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In Retrospect


DOI: 10.4324/9781003175780-1


In the least since the 18th century, the history of Western architecture has been conceived and written as a history comprised of distinct epochs, each marked at its wake by a break with the immediate past. This has been primarily in deference to the distinctive architecture of each epoch and the theoretical proclamations of the proponents of the architecture of that epoch.

The beginning and the end of each epoch have been and are likely to remain a matter of debate among the historians of Western architecture. The placing of these parameters, on the other hand, has hardly been a matter of question. In the various efforts to identify and isolate each period’s unique architectural characteristics, the potential continuities in this history and what may have persisted despite the overt formal and theoretical differences between the various periods have received little attention. This may seem a small but inevitable oversight in the cause of understanding the particular characteristics and the unique identity of each period—conceived as such within distinctly defined or definable parameters in space and time. Although attention to what is overlooked in this view and what constitutes the subject of this study could hardly facilitate the task of identifying the parameters in question, it would perhaps be the more telling not only insofar as each period and its relationship to the preceding periods is concerned, but perhaps also insofar as our own relationship to the past is concerned.

The prevalent use of the prefix “Western” in itself suggests certain continuities or commonalities that presumably transcend the epochal differences. Yet, what exactly is designated by the prefix is rarely addressed, much less methodically specified.1 What is evident is that the referent is not merely geographical. It is difficult to pinpoint geographic boundaries beyond which one may not find examples of the architecture that is presumed unique to the West. Colonial as most of these latter architectural examples may be in origin—standing in sharp, if not often glaring contrast to the indigenous architecture—what each displaced “Western” example inevitably points to is that the prefix’s referent points to certain cultural continuities in space and time—to certain as yet unspecified shared views, objectives, and/or strategies—that persist through space and time irrespective of the significant divergence of the periods that constitute the history of Western architecture.

Despite the many stylistic revivals beginning with the Renaissance and including the Neo-Classical, Greek, and Gothic Revival movements, among others, it is important to note that any constants in time are evidentially not formal or stylistic. Even the Greco-Roman vocabulary’s resurgence time and again points to no formal continuity. For instance, as we shall see, what the Renaissance architects saw in the vocabulary could not be any different from what the architects of the Age of Enlightenment saw. This is to say that the constants in question are likely conceptual and, to a degree, methodological rather than formal or stylistic. As such, they are likely and more readily encountered in Western architecture’s discursive tradition and the canonical treatises that set out to elucidate the conceptual underpinnings of the architecture of each epoch.

The general disciplinary approach to the study of these historic texts has been to treat each as a unique and context-specific document that opens a window onto the distinct conceptual/theoretical underpinnings of the architecture of its epoch. Accompanied in various degrees with autobiographical information about the authors, the scholarly stress in the individual study of these texts has been on identifying and specifying the unique point of view of each text/author as a reflection of a specific historical context.2 Else, these texts have been variously collected into anthologies that offer chronologically organized selective excerpts that are often preceded by brief commentaries that together are intended to offer a glimpse into the specific argument of each text/author in contradistinction to the others.3

Although the intent here is not to diminish or in any way refute these informative approaches to the study of Western theoretical texts, what they generally forgo is the recognition of a broader temporal context to these texts. It is the recognition that each text/author partakes of a tradition of discursive speculation on architecture that precedes and endures it. This is a discursive tradition that, as such, may well have defined objectives, specific critical strategies, and explicit modes of self-validation. This would be a tradition that defines what theoretical speculation entails, which topics/subjects/issues are, and which are not legitimate and worthy of theoretical pursuit, what are the rules of discursive engagement with architecture, and what methodologically constitutes the truth in and of architecture. These are, in turn, the specific focus of this study, i.e., the distinct modes of delimitation and the unique strategies of validation in the Western theoretical discourse on architecture.4

Before going further, we may legitimately ask why architects in the West have found it necessary to write about architecture and that too in relative profusion? There are a significant number of architectural traditions that don’t rely on or resort to writing on architecture, at least not in any volume, if at all. Examples include the Islamic architectural traditions, the architectural traditions of the Americas and Africa, among others. Also, concerned as the profession of architecture has been with making habitable artifacts, the place and role of writing on architecture may seem, if not superfluous, in the least tangential. Nevertheless, the Western tradition has historically delegated the crucial task of defining the discipline’s parameters to writing, setting forth a concise definition of its subject matter, and prescribing what the architecture practitioner must do. Consequently, since the resurgence of theoretical discourse on architecture at the outset of the Renaissance, numerous architectural theoreticians, some of whom over time were not practitioners, have made concerted efforts to isolate and mark, once and for all, the boundaries and the margins of the discipline and thereby separate its internal and inherent concerns from the marginal and the extraneous issues that are often said to encumber its progress.

With the significant role the discipline has traditionally assigned to theoretical writing has come not only a persistent divide but also an admittedly tenuous relationship between thinking and making or theory and practice. Seeking a judicious balance between the two has been as persistent an objective in the history of theoretical discourse on architecture as has its deployment as a potent critical tool and regulatory strategy.

The proposition that architecture must perpetually seek a “balance” between thinking and making or else the theoretical and the practical goes as far back as Vitruvius’ proclamation in first century bce that “architects who have aimed at acquiring manual skill without scholarship have never been able to reach a position of authority to correspond to their pains, while those who relied only upon theories and scholarship were obviously hunting the shadow, not the substance. But those who have a thorough knowledge of both, like men armed at all points, have the sooner attained their object and carried authority with them” (Vitruvius 5). Being armed at all points has since proved not a simple metaphor but an essential and critical tool for regulating architecture. Cases in point are the various canonical treatises on Western architecture since the Renaissance, formulated as each has been in response to a cultural paradigm shift. Each treatise sets out to rearm architecture anew by supplanting the prevailing architecture, criticized for lacking sufficient armor. At the outset of the Renaissance, it was the demand for theoretical content in architecture, as a counterbalance to mere practical considerations, that proved paramount to the legitimization and transformation of architecture from a medieval trade to a professional discipline. Leone Battista Alberti laid the foundation in 1452 when he claimed: “I should explain exactly whom I mean by an architect; for it is no carpenter that I would have you compare to the greatest exponents of other disciplines: the carpenter is but an instrument in the hands of the architect. Him I consider the architect, who by sure and wonderful reason and method, know both how to devise through his own mind and energy, and to realize by construction, whatever can be most beautifully fitted out for the noble needs of man, by the movement of weights and the joining and massing of bodies. To do this he must have an understanding and knowledge of all the highest and most noble disciplines. This then is the architect” (Alberti, Art Of Building 3).

For Marc-Antoine Laugier, writing at the outset of the age of enlightenment, it was, as it had been for Alberti at the outset of Renaissance, once again insufficient theoretical armor that called for a new architecture. Proclaiming “there is no work as yet that firmly establishes the principles of architecture, explains its true spirit and proposes rules for guiding talent and defining taste” (Laugier 1), he placed the blame back on Vitruvius because “always avoiding the depths of theory, he takes us along the road of practice and more than once we go astray. All modern authors … give no more than commentaries on Vitruvius, following him uncritically in all his errors” (Laugier 2). In turn, John Ruskin in 1849 would try to regain the balance that he saw lacking in the work of his immediate predecessors and contemporaries, noting “uniting the technical and imaginative elements as essentially as humanity does soul and body, it [architecture] shows the same infirmly balanced liability to the prevalence of the lower part over the higher, to the interference of the constructive, with the purity and simplicity of the reflective, element. This tendency, like every other form of materialism, is increasing with the advance of the age” (Ruskin, Seven Lamps 10). The proponents of Modernity, and in turn Post-Modernity, would attribute no less imbalance to the works of their immediate predecessors and contemporaries in justification for their own theoretical undertakings.

Of course, the oft-repeated and much-desired balance has been as diverse and seemingly ever-shifting in definition as it has been persistent through time. The purported imbalance—invariably voiced from a middle point—may be made to point to either side of the theoretical/practical dichotomy to the same effect. A case in point are the purported theoretical excesses of the 1980s and 1990s, which are to be remedied and ‘balanced’ by a new pragmatism in the early 21st century.5

Lamenting the theoretical excesses of the 1980s and 1990s, we are told: “more perhaps than anything else, the certainty of theory vanguardism has retarded the development of a culture of innovation in schools of architecture, which requires a more fluid, interactive relationship between thinking and doing, as well as an expanded definition of what counts for architectural knowledge” (Speaks, “After Theory” 74). We are offered a similar assessment noting, “after their great flowering in the 1990s, history and theory are now content to rest on passé, post-structuralist laurels” which account for “the inutility of history and theory, not their instrumental value” at present (Lavin 83).

As a counterbalance, a new “pragmatic/entrepreneurial disposition,” we are told, “has made a strong break with the avant-garde. Not simply another intellectual fad or crutch for architecture, however, this break requires that we reexamine in architecture the problematic relationship between thinking and doing” (Speaks, “Theory Was” 212). Prudently armed and balanced “interactively” in thinking and doing, a new class of “intellectual entrepreneurs and managers of change,” we are promised, will “confront the fiercely competitive world thrown up by the forces of globalization” in search of the very balance that, from a 21st-century perspective, proved all too elusive in the 1980s and 1990s, due no less to the purported theoretical excesses of the age (Speaks, “Theory Was” 212).

In sympathetic response, another author agrees “that design theory is finally and fortunately shedding the negativism and nihilism of Deconstruction and Marxism” (Kelbaugh 19). However, the author asks, “let’s continue to be theoretical, but in a more pragmatic way that addresses environmental, social, and economic problems and opportunities, as well as aesthetic issues…. Let’s stop the pendulum before it swings from too little theory to too much theory. Maybe a little balance—that would be radical” (Kelbaugh 19). The irony is not so much that a little balance would be radical. Rather, it is the sheer number of times it is evoked as if for the first time and at that with recourse to a pendulum analogy that is not simply one among others. Voiced or not, the pendulum has been present and in operation from the moment theory and practice appeared as dichotomies, albeit in the theoretical discourse of architecture, and at that inevitably in search of an elusive “middle ground.” From the outset, theory’s perception of its task has been not to advance the cause of theory per se but to reach a balance between theory and practice through the practice of theory! Theory has been, in other words, a perpetual check on itself. It has been perpetually mindful and fearful of too little or too much of itself!

Reasonable and prudent as the search for balance or the middle ground is and commonplace as the distinction between theory and practice, thinking and making and all related dichotomies are in Western architecture—to the point of being synonymous with it—they are rarely if ever resurrected or resorted to for reasons other than the deprecation and exclusion of an entrenched architecture, which is invariably purported to speak with the voice of excess—be that theoretically or practically. The irony is, of course, that every entrenched architecture in this history itself had been put forth and justified in the name and the cause of a balanced armor or middle ground in response to the purported theoretical or practical excesses of the architecture preceding it. The imbalance has not been, in other words, so much an actuality as a critical and exclusionary strategy deployed to a portended end. Considering the plurality of the theoretical pronouncements made across time, as well as the considerable contextual differences between them, it is remarkable that this portended end has been a virtual constant.

It was Vitruvius, the Roman architect and theoretician, who laid the foundation in the first century bce when he proclaimed that all buildings “must be built with due reference to durability, convenience, and beauty” (Vitruvius 17). Virtually every influential Western author on architecture since has upheld these principles, with various degrees of emphasis on each, as the fundamental objectives/principles of the art of building. Leon Battista Alberti reiterated them in 1452 when he mandated “that what we construct should be appropriate to its use, lasting in structure, and graceful and pleasing in appearance” (Alberti, Art Of Building 155).6 Henry Wotton re-phrased them in 1624 in terms that are more readily familiar to the succeeding generations of architects, including our own, as “Commodity, Firmness, and Delight” (Wotton 1).7

Although architectural theoreticians are generally critical, if not outright contemptuous of their predecessors’ works—as we glimpsed earlier—nevertheless, from Vitruvius to Le Corbusier and beyond, there appears to be not only a broad consensus on these three principles but also on the greater importance of the third principle mandating all buildings to be beautiful. Historically, of the three principles, beauty is deemed the most important because time and again, it is said to constitute the limits that separate the art of building—the proper subject of theoretical speculation in this discourse—from the mere building—considered a menial activity unworthy of theoretical pursuit. For instance, Alberti, emphasizing the fact that the principle of delight is “the noblest and most necessary of all,” reasoned that “to have satisfied necessity is trite and insignificant, to have catered to convenience unrewarding when the inelegance in a work causes offense.” Therefore, to evade the “offense” that invariably stands to reason the necessity of beauty in this discourse—he concludes: “All care, all diligence, all financial consideration must be directed to ensuring that what is built is useful, commodious, yes-but also embellished and wholly graceful” (Alberti, Art Of Building 156).8

Ruskin went so far as to suggest that “Architecture concerns itself only with those characters of an edifice which are above and beyond its common use” (Ruskin, Seven Lamps 29). Le Corbusier expressed a similar, though a less radical sentiment when he wrote: “When a thing responds to a need, it is not beautiful…. Architecture has another meaning and other ends to pursue than showing construction and responding to needs” (Le Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture 102–03).

The “aim of architecture,” as Le Corbusier put it, or rather the aim that is architecture insofar as this aim, this other “meaning” or “end” distinguishes architecture from the mere building, is an aesthetic ideal over whose definition there appears to be a wide-spread consensus. The desired “end” is, in principle, a state of formal and compositional saturation to which addition is superfluous and subtraction detrimental. John Ruskin summed up an oft-repeated sentiment in the history of theoretical discourse on Western architecture when he concluded that the “end” in every work of architecture is “a perfect creature capable of nothing less than it has, and needing nothing more” (Ruskin, Stones 452).

The edification of “beauty” as the ultimate “aim” of architecture, much as the recourse to aesthetics as a critical tool for the delimitation of practice to a specific mode of design are, it is important to note, peculiar to Western architectural discourse. They are not to be found—not by the same definition, at any rate—in other discursive traditions. Two prominent examples are the Indian and the Chinese traditions.9 The criteria used for restricting and regulating architectural practice in these other examples differ markedly from those in the West. They appear to condone or proscribe specific modes of design not based on aesthetic merit, that is, beautiful or ugly, perfect or imperfect, but, at the risk of simplification, based on humane consequences, that is, auspicious or inauspicious for the inhabitants, conducive to good fortune or bad, beneficial to health or not, and so on. What both the Eastern and the Western traditions intend to achieve in the end is a restricted and regulated practice. However, their approaches are particular to each and should not be confused with or viewed through the lens of the other.

Although there is broad consensus among Western architectural theoreticians over the “aim” of architecture, there is, predictably, no consensus over its literal form. The path to perfection has had virtually as many twists and turns as there have been theoreticians of architecture. The origin of this path and the place of its meandering, on the other hand, has not been a source of dispute. It, too, has been a constant: to reach perfection, one must turn to and imitate “nature.”

In succession, numerous architectural theoreticians, extending from Vitruvius to Frank Lloyd Wright and beyond, have turned to nature in search of an absolute whose mimesis is presumed to assure the fulfillment of their shared “aim.” Even though the prevalent attitude in this discourse is one of utter contempt for imitation, the unwavering proposition of the discourse is the imitation of nature as the origin of all that is beautiful and perfect. This concurrent approbation and denunciation of imitation does not imperatively point to an obvious contradiction but instead a pervasive distinction between two types of imitation: the good and the bad imitation or the formative and the formal reiteration.

The term “nature” has had both a passive and an active sense in this discourse. It refers both to a body of objects—be they all beautiful or not—and to an active process of formation—the formation of beautiful bodies. It is in this latter sense that various authors have proposed the imitation of nature as the ultimate “aim” of architecture. The imitation at issue, in other words, is not the imitation of natural forms—this is generally considered to be a nefarious activity for architects—but the imitation of nature as “the greatest artist at all manner of composition” (Alberti, Ten Books 195). This is the greatest artist whose work is said to be regulated by a set of self-imposed rules and principles that collectively warrant the perfection of every composition. These are a set of constant, though secret laws that every author, in turn, seeks to unravel and reveal.

It is perhaps needless to point out that along with beauty, the laws of nature have had nearly as varied an interpretation in the theoretical discourse of architecture as there have been texts enumerating them. What the Renaissance theoreticians proclaimed as the laws of nature differs markedly from their counterparts’ proclamations during the 18th, 19th, or 20th centuries. The ideal and the invariably natural composition to which nothing could be added or taken away without loss could not be any different, at times from one generation to the next. However, it is precisely these overwhelming differences in both the definition of the purported laws of nature and how the ideal composition is circumscribed that make the constancy of the proposal to imitate nature ever more curious. Equally curious about this turn to nature is that architecture has been and remains an artificial cultural construct in every one of its ascribed natural incarnations through time.

One implication of this constant proposal is that the ideal, the “aim,” or the “end” in architecture is, by force of definition, always prefigured by nature. As innocuous as this may seem, it has far-reaching consequences for the perception of the role of theory in architecture. Since the subject of the written discourse—the absolute that constitutes and separates architecture from the mere building—is always presumed to precede the discourse as a natural phenomenon, the task of theorizing about architecture is, as Laugier were to succinctly put it, no more and no less than “to tear away the veil which covers it” (Laugier 2). From Laugier’s torch to Ruskin’s lamps, light has been the prevalent metaphor for comprehending the task of writing on architecture.10 The theoretical discourse is purported to do nothing other than shed an insightful light on the eternal nature of a subject whose parameters each generation presumes hidden from the last due to blindness, ignorance, or sheer indolence.

Although the perception of theory as an act of revelation or unmasking of the concealed parameters of architecture may initially appear to give theory a significant role in the discipline, in effect, it self-marginalizes theory by reducing the conception of its role to a supplemental source of light shed from without on an otherwise autonomous subject. The prevalent perception of the relationship between architecture and theoretical writing is that of a sovereign subject, secure inside its inherent, natural parameters, to a subservient text that is said to contemplate, reveal, or unmask the subject from the outside.

Why, we may ask, this invariable emphasis on beauty? Why this ever variable ideal to which, invariably, addition or subtraction spells demise? Why search for this peculiar ideal with such constancy in nature? Why these particular and other related threads binding so many different theoretical speculations across time into a tradition?

What may not constitute an answer, but only point to another constant, is the emphasis on beauty in this tradition as a cure to a disease or a disorder, i.e., a cure for imperfection conceived as a disease or a disorder of architecture. The motivation behind theoretical speculation in this tradition has had as much to do with a taste for the beautiful as it has with a distaste for the ugly. The two terms have been, in a manner, indissociable. This constant, in turn, points to yet another. Virtually every heralded theoretical treatise in this tradition begins with a statement of crisis that not only justifies but necessitates the theoretical speculations. Appear as these speculations often do in the wake of a cultural paradigm shift, they purport architecture to be in a state of disarray from which the theoretical text seeks to redeem it. As we may reasonably expect, the purported crisis is the crisis of imperfection, of something missing in architecture that needs to be returned or something extra that needs to be removed to cure and restore architecture to the ever desired healthy and vibrant state of perfection. Central to these statements of crisis in architecture has been the question of expression or signification in architecture. Both how and what the architecture of the preceding generation expresses or signifies, as well as how and what it must at a given present, have been matters of vigorous theoretical contention across generations.

Exemplar of this theoretical debate is Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown’s critique of “Modern architecture” formulated in Learning from Las Vegas. The critique presented in this text bears closer scrutiny given that, as we shall see, it shares its critical strategy with those of the preceding and succeeding generations, even though the prognoses are, in each case, quite different.

To illustrate “the discrepancies between substance and image in Modern architecture’s technological machismo and the costliness of its frequently empty gestures” (Venturi et al. 150) as well as the “confusions and ironies” that have resulted from “this unpleasantly complex and contradictory situation” (Venturi et al. 148) the authors of Learning From Las Vegas present us with a comparative analysis of two buildings: one the Crawford Manor by Paul Rudolf, as an example of the ill-fated Modernist approach, the other Venturi and Roch’s Guild House, as an example of an alternative contemporary approach. Both are housing projects for the elderly built in the mid-1960s, the latter in Philadelphia, the former in New Haven.

The authors delimit their comparative analysis to three issues: construction techniques, construction material, and the articulation of the facade. Both buildings’ construction techniques and materials are “ordinary and conventional” (Venturi et al. 90), but the two buildings express these facts very differently.1 The structure and the construction materials of the Guild House are “ordinary and conventional and look it” (Venturi et al. 90). In Crawford Manor, they appear “more advanced technologically and more progressive spatially,” i.e., they are “ordinary and conventional but do not look it” (Venturi et al. 90–91). The analysis extends in the same vein to the exterior facade of both buildings. For instance, the Guild House windows, we are told, “Look like, as well as are windows” (Venturi et al. 91). In Crawford Manor, the windows appear as “modulated” voids set between and in contrast to the solid structural elements, marking the transition of interior and exterior spaces. They are, in other words, windows, “But do not look it” (Venturi et al. 91).

On the Guild House’s exterior facade, the authors tell us, no attempt is made to convey the interior spatial arrangement of the building. Contrary to the six equal stories of the interior, the facade is divided into three unequal stories.2 On the whole, the compartition is said to suggest the proportions of a Renaissance Palazzo, while the projecting frontal piece suggests a “giant Order” (Venturi et al. 92).

The facade of the Guild House with its historical allusions to Renaissance palazzos and classical Orders—contrary to the internal arrangement of the building—may appear, therefore, to be doing precisely what the Crawford Manor is elsewhere criticized and disdained for doing, i.e., to “look” and not be or conversely, to be and not “look” it. However, the historical allusions of the facade of the Guild House are owed to “appliqué” ornamental features, e.g., string courses, ornamental grills, etc., that are, the authors contend, quite “explicit” as external adornment. They are ornamental, extraneous, and “look it.” Although the Guild House is neither a Renaissance Palazzo nor a giant Order, its historical allusions do not purport to be anything but allusions in substance as well as image. It is in this “explicit” confession to representational allusion, in this venerated correspondence of “image” to “substance,” that all the critical difference is said to lie.

On the exterior facade of the Crawford Manor, in contrast, there are no overt ornamental features. The expression is limited “to strident articulations of the pure architectural elements of space, structure, and program.” These are said to convey “implicit” and at that “abstract meanings” that though purportedly in reference to the functional “substance” of the building, actually contradict it. For instance, the vertical shafts “connote structural piers (they are not structural) … harboring servant spaces and mechanical systems (actually kitchens), terminating in the silhouettes of exhaust systems (suitable to industrial laboratories)” and not housing for the elderly, etc. (Venturi et al. 93).

The same criticism is said to hold for virtually all of Modern architecture whose formal expressions are “technological and functional” in nature, though when the “functional elements work symbolically, they usually do not work functionally” (Venturi et al. 137). Additional examples of this type of “contradiction—or at least the lack of correspondence—between image and substance” in which Modern architecture is said to abound, are such follies as “the use of flowing space for private functions, industrial clerestories for suburban high schools, exposed ducts that collect dust and conduct sound,” etc. (Venturi et al. 137).

At the root of the crisis of signification in Modern architecture, and at the root of all the “confusions and ironies” that have resulted from its “unpleasantly complex and contradictory” expressions, lies a gap between “image” and “substance.” It is, in turn, the closure of this gap that the authors appear to seek in search of a solution to the crisis at hand. However, the authors tell us that their criticism of the Crawford Manor and “the architecture it represents” is not concerned with “honesty in architecture or a lack of correspondence between substance and image, per se” (Venturi et al. 101). They criticize Modern architects not only for “denying in theory what they were doing in practice,” not only because “they said one thing and did another,” but above all because:



By limiting itself to strident articulation of the pure architectural elements of space, structure, and program, Modern architecture’s expression has become a dry expressionism, empty and boring—and in the end irresponsible. Ironically the Modern architecture of today, while rejecting explicit symbolism and frivolous appliqué ornament, has distorted the whole building into one big ornament. In substituting “articulation” for decoration, it has become a duck.

(Venturi et al. 103)




The “duck” is in reference to buildings with a singular, self-referential message as opposed to the “decorated shed,” e.g., the Guild House, with its multiple layers of representational messages and historical allusions. The former denotes nothing beyond what it is; the latter’s expression is always in excess of what it is. It is not, however, because Modern buildings are “ducks” that the authors criticize them but because “the content of the unacknowledged symbolism of current Modern architecture is silly. We have been designing dead ducks” (Venturi et al. 162). What the authors criticize is, in other words, Modernism’s delimitation of expression to self-referential signs whose statements are inevitably “dry, empty, and boring” when they are “functional,” i.e., “limited to strident articulation of the pure architectural elements of space, structure, and program,” or else “silly, meaningless, and irrelevant” when they are “technological,” i.e., limited to the celebration of “the ‘modern’ technology of the Industrial Revolution”—“nineteenth-century style”—and not the “current electronic technology” (Venturi et al. 115/151). What the authors criticize is the misconception of Modern architects “that Firmness and Commodity equal Delight,” whereas in the end, it results in nothing but the production of “dead forms, irrelevant, or irresponsible” expressions and “empty” or “meaningless” signs (Venturi et al. 134).

Although the broader critical issues are, on the one hand, an “unacknowledged” recourse to representation in Modern architecture—giant ducks—and on the other and most crucial, the “content” of this representation—giant dead ducks—the critical criterion is the same as that applied to Crawford Manor. The self-absorbed and, as such empty and dead expressions of Modern architecture are “meaningless and irrelevant” because “this is not the time and ours is not the environment for heroic communication through pure architecture” (Venturi et al. 134). The irresponsible images of Modernism contradict or at least do not correspond to the substance of life as it was lived in the 1970s. Needless to say, it is living forms, relevant expressions, and meaningful signs that the authors seek in their quest to bridge the gap between image and substance or else form and content in the “electronic” age.11

Though certainly not the same prognosis, we find, nevertheless, the same critical criterion, the same critical reasoning, and to an extent even the same critical vocabulary in Le Corbusier’s text: “Towards a New Architecture”:



A great epoch has begun.

There exists a new spirit.

There exists a mass of work conceived in the new spirit; it is to be met with particularly in industrial production.

Architecture is stifled by custom.

The “styles” are a lie.

Style is a unity of principles animating all the work of an epoch, the result of a state of mind which has its own special character.

Our own epoch is determining, day by day, its own style.

Our eyes, unhappily, are unable yet to discern it.

(Le Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture 9)




Le Corbusier contends later in the text that the architectural forms of the age of “styles” remain “the intolerable witnesses to a dead spirit,” the “old clothes of a past age” (Le Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture 85–88). He could as well have said the irrelevant or irresponsible expressions of a past age and the meaningless or empty forms of a dead spirit. Nevertheless, even though the agendas differ, the critical reasoning, if not the vocabulary, is identical. Here as well, it is the critical absence of content in architecture that is at issue. Here as well, at the root of the crisis of expression in architecture is a discrepancy between substance and image: the substance of life in a great new epoch and the “intolerable” architectural images of a “dead spirit.” The desire to eradicate this discrepancy is what Le Corbusier, in turn, dramatizes as “architecture or revolution,” i.e., either new architectural clothes for the “spirit” of the great epoch or else societal revolt against the discrepancy.

Despite the similarity of their critical reasoning, Le Corbusier and Venturi/Scott Brown clearly differ in their proposed solutions. Whereas Le Corbusier seeks the remedy to the malaise of old and dead architectural signs in the addition of Firmness to Commodity in search of Delight, the other authors seek to redeem the lost content of architecture, at the risk of simplification, by learning from Las Vegas.

From the first decades of the 20th century, we may fast forward to the first decades of the 21st century to find, once again, the relationship of a present to an immediate past dichotomized along familiar fault lines, using a well-worn critical strategy. The critical fault-lines separating the “duck” from the “decorated shed,” i.e., the self-referential from the representational, get recast to now separate a “cool” from a “hot” performance in architecture and correspondingly a new self-referential, “post-critical” architecture from an entrenched “representational,” “critical” architecture (Somol and Whiting 25). The labels are, to a degree, perfunctory here. What is again at issue at the generational fault lines is the question of representation. “As the impacts of theory on practice fade, as new buildings abandon the scenography of metaphor and meaning, and as architecture as performance flourishes” (Johnson 2), a purported “critical architecture” loses all currency because we are told, this architecture is “inevitably and centrally preoccupied with its status as representation, and its simultaneous commentary on that condition” (Somol and Whiting 26).

Along with a “paradigmatic shift away from representation” (Johnson 2) and “guided less by what architecture means or intends than by how it works, and what it does” (Doucet 2), “critical architecture” ceases to be of relevance because “it is still tied to a semiotic, representational, and sequential ambition” (Somol and Whiting 26) and because “It is clearly labored, narrative, or representational or expresses a relationship of the representation to the real” (Somol and Whiting 32). The new architecture, in turn, “is not about signs, messages, codes, programs, or collages of ideas projected onto an object but about technologies that allow matter to be performative” (van Toorn 66). It is one that “allows for an increased programmatic complexity to coincide with a relative reduction of visual complication by means of integrating multiple elements into a coherent and continuous formal and spatial system” (Schumacher 35).

Seen from the perspective of the Venturi and Scott Brown critique of decades earlier, the Post-Critical argument, in essence, is to resurrect the “duck,” or else the “strident articulation of the pure architectural elements of space, structure, and program” to cure the ills of a purportedly representational architecture. In the enduring decades, the designates may have changed, but the oscillating debate over the status of representation and the alternating remedy of conditional inclusion or exclusion of representation endures. So does the seemingly indelible question of beauty in whose cause the debate rages on. Once again, we are told, “architecture is allowed to be beautiful without any tortured worrying over accompanying dangers of superficiality or slickness” (van Toorn 60), since “the avoidance of the loaded concept of beauty and its attendant disputes does not exclude the recognition that there are certain (perhaps inevitable) continuities with certain prior reflections around the concept of beauty” (Schumacher 36). In this process, one may substitute the word “elegance” for beauty with the caveat that “the notion of elegance promoted here still gives a certain relevance to Leon Battista Alberti’s criterion of beauty: you can neither add nor subtract without destroying the harmony achieved” (Schumacher 33).

In this, as in the previous cases, the validity of the critique offered is not at issue here, much less is the pronounced end of criticality, theory, history, and so on. This is, in part, because theoretical pronouncements in architecture are, in a sense, as wishfully “performative,” as they are wishfully gauged as “constative” statements. My reference here is to the distinction Austin introduced long ago. Whereas a constative statement is meant, Austin tells us, “to ‘describe’ some state of affairs, or to ‘state some fact,’ which it must do either truly or falsely,” a performative statement is one “in which to say something is to do something; or in which by saying or in saying something we are doing something” (Austin 1–2). For instance, “as official acts, a judge’s ruling makes law; a jury’s finding makes a convicted felon,” and so on (Austin 154). In each of these and other performative utterances, the described condition does not precede nor does it exist independent of the utterance. On the contrary, the utterance creates the very condition it depicts. In this sense, appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, theoretical pronouncements in architecture do not merely describe some state of affairs or state some facts. If they did, the pronouncements would be simply redundant and unnecessary. On the other hand, if they are insistent and forceful, it is because each is, in effect, an inaugural statement. Each produces its pronounced crisis and its nemeses, only to report its demise and the rise of a new (always yet to come)—be this the end of the critical and the rise of the projective, the end of the self-referential and the rise of the referential, or the end of styles and the rise of the style, and so on.

Of course, neither of the seemingly opposed solutions to the crisis of architectural signification referenced here are without precedent in the history of critical discourse on architecture. Le Corbusier’s solution is similar, if not fundamentally identical, to that proposed by the reform-minded theoreticians of the Enlightenment, e.g., Laugier, Boulleé, and for that matter, despite formal differences, the Gothic Revivalist, Pugin. These otherwise distinct points of view converge in their definition of the living or the true architectural expression as opposed to the dead, the empty, or the false expression. What this group of theoreticians considers a solution to the crisis of signification in architecture is an expression whose form is determined by its signified content, i.e., a self-referential expression or an in-formed expression. The solution this group offers is an expression that represents nothing but itself, nothing but what is present, i.e., a “duck” in Venturi and Scott Brown’s terms.

Venturi and Scott Brown’s critique of the Modernist stance as “irresponsible” and “irrelevant,” on the other hand, leads to much the same solution offered by the theoreticians of the Romantic age, e.g., Ruskin, or the Renaissance, e.g., Alberti. The point of convergence for these otherwise diverse points of view is architecture defined as a mode of representation. This group of theoreticians views the architectural form not only as a means to the procurement of firmness and commodity but also, linked inextricably to the question of aesthetic delight and beauty, as a means to the representation of the very ideas or meanings deemed absent in the architectural expressions of the former group. These ideas or meanings, these intelligible mathematical verities that are “the spouse of the soul and of reason” as Alberti viewed them (Alberti, Art Of Building 303), these “divine and not human attributes” as Ruskin saw them (Ruskin, Modern Painters II 132), these edicts of history and culture as, among others, Venturi and Scott Brown presented them, are not viewed as inherent to the architectural form but only re-presented by them.

Of course, the oscillating debate over the question of expression in architecture—true or false, dead or alive, self-referential or representational, etc.—is waged and passionately fought over in direct deference to the invariable and protracted search for the beautiful to which, from before the 1st century to the 21st century, nothing can be added or subtracted without loss, and that in direct imitation of the nature artist. In a manner, the conceptual labels and their abstract and interchangeable definitions—true, living, beautiful, natural—remain constant, whereas to what they are critically and strategically affixed could not be any different at times from one generation to the next. These conceptual labels, in other words, do not designate stable, much less invariable entities. Rather they constitute powerful, authoritative, strategic, and critical instruments for inaugurating and justifying stratification, division, delimitation, exclusion, and in short, the regulation of architecture at any point in time. They are critical instruments that broadly allow culture to assume the guise of nature, the particular that of the universal, the variable that of the invariable, the mutable that of the immutable. To what this critical instrument’s seemingly inexhaustible power and authority are owed across time remains the essential question.

Is it, then, we may ask, a mere coincidence that the concept of beauty or perfection has dominated and shaped the history of theoretical discourse on Western architecture; that the theoreticians of this discursive tradition in the name of ugly forms, dead entities, meaningless signs, and false expressions have repeatedly critiqued and condemned the works of their immediate predecessors as they did the works of their predecessors, each in the name of perfect forms, living entities, meaningful signs, and true expressions? Does the idea of an architecture governed by the laws that govern nature posited as the objective by the theoreticians in search of absolute beauty and perfection in architecture constitute a choice that could have been or could be avoided in dealing with Western architecture theoretically or critically? Is, and perhaps most important, the ever-present search for beauty or perfection in architecture itself a choice that could have been or could be avoided? Is the incessant turn to nature by, the irony notwithstanding, the makers of cultural artifacts a choice that could have been or could be avoided?

In brief, what culturally subsists and persists in the West to explain the strategic continuities and the shared objectives in the history of theoretical discourse on Western architecture?

Seeking provisional answers to these and related questions, what is to follow is a close and critical reading of three seminal texts from three different epochs in the history of theoretical discourse on Western architecture—the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and 19th-century Romanticism. The first text is Leone Battista Alberti’s The Ten Books on Architecture of 1452, the next Marc-Antoine Laugier’s An Essay on Architecture of 1753, and the last, John Ruskin’s The Seven Lamps of Architecture of 1849. The choice of these three texts is provisional insofar as several other texts could have been substituted for either one of these three texts. I will reference a number of these texts along the way for comparative purposes. Otherwise, the choice is based on the extent of the text’s influence and contribution to the subsequent developments in architecture and the comprehensive discussion of the various concepts introduced by the author. The intent of this study is not to locate these texts within their specific historical contexts or the author’s autobiography. There are a sizable number of studies on each text/author that effectively accomplish this important task. Instead, through a close analysis of the argument, the intent is to disentangle the text’s inherited discursive logic, critical methodology, and self-validation strategies. It is to follow the logic of the argument to the seeds of discontent within each that ultimately lead to the articulation of the next in an unending search for an elusive beauty. Far from being exhaustive in scope, this study is merely meant to raise questions and engender debate over both a subject and a methodology that have been impervious to question for far too long.

To this end, the next chapter offers a close critical analysis of Alberti’s methodical argumentation, from his foundational distinction between design and matter with recourse to the soul and body analogy to the systematic and motivated distinctions between modeling and drawing, judgment and opinion, nature and culture, and ultimately the beautiful and the ugly. I point out the aporias and the unavoidable contradictions that Alberti’s argumentation confronts along the way. Alberti tries to resolve these with ultimate recourse to nature and theology, only to have to confront the aporia of ornamentation with no resolution short of his theory assuming the role of the very ornamentation he tries to marginalize and control, in theory.

Chapter three follows the persistence of Alberti’s arguments through Palladio’s Four Books to the onset of the Age of Enlightenment and the debate between the Ancients (Blondel) and the Moderns (Perrault) in France. I outline the changing aesthetic ideals of the age of reason as Perrault articulates them, and in time, Laugier systematically expounds them. I follow Laugier’s relentless effort to overcome the divide between being and appearing in the cause of a new aesthetic ideal through the vehement exclusion of every form of representation other than the self-referential. Nevertheless, Laugier fairs no better than Alberti in avoiding the aporias and the contradictions Alberti faced in his similar appeal to nature and theology. Consequently, Laugier too comes to face the inevitable undoing of his aesthetic edifice by ornamentation, as had Alberti before him. In turn, Boullée’s, Durand’s, and Pugin’s theoretical reforms were to fare no better since the methodological and critical outlook of each were to remain the same as its predecessors.

Chapter four critically traces Ruskin’s enumeration and defense of 19th-century Romantic aesthetic ideals with recourse to new and familiar dichotomies. His forceful and strategic distinctions between the technical and the imaginative, truth and deception, living and dead imitation, the real and the apparent, the beautiful and the ugly, the authentic and the copy, often overlap with Frank Lloyd Wright’s, though the latter was offered in defense of Organic Modernism rather than Romanticism. I follow both arguments to their inevitable appeal to nature and theology in the cause of the same elusive autonomous, self-referential aesthetic ideal. Along the way, much as Ruskin tries to incorporate rather than marginalize ornamentation as his predecessors had, nevertheless, he finds himself once again at the margins, unable to internalize or externalize ornamentation, not because of ornamentation, but the aporia named by ornamentation.

If architecture’s search for an elusive non-contingent beauty appears to indispensably and irresolutely self-perpetuate into an unremitting chain of theoretical texts united by their resistance to contingency, the reason is, the last chapter points out, that much as theory’s authority to speak conclusively of the truth of architecture is vested in its appeal to the metaphysics of presence in the guise of nature, conversely, theory’s methodical and concerted resistance to contingency indispensably upholds and protects that metaphysics by way of supplementation and/or ornamentation. What might accept “neither addition, nor subtraction without loss” must accept an addition that is neither internal nor external to it. This is the problem and the paradox that neither inclusion nor exclusion of the ornamental can overcome. This is, however, a problem and a paradox only insofar as one wishes to sustain the power and the authority to exclude and delimit in the name of the beautiful, that is, the power and the authority to control architecture. Hence, the preoccupation with the place and the placing of ornamentation, with its marginalization or domestication, if only to sustain the pervasive and persuasive illusion of an outside to contingency. This is an outside to contingency that is perpetually contingent on theoretical supplementation—be the theoretical supplement a text or, for that matter, any architectural construct that fabricates and imposes limits between the self-referential and the representational, the original and the copy, the authentic and the replica, the real and the imaginary, and so on. This is the predicament of theory—always striving and never able to overcome the contingency that is itself.




Notes



	1 Although the term Western architecture has been widely used, it is rarely explicated. For instance, see A Concise History of Western Architecture (Jordan); Guide to Western Architecture (Gloag); Meaning in Western Architecture (Norberg-Schulz); The Story of Western Architecture (Risebero); Western Architecture: A Survey from Ancient Greece to the Present (Sutton); A History of Western Architecture (Watkin).

	2 For instance, see Leon Battista Alberti: Master Builder of the Italian Renaissance (Grafton and Alberti); On Leon Baptista Alberti: His Literary and Aesthetic Theories 989 (Jarzombek); On Alberti and the Art of Building (Tavernor); Laugier and Eighteenth Century French Theory (Herrmann); Ruskin On Architecture: His Thought and Influence (Garrigan); The Aesthetic and Critical Theories of John Ruskin (Landow); Ruskin’s Poetic Argument, The Design of the Major Works (Sawyer); Looking at Architecture with Ruskin (Unrau).

	3 For instance, see Architecture Theory since 1968 (Hays); A History of Architectural Theory: From Vitruvius to The present (Kruft); Architectural Theory (Mallgrave); Modern Architectural Theory: A Historical Survey, 1673–1968 (Mallgrave); An Introduction to Architectural Theory: 1968 to the Present (Mallgrave and Goodman); Theorizing a New Agenda for Architecture: An Anthology of Architectural Theory 1965–1995 (Nesbitt); Constructing a New Agenda: Architectural Theory 1993–2009 (Sykes and Hays).

	4 This is with the assumption that it is precisely the constants of the tradition and the possibility of shared assumptions across time that opens the possibility of contentious debate and discord from generation to generation.

	5 My intent here is not to offer a close reading of the Post-Critical literature. It is only to point out certain critical and methodological continuities over time, extending to the present.

	6 Leoni translation: “be accommodated to their respective purposes, stout and strong for duration and pleasant and delightful to the sight” (Alberti, Ten Books 112).

	7 Also, see Learning from Las Vegas (Venturi et al.).

	8 Leoni translation: “the having satisfied necessity is a very small matter, and the having provided for conveniency affords no manner of pleasure, where you are shocked by the deformity of the work … your whole care, diligence and expense … should all tend to this, that whatever you build may be not only useful and convenient, but also … delightful to the sight” (Alberti, Ten Books 112–13).

	9 See Canons of Orissan Architecture (Bose), Mayamata: An Indian Treatise on Housing Architecture and Iconography (Dagens); The Living Earth Manual of Feng-Shui: Chinese Geomancy (Skinner).

	10 This is the contemporary version of the same: “Theory has the responsibility to make explicit what is implicit, to surface what is latent. Theory should hold up a mirror to practice, making practitioners see more clearly what it is they actually do” (Gardner 28).

	11 The validity of this critique and whether or not historical or contextual allusions in the form of “appliqué ornaments” constitute a relevant or responsible stance and whether lack of correspondence between image and substance constitutes a critical criterion is not at issue in this study. Rather, at issue is the use of the same critical criterion, the same critical reasoning, and to an extent even the same critical vocabulary nearly a half-century earlier by Le Corbusier in Towards a New Architecture (Le Corbusier, 1923).
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