality and thereby render a facade
more articulate and easier to understand. In countless cities judicious painting has recently
given new life to formerly white or grey buildings.

Architects have always known about the re-presentational function of color. Ac-

cording to Owen Jones, it is indeed this function alone that justifies its use in architecture.

The ancients always used colour to assist in the development of form, always employed it as a
further means of bringing out the constructive features of a building.

Thus in the Egyptian column, the base of which represented the root—the shaft the stalk—
the capital, the buds and flowers of the lotus or papyrus, the several colours were so applied that the
appearance of strength in the column was increased, and the contours of the various lines were more
Sfully developed.

In Gothic architecture, also, colour was always employed to assist in developing the panel-
work and tracery; and this is effected to an extent of which it is di[ﬁcul; to form an idea in the present
colourless condition of the buildings. In the slender shafts of their lofty edifices, the idea of elevation was
still further increased by upward-running spiral lines of colour, which, while adding to the apparent height
of the column, also helped to define its form.*

As Jones here suggests, architectural elements are given a special color primarily to make
them stand out, to re-present them. Color directs the eye and helps articulate the orgamza-
tion of the architectural composition. But different colors inevitably carry different conno-
tations: painted blue, ceilings tend to suggest the vaulting sky—think of the many porch
ceilings painted a light blue, or of the darker blue we find on the vault of Gothic churches.

Colors do not just serve to re-present buildings and their elements, but they do
so In ways that invite a quite specific understanding of their significance. Owen 1s especially
interested in the analogy of building elements to organic forms. Are not “flowers separated
by colour from their leaves and stalks, and these again from the earth in which they grow™?*
He thus discusses the coloring of the Egyptian column as serving to re-present it in the
image of the lotus or papyrus, that is to say, of a plant growing toward the light.

Often color helps us to read the figure traced by an ornament on the ground
provided by ceiling or wall. Color here functions as the ornament of ornament, serving to
re-present what has itself a re-presentational function and rendering it more visible. Some
ornament is sufficiently three-dimensional not to require such re-presentation. The lower
the profile, the greater the need for color. Good examples are furnished by the transforma-
tion of Baroque ornament—wath its acanthus leaves, fruit garlands, putt, and vases—into
the much more restrained ornament of the Régence period, with 1ts elegant flat bands,
which cross and interweave in delicate patterns. While the former does not need color to

assert itself, without the aid of color the figures of the latter would drown in the supporting
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ground. Owen Jones illustrates the same point by pointing to the remains of colored mold-
mgs on Greek temples. “High from the ground, and so small in proportion to the distance
from which they were seen, . . . they must have been coloured in a manner to render them
distinct and bring out the pattern.”?

I have linked the language crisis of modern architecture to the emancipation first
of ornament and, more generally, of beauty from re-presentational function. A pictorial
representation of such emancipation is provided by Johann Esaias Nilson’s New Coffee-House
(1756; fig. 44).% As rocaille, the ornament of the Rococo, here becomes the object of
pictorial representation, the precarious placement of this ornament on the threshold of or-
nament is revealed, as 1s the profound relationship of ornament and frame. Rather like 1vy,
rocaille here aggressively wraps itself around an artless house, although perhaps we are more
likely to think of an octopus that has found 1its prey. Almost enveloping the house, this
ornament conceals rather than reveals; instead of re-presenting the house that has to bear
it, it presents itself as worthy of our attention in 1ts own right.

Curious as this engraving no doubt is, it was yet very much part of a then thriving
tradition of ornamental fantasies that influenced other designers, including architects; it now
offers an umage of a development that by then had helped shape architectural practice. As
I attempt to show 1n some detail in my book on the Bavarian Rococo church, the archi-

tectural ornament of the Rococo is in fact on the verge of emancipating itself from the

Johann Esaias Nilson, New Coffee-House
Source Hermann Bauer, Rocaille. Zur Herkunft

und zum Wesen eines Ormament-Motivs (Bethn: de

44 Gruyter, 1962).
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ornament-bearer, which it often seems to displace rather than re-present (see fig. 4). Such
displacement must mean the death of ornament. Rocaille is ornament on the threshold of
art for art’s sake. There is a sense in which it can be called the last great ornament produced
by the West, just as there is a sense in which the Rococo can be called the last of the West’s
great styles.

Another aspect of the engraving deserves our attention: just as rocaille refuses here
to serve the ornament bearer, so the engraving’s rocaille frame refuses to respect the normal
subordination of the frame to what it frames. Not only ornament but the frame, too, here
casts off its re-presentational function. And Nilson’s engraving presents this twofold insubor-
dination as at bottom one and the same phenomenon: for as the frame, refusing to function
just as a frame, invades the picture, it turns into the ornament that envelops the house. That
Nilson should thus link ornament and frame 1s more than an idiosyncratic invention on hus
part. As Hermann Bauer has shown, the ornament of the Rococo originated in the car-
touche frames of artists like Jacques de Lajoue.?” Nor 1s this simply a historical accident: the
ornament of the Rococo only makes explicit the essential proximity of ornament and frame.
That precisely this ornament should reveal the essential proximity of ornament and frame
as perhaps no other ornament could is inseparable from the way ornament here, coming
under the sway of the aesthetic approach, begins to shed its servitude and to re-present
itself: just as it crosses the boundary that separates it from art for art’s sake, ornament reveals
the framing function of all ornament, which in turn figures the framing function of all
beauty.

To insist on the framing function of ornament is to insist also that by itself ornament will
not be able to give architecture a voice. Frames should serve the framed. When ornament
speaks too loudly with its own voice, as it does when it presents itself to us as a self-sufficient
sculptural presence, its voice drowns out that of architecture. Genuine ornament so
re-presents buildings that it renders what the buildings have to tell us more explicit. But
this is to say also that buildings must have a meaning long before architectural ornament
re-presents and thereby let us attend to this meaning. How then is this meaning to be
understood? “Semantics” has come to name the study of meaning. Without a semantics my
proposal that architecture be understood as an art of re-presentation remans very much
incomplete.

“Wherever meaning is present (and where it is not present we cannot properly
think or speak) there are always two terms involved: that which means, and that which is
meant: or the indicator (in the broadest sense) and the meaning”? Often the meaning is
readily identified. Representations are meaningful in that sense; so are signs whose meaning
habits or conventions have rendered fixed and definite. Take the symbols that help deter-
mine a map’s form of representation, or traffic lights, or most terms of ordinary language:
all these signs may be called “symbols,” as I did in the previous chapter. Often, however,
especially in the study of art and religion, “symbol” is given a different and more specific
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sense. Here “symbols” function not “to designate clearly as a means to efficient and assured
communication” but “to evoke richness and suggestiveness of meaning, usually at some
sacrifice of conventional and utilitarian exactness: e.g. the Cross to a believing Christian,
the ominous contrasting connotations of the blood and darkness imagery in Macbeth, the
mythic Father and Mother archetypes associated respectively with the powers of sky and
earth.”? So understood, symbols have no simple meaning to which we can point. They do
not so much denote as carry connotations; they do not so much refer to or describe things
as express and communicate a state of mind, a mood, a way of seeing, which endows what
is experienced with an aura of significance that finally escapes adequate analysis.

Metaphors can be, but need not be, symbols in that sense. Everyday language is
full of metaphors that have no significant symbolic function. A test of this is provided by
our ability to translate a metaphor into a less metaphorical discourse without loss. To give
just one example, when we today refer to Communists as “reds,” we use a term that has lost
almost all its former symbolic resonance. Only expressions that resist paraphrase function as
symbols. Metaphors are sometimes distinguished from symbols by the suggestion that in
metaphorical discourse what is said is different from what is meant, while when symbols
are employed what is said and what is meant become entangled in a way tbat rules out such
separation. But is the same not true of every strong metaphor?

I suggested that symbols have an expressive function and that what they express is
a state of mind, inseparable from a way of seeing. Let me illustrate this point with a poem
by William Carlos Williams, “Queen Anne’s Lace™:

Her body is not so white as

anemone petals, nor so smooth—nor
s0 remote a thing. It is a field

of the wild carrot taking

the field by force; the grass

does not rise above it.

Here is no question of whiteness,
white as can be, with a purple mole
At the center of each flower.

Each flower is a hand’s span

of her whiteness. Wherever

his hand has lain there is

a tiny purple blemish. Each part

is a blossom under his touch

to which the fibers of her being

stem one by one, each to its end,
until the whole field is a

white desire, empty, a single stem,

a duster, flower by flower,

a pious wish to whiteness gone over—

or nothing.>

Representation and Re-Presentation 129



‘What does the poem mean? What is its subject—a woman? a flower? It is easy to call the
poem one extended metaphor, but what here is a metaphor of what? The poem’s strength
is inseparable from the way 1t rules out a simple answer to that question. This much, how-
ever, 15 certain: having read the poem. I shall never be able to look at the flower of the wild
carrot in quite the same way, especially not at the purple mole at the center of each tiny
bloom. The poem offers no quasi-pictorial representation of Queen Anne’s lace, and yet it
re-presents that flower in a way that charges it with an aura of significance. It reveals a
meaning that cannot finally be put into a univocal discourse. Poetic re-presentation lets the
flower speak to us.*

Symbols function 1n architecture much as they do in poetry. The architect, too,
lets buildings and the elements of buildings speak by re-presenting them in the image of
other things. Consider once more the example—perhaps by now overused—of a column,
which could be re-presented in the image of a Greek temple column, a wooden post, a
flower, a tree, a person, or perhaps of all of these—the list invites indefinite extension. Such
re-presentation is never the end of building. It is only an expressive means. Thus architec-
ture that represents other architecture itself has a symbolic function. It invites us to look at
it, and that means inevitably also at its environment, 1 a certarn way—Christ Church (see
fig. 36) can serve as an example. The pomnt of symbols in architecture is not to describe
but to express. Such expression is essential if we are to experience our environment as 2
meaningful order.®

As we saw in chapter 6, Manfredo Tafuri would have us understand “the emer-
gence, within architectural criticism, of the language problem™ as an “answer to the language
crisis of modern architecture.”*® But why should there be such a crsis today? What stands
in the way of simply satisfying this need for an architecture that speaks to us? To make the
problem facing us a bit clearer, let me draw a distinction between different kinds of architec-
tural symbolization. There is, as Eco can teach us, a sense ;n which every building cannot
help but tell us something about its function and the kind of society that gave rise to 1t. An
atomic power plant speaks to us in this sense; so does a tobacco barn. We can speak here
with Norberg-Schulz of indirect symbolization.> This indirect symbolization is obviously
not at 1ssue when there is talk of a language crisis in architecture or of a loss of the symbolic
function. Even the devaluation of traditional symbols, say of column or pediment, stained
glass or Gothic arches, speaks to us and says something about the culture that gave rise to
it. Thus it speaks to us, although this is hardly intended, of the disintegration of a value
system that had its founder and foundation in God. Such speech, however, does not provide
the kind of orientation demanded by Norberg-Schulz. What he requires—and what we
have in mind when we speak of a disintegration or loss of the symbolic function mn architec-
ture—is direct symbolization relying on shared symbols.

Here it is useful to distinguish among different kinds of symbols:

1. First of all we can speak of natural symbols. Such symbols have their foundation
in those aspects of our human being 1n the world that have remained more or less constant
throughout history. Norberg-Schulz considers cave or shelter and menhir or upright stone
(fig. 45) such natural symbols. Sumilarly the vertical and horizontal, and their intersection,

the cross, are natural symbols. As a first step toward what we may want to consider the
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semantics of the natural language of architecture, I shall examine in the next four chapters
the natural “language” of space and time, mindful of the metaphorical and therefore prob-
lematic character of such talk.

2. This natural language intertwines with conventional symbols. Consider once more
the cross (fig. 46). Given the Western tradition, reference to that cross on which Christ died
15 dufficult to avoid. Similarly pyramids today inevitably represent their Egyptian precursors,
whose function they also recall. The pyramud 1s thus especially suited to grave monuments.
But although now a conventional symbol, I would suggest that there is something about
the pyramud form, this time-defying simple crystal,® which makes it no accident that the
Egyptians seized on 1t 1 an attempt to symbolically defeat the terror of time. The conven-
tional symbol presupposes and builds on a natural symbol.

3. Conventional symbols often are supported by the authority of texts. As I pointed
out 1n the last chapter, the symbolism of the Gothic eathedral rests on the authority of the
Bible. Beyond that, it presupposes a quite specific understanding of the spiritual significance
of things. To really understand a Gothic church we have to be familiar with the language
in which it is written. Although supported by natural symbols, this is not a natural language.
As medieval theologians and poets have not tired of reminding us, this language 1s founded
in the figures found in God’s two books, the book of nature and the Bible. In the Middle
Ages countless attempts were made to codify these meanings. Herbals and lapidaries furnish
us with something like dictionaries to this now no longer living language.* Alan of Lille

summed up the presupposed worldview in the often-repeated lines:
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Omnis mundi creatura,
Quasi liber et pictura

Nobis est, et speculum
Nostrae vitae, nostrae mortis,
Nostri status, nostrae sortis

Fidele signaculum.>

“All the world’s creatures are like a book, a picture, a mirror to us, the truthful sign of our
life, death, condition, and destiny.” The “to us” is important here. Creation presented itself
as such a book to the medieval Christians who read nature, using as their key the word of
the Bible, rendered authoritative by faith.

What stands between us and such a view is not just the fact that we no longer find
ourselves part of a community united by this faith or, for that matter, by a comparable faith,
but the questionable privilege we moderns have granted to univocity, to the simple and
literal sense of the text and to an accordingly strict or, rather, narrow conception of meaning
and language. We owe this insistence on literalness and umvocity to the Reformation and
to the new science, to Luther and to Descartes. But with this 1t becomes difficult, if not
impossible, to make sense of anything like the medieval interpretation of the spiritual sig-
nificance of things. That significance would seem to have collapsed together with the medi-
eval worldview.

But does the collapse of this particular symbol system, based on the authonty of a
particular text, mean that things no longer speak to us of our life and death, our condition
and destiny? Even if this particular symbolic language lies behind us, even if Scripture no
longer offers us the key to the decoding of the hidden meaning of things, even if the very
idea of a hermeneutics of nature may seem preposterous, nevertheless in some fashion things
still “speak” to us.®® The symbolic art of the Middle Ages may have lost its foundation, but
this does not mean that 1t has altogether lost its voice. Buried in every conventional symbol-
ism lies a natural symbolism, which still speaks to us if we are but willing to listen (fig. 47).

If architecture is to help to re-present and interpret the meaning of our daily life,
it first has to open itself to these symbols. Needed today is a recovery of the natural in
inherited conventional symbols. Architecture’s representations of the architecture of the
past should thus have an archaeological function. To repeat: architecture should become
arche-tecture.

4. There is yet a fourth form of direct symbolization that deserves mention. A
great deal of the symbolism we find 1n nineteenth- and twentieth-century architecture takes
the form of a play with the symbolism of the past, which is no longer or only inadequately
understood. Such play has been raised to a higher power by postmodern architecture. Con-
sider the architecture from which Venturi would have us draw our inspiration. All too
often, instead of unearthing in inherited conventions a still meaningful core, it mines these
conventions to obtain material for aesthetic play. Symbols now become representations of
symbols: metasymbols. The architecture of Las Vegas is replete with such metasymbols. So are

such postmodern creations as Charles Moore’s Piazza d’Italia in New Orleans (see fig. 12).
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Enough has been said to allow a first answer to the question raised earlier: how
are we to understand the claim that in the nineteenth century architecture lost its symbolic
function? What architecture lacks today is what the great styles of the past provided: a
developed system of symbols that architects could presuppose and therefore did not have to
invent, which 1s not to say that they could not contribute to its development. We need to
ask ourselves whether the possession of such a symbol system is necessarily a good thing. As
the medieval example suggests, the authority of that symbol system is inseparably tied to a
particular worldview, in this case to an interpretation of visible things as signs of a spiritual
reality. That worldview was supported by the authority of Scripture. Today we can no
longer appeal to this or any similar authority, nor is it easy for us to understand things as
signs of an invisible reality. Talk of the language of things, or of the voices of space and
time, is likely to be dismissed as relying on an unilluminating use of metaphor. Human
beings speak, we are hikely to insist, not things. Things are silent, simply there. Does not all
talk of things speaking read our own being into these things?

The understanding of reality presupposed by the shape of the modern world ap-
pears to leave no room for natural symbols. On that understanding, must not all symbols be
considered human creations? But to hold that there is nothing that transcends human beings
and speaks to them, that reality itself is mute and meaningless, means nihilism. If there is to
be an alternative to nihilism, it must be possible to make some sense of and learn to listen
to the language of things. Our architectural inheritance can teach us both. Once more we

have to learn to read in what was once called “the book of nature.”
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Tales of the Origin of Building

9

The previous chapter suggested that we may want to endorse the traditional understanding
of the work of architecture as a functional building that art has rendered beautiful, provided
that we keep in mind the re-presentational power of beauty. I offered the example of a
bracelet, whose point is not so much to be appreciated as a self-sufficient beauty in its own
right as to re-present the arm it circles—beauty here as a re-presentational function 1 a
very obvious sense. Similarly the point of architectural ornament is not to be appreciated as
a self-sufficient beauty but to re-present the ornament bearer. Denied 1ts re-presentational
function, ornament turns into arbitrary decoration.

But to emphasize in this way the re-presentational power of beauty, and more
specifically of ornament, 1s inevitably to raise the question, What should architecture re-
present? I sketched a first answer: a work of architecture is a building that re-presents itself

in such a way that it renders itself more visible in its essence. But what is this essence?

In “Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction,” Wallace Stevens has this to say about the origin
of poetry:

From this the poem springs: that we live in a place
That is not our own and, much more, not ourselves

And hard it is in spite of blazoned days.*

Poetry is said to have its origin in the refusal of our demand for a place that is our own or
even ourselves by the indifferent world into which we have been cast. This suggestion, that
it is homelessness that provokes human beings to write poetry, applies equally to mythmak-
ing—for what are myths but attempts to so re-present the world that it no longer seems
indifferent to our needs, arbitrary and contingent, but is experienced as a place we can call
home?? Architecture, too, is witness to the fact that we find it hard to live in a place “that

is not our own and, much more, not ourselves.”
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It would therefore seem to be a mistake to suggest, as Joseph Rykwert does, that
the Biblical description of paradise is incomplete in that it has nothing to say about a house.?
What need was there in paradise for a house? Were Adam and Eve not well provided for in
that walled garden? Only the Fall, which cast them out of paradise and forced them to toil
on cursed ground, brought with it the necessity of building. Now human work had to
remedy the deficiency of a world that transgression had rendered inhospitable, wresting
from it a place that would allow for a more secure dwelling and in some measure make up
for what had been lost.

Stories of the building of the first house tend to begin thus with descriptions of
nature as a state of need. According to Vitruvius, for example, “the men of old were born
like the wild beasts, in woods, caves, and groves, and lived on savage fare” An accident
leads these protohumans to abandon their beastly existence: “As time went on, the thickly
crowded trees in a certain place, tossed by storms and winds, and rubbing their branches
against one another, caught fire, and so the inhabitants of the place were put to flight, being
terrified by the furious flame.” But curiosity soon conquered fear, and after the flames had
subsided, “they drew near, and observing that they were very comfortable standing before
the warm fire, they put on logs and, while thus keeping it alive, brought up other people
to it, showing them by signs how much comfort they got from it.” In this response to the
gift of fire Vitruvius locates the origin of community, language, the art of cooking, and the
art of building:

Therefore it was the discovery of fire that originally gave rise to the coming together of men, to the
deliberative assembly, and to social intercourse. And so, as they kept coming together in greater numbers
into one place, finding themselves naturally gifted beyond the other animals in not being obliged to walk
with faces to the ground, but upright and gazing upon the splendour of the starry firmament, and also
in being able to do with ease whatever they chose with their hands and fingers, they began in that first
assembly to construct shelters. Some made them of green boughs, others dug caves on mountain sides,
and some, in imitation of the nests of swallows and of the way they built, made places of refuge out of

mud and twigs.*

Though they resembled wild beasts, Vitruvius’s “men of old” refused to be content with
the comforts—only intermittent—that nature provided. Experiencing the fire’s warmth,
they decided to watch over it, to feed it, thus creating an artificial climate. The construction
of the first shelter serves this creation. Vitruvius thus understands the hearth gathering
a community around itself as the generative center of the first house, as Gottfried Semper
was to do much later: “Before men thought of erecting tents, fences, or huts, they gathered
around the open flame, which kept them warm and dry and where they prepared their
simple meals. The hearth is the germ, the embryo, of all social institutions. The first sign of
gathering, of settlement and rest after long wanderings and the hardship of the chase, is still
the set of the fire and the lighting of the crackling flame. From early times on, the hearth
became the place of worship. . . . The hearth has kept its age-old significance up to the
present. In every room the center of family life is still the fireplace.”® Frank Lloyd Wright



thus celebrated the “integral fire place”: “To see the fire burning deep in the solid masonry
of the house itself” still strengthens our sense of being at home.®

While Vitruvius likens his first humans to wild beasts, he also insists on what
makes them different: not just their extraordinary ability to use their hands but their capacity

to imitate, learn from, and improve on what they observe.

And since they were of an imitative and teachable nature, they would daily point out to each other the
results of their building, boasting of the novelties in it; and thus with their natural gifts sharpened by
emulation, their standards improved daily. At first they set up forked stakes connected by twigs and
covered these walls with mud. Others made walls of lumps of dried mud, covering them with reeds and
leaves to keep out the rain and the heat. Finding that such roofs could not stand the rain during the
storms of winter they built them with peaks daubed with mud, the roof sloping and projecting so as to
carry off the rain water.”

It is not surprising that these first buildings should recall the thickets, caves, and nests that
shelter animals: such associations are to be expected when the need for shelter is reduced to
the need for physical shelter, serving the most basic creature comforts.® But while Vitruvius’s
account of the origin of the house invites such a reductive account of the origin of building,
it also calls it into question. For when he describes human beings as “naturally gifted beyond
the other animals,” he mentions first neither their capacity to use thewr hands, nor their
ability to imitate and improve on what they observe, but their upright posture, which lets
them raise their eyes up from the ground and “gaze upon the splendour of the starry
firmament.”

How are we to understand this remark? What does the sight of a splendor that
fingers and hands cannot reach have to do with the construction of the first shelters? Did
these early builders associate such splendor with the gift of fire, or did the sublime spectacle
of the starry sky lead them to recognize their own precarious existence and ghmpse in the
unchanging order of the firmament possibilities of a more humane dwelling? At any rate,
by linking the origin of the first house to the awe-inspiring sight of the inaccessible timeless
order of the stars, Vitruvius gestures toward what distinguishes even the first house from
any animal shelter: beyond addressing physical needs inseparable from our bodily existence,

it also addressees spiritual needs. Not only the body but the soul too needs a house.’

It is this latter need that leads Rykwert to his questionable but thought-provoking postulate
of a house in paradise. He, too, assumes that in paradise the body’s needs were satisfied.
Before the Fall Adam did not need to till the ground; nor did he have to worry about ramn
or cold, nor about fierce animals or unwelcome strangers. If the need for a house can be
equated with the need for physical shelter, there was no need for a house in paradise. But,
as we learn from Genesis, even in paradise Adam’s existence cannot have been altogether

untroubled. Not only did he receive the command not to eat of the tree of the knowledge
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of good and evil, which, like similar commands in fairy tales, presupposes the possibility
of transgression and presages disobedience, but also God first created Adam without any
companions, and he himself saw that this was not good: “So out of the ground the LorD
God formed every beast of the field and every bird of the air, and brought them to the man
to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called every living creature, that was
1ts name” (Gen. 2.19, RSV). To feel at home in paradise Adam first had to make what God
created his own. Adam’s first naming was an act of appropriation. Rykwert invites us to
understand building in the image of this first naming as above all an act of appropriation.
He thus would have Adam build his house “not as a shelter against the weather, but as a
volume which he could interpret in terms of his own body and which yet was an exposition
of the paradisal plan, and therefore established him at the center of it”** Adam’s house
mediated between his embodied self and his environment. As this mediation, this house has
to be thought of both as a figure of Adam’s body and at the same time as a figure of para-
dise. And must we not require such mediation of all building that would answer to the
requirements of dwelling?

That these requirements may not be reduced to the need for physical shelter is
shown by Rykwert’s discussion of the ceremonial objects used by certain Australian tribes
such as the Aranda, tribes so primitive that they do not know even rudimentary buildings:
“The only shelter they put up for their own use are windbreaks of bush and scrub which
are made by weeding and trimming as much as by piling up. They sleep out in the open,
sheltered by these breaks, with small fires to warm them in cold seasons.”** In the male
iutiation ceremonies of these tribes curious objects, called waningas, play a crucial part:
“They consist of one long stick—usually a spear—and one or two cross-sticks, lashed to it
at right angles. On this framework string is wound in dense parallel lines, so that the whole
object appears as a rectangle with a triangle at each of its short ends.” Each such object has
multiple references: “the waninga represents the totemic animal or object; its different parts
and decorative treatment are associated with different aspects of the totem. But its general
form also represents some constellations. The Milky Way, the place where the ancestors live
forever, 1s interpreted as a fence made up of waningas; and finally the waninga represents the
coupling of the ancestral pair”'*> But the object does not refer only to sacred history and
cosmic order. In the initiation ceremony the 1nitiate embraces the waninga, thus identifying
with it and the order it represents. This embrace establishes a link between the individual
and a transcendent sacred and cosmic order.

I am not concerned here with the details of Rykwert’s account. It is important,
however, that the waninga represents the world as a meaningful order and lets the initiate
take his place in that order. The initiate’s embrace of the waninga lets him belong to the
world, as it lets the world belong to him. Rykwert discusses the waninga as proto-
architecture. Although obviously not buildings in that they do not enclose space, they nev-
ertheless help interpret space as a meaningful order. Crucial to such interpretation is the
establishment of a bridge that links human and cosmic order.

Earlier I spoke of the dual significance of the Gothic cathedral, which represents
both the Heavenly City, that is to say, the ideal human order, and the cosmos. Worship in
such a chu}'ch is in some ways rather like the initiate’s embrace of the waninga. To call the
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waninga proto-architecture is to suggest that architecture answers to the human need to
experience the social and natural world as a nonarbitrary meaningful order. A mythopoeic
intent is part of all architecture worthy of its name. Quite in keeping with Rykwert’s under-
standing of the architectural significance of the waninga, Hegel thus locates the origin of
architecture, as opposed to merely utilitarian building, in the need for spiritual shelter pro-
vided by a sense of the holy, which (with Goethe) he understands as “what binds many souls
together.”** The task of architecture is to build a bridge between humanity and divinity, to
provide both individual and community with an integrating center. Works of architecture
are primarily symbolic markers, pointing to the divine power dimly felt to preside over both
nature and humanity—Hegel is thinking of lingam columns and of obelisks, of sacred paths
and gates, of Egyptian temples and pyramids, of self-sufficient structures more like mega-
sculptures than houses; and he is thinking of towers, especially of the Tower of Babel (fig.
48) and also of that Babylonian tower of Zeus Belus described by Herodotus.**

Rykwert invites us to understand building in the image of Adam’s naming of the
animals as above all a spiritual appropriation of the natural environment, that is, as archi-
tecture. But the comparison also raises a question. After all, Adam’s linguistic achievement
proved insufficient to let him feel at home in the world: “The man gave names to all cattle,
and to the birds of the air, and to every beast of the field; but for the man there was not
found a helper fit for him” (Gen. 2.20). Despite his naming of the animals, Adam remained

Pieter Brueghel, Tower of Babel (1563) Kunsthus-

torisches Museum, Vienna Credit: Art Resource,

48 NY.
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alone. The overcoming of this loneliness required a different kind of recognition: outside
himself Adam had to recognize another like himself. So God created Eve from one of
Adam’s ribs and he recognized her as bone of his bones, flesh of his flesh, and, “because
she was taken out of Man,” called her “woman.” This naming is different from the naming
of the animals in that it represents a response to a recognition of human community. And
must we not demand the same of architecture? The search for its origin intertwines with
the search for the origin of community. With good reason Vitruvius thus introduces his
account of the construction of the first shelter with a brief description of the establishment

of the first community.

The dictionary defines “shelter” as a structure offering protection, mainly from the weather
but also from animals or unfriendly strangers. To put up a shelter is to establish boundaries
that protect us from a threatening outside, to wrest place from space. The last formulation
can serve as a first definition of building. Architecture understood as a re-presentation of
space would make this function conspicuous.

Consider this definition of architecture, here equated with building, by the philos-
opher Paul Weiss:

Abrchitecture is the art of creating space through the construction of boundaries in common-sense space.
One can bound that space through intent alone, but the result will fall short of what architecture cre-
ates. . . . A work of architecture must be made, not merely intended. There is no building without the
use of muscle acting on resistant material to produce something palpable and substantial. Whoever accepts
the clearing as a possible dwelling bounds it off from the rest of the world. But he who makes a dwelling
not only bounds it off but produces roof, walls, windows, door, flooring, each of which itself is a newly

created, tensed spatial object, within a larger space.’®

Architecture 1s said to establish place by the construction of boundaries, not in the space of
geometry or physics but in commonsense space. This raises new questions: How are such
boundaries to be drawn? What lets us accept them as convincing or necessary? Where does
the architect’s bounding of space find its measure?

An obvious answer is to point to what is often taken to be the basic task of build-
ing: to control the environment. The kind of control demanded will of course vary with
the different purposes buildings serve—the demands made by schools are not those of pris-
ons, the demands made by churches not those of fortresses, the demands of airports not
those of shopping malls. Still, certain aspects common to all are easily distinguished: “The
most elementary is,” as most accounts of the building of the first house suggest, “the creation
of an ‘artificial climate,’” protecting man against rain, wind, cold, heat, moisture, noise,
msects, wild animals, enemies, and other evils in the surroundings. We will call this aspect
‘physical control.’”*¢ To seek the essence of architecture in the provision of physical control

would be to reduce architecture to mere building and building to the creation of physical
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shelter. Such an understanding makes it quite possible to speak of “animal architecture”; ant
pile and beehive are architecture in this sense. More thought-provoking is the nest-building
behavior of chimpanzees, gorillas, and orangutans, which led Nold Egenter to suggest that
such “subhuman architecture offers a reliable base on whuch a scientific architectural anthro-
pology can be founded.”” Those who, suffering from a surfeit of Eurocentric civilization,
follow Bernard Rudofsky and take for their leitmotiv Seneca’s saying—‘“That was a happy
age, before the days of architecture, before the days of builders” **—may well find in such
an “architectural anthropology” pointers for future building.

The examples of ant pile, beehive, and nest point to a second aspect of building. Buildings
offer a framework for certain activities. Thus they serve and speak to us of a way of life.
Buildings furnish what Norberg-Schulz calls a functional frame.'® Obviously this frame will
differ with the activities 1t is expected to serve. Here we have the key to the kind of typol-
ogy?® of buildings developed by Nikolaus Pevsner in his History of Building Types. While
leaving out sacred architecture, because it has received all too much attention in more
standard histories of architecture, and domestic architecture, which would have required
another volume, Pevsner treats monuments, government buildings, theaters, libraries, mu-
seumns, hospitals, prisons, hotels, exchanges and banks, warehouses and office buildings, rail-
way stations, market halls, conservatories and exhibition buildings, shops, department and
other stores, and factories.?® And this of course is by no means a complete list: “Schools
and university buildings, observatories, concert halls, and barracks, for instance, would have
been rewarding, but would have swelled the book to unmanageable proportions”? It
would be easy to add still other building types.

Despite what such a typology may suggest, nothing in these first two determu-
nations allows us to understand what distinguishes human building from the kind of shelter
constructed by animals, let alone functional buillding from architecture. We learn nothing
about what Rudofsky calls rather mockingly “pedigreed architecture,” opposing to 1t primi-
tive and archaic architecture, built by human beings who are made to resemble animals in
their apparently quite unproblematic participation in the life of nature.

There is a future-oriented version of this dream of an architecture saved from
arbitrariness by its integration into the natural order, in which the paradigm of a human
being attuned to nature is now furnished by the engineer. Modernist functionalists thus
tolerated architecture only as long as it remamed content to be no more than a branch of
engineering. In his programmatic statement “Building,” Hannes Meyer, who succeeded

Gropius as head of the Bauhaus, thus insisted that
architecture as “‘an emotional act of the artist”’ has no justification.

architecture as “‘a continuation of the traditions of building”’ means being carried along by

the history of architecture.
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this functional, biological interpretation of architecture as giving shape to the functions of life, logically
leads to pure construction; this world of constructive forms knows no native country, it is the expression
of an international attitude in architecture. internationality is a privilege of the period.

pure construction is the basis and the characteristic of the new world of forms.

1. sex life 5. personal hygiene 9. cooking

2. sleeping habits 6. weather protection 10. heating

3. pets 7. hygiene in the home 11. exposure to the sun
4. gardening 8. car maintenance 12. service

these are the only motives when building a house. we examine the daily routine of everyone who lives
in a house and this gives us the function diagram for the father, the mother, the child, the baby and the

other occupants, we explore the relationship of the house and its occupants to the world outside. . . .

Architecture 1s to receive its measure from an antecedently given way of hife. Its careful
analysis and translation into function diagrams allows the engineer to design a functional
frame that offers what is needed as economically as possible. Such design will bother with
ornament as little as Meyer (influenced in this respect, too, by the example set by Loos)
bothers with capital letters, presumably part of that Baroque inheritance that, by now pretty
much shed by the Anglo-Saxon countries, still held back central Europe—although the
reader may wonder whether Meyer’s use of boldface does not call into question the mani-
festo’s thesis. Hannes Meyer knows of course that traditionally architecture has been much
more than “pure construction” 1n his sense: for example, “an emotional act of the artist” or
“a continuation of the traditions of building”” But given Meyer’s functionalism, this “more”
1s as indefensible as Loos considered ornament to be.

Although less extreme, Sigfried Giedion’s Space, Time, and Architecture points in the

same direction:

Architecture has caught up with construction very gradually. Our own period has been slowly finding the
ability to express in architecture what construction has for a long while been mutely signifying in its
abstract language. This process moved so slowly that around 1900 on the Continent most of the buildings
from which the modern development stems lacked all connection with human residence. They were factor-
ies, stock exchanges, warehouses, and the like. The building schemes which represent the first solutions
in the manner of the present day were set forward in a neutral atmosphere, one far removed from the

range of intimate personal feelings >*

Three points especially should be noted: (1) The modern architect had to catch up with
the engineer, taking as models factories and grain elevators, bridges and bunkers. Modern
architecture finds its inspiration in construction. (2) Governed by considerations of econ-
omy and effictency, such architecture is necessarily impersonal, as the building program
tends to reduce the architect to little more than an instrument. (3) This new approach to
building has first proven itself not in houses but in such utilitanian structures as factories

and warehouses.
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But if Giedion here seems to state the antithesis of Ruskin’s thesis concerning the
freedom of architecture from all calculations of utility, we should note that according to
Giedion modern architecture “expresses” what functional building mutely signifies. Such
expression makes it much more than just an extension of pure construction. In the language
of the previous chapter, modern architecture seeks to re-present such construction. Giedion
knows that by re-presenting construction, modern architecture failled to express what an-
swers to the complex requirements of human dwelling: the kind of building that is said to
have inspired modern architecture “lacked all connection with human residence”?* As
Gropius warned, “Were mechanization an end in itself it would be an unmitigated calamity,
robbing life of half its fullness and variety by stunting men and women into sub-human,
robotlike automatons. (Here we touch the deeper resistance of the old civilization of handi-
crafts to the newer order of the machine.)"# It is therefore not surprising that, Meyer’s
bopes notwithstanding, architectural modermists should have found domestic architecture
an especially challenging problem: houses are more than complicated machines. Dwelling
does not just mean being sheltered.

Consider today’s mobile homes (fig. 49). We may deplore the still-continuing
proliferation of such homes, but, as a guide to mobile, modular, and prefabricated homes
points out, they do indeed offer what is demanded: “Basic shelter at modest cost’¥ As the
guide observes, “For many, appearance is secondary to function and the great success of the
industry is positive proof that these units are attractively priced and fulfill their purpose. . . .
As a result of mounting costs and the overall economic malaise, we anticipate that more and
more manufacturers will scale their products down, providing smaller units with fewer frills
at Jower costs. Housing as an industry may well change its focus from a provider of comfort
to a provider of basic shelter” (pp. 30, 3). This suggests that what distinguishes more tradi-
tional homes from mobile homes are really just fralls, ornament easily dispensed with. What .
a house provides is basic shelter. But what kind of dwelling do such homes reduced to basic
shelter invite?

The very term “mobile home” gives a first answer: even if, as a matter of fact,
these units are dufficult to move and rarely moved, they are yet mobile. Like a tent, the
mobile home stands 1n no essential relationship to the environment in which it happens to
be located: it is a home that does not belong to a particular place or region. What matters
here is not the particular example of the mobile home, which only gives particularly vivid
expression to the spiritual mobility that is a corollary of the impersonality of construction
noted by Giedion. Inseparable from the anonymity of machines is their failure to belong to
a particular place. That in fact they may be immobile does not matter: they have the look
of mobility (see fig. 34).

But suppose mobile homes do permit only a rootless dwelling—is that a criticism?
Are human being like turnips, stuck in the ground? What should be the relation between
dwelling and space? I shall take up this question in chapter 11. Here I should point out
that our guide does not consider this mobility a defect; quite the opposite—and given an
increasingly mobile population, it may well indeed be considered an attractive feature.

More disturbingly, the guide adds another advantage of mobility: the owner of a

mobile home has the possibility of becoming a member of an “instant community.” “Many
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Trailer park, Boulder, Colorado. Photo credut:
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mobile home parks exist throughout the country. Each park lot has the necessary utilities,
and many of these parks offer a variety of recreational and service facilities which can be
attractive bonuses. In addition, everyone living in a mobile home park lives in a mobile
home, and some might find this reassuring” (p. 27). Not only has the relationship of the
home to its environment become accidental, but also the relationship of the individual to
the community of which he or she now just happens to be a member. But the instant
community of accidental relationships that we can enter and leave at a moment’s notice is,
in a deeper sense, no community at all. To experience oneself as part of a community
one has to experience oneself as belonging to it; this contravenes instant joining and easy
leave-taking.

If there is no essential relationship between the mobile home and its social and
physical environment, there is similarly no essential relationship between those who live 1n
such a mobile home and the mobile home itself. The impersonality inseparable from the
reduction of the home to basic shelter demands this. Their mode of production dictates
that “mobile home are similar in appearance and all are constructed in pretty much the
same manner. There are no unique mobile homes” (p. 28). The relationship between the
individual and his or her home cannot but be accidental; home has become a place where
one just happens to live. Perhaps this is what is meant by the reduction of the house to basic
shelter. But does a house so reduced allow for genuine dwelling?

The question is made especially troubling by the suggestion that, as a result of the
stagnating economy, the housing industry “may well change its focus from a provider of
comfort to a provider of basic shelter” This acknowledges that to provide the latter is not
necessarily to provide the former. But can the two be dissociated? Is our need to be sheltered
not always a need to dwell in some comfort—where what counts as comfort will depend
on our own economic situation and that of those in our community, as well as on our ever-
changing expectations? Every home reduced to basic shelter is uncomfortable because it so
obviously does not meet what we demand of a house. This failure forces its inhabitants to
appropriate it, to make it their own by furnishing it with their belongings, by bringing
in pictures and plants, pots and pans, curtains and bedspreads. To meet and profit from
such demands, manufacturers of mobile home have made an attempt to make them more
comfortable by offering the consumer, beyond “basic shelter,” “a total living environment.”
Even bath towels of suitable color and pattern can be made part of the “decor package.”
There is no longer any need to shape an environment: simply step into one ready-made.
To be sure, the customer is offered a selection: “Generally, one has the choice of one of
three or more decor packages. Among the most typical are Spanish (wrought iron fixtures,
red and black upholstery, perhaps a picture of a bullfight on the wall), early American (colo-
nial-style furniture, flowered upholstery, and an eagle wall-plaque or two), and contempo-
rary (simpler lines). Less common is a Greek decor package and one emulating the life style
of the Mediterranean, among others. All of them are designed to suit the tastes of the largest
possible public” (p. 39). This is precisely why we should not expect such a home to have
much to do with the environment outside. And if the relationship between home and
environment has become accidental, so has the relationship between the individual and his

or her home.
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If the reduction of the home to basic shelter is likely to leave prospective buyers
dissatisfied because it is too empty, the difficulty with the “total living environment” prom-
ised by the manufacturer is just that totality. The more a home presents itself as such a
totality, the more effectively it will prevent those moving into it from really making it their
own. Just as an aesthetically complete work of art demands to be left alone, so a total living
environment demands of those stepping into it that they fit themselves into the niche it
provides. To make it genuinely livable one first would have to destroy the offered totality,
throwing out those matching towels, tearing the eagle plaques off the walls, trashing the
bullfight picture. A good home needs to be appropriated. In this respect the mobile home
that is content to offer no more than basic shelter succeeds better than one that seeks to
transform such shelter into a total living environment. Such attempts have an important
lesson: they bid the architect resist the temptation to aim at the creation of total environ-
ments. This had been the moral of Loos’s tale of “The Poor Little Rich Man,” whose
architect had thought of everything and precisely because he did left his client deeply de-
pressed: “He imagined his future life. . . . For him there were to be no more painters, no
more artists, no more craftsmen. He was precluded from all future living and striving, devel-
oping and desiring. He thought, this is what 1t means to go about life with one’s own corpse.
Yes indeed. He is finished. He is complete!” %

That mobile homes fail to meet the requirements of dwelling is suggested by the
already-mentioned ways in which those who have chosen to buy a mobile home, most
often no doubt because it does indeed provide “basic shelter at modest cost,” appropriate
and transform such a home to make it look like a real house, for example by using “a tip-
out, slide-out, or tag unit which will break up the boxlike appearance of the unit while
adding additional space. More help would come from adding a porch, patio, deck, trellis,
or anything that visually ties the mobile home to its site”? (fig. 50). Such additions show
that the needs of dwelling are not yet met when adequate shelter has been provided; we
also need to feel at home where we dwell. Consider especially the ways in which mobile
home are made to lose their look of mobility: porch, patio, or garden may help to bind the
home to its environment, giving it something like roots. Trees help to immobilize it, literally
and figuratively. Such additions cannot be dismissed as just frills. They answer a need for a
sense of place that goes not only beyond the need for shelter but also beyond any merely
aesthetic interest. Thus they argue for an approach to architecture that overcomes the simple
opposition of art and building.

If mobile homes thus call into question Meyer’s “functional, biological interpreta-
tion of architecture,” it faces another difficulty: any such approach is rendered problematic
by the fact that while building may be understood as a function of a given way of life, that
way of life is also a function of building. Take some suburban shopping center: here we
have a structure built quite obviously in response to certain needs and demands, an example
of building as a response to a certain way of life. But it in turn will reinforce and shape that
way of life and its subsequent development. Philosophers and literary critics have spoken of
the hermeneutic circle in which all interpretation inevitably moves: the meaning of a text
is not simply given with that text; different readings are possible; what meaning we discover

will depend not only on the text but on how we approach it, on our interests and concerns,
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our prejudices and anticipations of meaning—and such prejudices and anticipations will
have to be modified or perhaps jettisoned altogether as we struggle with the text. A similar
circle joins building and the way of Iife it serves. Building is inevitably also interpretation.
It has a hermeneutic function. There would be no need for interpretation if, with the help
of social scientists, we could state the requirements of dwelling so clearly and completely
that we could leave building to the engineer. Meyer appears to claim something similar
when he asserts that the twelve motives he lists are the only motives possible when building
a house. But like a poem, no way of life is given so transparently that it unambiguously
declares its meaning. There can be no definitive statement of that meaning; it must be
established, ever anew and precariously, in interpretation. All building, and more self-
consciously architecture, participates in this work. Building is a response interpreting a way
of life (fig. 51).

‘When considering building “as giving shape to the functions of life,” we have to keep in
mind that our life in the world is essentially a life with others. Whatever we build inevitably
has a social significance. Pevsner’s different building types cannot be understood without
attention to their social purpose. “The social purpose of a building may thus be the expres-
sion of a status, a role, a group, a collectivity, or an institution; and a collection of buildings
may represent the social system as a whole.”3® Works of architecture not only serve but
represent different social roles and institutions. With this we return to what separates archi-
tecture from all merely functional building; we see more clearly now why that difference
is only inadequately understood in terms of an addition of merely aesthetic decoration to
functional sheds. All genuine ornament has a social function, as much in how we clothe
ourselves or set a table as in how we decorate our buildings: ornament serves to distinguish
the ornament bearer. It thus helps to articulate the built environment, creates hierarchies by
establishing figure and ground relationships in a particular building—think of the often

profuse ornamentation of portals—or in an urban context.
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Such articulation also serves to interpret the social order. “The pediment originally
had such a distinguishing function, until it was devaluated in the nineteenth century by
being applied to all kinds of buildings. Till the appearance of the ‘skyscraper’ the tower
designated the church and the town-hall. Today the need for ‘architectural characterization’
of the different institutions is urgent, although we may no longer be content with such
‘signs’ as colonnades and towers. Instead, we recognize attempts at representing institutions
by means of ‘showing’ their functional structure.”! To speak of works of archutecture as
representations of institutions is to point out that they help interpret the social order. There
is an obvious link between this social function of architecture and the social function of
communal festivals: for example, between the way medieval churches provide representa-
tional figures that provide the ground of more ordinary buildings with illuminating foci and
the way the great religious festivals, such as Easter, Pentecost, Christmas, and Good Friday,
provide temporal figures that illuminate the ground of everyday life. To assert themselves as
such figures, both church and festival rely on ornament. Marriage, birth, and death demand
public symbolic expression.

In the preceding two chapters I described architecture as an art of representation.
I sketched how, looking back to such structures as the Solomonic temple and ahead to the
Heavenly Jerusalem, the Gothic cathedral helps shape a particular social milieu by interpre-
ting the place of individuals in a comunon ongoing history and by inviting them to under-
stand themselves as members of that ideal commumty, which is the Church. Furnishing
individuals with a common ground and measure, it gathers them into a community. The
social significance of such an architecture requires no comment. And is the same not true
of all architecture worthy of its name? Looking back to precursor structures and ahead to
some imagined ideal, 1t helps gather individuals into a community both by placing them on
the ground of a shared history and by gesturing toward an ideal image of communal
dwelling.

A different challenge to any view that would reduce the function of architecture to that of
providing physical control and a functional frame is implicit in Vitruvius’s account of the
building of the first house. Why does he link the origin of building to the spectacle of the
seemingly timeless order of the stars if not to suggest that to build 1s also to carry something
of this promise of a timeless cosmic order into our all too chaotic, arbitrary, and evanescent
world? This suggestion is made more explicit by Le Corbusier’s version of the Vitruvian tale.

Primitive man has brought his chariot to a stop: he decides that here shall be his native soil. He chooses
aglade, he cuts down the trees which are too close, he levels the earth around,; he opens up the road which
will carry him to the river or to those of his tribe whom he has just left. He surrounds his tent with a
palisade in which he arranges a doorway. The road is as straight as he can manage with his implements,
his arms and his time. The pegs of his tent describe a square, hexagon, or octagon. The palisade forms

a rectangle whose four angles are equal. The door of this hut is on the axis of the enclosure—and the
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gate of the enclosure faces exactly the door of the hut. . . . You may see, in some archaeological work,
the representation of this hut, the representation of this sanctuary: it is the plan of a house, or the plan
of a temple. It is the same spirit one finds again in the Pompeian house. It is the spirit indeed of the
Temple of Luxor.

There is no such thing as primitive man, there are primitive resources. The idea is constant,
in full sway from the beginning.*>

Le Corbusier’s not-so-primitive barbarians recognize what Hegel recognized, what every
architect must recognize: that to build is to appropriate and humanize nature. For Corbusier,
too, man is the measure of all things. How we are to understand this will depend on our
understanding of the essence of human being—and, like Vitruvius, Corbusier recognizes
what links us to other animals. But the human being is not just another animal but the
animal rationale. The animal demands physical shelter, the ratio spiritual. Both demands must
be satisfied if there is to be genuine dwelling. Corbusier understands geometry as the lan-
guage of the ratio. Wherever it meets with geometric order the human spirit feels at home.
To be sure, emphasis on the ratio may not lead to a denial of the rights of the animal. To
represent the ideal, a building has to provide for both: shelter and spiritual order® (fig. 52).

A narrow functionalist may well want to consider the second unnecessary or-
nament. And indeed, given a focus on utility there often will seem to be little point to the
surplus order on which human beings insist—and not only in architecture. But the point
of such surplus is obvious: it is indeed hard “to live in a place that is not our own and, much

more, not ourselves.”

Le Corbusier, apartment block at Weissenhof-

siedlung, Stuttgart. Credat: Foto Marburg/Axt

52 Resource, N.Y

Tales of the Origin of Building 151



Building and Dwelling

10

As Joseph Rykwert has shown so convincingly, architectural theory cannot dispense with
dreams or stories about an ideal architecture. Thoughts of the Heavenly Jerusalem once
gave expression to such an ideal. So did Laugier’s reconstruction of the primitive hut. And
so do speculations on Adam’s house in paradise.!

Another such dream finds voice in Heidegger’s often-invoked, suggestive, yet

questionable description of a Black Forest farmhouse.

The nature of building is letting dwell. Building accomplishes its nature in the raising of places by the
Jjoining of their spaces. Only if we are capable of dwelling, only then can we build. Let us think
for a while of a farmhouse in the Black Forest, which was built some two hundred years ago by the
dwelling of peasants. Here the self-sufficiency of the power to let earth and sky, divinities and mortals
enter in simple oneness into things ordered the house. It placed the farm on the wind-sheltered moun-
tainslope looking south, among the meadows close to the spring. It gave it the wide overhanging shingle
roof whose proper slope bears up under the burden of snow, and which, reaching deep down, shields the
chambers against the storms of the long winter nights. It did not forget the altar corner behind the commu-
nity table; it made room in its chamber for the hallowed places of childbed and the “tree of the dead”—
for that is what they call a coffin there: the Totenbaum-—and in this way it designed for the different
generations under one 1oof the character of their journey through time. A craft which, itself sprung from
dwelling, still uses its tools and frames as things, built the farmhouse.?

Heidegger chooses an example removed from our world. To be sure, many such
farmhouses have survived and continue to shape the popular image of landscapes like Ger-
many’s Black Forest (fig. 53). These relics invite us to measure our way of life by one not
yet shaped by technology. Heidegger himself emphasizes the temporal distance that separates
us from the farmhouse, underscoring it with his own archaizing style. This twofold distance
may lead us to dismiss Heidegger as a modern day Luddite.

The quoted passage is part of the conclusion of “Building Dwelling Thinking,” a
lecture first delivered on Sunday morning, August 5, 1951, to an audience composed mostly
of architects; it was part of a still war-shadowed Darmstidter Gesprich, which that year fo-

cused on the theme “Man and Space.” The lecture begins by stating what would seem to
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be obvious: the nature of building is letting dwell. To be sure, Heidegger reminds us, “not
every building is a dwelling” (p. 146); in the lecture he mentions a number of such “build-
ings,” including bridges and hangars, stadiums and power stations, highways and dams, fac-
tories and market halls. In their different ways they all serve our way of life, but we would
not call them dwellings. To work in a factory, to shop in a store is not to dwell; we do not
reside there.

Just this equation of “dwelling” and “residing” is called into question by Heideg-
ger’s suggestion that even many residential buildings, “well planned, easy to keep, attrac-
tively cheap, open to air, light, and sun” though they may be, hold no “guarantee that
dwelling occurs in them” (p. 146). Of course not, we may want to agree: no more than a
hammer can guarantee that it will be used as a hammer can a house guarantee that people
will actually reside in it. But such easy agreement would miss Heidegger’s point: he is distin-
guishing genuine dwelling from mere residing, from merely inhabiting a structure or finding
shelter. To dwell is to feel at home. Building allows for dwelling by granting a sense of
place. The builders of Heidegger’s farmhouse did so by placing it on its hillside, orienting
the part of the house in which the farmer and his family ate, cooked, rested, and slept
toward the valley, leaving the farmhouse’s larger back half to cows, horses, and goats.

All this seems obvious enough and hardly worth saying, even as we may wonder
in what sense such building and dwelling are compatible with life in a modern metropolis.
And yet Heidegger warns us not to settle for what is so readily taken for granted: “As long
as this is all we have in mind, we take dwelling and building as two separate activities, an
idea that has something correct in it. Yet at the same time by the means-end schema we
block our view of the essential relations. For building is not merely a means and a way
toward dwelling—to build is in itself already to dwell” (p. 146). Certainly: the farmhouse
serves a quite specific kind of dwelling, fitted to a particular landscape. The climate helped
dictate that animals and humans share the same roof, while comfort demanded the separa-
tion of their quarters, joined only by a narrow walkway. One could thus discuss the farm-
house as a machine for living, although “tool” might seem to fit better. But, Heidegger
insists, talk of building serving dwelling fails to consider “the real meaning of the verb bauen,
namely, to dwell” (p. 146). To support his claim that building and dwelling are inseparably
joined, Heidegger appeals to Old English and High German: the now lost, but nevertheless
real meaning, of bauen, “to build,” is said to be “to dwell,” and “to dwell” in turn originally
meant “to be.” Dwelling thus names “the basic character of human being” (p. 148),* under-
stood not primarily as a being cast into boundless space but as a being at home in the world.
“The relationship between man and space is none other than dwelling, strictly thought and
spoken” (p. 157). Such primordial dwelling grounds all building that grants a sense of place.

The bridge that spans the Neckar in Heidelberg establishes such a sense of place (fig. 54):
“The place is not already there before the bridge is. Before the bridge stands, there are of

course many spots along the stream that can be occupied by something. One of them proves
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to be a place, and does so because of the bridge. Thus the bridge does not first come to a place
to stand in it; rather, a place comes into existence only by virtue of the bridge” (p. 154).°
Establishing a distinctive place, the bridge joins and opens up other places and spaces: the
river, the river banks, the city. Place-establishing work first reveals space. Instead of thinking
of place in terms of space, Heidegger inverts that order. “What the word for space, Raum,
Rum, designates is said by its ancient meamng. Raum means a place cleared or freed for
settlement and lodging. A space is something that has been made room for, something that
is cleared and free, namely within a boundary, Greek peras” (p. 157). So understood, space
is first of all both cleared and bounded. Such clearing and bounding are presupposed by our
experience of things, which are inevitably placed in one way or other: the fork on the table,
the car on the road, Venus in the evening sky. Inseparable from our encounter with things
is the experience of different places and therefore spaces: table, road, evening sky. “That for
which room is made is always granted and hence is joined, that is, gathered, by virtue of a
place, that is, by such a thing as the bridge. Accordingly, spaces receive their being from
places and not from ‘space’” (p. 157).

Already in Being and Time Heidegger had insisted that our everyday experience of
space is intimately linked to the activities we are engaged in. First of all and most of the
time the body, especially the moving body, mediates our experience of space: the street is
to be walked down, the mountain to be climbed, the bridged to be crossed. To be sure, we
can locate the bridge by measuring how far it is from other things: “Thus nearness and
remoteness between men and things can become mere distance, mere intervals of interven-
ing space” (p. 155). But just as this is an abstracted understanding of distance, so the under-
standing of space as the three-dimensional manifold derives from a richer understanding of
space—think of the different ways in which we experience rooms, buildings, neighbor-
hoods, cities, landscapes. We have to agree with Heidegger: first of all and most of the time
our experience of space is an experience of spaces, mediated by our encounter with things
and their places. So experienced, space is regional: this room is a region with boundaries
that mark it off from other regions; so is a house, a neighborhood, or a city. Building helps
establish regions, and architecture helps re-present them: some dominant structure, a square,
perhaps with a fountain, or just a street corner continues to be an effective way of gather-
ing a multiplicity of buildings into a neighborhood, a multiplicity of neighborhoods into a
city® (fig. 55).

Regions assign to persons and things their proper places; were it not for this, we
would be disoriented, could not consider certain things out of place. In the case of a room,
the region in question is bounded by floor, ceiling, and walls, but regions need not be
bounded in that fashion: a forest clearing is a region, and so is a valley. Regions are nested
within regions: the room in the house, the house in its neighborhood, the neighborhood
in the city, and so on. The region of all regions is the world, understood now not as the
totality of all things but as the context of contexts that assigns everything its place. Aristote-
lian space, which assigns to the four elements and thus to all things their proper places, is
closer to this everyday understanding of space as regional than the space of geometry or the
space presupposed by modern science. The space we inhabit is not the homogeneous space

of Euclid. We live in a heterogeneous space. Furthermore, that heterogeneity is inevitably
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charged with meaning. Take a shopping plaza on a hot summer day, or a meadow used as a
soccer field.

It is above all in terms of the activities we are engaged in that we understand
proximity and distance. As humanist architecture recognized, the human body furnishes
something like a natural measure of space. Bound up with that measure is the qualitative
difference of the directions of the space we inhabit. Up and down, front and back, nght
and left, for example, carry different meanings, as becomes clear as soon as we begin to
reflect on the metaphorical use of these terms: “I am down,” “he is sinister looking,” “she
went behind my back.” If building is the construction of boundaries in space, this space
cannot be understood as a homogeneous given. World space has always already been sepa-
rated into different regions, of which sky and earth are perhaps the most basic. This allows
Heidegger to say that human being is essentially a dwelling on the earth and under the sky.
And if dwelling expresses the relationship between humans and world space, that space
is always already charged with meanings: space is not mute. Space speaks to us, and only
because it speaks do buildings speak to us.

“Only if we are capable of dwelling, only then can we build.” But if “the nature of building
is letting dwell,” must we not also hold on to the converse, that dwelling presupposes build-
ing? While the particular dwelling made possible by the Black Forest farmhouse can be said
to presuppose that more primordial dwelling that is nothing other than the human way of
existing, must the latter not presuppose in turn a more primordial building? How are we to
understand this “building”? A first answer was suggested in the preceding section: if “dwell-
ing” names “the relationship between man and space,” this primordial “building” must
mean space, but space understood as placing persons and things. The traditional analogy
between human building and divine creation comes to mind: God has often been described

as the archetypal architect, who fashioned the world as a perfectly ordered whole, the fit
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dwelling place for human beings (see fig. 59). I have already touched on the medieval
understanding of the church as a representation of the cosmos. This is of course hardly
unique: again and again we meet with an understanding of buildings as more or less explicit
repetitions of the cosmogonic act. Mircea Eliade thus appeals to construction rites to suggest
that in primitive societies the building of every house is

an imitation, hence reactualization of the cosmogony. A “new era” opens up with the building of every
house. Every construction is an absolute beginning; that is, tends to restore the initial instant, the pleni-
tude of a present that contains no trace of history. Of course, the construction rituals found in our day are
in great part survivals, and it is difficult to determine to what extent they are accompanied by an experi-
ence in the consciousness of the persons who observe them. But this rationalist objection is negligible.
What is important here is that man has felt the need to reproduce the cosmogony in his constructions,
whatever be their nature—that this reproduction made him contemporary with the mythical moment of
the beginning of the world and that he felt the need of returning to that moment as often as possible in
order to regenerate himself . . . even if the experiences aroused . . . are no longer anything but profane—
a construction is a new organization of the world and of life. All that is needed is a modern man with a
sensibility less closed to the miracle of life; and the experience of renewal would revive for him when he
built a house or entered it for the first time.”

The primordial building that provides human building with its ground and measure would
then be the cosmos. But “cosmos” names precisely the world into which we have been
cast, experienced as a meaningful order. Heidegger makes such an experience constitutive
of human being: “It is not that there are men, and over and above them space; for when I
say a ‘man,’ and in saying this word think of a being who exists in a human manner—that
is, who dwells—then by the name ‘man’ I already name the stay within the fourfold among
things” (p. 156).

With the introduction of “the fourfold” Heidegger takes a step that threatens to
leave both the modern world and all phenomenological evidence behind. It is one thing to
say that human being is essentially being-in-the-world, in this sense also a being in space; it
is quite another to claim that such being-in-the-world 1s essentially a dwelling, understood
now as a “staying within the fourfold” of earth and sky, divinities and mortals, a preserving
of “the fourfold in its essential being, its presencing” (p. 150). How can Heidegger claim
both: that human being is essentially dwelling and that dwelling 1s a staying within the
fourfold? “How then may we find, among the wayfarers of the metropolis, one who knows
how to build because he knows how to dwell? What modern home is able to express the
preservation of the Geviert, the Fourfold?”® Something like the distance that separates us
from the Black Forest farmhouse also would seem to separate us from Heidegger’s fourfold.
If genuine dwelling must indeed be understood as a staying within the fourfold, would this
not mean that we moderns are no longer able to dwell in Heidegger’s sense? And, if being
human should indeed mean “staying within the fourfold among things,” then we have lost
our humanity. But what justifies such talk? Had Heidegger’s Being and Time not placed
authenticity in opposition to being at home in the world? Why privilege dwelling un-
derstood as “staying within the fourfold”? Such questioning returns us to Heidegger’s
puzzling formulation.
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Three of the terms would appear to pose little difficulty, although they do raise
questions:

1. By “earth” Heidegger means the ground that supports us, both literally and in
the sense that 1t sustains us with its gifts of food and water: “Earth is the serving bearer,
blossoming and fruiting, spreading out in rock and water, rising up into place and animal”
(p- 149). Human being is essentially on the earth, and it remains so, despite space flights
and dreams of colonizing other planets.

Such a reading, however, fails to capture all that matters here: already in “The
Origin of the World of Art” Heidegger had insisted that earth

shows itself only when it remains undisclosed and unexplained. Earth thus shatters every attempt to
penetrate into it. It causes every merely calculating importunity upon it to turn into a destruction. This
destruction may herald itself under the appearance of mastery and of progress in the form of technical-
scientific objectivation of nature, but this mastery remains an impotence of will. The earth appears openly
cleared as itself only when it is perceived and preserved as that which is by nature undisclosable, that

which shrinks from every disclosure and constantly keeps itself closed up.®

“Earth” names here what I would call “material transcendence.” What such transcendence
transcends is precisely every linguistic or conceptual space in which things must find their
place if they are to be disclosed and explained. What invites talk of “material transcendence”
is that, even if constituted by our language or concepts and as such appearance, what thus
appears is not created by our understanding but given. Inseparable from our experience of
things is a sense of this gift, an awareness that our understanding is finite; and that means
also that the reach of our words, of all our determinations and calculations, is limited. The
rift between thing and word, between earth and world, where “world” names not the to-
tality of facts but a space of intelligibility, cannot be closed. Nor can it be eliminated: “The
earth cannot dispense with the Open of the world if it is itself to appear as earth in the
liberated surge of its self-seclusion. The world again, cannot soar out of the earth’s sight
if, as the governing breadth and path of all essential destiny, it is to ground itself on a
resolute foundation.”

‘What prevents the world from “soaring out of the earth’s sight,” what opens hu-
man beings to material transcendence, this transcendence within the sensible, is above all
the body—and here it is important to keep in mind that the embodied self is a caring,
desiring self. To be in the presence of the earth is inevitably to be affected, moved, claimed.
Earth thus also refers to the elusive affective ground without which all talk of essences,
meaning, values, or divinities is ultimately groundless, merely idle talk.

More problematic than this understanding of the earth as the ever elusive, yet
indispensable supporting ground of human existence is Heidegger’s suggestion, a suggestion
that 1nvites appropriation by deep ecologists, that dwelling requires a special respect for our
ineliminable dependence on the earth and its gifts, requires “saving” the earth: “To save the
earth is more than to exploit it or even wear it out. Saving the earth does not master the
earth and does not subjugate it, which is merely one step from spoliation” (“Building
Dwelling Thinking,” p. 150). That we often fail to save the earth in this sense requires no
comment. Genuine dwelling is here opposed to the way we ordinarily deal with persons
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and things. And if such dwelling is equated with being human, being human here can only
name an ideal at a distance from our usual mode of being, calling us perhaps beyond it.

2. By “sky,” too, Heidegger means first of all pretty much what we usually mean
by the word: “The sky is the vaulting path of the sun, the course of the changing moon,
the wandering glitter of the stars, the year’s seasons and their changes, the light and dusk of
day, the gloom and glow of night, the clemency and inclemency of the weather, the drifting
clouds and the blue depth of the ether” (p. 149). Again, such a reading fails to capture what
matters: human beings not only look up to the sky, but such looking up has long provided
natural metaphors for the way human beings are never imprisoned in the here and now but
are always “beyond” themselves, ahead of themselves in expectation, behind themselves
in memory, beyond time altogether when contemplating eternity. Such power of self-
transcendence is part of the meaning of “spirit”” The second term of the fourfold thus not
only means the familiar sky but opens that meaning to what may be called the ineliminable
spiritual or ecstatic dimension of human being.

But once again Heidegger questions the way we live first of all and most of the
time when he insists that dwelling requires an openness to the sky as sky. Those who dwell
“leave to the sun and the moon their journey, to the stars their courses, to the seasons their
blessings and inclemency; they do not turn night into day nor day into a harassed unrest”
(p- 150). The challenge to our modern way of hfe is evident, inviting us to question not
just this way of life but also the assumptions behind Heidegger’s words: would he have us
live in a pretechnological world? The distance that separates us from Heidegger’s farmhouse
turns out to be a version of the distance that separates the fourfold from the technological
world. What special lesson do this house type and the way of dwelling it presupposes hold
for us today? What not choose some more familiar building, say a house in some American
suburb, with its television sets, VCRs, telephones, radios, and lightbulbs? Surely we could
say of it, too, that it was built by “a craft which, itself sprung from dwelling, still uses tools
and frames as things”—although, uncomfortable with such stilted talk, we may just want
to say that the suburban home, too, both makes possible and presupposes an established and
often taken for granted way of life. What separates such language from Heidegger’s invites
us to reflect on the distance that separates our modern dwelling from the dwelling that built
the farmhouse. Is it also the distance that separates us moderns from genuine building?

3. Heidegger’s “mortals” are of course we human beings. To speak of “morals” is
to emphasize the precariousness and finitude of our exstence. Already 1n Being and Time
Heidegger had linked authenticity to a resolute appropriation and affirmation of our essen-
tial mortality, and with good reason: as long as we remain unable to make our peace with
the fact that we grow older and sooner or later must die, remain unable to make our peace
with the passage of time, we also will be unable to make our peace with all that binds us to
time—with our bodies, for example, with our sexuality, and with the setting of the sun,
with the coming of winter, and with the earth, which so often withholds its gifts. The in-
ability to save the earth and to receive the sky appears linked to the difficulty we have
accepting ourselves as the mortals we are.

4. The most problematic of the four terms is the last. How are we to understand
Heidegger’s “divinities”? What place do they have in our modern world? Heidegger calls
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them “the beckoning messengers of the godhead” (p. 150)—this is how angels have tradi-
tionally been understood and, following the poet Holderlin, instead of speaking of “divini-
ties” or “gods” Heidegger will also speak of “angels.” But what is such talk to us? How are
we to understand Heidegger'’s “godhead”?

Following Holderlin, Heidegger understands godhead as the most fundamental
measure of human being. Is he then simply returning to the traditional conception of human
being as created in the image of God? But that God, for Heidegger as for Nietzsche, is a
poetic fiction that, while it once may have assigned human beings their place and thus
allowed them to dwell, today has lost its authority. God remains unknown. And yet Heideg-
ger insists, once again citing Holderlin, that it is precisely this unknown God who grants
our dwelling its measure. What sense can we make of this? How can the unknown function
as measure? Heidegger answers cryptically: “The measure consists in the way in which the
God who remains unknown, is revealed as such by the sky.”** God is revealed, yet remains
hidden; he is revealed in the endless variety of the things that surround us, in “everything
that shimmers and blossoms in the sky and thus under the sky and on earth, everything that
sounds and is fragrant, rises and comes—but also everything that goes and stumbles, moans
and falls silent, pales and darkens. Into this which is intimate to man, but alien to the God,
the unknown imparts himself, in order to remain guarded within it as the unknown.”*?
Heidegger gestures here toward the many-voiced ground of all meaning and value. To be
touched by that ground in a specific way that gives direction to our lives is to receive some
divinity’s message; depending on the message received, we may name that divinity Aphro-
dite or Hera, Dionysus or Apollo. But any attempt to name the gods and God—and, in
doing so, to take the measure of human being, if only to return that measure to human
beings and to let them dwell—is a violation of the unknown essence of divinity, putting
the namer in danger of obscuring divinity with some golden calf.

Heidegger knows that the godhead and its messengers are not present to us mod-
erns as is the earth, that we cannot receive them as we can the sky. The divinities, he tells
us, we can only await: “Mortals dwell in that they await the divinities as divinities. In hope
they hold up to the divinities what is unhoped for. They wait for intimations of their coming
and do not mistake the signs of their absence. They do not make their gods for themselves
and do not worship idols. In the depth of misfortune they wait for the weal that has been
withdrawn” (“Building Dwelling Thinking,” p. 150). But if we can only await the divinities
and if they are yet part of the fourfold within which genuine dwelling must stay, it seems
that such a dwelling must also elude us: hoped for perhaps, but something that cannot be
willed. Heidegger asks us to dwell in the knowledge of the absence of the godhead’s messen-
gers, to resist the temptation to dance around some golden calf and substitute idols for
angels, measures we have created for measures gained by interpreting the messages of the
godhead’s messengers. But how then is our dwelling to find measure and direction? His
suggestion, that we wait for what has been withdrawn, hardly provides the content necessary
to give guidance to our dwelling and building, and it threatens to render his essay quite
useless to the architects whom he was addressing.

This much, however, has become clear: when he understands essential dwelling
as “staying within the fourfold,” Heidegger attempts to reappropriate the archaic view that
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gives human building measure and ground in some more primordial building, in sacred
order. And even if Nietzsche is right and the old God is dead, even if with this death the
building in which Europeans dwelled for so many centuries lost founder and foundation,
Heidegger nevertheless insists that we can learn to dwell only by learning to listen to an all-
but-silent call. If we follow Heidegger, the architect’s task, too, 1s to heed that call and to

let the building designed be an inevitably precarious response.

But the question returns: what can such talk—perhaps suggestive but disturbingly vague,
freighted with Christian and in Heidegger’s case more specifically Holderlinian associa-
tions—still mean to us?

I pointed out that Heidegger’s lecture was delivered in August 1951 to an audience
composed largely of architects, when in the wake of World War II Germany was suffering
from a severe housing shortage and the Wohnungsfrage, the question of dwelling, was thought
of above all in terms of the need for shelter.”® In this context Heidegger’s pronouncements
must have seemed especially strange. For according to him, the need for shelter was not at
all the real problem: “However hard and bitter, however hampering and bitter, however
hampering and threatening the lack of houses remains, the real plight of dwelling does not lie
merely in a lack of houses. The real plight of dwelling is indeed older than the world wars
with their destruction, older also than the increase of the world’s population and the condi-
tion of the industrial workers. The real plight is this, that mortals ever search anew for the
nature of dwelling, that they must ever learn to dwell. What if man’s homelessness consisted in
this, that man still does not even think of the real plight of dwelling as the plight” (p. 161).
Heidegger invites his audience to consider the essence of dwelling. Even though generally
unrecognized and unthought, that essence confronts us moderns as the task.

Did Heidegger’s discussion of the fourfold and the concluding example of the
Black Forest farmhouse intersect with the problems faced by hus listeners, who heard him
in respectful silence? Where was he pointing? Heidegger certainly did not mean to suggest
that the Germans ought to build as their backward forebears built two hundred years ago.
“Qur reference to the Black Forest farm in no way means that we should or could go back
to building such houses; rather it illustrates by a dwelling that has been how it was able to
build” (p. 160). But just what were his listeners and what are we to learn from this illustra-
tion? The dwelling that built the farmhouse did not know what Heidegger calls the misfor-
tune of the withdrawal of the godhead’s beckoning messengers. It had its measure in a sacred
order. Like Heidegger’s audience, we no longer know such a measure. Is it then still possible
for us to dwell in anything like Heidegger’s sense? Are we, on Heidegger’s view, condemned
to fail to live up to what the essence of dwelling demands? I am too much of a modernist
to be able to take such suggestions very seriously. Should we then dismiss his example as
hopelessly, perhaps even dangerously, anachronistic? The Black Forest farmhouse belonged
to a world not yet touched by the Enlightenment or shaped by technology—to a premod-
ern world. And if the Black Forest farmhouse should indeed lie irrecoverably beyond and
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behind us, can we deplore this? Who of us would want to change places with Heidegger’s
Black Forest farmer? Only if we are able to substitute for the kind of dwelling that built this
farmhouse one genuinely of this age will we be able to arrive at a notion of building that is
not anachronistic. Does Heidegger’s understanding of the essence of dwelling even allow us
to delineate such a contemporary dwelling? What would it be like?

Recall once more Heidegger’s problematic gloss on what is means to “receive the
sky as sky”: not to turn night into day. Is artificial light incompatible with Heideggerian
dwelling? Or think of the revolution in communications and the way it has shaped the
world we live in, especially our sense of space, and consider the gain in freedom bound up
with this revolution. For Heidegger’s Black Forest farmer the particular place into which he
happened to have been born tended to become a destiny from which he could not escape,
limiting the possibilities available to him in a way we would find intolerable. Place severely
circumscribed vocation and community. Inseparable from such a strong sense of place is a
lack of freedom. The rootedness of his existence was bought at a price few of us would and
should be willing to pay. However we might want to reappropriate Heidegger’s remarks on
dwelling, such reappropriation will have to recognize technology’s ability to liberate human
beings and thus to allow them to become more truly themselves.

Just this promise of liberation is called into question by Heidegger’s juxtaposition
of dwelling as a staying within the fourfold and our inhabiting a world ruled by the essence
of technology understood as the Ge-Stell, the construct.* Technology, Heidegger insists, is
not just a means to an end, an instrument we use as we might use a hammer. It is rather a
way 1n which whatever is presents itself to modern man. This calls into question Gropius’s
confident pronouncement that “in the last resort mechanization can have only one object:
to abolish the individual’s physical toil or providing himself with the necessities of existence
in order that hand and brain may be set free for some higher order of activity.” s

Neither “construct,” nor “configuration,” nor the now common translation of
Heidegger’s term, “enframing,” begins to preserve the wordplay and the associations of the
German Ge-Stell, in which we should hear at least these two senses of stellen: to put some-
thing in a place or set it somewhere and to hunt it down or bring it to bay, as for example
a wild animal. So understood, stellen means also herausfordern, “to challenge.” Our science
places nature before us by challenging it: its search for truth is a hunt. The mode of uncov-
ering that Heidegger associates with technology thus already governs the science that is a
presupposition of what we usually call technology. In its essence technology is therefore
a way of understanding the being of what is, a way clearly marked by Descartes’s famous
promise in the Discourse on the Method, which opposes to “that speculative philosophy which
is taught in the Schools, . . . a practical philosophy by means of which, knowing the force
and the action of fire, water, air, the stars, heavens, and all other bodies that environ us, as
distinctly as we know the different crafts of our artisans, we can in the same way employ
them in all those uses to which they are adapted, and thus render ourselves the masters and
possessors of nature.”® Nature comes to be understood first of all as available material, to
be used and to be disposed of when no longer of use. But such understanding fails to be
open to things as they are. In this sense Heidegger can say: “In the essence of the Gestell happens
the neglect (Verwahrlosung) of the thing as thing”’'” We inhabit the world neglecting things.
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Like Gestell, Verwahrlosung is a quite ordinary German word, meaning precisely
“neglect.” Yet “neglect” fails to capture all that Heidegger has in mind. He would have us
listen more carefully to the word, hearing in it not just verwahren, “to guard or keep some-
thing,” so that Verwahrlosung would name the state of being left unkept or unguarded, but
in verwahren, wahren, “to watch over and protect,” and wahs, “true.” Verwahren thus would
mean: to watch over the thing so that it can present itself as the thing it is, as it is in truth.

Heidegger thinks the presencing of things in relation to the world, where “world”
is understood as the way in which human beings relate to whatever they encounter. In this
sense we can speak of the world of the Middle Ages or of the modern world. “World”
names here a space of intelligibility in which all things present themselves. So understood,
“world” names a necessary condition of all experience and as such cannot be lost. But
Heidegger thinks the ‘essence of technology more specifically, against the background not
just of his understanding of human being as essentially being-in-the-world but of his un-
deﬁtm&ng of genuine dwelling, and that means also against the background of the world
thought of as the fourfold of heaven and earth, mortals and divinities. Only to think the
world as the fourfold, he claims, is to think it in its essence. To present itself “in truth,” a
thing must also present the fourfold, which alone lets it be. But that objectifying reason
which has shaped our modern world cannot make sense of the fourfold. What Heidegger
calls the Verwahrlosung or “neglect” of the thing is therefore necessarily also a refusal (Ver-
weigerung) of the world, a “world” that now no longer means just a space of intelligibility
but also the fourfold. To this world Heidegger would have architecture recall us.

Talk of the modern world now becomes problematic, for, ruled by objectifying
reason and subject to technology, the modern world represents a refusal of the fourfold
and thus conceals or hides its own essential being as world. The modern world 1s thus
the vewahrloste Welt, the “neglected world.” As Heidegger understands it, this neglect is not
something for which we bear responsibility; rather it is part of our destiny, of a piece with
the history of Being thought of as the process of metaphysics from its Greek beginnings to
Cartesian rationality, a “progress” that has its other side in the transformation of the work
of art from a world-shaping power, from work having an ethical function, into an aesthetic
object.’® But even today art can be more than a production of aesthetic objects. If the world
understood as the fourfold refuses to present itself to us moderns, poets and artists yet pre-
serve its traces. Architecture, too, should serve such preservation.

Heidegger’s understanding of the threat posed by technology to genuine dwelling
is made clearer by a third proposition: “The Ge-Stell orders all that presences to be present
as the always available items of the available material.”** Once again the translation 1s inade-
quate. Bestellt does indeed mean “orders,” as one orders a meal; it also means “sends for,” as
well as “cultivates,” as one cultivates a field. Whatever is, 1s ordered by the Ge-Stell in a way
that reduces the many dimensions of its being to just one: it is ordered to present itself as
“always available material at hand” That includes human beings. “The need for human
material is subject to the same regulating ordering that characterized mobilization in time
of war, as is the need for books of entertainment and poetry. . . . All material, including the
raw material ‘human being,’ is used up for the technological establishment of the uncondi-
tioned possibility to make anything at all. Although hidden, such use is determined by the
complete emptiness in which the materials that make up what is real now stand.”?°
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Written down at the time of World War II, these last remarks could be said to
presuppose a caricature of reality that we have happily left behind. To that caricature corres-
ponded the dehumanizing architecture of Hitler’s Germany, including its concentration
camps. But we cannot simply shrug off Heidegger’s claim that the technological spirit pre-
siding over the modern world threatens to reduce human beings to material subject to
calculation and planning as just another resource. Think of traffic engineering, or of mod-
ern medicine, or of modern war—Heidegger would add Hitler’s Final Solution to such
examples.

Heidegger, too, understood the extermination camps as factories of death, build-
ings built to reduce human beings to human material, built to betray the essence of building
because built to betray what is a condition of genuine dwelling: staying within the fourfold,
which also means preserving the possibility of really dying. “Do they die?” Heidegger asks
of those who perish in the extermination camps. “Hardly noticed,” they are umgelegt, “cut
down,” “liquidated.” Such perishing is not dying in Heidegger’s sense. The death dealt by
the Nazis to millions of innocent victims would deny them full humanity by denying them
the possibility of a genuine dying. “Only those able to die become mortals in the full sense
of this word. A mass of misery, of countless, dreadfully undied deaths everywhere—and all
the same, the essence of death remains blocked. Not yet are human beings mortals.” !

“Not yet are human beings mortals,” Heidegger mournfully proclaims, inviting us
to understand the concentration camps as an extreme example of what in “Building Dwell-
ing Thinking” is called “the plight of dwelling,” to recognize their “architecture” as the
horrifying realization of the counterideal buried in the essence of technology: the antitype
to Adam’s house in paradise.?? Something of the leveling of distinctions Heidegger ascribes
to the essence of technology reverberates in his own words. He does not name the mur-
dered victims. He does not speak of Jews, Gypsies, or homosexuals. An inhuman detach-
ment, according to Heidegger himself bound up with that technological age which revealed
1ts monstrous essence in National Socialism, allowed him to say the following: “Agriculture
is now a motorized food industry; in its essence the same thing as the manufacture of corpses
in gas chambers, the same thing as blockades and the reduction of a region to hunger, the
same as the manufacture of hydrogen bombs.”?* But monstrous as they are, it is not difficult
to make sense of Heidegger’s equations. They are indeed demanded by his understanding
of the essence of technology and the plight of dwelling.

Despite the pressing housing shortage, few of those listening to Heidegger could have dis-
puted that “the real plight of dwelling does not lie merely in a lack of houses,” that “the
real plight” is rather “that mortals ever search anew for the nature of dwelling, that they
tnust ever learn to dwell.” Such dwelling, Heidegger had told his audience, is possible only
where there is strength to resist the temptation to make gods for ourselves and to worship
idols. This must have touched those who heard him: had the Germans not fallen into idola-
try when they substituted a house built by Hitler for that primordial building whose outlines
haunt and elude us? And had Heidegger himself not participated in their dance around the

Building and Dwelling 165



golden calf? Convinced that with the death of God the edifice of our culture had lost
founder and foundation and lay in ruins, Heidegger had hoped to recover the archaic truth
of pre-Socratic Greece for the modern age. That hope let him be receptive to the Nazis’
promise of a new order raised on blood and soil. Those who seek inspiration and a sense of
direction in the much-cited temple passage in “The Origin of the Work of Art” should
remember that it was written at a time when Nazi Germany sought to reappropriate the
Greek paradigm, which has played such a fateful part in German history, giving 1t archi-
tectural expression in its own brand of neo-classicism. Postmodern architects and theorists
have shown increasing appreciation for both Heidegger’s reflections and the Nazis’ sublime
perversion of Athenian architecture. To them especially I would recommend Robert Jan
van Pelt’s “Apocalyptic Abjection,” which begins with a discussion of Heidegger’s failed
attempt to serve a distinctly German reappropriation of the greatness of our culture’s Greek
beginming; passes on to a discussion of Nazi architecture as a repetition of the architecture
of Athens, of Hitler’s attempt to make Berlin “into a mondial acropolis,” Nuremberg into a
national agora, Munich into a German necropolis; and concludes with an interpretation of
Auschwitz as the topsy-turvy city Hitler built.>* It should be obligatory reading for all who
seek to appropriate Heidegger’s thought for architectural theory, indeed for all who dream
of recovering the greatness of its Greek beginning and also the seductive simplicity of Hei-
degger’s Black Forest farmhouse for our modern culture.

Still, as long as we recognize that such farmhouses lie irrecoverably behind us,
they help us understand more clearly what Heidegger calls the plight of our own dwelling,
even as the failure of Heidegger’s disastrous attempt to reappropriate the archaic in the
modern age speaks to the threat of idolatry. We still must learn to dwell. But by saying that
as mortals, we “must ever learn to dwell,” Heidegger also suggests that it is not given to us to '

- arrive at our true home. What he calls “the real plight of dwelling” is not something to be
got rid off. We cannot really be at home in the world as long as we fail to accept that we
are wayfarers, nowhere fully at home. This is how we must understand Heidegger's ques-
tion, “What if man’s homelessness consisted in this, that man still does not even think of the
real plight of dwelling as the plight?” as well as his answer: “Yet as soon as man gives thought

to this homelessness, it is a misery no longer.
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Space and Place

11

Only if we succeed in substituting for the kind of dwelling that built Heidegger’s farmhouse
one genuinely of this age do we have a chance of arriving at an understanding of building
that is not anachronistic. Such substitution calls for a reconsideration of his privileging of
place over space. Consider once more the revolution in communications and the way it has
shaped the world we live in, especially our sense of space and the gain in freedom it has
brought. Place circumscribed the freedom of Heidegger’s Black Forest farmer in a way that
we would find intolerable. Television, radio, and telephone, satellites, cables, and computers
let us experience whatever place we are in increasingly as a place we just happen to occupy
and may want to exchange for another, should economuic opportunities, love, or perhaps a
promise of spiritual growth prompt us. If we are no longer rooted in one place, as farmers
were for countless generations, this comparative lack of rootedness is just the other side of
a vast increase in freedom.

The lure of freedom that challenges the binding power of place is as old as human-
ity. The story of the Fall, an ambiguous story of both place and self-assertion, provides a
paradigm for stories of human beings refusing to keep their assigned place, stories that are
inevitably also stories of liberation. Walls and closed doors have always been experienced as
invitations to trespass. Attempts to diminish the importance of distance did not have to wait
for modern technology: think of the history of transportation, beginning with the invention
of the wheel and the taming of horses. The desire to defeat the tyranny of place is as old as
humanity; technology has simply provided us with far more effective means—just consider
the automobile and the possibilities of separating home and workplace that it has brought.
Like all repetitions of the Fall, this attack on distance has to be understood in all its ambiva-
lence. Certainly, it must bring with it increased rootlessness. Inseparable from such root-
lessness is not only a loss of place but a loss of community. The closed community of
Heidegger’s Black Forest farmer has given way to the far less restricting, multidimensional
community, or should we say communities, to which we all belong. Part of this splintering,
which threatens to bring about the disintegration of community altogether, is the greater
emphasis on the different roles played by the persons we meet with: the employer, the
salesperson, the police officer, the teacher, the wife, the husband, all threaten to obscure the
person. Along with this goes greater anonymity, the substitutability of individuals.

168



Lone house, Boulder County, Colorado. Photo

56 | credit: Ken Abbott.

But once again: we must not lose sight of the gain in freedom this development
has brought. If the loss of place can be mourned, must it not also be welcomed as an essential
part of the increasing emancipation of the individual from the rule of the accident of place?
Place no longer need be destiny, as it undoubtedly was for the Black Forest farmer. The
more we want to emphasize freedom, the more likely we are to insist that emphasis on
place should yield to a recognition of the value of open space (fig. 56). I remember how
disturbed I was, when I first came to the United States, by buildings that did not seem to
belong to the landscape. But inseparable from my uneasiness was a sense of openness and

excitement. I can well imagine an American who, carrying with him memories of his

169



hometown’s magic mile and coming to one of Europe’s old cities, city walls still enclosing
and sheltering the houses within, the entire city still an organic whole, would find all this
order terribly depressing and confining. “Something there is that doesn't love a wall,/That
wants it down.” Robert Frost was not speaking of city walls, not even of walls of rooms or
houses, but of a New England stone wall—and it is hard to want that down. But “Mending

Wall” is of course not only or even primarily about such a wall:

“Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,

That wants it down.” I could say “Elves” to him,
But it’s not elves exactly, and I'd rather

He said it for himself. I see him there

Bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top

In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed.

He moves in darkness as it seems to me,

Not of woods only and the shade of trees.!

Open spaces have long been linked to freedom. This is not a new point. At
roughly the same time Heidegger’s farmer is said to have built his farmhouse, the far more
enlightened Joseph Addison expressed a very different ethos:

Our Imagination loves to be filled with an Object, or to grasp at any thing that is too big for its Capacity.
We are flung into a pleasing Astonishment at such unbounded Views, and feel a delightful Stillness and
Amazement in the Soul at the Apprehension of them. The Mind of Man naturally hates everything
that looks like a Restraint upon it, and so is apt to fancy it self under a sort of Confinement, when the
Sight is pent up in a narrow Compass, and shortened on every side by the Neighborhood of Walls and
Mountains. On the contrary, a spacious Horison is an Image of Liberty, where the Eye has Room to
range abroad, to expatiate at large on the Immensity of its Views, and to lose itself amidst the Variety
of Objects that offer themselves to its Observations.?

“A spacious horizon is an image of Liberty.” The open ocean or the view from
some mountain top is preferred to the bounded beauty of a Black Forest valley. What
announces itself here is not only the developing sensitivity to the sublime but also the
connection between the sublime and freedom, which was to play such an important part in
Kant’s analysis. What so many travelers from Europe found and still find exciting about the
American landscape, and not just about unspoiled nature but also about its often chaotic
cities, is this openness in which a democratic ethos finds expression. This is true even of the
suburban landscape with its jumble of supermarkets, hamburger joints, crisscrossing high-
ways, and cars, which would seem to provide almost the perfect illustration of what is meant
by “loss of place”” Rootlessness and freedom both find expression 1n such an environment.
This landscape is often striking in its ruthless disregard of physical place (fig. 57). But such
disregard reflects the fact that place and wath it proximity and distance are less and less
determining facts of our lives. The accident of place no longer determines the job we are

going to take, who our friends are going to be, where we are going to shop, and so on.
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Trailer park, Boulder, Colorado. Photo credit:

Ken Abbott.
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Undoubtedly this has to mean the breakdown of neighborhoods in the traditional sense.
But this breakdown need not be deplored: the diminished power of place, a consequence
of technological advances that allow the individual to participate in an ever-increasing
number of groups and subcultures, may be taken as an index of modern, civilized living.
The house or apartment house becomes just another place where one happens to sleep, eat,
make love, perhaps raise a family—at any rate not a place that allows for an integration of
all the important human functions. It is a place, Heidegger would say, where one merely
resides but does not dwell. Life in the metropolis scatters individuals into different activities.
What matters are these activities. Such a life demands functional frames in which distance
matters less and less, requiring efficient systems of communications that minimize the power
of place and distance.

The full consequences of this attack on distance remain uncertain. It seems diffi-
cult not to welcome the way it has helped free human beings from what I have called the
accident of location: no longer is place destiny. Such liberation, however, is attended by its
frightening shadow: the attack on distance also threatens us with a homelessness never be-
fore known. Some, to be sure, have suggested that the revolution in communications has
allowed us to make the whole world our home, that we are on the verge of the global
village, but such metaphors are, I fear, products of wishful thinking. Consider once more
television. There is no doubt a way in which it negates distance: the far away and the nearby
are equally brought into our living room, but only as pictures from which the observer is
excluded. Or think of the telephone company’s advertising slogan, inviting us to reach out
and touch someone. Anyone in love will know that this call is only a very deficient mode
of touching. Genuine intimacy demands a different kind of proximity.

The attack on distance also has to turn against intimacy. Intimacy and a sense of
distance go together: eliminate one and you eliminate the other. That goes also for the sense
of personal distance, established, for example, by distinctions between formal modes of
address or by dress codes. Where everyone is called by his or her first name and sex becomes
a matter of casual encounters with increasingly interchangeable partners, genuine intimacy
becomes difficult to achieve as we deprive ourselves of the symbolic distances whose break-
down makes such achievement possible.

Instead of genuine proximity we are increasingly offered only its perverted ana-
logue: the equidistance and thus the homogeneity, the indifference, of place—think of tele-
vision programs and our relationship to their heroines and heroes. This attack on distance
brings with it a loss of place of which the mobile home is but an expression: there is a sense
in which most of us today live in mobile homes. It is not surprising then that such houses
are easily left, exchanged for another. The ease with which we relocate ourselves and replace
buildings is witness to a more profound displacement that may be welcomed as an aspect of
humanity’s coming of age or deplored as a loss of genuine dwelling. When all places count
the same, we can no longer place ourselves and become displaced persons. This raises the
question: if modern life demands minimizing the importance of distance and that means
inevitably also the significance of place, does it also demand the death of an architecture
that grants a sense of place?
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It would be a mistake to see in this progressive displacement of human beings only the
result of technological progress. That progress, a precondition of the modern metropolis
with its lonely crowds, only realizes a displacement founded in the commitment to objectiv-
ity on which rests our technology and the science on which it depends. This commitment
has shaped the world we live in and our sense of reality.

‘What does “objectivity” mean here? I would like to define it in opposition to our
usual way of understanding things. First of all and most of the time we find ourselves caught
up 1n the world. The way we experience the world is inseparably tied to the activities in
which we are engaged. Qur interests determine what we pay attention to. Qur encounter
with things is also subject to a point of view that is ours because of whatever place we
happen to occupy. Our experience of things is mediated by our body, and therefore depen-
dent on its makeup and subject to the accident of its location in space and time. Thus each
person sitting in some room experiences it in a different way, from a different perspective,
and yet each experiences the same room. This sameness of the room is not itself something
seen; it is rather a presupposition of our seeing, which is inescapably bound to a particular
place and point of view. That we nevertheless understand ourselves to be in the same room
shows that our location is not a prison. Nor must we change positions to see things differ-
ently: in imagination we can put ourselves in other places even without moving. It is thus
possible to ask someone to draw a picture of some room as it would look from an unavail-
able point of view, say at the center of the ceiling. And we can also ask for descriptions of
the room less ruled by perspectival distortions, less subject to the accident of location; we
call these descriptions more objective. Complete objectivity entails freedom from all per-
spectival distortion. Science aims at descriptions that are objective in this sense. It thus rests
on a self-displacement by which the subject elevates the embodied self into a thinking
substance. Such self-elevation 1s the point of Descartes’s turn to the cogito. The thinking self
that is the ideal subject of science has freed itself from the limits imposed on it by its body
and the accident of its location. That liberation, however, is a liberation only in thought.
We lack eyes to see things objectively. To make sure that its descriptions of the world are
more than fantastic constructs, science therefore returns to the world in the form of expe-
riment and technology. Technology carries the liberation from the accident of location
into the world. Such liberation is at the heart of what Heidegger discusses as the rule
of the Ge-Stell.

The commitment to objectivity that is a precondition of science and technology
has to transform our sense of space, which leads to a characteristically modern sense of
homelessness. To make this point a bit clearer let me turn to a thought experiment by
the fifteenth-century cardinal Nicholas of Cusa, which helped to destroy the geocentric
worldview of the medievals.® Cusa asks us to imagine someone on a moving ship, drifting
in a large body of flowing water: might not such a person, unable to see the shores, think
himself the unmoving center of the world; and were not his contemporaries like such a
person, when they proclaimed the earth to be the center: of the cosmos? But such security

is false and rests on perspectival illusion. With equal right a lunarian could claim the moon
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to be that center, a Martian, Mars. Rest and motion, the cardinal insists, are relative notions.
‘What we take to be fixed depends on our point of view. This reflection was to help give
others the courage to reject the geocentric worldview, but Cusa was not a forerunner of
Copernicus; he did not place the sun at the center of the cosmos but rather denied that it
makes sense to speak of such a center at all. Infinitely extended, space, according to the
cardinal, has no center, just as it has no boundaries. Once again it is the freedom of thought
that helps us to escape from the accident of location and to break out of the prison of
perspective. As that prison 1s shattered, so is the closed world of the Middle Ages. Unlike
that world, a world that assigned to man and to all things their proper places, the boundless
space of the moderns leaves us lost in space. Space here conquers place. The Copernican
revolution transformed the earth quite literally into a mobile home. Nietzsche is right to
speak of “the nihilistic consequences of modern science. . . . Since Copernicus man has
been rolling from the center toward X.”*

There were those who, like Giordano Bruno, welcomed this liberation as a libera-
tion of the spirit that would soon lead to political change. But enthusiasm was to yield to
despair. The infinite space thus opened up began to fill humanity with terror. We could
turn to Donne or to Pascal, or to Schopenhauer’s famous introduction to the second volume
of The World as Will and Representation: “In endless space countless luminous spheres, round
each of which some dozen smaller illuminated ones revolve, hot at the core and covered
with a hard cold crust; on this crust a mouldy film has produced living and knowing beings;
this is empirical truth, the real, the world.”® Nietzsche was to appropriate Schopenhauer’s
dismal vision in the very beginning of his early fragment On Tiuth and Lie in an Extra-Moral
Sense, so popular with postmodern critics weary of all centers. It is the same vision Turgenev

lets the nihilist Bazarov express in Fathers and Sons:

P'm thinking life is a happy thing for my parents. My father at sixty is fussing around, talking about
“palliative” measures, doctoring people, playing the bountiful master with the peasants—nhaving a fes-
tive time in fact; and my mother’s happy, too. Her day is so chockful of duties of all sorts, of sighs, and
groans that she does not even have time to think of herself; while I.. . . I think. Here I lie under the
haystack. The tiny space which I occupy is so infinitely small in comparison with the rest of space, which
I am not, and which has nothing to do with me—and the period of time in which it is my lot to live is
so petty besides the eternity in which I have not been and shall not be. . . . And in this atom, this
mathematical point, the blood is circulating, the brain is working and wanting something. . . . Isn't

it loathsome.®

Bazarov experiences himself adrift in the infinite, a stranger unable to find a place to call his
own. What foundations are left to build on, what centers by which to orient oneself? The
more technology carries the attack on place into our everyday life, the more we can expect
that life to be tinged by a sense of being on the road, of not belonging, of being denied the
possibility of really dwelling somewhere. Hopper’s paintings offer illustrations of what 1
want to call the terror of space (see fig. 77).

Inseparable from this terror of space is the need for boundaries strong enough to
establish place. Architecture has one source in the attempt to make what is originally a

strange and alien environment more our own, to transform space into place, so that instead
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of being cast into a strange and alien world we are allowed to dwell. It thus has offered
defenses against the terror of space, and such defenses are especially needed in a culture that
has attacked distance as effectively as our own. This is one lesson Heidegger’s Black Forest
house has to teach us. But again the question returns: is it still possible for us to have such
an architecture? It may appear that this suggestion demands something that is not only
undesirable, but impossible—undesirable because it glorifies the mystery of belonging to a
particular place or region at the expense of freedom, impossible because it asks us to step
back into a pre-Copernican world, to return to a pre-Copernican understanding of space.

An answer to this question is implicit in the recognition that the human being
cannot be reduced to a thinking substance or a disembodied freedom. Human being belongs
to both body and spirit, to the earth and to the light. An adequate understanding of dwelling
must do justice to this twofold belonging, which is never without tension. Such tension
may be found intolerable and may lead to attempts to negate it; two strategies of negation
offer themselves:

1. We human beings may try to assert ourselves as essentially free spirit and attempt
to reduce nature, including our own bodies, to mere material to be understood and con-
trolled. Such assertion must demand open space as the only environment that can do justice
to a genuinely human dwelling. But should spint triumph altogether over the earth, archi-
tecture would lose its point. For if our true home is of the spirit, there is no reason to place
much emphasis on our material home. The accident of our location must then not only be
accepted but welcomed. It is in such self-assertion that the look of mobility so characteristic
of our architectural environment has its deepest foundation.

2. Conversely, aware that such one-sided emphasis on the spirit must lead to nihil-
ism, one may glorify an existence that reduces human beings to no more than part of nature
and idealize the person with roots. But roots that are too strongly developed imply a lack
of freedom and thus a less than full humanity.

We have to recogmze the rights of both body and spirit. Our building must ac-
knowledge both the sheltering power of place and the indefinite promise of open space
(hg. 58).

Farm buildings and windmulls, Alameda County,
58 Califorma Photo by author
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I have cited Nietzsche’s maxim that ever since Copernicus, we have been drifting toward
X. But do we in fact live in a post-Copernican world? To some extent that is surely the
case. Astronomy has pushed toward the limits, which is also to say toward the origin of the
universe. We have sent rockets to and beyond the moon, and dreams of placing human
beings on other planets no longer seem altogether utopian. Still, in many ways the space of
our everyday experience remains pre-Copernican. We have to grant Heidegger at least this
much: first of all and most of the time the space we live 1n is not the space of astronomers
nor the space of Euclidean geometry with its x, y, and z coordinates. These spaces only
open up in reflections that presuppose what I have called the pursuit of objectivity and
with it a disengagement from the world, a profound self-displacement. But disengagement
presupposes a prior engagement. Engagement and place have at least temporal priority.

Once more I would like to return to the problem of distance. We tend to take the
objective approach to distance so much for granted that distance tends to be understood as
a neutral quantity. That a place three miles away is farther away than a space one mile away
seems so obvious that it hardly merits further reflection. Given a certain way of looking at
the world it is indeed obvious. What is not obvious, however, is that we should always look
at the world in this way. In what sense is it obvious that Greenland is closer to the United
States than England? Look at a map, measure the distance! But when is the ruler an adequate
guide to what is close and what is distant? In the world we live in, distance cannot be
reduced to a quantitative measure. That goes especially for the space of architecture, if not
for that of civil engineering.

Let me give an example: imagine a bedroom in which you are lying in a bed
placed against the outside wall. As you lie in that bed, you start considering that this wall
right next to you is only a few inches thick; you think of the rosebush without, invisible to
you yet separated from your head by only a few inches, only a few bricks between you and
the red flowers and prickly thorns. Such reflection may strengthen your sense of the room
as your room. Everything in that room is close to you, as the rose is not. But the more you
focus on the objective proximity of the rosebush, the more a sense of the uncanny, perhaps
even a sense of dread, is likely to come over you. The normally sheltering wall threatens
to give way. A sense of homelessness seizes you that is not without its own excitement
and freedom.

Compare the way we experience space first of all and most of the time with the
objective world picture presented by a modern mapmaker: to her distance means quanti-
tative measure. Depending on her specialty, the mapmaker may have as good an understand-
ing of the topography of New Guinea as of that of Connecticut, representing it in quite the
same way: the form of representation chosen is not bound by the accident of location. Is it
obvious that such a modern map is better than a medieval mappa mundi, which placed para-
dise at the top, hell at the bottom, and Jerusalem at the center and perhaps projected the
whole on the body of Christ, thus asserting a profound harmony between cosmos and
humanity? The modern mapmaker no doubt gives an objectively far more correct account,

which does greater justice to the quantitative aspect of space. If you want to use the map to
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get from one place to another, the modern map will prove much more useful. The medieval
world map, in contrast, helped interpret the significance of humanity’s place in the world;
it articulated an ethos. Mapmaking here had an ethical function. The map represents the
world as a meaningful order, a building built by God, who joined spaces so that human
beings should be able to dwell. Similarly, medieval cosmology represents the world as a
cosmos, as a well-joined order sustained by God in which human beings have their proper
place near the center (fig. 59). Is this cosmology less adequate than the modern? In an
obvious sense this is no doubt the case. It is less true, less adequate to the way things are,
given that the discovery of “the way things are” requires objectivity. But we should keep in
mind the measure of adequacy that is here being presupposed. Science’s pursuit of truth is
indeed inseparably bound up with the commitment to objectivity. But despite journeys to
the moon, despite all we have learned about space, the world we live in remains in many

ways geocentric. Still the sun rises and goes down again.

Piero di Puccio da Orvieto, God Holding the

Universe. Camposanto, Pisa. Credit: Alinari/Art

59 Resource, N.Y.
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Let me give another, more architectural, example. It has become customary to
build churches with towers (see fig. 68). Why? One could reply: the tower has become an
established convention, an accepted and expected part of the church type. Eco might have
said that it helps the builder to denote “church.” But if so, what is the origin of this conven-

. tion? Was its establishment arbitrary? Traditionally towers were generally placed in the west.
In the past few hundred years this tradition gradually eroded, as other considerations came
to be more important. One reason towers were once placed in the west, oriented toward
the setting sun, was that they were thought of as bastions against the forces of evil, bastions
perhaps presided over by St. Michael as general of the heavenly host. Evil was tied to the
west, because it is here that light is daily defeated by the forces of darkness. Presupposed by
the church type is the natural symbolism of light, which intertwines with that of space,
giving different meanings to east and west, and therefore also to north and south.

I have tried to contrast two conceptions of space; one objective, homogeneous,
neutral with respect to value, the other regional, heterogeneous, and freighted with values.
If we rest content in the conviction that the objective interpretation is simply the correct
one, we fail to consider human being in its full range. To reduce space to objective space is
to make 1t impossible for human beings to ever discover their place in the world. As
Nietzsche pointed out, such impossibility is the mark of nihilism, which could be under-
stood simply as the inability to understand the world as a dwelling. But such inability rests
on a false, because overly reductive, understanding of our own being in space. We must not
forget that the objective understanding of space presupposes a much richer experience, is
the product of a reflective transformation of space, and that in the course of this transforma-
tion gain is balanced by loss. What is gained 1s greater objectivity and with it truth; what is
lost is precisely the dimension of meaning. Space ceases to speak, but only to those who
have lost touch with their own being. To be sure, we live in a technological world, a world
shaped by science and its pursuit of objectivity, but not all the dimensions of the world we
live in are circumscribed by technology. Technology must be affirmed and put in its place.
That means to recognize its liberating potential as well as the threat it poses. To recognize
the latter is to perceive also how important it is to recover what has been lost: a sense of

place. We still need architecture, we moderns especially.
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The Voices of Space

12

If architecture can be understood as the construction of boundaries in space, this space must
be understood as commonsense space, a space that possesses meanings and speaks to us long
before the architect goes to work.! The architect can, to be sure, build in a way that does
not heed these meanings, indeed that self-consciously demies them. He or she can also be
open to them, re-presenting and thus revealing them. In this chapter I would like to con-
sider some of these meanings in more detail and thus take a small step toward developing
what one might call a semantics of the natural language of space.? Not only past architecture
but paintings, poems, novels, and fairy tales all offer rich material for such explorations.

The key to this language is provided by the fact that we exist in the world, not
as disembodied spirits, nor as beings who just happen to have bodies, but as essentially em-
bodied selves, who by their bodies are inevitably assigned their place in the world—on the
earth and beneath the giant hemisphere of the sky (fig. 60). When Heidegger claims in
Being and Time that first of all and most of the time we experience things as “ready-to-
hand,” this technical term recognizes the importance of the hand, that is, the mediating
function of not just the eye but the body, the moving body: I reach for something—it 1s
too high; I try to pick something up—it is too heavy; I want to walk somewhere—it is too
far. The body not only gives us our first understanding of proximity and distance but also
provides us with a matrix, a set of coordinates—up and down, night and left, front and
back. However, it may be misleading to speak here of coordinates, for the term fails to do
justice to the way body-centered space privileges front, which opens the self to the world,
over back and up over down (fig. 61). For architecture at least, the human being is indeed
the measure of all things, and that means first of all, although by no means exclusively, the
human body, especially the arm, the foot, the hand, the finger.?

Inseparable from our understanding of the body matrix is the different language
spoken by verticals and horizontals. We have no difficulty understanding Frank Lloyd
‘Wright when he deplores the tendency “to tip everything in the way of human occupation
or habitation up edgewise instead of letting it lie comfortably flatwise with the ground
where spaciousness was a virtue”* (fig. 62). I do not want to criticize or support Wright’s
idea “that the planes parallel to the earth in buildings identify themselves with the ground,
do most to make the buildings belong to the ground”;® here I only want to call attention
to the very different meanings of vertical and horizontal that let us understand his assertion,
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Rudolf Schwarz, earth and sky. Source: Schwarz,
Vom Bau der Kirche, 2nd ed. (Heidelberg: Lambert
60 Schneider, 1947).

Rudolf Schwarz, the body matrix. Source:

Schwarz, Vom Bau der Kirche, 2nd ed (Heidel-

61| berg: Lambert Schneider, 1947).

Frank Lloyd Wright, Martin House, Buffalo,
62 | New York. Detail. Photo by author.
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Megalith, Locmanagquer, Brittany. Credat.
63 Giraudon/Art Resource, N.Y.

regardless of whether we agree or disagree: the horizontal, whether line, plane, or slab, ties
a building to the earth, just as it ties us humans to the earth when we are asleep or dead
(fig. 63).

Wright himself, to be sure, emphasized that his attitude to the horizontal plane—
parallel and close to the earth, while yet tending to spread itself out indefinitely—and to
the house—not a cave, but a “broad shelter in the open, related to vista”—was that of
someone “born an American child of the ground and of space,” thus reminding us of the
way the language of space is inevitably refracted by history and landscape. But Wright also
insisted on its universally human significance, “welcoming spaciousness as a modern human
need as well as learning to see it as the natural human opportunity.”¢ Once again the sight
of a seemingly endless open plain is linked to thoughts of freedom and democracy.

Horizontals not only speak of shelter, even as they carry a promise of freedom;
they hold their own terror. The painters of the sublime knew about that terror, and Caspar
David Friedrich in particular exploited it again and again. On first seeing Friedrich’s Monk
by the Sea (fig. 64) the poet Heinrich von Kleist wrote: “Nothing can be sadder and more
uncomfortable than this position in the world: the only spark of life in the wide realm of
death, the lonely center in a lonely circle. With its two or three mysterious objects the
painting lies before us like the Apocalypse, as if it had Young’s Night Thoughts, and since in
its uniformity and boundlessness it has no foreground except the frame, when one looks
at it, it is as if one’s eyelids had been cut away.”” The sweep of the painting’s horizontals,
which extend themselves beyond the seemingly arbitrary boundary of the frame, threatens
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Caspar David Friedrich, Monk by the Sea (1808—
1809). Schloss Charlottenburg, Berlin. Credit:
64 Foto Marburg/Art Resource, N Y.

Jacob van Ruusdael, View of Haarlem (ca 1670)
Gemaldegalerne, Staathche Museen, Berlin.

65 Credit: Foto Marburg/Art Resource, N.Y.

to annihilate the lonely Franciscan in the picture, hinting at the end and its beyond: the
mysterium tremendum et fascinans of death and the infinite. The other side of such fascination
is a longing for eyelids, for frames, boundaries, centers, for verticals strong enough to chal-
lenge the horizontal’s centrifugal power, which figures the centrifugal power of infinite
space.

While the horizontal not only suggests comfort or an indefinite beyond, full of
the promise of as yet unknown opportunities, but also hints at surrender, at sleep and rest,
at death and disintegration, the vertical is assertive. Effort is needed to stand, to pile stone
on stone, to build a pyramid or a skyscraper. Firmly planted in a landscape, towers establish
centers, wrest place from space, reach up to heaven. Consider the way churches with their

spires punctuate the flat Dutch landscape in a painting by Jacob van Ruisdael (fig. 65):
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“They stand in awe-inspiring immutability where the great tracts of land (from below) and
clouds (from above) meet; they provide the main vertical accent—relatively small, but all-
important because only they stand out.”® Countless villages and towns still are gathered
together by church towers, whose verticality has remained unchallenged by more recent,
even taller, commercial structures; they still allow us to experience the power of the vertical
to gather a community by providing it with an axis, connecting earth and sky. The language
of domes is related: “Whereas the tower, however, appears as a compact mass, the dome
is experienced as a volume which contains an interior. The dome therefore does not only
define a center, but also acts as a condensed image of the surrounding world.”® The Pan-
theon thus represents the cosmos (fig. 66; see also fig. 83).

There is an obvious connection between the assertiveness of the vertical and hu-
man pride. Pride built the towers of the Gothic cathedrals as it built our skyscrapers, as it
now lets cities and architects build (fig. 67) and dream of ever taller buildings: the building
Donald Trump proposed for lower Manhattan was to have 150 stories; Skidmore, Owings,
and Merrill proposed a 165-story office building for Chicago; and there has been talk of
buildings 200 or even 500 stories tall. The mythic paradigm of such structures is the Tower
of Babel (see fig. 48). With this tower, we are told, its builders hoped to make a name for
themselves, hoped to guard against being scattered across the face of the earth and to rescue
themselves from the terror of boundless space. A communal work, this piled-up mass of
stone was to be the bond that held the community together, its visible center.’® The gather-
ing power of its vertical, firmly planted on the ground, was to conquer the scattering power
of open space as a humanly established axis mundi.

In this post-Freudian age 1t has become fashionable to associate such assertive
buildings with masculinity, more narrowly with “the American male,” and to interpret their
strong verticals as phallic symbols. I suspect rather that in making the phallus into a symbol
we have presupposed rather than founded the natural symbolism of verticals and horizontals,
although like everything significant, the phallus not only receives its significance from an
established world of meanings but from the very beginning is part of and helps constitute
that world. )

If the Tower of Babel furnishes architecture with a paradigm, this paradigm carries
a warning: as we all know, the tower could not be finished—this center would not hold.
By confusing the builders’ languages and scattering them abroad, across the face of the earth,
God inflicted on them just the fate they had sought to avoid. One point of the story 1s no
doubt to suggest that by themselves human beings lack the strength to furnish themselves
with a center.

‘While the story of the Tower of Babel links the vertical to futile self-assertion, the
story of Jacob’s ladder gives it a very different meaning. Read for many centuries as part of
the consecration rite, it served to establish the traditional symbolism of the church as house

of God and gate of Heaven:
And he [ Jacob] came to a certain place, and stayed there that night, because the sun had set. Taking one

of the stones of the place, he put it under his head and lay down in that place to sleep. And he dreamed
that there was a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven: and behold, the angels
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Rudolf Schwarz, diagram of the Pantheon.
Source: Schwarz, Vom Bau der Kirche, 2nd ed.

66 | (Heidelberg: Lambert Schneider, 1947).

Cesar Pelli and Associates, Kuala Lumpur City
Center, Kuala Lumpur. The world’s tallest sky-

scraper, now under construction. Credit: Cesar

67 Pelli and Associates.
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of God were ascending and descending on it! And behold, the LORD stood above it and said, “I am the
LoRrp, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will give to
you and to your descendants; and your descendants shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall
spread abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to the south; and by you and your
descendants shall all the families of the earth bless themselves. Behold, I am with you and will keep you
wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; for I will not leave you until I have done that of
which I have spoken to you.” Then Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, “Surely the LORD is in this
place. . . . This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.” (Gen. 28.11—
17, RSV)

Here it is not pndeful humamty that seeks to pierce the clouds with its towers, but God
humself who bridges the gap between heaven and earth. A particular place is experienced as
filled with the presence of the divine: it is the house of God. But this place, this Bethel, not
only is God’s dwelling place but also opens up to a higher reality: it is the gate of Heaven.
The ladder of the dream with 1ts angels ascending and descending symbolizes that linkage.
Jacob responds to this dream experience by rissng—that is, by raising himself from a hon-
zontal into a vertical position—and by raising the stone that had served him for a pillow
from a horizontal into a vertical position. This simple altar, a celebratory re-presentation of
the supporting stone,** as well as a representation of the dream ladder, becomes the arche-
type of the church and perhaps of sacred architecture: building as a response to the genius loci,
to the divinity dwelling in that place. Countless churches have reenacted that establishment,
especially with their towers, which so happily allowed the desire to serve God and an all-
too-human pride to merge (fig. 68).

68 Tower of St. Martin, Landshut Photo by author.
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Not that the Biblical text establishes the symbolism of vertical and horizontal, up
and down. The symbolism 1s not limuted to any particular tradition nor projected into the
world. It can be called natural in that it has 1ts foundation in the nature of human being
the world, 1n experiences of lying down and getting up, of climbing and descending, of
lifting, ra1sing, and supporting: experiences of the opposition of earth and sky, darkness and
light, matter and spirit. As the traditional definition of man as the animal rationale suggests,
we are amphibians. Wright recognized this amphibian character of human being when he
called himself “an American child of the ground and of space.” In a tale by Tibullus, to
which Heidegger calls our attention,'? we find the suggestion that man is called homo be-
cause care shaped him of humus—earth—and because it is to earth that he shall return in
death. Jupiter gave man his spirit and he, too, shall receive back what belongs to him.
Essentially the same understanding of human being guides the Biblical account, which has
God create Adam from the dust of the earth, but in his own image. The verticality implicit
in such conceptions becomes explicit when Zwingh understands man as the being who
looks up to God, or when Vitruvius suggests that man looks up to and measures himself by
the divine order of the sky. Verticals figure our relationship to the spiritual, horizontals our
temporal death-shadowed dwelling on earth: the cross figures the intersection of the two.
Sacred architecture has thus been traditionally distinguished by its greater verticality: think
of Gothic parish churches and the way they tower over therr cities, or of Mayan temples,
or of death-defying pyramids.

It is not surprising then that Schopenhauer should have located the very essence
of architecture 1n the conflict of verticals and horizontals: “its sole and constant theme 1s
support and load. Its fundamental law is that no load be without sufficient support, and no
support without a suitable load; consequently the relation between these two may be the
exactly appropriate one. The purest expression of this theme is column and entablature;
hence the order of columns has become, so to speak, the thorough-bass of the whole of
archatecture.”®* Once again the Greek temple 1s held up as the paradigm of architectural
purity, and once again it is easy to criticize this view by showing how very much in keeping
1t is with the taste and conventions of the day. Schopenhauer was a conservative, and not
just in politics. He had little patience with the then-growing vogue in favor of Gothic
acchitecture. To be sure, he was well aware of how Gothic architecture might be justified
along the lines he has sketched:

if we try to discover an analogous fundamental idea in Gothic architecture, it will have to be that the
entire subjugation of gravity by rigidity is here to be exhibited. For according to this the horizontal line,
which is that of the load, is almost entirely vanished, and the action of gravity appears only indirectly,
disguised in arches and vaults[,] . . . whereas the vertical line, which is that of the support, alone prevails
and renders palpable to the senses the victorious action of rigidity in extremely high buttresses, towers,
turrets, and spires, without number, unencumbered. . . . From this arises that often observed analogy

with a crystal, whose formation also takes place with the overcoming of gravity.**

But, Schopenhauer 1nsists, before admitting Gothic architecture as an equally valid para-
digm, we should remind ourselves “that the conflict between rigidity and gravity, so openly
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Piet Mondnan, Tree (ca 1911). Private collection
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Piet Mondrian, Fox Trot A (1927). Gift of the art-
ist for the Collection Société Anonyme. Credit:

70 Yale University Art Gallery.

and nawvely displayed by ancient architecture, is an actual and true one established by nature.
On the other hand, the entire subjugation of gravity by rigidity remains a mere pretense, a
fiction testified by illusion.” > Schopenhauer knew that such “pretense” was able to com-
municate to countless believers a sense of eternal security, of safety from the vicissitudes of
the temporal and earthbound: “Death, where is thy sting?” Gothic verticality seemed to
shout. But Schopenhauer is unable to take seﬁously this apparent victory of the vertical over
the horizontal. Despite all self-assertion, human beings are vulnerable and mortal, and full
self-affirmation requires the recognition of our limits. Gothic architecture is governed by
what Schopenhauer rejects as a false ethos. He would have architecture be more open to
the tragic condition of human being, a condition figured by the contrast between the heavi-
ness of entablatures and the assertiveness of supporting columns, between verticals and hori-
zontals—that is, by the Greek temple.

‘We may not want to follow Schopenhauer and place classical architecture over
Gothic. But whatever our response may be to a Greek temple or a Gothic church, it presup-
poses our understanding the different meanings of verticals and horizontals, meanings that
are inseparable from our being in the world. That Schopenhauer’s reflections have a signi-
ficance beyond the particular period and place that gave nise to them 1s suggested by Piet
Mondrian’s insistence that “the first aim 1n painting should be universal expression. What is
needed in a picture to realize this is an equivalence of vertical and horizontal expressions.
Thus I feel today I did not accomplish in such early works as my 1911 ‘Tree’ paintings. In
these the vertical predominated. A ‘Gothic’ expression was the result”’** No doubt, some
may prefer the “Gothic” look of the tree paintings to the cooler “classical” look of a mature
Mondrian (figs. 69 and 70). I am less interested here in such disagreement than in what it
presupposes: an understanding of the language of verticals and horizontals. Only when this
language is understood does it make sense to be concerned about “an equivalence of vertical

and horizontal expressions” or about attempts to have one triumph over the other.
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I have spoken of the vertical dimension of our being in the world: we exist on the earth
and beneath the sky, belonging to both. But this is also to say that we belong to darkness
and to light, 2 moving light that changes with the moving clouds, the times of day, the
seasons, and localities—not an artificial light we bring into the world but a gift, above all
the gift of the sun.

As the place of the rising sun, the east possesses a special sigmficance. The cham-
bered tomb at Newgrange thus privileges the midwinter sunrise (fig. 71), while the axes of
many Greek temples came to be fixed by the position of the nsing sun on the feast day of
the divinity to which the temple was consecrated. There is a sense in which such structures
may be considered sun dials: on the feast day the doors of the cella were opened and for a
minute the rays of the rising sun were able to penetrate the dark of the cella’s interior and
light up the 1mage of the deity. At that moment the facade of the temple is almost free of
shadows and reveals itself in an unusual purity.’’ The Romans placed less emphasis on such
considerations. Practical considerations that had little to do with religion or with the natural
symbolism of space and light decided its placement: for example, considerations of how to
fit the temple into the urban fabric. But when Emperor Constantine in A.D. 324 erected a
large basilica over the grave of St. Peter, its entrance was once again oriented toward the
east, as had been the entrance of the Greek temple.’® Soon there were objections to this
orientation. In a sermon dating from 450 we hear Pope Leo the Great objecting to the way
such architecture invited a mungling of Christian faith with pagan sun worship: “Such cus-
toms lead to that godlessness that has some people, who do not know any better, venerate
the sun when it rises at dawn from elevated places; some Christians, indeed, consider it
especially pious, when, before entering the basilica of St. Peter, consecrated to the one
living and true God, and having ascended the steps, they turn around toward the rising sun
and with bent neck bow down before the gleaming disc. . . . Even if some venerate the
creator of the beautiful light more than the light itself, such form of worship cannot be
permitted.”*® To counter such paganism the church’s orientation was reversed. This discour-
aged worshipers from reversing direction as they approached and entered the church: the
church now becomes a path leading east, to the true light, to Christ.® In keeping with the
natural symbolism of hght, this path leads from west to east, from darkness to hight. After
the Middle Ages this orientation loses much of its former significance. The churches of
most modern cities face in every possible direction.

This may suggest that the natural language of light and dark is no longer alive for
us, and we should note that this language is one not only of light but of a ight that changes
with the times of the day and the times of the year. Certainly, our placement of buildings,
and not just of churches, tends to give little weight to such considerations; other factors
have come to be more important. How much attention is paid by architects, when siting a
house, or in planning where bedroom, kitchen, and dining room should be, to this ever-
changing light (fig. 72)? We are, of course, in this age of artificial ight and central heating

and air-conditioning, much less dependent on such considerations; but, as Heidegger would
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teach us, such comparative independence also has made it more dufficult to build houses in
which human beings can dwell rather than reside. Think back to places where you have
lived: how much or how little did the natural light illuminating these spaces mean to you?
How much does it still mean? I like to wake up in a bedroom facing east, especially so in
the spring, at Easter time.!

Bound up with the language of verticals are the different meanings of up and down. Once
agan a few suggestions have to suffice. I have already spoken of that verticality of human
being which Vitruvius takes to distinguish us from the animals. Our feet tie us to the earth;
our head, seat of eyes and mouth, ties us to light and spirit, to the logos. “Up” and “down”
thus invite very different associations. In Greek and medieval geocentric cosmology the
value of up far outweighs that of the center: the world above the moon—the realm of the
sun, the stars, and the planets, unreachable but visible, whose ageless order is a continuing
challenge—contrasts with the sublunar world to which our body binds us, a realm ruled by
growth and decay, birth and death. The devil dwells at the earth’s center. Geocentrism came
to mean diabolocentrism.

The different meanings of up and down are revealed to us in experiences of as-
cending and descending. Think of the step or steps leading up to the front door, or of the
way steps are used in sacred architecture—for example, in churches: a few steps may lead
to the portal, a few more steps separate the nave from the more sacred space of the choir.
In a traditional church the way east is also a way up. Holy stairs and holy mountains figure
in religions the world over—Sinai, Olympus, Golgatha; Meru, Haraberazaiti, Garizim.?
How much of this remains alive in us today when we climb a mountain? When we reach a
cross on the top of some Alpine peak, this of course refers back to that mountan on which
Christ died (fig. 73). The meaning of cross and mountain are here tied to a particular re-
ligious tradition. But the sacredness of neither is limited to the Christian tradition, which
could be said to have appropriated the natural symbolism of mountains, inseparable from
the symbolism of up and down.

In this connection we should not forget the very different meaning of descent:
going down 1nto a cellar, into the underworld; descending into hell. In many medieval
churches we often find beneath the light-filled choir a crypt: narrow steps wind down into
its musty darkness. If the altar above is given to light and eternal life, beneath is the realm
of darkness and death. The crypt is the cellar of the church. Here human pride is shattered.

To the language of up and down we have to add that of inside and outside, bound up with
the awareness of our own bodies, with their openings so much like the windows and doors

of buildings. Just as our experience of verticals and horizontals is profoundly ambivalent, so
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is our experience of inside and outside. Think of the many poems, mostly romantic, m
which some lonely wanderer looks into a house where people have gathered happily around
a festively decked table: it may be Christmas, the cold without making the warmth within
seem all the more desirable. Closely related to this is Rudolf Schwarz’s plan for a simple
church: “To celebrate the holy feast of the Lord, one needs a space of good proportions,
not too large, in its middle a table, on which is placed a bowl with bread and a chalice with
wine”? This suggests that a circular space, a space built in the image of the Pantheon
perhaps, might furnish a proper setting for such a sacred feast (see fig. 66).

Yet, as Schwarz insists, how hopeless is the unmitigated, perfect closure of ring
and hemisphere; “ring and dome are the dreariest of all forms. Forever they remain a self-
preoccupied circling, forever only a throw that begins to rise, climbs to a peak only to fall
back into heaviness, as natural life returns itself to the earth.”?* We want to break open the
ring, open it to some other, less earthbound place, and fill it with light as the builders of
the prehistoric tomb at Newgrange allowed the light of the midwinter sun to enter the
tomb’s darkness, refusing to let the sheltering, dark earth have the last word. When my wife
and I built a small pavilion on the island of Vieques, our architect, Edward E Knowles,
persuaded us to open it, Pantheon-like, to the sky, asserting that vertical dimension of hu-
man being insisted on already by Vitruvius (fig. 74). It is a good place to sleep. The oculus
above quiets and calms—it is magical to wake up at night, just long enough to recognize
the head of Scorpio overhead. Spaces thus open to the seemingly eternal firmament are fit

for sleeping and burial: the Pantheon thus provides builders of cenotaphs with an obvious
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paradigm (see figs. 111, 112). But life demands the horizontal; and so we opened up the
space, especially to the east, to allow the moving sun to wake us and draw us out of the
house (fig. 75).

“Inside” can promise shelter, but it can also mean a suffocating darkness that our
imagmation peoples with images that both fascinate and terrify. Think of the sad windows
that accompany the traveler as the train is about to plunge into the tunnel leading into
Grand Central Station: broken windows, blind eyes that recall those soulless, mirrored eye-
glasses that shut us out as they shut their wearers in, glasses for a fellowship of Symparanekro-
menoi,® persons who have buried themselves while still alive. Inside—prison and shelter;
outside—threatening other and our true home: how we experience one or the other will
have much to do with our experience of the world. Those who experience the world as
already a fit dwelling place, as paradise, if you will, do not have to build at all. The more
we feel at home in the world, the less we will want to shut it out. The need for building is
founded in the deficiency of the world, first apparent in the need for physical shelter. That
deficiency is readily linked to thoughts of the deficiency of human being, thoughts of an
essentially free spirit cast into the body’s prison and thus subjected to the accident of its
location. Gnosticism holds such a view, and there is a Gnostic side to Platonism and to
Christianity. Were one to think that way, one would be likely to associate “shelter” with
“prison” and dream of an architecture beyond the distinction of inside and outside, an
architecture that would furnish a humanity that had asserted its mastery over its own body
and the physical environment and liberated itself from the age-old need to seek refuge in
dark interiors.?® Paul Scheerbart was such a dreamer. The enthusiasm with which he spoke
of glass architecture that, fusing inside and outside, would return us to a paradisal state recalls
the enthusiasm with which Giordano Bruno three centuries earlier greeted the destruction

of the medieval cosmos:

We live for the most part within enclosed spaces. These form the environment from which our culture
grows. Our culture is in a sense a product of our architecture. If we wish to raise our culture to a higher
level, we are forced for better or worse to transform our architecture. And this will be possible only if we
remove the enclosed quality from the space in which we live. This can be done only through the introduc-
tion of glass architecture that lets the light of the moon and stars into our rooms not merely through a few
windows, but similarly through the greatest possible number of walls that are made entirely of glass,

colored glass.?’

Why mention moon and stars and not the sun? And why colored glass? Medieval stained
glass comes to mund. Scheerbart, too, is dreaming of cathedrals for the modern age.

The fascination with transparency cannot be denied: there is something intoxicat-
ing about the possibility that glass offers of integrating inside and outside. It offers at least
an illusion of dwelling in nature, under the open sky, looking up to the stars and the moon,
as Adam and Eve must have done in paradise. But we are not in paradise. Who of us would
want to live in a glass house? Soon we would be searching for some corner that was really
our own, enclosed, offering protection from the world and from others. The need for en-

closed spaces is tied to the need for privacy, the need to be left alone: for example, when
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we want to dwell, at least for a time, in our own inner space, with our own dreams and
thoughts; or when, ashamed of our nakedness, we want to avoid the look of the other, say
when we need to use the toilet. There is a side to building that invites us to locate its origin
in shame. To do so is to understand it in the image of the traditional origin of clothing, the
fig leaf. In this connection it is interesting to observe children who, even in their rooms,
sometimes even in their beds, construct other, more intimate spaces. One of my sons called
it his “groove corner.” %

If there is something inhuman about the openness of glass architecture that threat-
ens to deprive us of a private sphere, equally inhuman is an architecture that deprives us of
a sense of outside. In the film Last Year at Marienbad, a disturbing architectural environment
was created simply by showing the insides of the Baroque palaces in which the film was
shot, Schleissheim and the Amalienburg near Munich, in such a way that you couldn’t see
a window. As a result normally airy, light-filled spaces assumed a labyrinthine quality that
recalled Piranesi’s Carceri. Many of the atria currently so popular similarly disturb me: creat-
ing an artificial “outside,” often complete with trees and flowing water, inside some large
structure (say a hotel in Atlanta), they deprive us of a sense of the world we live in as a
home, hint at possibilities of a totally artificial environment, invite thoughts of a time when
we may have made nature so uninhabitable that only such artificial environments will be
found tolerable. In a very different way, Gothic stained glass, too, suppresses our usual
experience of the window as an opening to the outside world and thus denies us a sense of
that world as our home; instead we are presented with figures of what is taken to be our
true home, a home not of this world.

As these observations suggest, a good way to explore the ambivalent meaning of
inside and outside would be to listen to what windows and doors have to tell us. Often a
poet or painter will place us inside a room, looking out. Dutch genre painters thus hked to
establish the interior as a private, intimate realm with the presence of windows, hinting at
the public world without. Very different 1s the voice of the window in Caspar David
Friedrich’s Woman by a Window (fig. 76). Here the luminous outside hints at freedom; the
mast of a ship that remains invisible hints at journeys to distant places. How very different
is the voice of its tenuous vertical from that of the window’s cross. Slight as it is, 1t effectively
separates outside from inside, which in this painting seems strangely cramped, stifling, a
prison.

Different again is the voice of the open door in Hopper’s Rooms by the Sea (fig.
77). It allows the openness of hight and ocean to invade the interior so that it can be neither
prison nor shelter. Here open space triumphs over the sheltering wall. There is something
exciting but also inhuman about an architecture that allows space to triumph over place.
Even “cavemen” apparently did not live in the interior of caves but instead found their
shelter under overhanging rocks.?” The depths of caves were holy places, sacred spaces re-
moved from everyday life, spaces given to the mysterium tremendum et fascinans that touches
us whenever we touch the boundaries of our life. If this is right, there is a sense in which
caveman lived between cave and open nature, somewhat like the cliff dwellers of Mesa
Verde. And do we not still demand dwellings that allow us to live such a life—sheltering

walls and doors and windows through which light and air can enter?
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(1818) Nationalgalerie, Berlin. Credit: Foto
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Edward Hopper, Rooms by the Sea (1951). Bequest
of Stephen Carlton Clark. Credit- Yale Umnversity
77 | Art Gallery.

There are other aspects of the language of space we should consider. I have already touched
on the symbolism of the center, which has often been thought inseparable from human
dwelling. Every enclosed area or volume implies a center, more strongly when compactness
and regularity are greater. Circles and squares, spheres and domes are strongly centered.
The Pantheon is such a space, although its center remains inaccessible, a divine center from
which we are excluded (see fig. 66). )
Neighborhoods and cities require such centers if they are to be experienced as
coherent regions; they invite us to mark or re-present these centers, be it with some promi-
nent structure or with a square, which may in turn find its center in some monument or
fountain.® If center and boundary go together, centers are also suggested whenever axes
intersect, inviting re-presentation by broadening the intersection into a square. By prolifer-
ating such intersections, the grid devalues any particular intersection, posing a threat to the
formation of such regions as functioning neighborhoods. To counteract this tendency a
particular square may be singled out by being left unoccupied: such squares function as
potent negative figures. Squares provide natural centers for the life of the community,
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proper places for buildings that serve a communal function. But every intersection invites
special emphasis, invites re-presentation as center of some neighborhood: street corners are
special places and invite special treatment (see fig. 55). Stores here find a natural place.

An obvious paradigm for such centered spaces is paradise, that bounded garden,
which has in its midst the tree of life—and also that of the knowledge of good and evil. It
would be easy to add other such paradigms: the symbolic significance of the center seems
inseparable from the human situation, bound up with the requirement of dwelling. Insepa-
rable from our feeling at home in a certain region, it presides over that region as a force
holding it together. For archaic people, Eliade writes, the center is thus “pre-eminently the
zone of the sacred, the zone of absolute reality.” Thus, “Attaining the center is equivalent
to consecration, an initiation: yesterday’s profane and illusory existence gives place to a new,
to a life that 1s real, enduring, and effective.”® Those who built the Tower of Babel as an
axis mundi sought to furnish themselves with such a center. Every temple or sacred structure
re-presents the center, like the ladder of Jacob’s dream, a hinge holding together heaven and
earth—hence its gathering power. As such a center it is also a sacred mountain, a place
where heaven and earth meet.

The center of our individual life-world would seem to be foremost whatever place
we find ourselves. But this is only a place where we happen to be, for we can move and
think of other places: if some sense of center is thus given by the body matrix, it would be
absurd to mvoke here the symbolism of an axis mundi. Furthermore, we are not alone: our
being is inevitably a being-with-others. Whatever sense we can make of the center of our
world, that center cannot be just the individual’s own but must belong to and be supported
by the community of which she or he feels a part. To be experienced as a genuine center a
place must be experienced as gathering a multitude into a community. And to have that
power it must in some sense still be experienced as a place where the earth opens up, perhaps
no longer to heaven but to the divine—or, if no longer to the divine, then to the values
that we take to preside over our lives.

How much does this symbolism of the center still mean to us? Can we think of
‘Washington as the center of the United States, opening this land up to its firmament of
values, helping to gather it into a genuine community? Think of the Mall with its monu-
ments (fig. 78), of the Capitol and White House; consider the function art and, more espe-
cially, architecture have in establishing this vast expanse as a center. Something similar,
although inevitably more modest, would seem to give (or perhaps just attempt to give)
coherence to just about every communuty, although everywhere the centrifugal forces that
are a corollary of our celebration of the individual at the expense of community continue
to diminish the importance of all centers. The grid here symbolizes a mode of organization
in keeping with the open democratic society in which we live. Does such openness pose a
threat to dwelling and thus also to community? The visible and growing disintegration of
our cities does suggest a profound displacement of large parts of this society, a loss of centers
that testifies to a growing inability to dwell.

But all invocations of an archaic, centered dwelling demand questioning. If the

shape of modernity mulitates against all centers, should we not welcome this? Suppose I
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were to discover a place that deserved to be called not just a center but the center of my
world, were to discover, say, the place where I truly belong, my true home: how could I
bear to leave it? Were I to dwell in such a home, I would no longer know where to go; in
an important sense there would be no longer be a place to go, since that place I would
already be occupying. The voyage of my life would have ended. So understood, the pleni-
tude suggested by dwelling at the center means death, and it only seems appropriate that
the devil was thought to dwell in the earth’s center and God somewhere beyond the periph-
ery, beyond the firmament, everywhere and nowhere.

To be genuinely at home in this world, we have to affirm our essential home-
lessness, a homelessness illuminated by shifting ideals of genuine dwelling, figures of home,
and precarious conjectures about what it might mean to dwell near the center. Temples
have functioned as such figures. But every attempt to step into the true center, to come
home in this sense, more especially to make the house into such a home, denies the essential
ec—centricity of human dwelling—an “ec-centricity” that needs to be thought in relation

to a center, but a center that withdraws whenever we seek to seize it.
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Learning from Two Invisible Houses

13-

While it makes sense to speak of a natural language of space, this language 1s 1nevitably
mediated by particular landscapes, particular histories, particular stories. Thus space will
speak differently in a desert climate than in the rainy north; differently on a plain and in the
mountains; differently 1n a peasant and a modern industnal society; differently in a Christian
and in an Islamic country. Not least among the factors that mediate our understanding of
space are the buildings we have grown up with, especially the house or houses that for the
first few years of our lives gave us a sense of security, houses that have inscribed themselves
into our consciousness as figures of an ideal building, more dreamed of than remembered.
For each of us, Bachelard claims, there exists “an oneiric house, a house of dream-memory,
that is lost in the shadow of a beyond of the real past”! (fig. 79). Dreams of that house
mntertwine with dreams of a more integrated way of life, a more authentic dwelling.

Bachelard’s oneiric house presupposes a relatively stable environment, not quite as
stable perhaps as Heidegger’s Black Forest farm, but still an environment in which families
tended to stay together, in one house, long enough for the house to inscribe itself into the
child. Today the cultures that provided such an environment are rapidly eroding. Many
children, to be sure, continue to be raised in similarly stable environments, but the evolution
of the modern life-world seems to point in a very different direction: how does a much
more unstable lifestyle—in which families move, disintegrate, and reform; 1n which often
there is no family at all, but a single parent struggling to maintain a home—affect our
dreams of houses? Of what houses do the inhabitants of our ghettoes dream?

Bachelard’s dream house presents itself to the reader as very much an ideal build-
ing, of a piece with other such buildings that would call us to a more authentic dwelling.
As for Heidegger, so for Bachelard, too, that call is a call away from the dispersal in the
world that is inseparable from modern life, from thé many roles that we have to play, the
changing possibilities that invite us to improve and expand ourselves, to seek out what we
have not yet tried, and to experiment with new lifestyles, with new partners, with ourselves.
Bachelard’s dream house challenges such experimentation. Dreaming of this house, we hold

on to ourselves, save ourselves from drowning in an ocean of possibilities.

Without it, man would be a dispersed being. It maintains him through the storms of heaven and those

of life. It is body and soul. It is the human being’s first world. Before he is “cast into the world,” as
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Dickelschwaig near Ettal, Bavana. Photo by
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claimed by certain hasty metaphysics, man is laid in the cradle of the house. And always, in our day-
dreams, the house is a large cradle. A concrete metaphysics cannot neglect this fact, this simple fact, all
the more since this fact is a value, an important value, to which we return in our daydreaming. Being is

already a value. Life begins well, it begins enclosed, protected, all warm in the bosom of the house. (p. 5)

Bachelard challenges the claim that building has its origin in the fundamental opposition
between human beings and the initially strange and indifferent world in which they have to
live, an opposition that finds expression in the phrase “cast into the world.” When Bachelard
speaks of a “certain hasty metaphysics,” “a secondary metaphysics” that “passes over the
prelimunaries, when being is being-well, when the human being is deposited in a being-
well, in the well-being originally associated with being” (p. 7), he is no doubt thinking of
Being and Time: Heidegger’s fundamental ontology had indeed made homelessness constitu-
tive of human being.? First of all and most of the time we have lost ourselves to the world
into which we have been cast. Into this state of lostness breaks the silent call of conscience,
which, calling from far away, calls us beyond the world, back to ourselves. But in calling us
back to ourselves, conscience does not call us to a specific place. This analytic is strikingly
similar to Gnostic thinking. Heidegger’s later conception of human being as a dwelling
within the fourfold moves closer to Bachelard: the Black Forest farmhouse is his oneiric
house. And Heidegger’s dream house, too, presupposes that primordial dwelling is a being
at home in the world. But for the present age, the age ruled by the Ge-Stell, the analysis
offered in Being and Time retains much of its validity.
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Bachelard’s assertion that life begins well recalls the traditional account that would
have humanity begin sheltered, in paradise. These memories or memory dreams of being at
home are then projected into an indefinite future; both past and future contrast with the
present, in which we are not really at home. We get thus a four-term matrix: home, the
opposition of self and the social and natural environment into which 1t has been cast, and
the projection of a future home. This matrix should seem familiar: we recognize a version
of it in the traditional view of man as fallen, having been expelled into an alien world in
which he has to struggle to survive, haunted by memories of the paradise he has lost and by
dreams of regaining what has been lost. In romantic literature we meet again and again with
images of the hero who has left home, who had to leave home 1 order to become an
individual confronting an often hostile world, and yet who now, haunted by dreams of what
he has lost, faces the task of homecoming. Jung saw 1n this matrix an archetypal pattern.?
Something like it would indeed seem to be inseparable from our development into thinking,
self-conscious beings: the self constitutes itself by leaving home and going out imto the
world, struggling to make its place in that world and guided in that struggle by dreams of
home, of a more intimate dwelling that it casts ahead of itself into the future.*

Different experiences of different individuals will clothe this archetypal structure
in different images. Bachelard suggests that all the different houses 1n which we have lived
make a contribution to our image of our dream house. “And after we are in a new house,
when memones of other places we have lived in come back to us, we travel to the land of
Motionless Childhood, motionless the way all Immemorial things are. We live fixations,
fixations of happiness” (p. 5). Our encounters with houses are illuminated by memones
of a past that has been endowed with a mythical significance, as childhood figures the
integral life.

How important is the actual house in which we were born and to which we are
tied by our first memories? Bachelard gives it great importance: “But over and beyond our
memories, the house we were bormn in is physically inscribed 1n us. It 15 a group of organic
habits. After twenty years, in spite of all the other anonymous stairways, we would recapture
the reflexes of the ‘first stairway,” we would not stumble on that rather high step. The
house’s entire being would open up, faithful to our own being. We would push the door
that creaks with the same gesture, we would find our way in the dark to the distant attic.
The feel of the latch has remained in our hand” (p. 5; fig. 80). We have to wonder how
true this remains in a culture with much greater mobility than Bachelard’s France. I, for
example, cannot remember the house in Jena in which I was born: we left it when I was
two. And yet in some way that house, together with its large garden, does seem to have
inscribed itself into me: how else could I explain my love for a certain washed-out red that
I associate wath the color of the red hawthorn? That color still carries connotations of a
special well-being. For a long time I found my liking of this color inexplicable; I thought
of myself as the sort of person who should prefer colors like an emerald green hinting at
tropical water, or a glowing deep orange. Much later I learned that a good part of the first
summer of my life was spent in the garden of that no longer remembered house, beneath a
large red hawthorn. The first house I remember 1s a two-story house in Berlin’s Eichkamp,
also with a large, magical garden, with red, black, and white currants, an emerald lizard that
seemed to come right out of a fairy tale; the white magic of house and garden was darkened
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80 | New Hampshire. Photo by author.

by the black magic of bomb splinters that I collected, tearing the pockets of my pants,
darkened also by the spectacle of searchlights before a fiery sky, an incendiary bomb crashing
into the attic.

According to Bachelard the house (or houses) of our childhood, together with
other houses in which we have lived, only visited, or perhaps just read about or glimpsed
in illustrated books, furnishes material for our dreams of houses; it serves to make concrete
or to schematize our idea of the archetypal home, to which Bachelard attributes a healing
power, healing in the sense of making us whole, rescuing us from the dispersal of life. And
no doubt, the way buildings and spaces speak to us is tied to quite specific personal memo-
ries, memories inevitably tied to a particular place, a particular landscape. The more similar
our experiences, the more likely it is that themes I stress when speaking of my dream house
will resonate with your dreams. But while we should not lose sight of the dependence of
Bachelard’s oneiric house on personal experiences, many aspects of our dream house are less
tied to specific regions and places. This is borne out by what Bachelard calls his topoanal-
ysis, his analysis of the different places of his dream house.

Bachelard, too, emphasizes the special poetry of up and down. “Verticality is ensured by
the polarity of cellar and attic, the marks of which are so deep that, in a way, they open up
very different perspectives for a phenomenology of the imagination” (p. 17). Thoughts of
attics invite thoughts of roofs with which the house relates itself to the sky. This relation
gives the roof a special significance. “A roof tells its raison d’étre right away: it gives mankind

shelter from the rain and the sun he fears. Geographers are constantly reminding us that,
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in every country, the slope of the roof is one of the surest indications of the climate. We
‘understand’ the slant of a roof” (p. 18). It is difficult to be objective here. How much
understanding is there of roof angles when there is no dominant roof angle, when roofs are
flat or come with all sorts of angles and coverings? But we do understand the slant of the
roof of Heidegger’s Black Forest farmhouse or its Alpine counterpart—flatter, its shingles
weighed down with stones. Compare its look to that of farmhouses in the Pyrenees or the
Himalayas. All these roofs speak of mountains and the weather. One could draw maps of
traditional roof angles: such maps would show boundaries almost as sharp as those that
separate dialects or languages. To be sure, we are thinking here first of all of premodern
societies and their buildings. What I earlier called modermty’s liberation from the tyranny
of place mirrors itself in the way we build. Today versions of the Alpine roof can appear
just about anywhere, for example, in California or Massachusetts.

Still, for traditional architecture Bachelard is right: often the roof does offer us
something like a key to the soul of a building. To give just one example: we associate the
Gothic cathedral with a complicated exterior, wath 1ts flying buttresses, a peaked roof over
the raised central aisle, and lean-to roofs over the side aisles. When you compare this with
the large Gothic churches that were built in Germany in the fifteenth century we notice a
considerable simplification: now one large roof spanning the nave 1n its entirety dominates;
the buttresses are greatly simphfied and have become simple step buttresses, 1f they have not
disappeared altogether on the outside to reappear inside as wall-pallars. This not only leads
to very different, plainer exteriors but also transforms the interior spaces, as the basilica gives
way to the hall church with all the aisles of roughly equal height. With thus, the view down
the central aisle to the high altar loses some of its importance, as diagonal vistas become
more significant. Changed also is the experience of windows and walls, now often obscured
by pillars and wall-piflars. The forest metaphor become irresistible. That such different
spaces also invite a different spirituality is to be expected and can be demonstrated. In ex-
plaining these differences the most important variable is the weather, although we also have
to keep in mind the geographically conditioned difference in building maternals, say the use
of brick rather than limestone. The creation of very different spaces intertwines with dif-
ferent expectations of what buildings should look like. These buildings in turn help shape
the way space generally is experienced.

To what extent do we today still understand the language of roofs? I have already
noted that our urban environments exhibit a much greater variety of roof types than more
traditional communities. But our expectations of what a house should look like are shaped
not only by houses we have seen but also by dlustrations of houses, found in all sorts of
books and journals. The illustrations of houses found in children’s books seem to be quite

conservative; this impression would have to be tested by systematic study.

Bachelard develops the topoanalysis of tus oneiric house by exploring the language of attic
and cellar. “The cellar is first and foremost the dark entity of the house, the one that partakes

of subterranean forces. When we dream there, we are in harmony with the irrationality of
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Frank Lloyd Wright, Marun House, Buffalo,

81 New York Photo by author

House in Haslach near Traunstein Photo by

82 author.

the depths” (p. 18). When I was eight I lived in a house in the Franconian Kénigshofen
that had a marvelous old cellar, hewn into the local limestone. For a long time the house
had served as a grocery store and the cellar especially was filled with mysterious smells—I
remember especially vinegar and apple. Do houses need cellars, or at least dark spaces that
fill its function? Frank Lloyd Wright would have answered with a vehement “no.” His
dreams of houses on the open prairie excluded the cellar: “I had the idea that every house
in that low region should begin on the ground, not 1n it, as they then began, with damp
cellars.”5 The house was to begin at ground level—belong to the earth, yes, but not dig
1nto 1t, enter 1its darkness—and this relationship to the earth was to communicate itself to
anyone looking at such a house. Similarly, indeed even more insistently, Wright called for
the elimination of the attic: “Furst thing in building the new house, get nd of the attic,
therefore the dormer. Get n1d of the useless false heights below 1t” (p. 32; fig. 81).
Bachelard’s dream house, on the other hand, has both cellar and attic (fig. 82). To
the latter one can escape from the family, perhaps from reality. Attics are thus good places
to think, dream, play, write poetry. Poets belong in garrets and I write these words 1n an
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attic. Once again the question returns: to what extent is Bachelard speaking from his own
French, European, bourgeois perspective, and to what extent is he describing phenomena
that remain alive for us? Should a house have an attic and a cellar, corners and nooks where
one can hide things and oneself? Wright wanted the house to offer a broad, unified shelter,
a simple space that was easily surveyed and gathered around a central hearth. Bachelard’s
dream house, in comparison, would seem to be a rather messy affair with many nooks and
crannies. That regional and political differences help to account for these different 1deals
requires no comment.

Still, perhaps we need houses in which doors can be slammed shut and things
shoved out of the way, into some cellar, attic, or closet, to be forgotten for many years, only
to be rediscovered much later, perhaps only by children or grandchildren. From his 1deal
house Wright sought to banish all such spaces: closets, too, “disappeared as unsamtary
boxes, wasteful of room, and airy wardrobes in the room served instead” (p. 17). We should
ask ourselves what kind of dwelling goes along with such open, unified spaces, and Wright
was of course quite aware of their ethical implications. “Yes, architectural forms by thus
interior means might now grow up to express a deeper sense of human life values than any
existing before. Architecture might extend the bounds of human individuality indefinitely
by way of safe interior discipline” (p. 20). Discipline within and a new freedom: these are
shelters open to the land whose vanishing walls have been replaced by glass, this “super-
material qualified to qualify us; qualify us not only to escape from the prettified cavern of
our present domestic life as also from the cave of our past, but competent actually to awaken
in us the desire of such far-reaching simplicities of life as we may see in the clear counte-
nance of nature” (p. 46). Here, too, the dream of a simpler, more natural life, a life not
weighed down by the burdens of the past (both historical and personal), burdens we keep
dragging with us, often without knowing what weighs on us.

But, when we shed these burdens, are we not also in danger of shedding what
gives depth and continuity to our lives? Think of throwing out some old photographs,
letters, report cards. All of these have the power to raise memories of persons and events
that have made us who we are. Both the historical and our personal pasts have shaped our
likes and dishikes, our dreams and fears. Neither past is spread out before us like an open
book. We are all prejudiced, and usually that prejudice is so much with us that it is not
recognized as such. Just for that reason it is important to be confronted with traces of the
person we once were and in some measure still are. To free oneself of a deep prejudice
requires much work and may be impossible if it is deeply enough ingrained. Yet to confront
one’s prejudices, to expose them to other horizons, is part of autonomy.

As Gadamer has insisted, the prejudice against prejudice must also be questioned
and can indeed be shown to be itself a prejudice, of a piece with the prejudice agamnst
perspective. Just as our sight is always governed by some point of view or other, so our
values and ideals are always governed by some personal and social prejudice or other, whose
roots reach back far into history and down deep into our subconscious. An adequate under-
standing of human being must recognize the importance of what usually remains below the
level of consciousness. Our psyche, too, has its attics, cellars, and closets. But if so, theories

of dwelling should not attempt to elide them. In our buildings, too, we need spaces that
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play the part of the subconscious, spaces where we store what we do not seem to need,
spaces where the relics of our lives are allowed to accumulate, spaces where we may rum-
mage some day to be confronted with some long-forgotten aspect of our past, spaces that
provide our dwelling with a usually obscured continuity. Attics, cellars, and closets are

such spaces.

The above discussion also is governed by its prejudice and invites challenge. Does Frank
Lloyd Wright’s dream house not have as much to teach us as Bachelard’s? Wright’s call for
houses that invite us to “escape from the prettified cavern of our present domestic life as
also from the cave of our past” will not be dismissed. The promise of open space, which
figures the promise of an open future, must not be sacrificed to the stifling comfort of place,
which figures the way we have been bound by our past. Wright’s reference to cavern and
cave brings to mind Giedion’s remark that the so-called caveman in fact lived between cave
and open nature. Should we not think of genuine dwelling also as such a being in between
caves and open space, a dwelling in between past and future, in between memories and
hopeful and still unformed expectations? This would suggest that we should build our house
somewhere between Bachelard’s oneiric house and Wright’s ideal prairie house. We can
agree with Bachelard on this: we all dream of houses. But not always of the same house;
sometimes our dreams are of huts, sometimes of palaces, sometimes of intimate shelters that
shut out the outside, sometimes of tents open to the forest and its animals; sometimes they
lead back into the past, sometimes forward into the future. We must navigate among a
multitude of such dreams when we attempt to imagine our ideal house.

It is not only our personal history that gives content to that house. Again and
again the past has yielded images that gave direction to building. The historical past becomes
especially important when confidence erodes in the tradition in which we stand, when
measures and values long taken for granted have become questionable, when personal
dreams have proliferated in such a way or speak with so many voices that they no longer
can offer a clear direction. We may turn to reason for the needed authority. But reason
alone has proven unable to rescue our decisions from arbitrariness.

When the specter of arbitrariness thus threatens our confidence in our own deci-
sions, we tend to appeal to history to supply the needed authority. Heidegger’s Being and
Time offers an example. After developing a view of authenticity that appears to rule out all
appeals to God or to pure practical reason, to essences or norms, and recognizing that there
can be no responsible choice without criteria to guide it, Heidegger comes to claim that
“the sole authority which a free existing can have” is that “of revering the repeatable pos-
sibilities of existence.”¢ Heidegger was by no means the only one to invest the past, in his
case pre-Socratic Greece, with such authority. Historicism in architecture can be similarly
defended. Willam Hubbard, for example, offers just such a defense in Complicity and Convic-
tion:” the indispensability of appeals to the past is acknowledged. Relating his or her structure
to precursor buildings, while yet attempting to make an original contribution, the architect
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adds a link to what is a continuing chain. Hubbard invites us to take Harold Bloom’s inter-
pretation of poetic achievement, which focuses on a creative feading or rather misreading
of precursor texts, as a model for understanding achievement in architecture.®

A difficulty with this and similar views is that history does not speak with one but
with many voices. Some past event becomes authoritative only when recognized as worthy
of repetition. Heidegger himself does not speak of “recognizing” but of “choosing”: to live
a meaningful life the individual must choose his hero.® Following Bloom we may want to
say, must choose his precursor. But how can I choose some historical or perhaps fictional
character as my precursor unless I recognize in that precursor a paradigm worth reappropri-
ating? Can such recognition be willed? Must there not be something about my situation,
about what now moves and claims me, that lets me recognize in this particular individual
my precursor and to make that earlier stance the measure of my own? We fall back into
arbitrariness unless choice is tied to recognition. Essentially the same considerations apply
to the architect who turns to the past to find there a hero or a paradigm to appropriate.
Where should he or she look? to the Greek temple? the Gothuic cathedral? to Palladio? or
perhaps to Corbusier? Where do we find a binding, nonarbitrary reading of history?
If history is to provide authoritative guidance, it may be experienced not as a reservoir of
more or less interesting motifs, which we can pick up or discard as we see fit, but as a tra-
dition that determines our place and destiny, in which we stand and to which we belong. So
understood history could provide orientation simuilar and supplementary to the orientation
furnished by Bachelard’s oneiric house. But do we today still stand in history in this way?
There is a sense in which we moderns have fallen out of history. We may indeed know
more about history today than ever before, but precisely in making the past an object of
scholarly investigation we have lost the sense of belonging to history. The very successes of
our historians betray a profound historical rootlessness: for many historians time has become
a coordinate on which they move back and forth with equal facility. The expert on Roman
history of the first century B.C. is as close to her subject matter as the historian of Elizabethan
England. But with this historical displacement, the past has to lose 1ts authorty, as 1t becomes
no more than a reservoir of materials that we may incorporate in our constructions as we
see fit. The problem of arbitrariness returns.

To defeat such arbitrariness Hubbard appeals to an evolving ideal image of human
being: “The architect has in mind an ideal about how people ought to live, and he has
chosen those particular conventions because he sees a way in which he can use them to
express that ideal”’° There is good reason to take seriously Hubbard’s Bloomian account of
works of architecture as offering creative misreadings of heroic precursor structures. Con-
sider the Pantheon (fig. 83) and its countless successors, including Vaudoyer’s House of the
Cosmopolite, Jefferson’s University of Virginia (fig. 84), and the Jefferson Memorial. What
gave direction to these departures? And what gave authority to the original paradigm in the
first place? Why the Pantheon and not some other structure? If choice and departure are
not to seem arbitrary there must be something about the paradigm that speaks to us; it must
answer to some perhaps still ill-formed and inarticulate, but nevertheless potent preunder-
standing of genuine dwelling. And the same goes for the deviation. Hubbard appeals to an
ideal of how people are to live. If that ideal were rejected, the architecture that serves i,
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too, would meet with little sympathy. But Hubbard, a committed conventionalist, also sug-
gests that all ideals are human creations and as such finally groundless and arbitrary: “We in
society want to be able to believe in ideals about the places we inhabit, but we know that
such ideals are indefensible”'! On Hubbard’s view the architect can count on this will to
believe. Architecture helps to replace meaningless reality with an architecturally or rather
theatrically transformed reality, which draws us in and, as we surrender to it, gives us an
illusion of meaning. The architecture of Hitler’s Third Reich comes to mind, or that of
Stalin’s Russia. But examples need not be so distant or so unsavory. Take some late-
nineteenth-century neo-Gothic church or collegiate Gothic building. Hubbard has faith in
the human ability to create values from nothing, to found meanings in a meaningless world.
This faith “says that of course the world, as given, doesn’t make sense, but that we can make
sense of it and we are the only ones who can””*

This, I am afraid, is a vain hope. Values or meanings cannot finally be made or
invented. They must be discovered. That goes also for the meanings of architecture. All
meaning that presents itself to us as freely created must seem arbitrary, and whatever is
experienced as arbitrary to that extent fails to convince. If the ideals that guide our appropri-
ation of the past are indeed, as Hubbard suggests, human creations, they need not be there-
fore arbitrary. To carry authority they must be experienced as creative responses to a more
primordial and still inarticulate understanding of what it is to dwell. Without such a ground
to guide the architect’s choice of a precursor structure and his departure from it, both must
be experienced as arbitrary by him. And if we do not share the same ground, they will seem.
arbitrary to us.

Thomas Jefferson, Rotunda, Unuversity of

84 | Virginia. Photo by author.
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Building seeks to transform space into place. Such transformation depends on a prior sense
of place. This conviction is at the core of the persistent view that architecture should be a
re-presentation, a reestablishment of an archetypal building, thus making our dwelling a
repetition of an archetypal dwelling. Talk of a dream house or of the architecture of some
golden age—whether sought in ancient Greece, medieval Europe, Renaissance Florence,
or Jefferson’s Virginia does not matter in this context—is born of the attempt to recall
human beings to this more genuine dwelling. Such talk should not mislead us into think-
ing that there should ever be a realization of the house of our dreams. Bachelard is right to
insist, “Maybe it is good for us to keep a few dreams of a house, that we shall not have time
to achieve it. For a house that was final, one that stood in a symmetrical relation to the
house we were born in, would lead to thoughts—serious, sad thoughts—and not to dreams.
It is better to live in a state of impermanence than in one of finality.”** Genuine dwelling
means not so much a being at home but at most a continuous journeying home, a continu-
ous homecoming, haunted by changing dreams of home. If architecture really were to
realize the house of our dreams it would put an end to this journey. We would have arrived
and our dreams would cease. But with these dreams would cease our humanity. In this sense
Bachelard could agree with Wright: for the sake of freedom, openness must be preserved
in the houses we actually build. But Wright could in turn agree with Bachelard: a genuine

house must provide shelter and it cannot do so except by wresting place from open space.
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Building, Dwelling, and Time

14

Architecture has been understood as the art of bounding space.! If not particularly illuminat-
ing, such an understanding seems at least unproblematic, in keeping with the traditional
division of the arts, which goes back to Lessing’s Laocoon, between arts of space and arts of
time, formative and expressive arts.2 The distinction has a certain obviousness, even inevita-
bility. Lessing drew this distinction in order to reject the Horatian dictum that a poem ought
to be like a picture: ut pictura poesis. In this rejected view both poet and painter paint, one
with colors and the other with words; both poetry and painting are arts of representation,
distinguished only by their medium. Challenging this understanding, Lessing insists on their
profound difference: “I argue thus. If it be true that painting employs wholly different signs
or means of imitation from poetry—the one using forms and colors 1n space, the other
articulate sounds in time—and if signs must unquestionably stand in convenient relation to
the thing signified, then signs arranged side by side can represent only objects existing side
by side, or whose parts succeed each other, in time’?

Lessing broadens this questionable argument to distinguish between arts of space
and arts of ime, between formative and expressive arts, and therefore also between arts of
presence and arts of absence. Painting, sculpture, and architecture are included among the
former, poetry and music among the latter. Because they are concerned with space, the
formative arts are limited to stable forms: visual art “should express nothing essentially tran-
sitory. . . . All phenomena, whose nature it is suddenly to break out and as suddenly to
disappear, which can remain as they are but for a moment; all such phenomena, whether
agreeable or otherwise, acquire through the perpetuity conferred upon them by art such an
unnatural appearance, that the impression they produce becomes weaker with every fresh
observation till the whole subject at last wearies and disgusts us.”* So understood the visual
arts confer perpetuity, as they come to preserve at least a semblance of eternity. That is part
of their appeal: they help banish the terror of time.

Obvious as such a distinction may seem, it is easy to think of examples that call it
into question. The very fact that we speak of expressionist art, and even of expressionist
architecture, makes one wonder. Is expressionism in some sense deficient because it engages
time? Take abstract expressionism: here the painting preserves traces of an action and ges-
tures beyond itself to its absent origin. Something of the temporal quality of that action is

preserved by what appears on the canvas.
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Lessing was of course quite aware that his distinction between arts of space and
time makes it difficult to do justice to certain types of visual art. Were this not so, the dis-
tinction would indeed lose its polemical point, for with his distinction Lessing sought not
so much to describe as prescribe. Not that he could have been concerned about modern
expressionism. In the Laocoon Lessing sides with neo-classicism against the visual culture of
the Baroque and Rococo. For example, consider a sculpture by Bernini, says his Daphne, in
which the artist attempts to represent in marble Daphne’s transformation into a laurel, as
described in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Lessing would have found it difficult to defend such art:
as the Laocoor’s subtitle makes clear, he wanted to write An Essay upon the Limits of Painting
and Poetry. Invoking these limits, he sought to refute Horace. The divorce of painting from
poetry was to allow each to become more truly itself. Lessing sought to establish the proper
boundaries of the different arts. The art of Bernini pushes beyond these boundaries.

So does the expressive architecture of a Borromini. But it is not just the archi-
tecture of this architect or of this particular period that refuses to accommodate itself to
Lessing’s aesthetic legislation. There is a sense in which all architecture demands to be con-
sidered as also an art of time. This is suggested by the way we almost inevitably resort to
temporal metaphors and to metaphors suggesting motion or its absence when we describe
works of architecture. Geoffrey Scott has called attention to the way we speak of “springing
arches,” “swelling domes,” “soaring spires.”® Are such metaphors mere metaphors? What
allows them to be understood? Appealing to Theodor Lipps’s theory of empathy, Scott
suggests: “We transcribe architecture into terms of ourselves”’® Such self-projection is said to be
the foundation of humanism in architecture. It is important to keep in mind that the self in
question here is the embodied self, which is essentially an active self: sometimes busy, some-
times at rest, sometimes tense, sometimes relaxed. We should thus expect architecture, too,
to strike us sometimes as busy or tense, sometimes as restful or relaxed. To speak here of
self-projection, however, does not recognize that just as we read ourselves into architecture,
so we read ourselves in the image of architecture. Our experience of buildings is inseparably
tied to the experience we have of ourselves, of our bodies, just as our experience of our
bodies is affected by the spaces we inhabit. Scott indeed precedes the just-cited principle
with its complement: “We have transcribed ourselves into terms of architecture.”’” Such reciprocity
is to be expected if human being is, as Heidegger insists, a being-in-the-world.

But being-in-the-world cannot be divorced from temporality, from care and ac-
tivity, from expectation and memory. That dwelling has a temporal dimension requires no
comment, and the same holds of buildings. Consider once more a metaphor such as “soar-
ing spires”: it ascribes an activity to a tower (see fig. 68). Literally, of course, the adjective is
misplaced: towers are not like kites; they rest firmly on the ground. But we do not experi-
ence architecture as a pair of disesmbodied eyes, frozen in a single moment. The experience
of the soaring spire is inseparable from our experience of our own body. Not only does the
tower draw our eyes upward, but part of our experience of its height is also a self-projection
that places us up there. An understanding of the effort it would take to get up there, of
the way the world would look from up there—such and similar expectations provide our
experience of height with often quite specific connotations. Inseparable from our experi-

ence of the tower’s height are anticipations of future possibilities.
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When considering the temporality of architecture it 1s helpful to keep in mind how the
different ways In which we experience a painting, a sculpture, or a work of architecture
place us in different relationships to time. We generally stand before a picture; most sculp-
tures invite us to change our position, perhaps even to walk around them; works of architec-
ture invite us not only to change our position but to enter and move around within them.
Generalizing we can say that body and body awareness become more important as we turn
from painting to sculpture to architecture. Take the example of a painting that obeys all the
rules of one-point perspective. Such a work presupposes a specific point of view. Ideally, it
should be seen only with one eye, through a peephole, as Brunelleschi showed when he
demonstrated his new system of perspective.® As a matter of fact, when we look at such a
painting we never quite meet these conditions: we use two eyes, our eyes move, and we
move as we observe the painting. Yet all this matters little to our experience of the painting,
which remains focused on the self-sufficient aesthetic object, not on our relationship to it.
That remains true when representational perspectival painting gives way to modern abstract
and aperspectival art. Recall the discussion of the aesthetic approach in chapter 2 and my
use of Frank Stella’s characterization of his artistic intention as a paradigm: it is no accident
that I turned to a painter rather than a sculptor or architect. By its very nature painting
accommodates itself more readily to the demands of the aesthetic approach. Absorbed in
such a painting, we forget time. Not the mortal, embodied self, but the dis-
embodied eye is the measure of this art.

Painting, and more especially perspectival painting, can of course be put to very
different use. Michael Fried thus calls attention to a class of works that-far from letting us
forget time, invite us to meditate on it: “The connection between spatial recession and
some such experience of temporality—almost as if the first were a kind of natural metaphor
for the second—is present in much Surrealist painting (e.g., de Chirico, Dali, Tanguy, Ma-
gritte). Moreover, temporality—manifested, for example as expectation, dread, anxiety,
presentiment, memory, nostalgia, stasis—is often the explicit subject of their painting”®
Fried calls art that would thus communicate some experience of temporality, bound up with
an awareness of a subjective state of mind, “theatrical” and opposes to it another type that
strives to transcend time and the individual subject in order to pursue presentness. As I
pointed out earlier, the pursuit of presentness and, bound up with it, of the ideal of the
artwork’s timeless self-sufficiency has come to dominate both the theory and the practice of
art to such an extent that I am tempted to call it the standard view. Lessing’s Laocoon helped
to inaugurate that tradition, a tradition Clement Greenberg sought to reclaim for the mod-
ern context with his “Toward a Newer Laocoon,” which located “purity in art” in “the
acceptance, willing acceptance, of the limitations of the medium of the specific art” ' Now
these limitations were drawn from a much more specific understanding of the art’s medium,
which was recognized to resist not only narrative and poetic expression but also three-
dimensionality. “The history of avant-garde painting is that of a progressive resistance of its
medium; which resistance consists chiefly in the flat picture plane’s denial of efforts to ‘hole

through’ it for realistic perspectival space”’!! Committed to this tradition, Michael Fried
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considers an art of presentness the only legitimate art of modernity. Theatrical art is con-
demned in a way strictly analogous to the way in which so many neo-classicists of the
eighteenth century condemned Rococo and Baroque art. Peter Eisenman is right to associ-
ate the classical with presentness and timelessness: beauty against time. And so understood,
classicism 1ncludes aesthetic modernism.'?

Sculpture accommodates itself to the pursuit of presentness not quite as readily, as
it involves the body more completely than does painting. Sculpture, we may say, is more
intimately tied to time than is painting. Following Fried, we may want to say that, by the
very nature of his or her art, the sculptor is more drawn to theatricality, has to struggle
barder to defeat it. Egid Quirin Asam’s high altar at Rohr (fig. 85) may be taken as an
illustration of the theatricality of sculpture. But perhaps we should say rather: an illustration
of the way Asam embraced and exploited a possibility implicit in his chosen medium.

Egid Quinin Asam, high altar, abbey church,
85 Rohr. Credut: Hirmer Fotoarchiv. ‘
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That modernist sculpture, too, can embrace theatricality is shown by the work of
Robert Morris. Morris celebrates the observer’s relationship to sculpture; as Michael Fried
remarks, his best work lets observers recognize that they themselves are establishing relation-
ships as they “apprehend the object from various positions and under varying conditions of
light and spatial context.”** But a sculptor need not welcome such theatricality. He or she
may choose to resist it. Fried thus cites works by David Smith and Anthony Caro as ex-
amples of successfully modernist sculpture: by the strength of its configuration of forms,
such sculpture renders what happens to be our point of view unimportant.

In a more obvious way architecture is experienced with the moving body: we
approach a building, walk by or around it, perhaps enter it, walk down a corridor or an
aisle, up some steps, open the door to a low-ceilinged chamber, open a window to look at
distant mountains. Recall Fried’s remark that spatial recession offers “a kind of natural meta-
phor” for the experience of temporality—I would delete the qualification. Our experience
of recession, and more generally of distance, is inseparable from anticipations: the walk
down a church aisle thus offers itself as a natural metaphor for the journey of life from birth
to death, as the Christian church also holds out the promise that death will not be allowed
to triumph.

‘When characterizing painting, sculpture, and architecture in terms of ther differ-
ent relationships to time, we must not make such characterizations too rigid. We have to
keep in mind not only the many different kinds of painting, sculpture, and architecture but
also that just as there is no constant relationship of architecture to time, so there is no
constant relationship of architecture to painting and sculpture. There is architecture that,
like some Renaissance paintings, invites or even prescribes a specific point of view. Renais-
sance perspective shaped visual imagination so powerfully that it helped shape the progress
of all the visual arts. Baroque and Rococo architecture and city planning provide ready
examples.

‘While the architect may work with one dominant point of view, he or she may
also invite us to explore a sequence of shifting points of view. Eero Saarinen thus shaped
the passage between Morse and Stiles colleges at Yale as a shifting frame for the neo-Gothic
tower of Payne Whitney Gymnasium, inviting us to stop and look, but not for too long
(fig. 86). Part of our pleasure lies in how, as we walk, changing pomnts of view yield new
pictures. We have here a modern version of a picturesque architecture, which 1s mevitably
also a theatrical architecture. The theory of the “picturesque” belongs to the late eighteenth
century, and as so often theory intertwined with practice: in countless English parks we find
follies—an artificial ruin, a classicizing temple, or perhaps some monument—designed not
so much to be entered as to be experienced 1n a pictorial way by someone walking through
the park, encountered as motif giving rise to edifying reflections. Significantly, the expe-
rienced “pictures” are themselves not of fully present aesthetic objects but of structures
haunted by narratives, also by past plenitude now denied.

The same concern for the “picture” or “pictures” can also govern interior design.
Baroque or Rococo architects may thus be said to have moved architecture into the vicinity
of painting, a painting still intimately tied to narrative and allegory. In the Augustinian priory
church at Diessen, for example, frescoes spanning the nave play a crucial part in pictorializ-

ing interior space. The privileged point of view near the entrance allows us to experience
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Payne Whitney Gymnasium framed by Sules and
Morse colleges, Yale University, New Haven.
86 | Photo by author

Kevin Roche and John Dinkeloo, Knights of
Columbus building and Cobseum, New Haven
87 | Photo by author

not just the frescoes but the whole interior as a pictorial composition having its center at
the high altar'* (see fig. 100). The strength of this picture arrests us and invites contempla-
tion. But this invitation is counteracted by the pull of other pointsl of view that beckon to
be explored, beckon us forward. A contemporary example of the picturesque is Louis Kahn's
Brtish Art Center at Yale. The task of building a gallery to house mostly framed pictures
provided Kahn with an occasion to explore and play with the ideas of frame and framing:
framed pictures are in turn framed by the architecture; spectators are framed; Kahn’s win-
dows frame the Old Art Gallery across the street, now visible as never before.

As there is pictorial architecture, so there 1s also architecture that we experience
as a self-sufficient piece of sculpture. Think of the pyramids. Or of the Parthenon. Or of
Santa Maria della Consolazione in Todi. Kevin Roche’s Knights of Columbus bulding
in New Haven has a sculptural strength that almost allows us to forget its interior. Roche
conceived the building and its basic geometry in relation to the moving traffic on the Con-
necticut Turnpike as a stable beacon in a restless world, seeking with this building both
monumentality and presentness (fig. 87). Together with the adjoining Coliseumn’s strong
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horizontals, the Knights of Columbus building recalls medieval cathedrals with their strong
towers and sheltering roofs—note how difficult it remains to build monumental architec-
ture that does not evoke either churches or temples. Despite the strength of their seemingly
timeless forms, time enters such buildings after all, as the present is haunted by the absent
plenitude of an idealized past.

I have suggested that architecture, too, is an art of time. Whether it does so deliberately or
not, architecture cannot but help shape our experience of time. To develop this point let
me turn to WolfHlin's Principles of Art History as they apply to architecture.

1. First of all Wolfflin distinguished between the linear and the painterly. “The
elementary phenomenon is this—that two totally different architectural effects are pro-
duced according to whether we are obliged to perceive the architectural form as something
definite, solid, enduring, or as something over which, for all its stability, there plays an
apparent, constant movement, that is change.”*

Whenever architecture is experienced as a picture there is a certain “de-
realization,” as what is three-dimensional is challenged in its solid three-dimensionality. In

House framed by trees. Photo credit: Ken

88 | Abbott.
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this sense the Rococo interior of a church like Diessen seems not quite solid, where fresco
and ornament, as well as the use of indirect light (enhanced by the interior’s fundamental
whiteness), contribute to the dematerialization of this architecture. In this connection we
should keep in mind the importance of natural light, which is inevitably a changing light.
While direct sunlight gives definition and solidity to what it strikes—disembodied spirits
were thought to cast no shadows—indirect light spiritualizes and renders what it llumi-
nates weightless.

The painterly character of a building is underscored by plants, whether trees,
shrubs, or some climbing vine. A pair of trees standing firmly before a house bathe it in an
aura of continuity and thus help banish the terror of time (fig. 88). Aged brick evokes the
passage of time. Or think of rust stains on concrete: the stains on Kevin Roche’s Coliseum
endow a rather stark architecture with a mysterious life (fig. 89).

The linear and painterly, as analyzed by Wolfilin, stand in a different relationship
to time: in the case of the painterly he speaks of the play of an apparent constant movement,
while linear architecture is said to be experienced as definite, solid, and enduring. Painterly
architecture appears to embrace time, while linear architecture reaches beyond time to the
plenitude of a timeless present.

2. Essentially the same relationship holds for WolfHlin’s other paired principles.

Take the second pair: plane and recession. WolfHlin himself raises an obvious objection: does

89 Coliseum, New Haven. Photo by author.
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not architecture always depend on recession? “Planimetric architecture” sounds dangerously
like nonsense (p. 115). And yet the point of the distinction is clear enough:

What else is it but a deviation from frontality when the posts of the porch of a villa no longer look
Sforwards but turn towards each other? With what other words can we describe the process which the altar
passes through in which a purely frontal construction becomes more and more interspersed with recessional
elements until, in the end, in rich baroque churches, there stand enclosures which draw the essence of
their interest from the recession of the forms? And if we analyze the plan of the baroque staircase and
terrace, such as the Spanish Steps in Rome, not to speak of any other detail, the spatial recession is
brought out merely by the multiple orientation of the steps in such a way that the classically strict layout
with straight flights looks flat beside it. (p. 115)

3. Wolflin's next pair opposes closed or tectonic to open or atectonic form:

The tectonic style is the style of strict arrangement and clear adherence to rule: the a-tectonic, on the other
hand, is the style of more or less concealed adherence to rule and of free arrangement. In the former case,
the vital nerve in every effect is the inevitability of the organization, absolute immutability. In the latter,
art plays with the semblance of the lawless. It plays, for in the aesthetic sense, of course, form is bound
by necessity in all art, but the baroque tends to conceal the rule, loosens the frame and joints, introduces

dissonance, and, in decoration, verges on the impression of the casual. (p. 149)

We should question whether play in art is indeed always bound by necessity. It is clear,
however, that the open or atectonic form, as Wolfflin understands it, means freedom, open-
ness, mutability. The turn from modern to postmodern architecture may be characterized
as a turn from closed to open form. Ambiguity, complexity, and contradiction m architec-
ture belong with open form. It would thus be easy to draw parallels between Baroque or
Rococo architecture and postmodern architecture, as Ventur1 himself has done.*¢

4. Wolfflin's fourth pair, multiplicity and unity, does not quite name what he has in
mind. He opposes an architecture of multiplicity, which constructs an architectural whole
out of parts that retain their separate identities and an independent value not swallowed up
in the larger whole, to another architecture, which strives to create wholes that are more
integrated, organic, and difficult to grasp. “No longer do beautiful elements combine in a
unity in which they continue to breathe independently, but the parts have submitted to a
dominating total motive, and only the cooperation with the whole gives them sense and
beauty” (p. 185). The cruciform church plan as used by Brunelleschi offers a good example
of the former; its Rococo transformation by Balthasar Neumann 1illustrates the latter, yield-
ing a mysterious space, haunted by absence.

5. Finally, Wolfflin opposes clearness to unclearness or absolute to relative clearness.

Once again he develops his pair by contrasting classical with Baroque:
In the one case, form which is completely apparent; in the other, a creation which is, it is true, clear

enough not to trouble the eye, but still not so clear that the spectator could ever reach the end. In this

type late Gothic proceeded beyond high Gothic, the baroque beyond the classic Renaissance. It is not
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true that man can only take delight in the absolutely dear: he at once desires to get away from the clear
to what can never be exhausted by visual perception. However manifold the post-tenaissance transforma-
tions of style may be, they all have this temarkable quality, that the picture in some way eludes perfect
comprehensibility. (p. 221)

The transformations Wolfflin has in mind all tend toward an architecture that refuses the
ideal of readily comprehended form, insisting on absence rather than presence. Of course
there have always been reactions to such developments: one is neo-classicism, which in turn
provoked a romantic counterreaction, and there is a good deal of romanticism in nine-
teenth-century eclecticism. Modernism reasserted the classical ideal, postmodernism the
Baroque reaction—although these are generalizations, in need of qualifications: how, for
example. would Frank Lloyd Wright’s open house plan fit into WolfHin’s categornies?

It should have become apparent that it 1s almost impossible to isolate any one of
these pairs from all the others. It is thus possible to combine them and to contrast an afectonic,
organic approach with a tectonic, inorganic approach. Using the terms broadly, we can call one
Baroque, the other “classical.” The former invites metaphors that suggest absence, change,
life, time; the latter invokes metaphors that suggest presence, stasis, death, eternity. In this
sense we may want to call postmodernism modernism’s Baroque. Wolfflin's principles show
that architectural style communicates a particular relationship to time. That relationship in
turn helps communicate a particular ethos (as I tried to show in some detail in my book on
the Bavarian Rococo church) or, to use Heidegger’s term, a particular mode of dwelling.
But then we will have to supplement Heidegger’s assertion that “the relationship between
man and space 1s none other than dwelling, strictly thought and spoken,”?” with another:
“the relationship between man and time is none other than dwelling.” Architecture helps
shape that relationship, regardless of whether it sets itself up against time, defying 1t, or
instead affirms the inevitability of time’s passage.

These remarks should suffice to suggest that time 15 as intimately involved 1n our experience
of architecture as space, that the two cannot finally be separated. Any view that understands
architecture as the art of establishing place by the construction of boundaries in space is
inevitably one-sided. While dwelling requires the establishment of place, place must also be
understood temporally. In chapter 10, I discussed Heidegger’s heterogeneous and regional
understanding of lived space. An analogous point must be made with respect to time. The
time of our experience is primarily not the homogeneous linear time so readily represented
by an infinite straight line; our experiences sort themselves out into events and episodes that
give a specific meaning to the associated times. Thus what in Being and Time is called “re-
gion” must have 1ts temporal counterpart—the young Heidegger spoke of “situation.”!®
“Region” and temporal “situation” belong together. An afternoon of gardening, a restless
night, a week spent in the hospital, this past winter semester, a summer spent traveling,

childhood, our life, the war years—all these name such temporal situations. This brief list
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suggests that just as regions do not exclude one another but instead overlap and permit the
nesting of regions within more comprehensive regions, so our temporal situations overlap
and possess varying scopes. What gathers experiences into situations are particular activities
and their associated projects and motivations. Each situation has its specific tendency and
duration. Although usually not attended to in this way, whatever situation we are caught up
in colors the experiences that belong to 1t, gives them a specific, umfied character and
significance. Sooner or later, to be sure, the unity of the situation will disintegrate. Such
disintegration will inevitably change the quality of our experiences and may open our eyes.
Heidegger gives the example of climbing a mountain in order to witness the sunrise: “One
has arrived at the top and each person experiences 1n silence. Entirely given to the experi-
ence, one sees a sun disc, the clouds, the masses of stone, having this definite form, but not
as a definite mass that I have just climbed. The ‘I’ still persists. But a theoretical objectivity
is no longer possible. The objects are no longer held together by the situation; they are
isolated. But a new, different context is constituted by the meaning of our orientation to-
ward objects.”*® As the situation collapses our vision 1s freed. We allow ourselves to become
absorbed in the spectacle opening up before us. At the same time the “I” is displaced, loses
its historical place, becomes homeless. Such sublime beholding is incompatible with
dwelling.

Dwelling, as Heidegger understands it, requires the estabhishment not just of places
but of temporal situations: just as the establishment of place must respond to a prior sense
of place, must be founded in a more primordial dwelling, so the establishment of temporal
situations must respond to a more fundamental temporal situatedness. In his description of
a Black Forest farmhouse Heidegger therefore insists not only on the spatial but on the
temporal dimensions of dwelling and building. Heidegger describes the farmhouse as situ-
ated not simply in a particular region but in a particular temporal situation—it is said to
have been “built some two hundred years ago by the dwelling of peasants”—but more
importantly in the rhythm of the seasons, of the passing generations, of birth and death.
The farmhouse responds to this situation and its different strands by making “room in its
chamber for the hallowed places of childbed and the ‘tree of the dead’—for that is what
they call a coffin there, the Totenbaum—and in this way it designed for the different genera-
tions under one roof the character of their journey through time.”? Building 1s here under-
stood as an establishment interpreting the temporal situation of human existence. I would
like to underscore the emphasis placed by Heidegger on the way the farmhouse gives room
to death. If building 15 to let us dwell 1n Heidegger’s sense, that is, as the mortals we are, it
must grant death its place. Dwelling in. this view presupposes authentic being-unto-death,
as Heidegger had analyzed it in Being and Time. But Heidegger also knows the difficulty
human beings, and especially we moderns, have accepting death, which also means inevit-
ably we have difficulty in dwelling. The whole classical tradition with its celebration of
plenitude and presentness testifies to this difficulty. That Fried should have made the pursuit
of presentness constitutive of what he took to be the only authentic art of our time could
not have surprised Heidegger, although he would have added that, so understood, “authen-
tic art” is a manifestation of inauthenticity.

There are places where Heidegger suggests that we moderns not only find it

difficult but have become altogether unable to dwell, because we have become incapable of
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really dying. For this to make sense we have to distinguish what Heidegger calls “dying”
from what we usually mean by the term. “Dying” cannot mean here simply the ending of
life: “to die,” according to Heidegger, “means to carry out death in its essence. To be able
to die means to be capable of this carrying out”* World War II, especially the horror of
the extermination camps, taught Heidegger that circumstances can make such an authentic
dying impossible. But Heidegger refuses to understand the inhumanity of the camps as a
uniquely monstrous aberration. As I pointed out in chapter 10, he would have us understand
their inhumanity as bound up with the technological essence of modernity, which leaves
no room for what Heidegger calls dying: therefore no room either for dwelling or for the
kind of building exemplified by the Black Forest farmhouse. This invites a repetition of

Ruskin’s opposition of modernity and architecture in a Heideggerian key.

I have already questioned Heidegger’s tendency to see the modern world as so completely
ruled by technology that any attempt to recognize both its legitimacy and its limits is ruled
out in principle, just as I have questioned his idealizing description of an eighteenth-century
farmhouse. Those who find themselves moved by that description should remember that
the aristocracy of the eighteenth century similarly idealized a past rural life. To the artificial-
ity and corruption of the present it opposed the natural goodness of happy shepherds and
shepherdesses. Both visions may be understood as reoccupations of the place once held by
paradise. But attempts at such a reoccupation threaten to sacrifice the future to an idealized
past and thus do violence to the requirements of dwelling.

The human condition precludes the attainment of states of plenitude and perfec-
tion. Nor need we mourn the Fall as the loss of something so important that, while it can
never be recovered, its loss must be made bearable by turning to such metaphorical substi-
tutes as the happy suburban life complete with colonial residence and large garden. Thus
burdened, any such substitute is bound to prove disappointing. If Heideggerian dwelling
demands plenitude, we must resist its idealization as incompatible not just with our modern
world but with our humanity; then our inability to dwell would be no cause for lament.
‘We must renounce the pursuit of presence and plenitude, renounce also whatever traditions
participate in that pursuit. Only such renunciation allows for full self-affirmation.

But just such renunciation is made difficult by our mortality. In Genesis we read
that Adam and Eve ate of the tree of knowledge but not of the tree of life: the human
condition is shadowed by death. Not only are we humans vulnerable and mortal, but we
know of our mortality, know that all that now is and all that still awaits us will some day be
past. And so will everything that we can hope to leave behind: children, friends, works. The
past will overtake every present. In related images Goya and Bosch have given unforgettable
expression to such knowledge: Saturn devouring his children; the devil, hawk headed,
seated on a throne that is also a potty chair, stuffing bodies into his beak, farting them into
a dark circular void (figs. 90 and 91). Where is there a power strong enough to challenge
the triumph of death? Schopenhauer never tired of repeating such sad wisdom: “Man con-

sciously draws every hour nearer to his death; and at times this makes life a precarious
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business, even to the man who has not already recognized thus character of constant anni-
hilation in the whole of life itself. Mainly on this account, man has phlosophies and
religions.”

Heidegger’s Black Forest peasants found in their faith the strength to die. Where
are we today to find such strength without self-deception? And that is also to ask: how are
we to dwell in Heidegger’s sense? The more reflective the individual, the more heavily the
terror of time is likely to lie on him or her. Our historical situation gives special weight to
the call for some meaning that escapes destructive time. The more developed our sense of
history, the more pronounced this terror is likely to be, now not just a terror of time but a
terror of history. “In our day, when historical pressure no longer allows any escape, how
can man tolerate the catastrophes and horrors of hustory—from collective deportations and
massacres to atomic bombings—if beyond them he can glimpse no sign, no transhistorical
meaning—if they are only the blind play of economuc, social, or political forces, or worse,
only the result of ‘liberties’ that a munority takes and exercises directly on the stage of
universal history?”’# Just as the modern, post-Copermican conception of space threatens a
loss of place, so does the modern conception of history. Just as human beings need to locate
themselves in space, so they need to locate themselves in time, find their place in time. If
there is to be genuine dwelling we must be able to defeat the terror of time, to genuinely
situate ourselves in time: that is, we must discover our home, not just in space but in time.
Earlier I spoke of architecture as a defense against the terror of space and I suggested that
such a defense 1s especially necessary 1n a culture in danger of losing its sense of place. I
now want to add: we are 1n even greater need of architecture to defend ourselves against

the terror of time.

Francisco de Goya y Lucientes, Saturn Devouring

His Children (ca. 1819-1823) Museo del Prado,

920 Madnd. Credit. Giraudon/Art Resource, N Y
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Hieronymus Bosch, Garden of Earthly Delights (ca.
1510). Detail from right panel Satan. Museo del
Prado, Madnid. Credit: Giraudon/Art Resource,

91 N.Y.
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The Terror of Time and the Love of Geometry

15

As long as humans are terrified by time, genuine dying and thus genuine dwelling, as Hei-
degger understands these, are precluded. But can architecture help us deal with this terror?
A possible first answer is hinted at already by Vitruvius, when n his discussion of what
elevates his primitive builders above the other animals he mentions first of all the upright
posture, which allows them to lift up their eyes and to “gaze upon the splendor of the starry
firmament.”! The very word “firmament” promises a timeless order not subject to the rav-
ages of time. To build in the image of that order is to endow our work with at least a
semblance of eternity.

Architecture deals with the terror of time first of all by wresting from an unstable,
uncertain environment a more stable order, transforming chaos into cosmos. Le Corbusier
thus has his primitive builder insist on simple geometric forms, straight lines, right angles,
regular polygons. What power do such forms possess? Take two lines: one a circle, clean
and hard, drawn with a compass; the other an expressive squiggle, a swirling line resembling
handwriting. The two lines stand in a very different relationship to time: the first comes as
close as a visual statement can to the timeless realm of the spirit, while the other has an
organic look and seems to embrace time. Or compare one of Kandinsky’s Improvisations to
a mature Mondrian. The applicability of Wolfflin’s principles is apparent: if we can call the
Kandinsky Baroque, the Mondrian is classical.

Classical architecture—*“classical” in that broad sense discussed in the previous
chapter—copes with the terror of time by spiritualizing the environment, by remak-
ing what is sensible and changeable in the image of a higher, tumeless reality. We can speak
of a perennial Platonism that surfaces again and again in the course of the history of art
and architecture. Beauty is here understood in opposition to tume. In the Symposium Plato
grounds that understanding in a particular understanding of human being. Beauty is there
defined as the object of eros. Human beings, according to Plato, are fundamentally erotic
beings because they exist in time, are born only to grow older and die, and yet belong to
and desire being, eternity. Or, we can say, human beings are possessed by eros because they
have fallen from their eternal true home into time and now dream of homecoming. Eros is
nothing other than this desire for being, the desire to transcend becoming and thus to return

home. On its lower levels eros tries to achieve this by making sure that something of the
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individual will survive him in time: children, for example, in whose memory we may con-
tinue to live, or fame, or works of art, especially works of architecture. The higher mysteries
of eros lead beyond time, to the eternal forms.

‘Whenever we see something beautiful, according to Plato, we are reminded of
the fact that we belong to being rather than to becoming, and we touch a realm that knows
nothing of death. Time has no power over what is most essentially human, over the spirit.
Given this Platonic aesthetics, the language of beauty is essentially a language of the spirit,
and for Plato this means above all the language of geometry. Particularly revealing is this
passage from the Philebus:

I do not mean by beauty of form such beauty as that of animals or pictures, which the many would
suppose to be my meaning; but, says the argument, understand me to mean straight lines and circles,
and the plane or solid figures, which are formed by turning lathes and rulers and measures of angles—
for these I affirm to be not only relatively beautiful, like other things, but they are eternally or absolutely
beautiful, and they have peculiar pleasures, quite unlike the pleasures of scratching. And there are colors,

which are of the same character, and have similar pleasutes; now do you understand my meaning?*

The passage deserves careful attention. First Plato draws our attention to a kind of beauty
he considers deficient: (1) the beauty of animals and (2) the beauty of pictures, that is, of
representations of what is perceived. This is a beauty too much involved with the world to
promise deliverance from the terror of time. Such beauty is contrasted with the beauty of
simple inorganic forms, beauty that is created not by the body but by the spirit. Indeed, in
creating such forms the body will prove a hindrance: try to draw a straight line or a perfect
circle. Soon you will look for aids, for ruler and compass, and the making of cylinders and
spheres will call for more complicated machines—Plato speaks of turning lathes. We get
here a hint why this perennial Platonism should so easily have allied itself with a machine
aesthetic. The machine technology of the twentieth century has indeed allowed us to envi-
sion beauties Plato could not have dreamed of. But the main point remains the same: the
Platonic idealization of the beauty of geometric forms leads easily to a machine aesthetic.
The machine-made object, the machine-made look, is given the nod precisely because it
bears the imprint of the human spirit. As Theo van Doesburg explains: “Every machine is
a spiritualization of an organism. . .. The machine is, par excellence, a phenomenon of
spiritual discipline. . . . The new artistic sensibility of the twentieth century has not only felt
the beauty of the machine, but has also taken cognizance of its unlimited expressive possi-
bilities for the arts.”’® Craft and the hand have no place in the art that is being envisioned.
The pursuit of the plenitude of being expresses itself not just in a choice of particu-
lar forms but also, as Plato points out, in a choice of particular colors. Primary colors have
a timeless quality compared with broken greens and browns, which hint at the changing
earth. Similarly, certain building materials, such as wood or brick, stand in a different rela-
tionship to time than vinyl siding or formica. There is a sense in which the machine-made
environment, created by human beings, looks human as the natural environment does not.
Someone will no doubt counter by insisting that such a machine-made environment is just

the opposite, inhuman rather than human, precisely because by one-sidedly answering to
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the spirit, it excludes or reduces traces of the hand, the body. Both claims are easily de-
fended; each presupposes a different conception of human existence. If, on the one hand,
the machine-made environment is experienced as more human than the natural environ-
ment, then human being has been identified primarily with the “spirit”” If, on the other
hand, such an environment is dismissed as inhuman, then the human being has been under-
stood more concretely as an embodied self, which cannot hope to find refuge from the

terror of time in abstract realms of the spirit without losing 1tself.

Especially in the twentieth century this perennial Platonism has surfaced again and again. It
indeed came close to evolving into the aesthetic of the modern movement. Le Corbusier
and Ozenfant’s programmatic essay “Purism” has a symptomatic sigmficance: “Nothing is
worthwhile which is not general, nothing is worthwhile which 1s not transmittable. We
have attempted to establish an aesthetic that is rational and therefore human”* What 1s
worthwhile in art here is equated with what is general and can be understood by everyone.
This presupposes that there is a universal language of art, for which the language of geome-
try provides a ready model. What is human is equated with what is rational. But let me
continue with the essay:

It is true that plastic art has to address itself more directly to the senses than pure mathematics which acts
only by symbols, these symbols sufficing to trigger in the mind consequences of a superior order; in plastic
art, the senses should be strongly moved in order to predispose the mind to the release into play of
subjective reactions without which there is no art. But there is no art worth having without this excitement
of an intellectual order—architecture is the art which up to now has most strongly induced the states of

this category. The reason for this is that everything in architecture is exptessed by order and economy.®

Not that technological considerations offer a solution to the problem of arbitrariness; they
merely limit creativity in a way that joins “subjective reactions” to a higher, transpersonal
and transtemporal realm. In this sense technology may be considered the salutary discipline
of the artist, which prevents creativity from degenerating into capricious play. But creativity
is indispensable.

Corbusier calls what is art m architecture a pure creation of the mind.® His choice
of the adjective “pure” links up with a widespread striving for purity in modern art—we
meet with talk of purity in music, poetry, and pamting. Generally “purity” in the arts has
been associated with form: Kant understands a pure or free beauty as one that pleases by
virtue of its form alone. Such formal pleasures open the individual to a realm that transcends
the rule of time. Essentially the same conviction governs Hans Hollein’s demands for an

absolute architecture.
Architecture is a spiritual order, realized through building.

Architecture—an idea built into infinite space, manifesting man’s spiritual energy and power,

the material form and expression of his destiny, of his life. From its origins until today the essence and
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meaning of architecture have not changed. To build is a basic human need. It is first manifested not in
the setting up of protective 100fs, but in the creation of sacred structures, in the indication of focal points
of human activity—the beginning of the city.

All building is religious.”

Religion here need mean no more than the commitment to the human spirit and to its
ability to defeat the terror of tume. Significantly, Hollewn takes the space relevant to architec-
ture to be not the regional space of lived experience but the infinite space of geometry. Into
that space architecture casts its geometric figures.

For Hollemn, too, the need that leads to architecture is not the need for physical
shelter, but the need human beings feel to recognize their own spirit in the world in order
to thus feel at home 1n it. Building is an act of spiritual self-assertion. “Architecture domi-
nates space. Dominates it by shooting up into the heights; it hollows out the earth, projects
and soars far above the ground, spreads in all directions. Dominates it through mass and
through emptiness. Dominates space through space. This architecture is not a matter of
beauty. If we desire beauty at all, it is not so much the beauty of form, of proportion, as a
sensual beauty of elemental force.”’® The beauty of archatecture—if indeed we are allowed
to speak here of beauty at all—lies, according to Hollein, in the way it forcefully asserts
wself against infinite space and time. Archatecture 1s an act of self-assertion in the face of the

terror of the infinite.

Architecture is purposeless.
What we build will find its utilization.
Form does not follow function. Form does not atise out of its own accord. It is the great

decision of man to make a building as a cube, a pyramid, or a sphere.®

Precisely because architecture here strives to become a pure expression of the human spirit,
ideally unconstrained by gravity or matter, it needs to enter into an alliance with technology.
As Hollein understands absolute architecture, 1t needs to deny or defy the natural difference
of up and down, of earth and sky. Consider once more his claim that “architecture domi-
nates space. Dominates 1t by shooting up 1nto the heights; 1t hollows out the earth, projects
and soars far above the ground, spreads in all directions.” Given thus ideal of architectural
purity we can understand the fascination that the sphere exerted on an architect like Ledoux
(see fig. 6). What fascinated him above all must have been the force of this simple geometric
form. In the same spirit Boullée refused to follow Vitruvius in defining architecture as the
art of building, claiming instead “that the first principles of architecture are to be discerned
in symmetrical solids, such as cubes, pyramids, and, most of all spheres, which are, in his
view, the only perfect architectural shapes which can be devised”!° (see figs. 111, 112).
Why single out the sphere? Why does just this form become the emblem of a
new architecture? Ledoux’s projected spherical house is decisive not simply in its simple
geometry but in the resolute way in which it defies gravity. The vision of the architect is
allowed to outstrip the capabilities of the builder. But this did not prevent the paradigm
from becoming influential: born of modernist self-assertion, the ideal of a gravity-defying
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architecture was to inspire much modernist architecture. The following three characteristics

help circumscribe the new ideal:

1. The difference between up and down is minimized.
2. The building looks as if it could be stood on its head.
3. The building does not appear tied to a particular landscape or history. It is

mobile in its very essence, regardless of whether mobile in fact.

How pervasive such ideas were to become in modern archutecture is suggested by
Van Doesburg’s “Towards a Plastic Architecture,” which demands of architecture “a floating
aspect (in so far as this is possible from a constructional standpoint—this 1s the problem for
the engineer!) which operates, as it were, in opposition to natural gravity.”'* What is de-
manded here is an unnatural, spiritual look. Consider one of Malevich’s Suprematist Composi-
tions (fig. 92), which float geometric shapes on a white background that figures the infinite
void. Such ideas found their archutectural realization in structures like Rietveld’s villa in
Utrecht (fig. 93). At first blush such designs may seem to have little to do with the spheres
of Ledoux or Boullée. The sphere is a simple geometric solid, and Theo van Doesburg will
have nothing to do with such solidity: “The new architecture is anfi-cubic; that 1s to say, it
does not attempt to fit all the functional space cells together in a closed cube, but projects

Kasimur Malevich, Suprematist Composition
(1915) Stedeljk Museum, Amsterdam Credat.

92 | Foto Marburg/Art Resource, N Y.
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functional space cells (as well as overhanging surfaces, balcomes, etc.) centrifugally from the
center of the cube outwards. Thus height, breadth, and depth plus time gain an entirely
new plastic expression.”’*? Van Doesburg does not want firmly enclosing walls. Inside and
outside are to interpenetrate, as in the open flowing interiors that had been first pioneered
by Frank Lloyd Wright. And yet, in spite of such difference, I would like to maintain that
the archutecture that emerges from these principles shares the elements that I outlined above:
it, too, emphasizes simple geometric forms, defies gravity, invites an inversion of up and
down. That such a spiritual architecture should want to liberate itself from the need for
enclosure 15 to be expected. The general approach is readily dlustrated in the work of Mies
van der Rohe. Take the Farnsworth House: the way the living space seems suspended be-
tween two floating planes is striking. Visually the house possesses a mobility not altogether
unlike that of a trailer. It has no basement—is not rooted in the ground; nor does it sit
comfortably on the ground as Frank Lloyd Wright demanded. Rather it looks as if some
giant had placed it there, seemung just to wait for someone to lift it up and cart it off into
some museum devoted to the masterpieces of modern architecture: “more nearly a temple
than a dwelling””*®

Such separation of building and ground is indeed a key characteristic of modern
architecture. In his “Five Points towards a New Architecture,” Le Corbusier insists on just

such a separation:

Gemt Ruetveld, Schroeder House, Utrecht. East

fagade Credit Foto Marburg/Art Resource,
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The earlier foundations, on which the building rested without a mathematical check, are replaced by
individual foundations and the walls by individual supports. Both supports and support foundations are
precisely calculated according to the burdens they are called upon to carry. These supports are spaced out
at specific, equal intervals, with no thought for the interior arrangement of the building. They rise directly
from the floor to 3, 4, 6, etc. meters and elevate the ground floor. The rooms are thereby removed from
the dampness of the soil; they have light and air; the building plot is left to the garden, which consequently

passes under the house. The same area is also gained on the flat roof.**

Take the Villa Savoie (1928-1930), or the design for the League of Nations Palace (1927);
the separation reappears in the Unité d’Habitation in Marseilles (1947-1952; fig. 94). De-
spite attempts to defend the separation of the building from the ground in terms of func-
tional considerations, for instance by appealing to the way it allows the garden to pass right
beneath the bulding—imagine trying to raise tomatoes in such a placel—the design would
seem to convey above all an expression of the spirit’s power to defy gravity and the earth.
The engineer allows the modern architect to triumph over the earthbound character of
traditional architecture, a character underscored by Bachelard’s dream house. In the floating
look of so much modern architecture a modern, post-Copernican 1deal of dwelling finds
striking expression. Closely related to this is the rejection of the gabled roof. Although Le
Corbusier insisted on what separates the artist in the architect from the engineer, there is
supposed to be no tension between artistic vision and the new technology—quite the oppo-
site. Both are expressions of the same spirituality, of the same will to power: a will to power
that in Hegelian fashion looks to the constructive spirit for answers to the terror of both
space and time. The spirit is thought to provide a tumelessly valid vocabulary on which
the artist can draw to generate an art that will have not only a personal, or regional, but a
truly universal and timeless significance. So understood, perennial Platonism demands a
downgrading of the individual, and it 1s not surprising that it should have hailed the machine
as a force that will break down national and class boundaries and destroy the cult of the

Le Corbusier, Unuté d’Habitation, Marseilles

94 Credit' Giraudon/Art Resource, N'Y
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individual. The alliance between Platonism and Marxism is characteristic of the architectural
thinking of the twenties. Does such an aesthetic do justice to human reality? Does it offer
more than alienating metaphors of an impossible perfection? Must not this turn against time,
and therefore inevitably also against the body—note the problem of scale one encounters

so often with this architecture—do violence to the whole human being?

I called attention to how readily perennial Platonism allies 1tself with technology, an alliance
that to an architect like Le Corbusier seemed a prerequisite of a truly modern architecture.
Technology appears indeed as such a Platonism’s necessary supplement, for as the cited
Philebus passage hints, spiritual form by itself lacks the reality to offer an embodied self more
than a dream of security. Perennial Platonism therefore wants to carry its spirit into the
world, transform the world in its own 1mage, assert itself as master of the world. Technology
promises to transform a nature that initially presents itself as a hostile and alien other into a
genuinely humane environment. Governed as it is by reason, it also promises an escape from
the problem of arbitrariness. The beauty of bridges and silos that so impressed modernists
appears to confirm this promise. But how adequate is such confirmation? Does technology
lead to a nonarbitrary architecture?

One could approach that question by examining the work of Jean-Nicolas-Louis
Durand, whose publhications, reprinted again and again, were characteristic of the generation
of architects that followed Boullée and Ledoux—Durand had been a draftsman for the
former.'> According to Durand, architecture has nothing to do with the proportions of the
human body, nor with the forms of the primitive hut. The same might have been said by
a formalist like Ledoux, but Durand 1s no formalist either. He is closer to Lodoli when
he insists that what matters are first of all “convenience” and “economy.”*¢ Economy, ac-
cording to Vitruvius, 1s “the proper management of materials and of site, as well as a thrifty
balancing of cost and common sense in the construction of works.”'” Economy also de-
mands careful consideration of the purpose a building is to serve. In these terms the prefer-
ence for straight lines is easily defended because it is the shortest line between two points.
A concern for economy is thus likely to lead to geometric forms, even if geometry is not
allowed to become autonomous. Architecture is said to please when it is practical and eco-
nomucal. But Durand knows that the appeal to economy still leaves options requiring deci-
stons that must be based on more than functional considerations. It is in this reduced role
that the old formalism retains some of its significance.

Durand’s position has a certain sumilarity with that outlined by Le Corbusier 1n
Towards a New Architecture. Corbusier begins by drawing a distinction between the engineer’s
aesthetic and architecture. The two should march together, but Corbusier finds them un-
happily apart: while the engineer’s aesthetic is at its peak, architecture is caught up in an
unfortunate state of retrogression. Like Loos, Corbusier takes the engineer, 1nspired by the
law of economy and governed by mathematical calculations, to be working 1n accord with

universal law.
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There is a difficulty with this view, as Le Corbusier himself recognizes. When it
is a matter of designing an airplane the task is reasonably clear. It should be clear when
designing a car as well, but cars of course also serve the self-representation of the owner,
which complicates matters enormously. The matter of defining the task becomes much
more complicated when the problem is to build a house. Thus while Le Corbusier calls the
house “a machine for living in,” he also points out that the problem of the house has not
yet been stated, and as long as it has not been stated, the engineering approach will necessar-
ily lack direction.’® It works best when functions are easily defined. Once more silos and
bridges furnish obvious examples. Factories and office buildings already pose a more com-
plicated task; with the house the task itself becomes an issue.

Le Corbusier recognizes this. As emphatically as Ruskin, he denies that architec-
ture can ever be reduced to the level of the machine. Architecture, he insists, goes beyond
“utilitarian needs.”*® Functional considerations only provide certain constraints. It is with
these that the architect must begin, but the genuine architect will not stop there: “Contour
and profile are the touchstone of the architect. Here he reveals himself as artist or as mere
engineer. Contour is free of all constraint. There is no longer any question of custom, nor
of tradition, nor of construction, nor of adaptation to utilitarian need. Contour and profile
are a pure creation of the mind; they call for the plastic artist”? (fig. 95). Le Corbusier’s
distinction between the engineer and the architect is characteristic of the tension between
form and function that is a necessary result of a thinking that insists on the purity of art. A
more rigorous functionalist, such as Hannes Meyer, Gropius’s successor at the Bauhaus,
would see in Le Corbusier’s insistence that the architect take account of but go beyond the
engineer an unfortunate throwback to the nineteenth century and its insistence on dressing
up functional sheds in a historicizing skin.

Le Corbusier, Chapelle de Notre-Dame du Haut,
95 | Ronchamp. Credit- Art Resource, N.Y
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I have called the connection between technology and perennial Platonism a natural alliance,
natural because both are born of the same ill will against time. To support this claim, let me
begin by positing—with Nietzsche, from whom I took the expression “ill will against
time”#—a will to power in human beings, coupled with a recognition that we never have
enough power to secure our existence, that we are subject to time, vulnerable and mortal.
It 15 this will to security that finds expression 1n a Platonism that opposes to temporal reality
a realm of timeless forms, opposes being to becoming. Christianity finds such security in
God, who 1s believed to have delivered human beings from the tyranny of time and to have
robbed death of its sting. But the death of God has to raise once more the problem of
insecurity. How are we moderns, at least those of us who do not find in God deliverance
from the tyranny of time, to find such deliverance? If we cannot expect security from some
power beyond us, must we not assume responsibility for our security ourselves and trans-
form the world in our own image? In the end all such attempts at self-assertion must fall
short of their goal. Hobbes offers a good description of what is at least the situation of
modern humanity: “I put for a general inclination of all mankind, a perpetual and restless
desire for power after power, that ceaseth only in death. And the cause of this, 1s not always
that a man hopes for a more intensive delight, than he has already attained to—or that he
cannot be content with moderate power, but because he cannot assure the power and means
to live well, which he hath at present, without the acquisition of more.”?

‘We never have enough power, never enough security. This leads to endless or-
ganizing, calculating, manipulating. Technology and organization try to fill a void that can-
not be filled. As Heidegger puts this point: “Everywhere, where there is too hittle of what
1s—and increasingly there is too little of everything—technology must leap into the breach
and create Ersatz and use up raw materials. But in truth Ersatz is not a passing stopgap.”®
For a humanity unable to accept its fundamental insecurity, out of touch with the earth and
with itself, everything must become Ersatz. Instead of entrusting themselves to what is,
human beings encounter what is only as material for their plans and calculations. This pro-
gressive organization of everything comes to no end. On this point Heidegger finds himself
in considerable agreement with the authors of the ABC manifesto, although while Heideg-
ger speaks 1n resigned tones, they would have us embrace the machine and all it entails: no
longer is the machine an instrument we can use for this or that end. Today the machine has
become a dictator who, whether we like it or not, determines ever more the possibilities
open to us, the way we live and the way we build. “The machine is neither the coming
paradise in which technology will fulfil all our wishes—nor the approaching hell in which
all human development is destroyed— The machine is nothing more than the inexorable
dictator of the possibilities and tasks common to all our lives.”*

The manifesto goes on to suggest that we find ourselves in a transitional age. Our
still-ambivalent attitude to the machine, our simultaneous “yes” and “no”—a “yes” and a
“no” that find expression in our decorated functional sheds, which take advantage of all
that technology has to offer yet resent the way it tends to mechanize our life—may be
understood as representative of that transitional status. We live in a technological society

and want to enjoy its benefits, yet at the same time we want to keep our distance from it.
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Especially in the houses we build we like to invoke the aura of some preindustrial age. Or
think of the widespread fondness for handcrafted things: we participate in the technological
age, yet by living in a half-timbered house or just by buying a hand-woven rug we pretend
to ourselves that we can keep our distance from it. This is precisely what the manifesto

denies. The machine, it insists, is not our servant but a dictator:

It dictates how we are to think and what we have to understand. As leader of the masses, who are
inescapably bound up with it, it demands more insistently every year the transformation of our economy,
our culture. It permits no pause for breath in the armchair of philosophy, no compromise with pacifist
phrases. It grants no prospect of an agreed peace, no aesthetic distance from the demands of life. Reality
shows us how far we have already gone today in obeying the dictates of the machine: we have sacrificed
our handicrafts to it. We are in the process of sacrificing our peasantry to it. We have had to allow it to
provide our most important means of travel and the basis of our great industries. Under its pressure we
have evolved the new method of mass production. Because of it we have had to place greater and greater
organizational power in the hands of the State and even to internationalize our most sacred national

goals.®

The intervening years have not robbed the manifesto of its relevance. The machine is indeed
a force that compels homogeneity, uniformity. And if the authors of the manifesto are right,
there can be no effective opposition to this dictatorship. As Ruskin would have agreed, this
would have to mean also an end to architecture in its traditional sense. To the extent that our
culture has indeed fallen under the dictatorship of the machine, architecture lies behind us.

But if there is no effective opposition to the dictatorship of the machine, why
does the manifesto call for this dictatorship? With this call the authors betray their partisan-
ship, showing that they do not so much describe an inexorable process as take sides and
welcome it. Their pleading suggests that the dictatorshup of the machine remains either a
longed-for or a feared ideal, that the world we live in, although shaped by technology, still
knows other dimensions. Consider in this connection the widespread reassertion of intoler-
ant regionalisms in our world—to the technological rationalist, and not only to him or her,
a deeply disturbing phenomenon.

Heidegger sees much of what the authors of the manifesto see. He too insists
that technology—although he prefers to speak of its essence, the Ge-Stell—increasingly
determunes the shape of our life, circumscribing our possibilities. Inevitably this process
envelops human beings themselves, who increasingly are considered no more than material
to be organized and subjected to planning and calculation. Growing uniformity and homo-
geneity go along with this. The one-dimensionalty inseparable from the dictatorship of
technology will reflect itself in our urban environment. More and more, the world’s larger
cities look alike. Heidegger would not have us understand this dictatorship as a fate that
must be accepted, but as a force that threatens to rob human beings of their essence. In the
face of that threatening dictatorship he reasserts the essence of dwelling. But his response to
technology remains profoundly ambiguous: on one hand, he nsists that living as we do in
a modern world we cannot and should not do much about the hegemony of technology

and the developments that go along with 1t; on the other, he wants us to keep our distance
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from it. I have already invoked his simultaneous “yes” and “no” to technology: the “no”
born of the recognition that technology, were it to gain total dominion, would have to
destroy the essence of humanity, the “yes” of the conviction that we belong to this modern
world and that we would not want it any other way. It would be irresponsible to renounce
the benefits technology has given us, the ways it has helped us lift at least some of the
burdens of life. Think of the ways it has transformed medicine, agriculture, transportation.
Heidegger’s “yes” and “no” betray a split attitude to technology, a kind of aesthetic leave-
taking from the world in a manner similar to that of so many who hope to escape from the
problems of modern life—if not to a hut in the Black Forest, perhaps to some remote
corner of New England. In the end all such half-hearted responses seem unsatisfactory.
And yet, if we admit with Heidegger that the dictatorship of the machine does
not admit genuine dwelling, and if we further refuse to surrender our claim to such a dwell-
ing, we have no choice but to put technology in its place: to affirm 1t, even to welcome it,
but only as a servant. Architecture on this view must accept technology, even as it cannot
grant 1t autonomy. In this sense Ruskin appears right when he 1nsists that we need architec-
ture for our mental health. Ruskin of course linked architecture to ornament, which he
understood in fundamentally aesthetic terms as mere decoration. I have argued that orna-
ment be understood instead as possessing a re-presentational function. Re-presenting natural
symbols, it should recall us to a more genuine dwelling. This returns us to the question:
what constitutes genuine dwelling? What I have said so far has provided no more than a

few pointers.
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Mold and Ruins

16

No one has inveighed more passionately against what I have called perennial Platonism
than the Viennese painter Hundertwasser. In his “Mould Manifesto against Rationalism in
Architecture,” read in 1958 at the abbey of Seckau, Hundertwasser speaks as an artist claim-
ing for architecture, too, the freedom that painting—whose great turmng point is said to
have been “tachist automatism,” a remark that indicates his aesthetic preferences—had come
to take for granted. But the plea for artistic freedom in architecture quickly becomes an'
ethical plea for buildings that should answer much more immediately to the desires and
whims of people than what actually gets built: “No inhibitions should be placed upon the
individual desire to build! Everyone ought to be able and compelled to build, so that he
bears real responsibility for the four walls within which he lives. We must face the risk that
a crazy structure of this kind may later collapse, we should not and must not shrink from
the loss of life which this new way of building will, or at least may exact.”! We may question
such a call to force people to build for themselves, unhampered by codes, not just as hope-
lessly utopian—after all, isn't it precisely the exaggerated, utopian tone of manifestoes that
has often introduced a salutary note into the ongoing discussion concerning the future shape
of architecture?—nor because the word “compel” smacks too much of an authoritarianism
that, inspired by what it takes to be its higher wisdom, feels justified 1n forcing people to
become free, but because of the assumption that freedom can and indeed must be divorced
from the reason that finds expression in perennial Platonism. It is the underlying under-
standing of how we should dwell, with its implication that to really live we must be willing
to risk life, that needs to be confronted.

Hundertwasser is convinced that modernist architecture with its right angles and
straight lines is “morally unendurable” He prefers “the material uninhabitability of the
slums” to “the moral uninhabitability of functional, utilitarian architecture. In the so-called
slums only man’s body can perish, but in the architecture ostensibly planned for man his
soul perishes. Hence the principle of the slums, i.e., wildly proliferating architecture, must
be improved and taken as our point of departure, not functional architecture” (p. 157). The
Hundertwasser-Haus in Vienna, by now one of that city’s tourist attractions, points to where
such a change in direction might take us.

Hundertwasser deplores the way we tend to live 1n buildings that for the most part

we have found pretty much ready-made, simply moving into them. “The occupant has no
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relationship to the building. Because he hasn’t built it but has merely moved in. His human
needs, his human space are certain to be quite different. And this remains a fact even if the
architect and bricklayer try to build exactly according to the instructions of the occupant
and employer” (p. 158). Only where architect, builder, and occupant become one and the
same person would Hundertwasser have us speak of architecture, which thus names an ideal
that has found its most convincing realizations in primitive societies and, in the modern
world, in slums.

More significant, given my concerns in this section, is the war waged against
straight lines. If Loos called ornament a crime, fifty years later his fellow Viennese calls the
use of the ruler, this “symbol of the new illiteracy,” criminal. The “jungle of straight lines,
which increasingly hems us in like prisoners in a goal, must be uprooted. . . . The straight
line is not a creative, but a reproductive line. In it dwells not so much God and the human
spirit as rather the comfort-loving, brainless mass ant” (p. 159). Given such remarks it is to
be expected that Hundertwasser should celebrate mold and rust. To claim that the human
spurit does not dwell in straight lines is surely hyperbole, refuted by the history of building.
But this hyperbole does force us to ask: does what I have called perennial Platonism do
justice to human beings and allow for a genuine dwelling? This is of course a question that
can have no single correct answer, for at issue is precisely where humanity should go and
that issue¢ remains open. That makes it a question with which each one of us has to wrestle.
Certainly, the beauty of geometric forms is not the only kind of beauty, as Plato recognizes
when he opposes to the higher beauty of straight lines and circles the beauty of animals and
representations, or Wolfflin when he opposes an atectonic to a tectonic approach. A distinc-
tion between two kinds of beauty, standing in different relationships to time, is indeed easy
to draw, regardless of which one prefers; besides the beauty of timeless forms there is beauty
inseparably linked to time. Think of shifting cloud patterns, or of the wake of a boat, or of
a soap bubble that grows ever more beautiful as it comes closer to bursting: as we attempt
to hold on to some particular form floating on its surface, it dissolves, gives way to another.
How different is the beauty of these elusive colors and patterns from the beauty of a cut
diamond. Their very elusiveness is part of our appreciation of their beauty. The beauty of
rust and mold celebrated by Hundertwasser is of the same kind. Something in us human
beings is fascinated by impermanence, demands change, and finds Platonic order stifling
and bloodless; we prefer the organic over the inorganic, for though the former lacks the
permanence of geometric forms, it lives.

We must grant that from the very beginning architecture, as opposed to that
ephemeral building Hundertwasser would have us consider genuine architecture, has em-
braced geometric forms. Given that tradition, the “architecture” Hundertwasser calls for is
indeed an antiarchitecture. That this is so becomes disturbingly clear when in a pamphlet
of 1957 Hundertwasser claims that “the air raids of 1943 were a perfect automatic lesson in
form; straight lines and their vacuous structures ought to have been blown to pieces, and so
they were” (p. 157). Ruins on his view are spiritually more inhabitable than so-called func-
tional architecture. “When rust settles on a razor blade, when mould forms on a wall, when
moss grows in the corner of the room and rounds off the geometric angle, we ought to be
pleased that with the microbes and fungi life is moving into the house, and more consciously

than ever before we become witnesses of architectonic changes from which we have a great
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deal to learn” (pp. 159-160). In keeping with his understanding of the spiritual uninhabit-
ability of modern architecture, Hundertwasser’s manifesto calls for what amounts to an ar-
chitecture of ruins: “we must strive as rapidly as possible for total uninhabitability and

creative mouldering in architecture” (p. 158).

The built ruin is the most obvious example of architecture built against architecture. Here
we have the counterimage to structures that seek to defeat the terror of time with images
of permanence. To use a term that has become fashionable, we can say that in the artificial
ruin architecture deconstructs itself; and something of the appeal of ruins has indeed resuz-
faced, transformed, in contemporary architecture’s deconstructive impulse. The artificial
ruin betrays a crisis in the confidence that architecture is able, or should even attempt, to
provide for anything like Heideggerian dwelling. This suspicion of architecture figures a
deeper distrust of the Cartesian dream that reason will render us the masters and possessors
of nature.

Franz Kafka’s never-completed story “Der Bau” (““The Building”) challenges that
dream in a way that lets us understand the antiarchitectonic passion of a Hundertwasser.®
The protagonist of Kafka’s story is an animal—we are not told what kind. “The Den” or
“The Burrow” might therefore be a better translation. What strikes the reader first is a
pervasive mood, a sense of helplessness and hopelessness, bound up with this animal’s desire
for total security that drives its tireless building. Feared, suspected, but unseen enemies lead
it to think of ever more elaborate defenses. But whatever defenses this animal constructs,
the security they promise is outstripped by thoughts of other, still-unmastered threats. Dedi-
cated to the pursuit of security, its life is shadowed by what will not be mastered. Unable to
possess the world, the animal attempts to withdraw into the artificial environment it has
constructed. But a threatening outside and a death-shadowed future will not be eliminated.
How much there is that it cannot grasp and control! All this weighs on the animal, as every
noise comes to be experienced as a threat and absolute quiet is sought as an assurance of
security. But certain noises will not be eliminated, especially a barely audible, curious hissing
that seems to indicate the hidden proximity of some death-dealing enemy.

‘Who is this creature? Obviously not an ordinary animal. This is an anxious animal,
an animal that, fleeing its anxiety, calculates and builds; it is an animal that reasons. Animal
rationale is one of the traditional definitions of the human being. But the animal of Kafka’s
story is a figure not just of the human animal but of the human animal demanding absolute
security: if he were only able to become truly “the master and possessor of nature.” The
animal recognizes, with Descartes, that such mastery requires all-embracing technological
control. Presupposed here is a will to power that cannot forgive itself its lack of power or
its own embodied, temporal being and, precisely because of this, experiences so keenly the
terror of time, has such difficulty facing up to the reality of death, is unable to die in Heideg-
ger’s sense. The animal of Kafka’s story is the human being whose inability to accept his
own temporality shuts out reality, imprisons him in his own creation. Frantic building and

planning cannot grant the so desperately sought sense of security; the turn to technology
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increases rather than diminishes the terror of time. Genuine dwelling demands the shat-
tering of such prisons, demands the destruction of an architecture that is their figure; it
welcomes ruins.

Such distrust of architecture finds expression in the way the development of ruin
architecture intertwines with that of the landscape garden. The two belong together; both
express a desire to rediscover in organic nature lost divinity and humanity’s true home.
Artificial ruins speak of a desire to return to nature, to become part of it, not to master it.
Perennial Platonism’s demand for permanence here is deliberately given up. I dont know
when the first artificial ruin was built in Europe, but by the middle of the eighteenth cen-
tury, just when the Cartesian dream of a world-building based on reason promised to
become reality, the artificial ruin had become an established architectural type in France,
England, and Germany; this fact hints at what we can call modernity’s bad conscience.

The building of artificial ruins was preceded by a general fascination with ruins
that can be traced especially in paintings. Take Jacob van Ruisdael’s Jewish Cemetery, a paint-
ing Goethe praised in his “Ruisdael as Poet” (fig. 96). As Goethe points out, time here

appears to triumph over all human labor can establish. In their ruined condition, the grave

Jacob van Ruusdael, Jewish Cemetery (ca. 1660).
Gemaldegalerie, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen,
96 Dresden. Credit: Alinari/Art Resource, N.Y
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monuments point to something “more than past”: they have become monuments of monu-
ments, monuments raised to the second power. Precariously the ruin 1n the background—
the painting joins a Jewish cemetery near Amsterdam to a Christian monastery ruin and a
brook—asserts the vertical, but it, too, seems near collapse; a freestanding wall appears
especially ready to fall. In the back we see mourners, busying themselves wath less splen-
did monuments—*“as if the past,” Goethe writes, “could leave us nothing but mortality.”*
Goethe concludes his discussion by turning to the brook, which, no longer kept by human
labor, is now seeking its own way through what was once presumably a tidy cemetery,
through the graves, 1nto a desolate wilderness; and he turns to the light, breaking through
the clouds and illuminating a dead tree, symbol of the infinite life of nature, which joins
life and death, indifferent to human self-assertion. The transcendent power of nature is
revealed by the vanity of human attempts to establish their own lasting order and thereby
to rescue themselves from the terror of time. Even memory cannot conquer tume: the once-
splendid graves now lie neglected, those buried in them forgotten.

Such fascination with ruins presupposes the Biblical suspicion of architecture,
linked to the conviction that our true home is not to be found in this fallen, death-burdened
world. In keeping with this conviction painters liked to place the Nativity in a ruin, a
structure declaring the insufficiency of human building and thus the need for the Redeemer.
Is not the dream of the builder as a second god, able to deliver us from the terror of time,
a dream born of pride, a false dream that covers up the condition of fallen humanity and
blocks out visions of our true home? From the very beginning the Bible places building in
an ambiguous light. Cain, condemned to be “a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth” (Gen.
4.14, RSV), is said to have built the first city. To be sure, the Heavenly Jerusalem, too, is a
city, although its architect is of course God and it is not of the fallen world in which we
have to make our way.

The decision to build a ruin or to give buildings a ruinous look betrays a crisis of
confidence in the architect’s ability to provide shelter. To be sure, we are more likely to
think of ruins as picturesque and rightly so: the artificial ruins of the English landscape park
were indeed intimately linked to the emergence of the picturesque as an aesthetic category.
But there is a profound connection: Hans Sedlmayr is right to suggest that “the picturesque
appears as the mortal enemy of the architectonic” The appeal of picturesque ruins hints
at something in us that desires the death of architecture.® Sedlmayr calls attention to the
remarkable decision by painters like Hubert Robert and Caspar David Friedrich to paint
not just ruins but buildings that were still intact, such as the Louvre or churches in Meissen
and Greifswald, as ruins.® Hitler is said to have had artists draw the architecture of his Thou-
sand Year Empire in a ruined state, presumably unaware that history would so quickly catch
up with his dreams.

Earlier I discussed architecture as an art of representation. That the artificial ruin
is very much architecture that represents architecture hardly needs comment; what is repre-
sented is usually an architecture associated with a particularly strong period 1n history, say a
Greek temple or a medieval church. The effect of the ruin is heightened by the viewer’s
reflections on how even the best that the past was able to build had to succumb to time: in
countless English parks we find such structures, which look as if they had collapsed under
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the onslaught of nature and time. But the chosen paradigm is deliberately devalued and
reduced to no more than a picturesque motif, 1ts authority undermined by the passage of
time. And yet, instead of despairing over the impotence of human beings revealed here, we

rejoice in it, for we sense that architecture is unable to satisfy our deepest desires.

Sedlmayr’s claim that “the picturesque appears as the mortal enemy of the architectonic”
invites interpretation in light of the different relationship in which architecture and painting
stand to time. It was hardly an accident that painting much more than architecture should
have furmished aestheticians with ready examples of aesthetic objects: in aesthetic contem-
plation linear time and its before and after are supposed to lose their power over us. This,
at any rate, is the implication of Kant’s determination of the beautiful as the object of an
entirely disinterested satisfaction. Interest is necessarily directed toward the future and, as
such shadowed by the terror of time. Only the disinterested person will experience what
presents itself to him or her as a plenitude. As Kant points out, part of such an experience
1s indifference to the existence—the reality—of a particular object. An aura of unreality is
inseparable from beauty so understood. Schopenhauer suggests that to aesthetic perception
it does not matter whether it is this tree that is seen or some precursor, which bloomed a
thousand years ago. In the moment of aesthetic appreciation linear time is abolished as past
and present appear to fuse.

Michael Fried aligns himself and modernity with what is essentially the same view
when he suggests that the authentic art of our times strives for presentness, understood as
requiring that that the artist create objects strong enough to defeat their own objecthood
through the strength of their shape. Once again what is sought is redemption from the
terror of time. In Fried’s words: “Presentness is grace.”” We owe such grace to art. While
Fried’s discussion focuses on what he terms “modernist” painting and sculpture, he insists
that it be extended to all the other arts. But what would it mean for architecture to defeat
or suspend “its own objecthood though the medium of shape”?® Would not a modernist
architecture so understood have to be an architecture that through the strength of its picto-
rial or sculptural form suspends itself as a structure to be entered and explored, an architec-
ture that for the sake of presentness renders itself uninhabitable and in this respect comes
to resemble a ruin—in other words, an antiarchitectural architecture? To the extent that we
understand aesthetic experience not as a recollection of timeless reality but as an experience
that 1s as if it had no duration, beauty will have to be at odds with the requirements of
dwelling. On this modernist view, the beautiful lifts us out of the life world, out of reality,
carries us to a paradise that, like every paradise, has no room for a house. Human beings
now turn to beauty not to illuminate temporal reality, so that they might feel more at home
in it, but to be relieved of it, to abolish time within time, if only for a time.

That such a modernist conception of beauty must lead to dreams of an uninhab-
itable architecture is readily apparent. With Schopenhauer a look of uninhabitability thus
becomes a mark of the beauty of a building: “But above all else, the beautiful in architecture
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is enhanced by the favor of light, and through it even the most insignificant thing becomes
a beautiful object. Now if in the depth of winter, when the whole of nature is frozen and
stiff, we see the rays of the setting sun, reflected by masses of stone, when they illuminate
without warming and are thus favorable only to the purest kind of knowledge, not to the
will, the contemplation of the beautiful effect of light on these masses moves us into a state
of pure knowing, as all beauty does.”® Giorgio de Chirico was to make of such descriptions
a recipe—a recipe, however, not for building but for painting. Beauty as 1t is understood
here invites the transformation of architecture into painting or sculpture, demands its de-
reahization, demands the picturesque.

Just as de Chirico repainted what is fundamentally the same picture over and over,
so he liked to retell what is essentially the same experience:

I remember one vivid winter’s day at Versailles. Silence and calm reigned supreme. Everything gazed at
me with mysterious, questioning eyes. And then I realized that every corner of the palace, every column,
every window possessed a spirit, an impenetrable soul. I looked at the marble heroes, motionless in the
lucid air, beneath the frozen tays of the winter sun which pours down on us without love, like perfect
song. A bird was warbling in a window cage. At that moment I grew aware of the mystery which urges

man to create certain strange forms. And the creation seemed more extraordinary than the creators.*

I am interested here not in de Chirico but in what by now has become a quite common
kind of revelation. Its occasion may be three American flags strangely visible and forlorn in
the evening sky over the New Haven Green, or the back of Sterling Memorial Library
transfigured by a late sun into a mysterious presence. Especially significant in the cited texts
is the celebration of 1solation and, associated with it, the dissociation of light and love, of
light and life. The rays of the winter sun are frozen, as is the land they illuminate. Schopen-
hauer adds the claim that architecture, 1lluminated by loveless light, moves us as all beauty
does. If we accept this, we have more here than just examples of a particular and strange
kind of aesthetic experience. Rather we are led to the very heart of the aesthetic approach
as I discussed it in chapter 2. More clearly than any other thinker, Schopenhauer lets us
recognize behind that approach a deep morbidity, a taedium vitae born of an inability—or is
1t an unwillingness?—to love, which welcomes the cool clarity of a loveless light.! Or is
Schopenhauer interpreting the essence of beauty in terms of his own personal or perhaps
cultural perspective, a perspective governed by the terror of time? Only this terror makes it
necessary to think beauty in opposition to time.

Michael Fried would no doubt object to this association of what he terms modern-
ist art with de Chirico, whom, as we saw in chapter 14, he mentions among those artists
whose preoccupations with time lets them become theatrical and whom he thus places in
opposition to modernist sensibility. I wonder, however, whether an artist or critic who seeks
grace in presentness is not also preoccupied with time. In this connection it is interesting
to compare Fried’s use of presentness with that of the sculptor Robert Morris, whom Fried
criticizes for his theatrical literalism. Unlike Fried, Morris emphasizes the temporality of the
aesthetic experience and of the art work. “What I want to bring together for my model of
‘presentness’ 1s the intimate inseparability of the experience of physical space and that of an
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ongoing immediate present. Real space is not experienced except in real time. The body
is in motion, the eyes make endless movements at various focal distances, fixing on 1nnumer-
able static or moving images. Location and point of view are constantly shifting at the apex
of time’s flow.”'? Like Fried, Morris wants to suspend or defeat the objecthood of the
object, but this move beyond the object would appear to lead him in a very different direc-
tion. While Fried would let the strength of an object’s shape defeat its objecthood, Morris
wants to return the object to space and time: “Any time the object becomes specific, dense,
articulated, and self-contained, it has already succeeded in removing itself from space. It has
only various visual aspects: from this side or that, close up or farther away.”!?

Since real space, as Morris points out, is not experienced except in real time, this
also means that the more a work-of-art-become-object has removed itself from real space,
the better it succeeds 1n defeating the terror of time. One could point out that as long as an
object is experienced in a particular situation, as one object among others, including the
observer, this defeat must remain incomplete. If this is right, Fried’s celebration of present-
ness may be understood as a call for a more rigorous attack on the terror of time, in which
one must be willing to pay the price of reality to gain victory. When Morris speaks of
presentness, in contrast, he envisions an art that challenges the denseness of objects in order
to open us up the mystery of space and time. The connection between this mystery and the
enigmas that fascinated de Chirico is apparent and Fried is right to link the two. I would
like to suggest the following analogy: the presentness sought by Fried is to that sought by
Morris as the beautiful 1s to the sublime. And just as Fried can appeal to Kant to support his
understanding of modernism, so can Morris, although a different section of the Critigue of
Judgment becomes appropriate: “The Analytic of the Sublime.”

Kant’s understanding of the sublime leads no closer to an inhabitable architecture
than does his understanding of the beautiful. Morris wants not the comforts of enclosed and
domesticated space but masses that appear on the verge of “sliding out into space,” returning
us to the mysterious presencing of things, in which the experiencing self is always copresent.
Domestication of space imphes a domestication of self. The presencing of things, which is
at the same time their continual “sliding out into space,” lets the self return home: not to a
home in space, in the world, but home to its true, essentially free and homeless self. That
self is not subject to time and calmly contemplates its terror. Here lies the key to the power
of the sublime.

Given his attempt to open objects to space, Morris’s fascination with ruins comes

as no surprise:

Approached with no reverence or historical awe, ruins are frequently exceptional spaces of unusual com-
plexity, which offer unique relations between access and barrier, the open and the closed, the diagonal
and the horizontal, ground plane and wall. Such are not to be found in structures that have escaped the
twin entropic assaults of nature and the vandal. It is unfortunate that all great ruins have been so dese-
crated by the photograph, so reduced to banal image, and thereby so fraught with sentimentalizing histori-
cal awe. But whether the gigantic voids of the Baths of Caracalla or the tight chambers and varying
levels of Mesa Verde, such places occupy a zone which is neither strictly a collection of objects nor an

architectural space.™*
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The return of once-firm buildings to space and time calls into question any view of archi-
tecture as the domestication of space. Intended her is not so much a domestication as a
liberation of space, which means also of time. The terror, or rather the mysterium tremendum

et fascinans of time, is awakened rather than banished.

The Bible places building in an ambiguous light; and how can we avoid understanding the
replacement of God’s creation with an artificial, human-made environment as anything but
an act of prideful self-assertion? Already the agrarian Cain, I pomnted out, unlike his herds-
man brother Abel, is a builder of cities. Joseph Rykwert calls attention to a passage from
The Living City that shows Wright’s proximity to the Biblical vision. “Go back far enough
in time, mankind was divided into cave-dwelling agrarians and wandering tribes of hunter
warriors. . . . The cave dweller became the cliff dweller. He began to build cities. . . . His
God was a malicious murderer. . . . He erected his God into a mysterious covenant. When
he could he made his God of gold. He still does.”'* Note the associations: the necessarily
sedentary life that attends agriculture permits or even demands the establishment of cities;
with it comes the introduction of money as represented by the value placed on gold, a
metal that resists change and comes to figure the association of value with permanence.
Thus is the realm of Cain, who thus invites comparison to Kafka’s animal as another symbol
of the ill will against time, which 1s inevitably also an ill will against reality. But let me return
to Frank Lloyd Wright: “But his swifter, more mobile brother, devised a more adaptable and
elusive dwelling place—the folding tent. . . . He was the adventurer. His God is a spirit:
devastating and beneficent as he was himself” ¢

A rooted mode of life appears here as base: Wright links true humamty to mobil-
ity. The modern city dweller 1n contemporary America is seen as in many ways closer to
the tent-dwelling Abel than to the agrarian Cain: “So a human type is emerging capable of
rapidly changing environment to fit desires, one amply able to offset the big city of today:
remnant of the great ancient “Wall.’” In the capability to change we have a new type of
citizen. We call him democratic.”'” And does human nature not demand mobility, demand
mobile homes? If this is granted, the city of today seems still too burdened by the city of
the past, the city of Cain. Is Hundertwasser not right to oppose perennial Platonism and the
cities it has built? Do we not need to oppose, in architecture, too, to the Platonic aesthetics -
of permanence an “aesthetics of change”?'® But does it even make sense to imagine the city
of Abel? How would it look—Tlike a trailer park? like Las Vegas?

Presupposed by this ideal of a city responsive to ever-changing desires is a refusal
to grant that human beings are adequately understood as beings with fixed needs, to be sat-
isfied in fixed ways. Is it not only to a small extent that human needs are fixed by nature?
And if this is granted, should not changing needs also reflect themselves in an architectural
environment that not only changes but welcomes change? To a large extent, human needs
would appear to be socially induced. One might even argue that human beings need their

needs to change, for suppose that there were a fixed set of natural needs: for example,
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hunger, sexual desire, the need for shelter. Suppose further that all these needs have been
more or less satisfied. Schopenhauer suggests that at this point boredom would overcome
us. How then do we escape from boredom? Precisely by raising our needs beyond the
natural level, by developing, if you will, unnatural needs. Artificially induced needs would
seem to take over to the extent that natural needs are satisfied. It is precisely the need to
have needs that makes us so vulnerable to advertising and to changing fashions. The aesthetic
of change appears here as an aesthetics of the interesting.

Popular art and fashion provide ready illustrations. Charles Jencks gives us a good
example of an aesthetics of change when in his discussion of British postwar architecture he
traces the development from the pop artists belonging to the Independent Group to the
attempts of Archigram to lead architecture beyond architecture. Once more we have an effort
to have architecture deconstruct itself, although now this needs io be understood in a quite
different sense: architecture is opened not so much to time and space, but much more
specifically to the promise of the immediate future: “The new aesthetic will be an aesthetic
which will be ‘used up’ as fast as the product and quickly forgotten: an aesthetic which is
based on popular images of power, sex, and other forms of social emulation, and an aesthe-
tic which is above all popular, which will sell, which is always just one step ahead of the
common dream—‘on the frontier of the dream that money can only just buy’”** So un-
derstood, the aesthetics of change will try to retain contact with what is established and
accepted but will refuse to settle for that, for what everyone expects is boring. We should
therefore try to be just a bit outrageous, move just a bit beyond what is understood to be
in good taste—not far enough to turn off the consumer, but far enough to titillate.

The interesting now becomes an important value—in life, and in architecture.
This 1s the meaning of staying “just one step ahead of the common dream” And it is
important that this dream not be altogether beyond our reach, that it be “the dream that
money can only just buy”: the shghtly too expensive CD player, car, house. Hardly a dream
of Bachelard’s oneiric house, 1t does not have its foundation in memories of childhood nor
in recollections of some archetype. Whatever natural needs there may be have been ab-
sorbed and restructured by the needs of the market. The short life of the commodity follows,
for the needs that it satisfies are themselves short-lived and give way to others. The objects
that filled them can then be discarded. The aesthetics of change here becomes the “Throw-
away Aesthetic.”? In keeping with such an aesthetic, Peter and Alison Smithson suggested
that the Detroit-produced automobile should serve as model for the house of the future.?
No longer a dwelling place, the house has become a machine designed to fill rapidly chang-
ing and easily manipulated needs. The modern market, this child of Heidegger’s Ge-Stell,
threatens to embrace all of life, as “dwelling” gains its significance and is defined by advertis-
ing. On this view the human being has no stable essence but is indefinitely malleable and
plastic.

And why insist on the permanence of human relations? Think of the community
created by a successful outdoor music festival, or by an artistic event such as Christo’s wrap-
ping of the Reichstag, or by a football game, or by a mght spent together in some motel
room. Here we have instant communities, often intense in their own way, yet of only short

duration. And are not all communities increasingly of that sort—not very long lasting,
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created by shared but inevitably changing interests, communities that we can join and leave
with ease? The disintegration of marriage as an institution is a symptom. Does it still make
sense today to insist on stable environments, be they homes or cities? Do we not need more
flexible solutions, solutions that will accommodate an inevitably open future with its new
desires and associations? That such solutions would leave architecture in its traditional sense
behind is evident (fig. 97).

But instead of mourning the erosion of traditional communities, perhaps we
should celebrate a new kind of community and environments that can be quickly put to-
gether, which share some of the character of the tent. Inflatable architecture might help
meet this need. Or we might take mobile homes and the instant communities they make
possible as pointers in the right direction. In the issues of Archigram we find much more
provocative and utopian solutions, utopian in the sense that the imagination has outstripped
what can now be realized. But what is here suggested does challenge us not to sacrifice the
promise of the future to the past. A dynamic counterimage to the traditional city emerges:
a city held together by a relatively stable support structure that would take care of plumbing,
electricity, communications, and the like, but would allow for maximum flexibility with
respect to the location and nature of our dwelling.

Giedion and Doxiadis feared in such experiments a new inhumanity,? and yet the
main idea behind Archigram can, it would seem, be defended with quite traditional argu-
ments. We can return to the tent-dwelling Abel, who, Wright supposed, shifted his home
as his spirit moved him. Why be stuck in one place? Why not dream of radically mobile
homes? The new technology has made utopia seem less distant: paradise regained on the
basis of the new technology! Should an old-fashioned emphasis on place and dwelling, on
the values of traditional architecture, be allowed to stand 1n the way of such hopes? Wasn't
it the Nazi Schulze-Naumburg who wanted German architects to build houses that sunk
their roots into the ground and drew strength from the soil? And did not Heidegger, too,
compromise his thinking when he placed it at the service of Hitler? But even if such associa-
tions force us to question the promoted ideals of dwelling and building, questioning here
should not mean dismissal. That the visions of Archigram, too, point in the wrong direction
is shown when we push the idea of a technology-based artificial environment responsive to
our every need to its limit—a machine that will fulfill every need as it arises: “It’s all the
same. The joint between God-nodes and you, eat-nodes and you is the same. Theoretically,
one node could service the lot. There’s no need to move. Cool it baby! Be comfortable.
Godburgers, sexburgers, hamburgers. The node just plugged into a giant needery. You sit
there and need—we do the rest! Green stamps given.”? What has happened to Abel, to
the tent dweller who was supposed to be closer to paradise than his agrarian brother? But
perhaps such utopian visions do bring us toward paradise. If we think of paradise as a place
where no want needs to be repressed or go unfulfilled, where Adam and Eve were hungry
only to see the fruit that would still their hunger, where they felt desire only to reach for
what would quiet their desire, are we not very close to paradise with Greene’s vision?

At this point the link between the aesthetic of change embraced in the issues of
Afrchigram and perennial Platonism begins to manifest itself. Consider the imperatives: Don't

worry about what is far off! Don't plan too far ahead! Live in the moment! Enjoy and forget
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“Western Landscaping,” Boulder County, Colo-
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yourself! These are old recipes against the terror of time. What links Archigram’s utopian
projections to perennial Platonism is what Nietzsche called the spirit of revenge, that 1ll will
against time and its “it was,” which is inevitably also an ill will against ourselves as mortals.
As Heidegger has shown, it is our sense of death that gives us our sense of being this particu-
lar self. Architecture, if it is to serve dwelling, must speak to us of our mortality. The utopian
visions of Pop Art and Archigram tend to dissolve persons into collections of changing needs,
which are easily manipulated and induced by advertising. Just as we can forget ourselves in
the moment, absorbed in, say, a great work of art or a television program, so David Greene’s
“giant needery” would have us forget ourselves. Lost would be the individual and, with
him or her, community. Returning to the analogy with paradise: in paradise Adam and Eve
were not yet persons in the full sense of the word; they became such persons only when they
insisted on knowing for themselves, when they refused the place they had been assigned by
God. But inseparable from such an awakening is the recognition of human vulnerability and
mortality, is the terror of time, the loss of paradise. To be sure, dreams of paradise will haunt
us, but if we are to save our humanity they must remain dreams. Any attempt to realize
paradise here on earth must lead to a destruction of full humanity. A genuinely human

dwelling requires the renunciation of paradise and an affirmation of ourselves as essentially
fallen.
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Death, Love, and Building

17

No doubt we have much to learn from recurrent attacks on perennial Platonism and its
insistence on the timeless and universal. Such nsistence leaves important needs simply unan-
swered; both body and individual are shortchanged. We have to challenge the one-sided
emphasis on geometry, on the spirit, on the universal and eternal, that is so much part of
modernist architecture. This challenge can take two quite different forms:

1. Its more radical form is a denial that there is anything like a universal language
of art and architecture, a language that transcends particular cultures and ideologies. We
meet with an insistence on the merely conventional character of all architectural languages:
are not the codes of architecture, too, governed by what is accepted in a particular society,
at a particular time? Reyner Banham thus attacked the very idea of a “universal” style as
misconceived. Is that style not itself just another convention?! Conventions change, often
rapidly. Architecture, too, has its fashions, and phenomenologists must take care not to
embalm past conventions by elevating them into supposedly umuversal conditions or es-
sences.? And am I not guilty of just such a backward-looking, false essentialism? But if I
have argued that the language of architecture has its ground in human being in the world,
I have also insisted that this world is historical: inevitably the language of architecture has
been mediated by particular histories and landscapes. This, however, does not mean that we
are so immersed in our particular historical situation that we cannot criticize aspects of it by
appealing to the human condition, including deep-rooted needs and desires that have
changed little since Homo sapiens first appeared on the earth.

An examination of human being in the world provides the key to what we can
call “natural symbols” or “the voices of space.” The language of “straight lines and circles,
and the plane or solid figures, which are formed by turming lathes and rulers and measures
of angles” extolled by Plato’s Socrates is part of that understanding,® which is not to say that
human beings must seek refuge from the terror of time in such forms: many have experi-
enced such refuge as a prison. But, as the previous chapter showed, even the refusal of an
architecture of right angles and straight lines presupposes an understanding of its message
and appeal. The very fact that Plato and Mondrian share an understanding of the beauty of
geometric forms suggests that there is good reason to speak of a perennial Plato}lism, that

we are dealing here with aesthetic preferences that cannot be dismissed as just another
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fashion. The appeal of the language of geometry transcends particularities of time and of
place. Radical conventionalism 1s untenable, and untenable also is its challenge to peren-

- nial Platonism. The very temporality of our existence endows geometric forms with their
special aura.

2. But the challenge to perennial Platonism must be rerased in a less extreme
form: does the universal language on which it insists do justice to the entire person? Here
the answer has to be negative. Inseparable from this turn to the universal is a downgrading
of time, the body, the senses, the concrete person inevitably embedded in particular com-
munities. An environment made up only of such forms must leave most human beings
dissatisfied, which is not to deny that this spiritual dimension is indeed essential and that an

. architecture that neglects it altogether also loses something essential. But its significance
should not be exaggerated. Hundertwasser is right to meet such exaggeration with his
equally exaggerated praise of mold and rust. One-sided emphasis on the seemingly timeless
and universal has to lead to an abstract architecture that cannot do justice to the requure-
ments of dwelling. The individual is rendered accidental. In the demand for an aesthetics of
change the legitimate claims of the body and of the person make themselves heard.

And yet, when in the last chapter we turned to the utopian quasi-architecture
celebrated in the issues of Archigram, we encountered there, too, inhumanity. Instead of a
joyful acceptance of human temporality, we once again met with an escape from the terror
of time. Only 1nstead of escaping from becoming to being, to an abstract realm of the spirit,
here an attempt is made to lose oneself in the present: don’t worry about what is far offl
The terror of time 1s to be covered up by short-lived enjoyment, the pleasure of the present
moment. Here, too, we meet with an ill will against time. But this ill will means also an ill
will against ourselves as inevitably concrete embodied individuals, for our sense of being a
self is inseparable from the awareness that we must die. As Freud knew and as Heidegger
demonstrates, it is the awareness of our always possible death that gives us our sense of
being a particular self. “But if death is the aspect of life which confers on life individuality,
independence and separateness, then a priori the repression of death should produce symp-
toms which exhibit on the one hand a flight from independence and separateness and on
the other hand the compulsive return of the repressed instinct. But such an ambivalent
attitude toward independence and separateness is at the heart of all neurosis, according to
Freud’s later clinical writings.”* If this is anywhere near the mark, our dwelling should con-
front death; and this in turn suggests that the built environment, too, should speak to us of
mortality. Heidegger’s Black Forest farmhouse is therefore exemplary when it gives room
to death by giving the coffin its proper place. Another house might have a special door
reserved for funerals and similarly momentous occasions. Cemeteries similarly give room to
the dead and form therefore a not-to-be-neglected part of the urban fabric. And sacred
architecture has always had as perhaps its main task the illumination of life in the face of
death: in the churches of the West, bells, clocks, grave monuments, and crypts thus sound
their memento mori, while crosses and the bones of martyrs testify that the right death leads
to genuine life.®

But are not God and the promuse of eternal life in the City of God fictions born
of the terror of time, veiling that terror only by veiling our own essential temporality and
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consequently our mortality? That promuse, however, at least recognizes that any ideal build-
ing has to promise shelter to the embodied self, not to a disembodied spirit. The embodied

self is unable to recognize in Plato’s realm of forms its true home.

Brueghel’s Tower of Babel not only presents us with the paradigm of an architecture born of
prideful self-assertion, of what Augustine called the libido dominandi, but also calls it into
question by contrasting that tower with the far less pretentious buildings of the surrounding
city and with the sheds that nestle against the tower’s walls. It is essentially the same contrast
we find in Piranesi’s Vedute di Roma (fig. 98), where the overscale remains of proud antiquity
contrast with more recent and much more modest buildings; or in Caspar David Friedrich’s
Ruins of Eldena Abbey (fig. 99): not just architecture here returns to nature, a nature that as
in Ruisdael’s Jewish Cemetery includes life and death, but a church, the representation of the
old faith. In the ruin of the old faith modern humanity establishes their much more modest
building—a figure for us disinherited heirs of the Jewish-Christian tradition?

Vulnerable and mortal the embodied self demands both physical and psychological
shelter. But if such shelter is to provide more than a false escape, if it is to provide genuine
shelter, then building must confront and acknowledge the essential precariousness of human
dwelling and building. But how can buildings do both—promuse security and at the same
time acknowledge the precariousness of our dwelling and building? Bachelard addresses this
apparent paradox when he speaks of nests: “A nest—and this we understand right away—
is a precarious thing, and yet it sets us to daydreaming of security”® Nests are not built by the
libido dominandi but by a very different love. In this connection it would be interesting to
examine how talk about nests and related metaphors function in our everyday talk about
dwelling-—thunk of the expression “nest egg”” What do we have in mind when we think of
nests? The word “nest” connotes shelter but, at the same time, fragility. Yet the latter is
unable to undermine the former: “And so when we examine a nest, we place ourselves at
the origin of confidence in the world, we receive a beginning of confidence, an urge toward
cosmic confidence. Would a bird build its nest if it did not have its instinct for confidence
in the world?” (p. 102). The metaphor of the nest suggests a love supported by confidence
in what the future holds: to consider one’s home a nest is to trust in the world without
sufficient reason for this trust. And it 1s precisely such trust, Bachelard suggests, that is a
condition of genuine dwelling. “Human life starts with refreshing sleep, and all the eggs in
the nest are kept nicely warm. The experience of the hostility of the world—and conse-
quently, our dreams of defense and aggressiveness—come much later. In 1ts germinal form,
therefore, all of life is well-being” (pp. 103—104). Bachelard contrasts an original sense of
well-being, tied to a sense of being part of a larger order, with a more strongly developed
self~assertion that places the self into an antagonistic relationship to the world.

That the former deserves to be given ontological priority had already been asserted
by Bachelard in his discussion of the oneiric house, where he suggests that we comfort

ourselves by reliving memories of protection, memories that carry us back to “the land of
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Motionless Childhood” (p. 6) and play here somewhat the same part as Platonic recollec-
tion, although these memories carry us not to a timeless realm of forms, which by its very
nature has no place for the body, but to a home for the embodied self. They are therefore
closer to imaginative journeys to paradise. Yet do such memories really have the power to
defeat the terror of time? Our reason stumbles over suggestions of a reconciliation of time
and eternity, of a dwelling that is both in time and yet unburdened by time, timeless, eternal.
Does “the land of Motionless Childhood” not belong with the “once upon a time” of myth
and fairy tale? Are the “fixations of happiness” (p. 6) that are to illurninate life not sources of
a false light, this turn to an imaginatively transformed past not in fact an escape into fiction?
Bachelard would not have us build the oneiric house any more than he would
have us build nests. Our houses should only recall them, in this sense repeat them, and
thereby grant our dwelling something of that world confidence that the already-discussed
story of Jacob’s ladder, with its divine promise of an ever-growing community stretch-
ing indefinitely into the future, places at the origin of sacred architecture.” Bachelard, to be
sure, does not cast his point in religious language, but his invocation of a return to “the
origin of confidence in the world,” of “an urge toward cosmic confidence,” recalls Eliade’s
suggestion that “primitive” cultures were able to barush the terror of time by interpreting
human buildings as repetitions of the cosmos. Cosmos implies here the changeless order
that assigns to human beings, too, their proper places. Interpreting what is as constituting a
cosmos allows human beings to feel at home in the world. Building can help to establish or
reinforce such interpretations. A building that is experienced as a repetition of divine build-
ing can claim to give our dwelling its proper measure and foundation. Construction rites
invite such readings, helping to endow the builder’s work with the aura of reliability, whose
ground is sought in a reality untouched by the ravages of time in which the consecrated
building participates. “A ‘new era’ opens with the building of every house. Every construc-
tion is an absolute beginning; that is to say, tends to restore the instant, the plemitude of a
present that contains no trace of history” (p. 76). Linear time and 1ts before and after are
abolished. A higher reality becomes present in the building in a way that hts the burden of
time. “In the last analysis, what we discover in all these rites and all these attitudes is the
will to devaluate time. . . . Like the mystic, like the religious man in general, the primitive
lives in a continuous present. (And in this sense the religious man may be said to be a
‘primitive’; he repeats the gestures of another, and through his repetition, lives always in an
atemporal present.)” (pp. 85—-86) Once again dwelling is understood as repetition, which
has as its goal the abolition of history and thus of death. Primitive building invites such
repetition by presenting itself as a repetition. The traditional symbolism of temple, church,
or house, which establishes a particular building as a repetition of some divine archetype,
lets those worshiping or dwelling in it participate in a tumeless archetypal pattern.
Repetition implies a certain affirmation of time. It thus is not subject to quite the
same critique as what I called perennial Platonism. Repetition recognizes time even as it

refuses to recognize death.
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Still, the question returns: can we grant Bachelard’s nests and oneiric houses the kind of
priority on which he insists? And what sense can we make of Eliade’s claim that the primi-
tive lives through repetition of a timeless archetype in an atemporal present? The claim
attributes to primitive life something of the quality that theorists of the beautiful have attrib-
uted to aesthetic experience, with the difference that Eliade’s primitive life denies the dis-
tance between life and aesthetic experience on which the modern aesthetic approach insists.
Like Platonic recollection, repetition stamps the character of being on becoming, indeed
fuses the two, as they appear paradoxically fused in the eternal life promised to the Christian.
What sense can we make of such fusion? Are not such consoling thoughts, like thoughts
of eternal life in the City of God, also born of the terror of time—alienating, repressive
thoughts that fail to take death and thus also the individual seriously enough? Is Augustine
not right when he insists on the healing power of the confrontation with death, remaining
right even when we deny personal immortality?

That confronting death possesses such healing power is suggested by Aristotle’s
account of tragedy, which invites us to consider the essentially tragic character of genuine
dwelling. According to Aristotle’s famous definition, a tragedy is “the imitation of an action
that is serious and also, as having magnitude, complete in itself; in language with pleasurable
accessories, each kind brought in separately in parts of the work; in a dramatic, not in a
narrative form; with incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish the catharsis
of such emotions.”® What is meant here by pity and fear? What pleasure do we take in their
representation? The answer to this question is tied to what Aristotle means by “the catharsis
of such emotions.”

In the Poetics Aristotle has rather little to say about pity and fear, devoting more
discussion to what kind of plot is likely to arouse them. This deficiency is made up to some
extent by a number of passages in the Rhetoric, where fear is defined “as a pain or disturbance
due to a mental picture of some destructive or painful evil in the future”” First of all and
most of the time we do not fear death, for although “we all know we shall die,” “we are
not troubled thereby, because death is not close at hand.”® Absorbed in the everyday and
its activities, we give litde thought to death. Tragedy shakes us out of such absorption,
confronting us with death in such a way that we recognize our inability to make certain
that our death is indeed a long way off. It thus lets us fear for ourselves. To say that tragedy
should arouse fear is to say also that it should rob us of the sense of security that is part of
our everyday existence: what is happening to those on stage could be happening to me;
a destiny may overtake me that I do not understand and of which I am not the master.
Consider Oedipus, or Pentheus in Euripides’ Bacchae. Both show the inability of reason and
calculation to finally secure human existence.

But what is edifying about their failure, about the pity we feel? Aristotle defines
pity “as a feeling of pain caused by the sight of some evil, destructive or painful, which
befalls one who does not deserve it, and which we might expect to befall ourselves or some
friend of ours, and moreover to befall us soon.”*® Tragedy, on Aristotle’s view, reveals to the

human being who he is: noble in his desire to give order and structure to his life and world,
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pitiful in his inability to secure himself. But again: what is edifying about such recognition?
‘What is the meaning of catharsis? Unfortunately the definitive explanation that Aristotle is
supposed to have given in the Poetics has been lost, but a few hints in the Politics permit us
at least to sketch an answer. Tragedy, according to Aristotle, has a purgative and a heal-
ing effect: our souls are lightened and delighted. This is to suggest that most of the time we
bear a bufden, weighed down by the usually repressed fate of mortals to be at the mercy of
powers greater than they are, the powers being fate and the gods. What weighs on us is not
so much that we are powerless, but that we repress that powerlessness and the associated
emotions. It is a burden imposed on us not by time as such but by a self-assertion that makes
it hard to fully accept our temporality. This inability is what prevents us from affirming
ourselves in our entirety. First of all and most of the time we live in flight from ourselves.
Tragedy returns us to who we really are. This is its healing power.

‘We should not lose sight here of the way the emotions are controlled by tragedy.
First of all they are distanced: the events we see on stage are not real and it is precisely their
unreality that allows us to confront them and through them ourselves. Second, the repre-
sented events have been rescued from arbitrariness: the tragedy’s beautiful form, its closure,
serves to establish an ordered, controlled aesthetic space, in which everything appears to
hold significance. Happenings otherwise terrifying and opaque are transformed by the poet’s
art into significant, bounded, and timeless “situations.”!! Tragedy, too, relies on repetition.
Aristotle thus admonishes the tragedian to keep to the traditional stories, centered on a few
tragically fated families, with each tragedy repeating such a story in its own way, but so that
it is experienced as a repetition of the same. It is important, however, that what is repeated
is not some version of paradise but the interplay of life and death, which the poet’s art so
embraces and bounds that we are able not only to confront but to affirm it. Here is the key
to its healing power: tragedy calls us back to ourselves, to the tensions within ourselves,
tensions that are constitutive of our dwelling.

But if so, should we not attempt to think of buiding, too, in the image of tragedy,
as not a poetic but now an architectural repetition of the interplay of life and death, as an
establishing of meaningful situations, open to the tension that finds expression in the oppo-
sition of Dionysus and Apollo? That opposition, as Nietzsche understands it, is also the
opposition between reality—joyful but also death shadowed—and poetic illusion. Does our
dwelling then require the healing illusion of art? And if tragedy, too, depends on the power
of illusion, does it really allow us to affirm ourselves as the mortals we know ourselves to
be? Is not the problem with this turn to tragedy that it, too, is finally just another version
of the flight from the terror of time into aesthetic illusion?

Aristotle’s account of the healing power of tragedy invites comparison with Hei-
degger’s account of the healing power of the anxious anticipation of death. First of all and
most of the time, Heidegger insists in Being and Time, human beings cover up their essential
mortality and with it their own essence, losing themselves to the world, to different roles
and activities. The resolute anticipation of death rescues us from such dispersal, making us
whole and healing us in that sense. As the possibility that means the end of all my possibili-
ties, death circumscribes my life and gathers it together, giving weight to every one of my

actions. To be open to this possibility is to acknowledge how inescapably my life is my own.
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All self-assertion is thus shadowed by nothingness. Just because of this human beings tend
to flee from death into the world, finding refuge in work routines or pleasure and seeking
solace in the seemingly timeless spheres of science and art. Most often we will turn for
comfort to other human beings.

But do we have to speak here of flight? Can we turn the matter around and
interpret the link that Heidegger establishes between authenticity and the resolute anticipa-
tion of death as a running away from life? We have to grant Heidegger that death 1s constitu-
tive of individuality. But human beings do not only exist as solitary selves; we also belong
to larger wholes, stand in the tension between both, experience the claims of both. This
twofold stance is presupposed by the recurring distinction between two kinds of love, true
love and love of self. Better than Being and Time, Plato’s Phaedo teaches the art of dying. As
long as I remain convinced that my own death will put an end to all my possibilities, to all
I am and to all that could and should matter to me, why should I worry about what will
happen after my death, to those I love, to others, to the world? Does not the finality of
death lead to the recognition that I have only this one life to live and should do whatever
is in my power to make this life as pleasant as possible, as long as I can—and put an end to
it when pain has come to outweigh pleasure? After me the deluge! Fear of death teaches
selfishness, as it is born of a selfishness that would make the death-bound self the measure
of all value. It is of course possible to develop something like 2 morality on that basis, but,
as Plato’s Socrates shows us wath his teaching and his example, such selfishness must render
life hollow: life becomes truly worth living only when there is a recognition that there are
matters weightier than my death. Of such recognition is born the courage to face death as
Socrates was able to face it.

But the question returns, a question raised already in the Phaedo: where are those
convinced that death will have the last word to find such courage? Socratic courage is linked
to a conviction that we belong not to ourselves but to the gods; that is to say, we are neither
the authors nor the masters of ourselves, but stand under demands and commands that issue
from a transcendent domain that assigns us our place. Heidegger later was to gesture toward
this dimension when he replaced the earlier analysis of authentic being-unto-death wath his
analysis of genuine dwelling as a staying within the fourfold, an analysis that requires us to
make sense of his talk of gods, divinities, or angels—messengers of the godhead, at any
rate—that is, make sense of a logos that claims human beings and of which they are not the
author. The realm of forms is Plato’s interpretation of this realm. Condemned to die, Socra-
tes does not console his grieving friends with a promise of personal immortality. That is the
childish view, born of a natural selfishness, which in the Phaedo finds expression in the
anxious questioning of Socrates’ interlocutors, who have not understood the true signufi-
cance of the soul. “Soul” names not something like an immortal person, wearing a mortal
body as one wears a coat, but that which lets the individual belong to and “hear” a transcen-
dent logos that provides him or her with"a measure. To take care of or to neglect the soul
means to cultivate or to neglect the claims issuing from that timeless realm. These claims
have to be experienced, have to be “recollected.” Reason cannot substitute for such recol-
lection; and when our fear of death prevents us from responding to or even from hearing

these claims, we have to be charmed with stories like the dialogue’s final myth, which,

262



despite 1ts surface appearance, is not so much about what will happen to us after death as it
is about this life and its timeless measure.

‘What makes our lives worth living 1s love. Phaedo and Symposium, ars moriendi and
ars amandi, the art of dying and the art of loving, belong together. The prospect of his own
death cannot crush the lover precisely because he cares more about what he loves than
about himself, whether that be a person, a country, humanity, the gods, or justice. Love lets
us take ourselves less seriously, teaches us to be less self-centered. That time and death hold
less terror to the lover is suggested in the Symposium by the story of Alcestis, whose coura-
geous willingness to sacrifice her life so that her husband might live is so admired by the
gods that they release her soul from Hades: only when we learn to transcend our death-
bound selves in love, learn to take ourselves not too seriously, do we begin to truly hve.

The paradigmatic lover in the Symposium is of course Socrates, who, himself taught
by Diotima, teaches that the aim of love is perpetual possession of the good. Eros demands
etermty. On its lower levels it tries to achieve this by making sure that something of the
individual will survive him—children, for example, or fame, or works. Isn't it love that
builds all nests? This then is how most human beings attempt to make their peace with
time. But eros refuses to be satisfied with such temporal counterparts of true eternity. The
higher mysteries of love lead beyond time, which is to say, on Plato’s view the soul’s true
home is not of this world, not in time, but in eternity.

Plato’s distinction between the lower and the higher mysteries of love thus helps
support what I have called perenmal Platonism. But as already pointed out, the problem
with this Platonism is that, while it perhaps answers to the demands of the spirit, it short-
changes the whole human being. We are after all not angels, and we don’t need ethereal
homes fit only for angels. We need to build our homes on the earth, in this time-ruled
reality. Any approach to building that shortchanges time and the body will prove inade-
quate. This is also to say that we must challenge Socrates’ privileging of the “higher” mys-
teries of eros and give greater weight instead to its “lower” mysteries, which are said to seek
a semblance of etermty in time. Such a semblance is provided first of all by children, then
by fame or great works. In each case the individual is asked not to take herself, her own
life, that life that must end with her death, too seriously. The lower mysteries of eros invite
us to understand ourselves as part of an ongoing temporal context. Building responsive to
these mysteries would interpret our place in that context. Schools could become such
buildings.

‘What justifies such a revision of the Platonic account is the same relatively con-
stant human nature that justifies talk of natural symbols. Schopenhauer is one thinker who
can help us to correct the one-sidedness, different in each case, of the Heideggerian and the
Socratic account, when he insists that as an essentially embodied self, the human being is
not only a mortal but also a sexual being. Rather than understanding sex as the lowest
manifestation of eros, Schopenhauer, preparing the way for Freud, invites us to acknowl-
edge the fundamental significance of sex, which, he insists—and something like this is rec-
ognized already by Socrates—is misunderstood when it is reduced to an instrument that we
use to amuse ourselves and others. It would be more correct to call the individual an instru-

ment of the species, which through sex strives for immortality. As this instrument the human
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being belongs to a larger ongoing order. Given such an interpretation, the individual who,
as Heidegger’s authentic person does, takes his or her own death to be the end that circum-
scribes all others, would exist inauthentically precisely because of that refusal to acknowl-
edge the tragic tension between individual and species in human being.

The human species should not be understood here in a too narrowly biologi-
cal fashion. The human being is after all the animal rationale, zoon logon echon. Species there-
fore means also an ongoing community, community in turn depends on communication,
and to understand the possibility of communication we have to open our understanding of
species to the logos presiding over it. This understanding of the primacy of Diotima’s lJower
mysteries makes Alcestis an exemplary heroine. A love strong enough to confront and ac-

cept death defeats the terror of time: love of another, love of community, Jove of humanity.

This revision of Heidegger’s understanding of dwelling calls for building responsive not just
to our individuality and mortality but to that love which lets us experience ourselves as
essentially incomplete, in need of others, in need of community. Such building has to pro-
vide interpretations of our place in an ongoing historical context. Heidegger recognizes the
need for such interpretation when he says of the Black Forest farmhouse that “it designed
for the different generations under one roof the character of their journey through time*?
This then is a house built not for an individual but for successive genéraﬁons. Temporal
reality is interpreted here as a historical order in which we stand, an order that assigns us
our place and charges us with responsibility. This is to say that just as buildings establish
regions, wresting place from space, so they establish temporal situations, placing the individ-
val in time—and not just in time, but in a communally shared time, in history. History
stands in somewhat the same relationship to time as cosmos to space: without some under-
standing of our place in history we lose our sense of belonging to an ongoing community,
a sense that is still our most effective weapon against the terror of time.

How can a building place us in time? In the final part of this book I shall have
more to say about such placement. For a first answer I could turn to an Egyptian temple,
which presents itself to us first as a path to the final chamber with its sacred ship. Or to a
medieval cathedral: “From west to east leads the path: steeply the space rises and from above
light falls upon the path—intimated more than present, a long space, a clearing in God,
holy path through holy darkness, deep on the bottom of a gorge, accompanied by light,
and protected high up under light vaults. Path space through an uncertain world, not more,
but very festal and noble in its proportions”® (see fig. 37). But let me turn instead to a
church roughly contemporary with Heidegger’s farmhouse: the Augustinian priory church
in Diessen (1732-1739)."* As in so many churches, our progress toward the high altar, to
the cross, figures our own progress toward death (fig. 100). Of death speak the altar paint-
ings, while time presides quite literally over our progress in the now broken clock above
the choir arch. Of death, too, speaks a stone in the pavement under our feet that calls
attention to the vault beneath the choir in which the founders of the church lie buried. We
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are not allowed to forget that this church is a grave of saints, and just as we approach the
balustrade that separates us from the more sacred space of the choir, which finds 1ts culmina-
tion in the high altar with its promise of victory over time, this sepulchral character asserts
itself forcefully: we see in glass shrines the bones of two of the founders, whose names and
relics speak of the triumph of time, but also of a sainthness that triumphs over time. Al-
though dead, they live in this church, living, even for us who no longer believe, 1n the same
sense in which Socrates still lives in the Phaedo and the Symposium.

If the nave’s horizontal encourages movement, the choir discourages 1t. Steps and
balustrade stop us; the architect’s shift in vocabulary, from the nave’s pilasters to full columns,
from the semi-ellipses of the arcs spanning the nave to more festive semicircles, helps mark
the choir’s more sacred character. Particularly significant is the shift from the scalloped
frames of the nave frescoes to the ringlike frame of the choir fresco, which suggests a hole
cut into the vault through which we are allowed to see the church’s founders, buried in the
crypt below, assembled in Heaven. Visually and symbolically the choir thus establishes a
vertical axis that links heaven and earth, transforms death mnto triumph. But only the high
altar, place of the divine sacrifice, really unites heaven and earth: only in the representation
of the Assumption of the Virgin to which this church 1s consecrated are the two visual
zones into which the nave spearates really brought together. !

No longer does our world allow for such building. The dwelling that built it hes
just as decisively behind us as the dwelling that built Heidegger’s farmhouse. To be sure,
Christians still worship in this church. Candles are still lit for the Virgin. Still, like so many
of the great churches of the West, for most of its visitors this church, too, has become
an aesthetic object, 2 musuem of sorts. As Heidegger says of the temple at Paestum or of
Bamberg cathedral, “the world of the work that stands there has perished”'® (see figs. 120,
121). The perishing of a world means inevitably also the perishing of a history, and when
such a history perishes, so does a community. The church at Diessen preserves traces of this
history, traces of a world that has vanished. Preserving these traces the church speaks to us
moderns of our history, helping us place ourselves.

As the recent successful renovation of this church demonstrates, the preservation
of such structures is considered important. But 1s it important only in the sense in which
preservation of any aesthetic object of similar significance is important? Suppose we were
dealing with buildings whose only virtue was their age: should they be protected? The
problem of how to deal with the architectural inheritance became particularly acute in
Europe following the end of World War II. What was one to do with often half-ruined
cities? Especially in the beginning there were many voices who, 1n the spirit of Le Corbu-
sier’s suggestion that Paris be razed, called for radical reconstruction: narrow medieval streets
should finally give way to the demands of the traffic engineer; building should free itself
from the burden of the past. Much was accomplished to transform medieval towns into
modern cities, but it is interesting to observe how in different countries those who insisted
on expensive, painstaking rebuilding and restoration increasingly had their way. And soon
they not only restored the damage of the war but went further, restoring the appearance of
a bygone era. The reconstructed tower of the Diessen church offers an example. The origi-

nal tower had been hit by lightning in the nineteenth century and was rebuilt in a then-
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fashionable medievalizing style; only very recently was the decision made to tear that tower
down and to go back to Johann Michael Fischer’s original design.

Should we be upset if someone were to tear down some venerable, but really
quite ugly, city hall to make room for an up-to-date facility (see fig. 101)? What difference
does it make whether we live or work in a building that not only has a history but represents
and perhaps interprets this history? I knew a couple in Andernach on the Rhine who lived
in what was once a monastery’s town house, a house that spanned all the styles of Western
architecture. Its cellar was still Roman; subsequent centuries built on these foundations,
often without much success. Given considerations of economy and efficiency that house
should probably have been torn down: with its enormous roof and landmark status, which
meant that no substantial changes could be made, it proved impossibly expensive to keep
up. The owners tried to give it to the city for a museum or the like, but for a long time no
one was nterested.

‘What does history matter? Genuine community requires both a shared past and
a hoped-for future. Once that future found binding expression in the ideal architecture of
the Heavenly Jerusalem. But we face our future very much as an open possibility, no longer
able to look forward and up to the Heavenly Jerusalem or to any sumilar ideal. We might fear
that as long as such an ideal is missing, genuine community is also missing. Still, some sense
of community is granted by a shared past, which remains also a promise and a ground from
which to start building a stronger community. The now often almost desperate concern
with the past betrays an anxiousness that community might be lost altogether, to be replaced
with more or less accidental associations of individuals who find such associations to their
mutual advantage. Preservation of the archutectural past is an inseparable part of any attemnpt
to establish and preserve a genuinely public space that allows individuals to find their sepa-
rate places in an ongoing order. The historical dimension of our environment must be
preserved and represented if we are to keep open the possibility of genuine dwelling. And
we do not preserve or re-present history by just playing with its fragments.
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Architecture and Building

18

That from the very beginning modern life should have been shadowed by the promise of a
simple, more authentic life invites examination. As Bernard Rudofsky observes: “There is
a good deal of irony in the fact that to stave off physical and mental deterioration the urban
dweller periodically escapes his splendidly appointed lair to seek bliss in what he thinks are
primitive surroundings: a cabin, a tent, or, if he is less hidebound, a fishing village or hill
town abroad. Despite his mania for mechanical comfort, his chances for finding relaxation
hinge on its very absence. By dint of logic, life in old-world communities 1s singularly
privileged.”

Many of us have experienced the lure of the unfamiliar, be it the Alaskan wilder-
ness, an Italian hill town, or a Zambian village. But what lessons can be drawn from the
modern urbanite’s nostalgia and usually quite temporary escapes to more primitive modes
of dwelling, from her willingness to put up with diarrhea, mosquitoes, and cramped quarters
just to take a brief step out of her civilized world into a different mode of life? Do such
escapes allow us to infer that, as Rudofsky suggests, life in old-world communities 1s singu~
larly privileged? Would we exchange our own way of life for theirs??

Just like Heidegger’s dream of a Black Forest farmhouse, Rudofsky’s images and
descriptions of what he calls “nonpedigreed architecture” carry the utopian promise of
human beings hiving in harmony with each other and with the earth. Burdened neither by
technology nor by what is usually thought of as “architecture,” this archutecture belongs to
a specific region, just as do its rocks and caves, trees and ammals. “The untutored builders
in space and time—the protagonists of this show—demonstrate an admirable talent for
fittng their buildings into the natural surroundings. Instead of trymng to ‘conquer’ nature,
as we do, they welcome the vagaries of climate and the challenge of topography.” Ephemeral
as some of these structures may be, “the shapes of these houses, sometimes transmitted

» through a hundred generations, seem eternally valid, like those of their tools””> Contextu-
alism, regionalism, and apparent timelessness here go hand in hand.

Ecology-minded postmodernists will listen sympathetically to Rudofsky when he
suggests that

Vernacular architecture owes its spectacular longevity to a constant redistribution of hard-won knowledge,

channeled into quasi-instinctual reactions to the outer world. So-called primitive peoples have none of
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the devil-may-care attitude when confronted with the reality of their environment. Above all, they have
no desire to dominate it. Admittedly, the vernacular’s unforgivable weakness is constancy. Unlike the
apparel arts or pedigreed architecture, it follows no fads and fashions but evolves only imperceptibly in
time. As a rule, it is tailored to human dimensions and human needs, without frills, without the hysterics
of the designer. Once a life style has been established and habit has begotten a habitation, change for

change’s sake is shunned.*

It is difficult to resist the spell of Rudofsky’s photographs of luminous cubic houses spilling
down a hillside in Siros, of bosomy Apulian trulli, of tomblike Galician granaries, of a
Dogon Big House symbolizing a procreating man. They leave us with an urge to travel, to
search out what often are the last traces of a way of life being eroded by the seemingly
inevitable progress of our industrial culture. But if the photographs force us to question that
progress, they also leave us wondering about the possibility and, more important, about
the desirability of such a return to the archaic, even if we are reminded that “archaic”
here means not so much temporally prior as closer to the arche, the timeless origin: that is,
more essential.

Would I want to spend the rest of my life in such an “old-world” community? I
could probably afford it. But I would miss too much, always remain an outsider, and, more
important, I would miss my own context. I have grown too accustomed to the comforts of
modern life, too mobile, both literally and spiritually, to be able to recover such “serenity”;
I have seen too much not to supplement Rudofsky’s moving images with other equally
moving but sadder images of squalor and starvation. To be sure, I would like to visit the
magical places Rudofsky places on our coffee table. But this does not mean that I would
gladly exchange what I now have for what I at times dream of and even escape to, no more
than periodic visits to Disneyland or trips to the Alaskan wilderness mean that we would
like to live in such an environment. The attraction of the vanishing traces of old-world
cultures is inseparable from their location on the periphery of our life.

And yet Rudofsky is right to question why, “to stave off physical and mental
deterioration,” we should periodically escape to surroundings that we experience as figures
of a vanishing but more original mode of dwelling. The Austrian Rudofsky found his figure
of paradise above all in white-washed Thera, the southernmost of the Cyclades, whose
supposed “primitivity” he had celebrated already as a young man in his doctoral dissertation:
“perfection as expressed in a marvellous unity of past and present, whch imparts to the
stranger a sensation of timelessness.”> Houses, half-tunneled into the soft volcanic rock,with
walls of lava blocks and often covered by a barrel vault of a primitive concrete made of “the
local pumice stone and pozzolana, a volcanic ash that, mixed with lime, yields an exceed-
ingly firm hydraulic cement,”® seemed to belong to the landscape just as much as the vine-
yards and fig trees, the menacing crater and wine-dark Aegean; each subtly different,
adjusting itself to its curious site in its own way, its soft contour, which Rudofsky likens to
a loaf of bread, unhampered by the need to obey the dictates of level and plumb line, ruler
and compass, arid yet bound to its neighbor by the subtle rule of this special soil and sky.
And not only here does the genius loci” speak in seemingly timeless images of perfection: the
same can be said of countless “old-world” villages and towns, which preserve context with-

out sacrificing individuality and without being conscious of either. In the case of Thera
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an “agitated topography,” re-presented by the “dancing rhythms of the steps,”® and the
Mediterranean sun with its sharp shadows saw to that. New means of communication have
brought such sights closer to us even though they are part of forces that must exile such
sites to the periphery of our world, endowing them with an aura of unreality. Such magical,
seemingly timeless habitations appear to fall out of historical time. They belong with nar-
ratives that begin with the “Once upon a time,” that time when there was no time, that
introduces the Brothers Grimm’s fairy tales.” Seen against the background of such a town,
everyday activities present themselves as timeless paradigms, especially in the medium of
photography: a woman climbing steps and another occupied with the perpetual whitewash-
ing of walls, roofs, and pavements are figures of the enduringly human that have no place
in the world of television antennas and cars. The attack on space manifested by the revolu-
tions in transportation and communication threatens to destroy such humanity, as does the
desire for an ever higher standard of living, for ever more gadgets, ever new thurills.

Few tasks facing the architect are more difficult than the introduction of modern
buildings into such an almost ageless context. Rudofsky gives the example of government-
sponsored new housing that, following the earthquake of 1956 that devastated Thera, was
to provide for the homeless. Even the Housing Department’s Ministry of Public Works
recognized that it would not do to rely on the clichés of the then-triumphant international
style. Designers were asked to respect the island’s strong vernacular. “Nevertheless, in the
course of planning, designing, and decision making, the traditional houses’ languid lines
were resolutely straightened out, their wayward curves stiffened into half-circles, the dimen-
sions of rooms, doors, and windows standardized, and the foundations laid out perfectly
parallel in homage to the Right Angle”’® Gone were the subtle individuality and freely
molded forms of the old houses. No doubt, the designers recognized the strength of the
local building tradition, but their attempt to develop a modern language that would fit into
this context failed. Although clearly indebted to the pregiven vocabulary, streamhned and
disciplined, the new houses lacked a soul. An obvious measure of the modern designers’
failure was the islanders’ refusal to appropriate what the government so thoughtfully had
furnished. They continued to prefer the old ways of building and dwelling.

Essentially the same story repeated itself in countless villages, towns, and cities,
where such natural catastrophes as earthquakes and fires—but more often such human-
made catastrophes as war or resolute modernization—made rebuilding necessary. Again and
again a desire to honor the genius loci led historical sensitivity into an unfortunate alliance
with modern design to produce buildings that borrow certain aspects of the vernacular, say
the general shape of a house, especially the established roof form, without preserving the
former’s life.”* I am thinking of postwar rebuilding in such deeply scarred cities as Ulm or
Nuremberg; but also of such unfortunate compromises with the past as New Haven’s city hall
(fig. 101). Too ofien attempts to preserve something of the strength of the old urban context
end up with mechanical or theatrical gestures that underscore their own emptiness.

Rudofsky calls his celebration of the “old-world” vernacular “frankly polemic.”*?
It is indeed impossible to miss the intended contrast between “the serenity of the architec-
ture in so—called underdeveloped countries” and “the architectural blight in industrial coun-
tries,” which is blamed on “architectural design”—what Rudofsky calls “pedigreed
architecture”—or on technological thinking, what Ruskin already called the “prevalent
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feeling of modern times, which desires to produce the largest results at the least cost”*® and
lets us treat nature as no more than a source of materials to be used and used up. The
vernacular celebrated by Rudofsky, by contrast, is nonconfrontational and ecology minded
without having to mind ecology. Pedigreed architecture and engineering are both made to
appear as products of a fall into sin that, like the first fall, means inevitably also a fall out of
the natural realm. Primitive architecture figures paradise, although Rudofsky draws the leit-
motiv of his essay not from Genesis but from Seneca’s letter to Lucilius: “Life is the gift of
the immortal gods, living well is the gift of philosophy. Was it philosophy that erected all
the towering tenements, so dangerous to the persons who dwell in them? Believe me, that
was a happy age, before the days of architects, before the days of builders.”** To up-to-date
architecture Rudofsky opposes archaic building, where the very modern dream of timeless

dwelling colors his presentation of the assembled material.

Despite its pronounced antimodernism, Rudofsky’s dream of an architecture without ar-
chitects was shared by some of the founders of the modern movement. Little separates his
juxtaposition of vernacular and pedigreed architecture from Adolf Loos’s description of the
effect of the introduction of an architect-designed villa into an Austrian lakeside village:

Everything breathes beauty and peace.
What's this then? A false note disturbs this peace. Like an unnecessary screech: among the
peasants’ houses, which were not made by them but by god, there is a villa. The work of a good architect,

or a bad one? I don’t know. I only know that peace, rest, and beauty have fled.
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Before god there are neither good nor bad architects. . . . In towns, in the realms of Beelzebub,
there may be fine distinctions, as there are even in kinds of crime. And I therefore ask: why is it that

every architect, whether he is good or bad, harms the lakeside?'®

The atheist Loos does not hesitate to invoke God and Beelzebub to present the contrast
between the villa and buildings that were not so much built by peasants as created by nature,
using their building only as her medium. Themselves products of nature, such buildings
cannot but fit into the natural context. This fit gives them a look of natural necessity.
‘Whatever an architect designs inevitably breaks such harmony. With his work the city in-
vades the countryside, and in keeping with a tradition that has Cain build the first city,
Loos assigns the urban realm to the devil. No matter how successful, architects belong to
that realm.

Why must every architect, whether good or bad, harm the lakeside? Precisely
because she would be more than a mere builder: an artist. As an art, architecture has always
already fallen out of the quasi-natural order of building. The architect takes her task to be
more exalted than the construction of a merely serviceable structure; she wants to create
something beautiful, fashion an aesthetic object. As pointed out earlier, aesthetics has long
taught that such objects should be appreciated as self-sufficienit wholes. To be appreciated
as such wholes they must either distance themselves from their context—that is, stand out
as figures on the ground provided by the landscape—or incorporate it; they must either
turn their back to their setting, like so many modern works of architecture that appear to
just happen to be in this particular place (Loos’s unnecessary screech), or engage that con-
text, confront it as recalcitrant material to be appropriated, transformed, and integrated into
the artist’s composition. Either approach is difficult to reconcile with contextualism. Pedi-
greed architecture inevitably tears the landscape, and such tearing scars. As peasant dwellings
all over the world can teach us, building need not be such a violation.

Loos accuses the architect of having no culture, where “culture” names “the har-
mony between the inner and the outer man which alone guarantees sensible thinking and
acting.”'® Loos’s idealized peasant by contrast has culture precisely because he has not yet
fallen out of the natural order, which narrowly circumscribes his possibilities. Because he
allows his creativity to be ruled by natural wants and instincts always already bound by a
particular site and climate, whatever he creates, be it a tool, a field path, or a house, has the
look of inevitability. Not yet do human beings oppose themselves to the situation into
which they have been cast. Instead of confrontation there is harmony. The devil wants
confrontation, God harmony.

‘Where Loos differs from Rudofsky is in his conviction that the paradise of peasant
culture lies behind us, that any attempt now to return to it would betray the possibilities of
a genuinely human existence opened up by science and technology. It would be irresponsi-
bility to squander their potential for liberation. But if we cannot and should not attempt to
return to what Loos describes as the innocent but less than fully human paradise of peasant
culture, need we give up hope for a modern analogue? Here it 1s important to keep in mind
that it is not old-world architecture as such that preserves context: the scattered older houses

that have survived in many modern cities look quite out of context. It is not the modern
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context shaped by technology that our building ought to honor? Loos’s critique of architec-
ture opens up the possibility of a truly modern contextual approach to building, no longer
regional but international. Paradise can be regained on the basis of technology. “Technolog-
ical culture” is not the oxymoron it appears to be for Rudofsky. No more than the peasant
harms the lakeside “does the engineer, who builds a railway to the lake or ploughs deep
furrows in 1ts bright surface.”'” Bound by considerations of efficiency, the engineer has to
be attuned to his or her materials and the laws of nature. All ornament, indeed all aesthetic
extravagance, is ruled out. Modern bridges and harbors, with their mazes of docks and
cranes, are thus beautiful in rather the same way as the work of the peasant builder. They
communicate a similar attunement to the natural order, a similar harmony between inner
and outer. A well-built car or plane cannot help but be beautiful. Or think of the beauty of
silos or industrial architecture. The engineer is the peasant’s modern counterpart.

Such sentiments were characteristic of early modernism. Le Corbusier was only

one architect to extol the engineer:

Not in pursuit of an archatectural idea, but simply guided by the results of calculation (de-~
rived from the principles which govern our universe) and the conception of a LIVING
ORGANISM, the ENGINEERS of today make use of the primary elements and, by coordinating
them in accordance with the rules, provoke in us architectural emotions and thus make the work of man
ring in unison with universal order.

Thus we have the American grain elevators and factories, magnificent FIRST-
FRUITS of the new age. THE AMERICAN ENGINEERS OVERWHELM WITH
THEIR. CALCULATIONS OUR EXPIRING ARCHITECTURE.™ (fig. 102)

Vertical Assembly Building, John F Kennedy

Space Center, Cape Canaveral, Florida. Photo by

102 author.
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“Inspired by the law of Economy and governed by mathematical calculation,” the engineer
puts us into accord with universal law. “He achieves harmony”*® But as the strain placed on
the environment by technology demonstrates, to be 1 accord with universal law does not
yet mean to be in tune with what we. usually understand by “nature.”” Nuclear devastation
is in accord with universal law; so are acid rain, oil spills, and asphalt deserts. Universal law
is quite indifferent to human needs. Rudofsky’s warning of the progressive deformation of
landscape by technological progress cannot be dismussed. It calls into question the substitu-
tion of a modern, industrial contextualism for a primutive, agrarian one.

Not that his idealization of “old-world” rural life does not raise equally serious
questions: when Loos hikens his peasant builders to animals, he renders his own 1dealization
of peasant life problematic. As the animal rationale, the thinking animal, the human being is
also the always already displaced animal, who, if he is to create a home for himself, may not
leave the world alone. Descriptions of old-world peasants as natural builders are musleading.
‘We may think of the incandescent buildings of Thera as belonging to this island on the
Aegean, as we think of the Parthenon as belonging to 1ts rock, but that landscape to which
they now appear to belong is a landscape shap‘ed and transformed by human labor, including
building. All building has its origin in a confrontation of nature that is never free of violence.
As the essentially displaced animal, the human being has always already lost paradise. Thera
never was paradise, even if we moderns may read it as a figure of paradise. There is no
paradise to be recovered. Certainly such recovery is not accomplhished by timid attempts to
return to some archaic vernacular; and yet attempts to return human life to a more intumate
relationship to nature remain appealing. Even Le Corbusier had once been convinced by
yet another Austrian, the backward-looking Camillo Sitte, of the desirabality of such a re-
turn: “Sitte’s arguments were skillful, his theories seemed correct; they were based on the
past. In fact, they were the past—and the muniature past, the sentimental past, the rather
insignificant flower on the roadside. This was not the past of apogees; it was the past of
compromises. Sitte’s eloquence went well with this touching renaissance of the ‘home,’
which in a paradox worthy of the cottage, was defined grotesquely to divert architecture
from its proper task (‘regionalism’).”?

Ronchamp lets us wonder to what extent Le Corbusier finally freed himself from
the “sentimental” past (see figs. 72, 95). But the young Le Corbusier wanted something
altogether different: to all regionalism he opposed an essentially universal architecture of
confrontation. Instead of celebrating submission to pregiven contexts, Le Corbusier cele-
brated the violence inherent in all building, which has only been underscored by the new
means technology has placed at the builder’s disposal. What moves Le Corbusier is not so
much the apparent timelessness of old-world culture as the intoxicating pace of modern
life: “Cars, cars, speed, speed! One is carried away, seized by enthusiasm, by joy. Not by
enthusiasm at seeing the shiny bodywork glistening m the hght of the headlamps. But en-
thusiasm over the joy of power. The frank, ingenuous enjoyment of being at the center of
power, of energy. We share in this power. We are part of this society whose dawn is break-
ing.”?! Timid contextualism cannot be reconciled with such joy at the dawn of a brave new
world, which welcomes the force that tears apart slowly grown land- and townscapes. “Its
energy is like a torrent swollen by storms: a destructive fury. The town is breaking in pieces,

the town cannot last, the town is no good any longer. The town is too old. The totrent has
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no bed.”?? Le Corbusier understands architecture as an “assault upon nature.” It looks not
backward, anxious to preserve mherited contexts, but forward to the creation of unheard-
of new contexts in which old-world architecture will look sadly out of place, a relic left
over from our darker past.

By now technology has demonstrated its destructive potential in a way that invites
us to see in Le Corbusier’s dawn the twilight of the old day. We dont even need to think
of atoric war and ecological crisis. Suppose reason were to triumph over such irrationality
and technological thinking were to find solutions for all the problems produced by a still
underdeveloped technology: would that assault upon nature celebrated by Le Corbusier
leave us a truly humane environment? Why does the thought of all landscape transformed
mnto technoscape, of the triumph of asphalt and vinyl siding, frighten us?

As already pointed out, Le Corbusier was much too much of an artist himself to
accept the reduction of the architect to the engineer. While he gave us the programmatic
slogan, “The house is a machine for living in,” in the same place he also insisted on what
separates the architect from the mere engineer: architecture is an art, and for the genuine
artist there is “no longer a question of customary use nor of tradition, nor of constructional
methods, nor of adaptation to utilitarian needs. It 1s a question of pure invention, so personal
that it may be called the work of one man.”?® Corbusier understands the Parthenon as such
an invention: “Passion, generosity and magnanimity are so many virtues written into the
geometry of the handling of the contour,—volumes disposed in precise relationships. Phi-
dhas, Phidias the great sculptor, made the Parthenon” Architecture is art and “art is poetry:
the emotion of the senses, the joy of the mind as it measures and appreciates, the recognition
of an axial principle which touches the depth of our being’* Such an understanding of the
archutect as artist has to place him or her in opposition to just those forces of custom,
tradition, and utilitarian needs to which Rudofsky would submit building. But this is of
course to be expected: as much as any modern architect Le Corbusier is associated with
“pedigreed architecture.” Such architecture is confrontational by its very nature as art. It
inevitably speaks with a loud voice. But need it therefore also be that unnecessary screech

condemned by Loos?

As we have seen, Heidegger’s description of a Black Forest farmhouse endows it with many
of the same values Rudofsky discovers in “nonpedigreed” architecture. But Heidegger has
also provided an interpretation of the architectural type that has provided much “pedigreed”
architecture with its authorizing paradigm, the Greek temple (fig. 103):

A building, a Greek temple, portrays nothing. It simply stands there in the middle of the rock-cleft
valley. The building encloses the figure of the god, and in this concealment lets it stand out into the holy
precinct through the open portico. By means of the temple, the god is present in the temple. This presence
of the god is itself an 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 time gathers around itself the unity of those paths and relations in which birth and death,
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Temple of Hera I, so-called Temple of Poseidon,

Paestum. Credit Alinari/Art Resource, N.Y.

278



disaster and blessing, victory and disgrace, endurance and decline acquire the shape of destiny for human
being. The all-governing expanse of this open relational context is the world of this historical people.
Only from and in this expanse does the nation first return to itself for the fulfillment of its vocation.?

Transporting human beings into the presence of a god, the temple lets them experience a
particular place as holy, thus providing their life with a focus. So understood, architecture,
as opposed to mere building, has an essentially public function: its task is to help gather
scattered individuals into a genuine community by presenting the powers that preside over
its life. Architecture is a presentation of the divinities.

The generality of Heidegger’s description raises questions: Which temple is he
speaking about? The temple work is said to first open up the world of the Greek people.
But how can this be? Does the building of any particular temple not presuppose the Greek
world? Perhaps we should say rather that each temple re-presents and lights up this world
in its own unique way by transporting those who visit it into the presence of a divinity, be
it Zeus or Athena, Aphrodite or Apollo.

If it is difficult to take literally Heidegger’s claim that it is the temple that first
opens up the Greek world, it is equally difficult to take literally his moving description of
how the temple first makes visible the environment: “Standing there, the building rests on
the rocky ground. This resting of the work draws up out of the rock the mystery of the
rock’s clumsy, 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 violence. The
luster and gleam of the stone, though itself 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 firm towering makes visible the invisible space of the air.”?® But were earth,
sea, and sky, trees, grass, and animals not part of the temple’s pregiven context? How can
Heidegger claim the temple presents this context for the first time, that it is only the temple
that brings to light the light that allowed the temple’s builders, too, to see? Hyperbole here
appears to approach nonsense.

But we have to take seriously Heidegger’s claim that the temple—and we can
generalize to every genuine work of architecture—renders visible the landscape that pro-
vides its setting, as it illuminates the historical world to which it belongs, providing it with
a unique focus. What grants the temple such power of illumination? Heidegger speaks of
the temple’s “firm towering” and ‘“steadfastness.” Standing there, the temple “holds its
groundq.” ‘We say of someone who refuses to yield to an enemy that she holds her ground.
‘Would Heidegger then have us liken the temple’s relationship to its setting as a kind of war?
Yes, although he would no doubt insist that “war” here translates the Greek polemos, which
he understands with Heraclitus as eris and translates as Auseinandersetzung or “confrontation.”
Auseinandersetzen means primarily to set apart so that what is thus set apart is rendered visible
in its own proper being. As an assertive presencing of stone ordered by spirit, the temple
sets itself apart from the earth that supports it, establishes itself as a figure on the ground of
the pregiven landscape. Setting itself apart from its context, the temple brackets that context
in a manner that must be understood exclusively and inclusively. As a seemingly self-
sufficient presence the temple draws our attention, pushing its setting at a distance. Thus

distanced, the setting is, so to speak, put in a frame. Framed, it is re-presented. The temple
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thus lets us look again not just at itself, at its form and materials, but at its site. By confront-
ing its context instead of quietly submitting to it, the work of architecture becomes a hght
that illuminates its surroundings, including other buildings.

The temple work is said by Heidegger not only to set forth the earth, that upon
and in which “historical man grounds his dwelling in the world,” but to open up that world,
where “world” names “not the mere collection of the countable or uncountable, familiar
and unfamiliar things that are just there,” but the most encompassing context which gives
meaning to all our actions and thoughts.”” In Being and Time Heidegger shows how the
world is opened up or revealed precisely when our usual ways of dealing with persons or
things break down in some way, by fissures in some usually taken for granted context: a
chair that has lost its leg becomes conspicuous in 1ts now useless presence. Or suppose you
are doing a jigsaw puzzle; a particular, strangely shaped piece cannot be found, but just its
absence renders the other pieces obtrusive in their current uselessness. Or take a window that
should have been washed long ago and now obstinately refuses to be overlooked. Conspicu-
ousness (Auffalligkeit), obtrusiveness (Aufdringlichkeit) and obstinacy (Aufsdssigkeit) constitute
disturbances in the usually smooth texture of everyday life, which—precisely because it
allows us to take things more or less for granted—Iets us only half see them.? Famibarity
veils. Fissures in that texture help lift that veil, endowing things with a new presence (fig.
104). It is to such presence that Michael Benedikt would recall architecture: “There are
valued times in almost everyone’s experience when the world is perceived afresh: perhaps
after a rain as the sun glistens on the streets and windows catch a departing cloud, or, alone,
when one sees again the roundness of an apple.”®

Although Heidegger 1s not concerned with architecture when he discusses con-

spicuousness, obtrusiveness, and obstinacy in Being and Time but is concerned to show how
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within everyday life the world is lit up by disturbances in our usual ways of dealing with
persons or things, the relevance of that discussion to his later interpretation of the world-
establishing power of architecture should be apparent. Insofar as it is also a work of art, the
work of architecture is precisely a building that because it effects such disturbances renders
itself conspicuous and therefore present, communicating a particular way of standing in the
world, a particular ethos. We may want to say that what renders the work of architecture
conspicuous 18 its beauty, but if so we should keep in mind the traditional wnsistence on the
uselessness of the beautiful. Ornament and beautiful proportions constitute breaks in the
context ruled by utility. As a useless and for this reason conspicuous insertion into a parti-
cular setting, the work of architecture renders that setting obtrusive. Thus every work of
architecture places other buildings in the light of the world 1t has opened up. And works of
architecture are obstinate. The German aufsdssig is perhaps better translated as “rebellious.”
Works of architecture refuse to fit into the pregiven context without speaking up. They
stand up to that context and hold their ground. In that sense works of architecture may be
considered rebellious buildings.

From this perspective Rudofsky’s “frankly polemic” celebration of “old-world”
building may seem an attack on the very essence of architecture. But here it 1s important to
distinguish the standpont of the author, who is modern precisely in his discontent with the
modern world, and that of those who built and dwelled in the structures he illustrates.
His praise of nonconfrontational building contrasts strikingly with his own self-consciously
confrontational style. In the context of our modern world his images and descriptions have
somewhat the same function as Heidegger’s description of the Black Forest farmhouse: they
are meant to provoke, to make us uneasy about our all-too-comfortable way of life. Rudof-
sky’s invocation of the timeless vernacular of old-world building rebukes our vernacular,
with its concern to be up to date, subject to the latest fad or fashion.

‘What would an architecture look like that attempted to heed Rudofsky’s lessons?
Would Luis Barragin have met with his approval? or Venturi? or the architectural experi-
ments of his fellow Austrian, Hundertwasser? Whatever the answer, this much is clear: any
such attempt should result in a bulding that would confront and stand up to the modern
context, calling us to a different way of life, a different ethos. As a contemporary version of
old-world building it would be not another such building but a work of architecture.

The contrast between contextualist vernacular building and confrontational architecture is
part of the hustory of building, which may be likened to an evolving ellipse with these two
foci. Like all art, architecture in this special sense refuses to submit to the context of the
established and accepted; it departs from and confronts building. Its very point is to let us
take leave from the everyday, if only to return us to it, now with eyes more open, with
greater awareness of what everyday routines inevitably obscure. What Heidegger says of the
Greek temple, that it lets the god be present, has its analogue in the presence of God in

every church or in the presence of shared values in civic monuments. Architecture calls us
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out of the everyday to another place, one a bit closer to the ideal. A piece of utopia lives in
all architecture. This utopian aspect has to bring architecture into conflict with what would
seem to be the very point of building, which is to help make us comfortable 1 our world,
where expectations of what comfort requires can be expected to change with changing
conditions. Architecture is, however, also building. This returns us to the tension that rules
what Rudofsky calls pedigreed and I called genuine architecture: like all building, architec-
ture too should make us comfortable, while, like all art, it should make us uncomfortable,
fill us with dreams of a better world, of genuine community.

But this way of putting the matter presupposes an overly reductive understanding
of the requirements of dwelling. To feel at home in the world we not only require shelter
but need to illuminate that world with myths, be they of gods or God, or of shared rights
and virtues. If it is to meet the requirements of dwelling, building has to assume a mytho-
poeic—and that means inevitably also a public and political—function. This is to say that
vernacular building requires the illumination provided by architecture, where architecture
can be either conservative or revolutionary: that is, serve the old or present new gods.

Is architecture still able to meet this function? What do we today have to learn
from a Greek temple or a medieval cathedral? No longer do such works have the power to
assign us our place in their world; we visit them rather as we visit museums, expecting
knowledgeable guides, preferably with a Ph.D. in art history. As Heidegger points out, even
“when for instance, we visit the temple mn Paestum at its own site or the Bamberg cathedral
in its own square—the world of the work that stands there has perished.”*® And not only
has the world of these works perished; our world no longer appears to want such world-
establishing work. No longer do we look to art, let alone architecture, to gather individuals
once more into genuine community. The ethical function that art once had today has been
claimed by reason.

Unfortunately reason has proved unequal to the assumed task. We live in the ruins
of the inherited value system. To support this claim—1I shall return to 1t in my conclusion—
I would have to show that, notwithstanding the efforts of phil(;sophers from Plato to Kant
and indeed right down to the present, pure reason has shown itself incapable of discovering
the true ends of human actions. Such discovery requires the aid of myth. And even 1if our
understanding of reality makes it difficult to take myth seriously, even if it may have become
hard to separate the mythmaker from the fool, the mythopoeic function of art remains
indispensable.

The need for art, and especially for architecture, remains. What kind of architec-
ture? Temple and cathedral lie behind us. Not only has the kind of community their build-
ing presupposed and reaffirmed been lost, but few of us would wish it to return, for it is
incompatible with one of our own ruling myths: the myth of the value of personal freedom.
That myth has freed art, too, from its former servitude to religion and state. But if art has
thus gained a new freedom, the price of such emancipation has been its peripheral place-
ment in a world ruled by the economic imperative.

Where does that leave building? Outside of art, it would seem, which has become
“a private concern of the artist”’** Where does that leave architecture? The following chap-

ters address that question.
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The Publicness of Architecture

19

Inquiries into the origin and essence of building have tended to focus on the house. But
can such a focus do justice to the public character of architecture and thus to the distinction
between building and architecture? The history and histories of archutecture argue other-
wise. Nikolaus Pevsner’s An Outline of European Architecture,! from which I drew the distinc-
tion between architecture and building, is quite representative. A glance at the “List of Text
Figures” speaks for itself: as one should expect, all illustrations are of what Rudofsky called
pedigreed architecture. Of the fifty-seven figures preceding an illustration of Michelozzo’s
Palazzo Medici in Florence (begun in 1444), all are of ecclesiastic archutecture, except for
Diocletian’s Palace in Split, a Pompeian basilica, and the Palace of the Flavian Emperors
in Rome in the introductory chapter; Charlemagne’s palace in Ingelheim (early ninth cen-
tury); Harlech Castle (chiefly 1286—1290); and Cothay Manor (late fifteenth century). And
churches continue to dominate well into the eighteenth century, only to disappear alto-
gether thereafter: the last church illustrated is Jacques-Germam Soufflot’s Ste.-Geneviéve
(begun in 1755), secularized and transformed by the French Revolution into the Panthéon.
No new architectural type emerges to take the place of the church. The plates complement
but do not change this picture. The history of European architecture is told here as a history
of “pedigreed architecture,” and in Christian Europe this means above all the history of
church architecture.

That this is indeed the standard account is confirmed when we leaf through Chris-
tian Norberg-Schulz’s Meaning in Western Architecture.? A more inclusive work than Pevsner’s
history, its first chapter is on Egyptian architecture and speaks of temples and mortuaries.
The dread of death and a sense of the sacred here intersect, where sacred architecture also
means public, communal architecture. And sacred, communal architecture dominates the
following chapters. To be sure, things change a bit when we turn to Rome: illustrated are
not only temples but triumphal arches, city gates, and imperial villas, as well as apartment
houses and a house in Pompeii. Still, architecture here means mainly public building, and -
much of that, although by no means all, still has an obvious connection to the sacred. The
next three chapters, on early Christian architecture, Romanesque architecture, and Gothic
architecture, deal almost exclusively with churches. Only some illustrations of the Palazzo
Pubblico and streets in Siena and one of the Vladislav Hall in the castle in Prague (1482,
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1502) indicate the beginning of a turn to the secular. Things change as we come to the
chapter on Renaissance architecture: while church architecture still dominates, the palazzo
asserts itself as a significant genre. With the turn to Mannerism, villas and palazzos begin to
domunate, although in the chapter on Baroque architecture churches once more predomi-
nate. Emphasis changes radically in the chapters on the Enlightenment and then on modern
architecture: only two illustrations show churches, one Schinkel’s painting of an imagined
Gothic cathedral (1813), the other Le Corbusier’s Notre-Dame du Haut in Ronchamp.
Housing, and now not just or even primarily apartment houses but private homes, together
with office buildings, factories, theaters, and museums, begins to occupy the best architects.
There 1s a probferation of building tasks, of which not one can claim the significance that
once belonged to the church.

Books like Marvin Trachtenberg and Isabelle Hyman'’s Architecture, from Prehistory
to Post-Modernism: The Western Tradition or Spiro Kostof’s A History of Architecture: Setting and
Rituals broaden the picture considerably but don't really change it.> That this should be the
case, even in the latter, is a bit surpnising, given the author’ stated premise that “all buildings
of the past, regardless of size or status or consequence should ideally be deemed worthy of
study”—Kostof nightly points out that “modest structures in the periphery of monuments
are not simply of intrinsic value; they are also essential to the interpretation of the monu-
ments themselves. Slave cabins, outhouses, herb gardens, and water vats complete the mean-
ing of the plantation house.”* But to grant such dependence of monuments on peripheral
architecture hardly challenges the usefulness of Pevsner’s distinction between architecture
and building. To be sure, such a challenge is 1n the air; it might even be called “politically
correct” Many of us have, as Kostof points out, become increasingly attracted to the aes-
thetic charms of an “architecture without architects.” And no doubt, “Its appeal proves how
unwarranted it is to claim that even the humblest of structures is untouched by aesthetic
concern or devoid of aesthetic appeal” (pp. 14-15). But, as I attempted to show in chapter
2, as long as our attention remains focused on “aesthetic appeal” we will not be able to do
justice to what architecture has been and meant. Nor do we do justice to architecture when
we view it as “a medium of cultural expression” (p. 19)—just about everything a culture
produces can be understood to express it in some way or other. Architecture, I have sug-
gested, not only expresses but intends to express cultural values and concerns. It does not
just communicate, it is intended to communicate. Kostof himself points to what warrants
the distinction between building and architecture when he continues: “To be sure, this is
an innocent sort of visual order. There is no conscious theory behind it, no intellectualized
systemn of form. But it demonstrates that delight is an elusive thing that may apply as readily
to the random and unstudied as it does to the calculated designs of the professional” (pp.
14-15). What has generally been considered architecture is not innocent.

Kostof, however, resists the pointer he here provides. He appeals rather for

a more inclusive definition of architecture and, consequently, a more democratic view of architectural his-
tory. The aim is to put aside the invidious distinctions between architecture and building, architecture
and engineering, architecture and speculative development; to treat buildings with equal curiosity whether

they are religious in intent, monumental, utilitarian, or residential; to discriminate carefully among styles
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or conventions of forms without discriminating against any of them; and to have genuine respect for

the architectural achievement of cultures regardless of origin and their racial and theological identities.

(pp. 15-16)

It is telling that, despite such admirable and timely open-mindedness, in the present book
at least Kostof finds it difficult to live up to the ideal he proclaims: only in the first five
chapters, which bring us to the Greek temple, is nonpedagreed‘archltecture prominently
represented. After that public architecture, especially temples and churches, predominates.
The urbanization of Europe, leading first to the Renaissance and then to the transformation
of the architectural environment by industry, brings the expected, accelerating shift away
from sacred architecture. And despite the book’s title, despite illuminating forays into the
Near and Far East and into the Americas before Columbus, and despite the first chapters,
this remains very much a history of Western architecture. Focused on a relatively small
number of outstanding works of architecture from a very small number of European coun-

tries, this is definitely not a history of building.

As this brief survey suggests, the history of Western architecture justifies both Pevsner’s
distinction between building and architecture and his choice of Lincoln Cathedral as a para-
digm: until the Renaissance—and indeed, especially in Catholic countries, well mto the
eighteenth century—this history has been pretty much a history of sacred architecture, in
which sacred also meant communal. One-sided emphasis on the house, which we meet

with-so often in speculations about the essence or origin of building, must therefore be

questioned.”Fhe history of building should not be equated with the history of architecture
but includes it. And~while most buildings have of course been quite ordinary houses, these
have not figured prominehtly in histories of architecture. And nightly so: not only has the
history of building turned atound two poles—one marked by the house, the other by the
temple or church; one comparatively private, the other comparatively public; one compara-
tively profane, the other comparatively sacred—but the latter has traditionally been privi-
leged, as witnessed by the expenditure of labor and wealth.> The hstory of architecture has
been anything but democratic. Attempts to ground architectural practice by locating the
origin of building in the primitive hut fail to do justice to sacred architecture, as architectural
theorizing came to recognize: the church building, as we have seen, gained its legitimacy as
a representation not of the first house but of real and imagined structures that were thought
to have had God as their real author, including especially the Heavenly City and the temple
Solomon is said to have built in Jerusalem.

It is therefore significant that architectural theory has turned not around one but
two paradigms. It is an ellipse that has one center in the house, tied to the family more than
to the individual, the other center in the church or temple; it is significant also that in the
eighteenth century the former came to displace the latter. Still, we must not forget that
while the idea of the original house has haunted architectural theory, so has that bf a sacred

structure of divine origin. While the former addresses itself more to the need for physi-
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cal control, the latter addresses itself more to the need for spiritual control. It is possible to
relate these two foci as ground and figure. What is discussed as architecture in histories of
archutecture is first of all architecture that presents itself as a figure on the ground of more
or less anonymous building, and we may not forget that this figure-ground relationship
s repeated by individual buildings, including even the most modest houses. Consider, for
example, the history of portals and main doors, whose public, re-presentational function
invites architectural treatment and calls for ornament.

‘Works of architecture re-present buildings. One could put the matter this way:
architecture re-presents and by so doing illuminates the vernacular of building. Churches
thus represent and re-present houses. To return to the Thomistic definition of the church
as the house (the Latin domus, “house,” becomes the German Dom, “cathedral”) in which
the community joins in celebration of the sacrament, this house not only 1s called “church”
but signifies the Church, that is to say an ideal comm dwelling. Just about every medi~
eval city provides striking illustrations, and so does many i

England meeting house preserves the idea of the church as a special house, a house in which
the community joins in sacred celebration, even if no elaborate attempt is made to articulate
the spintual significance of the building.

The ethical function of architecture is inevitably also a public function. Sacred and
public archutecture provides the community with a center or centers. Individuals gain their
sense of place m a history, in a community, by relating their dwelling to that center. But
simply placing an ambitious work of architecture on a ground of buildings does not neces-
sanily provide these buildings with a center—this is one lesson taught by Brueghel’s Tower
of Babel, which turns a cold shoulder to the surrounding city. It is not difficult to come up
with modern analogues. Most obvious perhaps is the analogy with the official architecture
of totalitarian states, which self-consciously employed architecture to help forge a new com-
munity. [ have already mentioned the disturbing affinity between Heidegger’s failed attempt
to appropriate the greatness of our culture’s Greek beginning for the German present and
Nazi architecture, which boasted of having achieved “a harmonious correlation between
Hellenic serenity and the austere simplicity of modern functional architecture™ (see fig.
116). It is a recipe found irresistible not just in totalitarian states, such as Hitler’s Germany,
Mussolini’s Italy, or Stalin’s Russia. Particularly close to the Babylonian paradigm was the
proposed scheme for the Palace of the Sowiets, which was to be taller than the Eiffel Tower
and the Empire State Building, an extravagant scheme haunted by the constructivist ghost
of Vladimur Tatlin’s (by then no longer welcome, because much too modernist) Monument
to the Third International, its interlocking, upward spiraling helices intended to symbolize
the upward spiraling progress of the Marxist dialectic.” But we need not move that far afield
to step into the shadow of Babel’s tower: not long ago I visited Houston—with its ensemble
of tall buildings reaching skyward from the flat Texan plain, it made as powerful an impres-
sion as any architecture I have seen, but an impression that disturbed me. These splendid
skyscrapers by some of our most distinguished architects created a sense of nonplace. No
city I know ap;;ears quite as close to the Wonderful City of Oz. Very different was my
impression of Minneapolis, from which I had just come. Most important here is not which
town has the stronger architecture—what do we mean by “stronger”?—but the way that

the architecture relates to the ground provided by the existing buildings and by the land,
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and to some ideal vision of the city of the future. This is connected to the problem of the
relationship of the language of architecture to the vernacular. Venturi got hold of something
important when he wanted to recall architecture to the vernacular. His pointer deserves to

be taken up and given more thoughtful development.

N

I pointed out that the history of building has revolved around two poles, the first marked
by more or less private building—not just by the house but also by such functional sheds as
factories, stores, lobster sheds, barns, places to store grain, and the like—the second, privi-
leged over the first, by public architecture serving a quite evident ethical and thus also a
communal function—first of all by the temple but also by such public buildings as palaces,
city halls and city gates, fountains, and theaters. For much of the history of Western archi-
tecture the church has thus represented the leading architectural task, although city hall (just
think of the city halls of Florence, Siena, Antwerp, or Augsburg) and palace (think of the
Escorial and Versailles, as well as their offspring) at times laid claim to comparable or even
greater significance. Still, despite such challenges, the church could claim preeminence until
the Enlightenment put an end to its privilege. Not that it yielded that privilege to some
other building task: the very idea of the leading building task became increasingly question-
able. And perhaps this is as it should be. Given the shape of the modern world, does it still
make sense to privilege one building task over all the others? Is there still and should there
be an architectural type capable of establishing or reestablishing a communal world as the
Greek temple on Heidegger’s interpretation was able to do?

That for many centuries the church had that function is obvious. What allowed it
to play that part? Let me return once more to the traditional understanding of the church
as a place where a multitude joins in celebration of the sacrament. Thus joined, the members
of the community leave both home and work behind. Ruskin had suggested that we are at
leisure when in church and that just because it served leisure the church remained a fit task
for the architect. But much of our leisure time we spend of course at home; talk of leisure
fails to capture the communal significance of attending a service, and it fails to do so in a
way that is quite analogous to the way talk of aesthetic pleasure fails to do justice to what
I have called the ethical function of art. I would like to suggest the following analogy: just
as the church presents itself as a figure on the ground of ordinary buildings, so the time
religious festivals—think of celebrating Easter or Christmas—presents itself as a figure

ound of ordinary time. Such celebrations recall us to and interpret the significance
iting experiences of human life, the mysteries of death, birth, marriage, rebirth.
some paradigmatic event, they recall us to what matters in life, re-present what
matters. In this sense festivals cast a light on everyday experience. They illuminate it. The
same, I have suggested, goes for works of architecture: they cast a light on and illuminate
more ordinary buildings. In the case of the Christian church such illumination gains its
special significance from a master narrative that is taken to be authoritative. That narrative
invites an interpretation of the significance of every human life by referring it to the life of
Christ. Life thus gains its measure as Christ’s birth, death, and resurrection are granted

288



paradigmatic significance. The church recalls human beings to that paradigm. What hap-
pens, however, when this text and the paradigm it has offered lose their authornty for the
whole society? What can we put in the place that with the death of God has become empty?
But perhaps this is the wrong question. Should we not rather ask: does it still make sense to
demand of architecture that it create works that help establish and interpret the world in
such a way that human beings are once again gathered in what I have called, questionably
no doubt, genuine community?

To say that the church has lost much of its former significance in the modern
world is obviously not to deny that many churches continue to get built. But what function
do they have in the life of the community as a whole? Churches today cater only to subcom-
" munities; no longer do they have the power to establish the ethos of the entire community
to which we belong. Even for most persons who consider themselves and indeed are genu-
inely religious, religion no longer has the power to illuminate the whole; it 1s 1n fact only
a small part of their lives. This peripheral significance of the religious expresses itself in the
peripheral placement of churches in the urban fabric. Church architecture as a whole has
become peripheral in the twentieth century. There are of course some outstanding modern
churches; Ronchamp usually gets first mention, although I would be quick to add Alvar
Aalto’s Imatra Church or Gottfried Bohm’s church in Neviges. But what is their significance
to the society to which they belong?

The disintegration of the old value system—and such disintegration is necessarily
also a disintegration of what was once genuine community—finds expression in the prolif-
eration of leading building tasks. Nikolaus Pevsner’s History of Building Types can serve as an
example.® Some building types are excluded, churches especially, for having been covered
too well already; schools and dwellings are also left out. What then are the building types

Pevsner covers? Here is his table of contents:

National monuments and monuments to genius

Government buildings from the late twelfth to the late seventeenth centuries
Government buildings from the eighteenth century: Houses of parliament

. Government buildings from the eighteenth century: Ministries and public offices
. Government buildings from the eighteenth century: Town halls and law courts

. Theatres

. Libranes

. Museums

. Hospitals
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. Prisons

. Hotels

. Exchanges and banks

. Warehouses and office buildings
. Railway stations
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. Market halls, conservatories, and exhibition buildings
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. Shops, stores and department stores

—
~

. Factories
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Is any one of these building types capable of assuming the role once played by the church?
That is to say, does the type allow architecture to speak of human beings in a way that
touches the whole of life and helps build a commumnty?

In his Verlust der Mitte (the title given to the English translation, Art in Crisis, fails to capture
the meaning of the German, which suggests that the crisis of modern art has 1ts origin in a
loss of society’s spiritual center), Hans Sedlmayr asserts that, since the end of the eighteenth
century, only six or seven artistic tasks have come to claim anything like the significance
that once belonged to the church. Excluding most of the architectural types appearing
on Pevsner list, Sedlmayr mentions only “landscape garden, arc/hltectural monument, mu-
seum, theater, exhibition, factory’”® We may quarrel with that list, wondering, for example,
whether the house should not have been included—for a number of modern architects,
most notably Frank Lloyd Wright, it would seem to have been the leading artistic task. But
leaving such questions aside, at least for the time being, I would like to take a closer look at
Sedlmayr’s idea of the “leading artistic task,” which, like Gropius, he takes to mean pretty
much “leading architectural task.”

Sedlmayr offers the following fourfold characterization: Artistic tasks may be
called leading:

1. because the form-giving fantasy likes to return especially to them;

2. because the attitude here gains its greatest security and often a clearly defined type evolves;

3. especially because from them emanates, if only in a limited realm, something like the power
to form a style, because other tasks adjust and subordinate themselves to them;

4. because consciously or unconsciously they appear with a claim to occupy the place of the

great sacred architecture of the past and to form a center of their own.*®

Here, too, sacred architecture provides the model for all architecture, which in turn pre-
supposes that any adequate concept of dwelling has to make room for the dimension of the
sacred. Having elided, or at least obscured, this dimension, modernity faces the task of

reoccupying the place occupied for so many centuries by temple or church, the architectural

representative of the Community’s Spiri

‘While we must grant Sedlmayr thag modern architecture cannot appeal to a similar
center, it is not at all clear that this calls for a\reoccupation of the place once occupied by
temple and church. Given all the decenterings that have shaped modern life, we arguably
might better abandon the idea of leading artistic tasks, especially the idea of leading architec-
tural tasks, freighted as this idea is with expectations connected with the traditional under-
standing of the church as the leading architectural type.

Sedlmayr presupposes that our dwelling requires a spiritual center; also that such
a center cannot be freely laid down but must be experienced as in some sense given, as in

this sense transcending the individual’s freedom; also that such a center must join a commu-
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nity. Something of the sort does indeed seem necessary: any center that we know to derive
1ts authority only from our own free will has to strike us as arbitrary. Meanings must be
discovered; they cannot be willed without self-deception. If perhaps not a center, at least
some authority must be recognized, if there is to be responsible decision—this is the point
of Heidegger’s talk of divinities, even if his words raise barriers to easy appropriation. With-
out such authority it 1s difficult to see why one should decide on one course of action rather
than another; without something like a higher measure we become the plaything of what
Plato calls “our passionate and fitful temper.”** We all need to cast ahead of ourselves shared
dreams or thoughts of an ideal existence, measure our present dwelling by some ideal dwell-
ng, and these projections must seem arbitrary unless experienced as responding to what our
only obscurely glimpsed essence demands. The distinction between building and architec-
ture answers to the need for such projections.

As I have described 1t, the very point of architecture is to let us take leave from
the everyday, but only to return us to 1t, now with eyes more open and a greater awareness
of what matters. What Heidegger says of the Greek temple, that it lets the god be present,
has its analogue in the presence of God in every church, or in the presence of shared values
in civic monuments—think of the Capitol (fig. 105), of the Washington, Jefferson, and
Lincoln memorials, or of Civil War monuments (see fig 113). Architecture has an ethical
function in that it calls us out of the everyday, recalls us to the values presiding over our
lives as members of a society; it beckons us toward a better life, a bit closer to the ideal.
One task of architecture is to preserve at least a piece of utopia, and inevitably such a piece

leaves and should leave a sting, awaken utopian longings, fill us with dreams of another and
better world.

105 | Capitol, Washington, D.C. Photo by author.
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Grave and Monument

20

Insistence on the publicness of architecture has to collide with that privatization of art we
have come to take pretty much for granted. Loos’s already-cited distinction between the
work of art, which satisfies no need and is “a private concern of the artist,” and the house,
which does and is responsible to everyone, speaks to that collision. “The work of art wants
to tear human beings out of their comfortable adjustment to the world. The house serves

- to make us comfortable. The work of art is revolutionary. The house conservauve. The
work of art points out to humanity new paths and thinks of the future. The house thinks
of the present.”* Although the private concern of the artist and responsible to no one, the
work of art is smd to look forward to a transformed humanity, thus acquiring a public
significance after all. The artist on this view is a prophet without authonty. Untimely
in Nietzsche’s sense, because it challenges its time, the modern work of art has to appear
irresponsible and ambiguous because it would serve a future whose contours remain
uncertain.

‘What role then does Loos leave to an architecture that insists on being more than
Jjust building? His paradigm is a simple grave: “When we find in the forest a mound, six
feet long and three feet wide, raised by a shovel to form a pyramid, we turn serious and
something in us says: here someone lies buried. That is architecture”’? Hardly distinguished as
an aesthetic object, this modest mound may seem to lack what we would ordinarly consider
the aesthetic interest to qualify it as a work of art, that is, as a work of architecture. But
more important to Loos is its ethical function: the confrontation with death prevents us
from going on with the usual business of life and carnes us to another place, a place that
lies, usually well submerged, within the self.

“Ethical function” is given here primarily a private significance. Loos’s grave is
not what we would usually consider an architectural monument; it does not serve to honor
some illustrious personage. As if to remind us that death levels the hierarchies and distinc-
tions that in the world separate individuals, the person beneath Loos’s modest forest mound
is left unnamed. What matters is not who lies buried, but that 2 human being lies buried
here. The grave gestures thus toward the solidarity of mortals, even as it shatters such soli-
darity by facing each individual with his or her own mortality, with the fact that, as Heideg-

ger insisted, in the most fundamental sense no human being can die for another. Bring-~
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ing us home to our selves, Loos’s forest grave at the same time lets us feel homeless in the
everyday with all its familiar cares and concerns, bids us attend to the essential: our one
death-bound life. Genuine art, as Loos understands it, recalls us to what Heidegger calls
authenticity: it invites us to take leave from what we usually call reality, but only to free us

and to return us to our true selves.

Loos’s forest grave hardly deserves to be called a work of architecture: graves become ar-
chitecture only when re-presented by some structure. Such public re-presentation, Loos
suggests, remains as the only legitimate architectural task: “Only a very small part of archi-
tecture belongs to art: the sepulchre and the monument. Everything else, everything that
serves a purpose, it to be excluded from the realm of art”* As so often, Loos is speaking in
hyperboles. Still, the history of architecture does argue for a profound link between archi-
tecture and death. For many of us the history of architecture begins thus with the pyramids,
with monumental tombs. And when we look to prehistory, the history of architecture al-
most reduces to a history of tombs. Howard Colvin can thus start his Architecture and the
After-Life with the observation: “Architecture in western Europe begins with tombs. The
earliest surviving structures that we can recognize as architecture were funerary monu-
ments.”* Thousands of neolithic tombs survive, enormous stones raised, as Jacob raised the
stone that had served him for a pillow, into a vertical position and covered with horizontal
slabs, sheltering the dead, sheltering also the living from the dead—and one function of
funerary architecture would appear to have been from the very beginning the need to help
mark the boundary separating the realm of the living from the realm of the dead, to ensure
that the dead would confer blessing rather than curse on the living. With the distinction
between the living and the dead, Hegel suggests, “the spiritual begins to separate itself from
what lacks spirit. The concrete, individual spirit here begins to assert itself;” as the dead are
protected from the terror of time. (It thus seems only fitting to Hegel that Herodotus
thought that the builders of the pyramids were the first ones to believe in the soul’s
immortality.)®

The effort required to move, say, stones of more than forty tons demonstrates that
the building of such monumental tombs was communal work.® No doubt, conspicuous
monuments to the dead have always been thought to serve not only the needs of the dead—
“with the nomadic chieftain, horses, servants, even wives were all entombed to serve his
needs on the eternal steppes”’—but much more those of the living, especially those in
power. Such monuments provided them with occasions to represent their dominion over a
particular region, to legitimate such dominion by honoring its founding heroes, to help
preserve it by promising that what the past had established would not fall victim to the
ravages of time.® Grave monuments also serve to call the community to the powers presiding
over it, to its divinities. Thus “when at Newgrange we find that the entrance is so arranged
that at the winter solstice the rising sun shines through a specially formed aperture, down

to the entrance passage and into the burial chamber at the heart of the mound, it is clear
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that we are looking at more than just a burial place” (see fig 71). An effort 1s made to open
the dark realm of death to the light of the life-renewing, ever-returning sun. The monu-
ment thus expresses a conviction that the darkness of death will not have the last word, that
life will triumph over death.

Proper burial was thought necessary to allow the dead to journey to whatever life
awaited them in and beyond the tomb. As Eliade observes, like the rites following birth or
like rites of marriage, rites of death in primitive societies were rites of passage, special, to be
sure, in that the survivors could at best preside over part of the deceased person’s journey,
who had to undergo further ordeals until he could take his proper place in the realm of the
dead.!® But proper burial was not only a last service the living owed the dead; it was also
thought necessary to prevent the dead from hurting the living. The Romans thus thought
that “if burial was denied, the ghost of the dead would roam the earth in perpetual distress,
and might do untold harm to the living. Even if safely conducted to the nether world, it
could still exercise an influence over the living that might just as likely be malevolent as
benevolent. It was, therefore, imperative to treat the dead with due respect and, above all,
to give them proper burial’** Today we no longer believe in ghosts who, distressed by our
neglect, might harm us. In keeping with our efforts to push death and the dead out of our
lives, our cities allow the dead only a peripheral importance. What Colvin says of Great
Britain also holds of this country: the triumph of the cemetery in its nineteenth-century
form “has been relatively short-lived. Death is no longer an event to be celebrated by major
ceremonial, the grave no longer a place to be marked by substantial architectural or sculp-
tural monuments. Indeed many nineteenth-century British cemeteries lie neglected, van-
dalised and overgrown. Only the village churchyard can still, in sympathetic hands, retain
something of a romantic melancholy so perfectly captured by Gray’s Elegy”’** In the Catholic
south, Colvin notes, things have remained different. On the little island of Vieques off
Puerto Rico the cemetery thus remains the most striking communal monument (fig. 106).

‘What if any price do we moderns pay for our neglect of the dead? Our own life
points to the answer: our past has made us the persons we now are. To deny a part of our
past inevatably means to deny part of ourselves. And the past that we have to affirm to affirm
ourselves does not begin with our birth; it includes our parents, our ancestors, the society
or societies that helped form us. We may, to be sure, insist that this past is, just like our
biological makeup, a given that we must appropriate and shape as a sculptor kneads clay
into an aesthetic whole. But as and indeed much more than the properties of clay limit the
sculptor’s possibilities, our attempts to shape our lives are limited by the past, for while the
sculptor is separate from his or her material, we are what we have become. To deny one’s
past is to trade a concrete for an abstract self. The authority of the past is anchored in our
own being. To be sure, just as our past does not determine who we are to be, it does not
furnish us with measures beyond challenge. The past speaks with many voices, presents us
with heroes and villains, with models that invite repetition and warning examples of what
should never happen again. Past actions should be repeated only when found worthy of
repetition, and such a judgment of worth requires an ideal that cannot simply be read off
the past but necessitates an interpretation of the past. This does not deny that our past

circumscribes even our future possibilities. Rupture with the past means inevitably also a
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Cemetery, Vieques, Puerto Rico. Photo by

106 author.

rupture within the self, a rupture that will visit the individual in much the same way as
ghosts of the badly buried were supposed to have visited the living.

‘What holds for the individual also holds for the community, more especially for
the city, as Robert Jan van Pelt shows with his discussion of ancient Athens as an urban
paradigm. “The citizens’ present, future and past acts made up the city’s public realm. This
translated into a threefold public time, which comprised the time of the living, the time of
the city and the time of the dead.” The time of the dead was present to the living in the
necropolis, usually located just outside the city proper. In ancient Athens it was thus located
“in front of the western and most important entrance to the city”’** Similarly, “when one
approached a Roman city one of the first things one noticed was the tombs of its citizens.’**

With the rise of Christian Europe burial increasingly took place in or near the
church.®® Only in the wake of the Reformation did burial gradually return to cemeteries
outside the city proper: “At Geneva one of the first acts of the newly established Protestant
republic in 1536 was to close all the parochial cemeteries within its walls and to convert the
extensive graveyard of a plague hospital on the south-western outskirts into a general ceme-
tery for the city.”*¢ But only the Enlightenment, mostly for reasons of health, put an end to
burial in churches. In 1804 Napoleon thus required every city “to establish a cemetery at
a distance of at least 3540 metres from its boundaries.”"” For the British Isles comparable
legislation was passed only half a century later. “It was a characteristic feature of the new
European cemeteries that they owed their existence to secular rather than to ecclesiastical
initiative and were under the control of municipalities or boards rather than of the local

clergy. Many of them catered for religious denominations of all kinds and the officiating
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clergy came and went with the undertakers.”!® As burial becomes less of a communal, more
of a familial, and finally a private affair that leaves the bereaved pretty much alone, having
to bury his or her grief within hum- or herself, the grave monument loses much of its
significance. How many of us still live close enough to the graves of our parents or ancestors
to take care of their graves, sink a trowel into the earth that now holds them, plant different
flowers as the seasons change, remembering them and our own past as we tend their graves,
drawing strength from the dead? Most cemeteries today are ill kept and many urban ceme-
teries have acquired reputations as dangerous places, not really recommended for commem-
orative meditation.

‘What have we lost? What strength can we draw from the dead? In what sense does
a healthy urban fabric need to give room to the dead? Van Pelt discusses the Athenian
necropolis as “the moral and the pragmatic foundation of the public realm.”*® Here the
citizen is reminded not just of his forebears but of the generations who have gone before
him, of the heroes who worked and passed laws, fought and died to make possible the city
to which he owes himself, a city he must love if he is to love himself. Thus Pericles admon-
ished those gathered to bury the dead of the first year of the Peloponnesian War to draw
strength from these deaths:

For this offering of their lives made in common by them all they each of them individually received that
renown that never grows old, and for a sepulchre, not so much that in which their bones have been
deposited, but that noblest of shrines in which their glory is laid up to be eternally remembered upon
every occasion on which deed or story fall for its commemoration. For heroes have the whole earth for
their tomb; and in lands far from their own, where the column with its epitaph declares it, there is
enshrined in every breast a record unwritten with no table to preserve it, except that of the heart. These
take as your model, and judging happiness to be the fruit of freedom and freedom of valour, never decline
the dangers of war>

‘With its epitaph, the column honoring the dead invites the living not only to remember
the fallen hero but to confront the ever-present possibility of their own death, attending in
the face of that possibility to who they are and measuring what gives significance to their
lives by what gave significance to the fallen hero’s life; not just to remember him but to
remember him as an example, to repeat his willingness to subordinate his own death-bound
life to the life of the city. Ready to die, the hero overcomes his natural selfishness and thus
triumphs over death.

Socrates teaches essentially the same lesson in the Crifo, in which he describes the
personified laws of Athens admonishing him to affirm himself as just a part of the far more
significant ongoing order of the city. Since the laws allowed his parents to marry and
watched over his rearing and education, how can Socrates deny that he is their child and
slave, as his parents were before him? The country is said to be worthier and more sacred
than parents and ancestors. Justice thus commands him to submut to the unjust judgment of
his fellow Athenians.?! Love of country is shown to be inseparable from the nightly under-
stood love of self. Only such love can found the citizens’ morality.
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Just as the history of architecture is for the most part a history of buildings that owed their
existence to an elite, so histories of funerary architecture “have been concerned with the
privileged dead: for only the rich and the powerful could normally afford to be buried in
tombs that were architectural monuments,”?* taking effective steps that the name of the
deceased and his achievements would not be forgotten. But if personal pride—the pride of
someone in the position to take steps to ensure that after his death his name would not be
forgotten or the pride of those who by glorifying the deceased glorified themselves—no
doubt helped build countless funerary monuments, it should not let us forget the power of
the old belief that by honoring the dead with proper rites and a monument the living help
ensure that the dead will prove a source of blessing. Every grave bears witness not only to
human mortality but also to the historicity of life. The care that tends the grave builds
tradition and thus community. “Just as agriculture fixes nomadic wandering by tieing it to
firmly established property, so it is graves, monuments, and service to the dead that first
unite human beings, and provide even those who otherwise have no abode, no definite
property, with a place where they come together, with holy places that they defend and
refuse to surrender.”?® Especially the care that preserves a hero’s memory preserves the com-
munity and shapes its presiding values.

Sophocles thus describes how the sacred hidden tomb of the blind exile Oedipus
became a source of blessing for Attica.** Proud Oedipus may seem an unlikely hero and it
seems only fitting that the site of his death should not have been honored with a public
monument: why should a community thus honor an exile who, though he solved the
sphinx’s riddle, stumbled into transgression, short-tempered though thinking himself wise?
Unable to escape the dark oracle, unable to master a dire fate, unwittingly Oedipus killed
his father, married his mother, and, once forced to recognize his blindness, blinded himself;
he wandered through Greece, only to meet after a violent life with a uniquely gentle death
i the grove of the Erinyes, the dread daughters of earth and darkness, appearing now,
however, as the beneficent, peace-granting Eumenides (“the gracious ones”). By allowing
only one person—not faithful Antigone but Theseus, the king of Athens—to witness this
mysterious end, Sophocles underscores the political significance of this private death. Oedi-
pus charges Theseus with guarding its secret, charges him also with passing it on to his
successors so that its mystery would be preserved and thus, as the oracle had foretold, bless
Athens:

Son of Aegeus, I will unfold that which shall be a treasure for this thy city, such as age can never mar.
Anon, unaided, and with no hand to guide me, I will show the way to the place where I must die. But
that place reveal thou never unto mortal man,—tell not where it is hidden, nor in what region it lies;
that so it may ever make for thee a defence, better than many shields, better than the succouring spears
of neighbours.

But, for mysteries that speech may not profane, thou shalt mark them for thyself, when thou
comest to that place alone: since neither to any of these people can I utter them, nor to mine children,
dear though they are. No, guard them thou alone; and when thou art coming to the end of life, disclose
them to thy heir alone; let him teach his heir, and so thenceforth.?
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How are we to understand the blessing emanating from thus exile’s invisible grave,
emanating still from Sophocles’ tragedy? What communal ethos is established by preserving
the mystery of this death? Earlier I spoke of death as the shipwreck of pride. To preserve
the mystery of Oedipus’s death means to fortify oneself against undue pride, and was 1t not
pride that was to lead to the downfall of Athens? “Full many States lightly enter on offence,
e’en though their neighbour lives aright. For the gods are slow, though they are sure, in
visitation, when men scorn godliness, and turn to frenzy.”? We think of Alcibiades. Pride
scorns godliness and poses the deepest threat to the social fabric. Godliness cannot mean
following the dictates of the gods, for as Oedipus learned, the gods do not tell humans
clearly what they are to do. As Heraclitus says, “The lord whose oracle 1s in Delphi neither
speaks out nor conceals, but gives a sign”’#’ A later commentator explains, “Never thus does
divine knowledge reach human beings as a distinct word, but always only as a pointing;
never therefore does it give him clear knowledge, but it only releases premonution,
insecurity, fear, shuddering—dread.”?® Every human being stands between the never clear
messages of the divine and common sense. For this reason every human being should remain
open to the uncertain call of the divine, even if obedience to that call forces her to challenge
her community; but, as the example of Socrates shows, no human being can be so confident
of being in the right as to turn in pnide aganst his community. To preserve the mystery of
the death of Oedipus means thus also to preserve the piety that preserves cities and nations.

It also means to repeat a humanity that extended hospitality to the stranger, the
human being, a humanity that Oedipus’s native Thebes, that his brother-in-law and sons
had refused him, a humanity Athens itself betrayed in the Peloponnesian War, especially
when, insisting that might makes right, it mercilessly massacred the unfortunate Mehans.
Finally, this preservation means to guard the mysterious boundary separating the realm of
the living from the realm of the dead and thus to protect the living from the dead so that
they may go on living. Thus the chorus concludes the play by exhorting the hving to
cease lamentation.

There is a sense in which the invisible tomb of Oedipus and Theseus’s guardian-
ship of its secret, both repeated and celebrated by Sophocles, provide us with an understand-
ing of the ethical function of every tomb and funerary rite. They all call us beyond pride,
call on us also to acknowledge the mscrutability of the divine and warn us not to be too
confident in how we have interpreted its call; they warn us especially not to obscure that
call by putting in 1ts place some human artifact. Thus they warn against idolatry, though, as
we shall see, by their very nature monuments threaten to become golden calves.

Calling us beyond pride, commemoration of the dead strengthens an ethos that
bids us take our place in the ongoing realm of the living. Just as funerary monuments mark
the threshold that separates the realm of the living and the realm of the dead, allowing the
living to keep their distance from the dead sufficiently to discover in them a source of
strength, so funeral rites mark the threshold that separates the time of the living from the
time of the dead, marking the threshold in such a way as to bound 1t, limiting the time
allotted to mourning to return the grieving to life. And so Theseus sends Antigone and
Ismene back to ancient Thebes; and Pericles concludes his funeral oration with the words,

“And now that you have brought to a close your lamentations for your relatives, you may
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depart.’® Every gravestone, every tomb, every monument keeps present the mystery of
death that is inseparable from life. As‘boundary markers, they confer blessings on us precisely

when we respect that boundary.

Christianity offered a radically new interpretation of the old belief that the dead have the
power to bestow blessings on the living. Christ’s death on the cross, shameful to the un-
believing pagan, for the fathful carried the promise of bodily resurrection, signified the
victory of eternal life over death. Every church is a monument to the dead Christ (fig. 107).
As such it is also a2 monument to the victory of life over death, a victory that finds architec~
tural expression in choir arches built in the image of Roman triumphal arches. This triumph
is purchased by Christ’s sacrifice: cross after cross keeps present the blessing of his death-
defying death.

With its belief 1n the resurrection of the body, Chrstianity brought a changed
understanding of the signficance of burial and tomb. The practice of cremation, common
in antiquity, was abandoned.*® While the Greeks and Romans thought the bodies of the
dead, however much in need of proper burial, a source of pollution, Christians found in
the bodies of martyrs a source of spiritual strength. “To possess the body of a saint was to
have a monopoly of hus good offices in this world and the next; to possess even a fragment
of his mortal remains was to acquire a share in his spiritual capital. In theory, Christians

worshipped only one God (triune though he mught be), but in practice martyred sants

Hans Leinberger, crucifix, St. Martin, Landshut.
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provided a substitute for the innumerable local divinities of Antiquity””** Having themselves
conquered death, everything associated with them, but especially the presence of their mor-
tal remains, served to sanctify a place. In such sacred places it was good to be buried. From
them flowed blessings that served human dwelling by comforting sinners fearful of the end.

Along with such fears and hopes went a changed attitude toward the tomb. To be
sure, pride—the pride of a wealthy individual or family, of 2 monastery or a city, of a bishop
or a king——continued to build many of the most splendid sepulchres. As always, in glorify-
ing the deceased the living represented and celebrated themselves and their power. But
while very much at work, such all-too-worldly pride was too much an expression of vanity
to be readily accepted—what was supposed to matter to the Christian was, after all, not so
much to be remembered on this earth by future generations but to live forever with God.
Fortunately for art and architecture, pride mingled readily with faith in the efficacy of pray-
ers and masses to shorten the poor soul’s progress through purgatory; thus while “the pagan
tomb was designed to keep alive a man’s memory on earth, the purpose of the Christian
one was to secure him a place in the queue for Heaven on the Day of Judgment. For this
the prayers of the faithful and, above all, proximity to the body or the relics of a saint were
important.”*? But such prayers and masses also served the living by helping to confirm their
membership in the ongoing community of the faithful, a community over which death was
thought to have no power.

I touched on this meaning of the church as a tomb of saints in my earlier discussion
of Johann Michael Fischer’s Augustinian priory church at Diessen (see fig. 100).** What can
such architecture still mean to us? To be sure, light and dark, verticals and horizontals,
ellipses and circles continue to speak, but what does such a church still have to tell us?
Already the enlightened contemporaries of the builders of Diessen were no longer able to
understand themselves as members of the City of God and thus to find their lives’ measure
and at the same time bamsh the terror of death. Nor did the world-denying lives of saints
seem exemplary. Far more relevant seemed the virtuous heroes of democratic Athens and
republican Rome, heroes very much of this world. Churches like Diessen belong to a past
that lies behind us; remembered mostly by historians, its saints no longer receive the pious
care that alone lets the living enjoy the blessings of the dead. Gone is the world that built
this church and that it helped build, destroyed by a reason that replaced the community of
faith with its own universal community; that banished, along with the promise of heaven,
the fear of purgatory and hell; that could find only superstition in the cult of samnts and
ridiculed burial practices that counted on the power of their intercession and found edifica-
tion in the exhibition of their jewel-encrusted bones.

The very triumph over death celebrated by Christian architecture in the image of
the cross had to seem illusory to the Enlightenment. Schopenhauer’s critique of Gothic
architecture for pretending that the vertical could triumph over the horizontal, a pretense
supported by and supporting in turn faith in what Schopenhauer considered the self-
contradictory idea of eternal life, applies equally to a church like Diessen. Christian verti-
cality is charged with refusing to take seriously enough human mortality. Here lhies one key
to the Englightenment’s return to classical architecture, which promised an answer to the

pretense of Christian architecture, to 1its false verticality. The Greek temple’s balancing of
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vertical and horizontal, of load and support, seemed to call on human beings to find mean-
ing not in some impossible beyond but here on earth, obedient only to nature and to reason.
Much more is thus at stake in the shift from late Baroque to neo-classicism than just a
change of taste: at issue is the opposition between an ethos that seeks meaning beyond and
another that seeks it within this world.

The disintegration of the church paradigm is a precondition of the passion with
which the leading architects of the Enlightenment embraced the monument. Colvin is right
to link such passion to the Enlightenment’s neo-classical ideals. Revolting against what they
experienced as the capricious architecture of the Rococo, architects rediscovered the beau-
ties of perennial Platonism and sought relief in the stern, timeless beauty of elementary
geometric forms. The fact that “the best-known mausolea of Antiquity were pyramidal
(Caius Cestius) or cylindrical (Caecilia Metella) or in the form of a small rectangular temple
or a circular tempietto”®* offered further legitimacy. The theorists of neo-classicism left no
doubt about the ethical significance of their choice of style. Rococo capriciousness was
associated with moral lassitude and a lack of honesty. The ancients were to help the moderns
fulfill the promise of fifth-century Athens and republican Rome.

Loss of faith in an afterlife did not put an end to thoughts of a good death, such
as the heroic sacrifice of one’s life for what is felt to be more important, especially one’s
country. Quite the opposite: modernity has continued to hold on to the conviction that
only what is worth dying for has the power to make life worth living, to the thought that
only what transcends the individual’s death-bound life can give it meaning. But human
beings transcend themselves, transcend their mortality, above all in their reason, which opens
up the infinite realm of the spirit, and with 1t thoughts of a progress toward a humanity no
longer burdened by superstition and by the chains that for so long have enslaved it. Such
secular self-transcendence, too, is reconfirmed by martyrs, heroes whose self-sacrifice tes-
tifies to the selflessness of which human beings are capable even without the false promise
of divine rewards. The soldier’s death especially gained a new ethical significance. The dead
of Thermopylae and Marathon are among the paradigmatic martyrs the Enlightenment held
up for emulation. Their death gains significance from the worthiness of the way of life they
defended, which the Enlightenment understood as a figure of what it hoped for itself: a
rebirth of democratic Athens in the modern age. As the boundary of life, death continues to
offer the living ciphers of a personal self-transcendence that alone can justify our existence.
Threatening to undercut all meanings, death yet hints at meanings strong enough to meet
1ts annihilating challenge. The architecture of death helps keep such ciphers present among
the living.

In how they represented death in the built environment, too, the ancients were
thought to have pointed the way for the moderns. In good Enlightenment fashion Laurenz
Hirschfeld thus described how “all the towns, all the public places, even the main streets of
Greece, were crowded with superb monuments erected to do honour to merit. . . . Tombs
were not hidden like ours, but exposed along the main roads to the view of passers by.
Numerous places of public promenade were embellished with statues of the wisest and most
valiant citizens. A number of buildings were even erected with the sole purpose of housing

such honourable monuments™ Hirschfeld was preaching to the converted. The monu-

Grave and Monument 301



ment could claim to best serve the ethical function of architecture for a humanity come
of age.

Consider the monuments in Washington. If the United States has something like
a national cathedral, is it not these monuments, placed on the Mall as on a gigantic town
green, which represent the democratic ethos of the country in the image of Egypt, Athens,
and Rome? Of these the Washington Monument is most difficult to justify. Confidently
Robert Mills’s enormous obelisk establishes a new center, as such a fitting tribute to “the
father of his country,” but its austere simplicity only asserts; it does not attempt to interpret
the significance of the newly established order. This task is left to the Jefferson and Lincoln
Memorials, which quite appropriately invoke the heritage of Rome and Athens. Maya Lin’s
Vietnam Memorial (fig. 108) adds a crypt to this church, re-presenting it in a way that
questions all national monuments, questions also the later addition of a flagpole and Freder-
ick Hart’s sculptural group of Three Fighting Men, which was intended to soften that chal-
lenge. The rules-and-information package that was sent to all who competed in the design
competition specified that the monument should “honor the service and memory of the
war’s dead, its missing, and its veterans—not the war itself. This monument should be
conciliatory, transcending the tragedy of war.”* But how could honoring those who fought
and died in this war transcend its tragedy? By honoring sacrifice no matter how questionable
the cause? With some justice Charles Krauthammer suggested that the monument gave
neither context nor meaning to those who had suffered and died in Vietnam, while another

critic, Tom Carhart, himself a Vietnam veteran, called it “a black gash of sorrow”®” And so

Maya Lin, Vietnam Memorial, Washington, D C.
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it is. In Vincent Scully’s words, Maya Lin was “able to find a visual equivalent of the sense
of sorrow, the fundamental sorrow which is the basic fact of war”*® By preserving such
sorrow, the Vietnam Memorial calls the living to a community beyond the national and

ideological divisions that monuments too often honor.

I have likened the monuments on Washington’s Mall to a cathedral. The simile is not at
all arbitrary: the Enlightenment’s transformation of Christian churches into monuments
has symptomatic significance. Consider above all Quatremeére de Quincy’s transformation
of Soufflot’s Ste.-Geneviéve, begun only some thirty years after Diessen in an already classi-
cizing Baroque style, into the Panthéon, a hall of fame commemorating the nation’s “grands
hommes,” in 1791. Not only were all Christian symbols removed, but de Quincy also “did
away with the two towers . . . at the east end designed by Soufflot, and had the windows in
the wall built up in order that all the light might come from above in the true manner of
the antique,” decisions that strengthened the contrast of building and sky, reduced what
remained of Baroque verticality, lightness, and movement in SoufHot’s design, and bound
the building more firmly to the earth—all thought to make the building more “antique.”*®
This monument presents itself quite literally as a secularized Christian church, in which
culture replaces God, its heroes Christian saints.

The idea for such a national hall of fame had its most obvious precursozs in socially
advanced England, first of all in Westminster Abbey, where England honored not only her
political leaders but also her artists—its poet’s corner dates back to the 1730s—and in St.
Paul’s, which honors her military heroes. In both the hall of fame by now has gotten much
the better of the church. We should also not forget William Kent’s Temple of British Wor-
thies in the park at Stowe (1733), where “princes and statesmen stand side by side with
scientists [Bacon, Newton], the philosopher [Locke], the architect [Inigo Jones] and the
poets [Shakespeare, Milton, and Pope, the last still alive at the time], and on the same

level 4

—now, however, not in a church but in a landscape setting. An essentially religious
aura still surrounds all such monuments, which seeks to celebrate the time-transcending
greatness of the human spirit as a source of continuing meaning. Monuments recall us to
the values that have presided over our community by keeping alive the memory of those
who were willing to subordinate their personal welfare and even survival to these values.
Remembering them, we reaffirm our membership in our community; this remembrance
becomes at the same time the resolve to ensure that community will endure.

It was the Pansian Panthéon that King Ludwig of Bavaria sought to answer with
his Walhalla (fig. 109), which “as the greatest temple of its kind erected since the ancient
world, . . . has some claim to be regarded as the climax of the whole Neo-classical move-
ment.”* It was in 1807, in French-occupied Berlin, a year after he had visited Paris, where
work was just beginning on the most ambitious ensemble of monuments the world had yet
“seen—the trio of the Madeleine, the Colonne Vendome, and the Arc de Triomphe, all
glonfying the new Caesar and his victorious armies—that Ludwig conceived of this “Pan-

N
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theon of Germans,” an edifying temple that would help build a sense of national identity.
But it was only following Napoleon’s defeat at Leipzig that Ludwig announced a competi-
tion for his Walhalla and buildings intended to transform Munich into a worthy royal capital.

Although easily convinced to call his German hall of fame not Pantheon but Wal-
halla, Ludwig resisted those who wondered whether German heroes would best be honored
with a Greek temple. For instance, the king’s favorite painter, Peter von Cornelius, asked-
pointedly: “Are we not being inconsistent when we try to glorify our nation by the erection
of a great building whilst ignoring the great and splendidly original German style of archi-
tecture?”’*? Why should a building rising above the Danube, so that, in the king’s own
words, “the German mght depart from it more German and better than when he arrived,”*
be built in the image of the Parthenon? Ludwig was not to be shaken in his conviction,
shared by his architect Leo von Klenze, who in 1817 wrote then—-Crown Prince Ludwig:
“Just as Palladio became great and immortal through an inspired adaptation of Roman archi-
tecture to the exigencies of his own time and country, I shall attempt to do likewise with
the works of the Greeks; that is the only way to be anything more than a pale plagianst.”*
By then it had become a commonplace that the Greeks had carried architecture to a perfec-
tion that we moderns could only hope to emulate, and it hardly could have surprised the
educated that Ludwig should have insisted on a repetition of the Greek style, convinced
that it was better to have a “worthy imitation of all that was great 1n antiquuty, than a less
beautiful original creation.’*® But the extraordinary hold of Greece, and more especially
Greek architecture, on the Enlightenment has to be placed also in the context of the attempt
to put something more in keeping with the demand of reason and nature in place of the
inherited old order, which was now associated with tyranny and superstition. The adoption
of a classical vocabulary is thus more than the arbitrary choice of a past paradigm. It has its
ground in what is felt to be essential and thus has a critical function.

In this respect there is a certain similarity between the American and the German
situation, although just as it is easier to defend the American adoption of a classical vocabu-
lary—Jeffersonian classicism and the principles stated in the Declaration of Independence
belong together—so that vocabulary blended much more readily into the American ar-
chitectural vernacular. If Americans could with some justice understand themselves in the
image of democratic Athenians and republican Romans, in Germany democracy and repub-
lican government remained a dream, a dream that for some of the best became also a dream
of America.

Certainly Germany, too, had experienced if not a revolution, then a profound
break with its past and had fought its own war of liberation. Napoleon had put an end to
the moribund old Germany when he abolished what had become a caricature of the Holy
Roman Empire, razing what by then was a political ruin, unwittingly doing more to estab-
lish German nationalism than any German could have done. But hopes for a democratic
Germany were dashed by the Congress of Vienna, which left the nationalsm awakened by
the struggle against Napoleon in search of its own 1dentity. No hero had emerged worthy
of being celebrated with a monument as “the father of his country” Prussia, to be sure,
could point back to Frederick the Great, and already in 1796 the Berlin Academy of Fine
Arts did indeed announce a competition to honor the great king with a monument—
Friedrich Gilly’s extraordinary, if unsuccessful, design was to inspire architects for many
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Leo von Klenze, Walhalla near Regensburg, en-

109 | graving by the architect.

Leo von Klenze, Befreiungshalle, Kelheim,
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years to come—but this was before Napoleon’s entrance into Berlin only a few years later.
More important, Frederick the Great at that time hardly was a hero to all Germans. Such
heroes did appear when following the Franco-Prussian War Bismarck founded a new Ger-
many and had the Prussian king Wilhelm crowned emperor. The hundredth birthday of
this “father of the Fatherland” led to a veritable “monument boom,”* which honored both
emperor and Iron Chancellor with mostly heavy and heavy-handed monuments, built in a
groping medievalizing, archaic style that celebrated the presumably self-legitimating power
of the Second Empire. But in 1807 Ludwig could only scan the German past, looking not
for one hero but for heroes worthy of inclusion in his Greek Walhalla, and he was thinking
more of thinkers and poets, composers and painters than of military leaders or statesmen: if
Germany was to recover Greek glory following its liberation from Napoleon, celebrated
in the Walhalla’s pediments as a repetition of the defeat of Augustus’s legions in the Teuto-
burger Wald, such recovery was thought of primarily in cultural, not in political or military,
terr.ns. As if to amend for this all-too-humanistic monument, Ludwig decided to celebrate
the Wars of Liberation against Napoleon with a second and now unambiguously martial
and heroic monument, the Befreiungshalle in Kelheim (1842-1863; fig. 110). A much more
original adaptation of the classical vocabulary than the Walhalla, what renders it problematic,
and problematic in an exemplary fashion, is hinted at by Watkin and Mellinghoff’s descrip-
tion: “The building became a sculptural object, proud and bare like a petrified ancient tumu-

lus monument, uncluttered with windows. Its naked cylindrical volume is dominated by a
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ring of eighteen great buttresses on which stand female figures, twenty feet lngh, represent-
ing the German provinces, carved by Johann Halbig. Above them is a continuous Doric
colonnade of fifty-four marble columns.”*’ The history of neo-classicism is shadowed by a
petrified, sublime classicism that seeks to banish the terror of death with naked monuments,
which do not so much signify immortality as substitute for 1t. I

By its very essence, the sublime represents an assault on human dwelling. It is not
at all surprising that, appropriating Klenze’s appropriation of the Greek for their own ends,
Hitler and his architects should have chosen a sublime and austerely classical vocabulary:
“That a movement which in the political sphere represents the strongest reaction to all the
dark aspects of German individualism and particularism, German ‘formlessness’ and German
negation of the community, in the artistic sphere too should choose a formal language
determined by its character of discipline and rule, adherence to norms, simple purpos-
iveness, and objective clarity is founded in a more profound spiritual necessity”** Once
again German architects were to achieve a more truly German architecture by turning their
back on what was strongest in their own architectural tradition. This classicism, too, was
not supposed to be a slavish copying of the Greek paradigm. And it did indeed live up to
this demand, moving the Greek paradigm in the direction of a sublimely rigid, archaic
architecture of death, a translation quite in keeping with Hitler’s promise to liberate the
individual from the burdem of his or her individuality, which means also from the fear of
death, as it is in keeping generally with the appeal of totalitarianism.

It should perhaps be expected that as reason triumphed over the old faith, death, its terror
no longer checked by hope for eternal life, should have come to preoccupy the living
as never before. Just when the Cartesian promise that reason would render human beings
the masters and possessors of nature proved to have been much more than one philosopher’s
idle boast, death asserted itself ever more insistently as the one power reason could not
master, a mysterium tremendum et fascinans that casts its dark but also seductive shadow over
the optimistic beginning of the modern world. The central importance given to funerary
architecture thus helps define the artistic culture of the Enlightenment. So Colvin observes,
“For the first time in European history funerary art and architecture ceased to be concerned
exclusively with funerary occasions and infiltrated both the stage and the garden’** More
sweepingly Sedlmayr claims that the monument came to draw all building tasks into its
orbit: “Most welcome are those whose form is most readily assimilated to that of the monu-
ment, tasks, therefore, where the window can be dispensed with or reduced to a minimum.
Thus museums and libraries were then planned in lapidary-simple cubic form, which re-
ceive their light, quite impractically, only from above, and the prison with its deeply moving
atmosphere of a timelessness becomes a favorite theme (Fidelio!). This triad, monument—
prison—museum, illustrates the character of the time like nothing else.”>® Even houses and
churches came to be conceived in the image of monuments.

Representative of this turn to the monument is Boullée, who “gave up his career

as a government architect in order to devote himself to writing and to drawing visionary
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schemes for vast public buildings, many of which were funerary monuments and necropo-
lises for which no commission was ever likely to be forthcoming.” Colvin gives a Loosian
reason for such preoccupation: no architectural task is as likely to allow the architect to
avoid the compromise that considerations of economy and utility usually make necessary as
the monument.*! This helps explain why, more perhaps than the history of any other build-
ing type, the history of the monument has to make room for never-executed, utopian
designs, from designs by Ledoux, Boullée, and Gilly down to the monuments Wilhelm
Kreis designed for Hitler. But we must keep in mind that more important than concerns to
protect the purity of their art were the designers’ dreams of a sacred architecture beyond
the church, a sacred architecture for the modern age. The megalomaniacal, inhuman scale
of so many of these designs—their sublime, time-defying, archaic, or “Egyptian” quality—
answers to modern individualism and its dread of death, which is always also a dread of
individual hfe, answers the dread of individual dying by glorifying death in the service
of some abstract collective, be it humanity or the nation, that dwarfs the individual with
its importance.

An often-cited example of the architectural sublime is Boullée’s design for a mon-
ument to Newton (ca. 1785), the paradigmatic modern genius, who was to be honored
with an immense globe, its interior a representation of the starry sky—a revision of the
Christian understanding of the cathedral as a representation of the cosmos (figs. 111 and
112). Pevsner also points out that “the perfection of the sphere is the most complete contrast
to the arbitrariness and flippancy of the Rococo, just as the enormous scale is an answer to
the petitesse of the Rococo. These are the answers of a Classicist, but the starry sky, the
awesomeness of the night are the answer of a Romantic, and the Boullée-Ledoux generation
was in fact both, radically Classical and radically Romantic,”s? which is just to say that neo-
classicism was a profoundly romantic classicism, a classicism marked by the tension between
finite and infinite, between clear geometric figures and their ominous ground—Ledoux’s
and Boullée’s designs belong with David’s Andromache Grieving over the Dead Hector or the
Oath of the Horatii.>®

The sublime has often been discussed in terms of such tension, and Boullée explic-
itly invokes the sublime in his discussion of his monument to Newton: “Sublime spirit! Vast
and profound genius! Divine being! Newton! Accept the homage of my poor talents! Ah!
If 1 dare to make it public, it is only because I am. convinced that in this work of which I shall
speak I surpassed myself. O Newton! You, by the extent of your vision and the sublimity of
your genius, have determined the shape of the world: I have conceived the idea of envel-
oping you within your discovery. I shall envelope you within yourself’>* The architect
opposes his little self to Newton’s vast genius. But from that modern hero issues a light that
allows Boullée to transcend himself and reach up to the infinity of human reason, reaching
so high that the artist may dare to envelop Newton’s genius with an immense sphere, symbol
of the comprehended cosmos: as Newton’s genius embraced the universe, so Boullée’s
sphere, age-old symbol of perfection, encloses the starry sky within. A monument to New-
ton, the monument is not only that: it is also a monument to human reason, which, awak-
ened by Newton’s genius, recognizes itself capable of comprehending and thus of enfolding
the vast universe. Here lies the key to the healing power of the sublime: what at first presents
itself as a threatening abyss, the terror of endless time and infinite space threatening to
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Etienne-Louis Boullée, Newton Cenotaph, sec-
tion at day. Source: Jean-Marie Pérouse de
Montclos, Etienne-Louis Boullée (1728-1799). De
Parchitecture classique a Parchitecture révolutionnaire

(Paris: Arts et Méders Graphiques, 1969).

Enenne-Louis Boullée, Newton Cenotaph, sec-
tion at night. Source: Jean-Marie Pérouse de
Montclos, Etienne-Louis Boullée (1728-1799). De
Parchitecture classique & Darchitecture révolutionnaire

(Paris: Arts et Métiers Graphiques, 1969).
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reduce to insignificance the limited life span given to each human being, becomes a source
of delight once the human being recognizes that as a being of reason he or she transcends
him- or herself as a being of nature. If Boullée’s monument can help found a community,
this cannot be national but must be the community of all beings who recognize that they
belong to reason: a community so vast that it leaps over all that separates France and Eng-
land, leaps also over all the little communities that normally provide human beings with
sufficient shelter to not be crushed by their mortality.

One aspect of Boullée’s design undercuts this reading: vast as Boullée’s sphere is
meant to be, the magic of the starry sky within is unmasked as merely a remarkable piece
of theater by the silence of the empty paper background. Boullée’s dome is in fact a repre-
sentation much more of the firmament of ancient cosmology, of the closed world of the
ancients, than of the infinite universe of the moderns. The sphere encloses only an artistic
representation of the night sky and invites thoughts that Newton, too, might have replaced
nature with an artifact, might have taken the measure only of a human representation of
nature—thoughts that return us to the mysterium tremendum et fascinans of the infinite and
thus to the mystery of death, which is the other side of the absorbing mystery of our
individuality.

It is striking in the brief quote above how often Boullée uses the word “1.” There
is indeed a close relationship between the experience of the sublime and a preoccupation
with self, as Burke had already noted when he linked the pleasure we take in the sublime
to the passions that belong to self-preservation, as opposed to the pleasure we take in the
beautiful, which he links to the passions that let us seek the community of our fellow human
beings, especially to sexual desire.® The sublime leaves the observer alone, even as he or
she recognizes him~ or herself to be a member of a human community that remains of

necessity altogether abstract.

As we have seen, from the very beginning neo-classicism looked beyond the classical vocab-
ulary of Roman and Greek architecture to more archaic, less beautiful perhaps, but more
sublime “Egyptian” paradigms. Thus in his design for a monument to Frederick the Great,
Friedrich Gully raised his “sanctuary,” another re-presentation of the Parthenon, on a much
more archaic-looking, massive substructure that was to shelter the sarcophagus of the king.
Like the massive triumphal gate that was to offer entry to the sacred precinct, it not only
recalls designs by Ledoux and Boullée but has an archaic, vaguely Egyptian look, reinforced
by the surrounding obelisks. In a related way Klenze, responsive to Ludwig’s wishes, raised
his Parthenon, the Walhalla, on an archaic architecture of terraces and steps that holds a
crypt in which busts of still-living heroes had to await their death to be transported into the
temple above.>¢ A classical architecture of fame thus rises from the base provided by an
archaic architecture of death, somewhat in the way the Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln
memorials now rise above Maya Lin’s Vietnam Memorial.

‘When considering such aesthetic preferences we should not lose sight of the tem-

poral horizon, of the way this horizon shifted with the rise of secular individualism: high-
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minded rectitude, the cult of reason, love of geometry, and the dread of time belong
together (see chapter 15). It is not surprising that following the model provided by Roman
funerary monuments, so many monuments of the time should have turned to ancient Egypt.
The seemingly ageless pyramids especially offer themselves as paradigmatic works of ar-
chitecture, at least if, with Vitruvius, we demand of building above all durability. Such a
demand has to turn against the organic. It is impossible to build durable structures with
living matter; even if founded in the requirements of life, building has to embrace what
excludes life: dead, inorganic matter and geometric forms.5” Durability is best represented
by a resolute denial of every organic trace. Insistently every pyramid commumicates such a
denial. The Egyptian pyramids thus present themselves as perfect houses for the dead. As
such they have provided funerary architecture with perhaps its most obvious model.

An especially moving example of this genre is the pyramidal monument of un-
dressed granite raised to the Confederate dead 1n Richmond’s parklike Hollywood Ceme-
tery in 1869 (fig. 113), a worthy precursor of Maya Lin’s Vietnam Memorial. The message
of this pile of rough stones is underscored by the modest, almost 1dentical grave markers in
the surrounding cemetery. Visiting the monument in its leafy setting brought to my mind
Trakl’s lament for the dead of a different war:

Und leise tonen im Rohr die dunkeln Floten des Herbstes.
O stolzere Trauer! thr ehernen Altire,
Die heif3e Flamme des Geistes ndihrt heute ein gewaltiger Schmerz,

Die ungebornen Enkel.

And gently sound in the reeds the dark flutes of autumn.
O prouder sorrow! You iron altars,
Today a powerful sorrow feeds the spirit’s hot flame,

The unborn descendants.>®

Trakl addresses to the iron altars his lament over the unborn descendants. Can iron or stone,
can a pyramid alleviate such sorrow? Crushed by the horror of World War I, Trakl commit-
ted suicide. And what meaning can we give to so many sacrifices to a questionable cause?
It is far easier to build memorials to the dead of what is felt to be a just war, especially when
it ended in victory. Preserving their memory is at the same time a reaffirmation of the on-
going community they helped preserve, a celebration not just of life but of a particular
way of life. The other side of the preoccupation with death is concern with a secular self-
transcendence, with possibilities of projecting individual life unto the horizon not of God’s
eternal city but of advancing humanity. So understood the future can give meaning to
personal sacrifice and challenge the grave’s terror. Yet what if the war was lost and its cause
unjust? And what monument can give meaning to the victims of the Holocaust? But by
awakening us to a humanity deeper than regional or national allegiance, just such monu-
ments that call into question and force us to struggle with the meaning of the death they
commemorate bless the living.
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Monument to the Confederate Dead, Rich-
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mond, Virgima Photo by author

There are funerary monuments that assault us with their scale and death-defying stony ge-
ometry in a way that would silence all questions of the value of the sacrifice they honor, as
if to be thus honored were already sufficient justification. Every faith finds reconfirmation
in its martyrs. That individuals found the strength to sacrifice themselves for some person
or cause helps give these the appearance of something worth dying for and exhorts the
living to follow the martyrs’ example. And especially when a regime’s legitimacy is open to
question, monuments to its martyrs can be used to silence critics. Napoleon thus decreed
1n 1806 that the unfinished church of the Madeleine should be transformed into a peripteral
temple, “un monument 3 la Grande Armée, pourtant sur le frontispice: L’Empereur Napo-
léon aux Soldats de la Grande Armée.”*® Together with the Colonne Vendome and the Arc
de Triomphe it was to be part of a trio of monuments glorifying the new Caesar and his
victorious armies. Later Hitler and Speer were to dream of a much more gigantic triumphal
arch, an arch so large that its opening would have had room for its Napoleonic precursor.
On it were to appear, carved in granite, the names of the 1,800,000 dead of World War I,
whose death in an indefensible cause the rhetoric of this arch transforms into a heroic
sacrifice that calls on the living to follow their example.® Inside this huge arch and com-~
pletely dwarfed by it Speer wanted to place an example of classical architecture, as if to
proclaim the victory of a prehistoric disregard of the value of individual life over Greek
humanism. The triumph of the sublime over the beautiful could not be more explicit. In

architecture the sublime is always a temptation.
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The Representation of Life

21

The previous chapter explored the claim that sepulchre and monument remain as the only
legitimate tasks for an architecture that takes itself seriously as art, where “art,” as Loos here
understands it, has not only an aesthetic but also an ethical function: “The work of art
points out to humanity new paths and thinks of the future.”* And monuments, too, even as
they recall the past, think of the future. But what sort of future? Given a firmly established
way of life, this question receives a ready answer: in such cases monuments help to confirm
some already-established shared ethos. But what if the common sense needed to support
such a shared ethos has eroded, when the heroes have been knocked off their pedestals?
—sometimes literally, as in post—World War II Germany or much more recently in Russia,
more often just figuratively. To be sure, Loos’s simple forest grave continues to speak, but
in a private and all but mute way that threatens to render the very thought of re-presenting
it with some architecturally ambitious monument inappropriate, almost obscene. Such a
grave fails to provide the orientation necessary to allow human beings to dwell in Heideg-
ger’s sense. Recall his interpretation-of dwelling as a “staying within the fourfold”: a sumple
grave may well open us to earth and sky, and also to our own mortality, but.where are
Heidegger’s “divinities,” those messengers of the godhead, understood by him as the funda-
mental measure of human being? What sense can we, living as we do in the ruins of a
building that has lost its foundation (see fig. 99), make of such fundamental measures? The
nineteenth century still sought to find such a measure in hustory, as the weakening authority
of Jerusalem meant greater authority for Greece. Thinking especially of the latter, Heideg-
ger, in Being and Time at least, could still invoke a loyalty that is “at the same time the only
possible way of revering the sole authority which a free existing can have—of revering the
repeatable possibilities of existence.”> Unfortunately history speaks with increasingly many
voices: to draw a measure from 1t means inevitably to have granted some of these possibilities
a special authority, means, 1n Heidegger’s words, to have chosen one’s “hero’”® Such a
choice makes it easy to defend the ethical significance of monuments, but what makes the
decision more than arbitrary? The greater our historical knowledge, the more difficult it
becomes to accept the authority of supposed heroes, or, more generally, to discover in
history our measure.

That holds also for architects wondering in what style they should build. That

postmodern historicism lacks the show of conviction communicated by its nineteenth-
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Jean Lows Charles Garmer, Paris Opéra Detail of
114 facade Credit. Rapelye/Art Resource, N.Y

century precursor should not surprise us: critical reflection has made us disenchanted mod-
ernists too reflective, too aware of the arbitrariness of conventions, to leave us content
with pastiches of the past. Increasingly we experience such historicizing as mere theater.
Theatricality was indeed one of the cardinal sins with which modernists had charged nine-
teenth-century culture, especially its architecture, decked out with quilting made up of
fragments drawn from the great styles of the past. And how can theatricality be defended?
Theatrical behavior suggests superficial role-playing—“Don’t be so theatrical’—a dishonest
concealment of reality, more especially of our own selves, behind masks and disguises. Au-
thenticity would seem to preclude theatricality. And is this not true of buildings as well as
of persons? Think of the “honesty” of a grain elevator. How theatrical 1n comparison is the
Panis Opéra (1861-1875; fig. 114), which not only established its architect, Charles Garnier,
as the best-known architect in France but deserves to be considered the paradigmatic work
of architecture in the second half of the nineteenth century, flagship of the approach to
architecture associated with the Ecole des Beaux-Arts.* That this paradigm should be a

theater, more specifically an opera house, is hardly an accident.
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Like so many buildings of the time, the Opéra hides its quite up-to-date structural frame of
iron beneath a splendid neo-Baroque skin. This extravagant architecture not only functions
as a theater but also theatrically re-presents a theater: it puts on an act.

Garnier accompanied his masterpiece with Le Thédtre, a treatise in which he laid
down the principles of theater architecture as he had come to understand them, both as a
practicing architect and as a thoughtful observer of the leading theaters of Europe. In a
manner recalling Laugier, Garnier begins with an attempt to found his architectural practice
in the state of nature. Rather like Burke, he takes the desires for affection and self-preser-
vation to the basic; but right after them, he claims, “the most natural, the most instinctive,
is without doubt, the theatrical sentiment”” Human being is being with others; as such,
according to Garnier, it is essentially theatrical. Wherever two or three people gather, there
is theater, at least in principle. “All that happens in the world is in sum only theater and
representation.”® Garnier sees all the world as a stage, life as a sequence of dramatic, tragic,
or comic scenes. “To see or to make oneself be seen, to understand and to r‘na.ke oneself be
understood, that is the fated circle of humanity; to be actor or spectator, that is the condition
of human life” (p. 2).

A critic of Garnier may well want to insist on the difference between genuinely
being oneself and putting on an act. Garnier could have replied with a question: is it possible
to be really oneself before other persons? Insisting on the essentially social character of
human beings, Garnier leaves no room for Heideggerian authenticity: we all put on acts,
adopt poses, cast ourselves in certain roles, and observe others doing the same. And because
we are all actors and spectators, we take pleasure in the theater, which may be understood
as a concentrated re-presentation of life that raises its natural theatricality to a higher power
and thus makes it conspicuous. Precisely because the theater draws its paradigms from the
theater of life, it delights, interests, and instructs; as an idealizing re-presentation of life the
theater inevitably has an ethical function and can thus become “the school of the people”
and “the glory of humanity” (p. 4).

On this understanding of the significance of the theater Garnier bases his claim
that, given the spiritual situation of our age, church and theater must be considered its two
leading building types. Both are linked by Garnier to leisure and placed in opposition to
work, “that necessity of life.” Both are theatrical in a broader sense in that we go to them
to watch spectacles: to the church to witness the spectacle of the divine, to the theater to
be moved by the human spectacle (p. 8). Both, although perhaps not visited by all, exist for
all. While with many romantics Garnier continues to give the church its traditional place
of honor, it is the pleasure human beings take in spectacles that really matters: “The ancient
saying still is, and will never cease to be timely: panem et circenses; food for the body and
food for the spirit, that is the word of the human species, the immortal word; it will survive
revolutions, monarchies, and republics, just as love and all original passions will survive all
governments” (p. 8). The equation of the theater with Roman spectacles is telling—and
troubling—as is the equation of both with food for the spirit: as if the spirit knew no other
food than what is offered in the arena.
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Spectacles demand proper settings. Theatrical spectacles demand stage and audito-
rium; Garnier insists on a sharp separation between the two, corresponding to a sharp sepa-
ration between actor and spectator, so very different from the theater of life, in which the
roles constantly blur and change. Like Wagner and Nietzsche, Garnier finds his professed
model in antiquity, notes the decline of theatrical culture in the Middle Ages, and welcomes
1ts resurgence in the following centunes, which led to the evolution of the theater as a
firmly established architectural type in the seventeenth century, especially 1n Italy. It is in-
deed above all the Baroque theater that informs Garnier’s understanding of what a theater
should be, as it has informed theater architecture ever since.$

From Garnier’s understanding of the theater as one of only two leading building
types follows the insistence that it be given a splendid appearance. With pride he cites his
own Opéra: those who enter it are overwhelmed; they cannot help but feel uplifted. The
sumptuous elegance that now surrounds them, so different from their everyday environ-
ment, shapes their thoughts, their character, even the way they speak and their bearing.
Garnuer suggests that by entering his Opéra the spectator becomes part of a reality transfig-
ured in the image of a Veronese canvas. He did not forget that, before the spectators sit
down in their seats and the performance begins, they are also actors, as they are during
intermissions and again after the final curtain falls. His Opéra forces each spectator, too, to
play a role, even if he or she is usually quite willing to collude with such coercion. Role-
playing 1s part of what makes theatergoing a festive event. Such acting, too, needs a proper
stage—this, especially, is what demands the Opéra’s splendid staircase (fig. 115) and festive
foyer.

Such transformation invites further examination: does Garnier want us to lose
ourselves to the spectacle he has prepared for us? What Nietzsche wrote, not about Garnier’s
Opéra but about Wagner’s Bayreuth Festival, comes to mind:

Jean Louis Charles Garnier, Panis Opéra Grand

115 staircase Credit. Giraudon/Art Resource, N.Y.
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One leaves oneself at home when one goes to Bayreuth, one renounces the right to one’s own tongue and
choice, to one’s own taste, even to one’s courage, as one possesses it within one’s own four walls against
God and the world. Nobody brings the finest sense of his art with him to the theater, least of all the artist
who works for the theater—lacking is solitude; all that is perfect tolerates no witnesses. . . . In the
theater one becomes folk, herd, woman, pharisee, voting cattle, patron, idiot— Wagnerian: even the
most personal conscience succumbs there to the leveling magic of the large number; the neighbor reigns;

one becomes neighbor.”

Theater here means magic and seduction; absorbed in its spectacles we surrender ourselves.
Countless modernists followed Nietzsche in this understanding of the essential inauthen-
ticity of the theater. Michael Fried speaks for them when he claims that “theater and theatri-
cality are at war today, not simply with modernist painting (or modernist painting and
sculpture), but with art as such—and to the extent that the different arts can be described
as modernist, with modernist sensibility as such.”® Modernism has indeed laid claim to an
honesty that has to place it “at war” with the theater. Such a war is demanded, for example,
by Heideggerian authenticity.

But can we today still idealize authenticity? Do we still believe in the possibility
of really being oneself? What would that mean? When we try to seize our own self, do we
not always discover only more masks, poses, roles? Is Garnier not right to refuse the oppo-
sition of authenticity and theatricality? His Opéra, at any rate, can teach us disillusioned
modernists how easy it is to delight in such festive theatricality. Was Pevsner not right to
call the Opéra “glorious”?® Does life itself not demand theater, as Garnier insists? And must
not architecture, if it is to serve life, also embrace the theater? Today Garnier’s own naively
confident description of his doubly theatrical masterpiece may well fill us with a certain
nostalgia: at least one side of us would like to be able to embrace the theater so wholeheart-
edly. We would-be postmodernists cannot simply dismiss the assertion of the theater as a—
perhaps even the—leading architectural task.

In chapter 19 I discussed Hans Sedlmayr’s list of the six or seven architectural tasks that since
the Enhghtenment have claimed something like the significance that once belonged to the
church. Among these the theater deserves a special place: not only does it join architect,
painter, and sculptor once more in a genuine Gesamtkunstwerk, but the nineteenth century’s
rthetoric placed the theater quite explicitly in the position once occupied by the church.
Garnier’s Opéra is only the high point of a series that includes Schinkel’s Berlin Schauspiel-
haus (1818-1821); Dresden’s first opera house (1834—1841), which was almost immediately
destroyed by fire, and its successor (1871-1878)—both by Gottfried Semper, who designed
the latter as a somewhat scaled-down version of the magnificent Festival Theater he had
designed for King Ludwig II of Bavaria; also Otto Briickwald’s Festspielhaus in Bayreuth
(1872-1876) and Semper’s Burgtheater in Vienna (1871-1878).
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Bound up with the elevation of the theater into a leading architectural task is a
new understanding of the significance of drama, more especially of opera, which Wagner
was not alone in endowing with a religious significance, although this “genius of mid-
century”'® looks back not to the Christian church but to the Greek theater. Not that
‘Wagner thinks we moderns can or should attempt to recover the art of the ancient Greeks.
Our task is

to widen the garb of religion, in which alone it was a communal Hellenic art[,] . . . to widen this garb
of the specifically Hellenic religion to the bond of the religion of the future— that of universality—in
order to form for ourselves even now a just conception of the art work of the future. Yet, unfortunate as
we are, it is precisely the power to close this bond, this religion of the future, that we lack, for after
all, no matter how many of us feel this urge to the art work of the future, we are singular and individual.
An art work is religion brought to life; religions, however, are created, not by the artist, but by the
folk.!t

Théophile Gautier’s celebration of the Paris Opéra, and indeed any opera house, as “une
sorte de cathédrale mondaine de la civilisation” is in the same spirit.'?

Wagner conceived the artwork of the future as the creation of the folk, fully aware
that modernity with its emphasis on the individual must render such folkish talk anachronis-
tic or utopian. Certainly his own operatic art could not claim to present us with the hoped-
for art; it offered no more than theatrical metaphors of the artwork of the future. The
product of his unique genius, 1t appealed not to the folk but to the bourgeoisie of Wilhel-
minian Germany, who found in Bayreuth edifying entertainment. Despite Wagner’s hopes,
his Festspiele were in the end no more than aesthetic interludes in the real business of life,
mere theater, lacking the strength to restore that sense of genuine community that is insepa-
rable from every genuinely religious festival.

No one has written more eloquently of the hopes associated with Bayreuth than
Nietzsche in the last of his Untimely Meditations: Richard Wagner in Bayreuth. Only a short time
later Nietzsche was of course to turn against Wagner and what he had come to recognize as
a merely aesthetic theater, but here he presents himself to us as a convert, or as someone
who has been seduced. All who participate 1n the Bayreuth Festival, we learn, are rendered
untimely by such participation, that is, lose their place in the modern age—dare we say,
using today’s jargon, become “postmodern”? There is of course an obvious rejoinder: yes,
they do indeed lose their place in the modern age, but, as all aesthetes do, at the cost of
reality, which they forsake for aesthetic illusion. The young Nietzsche would have rejected
that suggestion: he is convinced of the ethical significance of Wagner’s work. Wagner is
celebrated as the new Aeschylus and Nietzsche praises the Ring of the Nibelungs as “the most
moral music” that he knows: “e.g., where Briinnhilde is awakened by Siegfried; here he
[Wagner] reaches up to a height and holiness of mood that lets one think of the snowy peaks
of the Alps.”** The experience is one of the sublime and the sacred. And the vocabulary of
the sacred keeps returning in his essay, which is not surprising to the reader of The Birth of
Tragedy: both works present us with case studies of the attempt to reoccupy the place left
vacant with the death of God.

The Representation of Life 317



That the author of “The Artwork of the Future” should have felt flattered and
welcomed this attempt to attribute a genuinely ethical and religious significance to his work
is to be expected. To support such an attribution Nietzsche had to reject any merely aes-
thetic understanding of Wagner’s music drama:

For us Bayreuth means the morning consecration on the day of battle. One could not do us a greater
injustice than if one were to think that what mattered to us were art alone: as if art could be a healing
opiate with which to put away all that is miserable in our world. We see in the tragic image of Bayreuth
rather the battle of the select few with everything that confronts them as seemingly insuperable necessity,
with power, law, tradition, contract, and all the organization of things. These few cannot live a more
beautiful life than when, battling for justice and love, they ready themselves for death and sacrifice.**

‘What is experienced as the stale old order is here the enemy. Wagner’s work hallows our
dissatisfaction with the modemn world. At the same time it presents us with ideal images
of a more natural, simpler existence. “The individual is to be consectated to something
suprapersonal—this is what tragedy wants: he shall unlearn the terrifying anxiety that death
and time bring. For even in the smallest moment, in the shortest atom of his life, he can
meet with something holy, which outweighs all battle and all need—this is what it means
to possess a tragic sense.”’**> What Nietzsche expected from Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk is clear
enough: the establishment of an ethos that would overcome the spirit of revenge, that ill
will against time, in which he later was to locate the deepest source of our self-alienation.
This is the same role he had ascribed in The Birth of Tragedy to Attic tragedy. Tragedy reveals
to us mortals our lot: ever striving to master life, we are yet at the mercy of higher powers,
fate and the gods if you will, powers we cannot control and that yet preside over the
meaning of human existence. We are limited also in our autonomy by a fate we have not
chosen, which is ours only because we were born into a particular family, a particular histor-
ical context. Tragedy may be understood as a celebratory re-presentation of paradigmatic
stories of heroic suffering. Re-presenting such stories it reestablishes the communal ethos
and its affirmation of life. I would like to underscore that tragedy is intended to help us
unlearn the spirit of revenge. Those who cannot banish the terror of time and death will of
necessity become selfish, as they seek to hang on to their own being in the face of that
terror. Tragedy re-presents the human condition in its subjection to time, but it also re-
presents those moments when human beings are touched by something holy, which more
than outweighs time’s terror.

That Nietzsche read into Wagner his own hopes for a renewal of Europe is evi-
dent. These hopes were easier to maintain as long as Bayreuth had not yet become a reality,
when he could visit Wagner in the Swiss Tribschen, this “distant island of the blessed,” as
he later was to call it.** As Wagner became more and more preoccupied with the realities
of Bayreuth, Nietzsche became more and more aware of how he himself had substituted for
the real Wagner an ideal image of his own construction. Bayreuth opened Nietzsche’s eyes,
not only to who Wagner really was but also to the role that illusion, self-deception, and
wishful thinking had played in his own understanding of Wagner. At the same time he
became aware of the extent to which Wagner’s theater depended on illusion and wishful
thinking.
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Beginning with this disillusionment we find Nietzsche becoming increasingly sus-
picious of illusion. The artwork of the future that was to return to art its ethical function
settled for the appearance of such a return. Wagner’s theater turned out to be escapist after
all, an anaesthetic and an opiate. Nietzsche thus came to understand not just Wagner’s the-
ater but theater in general as profoundly dishonest. For when he condemned Wagner and
Bayreuth, at 1ssue was much more: he saw a culture that, having lost its faith, sought refuge
in bad faith. “Bad faith” is so labeled because 1t is accompanied not only by a recognition
of the distance that separates the content of such faith from reality but by a desire to preserve
such distance, a desire that denies the theater its critical potential and renders it aesthetic—
“culinary,” as Brecht put it."’

That the theatrical spirit represented by both Wagner and Garmer helped shape
the spiritual situation of the entire age is witnessed by its architecture: consider once more
Garnier’s Opéra, itself a theatrical re-presentation of a Baroque theater. Or consider the
worldwide triumph of the architecture of the Ecole des Beaux Arts, which at the World’s
Columbian Exhibition in Chicago in 1893 captured American with its theatrical Baroque
classicism. All this is theater, a theater that repeated itself in city after city. In Vienna it was
the age of Hans Makart, whose theatrical paintings belong with the Ringstrasse, and it is no
accident that the leading architect associated with the Ringstrasse, Gottfried Semper, was
also to be the architect of the Festspielhaus that Wagner and his patron King Ludwig II
of Bavaria had planned for Munich.'® A revealing caricature of the nineteenth century’s
architectural theater is provided by the castles Ludwig had built for himself—Linderhof,
Herrenchiemsee, Neuschwanstein—with their representations of stage sets for scenes from
‘Wagner’s operas. By re-presenting this theater yet once more, translating it into an amuse-
ment park, Walt Disney later revealed its escapist appeal.

That despite his ambition to recover something of the ethical significance of Greek
theater Wagner in fact aestheticized the exusting theater is shown by the way he wanted
spectators to lose themselves to the theatrical event; to become absorbed in the stage hap-
pening, oblivious to the musicians actually performing on their instruments, now hidden in
the sunk orchestra pit; oblivious to their neighbors, all but invisible in the darkened audi-
torium. Not the folk, but the half-mad king, weary of a world that had reduced his kingship
to little \more than a theatrical performance and dreaming of other worlds, of bygone splen-
dor, alone in the darkness, lost to himself, lost in the spectacles unfolding on stage, was the
ideal spectator of Wagner’s theater, a spectator eager to trade reality for fantasy and with
sufficient funds to realize at least fragments of that fantasy in architecture.

The real meaning of Wagner’s theater was revealed to Nietzsche by the opening
of Bayreuth in 1876. Everyone was there, wanting to see and be seen: Kaiser Wilhelm, the
emperor of Brazil, King Ludwig. As Garnier would have expected, the interest of many
visitors centered more on those celebrities than on the events on the stage. Quite appropri-
ately, Nietzsche must have thought, the spectacle unmasked itself in its pretensions: at one
point when Walhalla was to appear the stage mechanism failed. Instead of the glorious abode
of the gods all one could see was a gaping void and before it a stage manager, with rolled-
up sleeves, desperately trying to correct whatever went wrong. This may be too good an

anecdote to be true. To Nietzsche, at any rate, the visit was a shattering experience: what
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had been put in the place of the sacred and holy unmasked itself as no more than human
contrivance, human construction. Soon he could not stand it any more; he sought refuge
in Klingenbrunn, a small village in the Bavarian Forest, and began work on Human, All

Too Human.

The vehemence of Nietzsche’s rejection of Wagner and the theater needs to be understood
against the background of the hopes that in The Birth of Tragedy had led him to hail Wagner’s
music drama as a repetition of Greek tragedy and Greek tragedy as an essentially sacred
celebration. Again, such hopes were only the other side of his profound rejection of the
Enlightenment’s conviction that reason can teach us how to achieve the good life by mas-
tering reality and ourselves. Reason itself, Nietzsche thought, had undermined such convic-
tion; he was thinking especially of Kant, whose Critigue of Pure Reason had demonstrated
that reason 1s unable to give us understanding of the things themselves, and of Schopen-
hauer, who had insisted that Kant’s confidence that pure practical reason could at least
provide our life with a measure was mistaken. Today many would point to Heidegger and
Derrida. But if reason has indeed undermined trust in reason, which supported the ethos
that the Enlightenment had put in the place of the old faith, all that remains would seem
to be either a return to some preceding ethos or the establishment of a new one. The
self-destruction of the rationalist tradition that had supported modernism calls for a new
construction to put in place of what had been destroyed.

Where then are we to find the blueprint for such a construction? To Nietzsche
the answer seemed obvious: if modernity is the problem, a premodern world must point
the way to the hoped-for postmodern world. Where we seek this premodern world will
depend on where we locate the origin of the modern. If with Nietzsche we locate the
origin in Socrates’ trust in reason, his turn to the tragic age of the Greeks has a certain
inevitability. A repetition of Attic tragedy was to overcome the nihilistic tendencies inherent
in modernity. But when writing The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche thought that such a repetition
was already being realized. In Richard Wagner he believed to have found the genius who
would once again fashion not a mere imitation of Greek tragedy but an equivalent work
that would do for our world what Aeschylus did for the ancient Greeks. Had not Wagner’s
music drama demonstrated the possibility of a modern renewal of the ethical function of
Greek tragedy? Such an understanding of tragedy gives it a function not unlike that of the
mass: instead of joining in the celebration of the sacrament, the community joins in the
celebration of a tragic festival.

Greek tragedy was performed in outdoor theaters, each nestled into some hillside.
Thus then gives powerful support to the suggestion that when we look for a building type
to put in the place once occupied by the church we would do well to look to the theater,
but to the theater considered in the image of the Greek theater, which served the self-
representation of the body politic with celebrations of heroic manhood.” The theater here

envisioned must distance itself from the modern theater, which instead of joining individu-
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als in a communal celebration invites theatergoers to remain passive and to surrender them-
selves to the performance, transporting them into another world rather like a framed picture;
the similarity finds its architectural expression in proscenjum arch and stage curtain, which
help isolate the “aesthetic island” of the theatrical event from reality.® The extent to which
‘Wagner’s theater sought the aesthetic becomes clear when we compare it with its Greek
precursor, invoked by Wagner when he insisted that every spectator should have an un-
obstructed view of the whole stage. However, what links Wagner’s theater to its Baroque
precursor is more significant than such classicizing innovations. That he should have moved
his performances inside is easy enough to understand.” But more important than coping
with the weather is the fact that moving indoors allows for a much more effective establish-
ment of aesthetic distance by increasing the traditional separation of auditorium and stage,
spectator and actor. Along with this goes the pictorialization of the stage, in which light-
ing has a special significance. One function of that pictorialization is the progressive de-~
emphasis on the element of social self-representation that had always been an important part
of going to the theater: such self-representation retreats into the time preceding and follow-
ing the performance and the intermissions.

Nietzsche might have said that in Bayreuth, too, the theater of the Baroque, more
especially Baroque opera, had triumphed over Greek tragedy, indeed had done so more
completely than in Garnier’s Opéra, which demonstrates greater awareness of what already
with the Greeks had been a primary function of the theater—not just to let the audience
lose itself to the staged spectacle but to allow the polis to represent itself: repraesentatio maies-
tatis.?? But if social self-representation has always been inseparable from the festal quality of
a visit to the theater, this conflicts with an understanding of the theatrical performance as a
special kind of aesthetic object. The Baroque’s progressive pictorialization of the theater,
which had its telos in the transformation of the performance into a moving picture, prepared
for Wagner’s more resolute aestheticizing of the theater—and not just Wagner’s, but our
own.

No modern art form has remained so profoundly indebted to the Baroque as the

theater, and more especially opera.

On heating the word “theater,” most people will automatically conjure up an architectural structure with
certain definite characteristics: a closed building, horseshoe-shaped, with several levels of boxes rising
vertically and rows of seats in the ground floor area called the orchestra. These arrangements for the
spectator force a raised platform in front of which on the ground level is an enclosed area, the orchestra
pit, reserved for musicians. Above and at the front of the stage rises a fixed architectural frame, the
proscenium. On a deep stage behind the proscenium the players play and constantly changing usually
painted scenery is displayed.

This understanding of what a theater is, is such an integral part of our heritage that few people

realize it was developed only in the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Europe.?
The history of the theater, however, invites us to question the way the stage is thus placed

under the hegemony of perspectival painting. That Théophile Gautier should have pointed

to the circus as a point of departure for a renewal of the theater®* points to the price paid
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by the pictorialization of the theater—Tlater Hans Poelzig was to convert a circus into Berlin’s
Grosses Schauspielhaus (1918-1919). We should keep in mind that no more than Greek
theater or Shakespeare’s theater were the theatrical performances that were part of religious
festivals and processions in the Middle Ages and still in the Baroque dependent on elaborate
stages or stage sets: “In the case of the mystery plays, the different locales where the events
occurred were suggested by separate structures, variously called places or houses or man-
sions, built of temporary materials, with the town-folk shifting from one to another as the
sequence evolved. Instead of the sets moving, the audience moved. No longer confined to
one place as a self-contained representation of a mythic past, the spectacle merged with the
real world and became a dynamic, continuous enactment of a miraculous present—Ilike the
Mass itself’?> This conception of the theater never quite disappeared. Thus it was such an
understanding of the possible significance of theater that led Eduard Devnent to hold up
the Passion Play of Oberammergau as a model for the future,? and essentially the same
conception led to the institution of the Salzburger Festspiele as a kind of anti-Bayreuth:
the cathedral square was rediscovered as a more fitting space for the staging of Hugo von
Hoffmannsthal’s version of Everyman than any theater.

But such attempts to free the theater from the hegemony of painting only under-
score its power. Since the Renaissance, beginning in Italy, we meet with ever more elaborate
attempts to apply the newly gained mastery of perspective to the theater. Paintd scenery
came to be considered essential. First came rag-covered painted frames; demands for rapid
changes of scenery lead to the introduction of three-sided canvas-covered prisms, the so-
called periacti, which soon were to give way to movable wings. Architecture responded to
these changes: Giovanni Battista Aleotti’s Accademia degli Intrepidi in Ferrara thus estab-
lished the familiar type of the Baroque theater, an establishment that brought with it up-to-
then unimagined possibilities of creating illusionary spaces, an art of which different mem-
bers of the Bibiena family were the acknowledged masters.?’

Already in the Baroque period the theater asserted itself as an art form to rival the
church. Its appeal was such that even church architecture came under its sway, unable to
resist the possibilities theatrical illusionism had opened up (see fig. 100). Here we must ask
whether this turn to the theater does not also represent a turn to superficiality, a charge that
has been leveled against such works as Bernini’s Cornaro Chapel or the Asam brothers’
Rohr (see fig. 85). Works such as these invite us to apply Maritain’s claim—that Renaissance
art placed the observer “on the floor of a theater,” that with it “the lie installed itself in
painting”?— also to church architecture, to oppose Baroque theatricality to medieval piety.
But to do so is to forget that participation in a religious festival denies the stance of an
aesthetic observer. No matter how illusionistic the frescoes, how theatrical the high altar,
there is a sense in which what Irving Lavin says of mystery plays still holds of any genuine
church service: instead of passively watching a moving picture, the faithful participate in a
communal action. If the celebration of the mass is also a theatrical performance, “theatrical”
here may not be thought in terms of a theater subjected to the hegemony of Alber-
tian perspective and the radical separation of spectator and actor. To be sure, quite self-
consciously the Baroque church built its high altars in the image of an illusionistic stage, a
stage for the celebration of the mass; but such celebration demands participation. This sacred
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theater allows for no sharp boundary separating spectator and actor, reality and theatrical
illusion. And if theater is to furnish more than aesthetic experiences, if it is to reclaim the
ethical function of the Greek, the medieval, and to a considerable degree still the Baroque
theater, would it not have to be a theater of this type?

If this is granted, the illusionistic theater of the Baroque and the associated building
type would seem to be a liability. This lends interest to attempts to develop alternatives,
such as Ledoux’s theater in Besangon (1778—1784), which “has semicircular, graded amphi-
theatrical seating[;] Ledoux calls this explicitly ‘the progressive form which makes humanity
equal.’” Besancon also had a sunk orchestra, the first, it seems, to try out this Wagnerian
feature.”? But despite their invocations of the Greek theater, such innovations did not really
challenge the Baroque pictorialization of the stage. Key here is the relationship between
stage and auditorium, between actor and spectator, the extent to which the stage is to be
experienced as a different, framed, illusory world. The most obvious way to challenge that
separation is to project the stage into the auditorium, a challenge that culminates in the
twentieth century’s theaters-in-the-round, first realized in Gropius’s design of a Total-

Theater for Erwin Piscator.®
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The hopes the young Nietzsche had invested in Wagner, hopes for a post-Christian but
nevertheless once again religious art, for a return of art to myth, have remained. Such hopes
helped to define especially the culture of the years preceding World War I with its wide-
spread talk of a new beginning (art nouveau), a new youth (Jugendstil); these hopes, still
fed by Wagnerian ambitions, focused on the theater, even as there was increasing conviction
that if it deserved to be thus singled out, it had to be rescued from the merely aesthetic, had
to be brought back to reality, into the community, to bridge the gulf that had opened up
between art and life and thus recapture something of the significance of a religious festival.
Quite in the spirit of Nietzsche, the young Peter Behrens thus conceived “the theater, as
architecture and as cultural institution, as the apogee of that new, earnestly sought culture.”*
Theatrical performances were to be both “Festivals of Life and of Art,” as Behrens titled a
booklet published in 1900. As the subtitle explained, such festivals were to provide human-
ity with its “highest cultural symbol.”*? In Richard Dehmel’s Lebensmesse he found the ap-
propriate work, appropriate precisely because it claimed to be more than just art: a mass but
not centered on the dead Christ; a mass of life, of eros. As Behrens wrote Dehmel: “we
ourselves shall build art a temple, in which holiness shall reign.”** Behrens could not have
been clearer about his intention to return art to the sacred: “Dehmel’s Lebensmesse, through
its liturgical quality, is a work which appears peculiarly predestined for presentation in such
i new Biihnenstil. Since the poet wrote with this intuition, the work actually inaugurates
the new style. If drama has derived from religious cults, then I see a great sign for the
evolving theater style in the fact that again poets live who can give us and our times the
forms for a Cult of Life. We will build the house from its foundation. Dehmel’s Lebensmesse

is a cornerstone, most solemnly formed.”**
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Although, like so many of the nineteenth and twentieth century’s most interesting
designs, Behrens’s theater was never built, his design and commentary give us a clear idea
of what he intended: the centralized plan was to counteract the separation of spectators and
actors, or rather of the congregation and “the priests of the word, of the beautiful gesture,
and of the dance.”® The seating resembled that of the Greek theater: each participant had
clear, easy, and direct contact with the broad and shallow simple stage. “A small orchestra
was to be centered in front of the stage and between the two broad ranks of low marble
steps which allowed passage between the stage and a processional area on the cross-axis.
This processional area would serve both the movements of the actors and the arrival and
departure of the congregation.”*® The baroque pictorialization of the stage was eliminated.
Behrens thus rejected Wagner’s theater with its “plastic painting, painted architecture, illus-
trative music and similar devices which contrive to counterfeit nature or art in an anti-
stylistic mixture.”%

But Behrens’s theater—this church to the cult of the beautiful life, intended to
overcome the conception of the stage as an “aesthetic island,” framed by the proscenium
arch, protected by the orchestra pit—was itself just such an island, as was the beautiful life it
meant to serve. And such an island was the artist’s colony in Darmstadt that gave rise to this
vision of the theater as the highest Kultursymbol. It was condemned to be no more than just
such a symbol by its unwillingness to descend into the reality of the modern world, a world
shaped by science and technology. “These sciences have their material triumphs, it was
acknowledged, but against this positivistic intellectual world one must assert the ‘unhistori-
cal’ and the ‘super-historical.” History and art, and with them life, must be pulled away from
the materialist grasp of positivism. New triumphs, it was hoped, would be achieved through
this freedom from Wissenschaft. The hubris of the positivist was matched by that of the
poet.”*® Anderson here puts his finger on what renders all attempts to recast the world based
on a refusal of the reality of the modern world versions of the aesthetic. But what might
such an attempt look like were it to actually confront that reality?

If, as I have suggested, the opposition between building and architecture is essential to the
latter as it has traditionally been understood, then architecture will have a future only if the
place once occupied by temple and church can in some sense be reoccupied. It is not
difficult to see why the theater should have been given this place: does the theater not have
its origin in religious rites? And has it not dreamed again and again of recovering its origin
in the sacred? And both religious action and theatrical performance draw festal figures on
the ground of the everyday.

But is it not a futile and misguided undertaking to reoccupy the place once held
by temple and church? Were not the nineteenth century’s attempts to endow the theater
with a quasi-religious significance born of an unwillingness to accept modernity’s nonhier-
archical, secular, democratic ethos, which lets us be suspicious of all attempts to speak of
“the leading building task”? Kaufmann appears to be right in suggesting that ever since
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the French Revolution “any type of building has been considered worthy of an architect’s
abilities.”* Why insist on the two foci of my ellipse? And why turn to the theater?

An answer is hinted at by Garnier in his brief introductory remark to his book on
the theater, which places the need for affection even before that for self-preservation.
Affection alone, however, cannot forge a lasting bond. This requires the mediation provided
by a shared way of life, requires entry into a language game—a game understood with
‘Wittgenstein as a “whole, consisting of language and the actions into which it is woven.”*
To enter into such a game is rather like learning to play a certain part: it presupposes oppor-
tunities to see others in the same role. To repeat Garnier’s dictum: “’to be actor or spectator,
that is the condition of human life.” But if playing such a part is to be experienced as more
than a meamngless routine that has little to do with who we really are, it must be supported
by dreams and ideals that put us in touch with what most deeply moves us—with the gods,
the Greeks might have said; with the claims of reason and nature, the Enlightenment in-
sisted; with the subconscious, we might say—at any rate, with a power that, while obscured
by the routines of the everyday, still needs to be recalled from time to time if our lives are
not to become superficial and hollow. Religious festivals have served such a function. So
has theater. From the very beginning architecture has thus been theatrical in the sense of
providing a setting that invites idealizing re-presentations of everyday life. But do we still
need art, more especially the theater, for such re-presentations? Related to that question is
another: do we still know how to celebrate communal festivals that help to illuminate every-
day life? The latter is the more fundamental question. Bound up with it is yet another: do
we still need architecture, as opposed to mere building?
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Dreams of Utopia

22

Dreams of a better life are inseparable from the good life, which also entails dreams of a
better home. But human beings are social animals. Given the communal character of our
dwelling, an oneiric city must thus take its place beside Bachelard’s oneiric house. With
good reason the Bible thus places our dwelling in between the tree of life and the crystal
cube of the City of God, between paradise—a bounded garden located in a past from which
we are cut off by the Fall, a place‘ where nature was in tune with human needs, where peace
reigned and the lion lay down with the Jamb, where food was plentiful and sex untroubled
by shame—and the perfectly ordered Heavenly City illuminated by the glory of God, a city
to which is admitted nothing unclean but only those whose names are written in the Lamb’s
book of life. The garden vision of paradise is thus complemented by the geometric, urban
vision of paradise not just regained but raised to a higher level, an oneiric city onto which
human beings projected their hopes for a better dwelling on this earth: “And I saw the holy
city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride for her
husband” (Rev. 21.2, RSV). Having the glory of God, “its radiance” is said to be “like a
most rare jewel, like a jasper, clear as crystal” (21.11). “The city was pure gold, clear as
glass” (21.18), sheltered by a high wall, its foundations “adorned with every jewel” (21.19):
Jjasper, sapphire, agate, emerald, onyx, carnelian, chrysolite, beryl, topaz, chrysopase, jacinth,
and amethyst, each of its twelve “gates made of a single pearl,” its street “pure gold, transpar-
ent as glass” (21.21), a city where God himself will be with his people; and “he will wipe
away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning
nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away” (21.4).

For many centuries the descriptions of the City of God found in the book of
Revelation provided dreams for a better future an authoritative focus. Their very sketchinés?
invited imaginative elaborations, utopian projections of an ideal architecture whose véry
ideality precluded the opposition of the two poles of my ellipse, the distinction between
building and architecture—*“And I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God
the Almighty and the Lamb” (21.22)—just as it precluded a distinction between profane
and sacred time: eternally the mass is celebrated in the Heavenly City, of which the earthly
celebration is but an earthly representation.! But if this crystal utopia has to collapse my
ellipse into a circle that has its center in God, the built church only represents this ideal city
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here on earth; as such a representation it preserves the distance that separates a life lived in
between heaven and earth from the eternal life promised to the faithful, a distance figured
in turn by the distance that separates ordinary dwellings from the church.

The very distance of the ideal from the everyday invites attempts to abolish such
distance, attermnpts not just to measure existing conditions by the ideal in order to improve
them but to realize this ideal here on earth. And did the very idea of a Heavenly Jerusalem
not suggest a direction for such attempts? For while, as I pointed out in chapter 7, every
chapel, church, and cathedral was considered a figure of the Heavenly Jerusalem, that ideal
city appeared to be more closely figured by the terrestrial Jerusalem, a city that, as Isaiah
had foretold, at the end of time was to be transformed into its heavenly original. The dis-
tance between figure and figured, earth and heaven, would then be abolished. And since
the revelation to John claims to show God’s servants “what must soon take place” (1.1),
again and again this transformation presented itself as a possibility that would soon become
reality here on earth, in the individual’s own lifetime, a vision of heaven on earth, invit-
ing especially those dissatisfied with their lives to do their best to ensure that the hoped-
for event would actually take place. The thought of such a transformation of earth into
heaven—a thought that tended to mingle with thoughts of abundant shelter and food, an
abolition of the privilege of wealth as of self-centeredness, and also a return to that easy
sexuality, unburdened by original sin, that Adam and Eve must have enjoyed in paradise—
has haunted Christianity from its beginning to the present day. Taken together, these ideas
have become powerful if often destructive agents of change whenever conditions make it
impossible for the impoverished and disadvantaged, for the frustrated and displaced, to con-
sider the world they lived in as in any way like a home. Countless people thus have been
driven by millennial expectations to attempt to establish the blessed city in this life, here on
earth, by revolutionary action, only to have their endeavor to realize the promise of the
crystal cube, this perfect geometric solid, transform the earth into a version of hell.

In The Pursuit of the Millennium Norman Cohn chronicles “the process by which
traditional beliefs about a future golden age, or messianic kingdom become, in certain situa-
tions of mass disorientation and anxiety, the ideologies of popular movements of a peculiarly
anarchic kind.”? He tells of the joyful anticipation with which Tertullian reports that in
Judea a walled city had been seen in the sky for forty days, “a sure sign that the Heavenly
Jerusalem was about to descend. It was the same vision which ... was to hypnotize the
masses of the People’s Crusades as they toiled towards Jerusalem, some nine centuries later”
(p- 9). Not quite the same, as anxious awaiting of the Heavenly City’s descent would give
way to thoughts of seizing a sword, smiting the infidels, and liberating holy Jerusalem,
which thus liberated would reward the toils of the faithful with those pleasures and riches
life had denied them and that the fabled East was thought to hold. “No wonder that—as
contemporaries noted—in the minds of the simple folk the idea of the earthly Jerusalem
became so confused with and transfused by that of the Heavenly Jerusalem that the Palestin-
ian city seemed itself a miraculous realm, abounding both in spiritual and in material bless-
ings” (p. 45). This idea fired the imagination of the hordes of poor people, who, hearing
charismatic preachers like Peter the Hermit call for a crusade, seized this promise of an

escape from poverty and the plague, famine and oppressive lords, and sought to recapture
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Jerusalem from the infidel, hoping to find there the good life denied to them at home. “And
no wonder that when the masses of the poor set off on their long pilgrimage the children
cried out at every town and castle: ‘Is that Jerusalem?’—while high in the heavens there
was seen a mysterious city with vast multitudes hurrying towards it” (p. 45).

The same vision later inspired the discontented artisans and poor people who in
1534 streamed to Miinster to establish there the New Jerusalem, abolishing private property
and, invoking the power of genuine community, instituting free love. Faced with a hostile
world that soon laid siege to the city, this New Jerusalem became an armed camp, where,
led by their king Jan Bockelson, who “explained that pomp and luxury were permissible
for him because he was wholly dead to the world and the flesh” (p. 298), the starving
faithful awaited Christ’s imminent return and the time when they would all be dukes. They
clung in the end to the hope that God would raise their beleaguered city with golden chains
into heaven, only to be slaughtered when the besiegers finally stormed Miinster, an end
Cohn invites us to read as a figure of the end of the Third Reich, which was fed on a

“similar quasi-religious salvationism”:

This salvationism, too, is of a peculiar kind, in that the salvation promised is terrestrial and collective.
The Heavenly City is to appear on this earth; and its joys are to crown not the peregrinations of individ-
ual souls, but the epic exploits of a “chosen people.”” And such a revolutionary movement is of a peculiar
kind, in that its aims and promises are boundless. A social struggle is imagined as uniquely important,
different in kind from all other struggles known to history, a cataclysm from which the world is to emerge
totally transformed and redeemed. But this, again, is the very thing that in our time has most dearly
characterized the two great totalitarian movements, Communist and Nazi, especially in their early,

revolutionary stages. (p. 308)

Just as millenarianism and its promise of an earthly paradise have shadowed twentieth-
century politics, so utopian hopes of actually constructing some secularized version of the
New Jerusalem here on earth have been very much part of the spirit presiding over the
evolution of twentieth-century architecture, often merging with attempts to build some
secularized version of the Gothic cathedral. While both millennial and utopian expectations
address dissatisfactions with existing conditions, both also threaten to leap over the human
condition.

To show that especially in 1ts beginning much modern architecture figured utopia,
one could examine the origins of the Bauhaus. It is not an accident that the four-page
pamphlet that Gropius published in 1919 to state its aim and program had for its frontispiece
a woodcut by Lyonel Feininger, which translates a Gothic cathedral into Cubist-inspired
crystalline forms, creating thus an image of a reconciliation of modernity and medieval
spirituality, a vision the artist developed almost into a formula in many of his paintings. This
choice of frontispiece implies a critique of the architecture of the day, as does the term

Bauhaus, which, in the spirit of William Morris, van de Velde, and Hoffinann,® promises a
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renewal of the craft tradition of medieval mason’s lodges rather than a continuation of the
academies of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and of the kind of training they
offered. Apprentices, journeymen, and masters were to be joined in a working community
radically different from that of teachers and students.

‘We should no forget here the special aura with which romanticism had endowed
the ethos thought to have governed medieval lodges, an ethos of which Free Masonry
preserves distant traces: the commitment to work toward a more harmonious world to be
established in the image of the Heavenly Jerusalem. The light and crystalline order of the
new architecture figure a utopian dwelling, just as order and light of the Gothic cathedral
figured the City in Heaven.* Gropius shared this understanding of architecture as an expres-
sion anticipating our deepest interests and insisted that this ethical function be returned to it:

What is architecture? The crystalline expression of man’s noblest sentiments, his ardour, his humanity,
his faith, his religion! That is what it once was! But who living in our age that is cursed with practicality
still comprehends its all-embracing, soul-giving nature? We walk through our streets and cities and do
not howl with shame at such deserts of ugliness! Let us be quite clear: these grey, hollow, spiritless mock-
ups in which we live and work will be shameful evidence for posterity of the spiritual descent into hell of

our generation, which forgot that great, unique art: architecture.’

In his own way Gropius, too, thus insists on the ethical function of the arts: they all are to
serve the requirements of genuine dwelling, and to do so they must subordinate themselves
to architecture as to the master art that most completely serves the requirements of dwelling.
Gropius’s appointment as head of the Bauhaus gave him an opportunity to work toward the
realization of such dreams.

The Bauhaus program’s very first sentence announces the dream that inspired it:

The ultimate aim of all visual arts is the complete building! To embellish buildings was once the noblest
function of the fine arts; they were the indispensable components of great architecture. Today the arts
exist in isolation, from which they can be rescued only through the conscious, cooperative efforts of all
craftsmen. Architects, painters, and sculptors must recognize anew and learn to grasp the composite char-
acter of a building both as an entity and in its separate parts. Only then will their work be imbued with

the architectonic spirit which it has lost as “salon art.

Gropius’s call for “the complete building” may simply seem to demand of architecture what
aestheticians have long demanded of all genuine art. But Gropius was too much of a builder
to accept the separation of art from life on which the aesthetic approach insists, a separation
that, as I showed in part 1 of this book, finds expression in the decorated sheds of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The call for the complete building was a declaration of
war on the decorated shed. But if that separation was to be overcome, art had to be rescued
from its self-imposed isolation, had to be brought back to earth and returned to everyday
life, just as the artist had to be brought back into the commumnty. Given such demands, the
unavoidable entanglement of architecture with the problems of living and dwelling that

denues 1t the aesthetic completeness possible in the other arts becomes an asset that allows
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architecture to lead these arts out of their isolation from each other and from life to a
different and more profound completeness. The complete building addresses itself to the
entire human being, not only to the aesthetic observer. While it promises something like
the completeness associated with the aesthetic object, it does so without taking its leave
from life. Instead of offering us an escape into aesthetic experience, it means to transform
the environment in which we work and live into a work of art and thus rescue it from
contingency.

Gropius too was moved by that old dream of a reconciliation of art and reality
that has haunted romantics from Friedrich Schiller to Ernst Bloch, Herbert Marcuse, and
Norman O. Brown and in which we can recognize a secularization of dreams of the descent
of the City of God down to earth. Inseparable from such dreams are thoughts of a radical
transformation of existing conditions. In an address to the students of the Bauhaus Gropius
gave clear expression to his revolutionary hopes, fed by a sense that the old world had died
in the trenches of Verdun:

We find ourselves in a colossal catastrophe of world history, in a transformation of the whole of life and
the whole of inner man. This is perhaps fortunate for the artistic man, provided he is strong enough to
bear the consequences, for what we need is the courage to accept inner experience, then suddenly a new
path will open for the artist. . . . No large spiritual organizations, but small, secret, self-contained socie-
ties, lodges. Conspiracies will form which will want to watch over and artistically shape a secret, a nucleus
of belief, until from the individual groups a universally great, enduring, spiritual-religious idea will rise
again, which finally must find its crystalline expression in a great Gesamtkunstwerk. And this great
total work of art, this cathedral of the future, will then shine with its abundance of light into the smallest
objects of everyday life.”

If the other side of the completeness of aesthetic experiences is the 1solation of the
aesthetic observer, if the aesthetic approach is part of a splintering of life and community
into more or less autonomous spheres and individuals, the ideal of the complete building
has its counterpart in the ideal of a completely integrated dwelling, a dwelling that leaves
behind the fragmentation of atomic individuals and returns them to the community. The
complete building would thus erase the boundaries between aesthetic, ethical, and techno-
logical considerations. The architect is asked not just to build but to edify. He or she 1s to
shape the space and time of everyday experience in such a way that individuals are recalled
from the dispersal into which they are led by the modern world to an order in which they
can recognize their place and vocation. Given this conception of the task facing the archi-
tect, the glance back to the Gothic cathedral cannot surprise: as a representation of the City
of God it has long provided an obvious example for an architecture that answers to the
longing for building that will help us discover our place, our ethos. “Structures created by
practical requirements and necessity do not satisfy the longing for a world of beauty built
anew from the bottom up, for the rebirth of that spiritual unity which ascended to the
miracle of the Gothic cathedrals.”® Projecting this idealized past into the future Gropius
dreams of an architecture that once again will be “the crystalline expression of man’s noblest
thoughts, his ardour, his humanity, his faith, his religion!”® But “faith” here means faith in
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reason and in the solidarity of a liberated humanity. The new cathedral envisioned by Grop-
1us is very much a socialist cathedral. And it is a cathedral to be built on the basis of technol-
ogy. The Gothic cathedral is replaced with the crystal palaces of modern architecture, which
speaks of a confidence in the emancipatory power of the new technology. The architecture
envisioned by Gropius answers to the longing for a new religion, a longing widespread at
the time'®>—we met with it already in Heidegger, whom it made vulnerable to the quasi-
religious appeal of National Socialism, whose “truth and greatness” he located in 1935 in
“the encounter of planetarily determined technology and modern man”’'' The problem
faced by us indeed remains how to integrate technology into a better dwelling instead of
allowing our dwelling to be distorted and perhaps destroyed by the uncontrolled progress
of technology. The possibility of such integration, a possibility of which both Ruskin and
Loos had despaired, was eagerly pursued by Gropius as it must be by any committed
modernist.

By claiming the Gothic cathedral as the precursor of his utopian architecture,
Gropius claims for modern architecture, too, something like a religious significance. All
religion is marked by its integrative power; every genuine religion has to embrace the
whole, cannot survive, as Louis Dupré points out, “as a particular aspect of life’*? This
places religion in sharp opposition to that splintering of life that finds expression in a slogan
like “art for art’s sake” or “business is business.” Art for art’s sake and religion have to be
enemies. It is thus hardly surprising that the dream of the complete building becomes the
dream of the new cathedral.

But if the association of! Ca\lrchitecture and religion is readily suggested by the con-
ception of the complete bLlildjng,/it also threatens to push this ideal architecture into a lost
past or an uncertain future. It is difficult to reconcile the kind of integration demanded here
with the centrifugal forces inseparable from modernity. Is the dream of the complete build-
ing more than a utopian anachronism? The social function of utopian thinking demands
that it place 1tself in opposition to what is taken for granted, that like a plough it break the
crust of the established and accepted to prepare for a new kind of dwelling. Gropius recog-
nized the utopian character of his dream and knew that its realization could not be ensured
by human willing and planning. As Heidegger was to insist, the kind of building that pro-
vides for genuine dwelling must itself grow from such a dwelling. The integrated life has to
give birth to znd cannot sumply be generated by the architect’s work. Gropius was thus
willing to grant that we shall not see the realization of the complete building, that its realiza-
tion depended on something like grace. Still, although convinced that the ideal of the com-
plete building cannot be realized given the shape of our time, although prepared to admit
that we shall not see buildings that are more than splinters, Gropius yet demands that this
ideal of the complete building should give direction to architecture. Whatever steps can be
taken that will integrate the arts and life should be taken. In the absence of faith the dream
of a recovery of the architecture of faith becomes the dream of an artistic integration of life.
And Gropius was too much of a realist, too insistent on building (and also on building his
Bauhaus), not to allow reality to clip the wings of his dreams: that the members of the
Bauhaus soon found it necessary to exchange the title “master” for the more established

“professor” is not insignificant.
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As Loos recognized so clearly,® the danger with all attempts to transform the built environ-
ment into a Gesamtkunstwerk, a complete or total work of art, is that they tend to make the
architect into a kind of dictator who in designing an architectural environment imposes on
others his or her vision of how they are to live. Implicit 1n the demand for the complete
building are totalitarian tendencies, and we may well wonder whether architects like Paul
Ludwig Troost and Albert Speer did not come closer to realizing the dream of a new cathe-
dral than did the Bauhaus. Nazi architecture, too, did not hesitate to invoke the cathedral
to challenge the building practices of the day:

for the first time since the early German cathedrals buildings are rising that are completely removed from
the everyday: self-representation of the most primordial natural powers of an awakened, racially conscious
people, incarnation of a faith become stone. In these buildings the Fiihrer forms the image of the most
noble traits of the German community. In them architecture becomes the educator of a new people. The
artistic genius of the creator of the German worldview (Weltanschauung) gave them the style of that
heroism which leads the decisive political battle against disintegration and decline to victory. The psychic
greatness commemorated in stone will even in most distant ages illuminate the entire people with the
heroic spirit of its founder. These buildings of faith, whose destiny it is to give visible expression to
the experience of this worldview, stand before us, great and unique. They become a sacred precinct of

our people.**

Just as there is a sense in which it is not so much individual architects who built the cathe-
drals but God, so there is a sense in which it is not so much architects like Troost and Speer
who built the architecture of the Third Reich but Hitler, who was being celebrated as “the
nation’s highest and final good,” the person in whom it finds its “perfection.”’* We have to
grant the architect of the new Germany something like artistic gentus, but it is the genius
of a creator of kitsch, for what defines kitsch is, as Hermann Broch pointed out, precisely
the reoccupation of the infinite by the finite. Kitsch always substitutes for the divine some
golden calf, in this case Hitler for the Redeemer, the German nation for the City of God.*¢

Like Gropius, like so many others including Heidegger, Hitler dreamed that a
radically renewed Germany might rise from the ashes of World War I. And the would-be
architect Hitler, too, looked to a new architectural style to help found the new German
reality. In a building like Troost’s Haus der Kunst in Munich (fig. 116) the political form of
life does indeed find its unmistakable expression in a style that rules the monumental archi-
tecture of the Third Reich. The paradigm of the Christian cathedral here gives way to the
Greek temple, thought to provide the necessary classical counterweight to a tendency to-
ward formlessness and individualizing self-destruction supposed to threaten especially the
German."” This paradigm, however, is transposed into a lean monumentality that reduces
the individual to insignificance, a transposition that helps to define what we can call “monu-
mental kitsch.”

Even more convincingly the National Socialist utopia found expression in its ur-

ban planning, beginning wath the establishment, entrusted to Troost, of a processional route
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Paul Ludwig Troost, Haus der Kunst, Munich

Source: Die Kunst im Dritten Reich, July and

116 | August 1937.

in Munich, the city to which National Socialism traced its origin and in which the move-
ment’s first martyrs lay buried. The path was to lead from the now sacred Beer Hall, the
route “marked with 240 pylons each honoring one of the 240 men who had died in the
struggle against the German state and the enemies of the Volk between November 9, 1923,
and January 30, 1933,” to the Feldherrnhalle, where a monument was to be erected for the
movement’s “blood witnesses”; from there it would continue to the Kéniglicher Platz,
which was transformed from a grassy square 1nto a sea of granite slabs flanked with two
“Temples of Honor,” containing the martyrs’ coffins and still-standing party buildings.'®
This raises Klenze’s already rather dry classicism to a lugher and now crushingly monumen-
tal level: “Here something new came into being whose deepest meaning is a political decla-
ration.” And 1ndeed, so it did and so it was: the new square called for a uniformed humanity.
Filled with soldiers declaring their loyalty to Hitler, the square declared a transformed ethos:
“what mattered was not the change in material but the changed attitude, and this attitude
also speaks to us in other buildings.”*® An inhuman scale, geometric order, and stony, clean
surfaces promise to deliver us from the burden of time and individuality.

While van Pelt calls Munich a “corruption of the Athenian necropolis,” he 1nvites
us to understand the Nazi Party rally grounds in Nuremberg as “a reinterpretation of the
Athenian Agora in Volkish terms.”?® The example set in Munich was further monumen-
talized. But the utopian 1dea pursued by the Nazis found its final and most complete ex-
pression 1n the planned transformation of Berlin into Germania, with its projected avenue
joining that triumphal arch whose opening would have had room for the Arc de Triomphe
and a gigantic domed hall where for a thousand years a hundred thousand were to join in
thanksgiving and praise of the founder of a rejuvenated world.? Plans for the new capital
continued to occupy Hitler and his architects almost to the end. As late as 1944 architects
were invited to enter a competition concerning the “total reconstruction” of bombed Ber-
lin. Goebbels and Speer’s master plan envisioned a garden city of ten million people. Plans
were to have been completed by the end of 1944.2
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One breathes healthier air when one turns from such not so much utopian as mullennial
dreams to the increasingly down-to-earth concerns of the Bauhaus (fig. 117). Not solely
pragmatic considerations soon forced it to leave behind its romantic beginning, as especially
the challenge of van Doesburg helped direct 1t toward a much more resolute embrace of
technology. However, a building like the Faguswerk in Alfeld or a text like Gropius’s 1910
“Program for the Founding of a General Housing-Construction Company Following Artis-
tically Uniform Principles,”® which was to help along the industrialization of building,
suggests that the founder of the Bauhaus had long held the conviction that allowed him to
now write: ‘““The entire architecture of the ‘arts and crafts’ of the last generation . . . is with
very few exceptions a lie. In all of these one can recognize the false and spastic effort ‘to
make Art.” They actually stand in the way of the pure joy in the art of ‘building.” Today’s
architect has forfeited the right to exist. . . . The engineer on the other hand, unhampered
by esthetics and historical inhibitions, has arrived at clear and organic forms. He seems to
be slowly taking over the heritage of the architect, who evolved from the crafts.’>

One master who welcomed this turn and its pragmatic sobriety was the painter
Oskar Schlemmer. Schlemmer sympathized with the romanticism that helped establish the
Bauhaus: “The Staatliches Bauhaus, founded after the catastrophe of the war, in the chaos

of the revolution and in the era of the flowering of an emotion-laden, explosive art, be-

‘Walter Gropius, Bauhaus, Dessau Credit* Bildar-

117 | chav Foto Marburg/Art Resource.
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comes the rallying-point of all those who, with the belief in the future and with sky-
storming enthusiasm, wish to build the ‘cathedral of socialism.” The triumphs of industry
and technology before the war and the orgies in the name of destruction during it, called
to life that impassioned romanticism that was a flaming protest against materialism and the
mechanization of art and life.’?® But new values had surfaced in the meantime. Schlemmer,
too, thought himself on the threshold of a new faith: “Reversal of values, changes in point
of view, name, and concept result in the other view, the next faith. Dada, court jester in this
kingdom, plays ball with paradoxes and makes the atmosphere free and easy. Americanisms
transferred to Europe, the new wedged into the old world, death to the past, to moonlight,
and to the soul, thus the present time strides along with the gestures of a conqueror.” The
new gods are reason and science, their servant the engineer. “Mathematics, structure, and
mechanization are the elements and power and money are the dictators of these modern
phenomena of steel, concrete, glass, and electricity.’? Finally the reasonable individual will
assume responsibility for creation: consummation of the Enlightenment’s promise. Schlem-
mer’s new faith is a humanist one that presupposes the death of God. As Schlemmer under-
stood this faith, it demanded a retreat from the ambitions associated with the word
“cathedral.”

Originally the Bauhaus was founded with visions of erecting the cathedral or the church of socialism, and
the workshops were established in the manner of the cathedral building lodges (“Dombauhiitten”). The
idea has for the time being [1922] receded into the background and with it certain definite ideas of an
artistic nature. Today we must think at best in terms of a house, perhaps even only think so, but in any
case in terms of the house of the simplest kind. Perhaps, in face of the economic plight, it is our task to
become pioneers of simplicity, that is, to find a simple form for all of life’s necessities which at the same

time is respectable and genuine.®

Pleading for a return to the house, or, even more modestly, for reflections on what might
constitute the basic requirements of dwelling, Schlemmer opposes himself to what he him-
self considers the romantic aspirations that helped found the Bauhaus, rejecting them at least
“for the time being.”

One may well wonder at this “for the time being”: does it not betray, despite
what one may think all-too-justified misgivings, a hankering after the authoritative and
authoritarian architecture of the past, from whose shadow architecture had to emerge to be
up to the transformations wrought by science and technology and up to their promise of
emancipation? The turn from the cathedral to the house might be understood as a return
to what has to provide all architecture genuinely of this age with its point of departure:
individual dwelling and building responsive to its requirements. Such a return would also
have to reject my metaphor of an ellipse having its two foci in temple and house. Architec-
ture has only one focus, but this focus should now be sought not with the temple but with
the house, or more precisely with houses; not with God, nor with a reified community, but
with individual human beings. What answers to the latter is not an urban structure, orga-
nized and dominated by architectural monuments, but a collection of houses, organized and

held together by a support system shaped and organized by our need to live and work as
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members of a community. Lewis Mumford thus praises William Morris for achieving, at
least symbolically, a genuine revolution when he recognized that while “the factory was the
nucleus of the paleotechnic community, the house was to become the nucleus of the bio-
technic age,”? the age that had succeeded in making technology fully subservient to the

requirements of human life.

“Believe me;” William Morris wrote, “if you want art to begin at home, as it must, we must clear our
houses of troublesome superfluities that are forever in our way; conventional comforts that are not real
comforts, and do but make work for servants and doctors; if you want the golden rule that will fit every-
body, this is it: have nothing in your house that you do not know to be useful or believe to be beautiful”
This clearing away of historic debris, this stripping to the skin, was the first essential mark of the new
architecture, as it was, in effect, for the new life and cosmic relations that was introduced by the systematic
sciences. In building: the open window, the blank wall, the unlittered floor: nothing for show and nothing

that cannot be shown.?

‘With good reason Mumford celebrates Frank Lloyd Wright as the prophet of the
biotechnic economy of the future. As in all great architecture, buried within Wright’s
houses is a piece of utopia, communicated by the way they “effect a synthesis of nature, the
machine, and human activities and purposes.”** Mumford points out that such emphasis on
the house fails to address the problem of communal integration—it is telling that in 1932
Wright published The Disappearing City, an ideal version of the kind of decentralized urban
development that in the intervening years has swallowed so much of the landscape. But the
ever more apparent problem of communal cohesiveness, reflected equally in suburban
sprawl and in the often ruinous state of the core of our cities, forces us to question Wright’s
utopia with its garden-tilling families on plots of at least one acre. It returns us to the
question of how to reoccupy the place of temple and cathedral, a question that should
not be divorced from another: is such talk not part of an inheritance that architecture and
architectural theory must shed if it is to address the real problems? This is the burden from
which Mumford attempted to free architecture: “Heretofore architectural monuments had
alone been the center of apI;reciation and the accepted source of style: the Pantheon, the
Maison Carrée, the palace of Diocletian at Spalato, the cathedral of Strasbourg, St. Mark’s
in Venice. These monumental buildings, crystallizations of a whole social order, were mis-
takenly seized as starting points of architectural design. In the middle of the nineteenth
century this error had been carried so far that little cottages cowered behind massive Greek
pediments, and the student of architecture began his apprenticeship with a study of the
decorative elements of classic monumental forms.”*!

Mumford’s biotechnic utopia is not so very distant from the dreams of such socially
conscious Bauhaus masters as Schlemmer. But that such a scaling back of the ambition that
found expression in the image of a modern cathedral and the call for an intimate alliance
between art and technology should have met with spirited opposition from some of the
Bauhaus masters was to be expected. It is not surprising either that among the opponents
should have been Feininger, the artist who created the image on the cover of the first

Bauhaus program. “With absolute conviction I reject the slogan ‘Art and Technology—
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A new Unity’—this misinterpretation of art is, however, a symptom of our times. And the
demand for linking it with technology is absurd from every point of view. A genuine tech-
nologist will quite correctly refuse to enter into artistic questions; and on the other hand,
the greatest technical perfection can never replace the divine spark of art.”** As I showed in
chapter 15, we have to grant both claims. But I also suggested that though technology must
keep its distance from art and cannot replace art, this does not mean that art cannot turn to
technology and re-present its essence by celebrating new materials and new construction
techniques. And if it is irresponsible to present a vision of future community that refuses to
take account of technology’s liberating promise, then any version of the cathedral of the
future will have not just to exhibit mastery of what Schlemmer called the “modern phe-
nomena of steel, concrete, glass, and electricity,” but to speak of that promise by their artistic

re-presentation.

The suggestion that National Socialism’s political program for architecture and Gropius’s
dream of a New Cathedral have their roots in the same cultural situation—a situation
shaped by the experience of World War I and its destruction of a fabric that, threadbare as
it may have been, still had furnished many with a sense of shelter; shaped also by the re-
sulting openness to everything that seemed to promise some shelter to replace what had
been lost; shaped by a renewed receptivity to all sorts of utopian visions—may seem difficult
to reconcile with the-evident hostility with which Nazis and proto-Nazis met the Bauhaus
and its efforts almost from its beginning, hostility that forced it to migrate from Weimar to
Dessau, then to Berlin, only to be dissolved in 1933. No doubt, the Nazis considered the
Bauhaus a symbol of the powers it considered its enemies: a rootless internationalism, com-
munism, foreign interests. And it was indeed a stronghold of a reason and a humanity that
refused to betray themselves by wrapping themselves in the German flag.

Still, there is a sense in which it was the accident of Hitler’s personal architectural
convictions that prevented the vision of the New Cathedral from becoming contaminated
by an association with National Socialist ideology. Hitler fancied himself an architect and
had strong opinions about architecture, stronger than, say, his feelings about music; these
opinions gave birth to the popular bombast of Troost and Speer and prevented an under-
standing between National Socialism and modern architecture. Gropius and Mies, like so
many architects who want to build, even when the money needed to support such building
is of questionable origin, were not altogether impervious to Nazi blandishments and, given
a more supportive leadership, might easily have followed Heidegger’s lead.>® Finally it was
Hider himself who saved them from the Nazis. Charles Jencks calls our attention to Grop-
ius’s disappointing if not altogether surprising letter to Goebbels, expressing his hope to
place the new architecture at the service of the then—newly established National Socialist
state: “Can Germany afford to throw overboard the new architecture and its spiritual lead-
ers, when there is nothing to replace them . . . ? But above all I myself see this new style as
the way in which our country can finally achieve a valid union of the two great spiritual
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heritages of the classical and the Gothic. Schinkel sought this union, but in vain. Shall
Germany deny itself this great opportunity?”’** Mies van der Rohe’s willingness to sign a
patriotic appeal issued by the Nazi architect Schulze-Naumburg is a similar embarrassment,
as is his acceptance of the commission to design the Reichsbank.* And while we would
like to see modern art and architecture in unshakable opposition to totalitarianism, we
should not be too surprised by such willingness to collaborate, which, Jencks suggests, was
more the rule than the exception. I would only question that what we have here—in the
case of Gropius, for example—is merely an all-too-human opportunism willing to sacrifice
principle to expediency. It would be comforting if it were so. But I find it hard to overlook
the similarity between the program presented by National Socialism, which also insisted on
an overcoming of disintegration and fragmentation, which also wanted to subordinate the
individual to the collectivity, and the ideas that found expression in the manifestoes of some
of the leading modern architects.

One senses the affinity that links the utopian wing of modern architecture to
totalitarianism in texts like Bruno Taut’s “A Programme for Architecture” (1918): “Art—
that is one single thing when it exists! Today there is no art. The various disrupted tenden-
cies can find their way back to a single unity only under the wings of architecture, so that
every individual discipline will play its part in building. Then there will be no frontiers
between the applied arts and painting and sculpture. Everything will be one thing: architec-
ture.”*® So far this sounds very much like Gropius. But Taut continues: “The direct carrier
of the spiritual forces, moulder of the sensibilities of the general public, which today are
slumbering and tomorrow will awake, is architecture. But this revolution, . . . this architec-
ture, will not come of themselves. Both must be willed—today’s architect must prepare the
way for tomorrow’s buildings. They must receive public assistance to make it possible.”?’
Taut also sees the task of integration as one that denies autonomy to the separate arts.
Architecture is seen as the master art that draws the others out of their isolation. But the
desire for integration goes further: the individual and all that expresses and reenforces indi-
viduality are seen as forces that stand in the way of the required integration. Taut is a
revolutionary who sees in the individualism of bourgeois society the enemy. He is only
being consistent when he demands the abolition of the distinction between private and
public architecture. Quite explicitly he thus demands the collapse of my ellipse, with its
two foci, into a circle. The architect is asked to think big, to imagine large-scale housing
projects in which theater and music would find their place—invited to dream of megastruc-
tures that would collapse the distinction between public and private, sacred and profane.
The architects of the Russian revolution were such dreamers; another such dreamer was
Frank Lloyd Wright’s student Paolo Soleri: no longer is the architect content with the model
provided by the Gothic cathedral. After all, in the medieval city it was still possible to
distinguish between private and public. The house is not integrated into the church, al-
though it relates to and is illuminated by it. Just such integration was demanded by Taut. In
this respect his paradigm would appear to be not so much the medieval city as the Heavenly
Jerusalem, which found its closest realization on earth in the monastery that similarly at-
tempted to integrate the important human functions, if at the price of an elision or distortion
of sexuality.
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The affinity of certain tendencies of modern architecture to totalitarianism is in-
structive. For one, it teaches us not to expect too much from the architect. The answer to
the question of dwelling should never be entrusted to one person, no matter what his or
her genius. And replacing the architect of genius with some collectivity, as Bruno Taut
wanted to do, does not really help. We should no more sacrifice the individual to the
collectivity than to a leader or artist of genius. The rights of the individual must be recog-
nized alongside and in their inevitable tension with the rights of the community. And that
is to say also that the rights of building must be recognized alongside and in their inevitable
tension with the rights of architecture. Once more the image of the ellipse with a private

and a public focus provides a useful starting place.
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Lessons of the Labyrinth

23

Too committed are we to our own individual selves, to freedom, to spaces that invite endless
exploration, not to distrust those who with Sedlmayr mourn “the loss of the center”; we
are too suspicious of all building that would strongly place or root us to dream of some
healing, consoling utopia. Many of us feel too strongly placed by our life-world; we long
not for reoccupations of some lost center but for decentering, disorienting heterotopias,’
for spaces that like Piranesi’s Carceri (fig. 118) invite endless exploration. We dream of jour-
neys of discovery no longer burdened by the nostalgia for home, journeys into the wilder-
nesses beyond and within. Is Dante’s Ulysses not more likely to be our hero than Homer’s?
“The traveler must realize that the sought-for adventure, to be total, must be limitless, that
therefore the voyage must be prolonged indefinitely, and that one cannot return from it.’2 Such
distrust of all centers and supposedly firm boundaries delights in ruins, welcomes the de-
construction of the Towers of Babel raised by architects and philosophers claiming ar-
rogantly to provide for a supposedly genuine dwelling. It welcomes what has come to be
called “deconstruction,” itself an architectural metaphor, which is of course not just a meta-
phor but an intellectual movement, or perhaps fashion, that, while it may have peaked, has
had a decisive impact on all the humanities—especially on philosophy, whose traditional
reliance on architectural metaphors of construction it calls into question—and has had an
impact even on architecture: the Museum of Modern Art’s exhibition “Deconstructivist
Architecture” (1988) spoke thus of “the emergence of a new sensibility” fascinated by possi-
bilities of contaminating, disrupting, violating, and subverting architecture. That the mar-
riage of architectural construction and wordy deconstruction should not have been an easy
one but instead a relationship of continuing confrontation, in which one partner inevitably
calls the other into question, is to be expected: Mark Wigley is right to call architecture the
Achilles’ heel of deconstruction,® a place where deconstruction exhibits its vulnerability
with unusual clarity, as is demonstrated by Derrida’s collaboration with Bernard Tschumi
and Peter Eisenman—a collaboration that threatens to reduce deconstructive discourse to
no more than a curiously cerebral kind of decoration.

Clearly it should be more than that: the very term “deconstruction” invites us to
confront and question the architectural metaphors that have figured decisively in the dis-
course of religion and philosophy, invites us to think of God and the philosopher in the

340



image of the architect. All three are conceived as builders, each in the image of the other
two, where figure and figured reverse places and intertwine in ways that in the end have to
call into question the very idea of well-founded building that grants possibilities of genuine
dwelling. We have grown suspicious of all sorts of “edification,” especially of the “archi~
tecture” raised by philosophers. Appealing to Nietzsche, Sarah Kofman thus opposed to the
system-building philosopher-spiders that suck the blood out of life—die Philosophen spin-
nen!—the new philosophers who reveal the poison hidden in all such buildings and thus
promise to return us to life.* To speak here with Kofman of poison is to invite an appropria-
tion of Nietzsche as the physician of a culture all too ready to seek refuge in lifeless architec~
ture of all sorts, all too eager to imprison itself in architecture. Is Nietzsche that physician?
Important here is no so much whether Kofman’s appropriation does justice to Nietzsche’s
many-voiced texts—whether they offer better support for deconstructive readings than,
say, for Heidegger’s very different appropriation or for Alfred Biumler’s National Socialist
interpretation—nbut what is at issue. That deconstruction should have chosen Nietzsche for
its hero is no accident: Nietzsche does call into question any version of what I have called
the ethical function of architecture and he does so in a way that communicates a postmodern
care for the anarchic self that has to be suspicious of all attempts to bind creativity and
freedom to some supposed arche or essence or place. Nietzsche would seem to dream of
something very different, as is suggested by the following two quotes, both ambiguous
pointers toward an architecture for tomorrow. The first invites us to think of architecture
in the image of the labyrinth: “If we willed and dared an architecture according to the kind
of souls we possess (for that we are too cowardly!) the labyrinth would have to be our
model’””® The second invites us to think of the city of the future in the image of Venice:
“Together one hundred deep solitudes form the city of Venice—this is its magic. An image
for the human beings of the future.”®

Giambattista Pixanesi, Prison (Carceri). Credit:

Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library,

118 | Yale University
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The myth of the labyrinth holds a special place in the thinking of Nietzsche, who likened
himself to Dionysus, Cosima Wagner to Ariadne, Wagner himself to the Minotaur, theatri-
cal Bayreuth to the labyrinth.” But Nietzsche gives a new twist to an old tradition when
he writes that if we only had the courage, we moderns would model our buildings on
the labyrinth. For himself Nietzsche claims the required courage.® In Ecce Homo he thus
speaks of the fascinated curiosity that draws him to the labyrinth, a curiosity linked to what
Nietzsche considers his vocation: “There are cases where what 1s needed is an Ariadne’s
thread leading into the labyrinth. He who has the task to bring on the great war, the war
against the virtuous (the good and virtuous, Zarathustra calls them, also ‘most men,” also
‘beginning of the end’) has to be willing to buy some experiences at almost any price; the
price could even be the danger of losing oneself” Why should there be a need to return
to the labyrinth? Are labyrinths not structures that we dread to enter, structures that were
built precisely to make us lose our way? Yet the way we are drawn to the labyrinths artfully
constructed by poets, painters, and landscape architects suggests that something in us
delights in just such disorienting spaces.

Labyrinth and center belong together, and we should keep in mind the profoundly
ambiguous symbolism of the center: God is called the center of creation, but at the earth’s
center lurks the devil, and at the center of the labyrinth dwells the Minotaur. The way to
the true center leads therefore through a dark and dangerous labyrinth, which conceals its
own deadly center. Traditionally the labyrinth thus describes a condition the hero has to
enter and pass through if he is to gain access to the true center, step into the true light; his
quest demands of him the courage to forsake the seeming security of the everyday for a
realm where every sound threatens danger, where the ear matters rather than the eye. Chris-
tian thinkers thus thought our world a labyrinth. The title of a2 work like John Amos Com-
enius’s Labyrinth of the World and the Paradise of the Heart (1663) speaks for itself: the Fall lets
us wander in a labyrinth, longing for paradise, this bounded space that allowed human
beings to dwell near the center. Hence the tendency recurs to think of architecture as a
repetition of our lost home, as a reestablishment of the center, of the architect as a godlike
creator. But human building lacks the strength to recover what has been lost, even when
the work produced is a church: by proudly signing their names in large labyrinths set into
the floor of the nave, the builders of the cathedrals at Chartres, Reims, and Amiens invite
us to interpret their work as a repetition of the work of their ancestor Daedalus,!® thus
calling their own pride into question-and reminding the faithful that what human art here
has so splendidly fashioned is also but a labyrinth, through which they have to pass on their
way to salvation. This life is not so much a dwelling as a journeying. And so Comenius
does not look to human ingenuity to show us a way out of the labyrinth: corrupt nature
cannot be mended by Worldly Wisdom; home is sought not without, in this labyrinthine
world, but within, in the heart.

Just this claim, that human effort, that reason should lack the strength to show us
a way out of the labyrinth, is at odds with modern confidence in the power of reason to
build human beings a house and to defeat the power of the labyrinth. Descartes thus offers
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his newfound method as the thread of Ariadne. It is worth noting that, true to his stance
between Counter-Reformation and modernity, he casts himself in the role of Theseus: the
method is a gift and in thanksgiving Descartes vows a pilgrimage to that Christian Ariadne,
the Virgin of Loreto.

Such manifestations of piety are difficult to reconcile with our image of Descartes
as a founding hero of the modern age, who descended into the labyrinth of doubt and,
guided only by reason, gained the needed ornentation. A century later Johann Christoph
Gottsched thus tells his readers that philosophy, in his case the rationalism of Christian
Wolff, allowed him to “see order and truth in the world, which before had seemed to him
like a labyrinth or a dream”* Not divine grace but reason provided the Enlightenment
with the thread of Ariadne that allowed it to replace the Baroque labyrinth with that perfect
cosmos revealed or rather constructed by a philosopher hke Leibniz.

If Descartes presents himself as a philosophical Theseus,'? able to lead us out of
the labyrinth of appearance and opnion, the philosopher’s self-presentation did not go un-
challenged. Father Bourdin, the author of the seventh set of objections to the Meditations,
speaks for a tradition that had to suspect behind the philosopher’s confidence the sin of
pride, when he invokes not Theseus but Icarus: “Other methods indeed of constructing
houses lay very stable foundations, e.g. of squared stones, brick, rough rock, and countless
simular substances, reposing on which the walls mount upwards. But your method proceeds
quite otherwise and, in its attempt to get something, not out of something but out of
nothing, it tears down, digs up, and cuts away every scrap of the old foundations. It changes
its attitude completely but, lest in its flight, it should seem to have no wings to propel it,
like Icarus it assumes new ones and fixes them on with wax” (2:329). Descartes ridicules
the good father, who, by fusing the architectural metaphor that introduces the Meditations
(1:144) with the Icarus image, is said to have attributed wings to architecture. Reaffirming
the architectural metaphor—“Everywhere in my writings I made it clear that my procedure
was like that of Architects planning houses” (2:325)—he claims a religious significance for
his work by insisting that the chapel he has built rests on firm foundations. Father Bourdin
calls that procedure into question, warning of the dreadful “spectres that lurk in these un-
derground excavations,” of “that subterranean gloom” into which Descartes descends to
look for his foundation (2:327, 328). As he understands it Descartes’s path leads not out of
but back into the labyrinth, that is to say, away from God, leads toward nothingness and
death, letting him fall, like Icarus, into the deadly abyss.

Is Descartes Theseus? Or is he Icarus? Or perhaps Daedalus—in which case the
fact that this archetypal architect’s main work was the labyrinth invites reflection and places
not just architecture but the modern world that Descartes helped build in a questionable
light. To be sure, the successes of our science and our worldwide technological culture seem
to validate Descartes’s confidence in our ability to understand reality and to assert ourselves
as its master. But while Hegel, the greatest of all philosophical architects, could still say that
it is with Descartes that “the education, the thinking of our age begins,” that “here, we can
say, we are at home and like the sailor, after long journeying about the raging sea; call
‘land,” ”** we have lost such confidence. Nietzsche especially is invoked as a kind of antipode
to Descartes, a thinker supposed to have refuted Descartes’s claim to have found Ariadne’s
thread and now showing us the way back into the labyrinth that is our world.

Lessons of the Labyrinth 343



Such invocation of Nietzsche, however, calls itself into question. Someone who wants to
enter the labyrinth, a desire that invites challenge, must think of him- or herself outside.
The claim that “if we willed and dared an architecture according to the kind of souls we
possess (for that we are too cowardly!) the labyrinth would have to be our model” suggests
tension between our souls and the world we have to live in. The problem for Nietzsche is
not that our modern world is too labyrinthine, but that it seems to exclude the labyrinth,
not that Descartes’s building today lies in ruins, but that, while it would perhaps be better
if it had collapsed, it nevertheless still stands. Nietzsche, too, recognizes that there is an
important sense in which we moderns have indeed left the labyrinth; he presupposes that
Descartes, even if unable to provide the edifice of science with the firm foundation he had
sought, was nevertheless able to raise it in a way that allowed it to endure and enabled others
to continue the work he had begun.

Nietzsche’s early fragment On Truth and Lie in an Extramoral Sense has become
popular with postmodernists eager to deconstruct versions of Descartes’s chapel. But only a
careless reading of this text will overlook how close Nietzsche here remains to other philo-
sophical builders, to Kant and especially to Schopenhauer. That we ourselves have consti-
tuted the world of science is no reason to question “the eternal consistency, omnipresence,
and infallibility of the laws of nature”** Quite the opposite: the turn to the subject allowed
a thinker like Kant to conclude that, in Nietzsche’s words, “so far as we can penetrate
here—from the telescopic heights to the microscopic depths—everything is secure, com-
plete, infinite, regular, and without any gaps. Science will be able to dig successfully in this
shaft forever, and all the things that are discovered will harmonize with and not contradict
each other.“*> Nietzsche advances no considerations to dispute such confidence. Readers of
this text who focus on the many ways in which Nietzsche here emphasizes “the artistic
process of metaphor formation” should keep in mind his insistence that this process, with
which every sensation is said to begin, also is said to presuppose Kant’s pure intuitions, time
and space, and therefore “relationships of succession and number.” “The only way in which
the possibility of subsequently constructing a new conceptual edifice from metaphors them-
selves can be explained is by the firm persistence of these original forms. That is to say, this
conceptual edifice is an imitation of temporal, spatial, and numerical relationships in the
domain of metaphor.”*¢ Every explanation of metaphor formation is here said to presuppose
a world of objects in Kant’s sense, a world supported by pure intuitions that bear a striking
resemblance to Cartesian clear and distinct ideas.

‘What lets Nietzsche dream of the labyrinth is precisely that he experiences this all
too well established Cartesian, Kantian world-building as stifling, as a prison. The young
Nietzsche is here close to Dostoevsky’s man from the underground, who also emphasizes
human creativity and sees such creativity threatened by an all too successful science. What
Nietzsche finds problematic about the modern world is that it is too well built, too much
like a cosmos that assigns us our place, imprisoning creativity and imagination. What makes
Descartes such a problematic thinker then is not his failure but precisely his undeniable
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success. The understanding of reality bound up with our science and technology threatens
to bury imagination and creativity.

Nietzsche likens the conceptual edifice raised by science to a Roman colum-
barium. Exchanging honey for ashes, science is the graveyard of perception. Reason’s burial

work begins as soon as there is speech.

Just as the Romans and Etruscans cut up the heavens with rigid mathematical lines and confined a god
within each of the spaces thereby delimited, as within a templum, so every people has a mathematically
divided conceptual heaven above themselves and henceforth thinks that truth demands that each concep-
tual god be sought only within his own sphere. Here one may certainly admire man as a mighty genius
of construction, who succeeds in piling up an infinitely complicated dome of concepts upon an unstable

foundation, and, as it were, on running water. Of course, in order to be supported by such a foundation,
his construction must be like one constructed of spider’s webs; delicate enough to be carried along by the

waves, strong enough not to be blown apart by every wind.*’

Nietzsche is quite aware of that power of self-transcendence that raises the enduring edifice
of science, a power inseparable from rationality. The question is, at what cost?—and Des-
cartes already hinted at the cost when he excluded final causes from science. There are no
values, no ends, no center to be discovered in this nature. The building raised by science is
built with mute matter. No longer do stones speak. No longer do we experience nature as
a book in which we can read. Here we have a first clue to the meaning of Nietzsche’s
pronouncement in Human, All Too Human: “Stone is more stone than it used to be”*® But
just this loss of the center, this silence casts the individual back onto his or her own freedom.
This is how Tafuri understands Piranesi’s Campo Marzio: “It is almost too facile to read into
this the anticipation of what would become the impotency of the signified in the Victorian
age. The ‘loss of the center’ is undergone and sublimated by Piranesi, accepted without

disguising its negativity. The ‘negative’ now becomes the egoism and the silence of form”*®

The problem with science then is not that it is unable to raise a lasting structure, but that it
is unable to build an edifice in which we can actually live. The distance that separates the
world of science from the life world helps to define the spiritual sjtuation of our time.
Something of that distance is suggested by Nietzsche’s description of the scientist as someone’
who “builds his hut right next to the tower of science so that he will be able to work on it
and to find shelter for himself beneath those bulwarks which presently exist. And he requires
shelter, for there are frightful powers which continuously break in upon him, powers which
oppose scientific ‘truth’ with completely different kinds of ‘truths’ which bear on their
shields the most varied sorts of emblems”® Once more there comes to mind Brueghel’s
image of the Tower of Babel, which stands for our prideful attempt to rely on reason to

establish that center denied to us by our condition.
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There is tention between reason and imagination: while the former insists on rule
and order, the latter is anarchic in its very essence, challenging what science would have us
accept as reality by opposing to it the realms of myth and art. The imagination refuses the
ideal of truth as a correspondence between our discourse and the things. And yet it too
knows something like truth: Nietzsche speaks of a “creative correspondence” to a “present
intuition.” The imagination knows its own responsibility, a responsibility that presupposes
freedom from the tyranny of reason. And even though reason would marginalize the imagi-
nation, its drive toward metaphors “is not truly vanquished and scarcely subdued by the fact
that a regular and rigid new world is constructed as its prison from its own ephemeral
products, the concepts.”? “Prison” is a misleading translation of Zwingburg, which refers to
a tyrant’s strong castle, a structure that, like Brueghel’s Tower of Babel, looms over the
surrounding landscape. Those it dominates do not live in it, even if they are bound by the
rule it represents. Similarly we are dominated by but cannot live in the house of reason.
‘What we consider proper discourse, to be sure, is discourse obedient to the rule of the
tyrant in the castle. But to really live we must keep ourselves open to the anarchic realm of
perception, imagination, and affect, for here 1s the source of all meaning and value. We
need the enchantment of myth, as developed in The Birth of Tragedy.

The metaphor of a “columbarium of concepts” suggests an affinity between the
work of reason and death. Concepts are the ashes of live intuitions. The pursuit of truth
leads beyond time and thus beyond life. But if the pursuit of truth seeks to translate life out
of time, such translation cannot finally succeed. As Sartre knew, the project to elevate the
human subject into God turns out to be the pursuit of a contradiction, whose seductive
promise we bear within ourselves. The attempt to defeat the essential insecurity of human
existence by subjecting life to the rule of reason threatens to transform such life, even before
death, into a living death. What endows the castle of reason with its suffocating authority
is our own overly great preoccupation with our finitude and temporality, our attempt to
secure what finally cannot be secured. Thus it is we who allow the tyrant to rule and distort
our lives, and that rule will be broken not by reasoning more carefully but by a different
pathos, by an overcoming of what Zarathustra calls “the spirit of revenge”: “the will’s ill
will against time and its ‘it was.” ? The problem Nietzsche would have us face is a problem
not so much of epistemology but of ethics. And it is precisely because our attempts to secure
our existence have so effectively left the Baroque labyrinth behind that Nietzsche dreams of
1t, seeking “an Ariadne’s thread leading into the labyrinth,” where the path 1nto the labyrinth
is a path into the darkness we bear within ourselves, as well as a journey toward death.
Precisely because we are so firmly placed by our culture, we dream of chaos and letting go,

“dream of effortless rolling downward—the modern festival mood.”?

That we thus dream of chaos and letting go, of buildings in the image of the labyrinth, is
hardly a sign of spiritual health. Indeed Nietzsche considers it rather a symptom of deca-

dence, as becomes clear when we look at his pronouncement about “an architecture ac-
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cording to the kind of souls we possess” in its context: in a manner that recalls Hegel’s
Vorlesungen iiber die Asthetik, although without Hegel’s valorization of the progress pf reason,
Nietzsche here suggests that everything Greek has become strange to us modgrms. “T
Greek is very foreign to us—. . . how simple the Greeks were to themselves/in their
understanding. How much we surpass them in understanding human beings! But how'laby-
'rinthine our souls and our conceptions of souls are, compared to theirs{ If we wj
dared an architecture according to the kind of souls we possess (for that too cow-
ardly!) the labyrinth would have to be our model! Our own music, the music that really
speaks to us, already hints at it. (For it is in music that people let themselves go, because
they think no one could see them beneath their music.)”** A labyrinthine music figures the
labyrinthine architecture of which we dream, so different from all Greek temples.

While Nietzsche here contrasts the modern and the Greek, he also draws a con-
trast within the decadent modern. Our dreams of a labyrinthine architecture contrast with
what we actually take to be beauty in architecture: “What is the beauty of a building today?
The same as the beautiful face of a woman lacking spirit: something masklike.”? In both
cases a formal beauty no longer has anything to tell us, is mute. What is here called into
question is precisely the kind of beauty on which aesthetics has so often insisted: a self-
sufficient but mute plenitude. As I showed in earlier chapters, for architecture this means a
formal beauty that no longer stands in an-essential relationship to the building that is the
bearer of such beauty: the beauty of the work of architecture comes to be thought of as
something extra, mere decoration, in its superficiality rather like a mask or decal, easily
peeled off. Nietzsche’s longing for the labyrinth belongs with his resistance to all decor-
ated sheds.

The statement about the masklike beauty of modern architecture occurs in the
section of Human, All Too Human entitled “Stone is more stone than it used to be.” Stone
used to be more than just stone: it also had a meaning. Stone spoke and helped architecture
to speak. As postmodern architecture rediscovered, buildings once had something of the
quality of texts, as did nature. Today we stand before both without understanding. “On the
whole we no longer understand architecture, at least not in the way we understand music.”
‘We no longer understand the symbolism of architectural forms. “On a Greek or Christian
building everything originally had a meaning, gesturing toward a higher order of things:
this mood of an inexhaustible significance surrounded the building like a magical veil”
Beauty here remained linked with but subordinate to meaning. Beauty entered the system
only on the side, without detracting in any essential way from “the basic mood of the
uncanny sublime that belonged to what was consecrated by the proximity of the gods and
magic; beauty at most mitigated the terror—but this terror was everywhere the presupposi-
tion.”?® Architecture, so understood, lets us participate in a mysterium tremendum et fascinans;
Nietzsche, too, speaks of the proximity of the gods. But our modern world knows nothing
of gods, and if we still experience such a mysterium then it is within rather than without.
And it is music rather than architecture that speaks to us of this realm, where Nietzsche
links “Night and Music”: “Only in the night and the half-night of dark forests and caves
could the ear, the organ of fear, really develop itself, where it did develop, according to the
way of life of the fearful. . . . In the light there is less need for the ear.”? Music belongs with
the fearful darkness of the labyrinth.
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Our failure to understand architecture as we still understand music is of a piece with our
inability to read in the book of nature and our eagerness to descend into the labyrinth of
the self. And just as the labyrinth belongs with Mannerism and Baroque, so, Nietzsche

suggests, does modern music.

The spirit of the Counter-Reformation is the spirit of modern music. . . . And even now one might ask:
and if our newer music were able to move stones, would it join these into an antique architecture? I very
much doubt it. For what reigns in music, the affect, the pleasure in heightened, far-extended moods,
wanting to become alive at any cost, the quick change of sentiment, the shatp contrast between light and
shade, the juxtaposition of ecstasy and the naive—all this reigned in the visual arts once before and

created new laws of style:—but it was neither in antiquity nor in the Renaissance.?®

The stony hardness of our architecture and of our world lets us long for life, even at the
price of architectural order. The de-constructive enterprise is born of such longing.

To dream of an architecture in the image of the labyrinth means therefore also to
dream of an architecture in the image of music, which for Nietzsche means to dream of
Venice: “When I look for another word for music, I always find only the word Venice”?
This brings us back to the second remark that introduced this chapter: “Together one hun-
dred deep solitudes form the city of Venice—this is its magic. An image for the human
beings of the future” Heidegger cites this remark in a letter to Jaspers, who, pleading for
dialogue, had charged Heidegger with monological thinking; and Heidegger agrees with
what his old friend Jaspers had said about the need for dialogue, but only to add—a charac-
teristic addition very much in keeping with Heidegger’s understanding of authenticity—
that “much, however, would have been gained if monologues were allowed to remain what
they are. It almost seems to me that they are not as yet [genuine monologues]. For that they
are not as yet strong enough,” and he goes on to remind Jaspers of what Nietzsche had said
about Venice.*® Jaspers would have us resist the seductive magic of Nietzsche’s Venice,
which exchanges community for “one hundred profound solitudes,” the lonely crowd.

Tafuri cites the same remark in The Sphere and the Labyrinth, where it intro-
duces a discussion of New York, this “allegory of the Venice of modern times,” a prophecy
of the city of the future: “the city as a system of solitudes, as a place wherein the loss of identity
is made an institution, wherein the maximum formalism of its structures gives rise to a code
of behavior dominated by ‘vanity’ and ‘comedy.’ From such a viewpoint, New York is
already the ‘new Venice.” The fragments of the future contained in the Serenissima of
Nietzsche have already exploded into the metropolis of total indifference and therefore of
the anguished consumption of multiplied signs.’*

To be sure, most of us are still assigned roles that grant us place, identity, and a
measure of security. However, increasingly we experience such roles as arbitrary and readily
exchanged for others, experience ourselves as actors who assume this or that mask but see
no essential relationship between themselves and these masks. Yet, Nietzsche observes, “Ev-

ery time the human being begins to discover to what extent he plays a role and to what
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extent he is able to be an actor, he becomes an actor. . . . With this a new flora and fauna
of human beings arise which cannot grow in more solid, more limited ages[;] . . . with this
appear every time the most interesting and most excitingly crazy ages of history, in which
the ‘actors” and all kinds of actors are the real rulers” Architects cannot flourish in such
ages. “The power to build now weakens; the courage to make plans extending to the distant
future is discouraged; there begins to be a lack of those with organizational genius—who
still dares to undertake works where one would have to reckon with millennia for their
completion? That basic faith becomes extinct, which would allow someone to reckon in
this fashion, to promise, to anticipate the future in the plan, to offer it as a sacrifice to his
plan, the faith namely that the human being has value onfy in as much as he is a stone in a
great building: for this he has to be first of all firm, must be stone, . . . especially not—actor.”*2

Nietzsche here suggests that our life gains worth only when we can understand
ourselves as parts of a more encompassing structure. And to banish the terrors of the laby-
rinth, he, too, dreams of builders, including statesmen, who require material hard as stone,
a dream Hitler sought to realize: “What from now on cannot be built is a society in the old
sense of the word; to build this building everything is lacking, first of all the material. We,
all of us, are no material for a society: this is a truth whose time has come. It does not seem
to matter to me that . . . our esteemed socialists believe, hope, dream, especially scream and
write just about the opposite; by now one reads their slogan ‘free society’ on every table
and wall. Free society? Yeah! Yeah! But you know of course, gentlemen, out of what that
is built? out of wooden iron! Out of the famous wooden iron! And not even wooden.”*
But if we cannot build “a society in the old sense of the word,” if indeed, as Loos knew,
such a society could never be built but had to grow, why can we not fashion a new society,
we who “must live in ‘an artificial world that has lost its coordination and has splintered
into many parts which, because of their lack of interconnection, lacerate man and create
extreme anarchy.’”** If disintegration and chaos threaten the modern metropolis, why not
counter chaos with an artificial constructed order? This is what, according to Francesco Dal
Co, the avid Nietzsche reader Mies tried to do: “Mies counters Guardini’s ‘world without
center’ with rigid demands for order, as though interpreting Guardini’s thought, designing
his own rigorous, Schinkelesque volumetric compositions to encompass ascetically shaped
spaces.’*

Very similar words might have described Speer’s amibitions. So understood the
architect’s building mirrors the totalitarian state, it too being an artificially constructed order.
Nietzsche helps us understand why liberal democracy should have totalitarianism for its
shadow,*¢ and why the modern metropolis should have called forth an austere architecture.
In both cases “the power to build” presupposes a will to power.>” “The most powerful have
always inspired the architects; the architect was always under the suggestion of power. In
the building pride, the triumph over gravity, the will to power become visible; architecture
is a kind of power-persuasion in forms, at times persuading, even flattering, at others merely
commanding. The highest feeling of power and security finds expression in what possesses
a great style. Power that no longer requires proof”*® Such dreams of an architecture of the
hardest stone (fig. 119), figuring a similarly constructed society, an architecture that can

dispense with proof, that simply overpowers, betray a will to power that cannot forgive itself
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its essential lack of power. But all creation, all building, will finally be experienced as arbi-
trary when not based on a “creative correspondence” to a “present intuition,” a response to
an intuition that, like Platonic recollection, lies beyond and yet grounds communication.
For those who know nothing of such responsibility, creative intuition has to become anar-
chic freedom and the burden of such freedom will lead to a longing for a stony architecture
strong enough to crush freedom.

Building, too, demands responsibility. But responsibility requires openness to a
reality that binds freedom and thus makes it positive. No longer able to appeal to God or
to reason. Nietzsche is left with Homo natura as the terrifying ewige Grundtext, the eternal
basic text that we must free from later misinterpretation so that it will once again provide
our texts, our interpretations of who we are and should be, with a measure.* Like those
who appealed to the book of nature, Nietzsche here posits a text that also provides a ground,
leaving us to wonder whether rigorous questioning will not show this fusion of text and
ground to be but another wooden iron, the supposed Grund to be but another Abgrund, an
abyss. But if those who insist on the rule of reason will be left with just such an Abgrund, that
rule should not go unchallenged. Such challenge does not issue from reason but responds to
an intuition that life has worth only to those who experience themselves as parts of a larger
ongoing whole; but it is an intuition that refuses to think, let alone want to establish that

whole as a stony edifice constructed of human beings who are themselves hard as stone.*
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In chapter 18 I remarked on the disturbing generality of Heidegger’s often-cited evocation
of a Greek temple: which temple does he have in mind? Earlier in “The Ongin of the Work
of Art” he had mentioned the temple at Paestum (fig. 120): are we to think then of the
ancient Poseidonia and of its most famous temple, once thought to have been built 1n honor
of the sea god?* But Heidegger knows why he chooses to speak in general terms of “a
Greek temple”: the indefinite article gestures toward the essential. And if his description
refers to any particular temple, this temple is found not so much in Greece or southern Italy
as 1 the spiritual landscape of Hegel’s Lectures on Aesthetics, which discuss architecture as
humanity’s first attempt to give external reality to the divine.

Architecture is in fact the first pioneer on the highway toward the adequate realization of the Godhead.
In this service it is put to severe labour with objective nature, that it may disengage it by its effort from
the confused growth of finitude and the distortion of contingency. By this means it levels a space for the
God, informs His external environment, and builds Him his temple, as a fit place for the concentration
of Spirit, and its direction to the absolute objects of intelligent life. It raises an enclosure for the congrega-
tion of those assembled, as a defense against the threatening of the tempest, against rain, the hurricane,
and savage animals. It in short reveals the will thus to assemble, and although under an external relation,

yet in agreement with the principles of art.

Much of this is taken up by Heidegger, but nothing in Hegel’s text answers to Heidegger’s
insistence that “the Work lets the earth be an earth.”® Hegel develops a much more oppo-
sitional understanding of the relationship of architecture to nature: the temple’s builders
impose a spiritual, and that means for Hegel a truly human, order on a recalcitrant material.
In the face of an initially indifferent environment human beings assert and celebrate their
humanity when they level the ground, break the stone, raise walls and columns: thus they
defend themselves against nature, not only or even primarily against physical threats—such
defense is the task of more modest building—but against nature’s disturbing contingency.
This struggle relies on and exhibits the power of the universal. Hegel thus assigns the Greek
temple its place in his story of the spirit’s progress, a progress that seeks complete domination

of the earth and wants to break down whatever walls separate persons, races, and regions;

352



Column from the south side of Temple of Hera
11, the so-called Poseidon Temple, Paestum. With

view of “Basilica” Credit- Foto Marburg/Art

120 Resource, NY

and the more the human spirit comes into its own, the more decisively it has to devalue the
sensible and leave behind not just architecture, this “first pioneer on the highway toward
the adequate realization of the Godhead,” but all art. Science and technology mean a far
more complete mastery of the earth than art could ever provide.*

Heidegger’s description of a Greek temple has to be understood as a rewriting of
Hegel that, by understanding art as a presentation of the earth, challenges the way Hegel
opposes spirit and earth and thus his understanding of the spirit’s progress. This challenge
also calls into question Hegel’s pronouncements on the future of art, even as these pro-
nouncements in turn call into question Heidegger’s understanding of architecture and art—
calling into question as well this book’s understanding of architecture’s ethical function,
which owes much to Heidegger.

When Hegel speaks of art “on the side of its highest vocation,” he is thinking
of such art not just as in some way serving an already established ethos but as an autono-
mous mode of pursuing truth; this means he is conceiving it in opposition to what I have
called the aesthetic approach. “Fine art,” according to Hegel, “is not art in the true sense
of the term until it is also thus free, and its highest function is only then satisfied when
it has established itself in a sphere which it shares with religion and philosophy, becoming
thereby merely one mode and form through which the Divine, the profoundest interests of
mankind, and spiritual truths of widest range, are brought home to consciousness and ex-
pressed.”® Why should this “highest function” be denied to art today? I have already hinted
at the answer: is it not reason that should reveal to us our profoundest interests and what
truly matters? But if so, we can grant art an ethical significance only in the comparatively

trivial sense in which it is placed in the service of an ethos already established by reason.
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Something like that could also have been said by Nietzsche, who in The Birth of
Tragedy blames the death of tragedy—and tragedy here provides the paradigm of an ethical
art work—on the Socratic spirit, which Nietzsche caricatures, or at any rate characterizes
by its naive trust in reason to guide us to the good life. But is such trust really naive? Is it
not rather, as Hegel thought, inseparable from humanity’s homecoming? Nietzsche to be
sure would have had little patience with talk of a spiritual homecoming. But he could have
agreed. Given such a trust in reason—to him naive, to Hegel justified—a claim such as
Heidegger’s, that art first establishes the truth that matters, must be rejected as hopelessly
confused: confused about art and confused about truth. After the Enlightenment has done
its work art can furnish no more than occasions for aesthetic enjoyment, offering something
like a vacation from the serious business of life, unless for pedagogical reasons we find it
useful to wrap independently established moral maxims in an artistic dress. But such a sub-
jection of art to some preestablished morality only underscores that “the fair days of Greek
art, as also the golden time of the later middle ages, are over,”® never to be recovered.

Hegel would not want to speak of blame in this connection, no more than we
would want to blame the adult for having lost the innocence of childhood. Such “loss” is
simply the price of growing up. We have “passed beyond the point at which art is the
highest mode under which the absolute is brought home to human consciousness. The type
peculiar to art-production and its products fails any longer to satisfy man’s highest need. We
are beyond the stage of reverence for works of art as divine and objects deserving our
worship. The impression they produce is one of a more reflective kind, and the emotions
which they arouse require a higher test and a further verification. Thought and reflection
have taken their flight above fine art.”’

Any attempt to use “The Origin of the Work of Art,” and more especially its description of
a Greek temple, as a pointer to help direct architecture today, will have to contend with its
epilogue, where Heidegger makes explicit the challenge posed by Hegel and cites these
famous propositions from the Lectures on Aesthetics:

Art no longer counts for us as the highest manner in which truth obtains existence for itself.

One may well hope that art will continue to advance and perfect itself, but its form has ceased
to be the highest need of the spirit.

In all these relationships art is and remains for us, on the side of its highest vocation, some-

thing past.®

To be sure, we can still “visit the temple in Paestum at its own site or the Bamberg Cathedral
on its own square,” but “the world of the work that stands there has perished” (pp. 40—41;
fig. 121). We still appreciate their beauty, experience it perhaps all the more keenly precisely
because the divinities such beauty once served no longer claim us. But while we continue

to appreciate temple and church both as aesthetic objects and as historic monuments, they
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are no longer the works they once were: “As bygone works they stand over against us in
the realm of tradition and conservation. Henceforth they remain merely such objects. Their
standing before us is still indeed a consequence of, but no longer the same as their former
self-subsistence” (p. 41).

Not only have they lost “their highest vocation,” but Heidegger has difficulty
naming world-establishing work that could take their place. There is an obvious objection:
does not Heidegger himself precede his discussion of the Greek temple with descriptions of
two much more recent works, Van Gogh’s painting of a pair of peasant shoes and Conrad
Ferdinand Meyer’s poem “Roman Fountain,” both created long after Hegel lectured on
aesthetics? But do they represent art “on the side of its highest vocation” or do they remain
bound to that aesthetic approach Heidegger links to the dying of art?—a dying, he suggests,
that “occurs so slowly that it takes a few centuries” (p. 79). In this connection the choice
of a poem by C. E Meyer, a poet often linked to aestheticism, is significant. Heidegger
acknowledges that these examples do not refute Hegel; he insists “The judgment that Hegel
passes in these statements cannot be evaded by pointing out that since Hegel’s lectures in
aesthetics were given for the last time during the winter of 1828-29 at the University of
Berlin, we have seen the rise of many new art works and art movements. Hegel never meant
to deny this possibility. But the question remains: is art still an essential and necessary way
in which that truth happens which is decisive for our historical existence, or is art no longer
of that character? If, however, it is such no longer then there remains the question why this
is s0” (p. 80). If Heidegger could point to works that show that art remains “an essential
and necessary way in which that truth happens which is decisive for our historical exis-
tence,” Hegel would stand refuted, but Heidegger claims no such refutation. And is Hegel
not right when he claims that the modern world no longer has room for art, and especially
architecture, “on the side of its highest vocation”?

Consider once more the proposed understanding of works of architecture as pub-
lic figures on the ground of comparatively private buildings, where temple and church pro-
vide the obvious paradigms, but paradigms that have lost their authority and belong to the
past; the question then becomes whether to reoccupy the place once occupied by sacred
architecture, and if so how. But despite building types that may have claimed a comparable
significance—for example, city hall in the Renaissance; palace in the Baroque; monument,
theater, and museum in the nineteenth century—today the very thought of architecture as
an expression of “the profoundest interests of mankind, and spiritual truths of widest range”
appears at odds with the spirit of the age, as does the attribution of an ethical function to
architecture. Some version of the aesthetic approach, which would have us understand
works of architecture, with Pevsner and Venturi, as decorated sheds in the broadest sense,
seems more in keeping with the way we think about art and architecture. But as Heidegger
knows, this aesthetic approach has to mean the death of architecture in Hegel’s highest
sense. Thus, while “The Origin of the Work of Art” challenges Hegel’s aesthetics and its
metaphysical presuppositions, it is not just rhetoric when Heidegger continues: “The truth
of Hegel’s judgment has not yet been decided; for behind this verdict there stands Western
thought since the Greeks, which thought corresponds to a truth of beings that has already
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happened. Decision upon the judgment will be made, when it is made, from and about this
truth of what is. Until then the judgment remains in force” (p. 80). The world we live in

argues for Hegel: we, too, tend to connect art in its highest sense with the past.

‘What matters here is not Hegel. At stake is our own understanding not just of art but of our
own place in the world. Consider the extent to which Hegel’s pronouncements continue to
be supported by our common sense: do we not consider museums the most proper deposi-
tories for what once was art “on the side of its highest vocation”? Stepping into such a
“temple of art,” or for that matter a concert hall, we enter an aesthetic church, a sublime
and rather chilly necropolis where one is silent or speaks in hushed tones. And isn’t the same
true when we visit a great work of architecture, say Parthenon or Pantheon, Amiens cathe-
dral or St. Peter’s in Rome? Our attitude is shaped in part by a still almost religious reverence
and respect, but also by a sense that what truly matters lies elsewhere. Such works need
preserving precisely because they are in danger of losing their place in our world and there-
fore need to be protected and given a special place, often at great expense.

If the claim that Hegel’s thesis about the death of art is supported by our common
sense is to be more than a superficial assertion, it must be possible to show that both are
supported by similar considerations. Three assumptions deserve to be singled out:

1. Art eludes our conceptual grasp. That art surpasses reason, that there is some-
thing mysterious about all genuine art, has become a platitude often expressed in the claim
that a2 work of art cannot finally be explained or in the related truism that we cannot give a
recipe that will ensure the production of masterpieces. The elusiveness of art is taken for
granted by anyone who insists that art requires inspiration or genius.

2. There still is widespread conviction that art in its highest sense gives us unique
insight into what matters. This suggests that there is a sense in which works of art can
legitimately be said to be true or false, a sense in which beauty and truth cannot finally be
disentangled. Far more questionable than the first, this claim is challenged by those who
insist that the point of art is primarily to provide a special kind of pleasurable experience,
that is, by all committed to what I have called the aesthetic approach. That approach tends
to make art into high-class entertainment, though we should not be too quick to insist that
this demeans art. To be sure, many of us, especially many artists, expect more from art than
just entertainment, no matter how rarefied, expect somehow to be edified or enlightened.
Decisions to build museums, theaters, and concert halls in the image of temples reflect such
expectations. Measured by them, much modern art is all too often found disappointingly
empty, at times fun, often annoying, too frequently boring. Like Hegel, we demand more
of art, demand that it grant insight into what is and what matters. But the more we insist
on such insight, the more difficult we will find it not to agree with Hegel’s claim that art in
its highest sense belongs to the past. What then is it about the modern world that on Hegel’s
view denies art “on the side of its highest vocation” a future? This leads me to the third

presupposition, which concerns not art, but truth.
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3. Only what can be comprehended and expressed in clear thoughts and propo-
sitions deserves to be called real. Truth is linked here to conceptual transparency, an un-
derstanding that found its classical expression in Cartesian method and that triumphed in
modern science and technology.

It should be evident that these three assumptions do not form a coherent set, that
we can hold on to any two but not to all three. Hegel appears to do so only by claiming
that truth has come into its own only in the modern period. On this view it is nothing
other than the inevitable progress of the human spirit that has to leave art “on the side of
its highest vocation” behind.

Hegel’s understanding of art and more especially of the place of architecture within the
other arts is bound up with his understanding of history. History, Hegel insists, is not just a
sequence of events without rthyme or reason, as Schopenhauer thought, but must be under-
stood, despite all setbacks and defeats, as a fundamentally irreversible process, leading to an
ever-increasing freedom: history is the progress of freedom. As such it is also the progressive
emancipation of humanity from its initial enslavement to nature, that is, the progress of
technology. That this progress has to bring with it increasing mobility requires no comment.
But is Hegel right? In its general outline I find it difficult to dispute his understanding of
progress. Despite continuing nationalistic and religious betrayals of the hopes of the Enlight-
enment, predictions of the eventual triumph of these hopes receive support from the pro-
gressive expansion of European culture into a world culture less and less wilhing to grant
authority to such “natural” givens as distinctions of gender or race, nationality or religion.
Such a view of history is in keeping with the traditional understanding of the
human being as the animal rationale. Hegel, too, understands the human being as a citizen
of two worlds, entangled by his body in matter but also able to transcend such entangle-
ment, lifted by reason to a realm of thought and freedom, which places him in opposition
to nature and fills him with the desire to subject 1t to the hegemony of the spirit. In some-
thing as simple as a child throwing stones into the water and enjoying the expanding rings,
Hegel finds evidence of this drive to appropriate the natural given by transforming 1t in the
image of the human spirit. History is the progress of such appropriation, where art and
architecture are part of the effort to make the natural and sensible our own, to rob it of its
character of being a mute, alien other and thus to transform it into a dwelling place fit for
human beings. To carve a statue, to build a pyramid is to humanize nature, to breathe spirit
into matter. There is thus a sense in which, like the Bible, Hegel places humanity between
a garden—or rather a wilderness, which is nature—and an ideal city, that truly human
environment whose full realization remains a task. Art, too, brings about an incarnation of
the spirit in the sensible; its goal, too, is the humanization of the sensible, where humaniza-
tion means spiritualization—an understanding of art that forces us to ask whether science
and technology do not allow for far more effective mastery and must in the end leave art
behind, whether the building of that ideal city is not primarily the task of thinkers, politi-

cians, and engineers.
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By forcing the history of art into this scheme, Hegel is able to distinguish three
types of art, which also name historic phases: (1) the symbolic, in which matter still predom-
inates, as spirit struggles to find adequate expression in the sensible but remains imprisoned
in matter; (2) the classical, which finds spirit and matter in perfect balance; and (3) the
romantic, in which spirit predominates over matter. The progress of art is seen accordingly
as leading from oriental art, which Hegel understands as primarily symbolic; to classical art,
which remains for Hegel, too, the unsurpassed apex of art; and finally to romantic art, by
which he understands the art of the Christian and the modern period. These three types
are associated with particular arts: architecture is associated especially with the symbolic
type; sculpture especially with the classical; and painting, music, and poetry especially with
the romantic.

I shall return to the obvious violence that this linear reading of the history of art
does to art’s actual history, especially to non-Western art. But let us begin with a closer look
at Hegel’s understanding of the symbolic mode, which holds the key to his understanding
of architecture, this first spiritualization of matter. The material of architecture “is matter
itself as an external object, a heavy mass that is subject to mechanical laws; and its forms
persist as the forms of inorganic Nature coordinated with the relations of the abstract under-
standing such as symmetry and so forth.”® Straight lines, rectangles, symmetry, and arithme-
tic and geometric proportions here have decisive importance. The very abstractness of this
vocabulary prevents architecture from doing justice to the concreteness of the Idea as mani-
fest in the human spirit. In its abstract spirituality architecture almost demands that the
spiritual be given a more concrete, a more fully human expression: another art, sculpture,
is thus required to make the god truly present. The Greek temple, on Hegel’s interpretation,
has thus already subordinated architecture to sculpture. In the sculpted image of the god he
finds the perfect reconciliation of spirit and body. Greek religion remains tied to art, on this
view, as Christian religion never can be, because the latter has recognized that the spiritual
dwells not in nature but within the individual. Such inwardness prevents Christian art from
linking the sacred as intimately to the visible as does the Greek. The spirit refuses full
incarnation. The incarnated God must die, so that humanity can advance “from God as
such to the devotion of the community, that is to God as He is alive and present in the
subjective consciousness.”*®

Here lies the key to the transition from classical to romantic art, which already
foreshadows the loss of art’s highest vocation. Greek art, according to Hegel, cannot be
surpassed as art: its defect, if we can speak here of a defect at all, is one that attaches to all
art, indeed to the entire sensible dimension. Modern inwardness with its emphasis on re-
flection, its recognition of the divinity of reason, knows that thought alone can finally do
justice to what most deeply matters. “The reflective culture of our life of to-day makes it
inevitable, both relatively to our volitional power and our judgment, that we adhere strictly
to general points of view, and regulate particular matters in consonance with them, so that
universal forms, laws, duties, rights, and maxims hold valid as the determining basis of our
life.”*! This is why thought and reflection have to overtake the fine arts. That our approach
to what remains of art in its former high sense should have become increasingly cerebral

is therefore to be expected. The term “concept art,” which would reduce works of art to
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occasions for reflection, signals the death of art “from the side of its highest vocation.” It
has its architectural counterpart in “concept architecture”: think of Peter Eisenman’s archi-
tectural appropriation of deconstruction.

If we accept some such understanding of the essence of art and architecture and
of their history, we also have to accept that modern art has lost its ethical function, except
in the derivative sense in which it may serve an independently established ethos. Any at-
tempt to reclaim that function will then have to be criticized as retrogressive or dismissed
as simply anachronistic, as it fails to take seriously enough the shape of modernity. Architec-
ture in its highest sense will then have to be considered a thing of the past, and while many
may mourn this, such mourning would have to be considered as pointless as wishing to be
returned to that wonder which was ours when we were still children. Hegel himself was
aware of the loss, too close to Winckelmann and to his former roommate, the poet Holder-
lin, not to be saddened by it, but those who deplore this death of art are consoled by the
recognition of its necessity.

This claim of necessity invites consideration of Hegel’s logocentric, Eurocentric
bias. That his description of the development of art is far too one-dimensional and linear
requires no comment. It was indeed not derived from a careful examination of the then-
available evidence, but tepresented an at times willful fitting of such evidence into a scheme
derived from Hegel’s reasoned determination of art and its place in the history of the spirit.
We could thus point to the inadequacy of Hegel’s account, especially to non-European
cultures, and hope to refute him.

But such a refutation, justified though it would be in many respects, could hardly
be decisive. Nor of course would name-calling—although the charge of “logocentrism”
does point to what is essential: if we grant Hegel the central importance he places on the
logos, on spirit and freedom, we grant him the substance of his case. And if human freedom
demands that the individual liberate him- or herself from the accidents of what happens to
be the case, also of what he or she may happen to be, then our real home should not be
sought by looking to nature, toward a particular region or genius loci; rather it must be a
spiritual home, to which the sensible, and that means also art and especially architecture,
cannot do justice. From this point of view, our physical dwellings should have a look of
mobility, replaceability. Such “logocentrism” has to bring with it an insistence on the in-
essential nature of what now come to be considered the accidents of location, birth, gender,
race. Does the attempt to assign an ethical function to art, and especially to architecture,
not represent a cultural regression? Is it not reason alone that in the end should determine
our ethos? Hegel’s philosophy is born of the confidence that humanity has finally come of
age, that human beings have finally begun to assert themselves as the masters of nature,
including their own nature. On this interpretation architecture is no longer very important,
and the loss of architecture in its highest sense cannot really be considered a loss at all but
needs to be understood as one more sign that humanity is finally coming of age.

And yet, even affirming the legitimacy of reason’s emancipatory promise, ac-
knowledging the very real mastery of nature that reason has brought vs, and reiterating that
it would be irresponsible to turn our backs on the Enlightenment, our own nature and the

world we live in, still so distant from the projected ideal, force us to recognize that Hegel
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has exaggerated the power of the human spirit and has lost sight of the whole human being.
Hegel’s faith that reality and our reason are finally commensurable is itself blind to reality,
blind especially to our own reality. Here lies the significance of Heidegger’s understanding
of art as a presentation of the earth. With Heidegger I want to insist on the rift between
spirit and nature, word and reality. To be sure, we must grant Descartes that there is a sense
in which we can be said to understand reality precisely to the extent that we can model it,
can know how to reproduce it. But is it not sufficient to contemplate some concrete natural
object, say a rock or a tree, to recognize that there is another sense in which we can be said
to understand reality precisely when we recognize the inadequacy of all our attempts to
describe it, recognize that reality will finally always transcend and elude our grasp? All that
1s fully comprehended is a product of our own spirit and as such lacks reality: take the
definition of a circle, which provides us with a rule for its construction. But this ideal circle,
figured only by whatever circle we may actually draw, lacks reality. To the claim that we
understand reality to the extent that we can produce it, we have to add that precisely to
that extent we lose reality. To an understanding of reality that makes our ability to grasp it
clearly and distinctly its measure, we need to oppose another that recognizes that something
is experienced as real precisely when we know that we cannot finally understand it. Reality
transcends our understanding. Art recalls us to this transcendence. Heidegger’s “earth” ges-
tures toward this dimension, as does Nietzsche’s “Dionysian.”

An analogous point must be made with respect to what Hegel has to say about
our “reflective culture” and our adherence “strictly to general points of view”” A look at
our political and social reality suffices to render such pronouncements at best a declaration
of an ideal too weakly rooted in our affective life to be experienced as binding and therefore
unable to establish genuine community.

In Hegel’s philosophy, and to modernity, the ineliminable transcendence of reality
announces itself first as the concrete, sensuous, arbitrary, and contingent, including the ar-
bitrariness of desires. The place that as a matter of fact I occupy to reason has to appear as a
place that I just happen to occupy. The sex that as a matter of fact determines who I am to
reason appears as a contingent fact that does not touch my essence. This goes for all my
physical characteristics, also for my desires, also for my particular background. Reason lets
me see the factual as the merely contingent; it lets me see the world sub specie possibilitatis,
from the vantage point of possibility. But if my biological and historical makeup are all
understood as merely contingent facts, who is this “I’? When I take away all my supposedly
accidental, contingent properties, what remains? In the end, as Kierkegaard saw, such a self
would have to become itself empty and abstract, a mere ghost of a self, unclaimed and
indifferent to the world. Such a self would have no use for architecture.

At this point the need for a fuller self-affirmation—which means also the need for
architecture and its ethical function—reappears. More immediately and more fully than any
other art, architecture, as Hegel recognized, re-presents the essential strife between spirit
and matter, mirroring the essential strife within the human being as the animal rationale. The
modern world, to the extent that it is ruled by the Cartesian project to render the human
being the master and possessor of nature, would be rid of such strife, not recognizing that

values, even as they are acknowledged, endorsed, and pruned by the ratio, claim us only as
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long as they yet retain their roots in the earth. Architecture is needed to recall the human
being to the whole self: to the animal and to the ratio, to nature and spirit.

By now it should have become clear that what is at stake when Heidegger returns
in the epilogue to “The Origin of the Work of Art” to Hegel’s thesis of the death of art is

not just art or architecture, but our future.

Problems of building are inevitably also problems of dwelling. Such problems cannot be
solved by abstract theorizing. What such theorizing at most can hope to do is call attention
to questionable assumptions, to different possibilities—perhaps recall us to dimensions of
our being that we ourselves must recognize to matter if a philosopher’s words are to matter.
That is why the reader of Heidegger’s “Origin of the Work of Art” should not forget its
epilogue: it helps to forestall any reading that would invest that essay with an authority that
does not belong to it, inviting us to become more questioning. And so I invoked it and
Hegel in this conclusion to call into question my own ascription of an ethical function to
architecture and the related privileging of architecture over building, in order to ask once
more: is architecture “on the side of its highest vocation” not a thing of the past, something
that belongs into a museum, as does Heidegger’s temple, as does his Black Forest farmhouse?
This question is shadowed today by the Nazis’ authoritarian appropriation of both temple
and farmhouse.

But if this shadow should make us tread more warily, it should not prevent us
from attempting to take a few steps, should not prevent us from confronting the problem
with which Heidegger was wrestling in “The Ongin of the Work of Art” That problem
was given a provocative formulation by the church architect Rudolf Schwarz in a lecture
delivered the evening before Heidegger spoke at the same conference on “Building Dwell-
ing Thinking”: “Many of you who like to travel and to look at works of art will not like to
hear me say this: that unfortunately you do not really understand these works. But that is a
fact. If you really want to understand a Baroque cathedral, you have to reenact it spiritually
so to speak. Here all those beautiful books and words are of little help. You have to join in
the great celebration of the community before the eternal, so that you carry yourself into
this work and in this manner understand it, not only with your all too clever eye, but with
body and soul.”*? To understand a Baroque church with our “clever eye,” as an aesthetic
object, is not really to understand it, for a church building is rather like a score that requires
to be performed “with body and soul,” requires the festal celebration of the mass that the
church building serves, requires, that is, participation in the communal festival the building
serves, participation that reaffirms the individual’s membership in a community and his or
her allegiance to its presiding values. But let me continue with the cited passage: “It does
not help at all to draw pretty houses. There are modern architects who are especially clever
at that sort of thing; they take away whole walls and then they replace them with display
windows, and the front lawn is brought right into the living room and other such pretty

things. All this is good and well, but such tricks will never lead us to a house. Rather to an
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often highly admirable aesthetic construction of a houselike character.”** The shift from
church to house is significant, just as is Heidegger’s shift from temple to farmhouse, re-
minding us once more of the distance that separates us moderns from temple and church.
But do we even understand what a house is? This, too, would require knowing how to use
it, that is to say, knowing how to dwell. When Schwarz suggests that many “houses” de-
signed by modern architects are better called “aesthetic constructions of a houselike charac-
ter,” this formulation 1nverts the priority of building acknowledged by an understanding of
the work of architecture as a decorated shed in a way that invites comparison with what
Venturi has to say about “ducks”: a “duck” could be defined as an aesthetic object of a
shedlike character.

But if this does not get us a genuine house, how do we get one? Schwarz’s answer
seems even more old-fashioned than the example of a Black Forest farmhouse Heidegger
was to offer the same audience the following morning. “I am terribly sorry to have to say
this, but you only get a house by marrying and by devoting yourself unconditionally to that
great law. That may well be much more demanding than designing a house with wonder-
fully large windows. But I don’t think we can arrive at a house in any other way. And this
should be the first step towards establishing a decent house, then a village, then a city”*
Such emphasis on marriage must have seemed embarrassingly narrow-minded and old-
fashioned even when the lecture was given. And if we generalize and take Schwarz to mean
that only proper dwelling gets us a real house, this leaves us with what seems an empty
platitude. But Schwarz’s main points deserve to be taken seriously. Above all, we should not
expect too much from architects: whether what they build turns out to be a real house; a
real school, a real monument, a real church will depend on how their work is appropriated.
This they cannot control. All they can hope to furnish is a suitable framework. To do so
they must of couse attempt to anticipate such appropriation, help shape it, but they cannot
and should not try to dictate what form dwelling should take.

Problems of dwelling are above all not architectural but ethical problems. Such
problems, however, pose problems for the architect, whose very art they threaten. Schwarz,
too, ties this threat to the increasing inability or unwillingness of individuals to commit
themselves to something larger than their own mortal selves. To existing as an individual
Schwarz opposes existing as a part; as a Christian builder of churches, he dreams of a family-
centered Christian socialism.’® Most of us lack the faith that is a presupposition of such
dreams. Nevertheless, we must acknowledge that to live a meaningful life, to dwell in this
sense, we must recognize ourselves as parts of a larger ongoing community. Such commu-
nity in turn depends on certain shared values; and the inevitably precarious and changing
authority of such humanly established values must be supported by our evolving and often
warring desires and affects, as mediated and structured by society and reason. This revision
of Heidegger’s understanding of dwelling calls for an architecture responsive to our essential
incompleteness, our need for others, for genuine, concrete community; it must be respon-
sive also to a reason that demands the universal. Such architecture would present inevitably
precarious interpretations of our ethos, of our place in a larger order.

Schwarz raises the obvious question: “Of course there will be those clever people,

who ask: are we today still capable of this? I don't know whether we are capable of this, but
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the architect has to make this demand. If there is and if there is supposed to be real architec-
ture, then one has to go this bitter road. I can’t help it’*® Why is the road to what is here
called “real architecture” so bitter? It is bitter, first of all, because it goes against our desire
to place ourselves at the center; bitter also because we have to recognize how difficult it is,
no matter what our intentions, to read the contours of the order in which we are to stand,
which is to grant us a sense of place and which architecture is to help reveal. How easy it is
here to deceive oneself, to worship some golden calf or other. But I am convinced that
Schwarz is right to insist that the order architecture in its highest sense should help establish
must have its measure in and be an interpretation of an order that is glimpsed rather than
created—in this sense a transcendent order. That was recognized by those medieval builders
who built their churches as an imitation of the cosmos. It was recognized in a very different
and today perhaps more instructive way by the theorists of the primitive hut, who recog-
nized that we moderns have no other authority to appeal to than reason and nature. But 1f
here alone we can find the origin of the authority of all orders we might establish, that
origin does not provide anything like a stable ground but is present only in precarious
interpretations. To this ever-elusive origin our dreams of ideal dwelling have to return.
Again and again, as we saw, architecture has thus been understood as a revealing representa-
tion of an ideal building, corresponding to some dream of essential dwelling: a groping
representation, if you wish, of an ideal of essential humanity.

There is an obvious objection, an objection that can use arguments I have stated
in this book: does such emphasis on the community not shortchange the individual? Is
Schwarz’s understanding of architecture not uncomfortably close to that of the Nazis, who,
responding to a widespread fear of freedom and disorientation, quite self-consciously en-
listed architecture in authoritarian world-building and similarly celebrated communal order
at the expense of the individual and his rights and responsibilities? Must we not insist on
these? The answer to such a charge of authoritarianism is not difficult to give: interpretations
of ideal dwelling must acknowledge that they are finally no more than precarious conjec-
tures. My metaphor of an ellipse with both a private and a public focus is another such
conjecture, which depends for whatever authority it may have on the reader’s appropriation.
To insist that such a conjecture provides firm ground is to erect a golden calf, putting a
human creation in the place of the transcendent and thus the never quite comprehended
and shifting ground of all our valuations. Worship of such a golden calf may banish feelings
of uncertainty and insecurity, but at the cost of personal responsibility, of the ability to
respond to what more deeply claims us. As Speer proved, works of architecture, too, can
claim the authority of the golden calf. What is needed today is something else: an architec-
ture that without surrendering its ethical function knows that it lacks authority and cannot
and should not provide more than precarious conjectures about an ideal dwelling.

Such conjectures should recognize both poles of my ellipse, recognize not only
the community but also the individual, as well as the inevitable tensions between the two,
just as they should recognize the inevitable tension between spirit and nature. Building that
serves genuine dwelling must preserve and re-present these tensions: the tension between
private and public, festal places and places of work, temple and house, nature and city. Using

a traditional language we can say: genuine dwelling requires an affirmation of ourselves as
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fallen, given that the traditional understanding of the Fall still provides an illuminating meta-
phor for the human condition.

Why did Adam fall? A suggestive answer is found in Augustine’s City of God: “we
cannot believe that Adam was deceived and supposed the devil’s word to be the truth, and
therefore transgressed God’s law, but that he, by the drawing of kindred, yielded to the
worman, the husband to the wife, the one human being to the only other human be-
ing. . . .The man could not bear to be severed from his companion, even though it involved
a partnership in sin””?” This hints at the possibility of a Promethean reading of the fall.
Adam, Augustine tells us, sinned with his eyes open. He did this not to claim a godlike
position for himself, but because he knew it was more important for him to be with Eve
than with God. He would rather know Eve, working and facing an inevitable death together
with her, than to be in paradise without her. I would like to suggest that such a leave-taking
from God for the sake of a genuinely human community is the foundation of any genuinely
human dwelling. It is this leave-taking, this fall, this expulsion into insecurity and uncer-
tainty, that alone lets us develop into responsible individuals. Every human being has to
repeat it for him- or herself. But human beings are not self-sufficient: having lost their place
in paradise, they have to find their place in a genuinely human order; they have to know
and join themselves to one another.

I have used the language of the Fall story, but this should not obscure the fact that
the pattern to which I am here pointing could have been expressed using very different
languages: for example, that of Plato, or that of Nietzsche. In no way is it tied to belief in
God. Only when this is kept in mind can the Fall retain its significance for us all, teach us
that just by virtue of having become individuals, human beings have always already been
sent forth into insecurity and uncertainty. And even if they cannot and should not try to
force their way back into some dreamed-of paradise, they can and must keep themselves
open to the always-mediated claim of a reason and a reality that they have not created, keep
themselves open especially to the claims of the other, to the claims of the community, to
the claims of coming generations.

There is a continuing need for the creation of festal places on the ground of
everyday dwellings, places where individuals come together and affirm themselves as mem-
bers of the community, as they join in public reenactments of the essential: celebrations of
those central aspects of our life that maintain and give meaning to existence. The highest
function of architecture remains what it has always been: to invite such festivals.

Only if we can return to such an architecture will we have refuted Hegel’s claim
that the future leaves no room for architecture “on the side of its highest vocation.” No
more than Heidegger or Schwarz can I predict that this will happen. But it seems to me
important that we do our best to ensure that it will. We need architecture for our mental
health, and in a much more profound sense than Ruskin thought.

What contours to give to the idea of such an architecture is the problem with
which I have been struggling in the last part of this book. Consider once more the sugges-
tion that works of architecture be understood as public figures on the ground of compara-
tively private buildings, where temple and church provide paradigms that have lost their

authority. How are we to reoccupy the place once held by sacred architecture? I have looked
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Volker Giencke, Red Stage, Graz, Austria.
122 Credit: Volker Giencke.

Volker Giencke, Red Stage, Graz, Austria. View
123 |  from back. Credit: Volker Giencke.
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at monument and theater as possible candidates. The list can no doubt be increased—thus
there could have been a whole chapter on the museum. More in tune with the world we
live in would have been a chapter on shopping malls. The landscape park seems to me to
hold great promise, precisely because it is not as exclusively oriented toward the past as are
museum and monument. This 1s not to deny that the re-presentation of our communal
inheritance is a necessary condition of genuine dwelling, which gains its significance as a
creative repetition of that inheritance. But if such repetition is not to be blind, if it is indeed
to be creative, it may not allow the inherited to obscure the promise of the future. For this
reason there should have been a chapter on the school as a building task that allows the
community to give architectural expression to its commitment to coming generations. But
perhaps today it is not so much buildings to which we should look in search of architecture,
but to the potentially festal quality of public spaces, of squares, streets, and parks, which
invites re-presentation by modest, often ephemeral structures. Volker Giencke’s Red Stage
in Graz invites emulation'® (figs. 122 and 123).

If each of these building tasks holds some promise, not one of them nor all to-
gether can take the place of temple and church. One reason for this is what Loos recognized
as the modern privatization of the sacred, a privatization that denies art comumunal authority
and lends support to the thesis that architecture is and should remain for us, from the side
of its highest vocation, something past. With good reason we have learned to be suspicious
of all architecture that confidently embraces architecture’s traditional ethical function. Any
architect who today wants to address that function has to be aware that he does so without
authority, that he is a bit like the fool who says what he thinks needs to be said but can only
hope that others will listen. For this reason we may want to entertain suggestions that the
architectural folly be included in any list of building types that promise to address our need
for architecture. This is not the place to write a history of such follies, in which the follies
that animated eighteenth-century parks—including not only artificial ruins, memorials, and
hermitages but pleasure pavilions of various kinds, such as Chinese pagodas, Moorish kiosks,
and rustic chalets—would deserve extensive treatments. Such a history might well conclude
with some modemn follies, such as the unusually successful folly adjoining the Canadian
Centre for Architecture or recent designs by Steven Holl.'* The latter’s utopian project for
the Porta Vittoria sector on the periphery of Milan, including a Dario Fo pavilion, a Primal
Soup Kitchen, and a Hotel for Unhappy Lovers, suggests possibilities of introducing into
the context of the modern city theatrical and festal spaces, punctuated by works of architec-
ture that, lacking authority and responsible to no one, are gently revolutionary and let us

dream of utopia.
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