INFORMATICN TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI
films the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some
thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may
be from any type of computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality
illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins,
and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete
manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if
unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate
the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by
sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand corner and
continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each
original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in
reduced form at the back of the book.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6" x 9" black and white
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations
appearing in this copy for an additional chaige. Contact UMI directly
to order.

UM
University Microfilms Internationat
A Bell & Howell information Company

300 North Zeeb Road. Ann Arbor, MI 48106-1346 USA
313/761-4700 800/521-0600

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Order Number 9413923

Heidegger and modern architecture

University of Pennsylvania, 1993

Copyright ©1998 by Walker, Gerald Lee. All rights reserved.

U-M-1

300 N. Zeeb Rd.
Ann Arbor, M1 48106

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



HEIDEGGER AND MODERN ARCHITECTURE
GERALD LEE WALKER
A DISSERTATICON
in

ARCHITECTURE

Presented to the Faculties of the University of Pennsylvania
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

1993

Y&rﬁi -JC “VV\‘ =~

Supervisor of Digsertation

</%!{—W

Graduate ({@roup Chalrperson

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



COPYRIGHT
GERALD LEE WALKER
1993

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



iii

To

Craig Stewart Riley

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



iv

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I wish to acknowledge the help, support and friendship
of the following people who, if they doubted this work would
ever be finished, never said so to me, and who continued to
give me unfailing encouragement over the many years that it
took to complete it:

My coilegues at the University of Pennsylvania and Yale
University Karsten Harries, Marco Frascari, Peter McCleary,
G. Holmes Perkins, Adele Naude Santos....my friends Lee
Hoehn, Durham Crout, Frances Chamberlain, Marion Craig,
Joseph Burton, Linda Varkonda, George Hernandez, Barbara
Clement, Mark Kogut, Rob Silance, Christine Tedesco....my
family C. Wesley and Myrtle L. Walker, Robert B. and Darlene
C. Walker, Edith G. Walker, Jeannette Platt Riley....my
graduate students at the University of Pennsylvania and
Clemson University....and, most of ail Craig, who encouraged
the most, who suffered the most and to whom this work is
dedicated,

I also want to acknowledge the following publishers for
their kind permission to quote from their texts:

From THE MESSAGE TC THE PLANET by Iris Murdoch. Copyright
(c) 1989 by Iris Murdoch. Reprinted by permission of Viking
Penguin, a division of Penguin Books USA.

From HISTORY OF THE CONCEPT OF TIME by Martin Heidegger.
Translation by Theodore Kisiel. Copyright (c) 1985 by
Indiana University Press. Reprinted by permission of Indiana
University Press.

From ON THE TRUTH OF BEING by Joseph J. Kockelmans.
Copyright (c> 1984 by Joseph J. Kockelmans. Reprinted by
permission of Indiana University Press.

From MAIRA by Darcy Ribeiro. Copyright (c) 1984 by Random
House, Inc.. Translated by E.H. Goodland and Thomas Colchie.
Translation Copyright (c)> 1984 by E.H. Goodland and Thomas
Colchie. Reprinted by permission of Random House, Inc.

From POETRY LANGUAGE THOUGHT by Martin Heidegger. Translated

s L 22 115

by Albert Hofstadter. Copyright (¢> 1971 by Harper and Row,
Publ ishers. Reprinted by permission of Harper Collins
Publ ishers.

From THE FOUNDATIONS OF ARCHITECTURE: SELECTIONS FROM THE

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



DICTIONNAIRE RAISONNE by Eugene-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc.
Introduction by Barry Bergdol, Translation by Kenneth D.
Whitehead. Copyright (¢) 1990 by George Braziller, Inc.
Reprinted by permission of George Braziller, Inc.

From MUSEUM WITHOUT WALLS by Andre Malraux. Translated by
Stuart Gilbert and Francis Price. Copyrlight (¢> 1967 by
Martin Secker and Warburg, Limited. Permission to reprint by
Doubleday and Company.

From "Poetry as Response" by Karsten Harries, MIDWEST
STUDIES IN PHILOSOPHY, VOLUME XVI, PHILOSOPHY AND THE ARTS,
edited by Peter A. French, Theodore E. Uehlling, Jr., and
Howard K. Wettstelin. Copyright (¢) 1991 by the University of
Notre Dame Press. Reprinted by permission of the University
of Notre Dame Press.

From "Thoughts on a Non-Arbitrary Architecture,” by Karsten
Harriegs, PERSPECTA 20. Copyricht (c) 1983 by Perspecta: The
Yale Architectural Journal, Inc., and the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology. Reprinted by permission of
Perspecta: The Yale Architectural Journal, Inc.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



vi

ABSTRACT
HEIDEGGER AND MODERN ARCHITECTURE
GERALD LEE WALKER
KARSTEN HARRIES

One of the most Important aspects of Heldegger’s whole
philosophic endeavor is his critique of Cartesian
metaphysics which centers the deflnitlon of what constitutes
a thing around the universal concept of mathematical
extension in space. Any physical thing such as a bullding
is nothing more than matter extended in space. Following
Heidegger, this dissertation examines the results for modern
archltecture when it too adoptz this stance. It concludes
that this theoretical basé leads to a devaluation of
ordinary experience of bulldings, the loss of both meaning
and the sensual qualities inherent in architecture - in
short, the loss of piace. Heidegger argues that a thing is
a gathering and presenting of the ways in_whlch we Interpret
the fourfold of earth, sky, mortals and divinities. A
building, as such a thing, Is what the current language
system says it is. Genulne architecture Is achleved by not
only presenting the current notion of what it is but also
challenges that notion by exposing the temporallty of our
!inguistic system and the current ldeas of what constlitutes
earth, sky, mortals and dlvinities. In so doing, the work of

architecture contains the seeds of its own destruction.
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PREFACE
Heldegaer and Acrchitecture

Modern architectural theory ls under serious and
sustained attack, an attack whicﬁ generally started within
architecture itself. Robert Venturi’s seminal work
Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture from 1966 can
he taken as the opening salvo. Since that publication,
architectural theory has been the subject of continuous
debate, and the field of criticism has broadened
considefably. It also has taken a curious turn which Is
unprecedented, and that turn has been a turn to philosophy.
This is not to suggest that architectural theorists in the
past were unfamiliar with then current philosophical debate.
One only has to think of the Battle of the Ancients and the
Moderns in the mid eighteenth century. But, what is new In
the current conflicts is the more or less direct turn to
philosophic literature by architects in the past twenty
years. Names such as Habermas, Adorno, Heidegger, Gadamer,
Derrida, Lyotard and others punctuate the literature of
contemporary architectural criticism. While multiple
philogsophical systems vie with each other - critical theory,
post-gtructuralism, phenomenology - to form the ground for a
new theory of architecture, what they 2ll have in common is

a sustained attack on the limlts of Cartesian rationalism,
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whether as purifier or as replacement. The work which
follows is a contribution to that debate.

The thesis presented here argues that modern
architectural theory is based upon Descartes’ ontology of
nature which defines things as extensions in space. That
ontology and its associated method rob architecture of its
meaning(s). A new definition of the nature of things in
general and architectural things in particular is needed |f
architecture is to reoccupy a position in culture which it
once had. In order to do that, it is necessary to fully
understand how and why architecture took the Cartesian
ontology as its philoscphlic ground and what the limits of
that ontology mean for architecture.

In order to do that I take Nicholas Pevsner’s opening
lines in his Qutline of European Architecture as a basic
statement of modernity’s thinking about the nature of
architecture. That statement reads as follows: "A bicycle
shed is a building; Lincoln Cathedral is a pliece of
architecture. Nearly everything that encloses space on a
scale sufficient for a human being tc move in is a building:
the term architecture applies only to buildings designed
with a view to aesthetic appeal." In the attempt to
understand what Is at issue in that statement, I pose these
three questions: |

What is a thing?
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What is a useful thing?

What is a useful thing that makes an
aesthetic appeal?

My analysis of Pevsner‘s underlying assumptions about
buildings and architecture is guided by Martin Heidegger’s
phehomenological critique of the Cartesian ontology. Two
early works of Heidegger provide the basis for this
critique: Being and Time and The History of the Concept of
Time. The latter book is a reconstructed text of a lecture
course Heidegger gave at Marburg University in 1925, several
years before the publication of Being and Time. It
anticipates .-sections of Being and Time and shows Heidegger
working out some of the key issues of the later work.
Because it is a series of lectures, it is in some ways a
more accessible text than Being and Time; nonetheless, Being
and Time remains the key work in the philosopher’s compiete
works. In one way or another everything which Heldegger
publ ished after Being and Time is related to it, either
positively or negatively in the sense of his own subsequent
critique of that book. I shall, therefore, rely heavily on
Belna _and Time throughout this text.

In keeping with his own account of phenomendlogy, two
major directions in Heidegger’s work need to be pointed out:

his attempts at a "destruction" of Western metaphysics, and
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Figure 1
Martin Heidegger
1889 - 1976
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the development of his own theory of the thlng whlch ftorms
the basis of so much of his later writings. We are
concerned with his metaphysical "destruction" because
Heidegger focuses his effort towards uncovering the
assumptions of the nature of the thing in the philosophies
of Descartes and Aristotle. He begins his analysis in Being
and Time with a thorough description of the way in which we
encounter things in the world, particularly on an average,
everyday basis. Chapter Three of Part One has major
consequences for our understanding of the way in which
something like a building ls encountered and understood
within the worid. In addition, he compares the being of
things in this encounter with Descartes’ interpretation of
the world and things as ‘extension In space’. This critical
discussion focuses upon how Descartes was able to derive his
version of the world, the assumptions which are involved,
and what gets forgotten In his description of the derlvation
of the concept of space from the pre-theoretical dealing
with th&ngs which are spatially near to or far from human
beings in the everyday world. The entire discussion in this
chapter paves thé way for our understanding ci the
derlvative nature of the modern, l.e., Cartesian
understanding of the nature of things.

That theme is taken up again in the book entitled What

Is A Thing? (Heidegger, 1967), in which Heidegger examines
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various ways of questioning about the thing. Specifically,
he looks at the way in which science handles the question
concentrating on the difference between Aristotle’s and
Newton’s physics which assume very different ideas
concerning the nature of things. There is an extended
discussion on the meaning of modern science’s use of
mathematics as the ultimate measure for the nature of what
is, and how for Descartes the mathematical determines not
onlv the nature of things, but also the very essence of
human thinking and understanding itself.

About the same time that Heidegger was lecturing on the
question about the nature of things, he turned his attention
to the work of art. Written in 1935-36, the long essay "The
Orlgin of the Work of Art" (Heidegger, 1971) also begins
with a discussion of the nature of things wherein Heidegger
wants to question how a work of art which is also a thing
differs from othgr'senses of thingness. Here his main
target in the "destruction" of the metaphysics of the thing
Is Aristotle’s deflnition of the thing as formed matter
which, Heidegger argues, is gtill one of the most powerful
underlying assumptions operating in Western thinking. 1In
this essay Heidegger also introduces us to his ideas about
the relationship between world and earth which mark the
beginning of his own ontology of the thing.

The belng of the thlng receives its final formulation
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in a series of essays from the early.1950’s, including "The
Thing", "Building Dwelling Thinking", and "...Poetically Man
Dwells..." (Heidegger, 1971). Throughout these essays
Heidegger formulates the theme of dwelling and the
definition of the thing as a gathering together of the
fourfold of earth, sky, mortals and divinities.

One other important work of Heidegger‘s on the subject

of art is Nietzsche, Voiume I: The Will to Power as Art

(Heidegger, 19792, which, like History of the Concept of
Time Is also a reconstructlon of a lecture course given in
the mid 1930°s. While subjecting Nietzsche’s thinking on
art to minute scrutiny, Heidegger ranges over the entire
history of aesthetics, but concentrates on the particular
subjectivist turn which modern aesthetics takes in the hands
of Kant. Kant’s subjectivization of aesthetics is itself
the result of the Cartesian reduction of the thing to
mathematical extension in space.

Simul taneously wlith hls move in the direction of art
which ultimately leads to the notion of the fourfold
dwelling, Heidegger takes up the theme and Issues of the
nature of modern science and fechnology. Most of his maJjor
writing in this area ls gathered together in The Question
Concerning Technoloay and Other Essavs (Heidegger, 1977).
These essays are particularly iImportant to our architectural

concerns because again Heidegger points out the relation of
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modern technology to the Cartesian definition, just as he
does with the aestheticizing of abt. Moreover, Heidegger’s
etymological investigations into the origins of the words
poiesis and techne point to their common roots and the
similarities in meaning between the two words. Thus he is
able to speculate on the possibility that art may finally
have the power to rescue us from the destiny of a totally
technological world.

There is a large and growing body of secondary
literature conéerning Heidegger. George Steiner has
written:

Thus there is, just now, hardly a sphere of
intellectual argument and
language-consciousness in which the presence
of Martin Heidegger is not manifest - be it
only as a force to be exorcised. The
often-voiced supposition that Heidegger will
throw his shadow over later
Twentieth-Century thought as did Nietzsche
over sensibility at the beginning of the
Century does not seem baseless (Steiner,
1978).

This influence is all the more surprising in that
Heidegger is, to say the least, difficult to read and at
times almost impossible to interpret. This accounts, in
large part, for the many ‘interpretive’ books about his
work. Yet it is, of course, the content of his thinking
which counts, and it is just this which causes much

difficulty in reaching him. Heidegger’s use of language

sounds strange to us because language itself is a major
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theme; thus he is using language to describe language while
at the same time trylng to avold the usage of typical
philosophical and metaphysical terms. He, himself, even
speaks of the "harshness" of his expressions (Heidegger,
1962, 63).

Many of his interpreters try to stick very closely to
Heidegger‘s language for fear of misinterpreting him. This
is particularly true of Richardson’s monumental work
Heidegger: Throuah Phenomenology to Thought (Richardson,
1967>. Despite its own d@fflculties with language,
Richardson is indispensable for the study of Heldegger in
that it is the most exhaustive commentary on the overall
writing and structure of Heidegger’s thinking available in
English. Heidegger“s place in the history of the
phenomenoliogical movehent is laid out for us in
Spiegleberg’s h menological vement: A Historical
Introduction (Spiegleberg, 1976> in which the author looks
specifically at the similarities and differences between
Husserl and Heidegger. Another thorough account of the
complete work is provided by Mehta in Martin Heideager: The
Way and the Vision (Mehta, 1976>, although this work suffers
from its closeness to Heidegger’s texts. More general and
useful introductions can be found in Biemal (1973), Steiner
(1978) and most particularly in Poggeler (1987).

More pertinent for interpreting Heidegger’s thinking on
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art and its Importance for architectural theory are several
works by Joseph J. Kockelmans. Hls commentary on "The Origin
of the Work of Art" in Heidegger on Art and Artworks
(Kockelmans, 1985) is particularly important in setting that
essay into an historical background as well as providing a
careful, if perhaps too close, reading of that essay itself.

His On the Truth of Being: Reflections on Heidegger’s Later

Philosophy (Kockelmans, 1969) has a lengthy discussion on
the nature of the fourfold and is quite helpful. An earlier
work by Vycinos: Earth and Gods: An Introduction to the
Philosophy of Martin Heidegger (Vycinos, 1969) traces the
development df the idea of the fourfold out of Heidegger’s
earlier writings; and, in the same vane, Fell’s Heideager
and Sartre: An Essay on Being and Place (Fell, 1979) has
been crucial to my understanding of the movement of
Heidegger‘s thought from the ideas in "The Origin of the
Work of Art" to those of the fourfold in "Building Dwelling
Thinking". The most important anthology of writings about
Heidegger’s work can be found in Heideager and Modern
Philosophy, edited by Michael Murray (Murray, 1978>. Within
that book, the two essays by Karsten Harries have been most
useful for understanding the idea and importance of the
concept of place in Heidegger’s thought.

While I have spent less time on Heidegger’s meditations

on modern technology than on his thoughts on art, the
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commonalities between the two must inevitably be taken into
consideration. Again, Kockelmans’s contribution is
invaluable. His Heidegger and Science (Kockelmans, 1985)
attempts to bring together the multitude of essays which
Heidegger wrote concerning the nature of modern science,
mathematics, metaphysics and technology. Also on technology
is an important essay by Hood comparing the approaches to
technology taken by Aristotle and Heidegger (Hood, 1972) and
the same author’s Ph.D. dissertation (Hood, 196€8).

Considering the importance to modern architectural
theofy of the concept of space, I want to mention another
Ph.D. dissertation which helps considerably in understanding
Heidegger‘s analysis of space in Western metaphysics.
Seibert“s On Being and Space in Heidegger’s Thinking
(Seibert, 1972) provides an extended account of the ideas of
space in Greek thinking, in Descartes and in Kant while
analyzing Heldegger‘s own account of the notion of
spatiality as the phenomenal grounding of the theoretlcal
concept of space in our everyday dealings with things around
us.

For a Heldeggerian interpretation ofvarchitecture, two
writers are extremely important, Karsten Harries and
Christian Norberg-Schulz. Much of Harries’ work looks at
the Impact of architecture’s having adopted the Cartesian

structure of reality as its foundation. This rationalism
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results In what Harries has called the broken or arbitrary
look of so much of modern architecture (Harries, 1983).
Harries argues that modern rationalism, leaving no room for
the contingent, eliminates all those elements in
architecture which provide us with a sense of place, with an
ethos (Harries, 1984). He is one of the first critics to
point out the temporal dimension of architecture, a
dimension which gets lost in modernity’s quest for a
universal basis (Harries, 1982). Another of his prominent
themes deals with the nature of ornament and its ethical
role in architecture. Harries points out that ornament in
the past was a device which made direct reference to a
larger order which it was architecture’s responsibility to
point out (Harries, 1983). By assuming a rational
aesthetics, the assumption that beauty is something added
on, modern architecture looses this ontological aspect, and
beauty becomes merely free play of the imagination leading
to arbitrariness (Harries, 1974>. In his call for an ethical
architecture, an architecture which finds for man a higher
order, Harries seeks to overcome the problems of
Cartesianisﬁ by turning to Heidegger’s structure of
everydayness.

Christian Norberg-Schulz, while concentrating less on
the historical consequences of rationalism, turns to

Helidegger more directly than Harries for his phenomenology
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of architecture. Norberg-Schulz finds the concept of place
to be rooted firmly in Heidegger’s Interpretation of the
structure of ‘worid’. In the Concept of Dwelling, he draws
much from Heidegger’s "The Origin of the Work of Art" and
"Building Dwelling Thinking". While his work is
challenging, Norberg-Schulz is difficult to use because he
rarely lets the reader know what is at stake, or what is
being challenged by certain critical concepts which he
borrows from Heidegger. This problem stems, no doubt, from
Heldegger”’s own attempts to overcome the language of
metaphysics. Nevertheless, such concepts as phenomenology
itself, "being-in-the-world," "setting-into-place," must be
very carefully explained just because they use ordinary
words with extraordinary connotations. A more serious
problem with Norberg-Schulz’s work is that he does not take
Heidegger’s notion of the radical temporality of human

. eXlstence sericusly enough. This results in
Norberg~-Schulz’s concept of dwelling sounding strangely
static and romantic. Despite these difficulties,
Norberg-Schulz and Harrles both cail for a figurative
architecture, an architecture which takes up the whole of
human existence by revealing both itself as flgure and the
contingent world as ground. This can only happen when
architecture ceases seeing itself as an object extended in

space, outside of time in some abstract and universal
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At the close of his critical history of modern
architecture, Kenneth Frampton writes:

After the publication of Martin Heidegger’s
‘Building, Dwelling, and Thinking” [sicl] in
1954, it was natural that the Enlightenment
category of gpatium in extensio or
limit-1ess space should come to be
challenged in architectural thought by the
more archaic notion of Raum or place. The
current architectural debate as to the finer
stylistic points of Modernism versus
Post-Modernism appears to be somewhat
irrelevant in light of this opposition
(Frampton, 1980, 296).

While Frampton misunderstands the term Raum by making it
oppose ‘space’ and thus missing the phenomenological
relation between the two (Raum means both “space’ -and
‘place’ ), he nevertheless does Jjustice to the implications
of Heidegger’s philosophy for the future of architecture.
Philosopher Richard J. Bernstein has characterized

modernism in flve points:

1. Modernity is caught in and limited by the

total division of things into either

subjects or objects.

2. Knowledge In this age is considered the

correct representation of only that which

can be objectively characterized.

3. Human reason can completely free itself

of all bias, prejudice and tradition by
7 +

virtue of the demands of objectivity.

4. Modernity is committed to the ideal of a
universal method by which we can first
secure firm foundations out of the world of
apparent contingency and then bulld the
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edifice of a universal science.

5. By the power of self-reflection we can
transcend our historical context and horizon
and know things as they really are in
themselves (Bernstein, 1983, 36).

To move beyond Modernism, we would have to move beyond
our commitment to these views. This is why the turn to
Heidegger is so important. In an essay entitled: "The
Post-modernity of Heidegger", Richard E. Palmer argues that
Heidegger moves beyond humanism, beyond metaphysics, beyond
the conceptualizations of transcendental philosophy, beyond
the modes of calculative thinking, beyond the will to power,
beyond modern subjectivity, beyond presentational thinking,
and even beyond phenomenology ltself (Palmer, 1976, 73-74).

Heidegger’s philosophy can also take us beyond modern

architecture.
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To know oneself is to know one”s region, it
is also to know the world, and it is also,
paradoxically, a form of exile from the
world, to know oneself is above all to know
what one lacks...

Flannery 07Conner
The Habit of Being

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



CHAPTER ONE

A Conflict of Theories: Space vs. Place

In his revised edition éf Desian of Cities, Edmund
Bacon had second thoughts of the quallty of Luclo Costa’s
design of Brasilia. Having visited it since his first
evaluation, which was based on photographic evidence; Bacon
wrote: "...Brasilia stands in contemporary architecture as
the most significant example of a city designed as a whole.
And it would be foolish indeed for architects not to take
advantage of the lesson it offers (Bacon, 1974, 235)."
Bacon’s analysis proceeds along spatial and aesthetic lines.
Of the Congress Building (Figure 2) he says:

The entire roof ... is paved with marble,
and access to this balusterless pedestrian
area is provided by the ramp leading up from
the ground below. The space is powerfully
modulated by the great saucer-like form of
the House of Representatives which rises
from it....Unlike the mass-enclosed
pedestrian spaces we have observed
felsewherel, this is a plane suspended in
gspace. It is totally devoid of mass
definition and provides a superb vantage
point from which to experience the rhythmic
outflow of the structures of Brasilia as
they penetrate the space volumes defined by
the natural features of the region (Bacon,

" 1974, 237, my emphasis).

Additional phrases appear in his review: "continuous space,"
"volume of space," "subtle articulation of the Intervening

space," "tension across space," and so forth. For Bacon,
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Figure 2
The Congress Grouping - Brasilia
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Brasilia is a triumph of the "Articulation of Space (Bacon,
1974, 240>."
Less than a decade later, art critic Robert Hughes had

this to say about Brasilia:

Thus Brasilia, - in less than twenty years,

ceased to be the City of Tomorrow and turned

into yesterday’s science fiction. It is an

expensive and ugly testimony to the fact,

when men think in terms of abstract space

rather than real place, of singular rather

than multiple meanings, and of political

aspirations instead of human needs, they

tend to produce miles of jerry-built

nowhere, infected with Volkswagens. The

experiment one may hope, will not be

repeated: the Utopian buck stops here

(Hughes, ;980, 211) (Figure 3».

I take these two evaluations as emblematic of the state

of architecture and its criticism today. Bacon stands in a
long line of thinking which sees the essence of architecture
as the manipulation of space. Bruno Zevi calls space the
“protagonist" of architecture. He condemns archltectural
histcrians: "A satisfactory history of architecture has not
yet been written, because we are still not accustomed to
thinking in terms of space, and because historians of
architecture have failed to apply a coherent method of
studying buildings from a spatial point of view (Zevi, 1974,
22)." Further on, Zevi addresses the student of
architecture, warning her that without understanding space,

all else will fail.

To group space, to know how to see it, Is
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Figure 3
Brasilia - The Central Mall
View From the Radio Tower
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the key to the understanding of building.
Until we have learned not only to understand
space theoretically, but also to apply this
understanding as a central factor in the
criticism of architecture, our history, and
thus our enjoyment, of architecture will
remain haphazard (Zevi, 1974, 22).

Zevi Is not alone in his insistence of a space-history
of architecture. Giedion’s Architecture and the Phenomenon
of Transition sees the history of architecture under the
umbrella of three great space conceptions. According to
him: "The first space conceptlion was that of the first high
civilizations: Egypt and Mesopotamia (Giedion, 1971, 3)."

To this he adds Greek architecture because “The pyramids and
the Parthenon both stand as volumes in space (Giedion, 1971,
3)" (Figure 4). Any structure which is primarily an
exterior oriented building falls under his first space
conception: architecture as space radiating volume.

Giedion’s second conception is architecture as interior
space. "Roman, Medieval, Renaissance, and Baroque
architecture, with all their stylistic differences, adhered
to the same space conception (Giedion, 1971, 3> (Figure 5)."
Finally, the last space conception: architecture is both
external volume and interior space. This is the
architecture of the twentieth century in which a fuliy
realized integratlion of interior volume and exterior mass

1ntefp1ay (Figure 6).

This fluctuation of volume and void,
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Figure 4
The Acropolis - Athens
"Space Radiating Mass"
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Figure 5
Trajan's Markets - Rome
"Internal Volume"
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Figure 6
Le Corbusier - Maison d'Homme - Zurich
"Interior and Exterior Interaction"
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interior and exterior, was followed up in
architecture, where interior and exterior
space continually interpenetrated one
another, establishing new interrelationships
(Giedion, 1971, 268).

Desplite the universalizing tendencies of these
historians of the spatial in architecture, Van de Ven
correctly points out that a "spatial consciousness" in
architecture is really a twentieth century phenomenon (Van
de Ven, 1978, 229). Following the initial development in
Germany in the late nineteenth century by such theorists as
Adolf Hildebrand, August Schmarsow, Alols Riegl and Heinrich
Wolfflin (Van de Ven, 1978, 84-98), the concept quickly
became the guiding principle of archifecture.

Gabo and Pevsner: (1920)

We reject the closed spatial circumference
as the plastic expression of the moulding of
space. We assert that space can only be
modeled from within outward in its depth,
not from without inward through its volume.
For what else is absolute space than a
unigue, coherent, and unlimited depth
(Conrads, 1975,56>7?

‘De Stijl’: Manifesto V (1923)

I1I. We have examined the laws of space and
their endless variations, i.e., spatial
contrasts, spatial dissonanceg, spatial
supplementations) and have established that
all these variations can be welded together
into a balanced unity (Conrads, 1975, 66).
Van Doesburg: (1916)

The foundation of the building is space.

Hence the visual conscience of the architect
ought to be founded on the Idea of Space.
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The relations, established by forms and
space, determine the rhythm and the
aegthetic value of the building (Van de Ven,
1975, 196).

Maholy-Nagy: 1938

A constant fluctuation, sideways and upward,
radiant, all-sided, announces to man that he
has taken possession, insofar as his human
capacities and present conditions allow, of
imponderable, invisible, and yet omnipresent
space (Maholy-Nagy, 1938, 202).

Gropius: (1947

We comprehend space and scale only within a
frame of reference which is finite.

Confined space - open or enclosed - is the
medium of architecture. The right
relationship between the building masses and
the voids they enclose is essential in
architecture (Van de Ven, 1975, 227).

Wright: (1952)

There [Unity Templel perhaps is where you
will find the first real expression of the
idea that the space within the building is
the reality of the building....in this
simple change of thought lies the essence of
the architectural change from the box to
free plan and the new reality that is gpace
instead of matter (Van de Ven, 1975, 238).

Kahn: (1957>
Architecture is the thoughtful making of
gpaces. The continual renewal of
architecture comes from the changing
concepts of space (Van de Ven, 1975, xi).
In one of the most frequently used texts for the
teaching of basic principles of architecture, Ching’s

Acrchijtecture: Form, Space and Order, space is conjoined with

form to produce the essence of architecture. In his
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preface, Ching writes:
This is a study of the art of architecture.
It is a morphological study of the essential
elements of form and space and those
principles that control their organization
in our built environment. These elements of
form and space are the critical means of
architecture. While utilitarian concerns of
function and the use can be relatively
shortlived, and symbolic interpretations can
vary from age to age, these primary elements
of form and space comprise the timeless and
fundamental vocabulary of the architectural
designer (Ching, 1979, 6).

Likewise, Rudolf Arnheim begins his discussion of
architectural form with an analysis of the nature of space
and the way in which it is manipulated and understood by
human beings. Space, for Arnheim, is not an infinitely
extended pléenum but rather comes into existence by the
Juxtaposition of things in relation to an observer.
"“[Spacel is created by a particular constellation of natural
and man-made objects, to which the architect contributes.
In the mind of the creator, user or beholder, every
architectural constellation establishes'its own spatial
framework (Arnheim, 1977, 13>." Only after having
establ ished the spatial basis for architecture can he go on
to discuss the actual manipulations of space like vertical
and horizontal, solid and void, perspective.

The idea that architecture is the shaping of space is

also supported by a number of philosophers who have dealt

specifically with architecture. Susanne K. Langer considers
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the space which architecture deals with an abstraction of
the space of common sSengse. Having commented on the various
metaphoric expressions about space used by modern architects
or their ascription of space as an entity, she says:
“{Tlhere is only one space, conceived by common sense as the
ideal receptacle that everything is in, and by scientific
minds as the coordinate-system whereby everything is related
(Langer, 1953, 94).% Within this common-sense or perceptual
space, however, the architect establishes a "virtual
space,...a self-contained, total system (Langer, 1953, 75)."
Langer calls the architectural version of virtual space an
"ethnic domain" recognizing the essentially public nature of
architectural space. Architecture makes this ethnic domain
visible, tangible, sensible.

As such it is, of course, an illusion. Like

any other plastic symbol, it Is primarily an

illusion of self-contained, self-sufficient,

perceptual space. But the principle of

organization is its own: for it is organized

as a functional realm made visible - the

center of a virtual world, the ethnic

domain, and itself a geographical semblance

(Langer, 1953, 95).

Similarly, Paul Weiss defines architecture as "the art
of creating space through the construction of boundaries in
common-sense space (Weiss, 1961, 69)." Weiss argues that
all architectural endeavois are at the service of this

boundes gpace. Technology is used to construct the

bouncariss - walls, roofs, columns, etc., and to deal with
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climatic changes between common-sense space and the bounded
space of a building. Scale is the device used to subdivide
the work, "and determine the magnitude of it both as a
distinct object and in relation to other works (Weiss, 1961,
20>." The "solid space", or interior must be articulated
and the whole brought into an organic spatial unity.
Reminiscent of Vitruvius, Weiss says:

The architect, like every other artist, must

exhibit within a spiritually significant,

valuationally important, soclally useful,

and physically viable space, the ideals to

which the society’s myth and his own ideas

refer. If he does this, he will present us

with an excellent work which reveals not

only the nature but the import of the real

space in which all of us live and die

(Weiss, 1961, 84>.
Weiss’s reading of the history of architecture reveals most
clearly the impact that spatial theory has had on modernist
thought. He says:

It would 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 tc engineering, city

planning, and scales (Weiss, 1961, 84).

Such an interpretation can make sense only when a

universal principle like "bounding space" is applied as the

standard of measure.

In the last hundred years, artists, architects,
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planners, historians, theorists and philosophers have all
supported the theory of space in architecture. Mies van der
Rohe’s Working Thesis - "Architecture is the will of the age
conceived in spatial terms (Conrad, 1975, 74>" - summarizes
the most important definition of the essence of .
architecture. Yet is precisely this that Robert Hughes
attacks in his criticism of Brasilia. His criticism argues
that buildings and cities designed using "abstract space" as
the basis or theoretical ground for decision making end up"
as "nowheres". He suggests that a sense of "real place"
should be the goal; that an architecture of multiple rather
than singular meanings be sought; that human needs override
the concerns of political aspirations. Indeed, in recent
years the attack on space, or space vs. place, has grown
considerably, and has come from many diverse areas. If the
architecture of space is committed to geometric universal
abstractions, the architecture of place seems‘to be much
more concerned with the specificity of detail, whether that
of a locality, the traditional elements of architecture, or
a return to ornament.

In Modern Movements in Architecture, Charles Jencks has
given an overall sketch entitled "Back to Place”, in which
he reviews the efforts of CIAM and Team Ten to re-humanize
the city, to design architecture which is responsive more to

specific time and place rather than being a universal and
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abstract appeal (Jencks, 1973, 305). He also finds evidence
of such a movement in Kevin Lynch’s work where Lynch

attempts an urban morphological analysis based on much more
experiential modes of behavior (Lynch, 1960, 47) (Figure 7).

Also cited by Jencks are the works of Christopher
Alexander and Aldo van Eyck who he (Jencks) finds exemplary
in thelr attitude towards an architecture of place. Both of
these architects have concentrated on the elements of
architecture - doors, walls, windows, ceiliﬁgs, etc. - as
the essential compositional devices of architecture,
eschewing the more lofty and intellectualized motives of
space.

Alexander and his colleagues have explored a theory of
planning and building which returns to traditional
architectural patterning, but which has been universalized
into a process which he argues can be applied from "the
structure of a region to the nailing of a window (Alexander,
1975, 3>." Writing about the plan for the University of
Oregon (Figure 8> in which he puts his theory tc the test,
Alexander says (in contrast to Edmund Bacon’s ideas);

It is simply not possible to fix today what
the environment should be like twenty years
from today and then to steer the piecemeal
process of development toward that fixed,
imaginary world,...Only a totalitarian
fantasy even makes it seem that such a

course is possible (Alexander, 1975, 18-19).

He suggests, rather, that planning and design follow a much
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Kevin Lynch
"The Visual Form of Los Angeles as seen in the Field"
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more contingent and democratic process which would permit
the participants to adapt their planning to events and place
instead of adhering to a rigidly set spatial projection.

In the same vain, Jencks quotes Aldo Van Eyck from his
contribution to Team Ten:

Whatever space and time mean, place and

occasion mean more. For space in the image

of man is place, and time in the image of

man is occasion....Provide that place,

articulate the in between...make a welcome

of each door and a countenance of each

window...get closer to the shifting center

of human reality and build its counterform -

for each man and all men, since they no

longer do it for themselves (Jencks, 1973,

311>,
Place and occasion have, for Van Eyck, replaced - or rather,
have given foundation to - space and time. Agaln, the idea
of place |s linked to traditional architectural elements
i.e., to the commonly understood language of doors and
windows, inside and outside, etc.

That linkage is made even more apparent in the writing
of Robert Venturi, whose Complexity and Contradiction in
Architecture remains the most widely known, if not the most
influential, of the attacks against the orthodoxies of
modernism. Highly personal and idiomatic, this work ranges
freely over the history of architecture examining,
particularly in the details of the elements of architecture,

architects and buildings which, for the most part, had been

ignored by mainstream historians iike Giedion and Zevi.
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Venturi finds great delight and sophistication in works by
Soane and Luytens, Hawksmoor and Vanbrugh. Taking up the
theme of space, he writes of modern architecture:

Perhaps the boldest contribution of orthodox

Modern architecture was its so-called

flowing space, which was used to achieve the

continuity of inside and ocutside....Flowing

space produced an architecture of related

horizontal and vertical planes. The visual

independence of these uninterrupted planes

was scored by connecting areas of plate

glass: windows as holes in the wall

disappeared and became, instead,

interruptions of the wall to be discounted

by the eye as a positive element of the

building. Such cornerless architecture

implied an uitimate continuity of space

(Venturi, 1966, 71>.

Opposed to this, Venturi asserts the obvious: there is

a fundamental difference between inside and outside. He
calls for a return to an architecture which emphasizes this
difference. Citing a myriad of examples from Egyptian
temples (Edfu) to the P.S.F.S. Building in Philadelphia, he
notes the long history of buildings which articulate this
"conventional" idea. He plays the four differing sides of
the P.S.F.S. Building (Figure 9> against "the typical
freestanding building of Modern architecture, except for
some surface treatment and screens, which act to
de-emphasize the spatial enclosure or to recognize
orientation differences, seldom changes front and back for
exterior spatial reasons (Venturi, 1966, 88)."

That the abstract notion of space leads to a loss of a
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Figure 9
Howe and Lescaze
PSFS Building - Philadelphia
Hugh Ferris Rendering
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sense of place is felt most urgently in the work of
Christian Norberg-Schulz. Ir Genius Loci: Towards a
Phenomenology of Architecture, he argues that the spatial
continuity of modern theory has led to a deprivation of the
meaning of urban structure, architecture and landscape.

Lost is the settlement as a place in nature,
lost are the urban loci as places for common
living, lost is the building as a meaningful
sub-place where man may simultaneocusly
experience individuality and belonging.

Lost is also the relationship to earth and
sky. Most modern buildings exist in a
"nowhere"; they are not related to a
landscape and not to a coherent, urban
whole, pbut live their abstract life in a
kind of mathematical-technological space
which hardly distinguishes between up and
down. The same feeling of "nowhere" is also
encountered in the interiors of the
dwellings. A neutral, flat surface has
substituted the articulate ceilings of the
past, and the window is reduced to a
standard device which lets in a measurable
guantity of air and llght. In most modern
rooms it is meaningless to ask: "What slice
of sun does your building have?", that is:
"what range of moods does the light offer
from morning to night, from day to day, from
season to season, and all through the
years?" In general, all qualities are lost,
and we may indeed talk about an
*environmental crisis" (Norberg-Schulz,
1980, 190>.

This "environmental crisis*® which Norberg-Schulz refers

to, of course, ig not the commonly understood ecological

lad

.
he c¢crisis is due to havin

crisis. Rather, he hclds that

1)

g
forgotten this sense of place, this genius loci. While

citing Aalto, Kahn and the later LeCorbusier as having a
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strong commitment to place, he suggests that without a
theory of place these architects and their work will remain
"“scattered and quantitatively scarce (Norberg-Schulz, 1980,
201>".

And, it is Jjust such a theory of place that
Norberg-Schulz attempts to work.out. Genius Loci looks at
how landscapes, both natural and man-made, rural and urban,
have particular identities which allow their inhabitants
strong emotive assoclations with them. In his later work
The Concept of Dwelling: On The Way to F{gurative
Architecture (Norberg-Schulz, 1985), he outlines a
theoretical construct of dwelling and existence based
primarily on the work of philosopher Martin Heidegger.
Norberg-Schulz deveiops three main categories which
constitute the language cof architecture: morphology, or the
formal articulation of a building; topology, or the spatial
ordering of buildings; and typology, or the historically
recurring kinds of buildings and patterns of dwelling. Once
having established this conceptual framework. Norberg-Schulz
examines four basic ways in which mankind dwells:
settliement, urban space, institution and house. Each of
these, when examined from the perspectives of morphology,
topology and typology lead him to conclude that meaning in
architecture is always tied to specific places and to

gpecific local (both geographical and historical)>
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understandings about the nature of the world (Figure 10)J.
Buildings, for Norberg-Schulz, are the figures seen and
understood on the ground of tradition rather that abstract
general izations about universal space.

The attack on the concept of space and the promulgation
of the idea of place has been strongly supported by recent
(revigionist) research in the history and theory of modern
architecture. Among the most significant are the works of
Joseph Rykwert and Alberto Perez-Gomez. Rykwert’s
investigations into the intellectual crigins of modern
theory in the Age of Reascn have shown the important ties
between eighteenth century architectural theory and the
rationalism of Enlightenment philosophy, uncovering many of
the assumptions which architectural theory adopted in that
universalizing age. Rykwert shows in detail how the
adoption of the concept of objectivity, particularly by such
early theorists as Carlo Lodoli and Marc-Antoine Laugier,
led to a universalizing tendency and to the specialization
of architecture through the establishment of method in the
new academic centers (Rykwert, 1980>. Similarly,
Perez-Gomez looks at the relationship between architecture
and mathematics in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
(Perez-Gomez, 1983). The title of his book, Architecture
and the Crisis of Modern Science is an admitted derivation

from philosopher Edmund Husserl’s The Crisis of European
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Figure 10
Monteriggioni, Toscana, Italia
Norberg-Schulz's Concept of Place: Enclosure and Gathering
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Scienceg and Transcendental Phenomenglogy (Husserl, 1960) in
which Husserl attempts to draw out and critically analyze
the relationship between the abstract mathematics which
ground modern science and the everyday world of experience.
Following Husserl’s analysis, and particularly his
explication of the nature of modern science and mathematics
after Galileo (Perez-Gomez, 1983, 323), Perez-Gomez traces
modern architecture’s increasing reliance upon a demystified
and prosaic mathematics. He says:

Two hundred yvears after Galileo and

Descartes, architecture lost its

metaphysical dimension, and the relation

between theory and practice reached a

critical state. After Durand and Viel,

architecture could no longer be a privileged

form of reconciliation between man and his

worid, between the fluidity and evanescence

of everyday life and the immutable and

eternal dimension of ideas. An architecture

subjected to utopian ideas, to technological

process whogse objectives had been uprooted

from the reality of everyday life, would

necessarily lose its essential symbolical

dimension; it would become mere prosaic

construction (Perez-Gomez, 1983, 323).
As an antldote, Perez-Comez calls for architecture to become
more poetic, symbolic and even more mysterious, which is to
say that it must return from the universalizing objectives
which grounded modern theory, to a basis found in the
contingency of perception, intuition and metaphoric -
description.

These historians and numerous others such as Anthony
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Vidler (1986), Wojciek Lesnikowski (1982), David Watkin
(1980) and Kenneth Frampton (1980) all have contributed to a
critiéal history of modernism and have shown the strong, if
hidden, ties which modern theory has to the rational version
of reality essentially articulated by Rene Descartes in the
seventeenth century. It is this rational structure which
ultimately leads to architecture’s adopting the concept of
space as its grounding theory. Thus they provide negative
arguments for an opposing concept of place.

If these recent investigations into the origins of
modern architectural theory have uncovered the
universalizing impulse behind that theory, a different group
of historians is lobklng at the contingencies of everyday
life as the basis for understanding historical events. The
French Annales group, led at its beginning by Fernand
Braude! has investigated all sorts of mundane activities
from eating utensils to sexual attitudes and practices. A
recurrent theme has been a searching look at the everyday
house and the way it was used and understood. In The
Structureg of FEvervday Life, Braudel provides us with a
detailed account of housing (mostly European) from the
fifteenth to the eighteenth century, looking at furnishings,
chimneys and fibeplaces, floors, walls, ceilings and
windows.

The most curious ancient custom, which
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continued until the sixteenth century (and
even later), was to cover the floors of the
groundfloor rooms and the bedrooms with
straw in winter and herbs and flowers in the
summer...a doctor still recommends the use
of scattered green herbs in 1613, in a
handsome room, well-matted or hung with
tapestries all round and paved below with
rosemary, penny roval, oreganc, marjoram,
lavender, sage and other similar herbs
(Braudel, 1981, 294-95).

Or, speaking about heating the house, he says:

But these beautiful fireplaces long remained
of very rudimentary design, technically much
like those of peasant households at the
beginning of the twentieth century: the
vertical flue, which was too wide, with room
for two chimney-sweeps at a time, caused
such draughts that anyone sitting by the
fire was likely to be roasted on one side
and frozen on the other. Hence the tendency
to build fireplaces ever bigger, so that
geats could by set ln either side of the
hearth under the hood. It was here that
people could sit when the fire had died down
to its embers, and chat ‘under the metal”
(Braudel, 1981, 299).

Such details as these evoke for us a strong sense of place.
And it is just this sort of evocation which is overlooked by
a history of architecture enveloped by a theory of space.

In The Hour of Our Death, Philippe Bries looks at the
influence of death on social customs in the West, examining
rituals, attitudes, beliefs, and burial habits such as
placement of cemeteries, ossuaries, mausoleums, relics etc.
Again, telling detail reveals a sense of place.

In spite of their familiarity with death,

the ancients feared the proximity of the
dead and kept them away. They honored their
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burial places, partly because they feared
the return of the dead. The reverence they
sheowed to tombs and to the manes was
designed to prevent the dead from "coming
back" and bothering the living. Whether
they were buried or cremated, the dead were
impure; if they were too near, there was
danger of their contaminating the living.
In order to avoid all contact, the abode of
the dead had to be separated from the domain
of the living, except on the days of
propitiatory sacrifices; this was an
unbreakable rule (Aries, 1981, 29-30>
(Figure 11).

One final work of the Annales group needs mentioning. A
History of Private Life (Aries and Duby, 1987, 1988, 1989,
1990, 1991) presents a five volume account of the private
side of life throughout Western history. Its analysis of
houses and domestic living, the notions of public and
private life, the inner life and private beliefs of
succeeding cul tures serves as an important grounding of the
monuments of architecture. Georges Duby has written in the
forward to the first volume:

B clearly defined realm is set aside for
that part of existence for which every
language has a word equivalent to "private”,
a zone of immunity to which we may fall back
or retreat, a place where we may set aside
arms and armor needed in the public place,
take our ease, and lie about unshielded by
the ostentatious carapace worn for
protection in the outslide world. This Is the
place where the family thrives, the realm of
domesticity:; it is the realm of secrecy
(Aries and Duby, 1987).

The contrast between space and place has also been the

subject of much thought in the social sclences and
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Cemetery on the Via Appia Outside Rome
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particularly in geography and environmental behavior.
Edward Relph’s Place and Placelegssness (Relph, 1976) looks
at the way in which we experience places and the lasting
impact that this experience has for us. It too wants to
draw the connections between space as abstract concept and
place as a lived, everyday phenomenon. Relph examines kinds
of places and their relationshigs to location, landscape,
time, community. Particularly enlightening is his
discussion of the ways in which the contemporary world of
mass communication, mass culture, rapid movement systems all
lead us out of the world of place, that is, leave us
placeless. Relph links the idea of place and placelessness
to Heidegger’s notion of authentic and inauthentic
existence, associating placelessness with the faith in the
"They", i.e., the anonymous world of technology. He too
sees place as connected to the contingent world of the
everyday:

Places are fusions of human and natural

order and are the significant centers of our

immediate experiences of the worid. They

are defined less by unique locations,

landscape, and communities than by the

focusing of experiences and intentions onto

particular settings. Places are not

abstractions or concepts, but are directly

experienced phenomena of the lived-world and

hence are full with meanings, with real

objects, and with ongoing activities. They

are important sources of individual and

communal identity, and are often profound

centers of human existence to which people
have deep emotional and psychological ties
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(Relph, 1976, 141).

In a similar vein, Seamon and Mugerauer have edited an
anthology of writings centering around the ideas of dwelling
and place (Seamon and Mugerauer, 1979). Contributors include
representatives from philosophy, religion, social and
economic geography, psychology, and music, as well as
architecture and city planning. Organized around a
phenomenological approach, many of these essays, while
describing very specific places, develop themes from
Heidegger’s writings on dwelling, language and

understanding.

If the concept of space, which informs so much of
architectural theory, is concerned with the universal and
the rational, the concept of place seems to concentrate much
more on the particularities of specific environments and the
non-cognitive aspects cf behavior. Are these concepts or
theories compatible? Or must we choose one over the other?
If the theory of space is bankrupt, as so many recent
critics have alleged, what about the related concepts which
gave legitimacy to modern architecture: function, aesthetics
and technology? 1Is the theory of place a genuine
alternative, or is it a romantic ideallzation, out of step
with late twentieth century necessities? For the moment,

let us put aside the space vs. piace argument and find what
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is immediately common to both. That is, they are both
theories. What then is a theory? How are theories
developed? What do they account for and what is the
relation between a theory and practice? O0Of these two, which
comes first? This line of questioning, a theory of
theofies, or metatheory, causes us to turn to philosophy,

and particularly to Heidegger.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Turn to Philosophy

That there are at least two competing theories in
current architectural thought suggests uncertainty, a loss
of way. And it is just this uncertainty which causes a turn
to philosophy. Karsten Harries has reminded us of
Wittgenstein‘s idea that "philosophical problems have the
form ‘1 don‘t know my way about’ (Harries, 1987, 29>."
Commenting on this loss of way, Harries says:

Genuine philosophical problems...emerge
whenever human beings have begun to question
the place assigned to them by nature,
society and history, and searching for
firmer ground, demand that this place be
more securely established. The fundamental
question of philosophy is: where is
humanity’s place, its ethos? 1In this broad
sense all philosophy is at bottom ethical
reflection (Harries, 1987, 29).

Thus we can enframe the question of the architecture of
space vs. the architecture of place within this broader
sense of a question of ethical reflection. That allows us
to move behind these issues and to ask how Is It that a
theory of space developed in modern architecture in the
first place? What ethical questions did such a theory
answer? Moreover, since a new theory is emerging which

explicitly criticizes the previous one, can we presume that

the theory of space, considered as an answer, fails to meet
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some of the ethical questions which led to its rise?
Specifically, what is the ethos or place of humanity which
modernism has mapped out and to what extent does an
architecture of space do justice to that ethos? Or, has
that ethical positioning itself failed? If it has, then
does the architecture of place posit a different ethos
altogether, a genuinely post-modern one? The question of a
post-modern architecture must rest on the answers to these
questions.

Harries goes on to suggest that philosophy can help
architecture to "put into question some of the maps on which
architecture has long relied and which have led to its
confusion. Thus, philosophy may contribute towards the
eventual formulation of new maps (Harries, 1987, 30>." But
here it is important that we understand Harries’
metaphorical use of the word "map". A map is normally "a
drawing or other representation that is usually made on a
flat surface and that shows the whole or a part of an area
and indicates the nature and relative position and size
according to a chosen scale or projection of selected
features or details (Webster, 1966, 1379)." A second
definition is not quite so literal: "something (as a
significant outward appearance, a pointed or concise verbal
description) that indicates or delineates or reveals by

representing or showing with clarity suggestive of that of a
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map (Webster, 1966, 1379)." The key word here is
representation. A map represents something. A map
represents some thing or things, either the whale of things
or a part of things, indicating their nature according to a
"projection of selected features or details". As
representations, maps are perspectival, they assume a
certain point of view. Most maps with which we are familiar
assume an aerial point of view, for example, a road map
which assumes that the viewer is in an "angelic" position
looking down on the earth whose roundness has been overcome
by perspectival distortion. But a map, by the second
definition, can also be any kind of representation so long
as its clarity is similar to that of the typical flat,
aerial representation.

Maps allow us to find our way. This presupposes that [
can find my present location on the map, and, that I believe
the map to be an accurate representation of those things
which form the content of the map: real things like roads,
bridges, cities, rivers; or abstract things like contour
lines, elevation markers, slope percentages, etc (Figures 12
and 13>. To have lost one’s way is either to be unable to
find one’s position on the map, or to have lost faith in the
map’s accuracy of representing things. The "ethical
reflection" which Harries says is the basis of all

philosophical thinking, and on which architecture must
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Figure 12
View of the Calle San Augustin
Cusco, Peru
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Tourist Map of Cusco, Peru
Arrow Points to the Calle San Augustin
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locate its position, is up for question. What then is the
ethos of modernity and how ls that ethos mapped out, |.e.,
represented, such that it is believable and such that
architecture can locate itself on that projection? The
selection of a useful map then‘depends upon:

i. What things are chosen for representation

2. How those things are represented

3. The perspective of the map-maker

4. The faith on the part of the user that the map is

indeed an accurate representation of those things.

A theory is, like a map, a representation of things,
more particularly in terms of the second definition given
above, "a pointed and concise verbal description" that
reveals by representing, the nature of particular things.
By such representing and revealing, it helps us to "find our
way", to understand the nature of things. Yet this
definition of a theory based upon the analogy of a map is

far from complete. It raises many questions.
1. What things are chosen for representation?

A theory is always a thinking about things. Biological
theory deals with living things; physics with matter;

reiigion with faith; history with past events; architecture

with buildings. That means that out of the whole of world
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experience, a particular set of things is chosen for
examination and representation. How is the set determined
in the first place? The selection of the set must
presuppose that we already know enough about things such
that we can group them into a set. If theory is
re-presentation, then this implies an original presentation
to our consciousness. What is the nature of this original
presentation? What is the difference between knowing things
presentationally and knowing things representationally?
Moreover, is there any kind of change in the thing between
the original presentational encounter with it and its

subsequent representation in our minds?
2. How are things to be represented?

Obviously, a thing can be the subject matter for a
variety of representations. A human being can be
represented by biological theory; by chemistry; as a psychic
phenomenon; as a religious being; as the subject of a
painting or a piece of sculpture. A building can be
represented as an aesthetic entity; as a product of class
consciousness; as a manipulation of space. The way
something gets represented then depends upon our theoretical
intentions. But more than that, does the thing itself

determine to any extent the way in which it is capable of
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being represented? To what extent does the thing enter into

theoretical concept formation?

3. From what perspective does the theoretician see the

thing?

Theories about things change over time. Arietotle’s
physics are not the same as Newton’s. Vitruvius’
architecture is not the same as Venturi’s. Theories are
representations of things encountered in the world.

But since it is obvious historically that theories
change, fhis must imply that points of view change.
Aristotle and Newton are both dealing with physical matter,
with elements, motion, stars. Yet their reflections on the
nature of these things are quite different. Does this
simply mean that Newton was more intelligent or enlightened
than Aristotie? Or was Newton looking at a different map of
nature than Aristotlie? 1If there is representational change
due to a change of perspective, does this imply a change in
the presentational encounter with things? How is it
possible that buildings which in our everyday encounter with
them are, for the body, always experienced perspectively,
get represented in plan, section and elevation? Does an
architecture designed in plan, section and elevation provide

a different quality of experience than one designed in
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perspective and model? Does that in turn change our

subsequent representational thought about buildings?
4. Is the theory reliable?

This is in a sense a question of comparison between the
thing understood theoretically and the thing understood in
direct experience. How far apart can these versions of
things get before an unbridgeable gap opens up between them?
To what extent can we rely upon the theoretical explanation
of the thing as an accurate accounting for the nature of it?
Does a building designed upon a theoretical understanding
of architecture correspond in any way with our
pre-theoretical understanding of what a building is? Does
the possibility of such a gap present us with ethical
problems? Does the architect’s theoretical understanding of
a building take ethical precedence over a pre-theoretical
understanding of buildings?

In the Introduction to Being and Time Heidegger gives
us a clue which can help us sort out the myriad of questions
which the problem of theory choice haé generated. He says:

The real ‘movement’ of the sciences takes
place wnen thelr bDasic concepis undergo a
more or less radical revision which is
transparent to itself. The level which a
science has reached is determined by how far
It is capable of a crisis in lts basic

concepts. In such lmmanent crises the very
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relationship between positively
investigative inquiry and those things that
are under interrogation comes to a point
where it begins to totter (Heidegger, 1962,
29).

First of all, if must be understood that the “sciences’
which Heidegger refers to, the ‘Wissenshaften’ in German,
include both the natural and the social sciences. While
architecture is not normally characterized as a science, at
least not in the Angio-American tradition, the theoretical
thinking about architecture falls within the purview of
Heidegger’s statement. The ’movement’.referred to I take to
be analogous to the movement from one theory to another,
from space theory to place theory in our case. What is the
test for determining whether one theory is genuinely
different from the other? He answers that this occurs when
“their basic concepts undergoc a more or less radical
revision which is transparent to itself".

The “basic concepts’ here are the concepts of space and
place. But such concepts, as maps or representations,
necessarily must find their origins in everyday experience.
Earlier, in questioning what things get chosen for
represeﬁtation, I suggested that for a theory about some
thing to arise, we must already have grouped those things
into some organized way of understanding and dealing with

them. Again, to develop a theory of architecture

presupposes that we already know how to use buildings, how
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to build them, what goes into them and so forth. Such
organizing itself is then not based on a conceptual ordering
of things, but rather relies upon traditional modes or
structures of behavior which Heidegger regards as
pre-theoretical. Referring to all of the things in the
world as the *totality of entities*, Heidegger writes:

The totallty of entities can, [In accordance
with its various domains, become a field for
laying bare and delimiting certain definite
areas of subject matter. These areas, on
their part (for instance, history, nature,
space, life,...language, and the like>, can
serve as objects which corresponding
scientific investigations may take as their
respective themes. Scientific research
accompl ishes, roughly and naively, the
demarcation and initial fixing of the areas
of subject-matter. The basic structures of
any such area have already been worked out
after a fashlon in our prescientific ways of
experiencing and interpreting that domain of
Being In which the area of subject-matter is
Itself confined. The ‘basic concepts’ which
thus arise remain our proximal clues for
disclosing this area concretely for the
first time (Heidegger, 1962, 2Z9, my
emphasis).

Thus In order to achieve genuine theoretical movement,
theory must investigate these basic pre-theoretical
structures which guide our everyday dealing with things, and
make the connections between these structures and the
subsequent conceptualizations of them transparent to itself.
In other words, theory must continuocusly question its
origin in the everyday world.

Basic concepts determine the way in which we
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get an understanding beforehand of the area
of subject-matter underlying all the objects
a science takes as its theme, and all
positive investigation is guided by this
understanding. Only after the area itself
has been explored beforehand in a
corresponding manner do these concepts
become demonstrated and ‘grounded’
(Heidegger, 1962, 30).

In our case, how we understand buildings and the world
of buildings is what will guide the formation of a theory of
architecture, that which Heidegger calls “positive
investigation’. Moreover, Heidegger says that this
investigation into pre-theoretical structures which form the
foundation of theory "must run ahead of the positive
sciences, and it can (Heidegger, 1962, 30." This is again
an emphasis on the need to investigate modes of behavior
prior to theory formation.

Laying the foundations, as we have described
it, is rather a productive logic - in the
sense that it leaps ahead, as it were, into
some area of Being, discloses it for the
first time in the construction of its Being,
.and, after thus arriving at the structures
within it, makes these available to the
positive sciences for their inquiry
(Heidegger, 1962, 30-31).

Here is the task for a theory of architecture: to
uncover»the basic modes of our everyday dealing with
building and to allow these to become the basis,
“assignment’, for our theoretical inquiry. To do this, let
us look at a typical ‘modernist’ definition of architecture,

which has by now become quite famous.
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Nikolaus Pevsner writes in his Introduction to An
utline of Fu a itecture:

A bicycle shed is a building; Lincoln

Cathedral is a piece of architecture.

Nearly evervthing that encloses space on a

scale sufficient for a human being to move

in is a building; the term architecture

applies only to buildings with a view to

aesthetic appeal (Pevsner, 1977, 15).
Immediately, Pevsner establishes a difference between a
merely useful building (the bicycle shed) and the work of
archltecture (Lincoln Cathedral>. A bullding ls deflned as
a thing which encloses space big enough for humans to move
around in, big enough, that is, to be used. Architecture is
also that but something more. For a building to have status
-as architecture, it must have aesthetic appeal. We can
rephrase Pevsner’s theoretical definition as follows:

Architecture is 1. A thing
2. A thing with use
3. A useful thing with aesthetic appeal
Following our line of thought concerning theory,

numerous problems arise from this statement. First, Pevsner
presupposes that we all know what a thing is. And, in a
certain way we do. Our immediate response is that it is
obvious what a thing is since we experience things
constantly. But is the presupposition of the nature of a

thing which Pevsner uses in his theoretical statement the

same as the unreflected thing of everyday experience? Even
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when he gets more sgpecific by saying that a building is a
thing which encloses space, we are left in a quandary. What
is meant by space? Or again, is this so obvious that we can
presuppose a common definition? There can be nc doubt that
everyone has a ‘sense of space,’ but whether or not that is
the same space presupposed in Pevsner’s theoretical
definition is certainly not clear. Later in his
Introduction he says: "Thus the history of architecture is
primarily a history of man shaping space (Pevsner, 1977,
i5>." Both “thing’ and ‘space’ remain unquestioned. But
since the definition of architecture hangs, in part, on
these presuppositions, ;heir definition is crucial. Indeed,
these are just those “basic concepts’ which Heidegger argues
must be made transparent.

And, what about use? A useful thing? Pevsner’s choice
of a bicycle shed iIs informative. A bicycle shed is a place
to store a thing, to protect it from the elements, or from-
being stolen. In short, it is characterized by ‘utility’.
But, ‘useful’ in the phrase ‘useful thing’ is a modifier, an
adjective. As such, it narrows down the possible ways in
which we could understand the noun “thing’. Moreover,
logically, the choice of the adjective is dictated by the
definition of the noun which it modifies. It cannot
contradict the noun (the principle of non-contradiction).

Something like a ‘square orange’ or a ‘horizontal stair’ are
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logical impossibilities. However, since it is not clear
what Pevsner means by a “thing’, it is also unclear what is
meant by a ‘useful thing’. Only the definition of the thing
will tell us in what way ‘useful”’ is understood here.

Finally we need to gquestion what is meant by ‘aesthetic
appeal’. Whatever aesthetic appeal is, it is something
added on to the useful thing, to a building, which turns the
building into architecture (Harries, 1988a). Traditionally,
we would call this beauty, or delight. Is beauty something
added on? What would have to be the essence of beauty such
that it could by added on to a thing? And agaln, what is
the nature of a thing such that it could be predicated by
thé ébncept of beauty? Is beauty an independent entity? A
quality? 1Is the concept of beauty equivalent to the concept
of the aesthetic? What does Pevsner mean by “aesthetic’ and
what is the nature of the “appeal’ which the aesthetic
makes?

The basic concepts - thing, use, aesthetic - are all
presupposed and left unanalyzed in Pevsner’s theoretical
statement. We cannot accept them as agreed-upon
presuppositions. The position that I shall argue here is
that the three concepts presumed by Pevsner are incompatible
with each other and that this incompatibility lies at the
root of modern architecture’s inability to provide us with a

sense of place. This incompatibility turns on the ideas of
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reference and representation.

The modern definition of a thing is found in Descartes’
metaphysics where a thing is defined in its essence as
substance or matter extended in space. The most appropriate
form of description of a thing ls a mathematical one. The
basic definition of extension in space is found by
describing a thing as having length, depth and breadth. Any
further characteristics which a thing might have - color,
texture, smell and so fgrth - are secondary characteristics
and thus cannot enter into the fundamental definition. This
is equally true for aspects of a thing such as its meaning,
where it is found, its context and its value. Thus, pure
extension in space makes no reference to anything other than
its mathematical extension. In a thing, there can be no
references to anything outside itself.

When we turn to the useful thing, the question of
external reference becomes cruciai. To understand anything
in its use demands that we know what the thing is used for,
what its purposes are. For me to know what a hammer is, I
must know how to hammer, what purposes the hammer serves,
what needs hammering and so forth. In other words, the
useful thing only makes sense when it refers to its context.
But the definition of what constitutes a thing requires
that it be understood free and independent of any particular

context. Thus these two basic concepts - thing and useful
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thing - are logically incompatible. If we undersfand a
building in its essence as matter extended in space then we
cannot also define it essentially as a useful thing.

When we take up the issue of aesthetics, we again run
into the problem of reference. The modern understanding of
aesthetics, or aesthetic appeal, argues that a genuine
aesthetic experience of a thing can only be obtained by just
loéking at the formal properties of the thing without trying
to understand its intention or meaning. This means that
when I look at a building aesthetically, I must see it free
from the architect’s intention and free from any notion of
use. I simply behoid it. Thus, in the aesthetic approach
to a thing, I cannot understand It In reference to anything
outside of its formal character. With this attitude we are
again faced with incompatibility. I cannot understand a
building in its useful character and at the same time
understand it aesthetically.

Now the question of use and the question of aesthetics
hinge on the primary definition of the nature of a thing as
extension in space. When we understand that all three of
these concepts are theoretfcal positions, and that theory
itself Is always a matter of how I represent things to
myself after I have already experienced them, then we are in
a position to challenge the adequacy of these

re-presentations with respect to that experience. We may be
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able to represent things other than as extensions in space,
and in such a way that the useful and the beautiful are not
in conflict. But this requires that we would have to
rethink not only the nature of things in general, but the
whole nature of what constitutes architecture. This is
precisely what Heidegger’s philosophy and his critique of

modernity allow us to do.
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CHAPTER THREE

Phenomenoioay and Architecture

Our original questioning concerning the conflict of
theories, space vs. place, led us to look more cldsely-at
the nature of theory itseif. That look, in turn, showed us
that theory is always a thinking about things, physical
things, mental things, things of faith and sc forth. The
argument was put forward that the question of architectural
theory will turn upon how the age in which the theory occurs
defines the nature of a thing. In particular we pointed out
Pevsner’s assumption of the thing-structure of architecture.
It remains for us to lay out that structure and to see in
what way modern architecture is influenced by it.

Now, the question about things is the central issue of
phenomenology. Indeed, the maxim of phenomenology is "To
the things themselves. Heidegger says that phenomenology
is a "research endeavor®, consisting of three principles:

1. the principle for securing its field of
subject matter; [what phenomena does it want
to examine?],

2. the principle for drawing out the regard
by which the subject matter is to be
investigated; [how are we to investigate
it?l, and

3. the principle for developing the way of
dealing with it, the method [how do we

describe the results?] (Heidegger, 1985,
75).
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The subject matter of phenomenology is of course the
phenomena. But what are these, and how do they differ from
the subject matter of other scientific discipliines? Taking
sclence at its broadest - the Wissenschaften, each one has a
specific area of Investigation: biology, organic things;
physics, physical matter; theology, faith; psychology, human
behavior and so forth. Each in turn has its own
methodological concerns, wnich above all rely upon the
necessity for objectification of its subject matter.
Phenomenoliogy, on the other hand, does not, in itself, name
its subject except to designate ‘phenomena’. Where it
differs lies in how it understands these. Heidegger’s
phenomenology begins by studyling the way in which we
encounter things in the world before they are taken up and
objectified by any of the specific sciences. It wants to
look at the way in which we deal with things on an average
everyday basis, recognizing that the logical and objective
treatment of things at the hands of science represents only
one way in which we deal with the things that we encounter.
But as he repeatedly emphasizes, this study is only the
beginning of the phenomenological project.. Based upon his
analysis of the Greek origins of the two constituent words
"phenomenon' and "logos" (Heidegger, 1962, 51ff), Heidegger
understands that the aim of phenomenology is to get behind

our everyday behavior in order to understand the origin and
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meaning of that behavior. For the most part, such behavior
covers over and obscures these. That is, the genuine
phenomena of phenomenology, that which is its subject matter
proper, is something which is not seen on a average,
everyday basis, but which makes that behavior possible in
the first place and is thus the origin of meaning.

Architectural theory, to the extent that it deems
itself an objective discipline, takes buildings as its
subject matter and treats them in a variety of scientific
and objective ways. This results in the division of the
general field into such things as architectural history,
technology, theory, even the so-called science of design or
rational problem solving. All of these presuppose that we
are already familiar with buildings. In some way we know
how to use them and to some extent we understand what they
mean. All of this is taken for granted by these sciences.
Phenomenology, on the other hand, refuses to take these ways
of behaving with buildings for granted. In fact, it is Jjust
these sorts of behavior that it wants first to look at.
Indeed, it asserts that how we proceed to divide and
objectify the field of behavior into the various disciplines
and subdisciplines depends directly upon this average anc
everyday dealing with buildings.

Take a city hall for example (Figure 14). The

community Iin which I live needs a new one, The old one has
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Alvar Aalto - Town Hall
Saynatsalo, Finland
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burned down, or the community has recently incorporated and
is going to start from scratch. The city hall has a whole
region of values attached with its meaning. It wants to be
in the center of town, even though it probably would be more
convenient from a traffic standpoint to be on the bypass.

It also wants to have a certain nobility about it, something
we can be proud of. It also wants to last. Let’s look at
this one more carefully.

It is commonplace enough to say that a building should
pbe made to last. But how long? Longer than my house? As
soon as I make these value assertions, something else is
being asserted along with them. The idea that the city hall
should last ionger than my house speaks to my own
temporality, my own mortaltity. Something about the
community outlasting me is being spoken hefe. What is
uncovered in the simple ‘wanting to make the building last’
is something fundamental about the nature of human
existence. I am a mortal whose time here is limited.
Moreover, by making the city hall last “forever’, part of me
is recorded for posterity. For the most part, mortality,
and specifically my own mortality, lies hidden below the
surface of the assertion. Usually, architectural theory
does not take up such hidden phenomena. Rather, it would
probably content itself with a study of the typology of city

halls, or the specific history of the type. It is this sort
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of uncovering that phenomenology has as its goal. Once
uncovered, that is, made explicit (thematic, in Heidegger’s
terms), such facts can become the subject matter for
specific scientific disciplines, for example, psychology and
sociology.

The idea of the temporality of the building can also
lead in other directions. I build my own house out of wood,
probably because it is cheaper than other materials. But
even where economy is an important factor, I would not want
to build the city hai] out of two-by-fours and plywoocd.
Limestone is in order, or marble. Why these materials?
Their durability! That is, they last for long periods of
time. The criterion here is to find a material which will
withstand the onslaught of fire and storm, earthquake and
hurricane. This now is the province of science, just like
the mortality of humans becomes the issue for biology or
psychology. If I want materials which wfll withstand
environmental pressures, I need to know their chemical and
molecular compositions, as well as their locations, and the
cost of getting them to the site. Chemistry, physics,
geography, economics. Finally, I now need to further
understand these disciplines more precisely, particularly if
I need to intervene, say in the alteration of the molecular
structure of materials in order to produce the new

imitation marble’. Such technical aspects call for ever
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more sophisticated scientific understandings of things. This
calls for the mathematical sciences which allow us even
further manipulative ways of dealing with things -
arithmetic, geometry in all is guises, calculus. In every
case, the phenomena lie first, prior to the development of
any particular science, and as such are the origins of those
sciences. It is phenomenology’s task to dis-cover the
phenomena, i.e., to uncover the usuaily hidden, even covert
origins of both everyday behavior and the scientific
description of that pbehavior. A diagram may be useful here

(Figure 15).

Direction of movement in scientific investigation
N

7
everyday world objecti-
of care and ——> fication ——> mathematical sciences
concern of
things

region of region of

the ‘things scientific investigation

themselves’

Z
)

Direction of movement in phenomenological investigation

Figure 1S5

Scientific and Phenomenological Investigatlions

The second principle, the regard by which the mode of

behavior is to be investigated is indicated on the Figure by
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the line of movement of the phenomenological investigation.
While scientific investigation generally moves in a process
of continuous abstraction until it reaches the mathematical,
phenomenological investigation wants to move in the opposite
direction towards the things as they occur in ordinary
behavior. It is a process of dis-covering, uncovering what
is necessarily prior to the scientific or mathematical
abstraction and generalization. It seeks out the mode of
behavior towards things which has not been made thematic.
It does not take for granted that the sciences have the
‘jast’ word, simply because it recognizes that the “facts”
of science have an original source in the everyday dealing
with things; a source which has not been purified by logic
and objectification. Heidegger says:

But this implies that the so-called logical

comportments of thinking or objective

theoretical knowing represent only a

particular and narrow sphere within the

domain of intentionality [(behavior towards

thingsl, and that the range of functions

assigned to logic in no way exhausts the

full sweep of intentionality (behavior

towards things] (Heidegger, 1985, 78).

Thus the second principle is the notion of the ‘prior’,
questioning what is first necessary in unreflected behavior
which would make pogssible theoretical description of that
behavior (Heidegger, 1985, Chapter Two; 1962, Para.?7>. The

prior assumes that something is understood about either

things and/or our behavior towards things in the simple act
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of seeing them, in intuition; and, that whatever is given in
intuitive understanding forms the basis of subsequent
theoretical or objective description of that given content.
We have then been talking about two distinctive modes

of dealing with buildings: our everyday discourse with and
about buildings, and a theoretical thinking about buildings.
The latter is grounded in the former. To think
intellectually, i.e., theoretically, about buildings
presupposes that we already have experienced them in such a
way that they are questionable for us. For unless they are
questionable in their basic character, we would never be
able to pose theoretical questions about them. Thus, three
critical questions arise here about the things which we call
buildings:

1. What is the nature of the

pre~theoretical mode of dealing with

buildings?

2. What is it about buildings which, in the

pre-theoretical mode, is questionable? Why,

in this primary experience of buildings, do

questions arise about them which calls for a

theoretical answer, a theoretical mode of

dealing with them?

3. What are the phenomena which give rise

to our various building activities and

behaviors and which get covered up by the

buildings themselves.
That is to say that a theory of architecture can be

considered an answer to questions which originally arise out

of our average everyday understanding of buildings. To the
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extent that a theory remembers its origins in this
guestionable everydayness, understands itself as answering
or explaining these questions, and recognizes the phenomenal
origins of such behaviors in the nature of existence, to
that extent will it become transparent to itself and then be
able to produce the real movement that Heidegger calls for.
It is, however, just here that theory can get into trouble.
It can and does forget its origins. The original phenomena
can get covered up. "Being-covered-up is the counterconcept
to phenomena, and such concealments are really the immediate
theme of phenomenological reflection (Heidegger, 1985, 863."
The original phenomena, remembered as that which is shown
in the pre-theoretical behavior towards things, gets
forgotten in the driving force of a theory, particularly
before those theories which are regarded as universal. This
‘burying’ of phenomena by theory is the

...most frequent and most dangerous kind,

for here the possibility of deceiving and

misleading are especially great. The

originally seen phenomena are uprooted, torn

from their ground, and are no longer

understood in their origins, in their

‘extractions’ from their roots in a

particular subject matter (Heidegger, 1985,

86-87).

This is made even more injurious when the original

phenomena get discredited in the face of the theory. Such

discrediting is heard time and agaih when we say that rooms

really are spaces, walls really are planes in space; or when
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we say that the behavior towards things is really someone’s
uneducated subjective opinion, and is, as such, to be
disregarded. To uncover the phenomena means to trace the
theory back to the things themselves. This is achieved by
continuously and rigorously seeking qut the prior conditions
whigh make the theory possible as an answer. Thus we must
understand that the theory of space is an intellectual
description of the way in which we deal with space on an
evervday basis. But such everyday dealing also presupposes
that there must be something essentially spatial about human
existence which makes such dealing possible and which gives
it its meaning.

In the example of the court house given above, I said
that the desire to build a lasting, durable building
uncovered something which for the most part laid hidden by
the building or the construction of the building itself.
Seen phenomenologically, the court house in its appearance,
reveals something hidden, something not present, but
something which is fundamentally necessary for the building
to exist, i.e. our own temporal nature. This coveredness
is, for Heidegger, the genuine phenomenon. He writes:

What is it that phenomenology is to “iet us
see’? What is it that must be called a
‘phenomenon’ in a distinctive sense? What
is it that by its very essence is
necessarily the theme whenever we exhibit

something explicitly? Manifestly, it is
something that proximally and for the most
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part does not show itself at all: it is

something that lies hidden, in contrast to

that which proximally and for the most part

does show itself; but at the same time it is

something that belongs to what thus shows

itself, and it beliongs to it so essentially

as to constitute its meaning and its ground

(Heidegger, 1962, 59).
That which is covered up, the phenomenon, whether from being
undiscovered at ali, or buried over and forgotten, is that
which makes buildings meaningful in the first place.
Buildings always point to their origin and ground in human
existence. A science of architecture wili take the
appearance of buildings as its given content; a
phenomenology of architecture will take the appearance of
buildings as something which covers over or hides this
ground. Thus a phenomenology of architecture has a two-fold
charge: to perform the destruction (de-structuring’ of
theory and to reveal the original modes of behavior towards
buildings as various manifestations of human existence.

Finally, the third principle, the method of dealing

with the subject matter, is, according to Heidegger,
analytic description:

The character of description is first

specified by the content of the matter

described, so that description can be

fundamentally different in different cases.

One should keep in mind that this

characterization of the way of treating

objects in phenomenology as description

first of alil refers only to direct

self-apprehension of the thematic and not to
indirect hypothesizing and experimenting
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(Heidegger, 1985, 85).
In other words, phenomenological descripticn must be very
careful to describe what is given in simple intuition
without letting it be filtered through hypotheses
constructed by the sciences.

In regard to the maxim "To the things themselves", this

means that:

...phenomenoiogy is essentially distinct
from the other names for sciences -
theology, biology, etc. - in that it says
nothing about the material content of the
thematic object of this science, but speaks
really only - and this emphatically - of the
how, the way in which something is and has
to be thematic for this research!
Phenomenology is accordingly a
‘methodological’ term, inasmuch as it is
only used to designate the mode of
experience, apprehension, and determination
of that which is thematized in philosophy
(Heidegger, 1985, 85).

It (the maxim) signifies a way of encountering something; it
tells us where to look - in unreflected experience; how to
look - uncovering of the prior conditions; and how to
describe our findings - analytic description without
intervening theoretical constructs.

A good example of this is the concept of space in
architecture. When I am walking through a shopping mall
looking at store fronts, what I am aware of are the contents

in the show windows - clothing, records, books, jewelry
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(Figure‘ls). This behavior of "just looking" is phenomenal.
What I am not aware of is a "three-dimensional construct",

a "manipulation of planes in space". What I see are doors
and windows, not fenestration; stairs and escalators, not
vertical circulation. These latter concepts are examples of
the non-phenomenological. They derive from architectural
theory and afe not experienced as such in the everyday. It
would be inappropriate to say: "but windows are really voids
cut into plane surfaces...", because in the everyday mode of
dealing with windows we do not see them as voids, but as
Just simply windows. Between seeing a window as a window
and seeing a window as a'void in a plane surface a large gap
has opened up. We cannot simply say that these two
interpretations represent two different ways of
understanding, nor are we really "saying the same thing";
rather, the latter - window as void - is predicated on the
more original understanding of window as window. Window as
window comes first in our experience, it is prior to the
conceptual formulation. Moreover, éeeing a window as window
implies that I already have a world of things, buildings, in
which something like a window can be singled out, can be
seen and understood along with the concept "window". This
having, seeing, and conceptualizing occur im-mediately in
intuition (Heidegger, 1962, 91>, With this tri-partite

structure of intuition a form of understanding is already at
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Figure 16
Storefront
Looking at Th1ngs in the "window," not Voids in Planes
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work, and meaning is already present. Seeing the window as
void is a mediated way of understanding in which the
theoretical concepts of space, mass, void, and planes are
interjected between the immediately given and understood
gestalt, and its interpretation as “yoid". But such
mediation would not be possible if we did not already
understand what the window was and that it carried with it
" the possibility of such a mediated interpretation.

We began with two statements about Brasilia: Bacon’s
interpretation of the design of the city as space
manipulation, and Hughes’ condemnation of it as loss of
place. Both of these interpretations are theoretical. Let
us look now at a more phenomenological description given to
us by Darcy Ribeiro, a Brazilian novelist, from his book

Maira. The following is a rather long citation, but

illustrates quite well the ideas at issue here. The
conversation is between Father Isaias, a Mairun Indian who
has been trained in the priesthood in Rome and who is now
returning to his homeland in the Brazilian jungle, and Alma,
who is from the aristocracy in Rio but who wants to become a
nun and a missionary.

Isaias then speaks of his amazement at this

new city, constructed so rapidly. ‘These

modern people seem like the ancient Romans.

Everything is strange to me here, stranger

than Rome. You see, I left my village when

‘I was a boy, for the Mission. I passed my
youth shut up in a seminary in 0ld Goias
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without family or friends, living the same
life as the fathers and the sisters. In
Rome, for vears I lived in similar
isolation. Today, on my return, I look with
fear at this enormous new world, full of
people from everywhere. What kind of
country are they making?’

‘You spoke of a village, Father Isaias.
What village?”

‘Oh, I still haven‘t told you. I am Mairun,
a Mairun Indian.”

In spite of Alma’s exclamation of surprise,
which he find=2 humiliating, he continues to
talk throughout the dinner. Afterward, they
leave and walk across the spaciocus lawns
until they reach the viaduct; they pass
below it and continue along the esplanade of
the ministries. Together they see and feel,
almost without comment, the weight of the
enormous deserted city. This Brasilia at
its most solemn, with its tall white
buildings projected on a sky of fire. They
talk for hours, on the grass and the asphalt
strip along the great avenue, looking
silently at the cathedral while holding
hands, at the scattered buildings of the
Ministry of External Affairs - the Itamarati
- and the Three Powers Square with its grand
palaces (Figure 17). They return, cutting
across the thicket behind the ministries.

It is already late at night when they reach
the tower. They sit in the dark, turning to
look at the city with its moonlight
reflected in the sky....Isaias, again
absorbed in his own thoughts, inquires:

‘This is perhaps the Anti-Rome? I learned
to think of Rome as being the city. In
Rome, the archetypes of all the styles, at
least of Western styles, were born and
remain. But there is nothing of Brasilia
there, not even a hint of it. Will Brasilia
be a new creation, the new style of a new
man? What is being announced here? A
canon? The canon of a civilization
burgeoning in the jungle?’ He asks Alma if
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she also perceived Brasilia as the city.

‘Not at allt Brasilia is Oscar’s Jjoke and
Lucio’s fantasy. They complied with
Kubischek’s request, ‘I want a city that
baffles the imagination!’ He got it!

“Brasilia baffles everyone. You, too, are
stunned by it, aren”t you?’

Isaias is silent again, rekindling his
self-inquisition.

What do I know? I only ask if this
monumentality is solid, if it is going to
endure. Is Brasilia capable of maturing so
that one day it will have beautiful and
moving antiquities like the Roman ones? Or
is it only a Martian encampment destined to
grow old and dwindie away? They say that
our tropical climate is not propitious for
lasting works. It is true our climate
intensifies life, but it renders it more
voracious, more fugitive. Here in Brasilia
it is not like that. This climate is of a
desert, cold and dry. The people are
beginning to blossom. The forest is this
fragile bush-like grass.

Here, almost anything can be created to
endure. It must endure.”’

‘For me, this is the new Eternal City.”’

‘And yet why should it iast? No one builids
a house thinking it will be a monument. The
terrible thing about Brasilia is that it was
born old. Only its clothing is new.

Looking into these apartments, one sees the
same classes as there are in Rio: civil
servants, bureaucrats, worried only about
their pensions, their salaries, and their
retirement to Rio. No one is born here. No
one ioves it here the way one loves Cosme
Velho in Rio.

‘And vet you‘ve left there, to seek other
horizons. For me, Brasilia signifies a
great deal. [ doubt if a similar world
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exists anywhere else at all.” And he
continues trying to put his astonishment
into words.

‘Brasilia today is like the Rome of the
Popes who bullt the Holy See for those who
would view it with the eyes of the past. It
is necessary to wash ones eyes to see
Brasiiia. Or perhaps, Brasilia, upon being
seen, washes our eyes.’

‘No Father. Brasilia is a display of
fireworks. It only sparkles. It lives and
grows because there are no mines in
California that can compare with that
national treasury when it comes to finding
gold. The salaries alone that they pay here
would buy I don‘t know what.’

Isaias, self-absorbed, agitated, searches
for himself:

‘Brasilia returns me to the Mairuns, to our
myths of creation. What is most sinister
has no place here. Brasilia is the Mairun
world transfigured. The worst of our world
is here converted. Does it thrive? This
region where the Iparana rises is for us a
kind of hell; it is the mouth of the
subterranean world: the abode of Mairahu.
Here the only residents are supposed to be
enormous black dogs with gigantic mouths,
guardians of Maira-Monan, my Father-God -
ingenuous, ferocious, capricious. It
frightens me to think that the abode of
Maira-Monan is now exactly the navel of
Brazil. Any Mairun would have advised
against the construction of a new capital in
this place. For us, everything good must
exist down by the mouth of the Iparana,
where Ivimaraei, the Earth without Evil, our
lost paradise, lies - the lost kingdom
promised to those who are desperate beyond
hope. Let’s go back, Dona Alma, it’s late.
We have a long way to go.”’

They descend the Tower bumping into couples
gently caressing each other in the dark
corners of the landings. They return in
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silence, each one self-absorbed, submerged
and reduced within themselves, with delight
and disgust. Alma thinks about the strange
experience of passing hours in the company
of a man who doesn’t feel obliged to show
signs of desire for her. She surprises
within herself a disposition to be
provocative. No, she thinks, that business
was right for the other, not me.

Isaias wonders about the significance of a
woman who goes and a man who comes along the
same road. They need only pass each other
and continue ahead. But it seems that the
encounter will be prolonged. Tortuous?
Before departing from the Tower they stop
for a moment in the esplanade to look, once
more, at the great arch-axis of the city

respliendent in light (Ribeiro, 1984,
102-05).

Keeping in mind that we are concerned with accurately
describing both the thing - Brasilia - and the experience of
the thing, we want to look at what is revealed here in this
passage. All architecture theories which are not
specifically mentioned must be put into brackets and set
aside. There is no mention of manipulation of space and.
mass here. Brasilia is experienced as a city, more
specifically as a capital city. It has the elements which
such a city always has: spacious lawns, viaducts, an
esplanade of ministries, tall white buildings, grass,
asphalt, great avenues, a cathedral, grand palaces, all with
an appropriate monumentality. Yet, the overall tone of the

experiences of this city is one of questioning perplexity.
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Isaias and Alma speak of amazement, strangeness, fear,
bafflement. It weighs down on them. They do not understand
the meaning of this particular arrangement of things.

Isaias holds the city up against the background of his
own experience of other cities, Rome and his Mairun village.
He suggests that perhaps, with all of its newness, Brasilia
is the anti-Rome. “In Rome, the archetypes of all styles,
at least all Western styles, were born and remain. But
there is nothing of Brasilia there, not even a hint of it.*"
Nothing in his experience othef than science fiction can
claim his understanding: "Or is it only a Martian encampment
destined to grow old and dwindle away?"

Brasilia does not even fit into the natural context as
he knows it. The Brazilian jungle is uncompromising,
"voracious", "not propitious for lasting works." Yet
Brasilia evokes a completely different context for him. The
climate of this city is quite the opposite of the tropics, a
desert, "cold and dry". People bloom like cactus flowers,
and in this climate "anything can be made to endure'.

If the “correct’ physical eleﬁents are there, but
arranged in a different, and frightening way, so too are the
people who inhabit this city: "civil servants, bureaucrats,
worried only about their pensions, their salaries, and their
retirement to Rio. No one is born here. No one loves it

here the way one loves Cosme Velho in Rio". While the city
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is new, what happens here is not. "Only its clothing is
new." There is here a sense of melancholy,; even futility.
Why the need for a new set of clothes when the old
comfortablie ones - Rio - are perfectly fine?

If it might become the new Eternal City, replacing Rome
in the mythology of the West, Brasilia nevertheless fairs
poorly in the mythical setting of Isaias’ Indian background.
Located at the headwaters of the Iparana River, it is the
worst possible location with respect to Mairun tradition.
These headwaters are the "mouth of the subterranean world:
the abode of Mairahu". The only inhabitants should be

“enormous black dogs with gigantic mouths, guardians of

.Maira—ﬁonan, my thhér—God - ingenuous, ferocious,
capricious". "Any Mairun would have advised against the
construction of a new capital in this place."

If there is nothing in Isaias’ Mairun or Roman
background to prepare him for his experience of Brasilia,
Alma, born and raised in Rio, is much more jaded in her
response. She sees Brasilia in a political context:
“Brasilia is Oscar’s joke and Lucio’s fantasy [Oscar
Niemeyer, architect; Lucio Costa, plannerl]. They complied
with Kubischeck’s [Brazilian President 1956-1969]1 request,
‘I want a city that baffles the imagination!’ He got it!
Brasilia baffles everyone. You, too, are stunned by it,

aren‘’t you?" She is all too ready to see Brasilia as an
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exercise is political egomania and the architect and planner
as sycophants in this continuous Brazilian political
merry-go~round. "Brasilia is a display of fireworks. It
only sparklies." And, presumably, quickly dies away. And
yet, for all these negative and questioned interpretations,
Isaias is not quite ready to dismiss the city. Could it be
that Brasilia says more than this? "It is necessary to wash
ones eyes to see Brasilia. Or perhaps, Brasilia, upon being
seen, washes our eyes."

It is this kind of behavior towards buildings which
forms the basis for a phenomenology of architecture. By
beginning with the way in which we deal with buildings as
refiected in the experiences like those of Isaias and Alma
as they walk through Brasilia, it will be possible to
understand how theories like those of space and place
arrise. Starting here will also let us see how buildings
are related to human existence as phenomena.

Isaias and Alma have experienced Brasilia directly.

But so have Bacon and Hughes. Yet, upon reflection, all
these experiences seem to be quite different. They each
report different interpretations of the same things - the
same buildings, plazas, esplanades. That is to say that for
each of our reporters, the things which constitute Brasilia
have different meanings. - How ié it that meanings change?

What is the relation between experience, interpretation and
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meaning? We can begin to get a better understaning of these
questions by turning to a more direct example of multiple

and changing interpretations of phenomena.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Whales of Holland

In December of 1601 a great whale was stranded on the
beach at Beverwijk. That stranding was immediately related
to a series of other natural phenomena which occurred at the
same time, as well as impending military problems. Simon
Schama reports that four days after the stranding, there was
an eclipse of the sun on Christmas Eve, 1601; an earthguake
on January 2, 1602; a total eclipse of the moon in June; and
a virulent outbreak of the plague during the winter of
1601-1602. On top of all that, the port city of Ostend in
Flanders was under attack and It was rumored that a huge
Spanish armada was about to set sail for the Netherlands
(Schama 1988, 138-39>. It is hardly surprising that the
Beverijk whale was soon interpreted as an evil portent,

The attitudes of the Dutch concerning these events and
creatures I take to be emblematic of this age. Most average
citizens regarded them as portents of evil forthcoming,
while others could count the number of tons of oil laying at
their disposal. Still others saw the whales as subjects for
scientific investigation, and not a few pictured them as
artistic figures. That the beached whale was somehow more
than just a whale is evident in every case.

The period between 1570 and 1650 marked the formative

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



78

period of Dutch culture, and during these years the beached
whale was frequently seen as an augury of things to come,
particuiarly related to the political and religious problems
which beset the young nation. More often than not, the
message of the whale was a negative one, hinting of feérful
future events. Such an "unnatural" event as a beached whale
usually predicted political or military disaster'against
Catholic Spain or against militant Protestants.

The archetypal portentous whale is, of course, the

whale 'in Jonah (Figure 18). Having shirked his

responsibilities to God to go and destroy Nineveh, Jonah
seeks escape on a ship bound for Tarshish. An evil tempest
blows, all but sinking the ship. In an attempt to lighten
the ship, the mariners throw overboard all of their wares,
but this is to no avail. Reason gives way to faith with the
casting of lots to determine who is the cause of this evil.
His lot having come up, Jonah is thrown overboard to be
swallowed by a "great fish." For three days, Jonah prays
and restores his faith, promising God that he will be true
to his word and destroy Nineveh. Whereupon “the Lord spake
unto the fish, and it vomited out Jonah upon the dry land
(Jonah 2:10)". He proceeds to Nineveh where his threats of
‘"destruction are taken seriously by everyone, King included,
who, now following his people, casts aside his worldly

‘splendor by dressing in sackcloth and sitting in ashes
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Figure 18
Jonah and the Whale
"The whale vomits out from his belly
what he had swallowed."
Engraving by Antonie Wierix c.1589
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praying for salvation. Such penitence 1s looked upon kindly
by God who spares the city.
Schama writes: "“In a culture thick with the aroma of

both sin and fish, the fate of Jonah was likely to make a
profound impression (Schama 1988, 141)>." He finds evidence
for Jonah‘s popularity in seventeenth century Holland in
paintings, engravings, church windows, even in drinking
tankards. Thus surrounded by Images which continuously
remind them of their own tenuous relation to the sea and to
God, the Dutch interpret the beaching of a whale as ominous.
Schama says:

Perhaps there was a sort of metaphorical

compression at work here, with the beached

whales of the Netherlands incorporating

proverb, prophecy, parable in their

disconcerting immensity. Unsummoned (except

by God’s control of historical pllotage’,

and thrown up, out of their element, they

were the flrst modern reprobates. In their

dreadfulness, they were a potent reminder of

the consequences of disobeying divine law.

On the other hand, the clemency extended to

Nineveh offered the more comforting moral

that salvation in extremis might yvet be won

through acts of sincere penitence (Schama

1988, 143).
In addition to such allegorical and metaphorical
interpretations, the whales excited much scientific
investigation. In numerous contemporary prints depicting
strandings there is evidence of a great deal of measuring

and calcuiation. 1In a 1598 engraving by Jacob Matham, Whale

Stranded at Berckhey (Figure 19), we see a group of men
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vaed,

Figure 19
Jacob Matham after Hendrick Golzius
"Whale Stranded at Berckhey," 1598
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measuring the length of the whale and a smaller group
measuring its three foot long penis. The chronicler
Christiaanzoon Bor reports that its eyes were fifteen feet
from its mouth; the under-~jaw seven feet long; forty-two
“white as ivory" teeth and a thirteen foot tail (Schama
1988, 132).

Finally, it should not surprise us that the Dutch
commercial class saw the whales in more prosaic terms. The
whaling industry was just getting started in the Netherlands
about this time, the mid-1600s. In the Berckhey print we
see people carrying off buckets of fat already taken from
the whale. As the industry grew - by the end of the 17th
century over ten-thousand men were emploved in the whaling
industry - whales became less and less the objects of
mysticism and prophecy and more and more the source of
profit.

But despite these changes in interpretation, Schama
warns us against hasty conclusions. He writes:

Does ali this imply a kind of culturai
chronology in which the whale swims out of
the realm of myth and proverbial lore into a
scriptural portent-bearing element ending up
as raw material of industrial process? [11¢t
would be too crude to assume that the
cosmological overtones of stranded whales
were, by the 1660s, buried under mountains
of baleen and drowned in vats of oll. The
whale was to enjoy a considerable future as
the bearer of nemesis to the haughty in any

culture touched by the north European
mismatch between conscience and commodity
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(Schama 1988, 144).
The recognition here that various interpretations of the
whale exist side by side rather than as successors to one
another is important. It is, of course, quite possible for
multiple interpretations to exist simultaneously, but
equanimity is difficult to maintain. More often than not,
these produce tensions if not outright conflict. If the
beached whale is in truth a sign from God, then the
dissection of it for scientific purposes, or the carving up
of the body for commercial profit socner or later are going
to clash with the Biblical or theological interpretation.
This tension, Schama“s "mismatch between conscience and
commodity", becomes a characteristic of modernity. Two much
more recent examples of descriptions of whales point this
out, the first literary, the second scientific.

I. Herman Melville, Moby Dick (Figure 20):

'"Vengeance on a dumb brute!" cried Starbuck,

*that simply smote thee from blindest

instinct! Madness! To be enraged with a dumb

thing, Captain Ahab, seems blasphemous."

“Hark ye again, - the little lower layer.

All visible objects, man, are but as

pasteboard masks. But in each event - in the

living act, the undoubted deed - there, some

unknown but still reasoning thing puts forth

the mouldings of its features from behind

the unreasoning mask. If man will strike,

strike through the mask! How can the

prisoner reach outside except by thrusting

through the wall? To me, the white whale is.

- that wall, shoved near to me. Sometimes I
think there’s naught beyond. But “tis
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Figure 20

Sperm Whaling Scene
Engraving by Martens after Garneray, 1834
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enough. He tasks me; he heaps me; I see in

him outrageous strength, with an inscrutable

malice sinewing it. That inscrutable thing

is chiefly what I hate; and be the white

whale agent, or be the white whale

principal, I will wreak my hate upon him

(Melville 1952, 120).
Written in the century of the sublime romantic, the great
whale here is no longer seen as a portent of God, but rather
symbol izes the great psychological strife which man has in
dealing with nature, both his own and the vastness of nature
which confronts him. It is a battle between creativity and
destruction in which Ahab is willing to die if necessary in
order to break through the masks which surround him as a
human being. That the whale does indeed triumph humbles man
in the face of rational, scientific modernity.

But now if I ask: What really is this whale, not as a

divine messenger or psychological symbol, but as a whale

itself, I would turn to an "authoritative, scientific

source."

i1. Encvclopedia Britannica, 19th Edition,
1974 (Figure 21):

The term whale is often employed by
scientists as a general name for the larger
members of the order Cetacea, a group of
primarily marine mammals occurring
throughout the seas of the world and in
certain tropical rivers and lakes. Most of
the smaller members of the order are called
dolphins or porpoises.

Following this introductory statement a diagram appears,

which through its use of scale figures of a man, allows us
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Figure 21
Comparative Sizes of Cetaceans
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to see the relative size of the major members of the order.
" After the diagram, the main text deals with such major

topics as Natural History, Form and Function, Paleontology
and Evolution and ends with Clagsification wherein we find
this about the sperm whale (Moby Dick):

ORDER CETACEA

Suborder Odontoceti

Family Physeteridae (sperm whales)

Lower Miocene to Recent. Head

proportionately large, with bulbous, squared

snout; mouth narrow and ventral; lower teeth

totaling 40-52, upper teeth vestigial,

smaller, varying in number. Blowhole a

single, asymmetrical opening on the anterior

left tip of snout. Twenty fossil and 2

Recent genera; length to 19 meters __ .

{Physeter) and to 3 meters (Kogia) in Recent

genera. Tropical and temperate oceans, and

(adult males only) polar waters

(Encyclopedia Britannica 1974, Vol.19,

805-810>.

The whale psycologized, the whale classified; mask of
evil or Cetacea odontoceti physeteridae. Two experiences of
the same creature resulting in two very different
interpretations. If pressed to choose the "real' whale, we
moderns would, no doubt, come down on the side of the latter
description, relegating Moby Dick to the realm of fiction,
myth or subjectivistic fantasy, although not, perhaps,

wlthout a twinge of guilt.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Reali in Doubt

Muitiple Interpretations of the whales would probably
not have bothered the pious Dutch burger unduly in his day
to day activities. For us, however, they are emblematic of
the much more significant change in the representation of
nature, and that, of course, means the representation of
things. But this is not simply a matter of redefining the
assertion about things from "A thing is X" to "A thlng is
Y¥'. In posing the question "What is a thing?" Heldegger
says that the answer would not be just another proposition
but:

...a transfcrmed basic position or, better
still and more cautiously, the initial
transformation of the hitherto existing
position toward things, a change of
questlioning and evaluation, of seeing and
deciding; in short, of the being-there...in
the midst of what is. To determine the
changing basic position within the relation
to what is, that is the task of an entire
historical period. But this requires that
we perceive more exactly with clearer evyes
what most holds us captive and makes us
unfree in the experience and determination
of the things. This is modern natural
science, insofar as it has become a
universal way of thinking along certain
basic lines (Heidegger, 1967, 50-51).

Heidegger sug
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epochal question, one that would undergo basic change very

infrequently. Moreover, he implies that it is an insidious
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question. He asserts that modern natural science in fact
keeps us blinded to the importance of the gquestion itself.
Further on he tells us that "In connection with the
development of modern science, a definite conception of the
thing attains a unique pre-eminence. According to this, the
thiné is material, a point of mass in motion in the pure
space-~time order, or an appropriate combination of such
points (Heidegger, 1967, 51)." That is to say that all
things whatever are material things, and only material
thlngs.‘ He even asserts that modern sclience assumes that
living things are merely material things with a more complex
chemical structure. But that is not all.

But this reign of the material thing, as the
genuine substructure of all things, reaches
altogether beyond the sphere of the things
into the sphere of the "spiritual", as we
will quite roughly call it; for example into
the sphere of the signification of language,
of history, of the work of art, etc. Why,
for example, has the treatment and
interpretation of the poets for years been
so dreary in our higher schools? Answer:
Because the teachers do not know the
difference between a thing and a poem:
because they treat the poems as things,
which they do because they have never gone
through the guestion of what a thing
is...However, the teachers are not to blame
for this situation, nor the teachers of
these teachers, but an entire period, i.e.,
we ourselves - if we do not finally open our
eyes (Heidegger, 1967, 51-52)>.

Heldegger s hyperbole aside, thls is an extradordlnary

statement., And it links in a curious sort of way with his
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suggestion that in some way modern physical science hides
the truth from us. Heidegger wants us to believe that
without our ever really knowing it, the material definition
of things underpins all of our understanding of the events
of the world - language, history, art, as well as physical
and biological events.

The question about things then turns out to be not just
one among many questlons Indicative of the modern age, but
THE question of the age, indeed, of any age. In the history
of the West, there have been two fundamental answers to the
question about things, that given by Aristotle, and that
given by Descartes. Descartes gives a final formulation to

- ‘ - ‘the challenge to the old Aristotelian order, a challenge
which had actually begun centuries before Descartés,
particularly with the writings of Nfcholas of Cusa and
others (Blumenberg 1983, especially 483ff; Harrles, 1975b,
1980a>. With the so-called ‘new science’ of Bacon,
Copernicus, Kepler and Galileo, the challenge éroved to be
too powerful for the old Aristotelian structure of the
cosmos and the speccifically Christian Interpretation of
that structure given it by late Medieval theologians such as
Saint Thomas (Hulzinga, 1924; Randall, 1940; Koyre, 1957;
Kuhn, 1270; Popkin, 1973; Blumenberg, 1983, 1987>.

There are many interpretations of the meanings of these

thinkers as contemporary historians and philosophers seek to
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unravel the origins of modernity. In any event, it is fair
to say that under such attacks, the monolithic, but
tripartite structure of theology-cosmology-anthropology
which characterized Medieval thought was sundered.
Following Heiqegger, I want to suggest thét all of these
events, when taken tegether, resulted in a crisis of
representation; theories held by Medieval thinkers regarding
the relationship, indeed, even the definitions of, God, man
and Nature were né longer capable of adequately representing
the phenomena as they were being experienced (Heidegger,
1962, 31>. In order to grasp the import of the Cartesian
project, especially his redefining of what constitutes a
thing,.familiarity with the old order is necessary. That
order is dependent upon Aristotle’s philosophy of nature set
out particularly in his Physics, Metaphyvsics, and Qn _the
vens. Throughout the following account I shall rely on
Windelband’s classic analysis (Windelband, 1938, 139-154>.
For Aristotle, any thing that exists as a physical
thing is matter which has a particular form, il.e., a thing
Is formed matter. Matter which is unformed is physically
impossible but can be thought ideally. Think of stone; we
can understand the nature of stone only because we have
discovered stones In the weorld. Similarly, form without
matter is likewise only possible as an abstraction of the

mind, for example, a geometric figure like a clrcie. In
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nature it is not possible to discover any matter which does
not come in a shape or any form which is not the form of
some matter. Thus the idea of formed matter presents us
with the limits of the definition of a thing, those limits
being ideal.

Let’s look at these ideal limits more carefully.
Matter can be said to exist as pure potentiality, i.e., as
potentially formed matter. For it to become real or actual,
it must be moved into a form. Matter can be moved but as an
ideal it itself cannot move anything else. Pure form, that
is form which contalns no matter, exists, at its highest
level, as pure thought, spirit; it is the deity. It moves
everything without itself being moved. It is the solely
actual, the unmoved mover. Stretched out between these
limits is nature, the world of thlings, the realm of formed
matter.

If, as Aristotle does, we divide this universe of
things as formed matter into the sublunar realm and the
superlunar realm, two kinds of motion are found. On the
sublunar realm, all matter consists of the four elements -
earth, water, air and fire. The movement of these elements

by themselves and in combination is rectilinear or straight

—

ine movement. Earth, and to 2 lesser degree, water, move
in a straight line towards the earth because these elements

seek their natural place on the earth. For example, if a
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rock is dropped, its movement Is in a strailght llne towards
the earth because the rock is made up primarily of earth,
and 1t seeks to return to its natural place. Water likewlse
flows down towards the earth because that Is its natural
place. Air and fire on the other hand move away from the
earth towards the sky because this is thelr natural home.
Such rectilinear motion has about it a sense of Violenée in
that, for example, the natural place - one might even call
it the home - of earthly materials is on the earth. When
they have been violently moved away from their natural home,
they seek to return to it. The motion found in sublunar
things is always an attempt to overcome the violence of the
thing’s having been moved out of its natural place.

The formed matter which constitutes the thlngs in the
superlunar realm does not consist of these four earthly
elements. Rather, they are made up of aether which has as
Its natural way of movement circular motion. The moon, the
planets and the stars all move in circles. That this is so
Is due to their proximity to the delty which, as pure form
would also take on the purest of all geometric forms, the
circle. Thus there is in the Aristotelian universe a clear
hierarchy which divides the world into these two realms,
each with its own kind of elements and assocliated ways of
movement. Not only are the two realms thus separated and

different, but they have relative value. The cioser a being

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



94

Ils to the deity and thus to absolute rest and absolute form,
the more divine it is. The more that movement approximates
circularity the more perfect it is. The superiunar reélm is
divine; the sublunar, profane.

It is Important here to understand the relationship
between the way things are experienced and their theoretical
representation in this system. Things fall down; things
burn up. The explanation that a glass of water, when
knocked off the table, falls to the earth, the water
splliling out and flowing down, is due to a kind of innate
desire on the part of glass - an earthly element - and the
water to return to thelr natural places seems quite simple
and natural. Something like the mutual attraction of mass
to mass (gravity’) makes no immediate sense mainly because my
body does not experience such an attraction. To insist that
it does, that there is a mutual attraction between the mass
of my bedy and the mass of that ground down there, or worse,
that tree over there needs an enormous mathematical
abstraction if it is to serve as a convincing representation
of my experience of things in the worid. But it is just
such an abstraction that is achieved by the cumulative work
of Galileo, Descartes and Newton.

The Copernican revolution had successfully demol ished
the difference in kind between the sublunar and superlunar

realms of Arlstotle. By representing the Earth as just
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another planet circling the Sun, the hierarchy of movement
which regards circular movement as divine now no longer has
force. Movement of things on the earth must be the same as
movement anywhere else. In other words, Copernican
heliocentrism levels the ontological difference between
things on earth and things in the heavens. But how to
account for the perceptual or appearant difference of these
movements still remained problematic for Copernicus.

In Galileo’s famous, if mythical, experiment at Pisa,
two representations of the falling bodles war with each
other. Aristotelian mechanics would hold that the rock
falls to the earth because it consists primarily of earth
and thus it is seeking its natural place. The feather, on
the other hand, floats rather gently to the earth because,
along with the element of earth in it, there is also present
in its composition, a good bit of air, whose natural
movement is upwards. In both cases, their movements are in
accord with their elemental natures. Yet Calileo explains
this movement differently. In describing this famous event,
Joseph Kockelmans says:

Both parties saw the same facts, but
interpreted them differently. They made the
same events visible to themselves in
different ways. Both thought something along
with the same phenomena, something a priori,
something that in thelr opinion was
connected with the essence of bodies and the

nature of thelr motlons. What Gailleo
thought along in advance of the experiment
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concerning motion was the a priori

conviction that the motion of every body is

uniform, if every obstacle has been removed,

and that every body“s motion changes

uniformly when equal force effects it,

regardliess of welght. In 1638 Galileo wrote

in hls Discorsl, ‘I think of a body thrown

on a horizontal plane and every obstacle

excluded. This results in what has been

given a detailed account in another place,

that the motion of the body over this plane

would be unlform and perpetual if this plane

were extended infinitely’ (Kockelmans, 1984,

215>.
Note Galileo’s mode of speech. He uses the subjunctive "if
- then' structure. In actual experience there is no such
set of conditions: no place where every obstacle could be
excluded, no plane that can or could be extended infinitely.
Galileo’s “place’ can only be a mental place, a fictive
place. With this move, Galileoc steps out of the world of
experienced phenomena into an imaginary world. The concept
of inertia is, Blumenberg writes, "the classic case of an
assertion that, as such, could never be demonstrated by
observation or experlment, with whatever equipment
(Blumenberg, 1987, 394)." @Gallleo, iIn his own mind, already
knows what will happen, and only then does he set up an
experiment to demonstrate what he already knows. This is a
very different kind of experience than that given in our
everyday dealing with the world.

Newton’s later formulation of the principle of inertia

reads: "Every body continues in its state of rest, or
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uniform motion in a stralight llne, uniess it is compellied to
change that state by force impressed upon it (Heidegger,
1967, 78»." Heidegger comments:

How about this law? It speaks of a body

which is left to itself. Where do we find

it? There is no such body. There is also no

experiment which could ever bring such a

body to direct perception....This law speaks

of a thing that does not exist. It demands a

fundamental representation of things which

contradicts the ordinary (Heidegger, 1967,

89).
Things are not what they appear to be. The perception of
the behavior of things cannot be an adequate cuide to proper
explanation!

The scope of the modern representation of things can be
seen if we look at Heidegger’s comparison of Newton’s
physics with Aristotle’s using their specific analyses of
motion. Heldegger shows what Is new In eight polnts
(Helidegger, 1967, 86-88).

1. "Every body" means just that: things, earth, moon,
planets, stars etc. There can be no distinction between
earthiy and heavenly things. Thus no hierarchy of beings or
realms of beings exists. All natural bodies are the same.

2. The priority of circular motion which Aristotle
prescribed for the heavenly spheres collapses. Motion in a
straight line is the principal kind of motion.

3. The concept of natural place changes. Aristotle said

that things seek their natural place. Heavy things seek
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their right place on earth etc. Now, no place has priority
with respect to things. Place is only a position relative
to other positions.

4. Natural bodies do not move of their own accord.
Rather, they move by forces exerted on them, where force is
that whose impact results in a declination from rectilinear,
uniform motion.

5. Motion is only a change of position or relative
position, a distance between places, stretches of the
measurable.

6. The difference between natural and unnatural is only
a measure of the change of motion.

7. Therefore, the concept of nature in general changes.
Nature is no longer the inner principle out of which the
motion of the body follows; rather, nature is the mode of
the variety of the changing relative positions of bodles,
the manner in which they are present in space and time.

8. Thus, finally, the manner c¢f questioning nature
changes. We no longer ask how a thing is according to its
own nature, or how it reveals the will of God. The
questioning must concern the quantities of mass, force,
space, time and motion.

Both Galileo and Newton posit conditions which can only
be found in the mind. And, they posit these conditions in

advance of any kind of investigation. 1In order to be a
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natural thing, the thing must behave in accordance with a
ground plan which is an ideal construct of the mind and
which cannot be found in the experience of things in the
world. The locus of the advance pesiting has changed from
the will of God to the mind of man. Yet both Galileo and
Newton seem not to recognize this advance representation in
thelr commitment fo empiricism. Newton says:

In experimental philosophy [natural sciencel

we are to look upon propositions inferred by

general induction from phenomena as

accurately or very nearly true,

notwithstanding any contrary hypotheses that

may be imagined, till such time as other

phenomena occur, by which they may either be

made more accurate, or liable to exceptions

(Newton, 1952, 271, my emphasis).
Elsewhere, he comments, "I have laid down such principles as
have been received by mathematicians, and are confirmed by
experiments (Newton, 1952, 19)." But no experiment can
proceed without axioms, or laws which the experiment is
desioned to prove or refute. The law is prior to the

"facts" which are to be

Q

etermined by the experiment. Thus
an original conception of nature is held in advance of the
experimental examination of the phenomena. Newton“s prior
conception was that nature could be explained in terms of
the four basic variables - mass, force, space and time. RNo
thing could exist whatever if it did not show itself within
the groundplan, and all experiments are designed around

these variables. Kockelmans comments:
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Thus, the projection [cf this groundplan]
also codetermines the ‘perception’ of what
shows itself, our studying what shows
itself, and our experiencing it. The
projection posits in advance the conditions
to which natural beings must respond in one
way or another (Kockelmans, 1984, 217).

The Aristotelian system takes things as they appear,
supposing all things as manifestations of God’s will, each
thing behaving according to its inner nature, and moving
only to the extent that it seeks its own hierarchical place.
With the Newtonian world, things have no inner nature, no
place in a hierarchy, no inherent movement. Things are mass
in space and time, and motion is the result of force exerted
on mass.

Bodies no longer- have qualities beyond those
projected in the mathematical projection
itself; they simply have no other qualities,
powers, or capacities. Natural bodies are
nothing but what they show themselves to be
within this so-projected realm (Kockelmans,
1984, 216-17).

Nature has become a concept posited in the mind of man, and
accegss to it relies on experimental science which is a
fundamentally new way of experliencing the worid. 1It,
however, presents problems.
Blumenberg again:

This type of experience [éxperimental] never

presents itself immediately, and is not

exhausted in intuitive givenness. It

confirms or disproves assumptions in regard

to a definite and, at least in principle,

measurable aspect of a total phenomenon.
Experience that is controlled - not to say
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prepared or dissected -~ in this way cannot
stand at the beginning of a radical
theoretical change. Instead, what stands at
this beginning is a distancing from the
immediacy of the life-world. The suspicion
arises, then, that everyday experience that
supplies us with what “goes without saying”’
for us represents neither the ‘norm’ of
physical reality nor its totality: in other
words, that it could be partial and ’
provincial, because in it simple
law-governed regularities are superimposed
on each other or are concealed by additional
factors. This most familiar world of
experience is too complicated for it to have
been abie to give us even a presentiment of
the axiom that every cause always has the
same effect (Blumenberg, 1987, 394-95).

Thus modern science, which has continuously been
characterized as experimental and mathematical, has at is
foundation a radical break with the world of experience.
Rising out of and at the same time breaking with the
partiality, provinciality and complexity of the everyday
world, the ‘new science’ stands in need of securing itself
in some form of truth. It can no longer turn to ordinary
perception, nor can it any longer secure itself in scripture

or dogma. Such grounding was the task of Descartes.
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CHAPTER SIX

The Cartesian Reduction

Descartes begins his search for a firm ground for the
emerging sciences by looking at his own experiences. In the
First Meditation he makes an autobiographical statement in
which he recognizes that much of what he had experlienced as
true from his youth had turned out to be false. Given this
recognition, he wonders what else that he now (akes as true
may‘likewise be false. He concludes that he must in effect
start over in his quest for truth if he is ever going to
find the true basis of knowledge (Descartes, 1911, V.I,
1445.

The main obstacle to truth, he recognizes, lies in the
ephemeral quality of ordinary experience of the world, an
experience mediated by the senses. Once questioning the
gsenses, even so-called historical truths passed to him by
his tradition become questionable, since all such
information comes to him through his senses. Included in
these dubious sources of truth would be those two Qreat
gsources of revelation, the Book of Scripture and the Book of
Nature since both show themselves to him sensuously. Can he
develop a way in which he can gain information not mediated
by the senses? What kind of information would this be?

Would It be true? These questlons become the gulding thread
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for the development of his now famous “‘method’ of
understanding.

Is there anything about which he can assert the truth
which is not first of all received through his senses? This
question leads him to think about his own thinking, and, in
the Second Meditation, he draws the famous conclusion that
he cannot doubt the fact that he Is Indeed thinking. His
thinking about thought itself is not dependent upon his
senses, that ls, the content - thought itself - does not
rely on any information outside his own mind. He defines
himself as a thinking thing:

...I am not more than a thing which thinks,

that is to say a mind or a soul, or an

understanding, or a reason...l am, however,

a real thing and really exist; but what

thing? I have answered: a thing which

thinks (Descartes, 1911, 152).
He does recognize that it may be possible that his thinking
about his own thought could be wrong if It Is a result of a
trick played upon him by God, but ultlimately satisfles
himself that God is not a decelver (Third Meditation). His
own thought, not mediated by the senses and not the result
of a divine ruse, is absolutely real, self-evident and
unchal lengeable. He has discovered an absolute truth!

Utilizing this certainty as a model, Descartes then

turns to the world of things outside his mind, to nature,

where nature is taken as all those things which are not God
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and are not thinking things like himself (Descartes, 1911,
Vol.I, 193>. What can he discover about things which will
have the same self-evidency as his own thought? Can he find
any absolute knowiedge about nature which is not subject to
the vagaries of sensual mediation? He begins with the world

of experience.

1. From Experience to Objectivity

On an average, everyday basis, we experience the things
around us as meaningful. This entity over here is
experienced as a church, or as a place of sanctuary or
peace, or as the place of salvation. The church means these
things. But such meanings presuppose that I am a bheliever
or, at least, that I have an awareness that others believe
this to be the case. It is also possible to experience this
church as a work of architecture, again with the
presupposition that I understand what constitutes such a
work. I could also experience it as a cultural anachronism,
a reminder of a past age when churches were the only genuine
architectural expression of faith. This same church
obviously can be experienced in a variety of ways depending
upon one’s particular point of view. What the church means
depends upon who is experiencing it.

All of these experiences rely on sensual mediation. I
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see a particular configuration of building elements - roof,
walls, windows, ornaments - and I interpret that
configuration as a church. I smell the incense burning in
the sensor, and that smell means something to me. I hear
the choir singing a Mozart mass or an African-American
spiritual. The meaning of what I hear depends on my
religious orientation. How, out of the welter of meanings
and experiences can I ever arrive at the truth about this
thing which I experience as a church? Is there a way in
which I can overcome these perspectival meanings, these
"confused modes of thought <Descértes, 1911, V.I, 192>" and
achieve one, universal meaning of this thing? Is there
something which I could assert about it that would have the
same clarity as my own thinking, the same self-evidency as
my own “I think?"

To do this, we need to 1ift the particular thing out of
its meaning-begtowing context and set it up in front of us
as an object for examination. In so doing, we don’t want to
think about the church in terms of what it means, but rather
in terms of what it is as an object. What can we assert
about it as an object? It appears large, made of bricks,
looks red in its color, feels rough in its texture; it has
an interior made up of a variety of spaces of differing
sizes and functions. Its roof is held up by a series of

stone vaults resting upon piers. We can explain the
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composition of the bricks in terms of the chemistry of the
clay used to make them; the structural system can be
explained in terms of tension and compression, bending,
buckling and torsion. The size and distribution of the
spaces can be explained in terms of the economy at the time
of the construction, while the historian can explain the the
evolution of these same spatial pafterns as an example of
building types. Explanation of the object replaces the
interpretation of the meanings of the church. Severed from
the everyday context of meaning, these assertions about the
object become what science will take as the facts about a
thing. They will be regarded as true no matter who is‘doing
the asseftlng or when and where the assertions are made.
They are universally true (Heldegger, 1962, 130; Dreyfus,

1991, 121ff.; Harrles, 1979a, 67).

Overcoming the biases of meaning in everyday experience
has important consequences. The move results in the loss of
meaning as a consideration of the object. In objectivity we
are not interested in what something means, but only in what
it is. What something is can be explained by assertions of
fact. Another way of looking at what happens in this move
is to understand it as a leveling of differences. The
church appears different to each individual who comes into

contact with it. It can even show up differently to me as I
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deal with it in a variety of contexts. At one time, the
church can mean personal salvation to me. On another
occasion it means something which needs constant maintenance
and repair. On still another occasion it means my
community, the center of one of the social networks In which
I find myself. Thus the church is dense with multiple and
different meanings. It is these differences which make it
impossible to arrive at a single definition. The
elimination of these perspectival engagements in favor of
objective assertions about the church is an elimination of
these differences (Harries, 1973, 32).

If this is a high price to pay for the move to
objectivity, the benefits of such a move are considerable.
The recognition that our everyday experience of the world is
indeéd perspectival is also the recognition that for the
most part we are embedded into the specificity of the local
place and traction in which we are situated. The contextual
meanings of things are given to me by the way in which
things show up. Such contexts are already determined, and
for the most part I participate in them with little or no
awareness of that participation as such. To the extent that
we are unaware of such participation, we are imprisoned in
them. The disengagement from the prisons of traditions by
the move to objectivity is a move towards freedom. We are

no longer enthralled to meanings derived from our present
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situation. _Indeed, we are no longer in the service of
meaning at all. Thought, as Harries says, is liberated from
all too personal perspectives (Harries, 1983b, 238>. But
the liberation is not complete with the move to objectivity.
It still remains bound to the sensual, even if it has
overcome the problems of meaning. The objectified church
still is something seen (heard, touched), and even within
the domain of objectivity, it can appear to my sight
differently on different occasions. To the extent that it

remains the object of my senses, it is still perspectival.
2. From Objectivity to Mathematics

[f I observe the church from a helf mile away, it
appears to my sight as something quite small. As I get
nearer to it, it seems to me much larger than my earlier
observation. Standing in front of the main entrance, it is
now so large that my vision cannot take in the entire
building. Three views of the same object give me three
different visual sensations. Similar changes can be
experienced with all of the other sensual qualities of the
church. The color of the bricks changes with the angle of
the sun and the pavement becomes slippery to the foot after
a rain. With this recognition, I am again faced with the

problem of perspective, and thus the problem of possible
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error (Descartes, 1911, Vol.I, 189). Despite the fact that
the sensual qualities of an object undergo change, Descartes
does not deny that it remains the same object. His question
then is: is there anything about the object that remains the
same even after its sensual properties have changed? Is
there some content in the object which never changes and on
which the varlous sensual properties rely? He concludes
that for an object to appear in a variety of sensual modes,
indeed in any sensuai mode at all, it must have extensfbn in
space - length, breadth, and depth. No matter how much or
how often an object appears to change, it still has
extension. Extension in space is what remains constant and
always pfesent in the object. But now what -can be said
about the extended object?

To describe extension in space, Descartes turns to
mathematics. He makes this turn because mathematical
statements have, for him, the same kind of self-evidency
that his.own thinking has. Mathematical statements like 1 +
1 =2, or x2 + y® = 22 are universally true and independent
of sensual perspectives. As such, they are the ideal medium
for describing extension in space. He says in the
Principles of Philosophy:

We are to consider and to regard as true
nothing about the world other than what can
be proven mathematically on the universal

concepts of extensio [extensionl, figura
[figurel, motus (motionl], [whose truth we
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cannot doubtl...And because all appearances
of nature can be adequately explained by way
of measurement and determination of
relations of extenslion, I believe that no
principles are to be admitted in physics
other than mathematical ones (in Heidegger,
1985, 181).

By converting the sensual appearance of the object into
mathematical form, the final problem of perspective is
overcome. We can describe the church or any of its
constituent elements as so high, so wide, so long. The
specitic color of the bricks can be determined by the
wavelength of the light and its reflection and refraction
from the surface. The slippery pavement can be described as
a particular coefficient of friction. This kind of
description can be understood by anyone at any time so long
as that person has access to the mathematical system being
used. Moreover, the assertion that the church is one
hundred feet long by flfty feet wide Is regarded as true.
It is free from the meaning context and free from of the
sensual character of the church as an object. Furthermore,
we can assume that every aspect of the church as object can
be subjected to similar mathematical conversion. . This
implies a finite quantity of information about the object
beyond which no further information can be obtained.
Mathematics can exhaust the content of the church once we

consider it as an object. Absolute truth about it can be

achieved.
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With the concept of extension in space and its
mathematical description, Descartes completes his new
picture of reality. There are only two kinds of things
found in the world - thinking things and extended things.
Minds and bodies. Minds, thinking things, are certain, they
are absolutely self-evident, indubitable. Bodies are
extensions in space, three dimensional entities whose truth
can be determined by mathematical measurement. It is
important to recognize here that the standard of measure for
knowledge aboﬁt things outside the mind is the mind’s own
clarity. In effect, Descartes is setting the human mind as
the measure for all of reality. Reality is what the mind
determines it to be, and he has determined that reality
rests in extension in space. Mathematics is the new ground

plan of nature.

If meaning is lost in the move from experience to
objectiQity, the sensual world is likewise lost in the
subsequent move from objectivity to mathematics. Here we
are dealing only with numbers and geometries. The church is
reduced to a geometric configuration extended in space. The
red of the brick is now only a wavelength of measurable
dimension. If something like color is indeed only this,
then it becomes impossible to speak of, say, a symbolic

quality belonging to it. To do so puts that color back into
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the world of perspectival experle$ce. Similarly, we cannot
assign value to the truth of the mathematical world. It
makes no sense to suggest that one wavelength is more
valuable than another, or that any particular geometric
configuration of planes in space has more value than
another. In short, the mathematical world shows itself to
us as an ethically neutral or silent world, While we can
consider that through the mathematical reduction we obtain
truth, that truth in itself cannot tell us what to do with
it.

The freedom from perspective granted by the move to
objectivity now takes on a new cast. It becomes freedom to

T e manipulate objects mathématically. In short, the

mathematical turn grants us power over nature even if the
use of that power itself is determined by events and
interpretations in the everyday world of experience rather
than from the mathematical as such. By understanding any
given thing which we find in nature as merely (truly) a set
of numbers which can be manipulated by equating them with
another set of numbers - by measuring and calculating - we
can determine in advance what qualities we want a thing to
poséess and then manipulate the constituent elements such
that the results match the.desired properties. Iron found
in nature can be manipulated chemically or molecularly or

atomically to become steel. By manipulating the genetic
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structure of a tree, we can force it to produce better wood
for building purposes. The chemical or physical egquation
gtands as an emblem for the new age.

In the Cartesian understanding of nature, that which
cannot be understooq mathematically cannot rightly be said
to exist at all. The secrets of nature, once thought to be
God’s precinct, can now be unlocked by further refining our
analytic techniques where analysis is understood as reducing
the complexity of a thing down to its absolute basic
elements (Jonas, 1972, 341). The periodic table of elements
becomes the definitive power tool. The ancient and
long-standing division of reality between heavenly and
earthly things is reduced to an aggregate of common things.
Hans Jonas says of this:

The nature of things is left with no dignity

of its own. All dignity belongs to man: what

commands no reverence can be comprehended,

and all things are for use. To be master of

nature is the right of man as the sole

possessor of mind, and knowledge, by fitting

him to exercise this right, will at last

bring him into his own (Jonas, 1972, 337).
"What commands no reverence can be comprehended." This
comprehension which Jonas speaks of is of course
mathematical comprehension. So long as nature was valued as
sacred, as granted to us by God as a clue to understanding

his intentions, it could never be the object for

mathematical manibulatlon. Having set aside this value as
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mere perspectival prejudice, Descartes reconfigures nature
as something to be comprehended by the human mind. With
this move he says that we will become "masters and

possessors of the universe."

3. From Mathematics to Production

Descartes’ attempt to arrive at a description of things
which overcomes the perspective of individual sensual
experience leads him to the purely mathematical construction
of extension. But such a construction is not something
which we can encounter in the physical world; it is a
product of thought. If we are going to create a thing such
as a building, how are we to make use of this description?
Does the concept of extension have any practical value? To
understand its impact on the process of production, we need
to return to the world of sensuous experience.

In the Principles of Philosophy Descartes reviews some
of the ways that previous scientists produced different
explanations for the movements of the heavenly bodies.
Taking the accounts of Ptolemy, Tycho Brahe and Copernicus
as examples, Descartes is interested in the fact that all
three of these men saw the same phenomena when they looked
towards the heavens, yet each gave a different explanation

for the movements which they observed. To these three
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explanations, Descartes adds his own, but with a startling
caveat. He says:

I shall set forth here the hypothesis which

seems to me the simplest and most useful of

all; both for understanding the phenomena

and for enquiring into their natural causes.

And yet I glve warning that I do not intend

it to be accepted as entirely in conformity

with the truth, but only as an hypothesis

(or supposition which may be

false)(Descartes, 1983, 91, my emphasis).
What is sought is a theoretical explanation of why the
planets, moon and stars move the way they appear to move,
What causes these movements which we see with our eyes?
What we see are the actual movements; we cannot see what
causes them. It is up to the mind to come up with
explanations and Descartes insists that the method for
proper understanding of anything is to break down the
complex into its simpiest basic elements. Thus his demand
for simple explanations. But he goes on in this quote to
say that his own explanation should not necessarily be taken
as the truth! Truth here means the way things really are as
God intended them to be and understands them. Truth is
conformity to God’s will. In this case, the heavenly bodies
move according to the way God intended them to move. But
can we know this truth? Can we know the mind of God?

Descartes’ answer is negative. We cannot know the mind

of God: "we ought not presume so much of ourselves as to

think that we are the confidents of His intentions
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(Descartes, 1983, 156)." HNow the Medieval theologian would
argue that God’s will is revealed by the Book of Scripture
and the Book of Nature. But the Bible is a written thing
and as such comes to us sensuously. We read it or hear it
spoken, and, as the senses continuously deceive us, we
cannot rely on it. Nature, too, shows itself to us
sensually. In addition, Nature is what s under
investigation here and logic would demand that we attempt to
pit aside any prior assumptions about it. Descartes”
skepticism cuts us off from knowing what God had in mind
when he designed and built the universe. The Nature that we
observe has to be simply accepted as given. If we want to
explain the various phenomena, all we can do is use our
power of reason to construct hypotheses (models) which may
or may not be true representations of how it actually works.
I1f the hypothesis proves to be useful and apparently
explains all the observed phenomena, then it can be
considered an acceptable explanation.

The movements of the heavenly bodies are observable by
the eye even if that eYe needs enhancement by something like
the telescope. But what of phenomena which are not
observable, which are too small for the eye to see? Organic
things like trees obviously have causes for their growth.
How are we to explain such internal movements? Here

Descartes turns to man-made things to help his
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understanding. He says:
[Tlhings made by human skill helped me not a
little: for I know of no distinction between
these things and natural bodies, except that
the operations of things made by skill are,
for the most part, performed by apparatus
large enough to be easily perceived by the
senses: for this is necessary so that they
can be made by men (Descartes, 1983, 285).
The only distinction which Descartes admits between man-made
things and natural things is one of complexity where the
individual parts of natural things are so minute that they
cannct be seen by direct observation. This assumption
foliows from the reduction of all things to extension in
space. Both the organic thing and the man-made thing are
such extensions of matter.
As én example of a man-made thing, Descartes takes a
~clock which is a form of automaton, or a machine which, once
started, runs by itself (Descartes, 1983, 285). What we
observe of the clock is its outer appearance, specifically,
its face on which are hands which rotate to tell us what
time it is. From simply watching the hands turn, we can
conjecture what the inner workings would have to be like in
order for the hands to turn the way they do. We could make
up a series of mechanical models which would each cause the
hands of the clock to turn according to our observations.

Consider a spring-driven clock, or a weight-driven

grandfather’s clock, or even a quartz clock. Each has a
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different mechanical configuration, but each provides the
same movement of the hands on the face of the clock.
Observing only the face, we could not know in truth what the
inner workings are actually like.

Our understanding of Nature is analogous to our
understanding of the clock. We observe the cuter workings
of nafure, its perceptible parts, and then construct various
models which can explain those outer workings. From the
observation of the face of the clock, we cannot know in
truth how the clock maker actually made the clock. All we
can know is that once having made it, the clock maker sets
it into motion and it apparently runs by itself. Gcod is
thus like the clock makerp Once having made the universe -
Nature - and set it Into motion, it seems to run by itself.

From these analogies, it becomes obvious that more than
one hypothetjcal explanation of the causes of movement in
nature are possible. There can be no absolutely correct
explanation. Descartes says that we should choose the one
which proves the most useful in fulfilling the needs of
everyday life. Whether the chosen hypothesis is truthful to
God’s intentions can never be known. Nature is nothing more
than a mechanical system. Or, at any rate, it can
profitably be thought of and be treated as though it were a
mechanical system in which the basic elements, those

entities which cannot be further reduced to any smaller
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unit, are substances extended in space.

Hans Jonas points out that the most appropriate tool
for dealing with mechanical nature is analysis. Analysis
aims for the smailest individual unit which becomes the
basis for constructing, in reality or in thought, all
physical things. But analysis presupposes the primary
ontological reduction of things to extensions in space
which, in turn, calls for mathematics as its descriptive
form (Jonas, 1972, 341-343)., As with the clock or the
automaton, the form of any physical thing is merely the
result of the mechanical arrangements of its elementary
parts. The lower or most elementary has to account for the
higher more complex form. Jonas writes:

With no hierarchy of being but only
distributions of a uniform substratum, ali
explanation has to start from the bottom and
in fact never leaves it. The higher is the
lower in disguise, where the disguise is
provided by complexity: with the latter’s
analysis, the disguise dissolves, and the
appearance of the higher is reduced to the
reality of the elemental. From physics this
schema of explanation has penetrated all
provinces of knowledge, and it is now as
much at home in psychology and sociology as
in the natural sciences where it originated
(Jonas, 1972, 342).

Having reached the lowest level of matter, it remains
to reconstruct it, or recombine it. "If it is shown, on
principle, how things are made up of their elements, it is

also shown, on principle, how they can be made up out of
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such elements (Jonas, 1972, 342)." Thus making, technology,
is inherent in the Cartesian ontology of extended substance
and in the method of reducing complex entities into their
basic, simplest parts. We are no longer burdened by having
to understand something like the essence of these elements;
rather, we need concern ourselves only with how they
function under any given set of circumstances. We posit a
set of circumstances and observe how the elements behave.
We can repeat the experiment, recombine, modify and
manipulate. Jonas says:

Both understanding and making are here

concerned with relations and not essences.

In fact, understanding of this sort is

itself a kind of imaginary making or

remaking of its objects, and this is the

deepest cause for the technological

applicability of mecdern science...To know a

thing means to know how it can be made and,

therefore, means being able to repeat or

vary or anticipate the process of

making...Man cannot reproduce a cosmic

nebula, but assuming he knows how it is

produced in nature, he would on principle be

able to produce one too if he were

sufficiently large, powerful, and sc¢ on, and

this is what to know a nebula means (Jonas,

1972, 342-43>».
In short, to know something at all is to know how it is
made. And that knowledge is guided in advance by the basic

metaphysical assumption of mathematical spatial extension.

Given this new map of reality which Descartes draws out

for us, how can we liocate something like a building on it?
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That we cannot know the mind of God has enormous
implications for how we think about the essence of a work of
architecture. We now have no right to assume that buildings
have any theological or cosmic significance. The Medieval
assumption that the church is a representation of the City
of God can no longer have any significance. To know what
the City of God looks like would be to know the mind of CGod.
Renaissance theories of cosmic proportions similarly lose
their impact. That assumption rested on the notion that God
had used something like harmonic proportion when.he designed
the universe, such proportion becoming manifest in the music
of the spheres, which in turn could be adapted for building
purposes. Wittkower’s description of Renaissance
architecture shows us what is at stake here. He writes:

The conviction that architecture is a
science, and that each part of the building,
inside as well as outside, has to be
integrated into one and the same system of
mathematical ratios, may be called the basic
axiom of Renaissance architects...The
architect is by no means free to apply to a
building a system of ratios of his own
choosing...the ratios have to comply with
conceptions of a higher order and...should
mirror the proportions of the human body; a
demand which became universally accepted on
Vitruvius’ authority. As man is the image of
God and the proportions of the human body
are produced by divine will, so the
proportions in architecture have to embrace
and expressgs this cosmic order (Wittkower,
1971, 101>.

Any sense of the ethical obligation inherent in this
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approach disappears in the hands of Claude Perrault. In his
treatise on the five orders of architecture, Perrault says
that proportional systems are arbitrary beauties, used only
by custom and habit. They can make no claim to
universality. According to Joseph Rykwert, Perrault is not
trying to eliminate the use of the orders, only to demystify
them, which is to say, remove their cosmic implications. If
indeed the proportional systems which lie at the root of the
orders are arbitrary, they could, in principle, be used in
whatever way the architect wants. Rykwert writes that
Perrault does just that.

By reducing the orders to commensurate

probable proportions he claims to return to

the simple method of the ancients. There is

to be a new module (one-third instead of

one-half of the diameter) which he

subdivides into five sections. He arrives at

this number by the lowest common denominator

of the good examples of each order so as to

arrive at the simplest fractional system

possible. By these means he gives "the

orders of architecture the precision, the

perfection and ease of memorizing which they

now lack (Rykwert, 1980, 37-38)."

This passage is redolent with Cartesian method. Shorn
of any theological significance, the varlious orders and
their associated proportional systems can be thought of like
theoretical hypotheses. As with any cdmpeting hypotheses,
we choose the one which is most simple and most productive.

This means the simpiest mathematical understanding which,

for Perrault, is arrived at by calculating the simplest
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fractional system possible. Its productive use has its
measure in the ease of memorizing by the architect.

If the proportional systems are an example of arbitrary
beauties, Perrault at the same time does argue for what he
calls positive beauties. By positive, he means universal.
Such beauty is found in the "richness of materials, the size
and magnificence of the building, precision and neatness of
execution, and symmetry (Herrmann, 1972, 55)." These apply
to all buildings, regardless of their place or time. As
Rykwert puts it, the positive beauties "must be obvious to
all, must please for their own sake, mu