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ABSTRACT

The development of an American architectural avant-garde after the Second World War is examined in
relation to the formal properties and institutionalized cultural authority of modern art. Rather than
looking to the artwork of their American artistic contemporaries, architects and critics appropriated the
early European avant-garde as typological precedents, guided by a pedagogical approach steeped in
Bauhaus teaching methods. Drawing became the common conduit between the abstract work of art and
its transformation into modern architecture. Architecture was seen as a problem that could be studied
diagrammatically, and consequently also thought of as a fundamentally conceptual, immaterial artifact.
At the same time that architecture was moving towards a flattened artistic condition, however, abstract
expressionist painting began to take on the material and dimensional properties of the architectural
object, demarcating volume and structure. Modernist collage techniques were also introduced into post-
war architectural design, but again the material aspects of the medium were suppressed in favor of its
purely visual qualities.
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Introduction

There are two related tasks in this study: to reconsider the standard interpretations of post-WWII
American architectural history, and to do so by looking specifically at architecture’s attempts to align
itself with modern art. While much critical effort has been expended on architecture’s modernist origins
and current status, that middle ground which lies at mid-century lies relatively undisturbed, distinctly so
in regards to the American context. During this period the myth of autonomous architectural form gains
credence, as if modern architecture could somehow disengage itself from its own history, and proceed
towards the holy grail of pure form. It is towards these lacunae which this project seeks to address.

One of the most overlooked aspects of modern architectural history has concerned its recent past,
which has been a sort of intellectual blind spot for historians of architecture—too recent to attempt to
recast, and too far from the present to include within a contemporary critique. This situation has held
especially true for studies concerning the two decades from the end of the Second World War to the mid
1960s in the United States: while many scholars have extensively examined the development and influ-
ence of the Modern Movement from the end of the nineteenth through first half of the twentieth century,
the period between 1945 and 1965 has either been summarily passed over, or considered merely as the
maturing and institutionalization of the International Style, without perhaps much noteworthy happen-
ing formally or didactically. Brutalism, the only postwar movement to receive any significant notice, was

considered primarily an offshoot of Le Corbusier’s primitivist tendencies. With the 1966 publication of

Venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture,! the following two or so decades, later dubbed
as Post-Modernism (and all its attendant variant spellings and rhetorical nuances), ushered in an
ostensible break from the modernist academy, without a hint of the degree to which the past influenced
the path to the present (in itself a modernist avant-garde trait).

The canonical historical surveys of modernism, as presented through Giedion, Hitchcock, or

Scully,? typically presented American architecture after the war as a progressive teleology, as a series of
innovative functional-cum-aesthetic solutions to the particular technological and urban problems of the
period. In responding to the economic and infrastructural expansion of the city, modernist history main-

tained the myth of the heroic architect. This age was understood as one where the early modern Euro-

1. Robert Venturi, Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1966).

2. Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Avchitecture, 5th ed. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1967);
Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Architecture: Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuvies, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1958);
and Vincent Scully, Modern Architecture, rev. ed. (New York: Braziller, 1989).
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pean masters, now for the most part transplanted to America, reached the zenith of their careers in their
adopted country. Accordingly, American architects adopted the new precedents, now modernist rather
than Beaux-Arts, and incorporated them on a widespread institutional scale. The cultural politics of
democracy and speculative real estate merged with the architecture of urban renewal to form the politi-

cal and rhetorical victory of a uniform and Americanized modernist aesthetic, where a laissez-faire econ-

omy and a neutralized, industrialized architectural process became intertwined.® In recounting the social
forces underlying American design, Philip Will, Jr., the president of the AIA in 1961, cautioned that ‘[w]e
can either build a new nation of social purpose, riches, and beauty to outshine the glories of Greece and

Rome, or we can erect the most chaotic and wasteful urban civilization which man’s innate capacity for

folly can devise.” In this model, progressive architecture and politics merge as part of a common cause.

Here, the portrayal of American architecture during the fifties is represented primarily by an insti-
tutionalized International Style aesthetic, the heroic masterworks of Mies, Wright, and Kahn, and the
picturesque regionalism of the Bay Area and Southern California. It is an historical reconstruction that
relies on the model of the individual monograph or the general chronological survey, and that either does
not address a wider social-historical context, or conversely, ignores the discipline’s attempts at relating
its work to the other visual arts. The German historian Jiirgen Joedicke’s accountof the period, for
instance, characterizes the immediate years after the war as a period of ‘transition’, with the late forties
and fifties as an era of ‘technical excellence’, and from the late fifties onwards as dominated by Brutal-

ism and Formalism (the latter by which he refers to the sculptural tendencies of Rudolph, Saarinen, and

Breuer).’ Similarly, John Jacobus constructed his chronology of the postwar years in terms of the contin-
uation of the work of the great masters (Mies, Wright, Gropius, Le Corbusier), their stylistic variations,
and the ‘crisis’ of form caused by the move away from a strict ‘form follows function’ ethos. He identi-
fied two characteristic phrases popularized by the journals: the ‘new empiricist’ regionalist modifica-
tions of the International Style, and the organicist tendencies stemming from Wright’s influence. Rather
than any radical break from the past, Jacobus saw the post-1945 period as “a continuation of the atmo-

sphere prevailing just before the war. It was not a moment of revolution, a break with the past, such as

occurred after the armistice in 1918.”® In both instances, architectural forms change according to the for-

3. 1 am referring here to Irving Sandler’s The Triumph of American Painting (New York: Praeger, 1970), with its
emphasis on the formal types, problems and issues of American non-objective painting during the forties and fif-
ties, in relation to its critical and ideological dominance on the international scene.

4. Philip Will, Jr., foreward, Mid-Century Architecture, ed. Wolf von Eckardt (Baltimore, Johns Hopkins Press,
1961), 5.

5. Jurgen Joedicke, Avchitecture Since 1945 (New York: Praeger, 1969).
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mal and technical dictates of the discipline, rather than through any immediate influence outside of the
profession. Indeed, Jacobus went on to argue how contemporary abstrct painting had little relevance for
modern architecture:
The situation bears a certain resemblance to that which pertained through much of the
nineteenth century, when the radical movements in painting, notably Romanticism and
Impressionism, had little to offer in the way of technique or style that could have been
even remotely suitable to the needs of architectural design. Painting today, with its
emphasis upon the immediate expressive primacy of media, and upon certain shock

techniques either with respect to the media itself or to certain unexpected elements of
content, is too bound up with its own introverted preoccupations to provide any gen-

eral themes susceptible of architectural a.daptation.7

Such narratives leave out the polemical attempts on the part of architects and educators to resitu-
ate the role of the visual arts in relation to architectural design. The bureaucratization of form during the
fifties reintroduced the critical role of design schools and teachers in a manner that attempted to reposi-
tion and relegitimize their status in respect to architectural mass production. By re-examining their
beliefs about art and applied visual design, we can begin to see the development of a hermetic, autono-
mous design tendency during the fifties, in reaction to the dominant image of a triumphant technocratic
modernism.

One of the first postwar attempts to critically address the central influence of the visual arts was

Reyner Banham’s Theory and Design in the First Machine Age.® Though his study exclusively con-
cerned the work of the early European modernist avant-garde, its publication in 1963 returned attention
to the relationship between the visual arts and architecture. Because of its narrow focus, however, it did
not discuss either contemporary work (of which he played a significant part) in postwar Britain, nor of
the dominant influence of American painting in the mid-fifties. The unintentional upshot of this reading
implied that the connection between the arts was only possible within the paradigm of the early modern-
ist canon.

Peter Collins was another historian who examined the influence of painting and sculpture in mod-
ern architecture, but also somewhat predictably limited its effects to the influence of the European
avant-garde, particularly cubism and neoplasticism. Collins does, however, present Clive Bell’s notion of

‘significant form’, introducing the possibility of the universal applicability of visual primitives:

6. John Jacobus, Twentieth Century Architecture: The Middle Years 1940-65 (New York: Frederick A. Praeger,
1966).

Jacobus, 102.

~r

8. Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age (London: Architectural Press, 1960).
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According to Clive Bell, the leading exponent of this [purely aesthetic] view, ‘significant
form’ meant ‘a combination of lines and colors which moves aesthetically’, and any
such deliberate combination which would lead the observer to a state of euphoristic
detachment from the concerns of life was therefore art. Hence art was said to have
nothing intrinsically to do with the natural world or with functional criteria, so that the
emotion transmitted by an artist could be expressed in any sort of form—*in pictures,
sculpture, buildings, pots, textiles, and so on’. It will be seen then that not only did the
new theory of abstract art lead to a wider interpretation of Muthesius’s ideal of ‘pure
form’ (as discussed in the last chapter), and to the complete interchangeability of artis-
tic disciplines; it also inevitably suggested that the Vitruvian qualities of usefulness and
stability were artisically of little importance as compared with the abstract aesthetic

value which every building potentially possessed.’

The interesting part to this argument is that it moves away from the type of historical Gesamtkunstwerk
which depends upon an ideal synthesis between the arts, and instead towards that ambiguous, shifting,
gestalt reading accorded to the postwar interpretation of visual forms. Though Collins does read this
new condition as part of a modernist paradigm, he does not seem to fully grasp the conceptual shift, nor
does he acknowledge the central role of this change in emerging design practices; instead, he collapses
their differences to a common art historical interpretation.

In contrast to formalist historiographies, Marxist interpretations, such as those presented by

Benevolo or Tafuri and Dal Co,° created a monolithic model of postwar modernism primarily under the
influence of the social and material conditions of state capitalism. In doing so, they tended to gloss over
the formal and artistic influences which contributed to the construction of a revised avant-garde position

in American architecture. Tafuri sees this group, for instance, in terms of a superficial attempt to align

itself with the logical-technocratic forces of rationalized production.!! In limiting himself here to the
semiotic and systems theory research of the sixties, however, his description fails to account for the
conditions in, and the subsequent development of, a postwar avant-garde during the previous decade

that attempted to align itself to modern art and its supporting artistic institutions.

9. Peter Collins, Changing Ideals in Modern Architecture 1750-1950 (London: Faber and Faber, 1965), 272.

10. Leonardo Benevolo, History of Modern Architecture, 2 vols. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1971); Manfredo
Tafuri and Francesco Dal Co, Modern Architecture, 2 vols., trans. Robert Erich Wolf (New York: Harry N.
Abrams, 1979).

11. “From the utopian model, the aim of which is the prefiguration of a ‘total’ resolution of the technological uni-
verse, avant-garde art is reduced to an appendage of that universe in the course of that latter’s realization. The
experimental character of the neo-avant-garde fools no one as to its real intentions.” From Architecture and Uto-
pia, trans. Barbara Luigia La Penta (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1976), 160.
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When he does address the issue of the contemporary American avant-garde, for instance in The

Sphere and the Labyrinth,'? he does so in terms of the historical European artistic avant-garde, rather
than understanding their relationship to more recent American work. In so doing, he perpetrates the
myth initiated by the architects themselves, that there is indeed a valid or at least plausible formal con-
nection between the work of the modern artist and that of the architect. Terms such as ‘collage,” ‘assem-
blage,” ‘formal autonomy,’ and so forth, are inserted without questioning the validity of the relation
between separate and visually disjunctive disciplines. Instead, Tafuri prefers to gloss over these visual
issues in order to reiterate the superstructural argument that such procedures are merely “‘parallel
actions,’ bent on building an uncontaminated limbo that floats above (or below) the real conflicts in the

social formation of which it only picks up a distant echo.”’®

Instead, much of the critical revision of the postwar avant-garde during the fifties has primarily

come from art historical scholarship, in analyzing how the cultural reception of American postwar paint-
ing was intrinsically tied to the ideologies of rationality, progress, and domestic cold war politics.!* While

Tafuri and Frampton15 both examine this issue in architecture to some degree, neither discuss the signif-
icant impact that the institutions of high culture—design schools, galleries, museums, and publica-
tions—had on the development of a neo-avant-garde position, nor why indeed such an attitude arose in
_ its particular social, political, and historical context. Finally, there remains the unanswered question here
of why and how this particular version of an ostensible twenties revivalism was taken up with such fer-
vor and ideological intensity in America, in the midst of the seemingly unquestionable triumph of the
International Style on Sixth Avenue, transformed to represent a purified and idealized version of the
modernist project. Their discussion fails to explain the seeming gap between the ubiquity of a Miesian/
TAC architectural syntax that dominated the mid-fifties, and the ‘sudden’ reappearance of Purism on
Long Island during the mid to late sixties; clearly, there is a formal and critical process that has been

overlooked in favour of the canonical narrative of American modernism.

12. Manfredo Tafuri, The Spheve and the Labyrinth, trans. Pellegrino d’Acierno and Robert Connolly (Cambridge,
Mass. MIT Press, 1987); originally published as La sfera e il labirinto: Avanguardi e architettura da Pivanesi agli
anni ’70 (Turin: Giulio Einaudi editore, 1980). See especially the two essays “‘L’architecture dans le boudoir’,”
267-290, and “The Ashes of Jefferson,” 291-303.

13. Ibid., 289.

14. Serge Guilbaut, How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art: Abstract Expressionism, Freedom, and the Cold
Way, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1983).

15. Kenneth Frampton, Modern Avchitecture (London: Thames and Hudson, 1980). While Frampton deals with

this group more extensively than most of the other authors, he also misses their institutional context in part
because of his personal involvement with many of these architects and critics.
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It is therefore in the middle ground, between the small scale heroic monographs and the large scale
materialist explanations of modernism, that this study proposes to examine the development of a revised
American architectural avant-garde and its problematic and complex relationships with its supporting
institutions, where the politics of culture merged with the polemics of architectural form. The mistrans-
lations between drawing, painting, collage, and the architectural object, are particularly critical here in
discerning the fine edge between a formal or disciplinary affiliation, and the concurrent desire towards
an autonomous discipline. It is at this junction that the postwar avant-garde begin to assert their claim
to architecture as a form of art-making during the mid-fifties, caught between a scientific-formal auton-
omy and cultural legitimation.

I do not wish to imply that there has been little or no revisionist work done on the period in ques-
tion; indeed, many of the issues brought forth here have been introduced as a result of a number of other

authors beginning to broach the uniform morass of architectural criticism regarding postwar architec-

ture. Klaus Herdeg’s The Decorated Diagram,'S for instance, was one of the first significant early studies
to discﬁss the relationship between the schematic paucity of American design in the seventies and early
eighties, and its origins in Gropius’ team oriented functionalism propagated at the Harvard Graduate
School of Design, from the late thirties through (at least) the mid-sixties. The idea of a flattened, two-
dimensional aspect to postwar architecture, on which Herdeg’s argument is based, is here expanded
upon not so much in terms of the lack of teaching ability in traditional architectural skills, but rather the
rejection of same, and the deliberate invocation of precedents in modern art as an alternative to the
existing architectural academy. While the focus of Herdeg’s study was on the critical influence of the
functionalist design diagram, he did allude to (though did not expand upon) the relation of these dia-
grams to the contemporary visual arts.

Similarly, Roy Landau has written on a number of postwar topics such as CIAM, the Smithsons,
and the central influence of Giedion’s Space, Time and Architecture on architectural history and design;

and in addition he has presented a case for a serious revisionist reading of the postwar period in both

Britain and the United States.!” The standard portrayal of mid-century British modernism, he argues,

16. Klaus Herdeg, The Decorated Diagram: Harvard Architecture and the Failure of the Bauhaus Legacy (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1983).

17. Roy Landau, “British architecture, the culture of architecture: the historiography of the current discourse,” UIA
international architect / International Union of Architects 5 (1984): 6-9; “The end of CIAM and the role of the
British.” Rassegna 14 (December 1992): 40-47; “Architectural discourse and Giedion,” Journal of architecture 1
(Spring 1996): 59-73; “The history of modern architecture that still needs to be written,” A4 files 21 (Spring
1991): 49-54.
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presents a monolithic, heroic reading of the period centered around three principal themes: the Scandan-
avian inspired movement termed ‘New Empiricism’, the technological-industrial model of architecture
as technical innovation, and the British interpretation of Continental Modernism through the MARS
group. Left out in this picture is the design and rhetoric of Banham and the Smithsons’ critique of an
heroic modernism, along with the various alternatives that followed. It is a history that is not merely lin-
early simplistic but indeed fails to address Modernism’s internal contradictions. Landau thus argues
here that

...the architecture produced in this setting and in this period could nearly all be under-

stood as having engaged with Modernism in some sense, although, as I have tried to

show, not with a one-line-of-thought Modernism, which was a construct invented by

historians and polemicists, but which was never analytically rich enough to describe

what actually happened. So we slowly come to realize that the Modern Movement has

for too long been accounted for by a simplistic set of categories which came about more
from polemical necessity than from the need to try to disentangle the complications

within the elaborate world of Modernist thought and practice.!®

Though Landau’s focus in this particular article concerned the British scene, a similar lack of distinction
can be seen in terms of American mid-century architectural work outside of the heroic modernist canon,
as propounded by Giedion and Hitchcock. In regards to some of Landau’s criticism, there has been a fair
amount of recent revisionist analysis done on the central role of CIAM, Team X, and the Independent
Group (all of which, not incidentally, included the presence of Alison and Peter Smithson), though again,
the influence of these groups were relatively limited to the Continent.

More recently, Alexander Caragonne has exhaustively detailed the design exercises, teaching
methods, and departmental politics behind the seminal architectural studio program conducted by the

mythical ‘Texas Rangers’ (principally, Colin Rowe, Robert Slutzky, John Hejduk, and Bernhard Hoesli)

at the University of Texas, Austin, in the mid-fifties.!” As well laid out as his narrative is (or perhaps
because of it), Caragonne’s text gives the impression that the Rangers’ ideas were radically innovative
and without precedent. While not discounting the central contribution of their work, this study in part
aims to dispel that originary thesis, and attempts to demonstrate how in fact their design exercises and
methodologies were not only part of a general movement towards abstract form in architectural studies,
but indeed their design concepts have a direct lineage in the Vorkurs (Preliminary Course) program of

the original German Bauhaus. That the Rangers’ work was in part designed as a critical reaction against

18. Landau, “The history of modern architecture that still needs to be written,” 54.

19. Alexander Caragonne, The Texas Rangers: notes from an architectural underground (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 1995).
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Gropius’ teaching methods thus seems doubly ironic, and it is this contradiction that underlies the post-
war myth of autonomous form.

There is also the central question of translation between disciplines, which marks the general
attempt to align the modern project with a wider cultural agenda: to what natural, cultural or institu-
tional elements does the architectural vocabulary of postwar modernism refer; why and how does this
transformation between discrete disciplines occur? How are forms or concepts in these other practices
translated to architectural production?; how did certain graphic elements or modes of representation
become associated with an autonomous architectural language? What is left out? I am interested in trac-
ing this deliberate misreading and transference of concepts in the visual arts, towards the agenda of the
postwar architectural avant-garde.

This study has been an archeological process of sorts; I began with the intention of looking at the
the autonomy myth in architecture, by studying the polemical designs and manifestoes of the group
known as the New York Five (Peter Eisenman, Michael Graves, Charles Gwathmey, John Hejduk,
Richard Meier), who had reached their greatest influence in the mid-seventies to early eighties. but
found the evolution of their ideas based upon precedents and concepts two to three decades earlier. The
archeological metaphor in this reconstruction is ai)t, I believe, because of the uncovering here of a ‘miss-

ing link’: that is, the standard reading of the Five’s work (and as reinforced by Frampton, Drexler, and

Rowe’s essays in Five Architects®®) which assumes the transparency of the formal relationship between
the earlier Europeam modernist avant-garde and the later American work, in fact can be shown here to
have left out major conceptual links stemming from the forties and fifties in educational and cultural dis-
course that made the relationship between these two periods possible. The archeological metaphor is
also apt because this study does not aim to provide for a comprehensive revisionist interpretation of the
middle years of the twentieth century; rather, I am focussing here upon the relationship between selected
aspects of the visual arts of the period—drawing, painting, and collage—as a means of understanding
the evolution of the decorated diagram in architectural discourse, and its consequences in the flattened,
immaterial and unbuilt architecture characterizing the conceptual movement in contemporary architec-
ture.

The chronological scope of this study will focus on the years from 1945 to 1965, marking the incip-
ient decades in the evolution of the American architectural avant-garde, and corresponding roughly to
the period between the end of the Second World War on the one hand, and the publication of Venturi’s

Complexity and Contradiction on the other. However, there is also a more general chronology ranging

20. Peter Eisenman, et al., Five Architects (New York: Wittenborn, 1972).
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from (at least) 1939, when Hitchcock argued for a common affiliation between non-objective art and

modern architecture,’! to 1978, with the publication of Rowe and Koetter’s Collage C ity.%? Their texts
mark the trajectory of various attempts to insert the visual paradigms of modern art with architectural
design; noticeably, not the work of their American contemporaries, but rather the historical precedents
laid by the early European modernists.

This study is organized around three principal visual themes—drawing, painting, and collage—as
they relate to architectural design and pedagogy. Drawing here concerns not only drafting methods and
formal precedents, but also the means of reading the architect’s sketch or analytic diagram, and trans-
forming it conceptually or literally into built form. The introductory section outlines some of the princi-
pal intellectual and academic precedents adopted in the formation of the contemporary architectural
avant-garde, and examines how selected critical formal strategies and modes of representation were
adopted as axiomatic conditions of an autonomous architecture. The postwar construction of the idea of
a ‘progressive’ architecture, the changing role of professional practice, and the institutionalized legacy of
the European avant-garde, are all integral aspects in the development of postwar architectural design
and pedagogy.

In the following section, the flattened condition of contemporary architecture is the underlying
theme in looking at abstract painting’s relationship to the architectural design process. Far from
Herdeg’s criticism of a potentially reductivist reading of the architectural object, what we see instead is
the deliberate invocation of abstract painting as a means to focus and distill the essence of the architec-
tural parti towards a pure, autonomous condition, in the same manner as contemporary painting. Ironi-
cally, at the same time architecture was heading towards the two-dimensional realm, abstract
expressionist painting seemed ostensibly to be heading in the other direction, that is, towards the heroic,
architectonic dimension of the large scale mural. In both cases, neither did architecture become abso-
lutely diagrammatic, nor did painting ever fully encompass its architectural possibilities; as such, their
inability to do so not only pointed out the limitations of their respective metaphors, but also outlined the
particular economies defining the postwar art market.

While collage seems ostensibly to be merely an extension of modern painting’s formal metaphors,
its architectural application drew out unique properties that expanded upon both the two and three
dimensional aspects of the architectural object; on the one hand, collage appeared as the three dimen-

sional instantiation of abstract painting (most noticeably in its synthetic cubist phase), emphasizing its

21. Hitchcock, Painting Toward Architecture.
22. Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter, Coliage City (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1983).
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material and volumetric specificity. On the other, collage—especially in its postwar, photographic incar-
nation—ironically and deliberately flattened its objects of representation, as the art critic Clement
Greenberg claimed was the defining characteristic of modernist visuality. The incorporation of the col-
lage metaphor in architecture had a number of significant consequences: not only did it reassert the use
of materials as a visual and therefore formal element in architectural construction, but it also introduced
bricolage as a pluralist break from the rigid autonomy of cubist form, and ushered in the use of historical
quotation and fragmentary allusion. This plurality in the end proved to be little more than pictorial (not
surprisingly), returning architecture back towards the realm of the avant-garde art object. It is a ten-
dency that applied as much to the rarefied compositions of Richard Meier, as to Venturi’s disengenuous
populism, or Rowe’s ‘democracy’ of historical fragments. As Schwitters discovered a half-century
before, collage had the remarkable effect of disengaging common place artifacts and turning them into
formal abstractions; the American postwar revival of collage practices reinstated, in an almost nostalgic
fashion, the belief in the simultaneous possibility of mass and high culture, politically catholic and cul-
turally elite, in the architectural object. ’

Finally, in revisting the question of a contemporary avant-garde, its relationship to the visual arts,
cultural politics, and its role within current architectural practice, one is reminded of the interior anti-
mony between its attempts to break from the modernist academy and its desire to reengage with same;
the modernist utopia of form gqua achronological form which is fundamentally, historically conditioned;
the related belief in the absolute sovereignty of the architectural object and its absolute dependence
upon its various legitimating institutions—all these contradictions underscore how American avant-
garde architectural practices were not interested in art as social protest or political discourse, but rather
were intricately linked to the role of postwar cultural production through the assimilation and continua-

tion of the European avant-garde as typological precedent.

Architectural Practice at Mid-Century

The Second World War marked an economic, technological and ideological watershed in the adop-
tion of modern architecture in America, revealing not only the widespread industrialization of the build-
ing process, but also initiating a crucial transformation in the perception of modern architecture as a
symbolic metaphor for international political strength and cultural influence. While several architectural

historians have discussed the significant influence of the immigration of European intellectuals for

American architecture,” there was also a fundamental shift in the production and role of modern

architecture as a culturally progressive, economically capitalist, and uniquely American activity. These
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changes occurred both within the corporate aesthetic of commercial buildings, and also at the more
fundamental level of residential housing. The transformation of military wartime plants to domestic
industry introduced new materials and methods of building construction, as well as a heightened
acceptance of a domesticated modern (versus a strict International Style) architectural aesthetic geared
to the needs of large scale housing.

The war had the beneficial effect of not only jumpstarting the domestic economy out of the depres-
sion and developing an industrial economy, but in the process, also laid the foundations for the commod-

ity economy of the postwar leisure society. “The house and all that went into it”, according to historian

John Blum, “symbolized of all things material a brave new world of worldly goods.”* At the end of the
war, the GI Bill, and the Veteran's Emergency Housing Program were implemented to address the needs
of veterans returning from Europe, as well as those who were already occupying temporary dwelling
units. President Truman's goal was to build 1.2 million new homes in 1946, and the plan was to follow a
similar wartime emergency pattern of building, by a quickly set up mode of mass production housing;
pre-fabrication techniques played an invaluable role in not merely increasing the process of construction,
but also transforming a traditionalist typology, by appropriating selected aspects of the modernist
idiom—the ribbon window, the open corner, industrial materials, and factory made parts—into both
small and large scale building. Along with this modernization of the domestic sphere also came the
increased acceptance of modern design in large part introduced through a new interior design aesthetic,
along with the introduction of a consumer art market geared towards an emergent upper middle class.
On the one hand, the idea of technical progress and industrial innovation was important to the ide-
ology of American political, economic and industrial superiority; on the other, this polemical liberalism
also had to respond to American middle-class values. It was precisely this dichotomy that George Henry
and Nelson Wright, the postwar editors of Avchitectural Forum, took into account in their promotion of

a modern aesthetic when they stated, “We are in favour of modern houses, not because they are modern,

but because they are traditional;”?® that is, traditional in the sense of carrying on a historically sanc-

tioned American sensibility for innovation. In similar terms, the 1945 catalogue to “Built in U.S.A.: 1932-

23. One of the best and most succinct accounts of the European influence is told in William Jordy’s essay, “The
Aftermath of the Bauhaus in America: Gropius, Mies, and Breuer,” published in Donald Fleming and Bernard
Bailyn, eds., The Intellectual Migration: Euvope and Amevrica, 1930-1960 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1969), 485-543.
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1944,” the Museum of Modern Art exhibit stated how domestic architecture “looked again at the stone

and wood barns of Pennsylvania, the white clapboard walls of New England, the low, rambling ranch

houses of the West...”?® Most strongly stated by Marcel Breuer in the east, and William Wurster on the
west coast, the Americanized version of the International Style came to characterize the popular notion
of domestic modernism during the 1940s. The modern came to signify not a wholly alien, imported aes-
thetic, but rather a formal sensibility based upon the twin poles of historical tradition and industrial
progress. Behind this subtle integration of a modernist aesthetic and historical type, lies a clue to under-
standing the contradictions underlying the ambiguous relationship between architecture and the con-
temporary visual arts in America.

American architecture attained the de facto cultural leadership after the Second World War, but
for somewhat different reasons than those outlined by Serge Gilbault’s case for the supremacy of post-
war American abstraction over its counterparts in Europe. While modern art became a metaphor for
political freedom and the struggle against totalitarian ideological forces on the other side of the Atlantic,
ironically American architectural design (with the notable and strident exception of Frank Lloyd
Wright) continued to be dependent upon the typological precedents of the European modernists for their
cultural legitimacy. Unlike the deliberate distance from Paris posed by the New York School of abstract
expressionist painting, the adoption of the International Style in America depended in great part upon
the immigration of the major Bauhaus masters to the United States. While Gropius and Mies were
greeted with great acclaim upon their arrival in the thirties, the ‘Americanization’ of their reputations
transformed the International Style into a palatable native order; adoption rather than revolution
became the order of the day.

The European masters thus acted as the critical linchpin in bridging the distance between the
existing American academy (itself a product of the French Beaux-Arts system) and the modernist aes-
thetic at mid-century. In his foreward to Built in USA, MoMA trustee Philip Goodwin noted how the
issue of the relationship between past and present was central to the success of the new architecture: “As
Alfred Barr has said, ‘The battle of modern architecture in this country is won’ but there are other prob-
lems with which the Department has concerned itself. Housing is one of them: another is the revaluation
of the American past; and still another the development of a modern American architecture from the

mingling of traditional American techniques and materials with the forms of Wright and the Europe-

ans.”?’ In the 1952 revision to Built in USA, Hitchcock and Drexler detected a maturation of the youth-

26. Elizabeth Mock, ed., Built in USA: Since 1932 (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1945).
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ful experimentation of the early avant-garde in American mid-century work, asserting that their

“cheerful innocence is rapidly passing, and that fact has rebounded to the advantage of our mid-century

architecture; we are, I think, grown somewhat more sober now.”?® Rather than the Dionysian fervor of
the early European avant-garde, the Americanized modernist project was to have entered a more
mature, academic phase. In the preface, Philip Johnson repeated Drexler’s original pronouncement
(although without acknowledging its source), arguing that the role of the Museum was to aid in judging
and promoting modern architecture for the masses: “The battle of modern architecture has long been
won. Twenty years ago the Museum was in the thick of the fight, but now our exhibitions and catalogues

take part in that unending campaign described by Alfred Barr as ‘simply the continuous, conscientious,

resolute distinction of quality from mediocrity—the discovery and proclamation of excellence.’”?’

All this was a distant cry from the contentious currents underwriting the internal politics and
political beliefs of those involved in postwar abstract art; in distinction to the political sympathies which
underscored the New York art scene, architectural practices at mid-century were if anything, more inter-
ested in the literal reconstruction of the state rather than its critical investigation. While the intellectual
left in the art world became eventually swept over towards a formally and politically neutralized center,
the blank, neutralized walls of the modernist architectural palette became identified with the commer-
cial and political fiat of the quickly emerging industrial state. Modern architecture, finally, attained a
level of respectability that was equated with cultural progress, political influence, and market capital-
ism. This condition was summed up in the 1954 Report of the Commission for the Survey of Education
and Registration of the American Institute of Architects, which stated how

Today, at mid-century, we, the people of the United States, can well take stock of our
own architectural achievement and weigh its implications with respect to our own cul-
tural progress. Blessed with a bountiful land, we have by vigorous enterprise attained
an extraordinary level of material prosperity. We have evolved a social system which
cultivates the integrity of individuals and the realization of their potentialities. In
recent years destiny has brought us preeminent physical strength and political influ-
ence, and, because we seek only the opportunity to pursue the arts of peace, free men

throughout the world, sharing this desire, look to us for leadership. Thus the quality of

all aspects of American life, including its architectural setting and expression, assumes

unprecedented significance.”"
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In this manner, by way of military fiat, American professional practice assumed a leadership role
in the modernist project, remaking the International Style into a patriotic enterprise. This wholesale
transformation was demonstrated at the centennial convention of the ATA in 1957, when Henry Luce,
the editor in chief of Time magazine, gave a keynote speech entitled “The Architecture of a Democracy,”
in which he stated (again paraphrasing Barr) how “the twentieth century revolution in architecture has
been accomplished. And it has been accomplished mainly in America—no matter how great our debt to

European genius. The founding fathers of the revolution in architecture, the great and the colleagues of

the great—many of them are in this room tonight.”! Luce claimed that modernism was part of “the

»32

American revolution in architecture,”™“ at once claiming architecture as the site of past and present polit-

ical and cultural victories. Luce believed that a progressive, democratic politics instantiated a corollary

in superior architectural form, stating how “Good architecture is good government....”>3 Continuing,
Luce argued for an economic rationale in the modernist aesthetic, claiming that a market economy
embodied the minimalist virtues of the new architecture. Far from the overwrought excesses of the
decorated past, the International Style, with its emphasis upon functional forms, reflected the needs and
ideals of the capitalist marketplace:

Good architecture is good economics...Modern architecture, or at least a large part of it,

grew up in response to the people’s needs. They were badly housed: Let us build good,

clean, economical housing. That is only one example of the fact that modern architec-

ture is not the servant of imperial luxury or of aristocratic vanity; it has to meet an eco-

nomic test and its chance for freshness and vitality was in making use of the vast

wealth of material and the wealth of technology produced in a profit-and-loss econ-

omy.3*

American political and military strength, combined with free market principles and the inherited
legacy of the European moderns now brought to native soil, thereby also implied cultural leadership.
Modern architecture, Luce asserted, revealed “the determination to build a great civilization. We must

say the old and the new in new language—your own language, the architectural language of the 20th

Century.”35 Luce’s last comment here underscored the critical relationship between cultural influence
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32. Ibid., 150.

33. Ibid,, 152.

34. Ibid.

35. Ibid., 153.



How Architecture became Progressive 27

and the development of a native architectural language, emphasizing America’s pivotal role in the
guiding leadership of the new grammar.

Unlike American abstract painting, however, modern architecture was not a domestic invention
(for that matter, neither was abstract expressionism, though that was the overriding myth behind its
propagation), but indeed relied upon the visual precedents of the vaguely suspicious International Style.
With the influx of Bauhaus emigres to the United States, however, the avant-gardeavant-garde was now
remade into a domestic product, part of an American legacy rather than a foreign import. Between
Frank Lloyd Wright’s invocation of the architect-as-hero (perhaps the closest architectural corollary to
Jackson Pollock) and Walter Gropius’ vision of design as organization, the architectural establishment
opted for the ultimately safer, more conservative route of the latter’s vision of team design, even as they
belatedly lauded Wright’s contributions to American architecture. Postwar professional practice instead
began to incorporate the emerging economies of scale in the postwar, white collar work environment, in
an ironic, if unacknowledged, transformation of CIAM ideals to American business practices. In this
manner the new economy coopted modern architeﬁure—and specifically, the glass skyscraper—as a
symbol of political and economic progress.

Similarly, the development of the American postwar architectural avant-garde was also dependent
upon the institutionalized legacy of the European moderns, though in this case it was due as much to the
central roles of the emigres in architectural education, as to the general influence of their work as visual
precedents. Rather than the rote replication of past forms, however, these (mostly Bauhaus) educators
were interested in the idea of form as the result of visual experimentation. Abstraction thus gained a sec-
ondary meaning beyond its modernist roots, as it became understood as research, as a means of under-
standing and creating new form. In this manner, abstraction was also coopted as formal research in the

service of progressive design.

How Architecture became Progressive

The notion of architecture, and specifically modern architecture, as part of America’s postwar eco-
nomic boom, was closely tied to the idea of cultural and social progress in its domestic affairs. Architec-
tural form followed—or at least attempted to reflect—the new functional requirements of the emerging
consumer class, while concomitantly social functions were believed in some ways able to be prescribed
through progressive (re: modern) architectural forms. One of the most telling instances of this shift in
professional practice, from the traditional atelier to the modern design firm, from the idea of architecture

as a representation of the past to the belief that architecture could promote if not guide future social dis-
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course, was mirrored in the transformation of the architectural publication Pencil Points to the new title
of Progressive Avchitecture, conducted over a seven year span in the mid-forties. This sea change
revealed not only the changing fortunes of modern architecture in America, but also the growing belief
in the prescriptive social role of the architect.

As early as 1942, rumors of the end of the war prompted the editors of Pencil Points to seize the
impending event as an opportunity to revise the editorial direction of the magazine, and by extension, to
promote the increased social dimension of the architectural establishment. The May 1942 issue laid out

»36

the foundation of their stance in a broad ranging article entitled a “New Beginning,”" in which they

attempted to relate the ideals of a progressive democracy with that of modern architectural form:
A magazine suited to the needs of the prodigal Twenties or the crushed Thirties has no
vital place in the forward-looking Forties. Such a magazine now has no more to con-
tribute to the development of architecture than has the timid or myopic architect who
clings too fondly to accumulated habits of outworn decades. Those in the profession
who do not shrink from contemplation of the unpredictable, perhaps frightening, post-

war problems of America must attain better understanding of the economic, political,
and technical aspects of the architect’s job if they are to practice authoritatively. It is

essential that we have principles and aims, if a new, vital democracy is to be created.’ 7

At several points, the article alluded to the battle overseas as an analogy to the struggles facing the
modern architect, stating how “The architectural profession must fight too,” and that “To carry on these
battles the profession must have leaders—Ileaders who are not victims of the disease of appeasement,

leaders who are not hamstrung by diffidence, leaders of undeniable maleness who are bold and forth-

right and stoutly aggressive.”? If the aggressive tone of these statements simultaneously recalls Mari-
netti’s Futurist pronouncements as well as Barnett Newman’s sexist reading of the abstract
expressionist canvas, it is to underscore the intricate relationship between the Second World War and the
battle for a modernist aesthetic in America; modernism was a formal and aesthetic war that needed to be
won as part of the battle for democracy. Accordingly, the editors set down a series of guiding principles
under the banner of “We Believe™

We believe that a finer civilization lies ahead if plans are made as courageous as they
are feasible, as strong as they are beautiful.

We believe Architecture to be an essential Service to human society and regard the true
Architect as one dedicated to that Service.

36. “New Beginning,” Pencil Points, May 1942, 242-3.
37. Ibid., 242.
38. Ibid.
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We believe that in whatever social and economic frame the Architect of Tomorrow will
apply his distinctive talents, he will find both opportunity and appreciation.

We believe it the Architect’s responsibility to keep at least abreast of reality by regular
conscientious study of technical advances and social and economic changes.

We believe the time has come when the Architect must stop waiting amiably for others
to bid him perform and become more than ever the vital initiating force.

We believe that FITNESS, STRENGTH, AND BEAUTY are eternally essential

ingredients of Architecture.®’

In spite of their bold pronouncements and idealistic aims, the practical aspects of enabling any
changes in real terms for the journal’s direction proved far more difficult. An integral part of this new
direction for the editors involved both the graphic layout of the magazine, as well as a new title signal-
ling its more proactive, socially engaged position. The titling of the magazine proved to be especially
contentious, at times entirely changing the title and graphic style from issue to issue, revealing the inter-
nal indecision as well as caution with which they approached their task.

The traditional cover format of Pencil Points through the beginning of the forties consisted of a
dark monochrome cover with ‘Pencil Points’ inscribed in serif caps. Though the editorial ‘manifesto’
was published in the May 1942 issue, it was not until the June issue that any kind of noticeable change
appeared—modestly—with the appended appellation of The New Pencil Points. Even this proved too
much, as it reverted back to the old ‘Pencil Points’ moniker in the January 1944 issue, although now it
was appended with the somewhat laconic and redundant subtitle of ‘The Magazine of Architecture’; the
subtitle appeared both on the cover and the table of contents in the May 1944 issue.

The June 1944 issue [fig. 1] proved a somewhat bolder attempt at revising the graphic as well as
editorial aspects of the magazine; while still named Pencil Points, the main title appeared in a more
modern and modest sans serif face, while ‘THE MAGAZINE OF ARCHITECTURE’ appeared below in small
caps. The inside table of contents, rather than repeating the subtitle, however, instead substituted the
slogan ‘progressive architecture’ in lower case, faintly recalling the Bauhaus penchant for lower case
forms. The cover itself depicted a photograph of an old tenement structure, torn apart and then pasted
over with an image of a war bond (along with the caption ‘Buy War Bonds’ above it), and a new subur-

ban plan, signalling the dual and related efforts of military victory and architectural reconstruction.

39. Ibid., 243.
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Figure 1: Pencil Points, June 1944 Figure 2: Pencil Points, August 1944

The issue also contained a revised editorial stand, tempering their earlier, more idealistic stance
with a somewhat more moderated tone, reflecting the practical realities facing a postwar era. The article,
“On Minding Our Own Business......Progressive Architecture,” did not focus on an ethical or moral bat-
tle against a faceless enemy, but rather attempted to identify specific areas in which the architectural
profession could improve the general social condition: “With this issue of PENCIL POINTS, we re-ded-
icate ourselves to the vigorous promotion of what we believe to be good architecture and to the active

encouragement of all—whether they be architects or no—who work honestly at improving the human

environment.”? The concept of the ‘good’ was not merely an aesthetic judgment, but rather extended
from the planning of an individual unit to tending the world at large, forecasting America’s postwar role
as a world superpower: “Good: The approach that starts out with careful analysis of the human activi-
ties and requirements involved and makes a sincere effort to meet these needs, resulting in a plan which

is a rounded organization of the various essential parts and which promotes a good community pattern

that improves as time goes on.”! It was a position that explicitly set itself in opposition to the destructive

40, “On Minding Our Own Business......Progressive Architecture,” Pencil Points, June 1944, 40.
41. Ibid., 42.
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horror of war, presenting architecture as its constructive antithesis: “The world at war is a hideous reve-
lation of what selfish, anti-social powers for evil can bring to mankind. Insofar as we plan ahead, we are
already in the postwar world; eventually we shall be able to give actual expression, instead of the lip ser-

vice we now give so generously, to building a better world founded on honest concern for human free-

dom from tyrannies, large or small.”* In this sense, modern architecture became intrinsically related to
several intertwined concepts related to the idea of progress: postwar reconstruction, social amelioration,
military strength, political freedom, cultural leadership, and economic development.

In a related article in the same issue, entitled “Progressive Architecture Implies Creation of Ele-

ments of an Improved Environment,”? photographs and captions from MOMA’s Built in U.S.A., 1932-
44, were reprinted, demonstrating examples of what the editors had in mind for the concept of a progres-
sive modernism: rather than a canonical International Style aesthetic, their vision of progressive mod-
ernism was closer to the emerging regionalism championed by Hitchcock and Mumford, focusing largely
on federal housing projects and other small to medium scale domestic works.

To signal their more assertive stance, the August 1944 issue [fig. 2] inserted the ‘progressive’ tag to
the magazine’s subtitle, making it ‘the magazine of PROGRESSIVE ARCHITECTURE’; the Septem-
ber issue divided the byline into two parts, setting ‘Progressive Architecture’ as an independent element.
The October issue removed the now extraneous ‘the magazine of’, simply making it Pencil Points and
Progressive Architecturve below, in slightly smaller sans serif type. From this point on there seems to have
been a steady shift towards the new title, as revealed by the shifting order and point size of the respective
labels: the January 1945 issue continued with the existing order, though Pencil Points was now reduced
to the smaller type, while Progressive Avchitectuve, though still below the other, was now twice the
former’s size and set in the more modern Futura typeface. In October [fig. 3] the order was transposed,
so that Progressive Avchitecture resided over the now diminished Pencil Points, with nary an editorial
comment.

With the end of the war, the January 1946 issue [fig. 4] attempted to recount some of the major

architectural events during the war years, in Thomas H. Creighton’s article “Pear]l Harbor to Nagasaki:

A Review of Architectural Progress During the War Years.”* Creighton here expounded on the notion

42. Ibid., 43.
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Figure 3: Pencil Points, October 1944 Figure 4: Progressive Architecture, January
1946

of ‘architectural progress’, stating that “It would seem best to choose the simple, commonly accepted

standards for good architecture: fitness, strength, beauty, purpose.”45 If this were no more than a repeti-
tion of classical Vitruvian values, it would perhaps be of little notice, but Creighton added the notion of
‘purpose’ to the mix, intimating that the architectural object needed a greater social function beyond its
purely artistic properties in order to be considered a worthy architectural statement. Modern architec-
ture, if it was to be truly ‘progressive’, needed to invigorate and propel the values of a progressive, dem-
ocratic society.

Towards this end, the magazine announced the beginning of its Progressive Architecture award
program in the May 1946 issue, with two awards to be given, one for a private residence, the other for a
public project. It hoped to not only bring to light significant architectural works by younger or less
known architects, but also attempt to bring to the forefront new progressive trends in American archi-
tecture.

The graphic modifications continued to alter the magazine layout: with the January 1947 issue, the

secondary line of ‘Pencil Points’ was finally banished from the cover, remaining only in the table of con-

45. Ibid., 52.
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Figure 5: Progressive Architecture, January Figure 6: Progressive Architecture, January
1948 1949

tents; the following issue qualified that demotion by placing the old title in brackets. This was the formal
order of events, with minor typographic and graphic experiments, until the January 1948 issue, [fig. 5] in
which a new cover graphic was introduced, a large case ‘P’ and ‘A’ placed together to form the new ‘P/
A’ logo. In the April 1949 issue, the bracketed ‘Pencil Points’ finally disappeared from its marginalized
position in the table of contents; aside from some miscellaneous reappearances, the old title had been
finally put aside, in favor of the new logo and title.

The long gestation period towards a ‘Progressive Architecture’ underscored the contentious diffi-
culties facing the editors of the period: how to simultaneously move towards a modernist aesthetic of for-
eign origins and yet be supportive of domestic causes? The answer lay in the catchword of ‘progress’:
here architecture would be neither traditional nor modern, nor of one particular nationalistic style or
another; rather, the new architecture embodied those abstract qualities of social, political, urban, and
formal progress that would guide America in the postwar era. Progressive Avchitecture thus stood for
both a set of social ideals, hand in hand with artistic innovation—that their own awards program even-
tually would become a contest of aesthetic individualism decades later points out perhaps not the degra-
dation of the ideals of the ‘progressive ' society the editors envisioned (or perhaps what constituted such),

but rather a failure to distinguish between formal innovation and social progress. A ‘progressive’ archi-
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tecture also implied technical advances in the building process, aided by wartime innovations in indus-
trial materials and manufacturing. Indeed, this association of progress with innovative form would
prove to mark not only the eventual direction represented in the journal, but also the direction taken in
architectural education.

Ironically, the return of a more aggressive social and ethical stance taken by the editors in 1993
coincided with the folding of the publication three years later; whether one is to take this as proof of their
mutual incompatibility may be questionable, though by that point form had certainly overtaken social
aspects as the principal criterion for architectural progress. In the postwar years, however, the social ide-
alism that accompanied the investigation into architectural form remained an underlying force in archi-

tectural practice and pedagogy, at a time when modern architecture intimated social progress.



Drawing and Architedture



36



Wolfflin and the Legacy of German Formalism 37

Reading the Modern

There were two crucial and interrelated movements in the postwar development of modern archi-
tecture: on the one hand, the historiographic interpretation of architecture as an object of aesthetic con-
cern, and on the other, the notion of the architectural object as the three-dimensional result of a two-
dimensional diagram. In this first section, the critical role of art history scholarship is discussed, in the
way in which modern architecture was able to be understood through not only the same formal tools and
aesthetic terms as classical or humanist architecture, but in terms of its visual relationships with modern
art as well. The following section (‘Point and Line to Plane’) examines how these formal precedents
were consequently utilized in the service of architectural education.

The art historical interpretation of modernism was both descriptive as well as prescriptive: firstly,
by reading through the lens of typological precedent, modern architecture could be understood within a
continuous visual legacy of western art; secondly, that foundation could be subsequently applied to the
design of modernist buildings. Far from Gropius’ ostensible recalcitrance towards histofical type, his
teaching methodology in fact implicitly relied upon the incorporation of modernist forms and tech-
niques; thus, while the examples differed, the methods continued the pre-modern notion of design as a
process built upon historical, technological, and geographic contexts. What was unique in the case of the
new atelier, however, was the degree to which modernism looked not to the typological precedents of
architectural forms, but rather towards the formal structure and methods demonstrated in abstract
painting. In this, the application of the analytical techniques of humanist art scholarship to twentieth
century art thereby inserted specific critical visual tools in the understanding and production of the mod-

ernist object.

Wilfflin and the Legacy of Geyman Formalism

While the bulk of the significant design educators in America were of Germanic—and specifically
Bauhaus—origins, the other major pedagogical influence in the development of a formalist approach in
American architecture stemmed from England—that is, from the art historical scholarship of the War-
burg and Courtauld Institutes. Of course, their methods were primarily founded upon German aesthetic
theory (the Warburg itself having been transplanted as a result of Nazi occupation), looking to the tran-

scendental aesthetics of Kant and Hegel in the search for rational principles of art history. While the spe-
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cific chronology of this aspect of the visual arts will not be recounted here (here, Michael Podro and

Mark Jarzombek have both provided a succinct account of the figures and intellectual history

involved),! Heinrich Wélfflin’s central contributions must be acknowledged in the formation of modern

art history scholarship as well as architectural design thinking.

Wolfflin’s classic Renaissance and Baroque® promoted the concept of a ‘painterly’ architecture in
reference to Baroque architecture, and in opposition to the more static, drafted lines of the High Renais-
sance. Painterly architecture concerned not merely the illusionistic, fluid, and expressionistic effects of
chiaroscuro and space in tectonic form, but indeed implied a fundamental relationship between the two
arts: For Wolfflin, the primary artistic contribution of the Baroque arts lay in its painting, and all other
artistic disciplines attempted to imitate the formal effects of the painterly style. Architecture followed

painting’s lead, striving for visual qualities of the latter, where “Instead of following its own nature,
architecture strove after effects which really belong to a different art-form: it became ‘painterly.”” In his

later Principles of Art History,* Wolfflin moved away from his early interest in empathy theory, and
towards more purely formal categories, incorporating the earlier differences between the Cinguecento
and Seicento as the starting point of a fundamental binary opposition in artistic representation.

He identified five basic formal concepts distinguishing the High Renaissance from the baroque:
linear versus painterly; plane versus recession; closed versus open form; multiplicity versus unity; and
absolute versus relative clarity of the represented subject. While Wolfflin’s remarks applied principally

to painting, he also made pains to apply this binary division to sculpture and architecture as well, in an

1. Michael Podro, The Critical Historians of Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982); Mark Jarzombek, “De-
Scribing the Language of Looking: Wolfflin and the History of Aesthetic Experientialism, Assemblage 23 (1994):
29-69. While Podro’s approach here is more along the lines of a general historiographic survey, Jarzombek
instead traces the development of aesthetic thinking from Wolfflin’s Kantian-inspired scientific aspirations, to
contemporary American formalist analysis. Here, the complex historical relationship between image and text is
discussed, revealing the critical role of reading both image and text.

2. Heinrich Wolfflin, Renaissance und Bavock (Munich, 1908), Renaissance and Baroque, trans. Kathrin Simon
(Ithaca: Cornell Unversity Press, 1967).

3. 1Ibid., 29. In 1940, Clement Greenberg would later echo Wolfflin’s sentiments in stating how “when it happens
that a single art is given the dominant role, it becomes the prototype of all art: the others try to shed their proper
characters and imitate its effects.” Greenberg’s essay, as he put it, was an historical apology of sorts for the for-
mal properties and teleological trajectory of modernist abstraction, of which the New York School represented
its zenith and endpoint. From Clement Greenberg, “Towards a Newer Laocoon,” Partisan Review, July-August
1940; reprinted in Clement Greenberg, The Collected Essays and Criticism, ed. John O’Brian (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1988), 24.

4. Heinrich Wolfflin, Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe (Munich, 1915); translated as Principles of Art History,
trans. M. D. Hottinger (New York: Dover, 1950).
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attempt to develop a general formal model. Here, he expanded upon the linear/painterly opposition, in
discussing the fictive, illusionistic properties of the baroque; in the chapter on plane and recession, he
discussed the differences between the frontal planarity of the early Renaissance, in distinction to the
recessional, spatial play of the later period. Closed versus open form is described as the ‘tectonic’ totality
of the former, versus the a-tectonic illusion of movement and immateriality of the latter (by this he refers
to Bernini’s organic forms, as well as the lavish mirror effects of the rococo). By multiplicity Wolfflin
refers to the articulated and independent elements in the formation of the architectural work, as with
Alberti, in distinction to the organic and free-flowing unity of the seventeenth century, in which the
whole composition dominates over its specific elements. Finally, the difference between absolute and rel-
ative clarity is discussed in terms of the distance between the formal clarity of the architectural concep-
tion in the earlier period, against the deliberately ambiguous and theatrical effects of the later; it is
marked by such effects such as the frontal presentation versus the deliberate diagonal; the clear expres-
sion of structural forces in tectonic form, against the intentional erasure of same; or the ability to fully
grasp the artistic conception from a single vantage point, versus the conscious attempt to construct a
spatially and compositionally complex architectural order.

If this sort of comparative language seems somewhat familiar, it is due in no small part to Wolff-
lin’s pervasive influence on Aby Warburg and his students in Munich and London; architecture in this
realm was understood in the context of a general art history, and interpretation was thus understood in
the art historical terms of the German formal tradition. From this milieu came architectural historians
such as Rudolf Wittkower, Colin Rowe, Reyner Banham, and Siegfried Giedion, steeped in Wolfflin’s
comparative analyses. While Wittkower was primarily a humanist scholar, his students Rowe and Ban-
ham took this methodology towards rather different ends; Rowe towards modern architecture’s relation-
ship with cubist painting, and Banham towards an examination of English Brutalism and pop art. For
his part, Giedion attempted to encompass the modernist experience within a conceptual framework that
began with the Renaissance. Rowe perhaps more than the others resituated Wolfflin’s language within a
modernist context, with celebrated results. In all cases there was an implicit and rather unexamined
belief in the intrinsic relationship between the arts and the encompassing zeitgeist from which they
sprang.

The critical shift from this analytic mode, to the incorporation of this attitude as a means of design,
however, occured in architectural education from the late thirties. While the invocation of modernist
themes had been a fairly typical occurrence in architectural schools, it had been usually in terms of the
typological precedent, in the manner of the copying of the Beaux-Arts exemplar. By isolating and seeing

its elements as a generalizable, abstract system, their vocabulary could be recalled without any necessary
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reference to their original sources. In a similar manner, Bauhaus exercises and de Stijl forms had also
been previously used for beginning design students, but always as a precursor to the issues of an actual
building project. In moving towards a formalist methodology, progressively abstract design exercises
were introduced into the architectural curriculum (for instance, the famous ‘nine square grid’ problem
which Hejduk introduced at the Cooper Union in the early seventies, had already been in place at the
Architectural Association at least by the mid-fifties).

While schools such as the AA and also Cambridge University in England, developed their interest
with the formal properties of the architectural object, the migration of these ideas occurred with the emi-
gration of many of these English critics to American schools; Rowe, Banham and Alan Colquhoun
among them. Conversely, Peter Eisenman left the States to study under Sir Leslie Martin and Colin
Rowe at Cambridge in the late fifties, in an attempt to outline a rational, conceptual basis for modern
design (rationality at Cambridge also had another twist, which was also involved with a Wittgensteinian
positivism and the algebraic calculus of forms as initiated by Christopher Alexander). In the United
States, the promise of formal rationalism as brought over from art historical analysis, combined with the
connotations of high cultural sophistication within a self-referential syntax, would prove to guide Amer-

ican design education in the postwar decades.

i. Rudolf Wittkower

Rudolph Wittkower’s 1949 opus, Architectural Principles in the Age of Humanism®

is a peculiar
marker for architectural theory, in that its fame is perhaps due more for its influence on contemporary
theory and design, than for its immediate contributions to Renaissance scholarship. The somewhat curi-
ous dimension to this text is that it was read from its inception not so much as an historical analysis on
the religious and cultural foundations of early and high Renaissance architecture, but rather, as an

inducement and metaphor for the possible formalization of modernist design. In a 1972 essay on the

influence of the Wittkower text,® Henry Millon cites Robin Boyd’s assertion that Architectural Princi-

ples was at least partly responsible for the reintroduction of the circle as a formal motif in postwar archi-

tectural plans (other influences here of course include Frank Lloyd Wright, Juan Miro and Jean Arp).7

5. Rudolph Wittkower, Principles in the Age of Humanism (London, 1949; 3" revised edition, New York: Norton,
1962).

6. Henry A. Millon, “Rudolf Wittkower, Architectural Principles in the Age of Humanism: Its Influence on the
Development and Interpretation of Modern Architecture,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Histovians 31
(1972): 83-91.
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Further, Millon argues that, along with Le Corbusier’s theory of the Moduloy, the Wittkower text was
responsible for a renewed interest in modular systems in postwar design. While Hitchcock and Johnson’s
The International Style was almost wholly concerned with modern architecture as a formal conceit, it
did not present any sort of systematic means of analysis; in distinction, Wittkower’s interpretation of

Renaissance treatises presented such a model, albeit for a humanist subject.

Alina Payne has written more recently on some of the key concepts in the Wittkower text,® center-
ing around specific Renaissance themes: the use of symbolism; the appropriation of forms; the develop-
ment of characteristic building types; and the idea of commensuration, that is, the essential humanist
unity between art and science. Here, Payne argues that Wittkower’s reductivist reading of Palladio
ignored the architect’s conception of architecture as including functional and social utility, and instead
emphasized his ideas on regulating lines, number, and proportion. Consequently, Wittkower was able to
reduce the Renaissance conception of architecture to a science based on its system of mathematical
ratios, and accordingly also united architecture with humanist music theory.

Payne continues on to focus on the critical role of syntax, which for Wittkower, she argues, “ulti-
mately constitutes the key object of his investigation.” He almost entirely ignores the issue of ornament

in the Renaissance, and instead “reads form with respect to structure rather than meaning.”'° It is a dia-

metrically opposed reading of Renaissance humanism from that of Geoffrey Scott’s romanticised inter-

pretations,! 1

concentrating instead on the conception of forms treated as large typological units, with its
components treated as abstract entities. In distilling the complex and intricate aspects of the Renaissance
work to an abstracted state, Payne makes the argument that Architectural Principles begins to encroach,
somewhat unwittingly, upon the inception of a modernist syntax: “not only does Wittkower’s argument
fit into a current art historical and intellectual context as shaped by Cassirer and Panofsky, among oth-

ers, but it presents a familiar facture: the reduction of form to syntactic relationships, the geometric

7. Robin Boyd, The Puzzle of Architecture (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1965).

8. Alina A. Payne, “Rudolf Wittkower and Architectural Principles in the Age of Modernism,” JSAH 53 (1994):
322-342.

9. Ibid., 328.

10. Ibid. The concept of ‘reading’ architecture is a term which is found liberally in both this study as well as
Payne’s, and the general popularity of the term may also in no small part be attributed to Wittkower’s literal
reading of Renaissance treatises in his study. ‘Reading’ architecture thereby moved from this specific and literal
examination of both text and diagram in the historical treatise, to that more general usage widely found today
(via the rise of modern hermeneutic interpretation), understood as the conceptual understanding of the architec-
tural object.

11. Geoffrey Scott, The Architecture of Humanism (New York: Norton, 1974).
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grids, the emphasis on structure, on ‘white’ and ‘cubic’ forms...echo the then-current tenets of victorious

modernism.”'? Unlike Le Corbusier’s invocation of proportion and geometry, however, Wittkower pre-

sents the Renaissance in terms of a highly structured, easily iterable system of design thought. Conse-

quently, Payne continues, “Wittkower thus offers a link between humanism and abstraction”'® by
relating abstract form to an intellectual rather than perceptual grounding of form. It is a reading—again,
this literal reading in Wittkower’s case—of the humanist treatise in terms of its diagrammatic reproduc-
tion within the space of the text. It is a flattened, reductivist space, where “form (and structure) is two-

dimensional and is manifested either as plan or elevation: neither space (hence movement) nor the sculp-

tural presence of the wall (hence the tactile or haptic) is at issue.”'* While this interpretation of architec-
tural form ostensibly seems to reduce architecture to a limited set of conceptual parameters, conversely
this reading also aligns architecture in a factural manner to drawing and painting. Modernism is thus
doubly joined to its humanist antecedents; first by way of the intangible properties of proportion and

geometry, and secondly by way of its material commonality residing at the surface of the printed page.

ii. Colin Rowe

Colin Rowe’s intellectual contributions to postwar modernist theory and design have been widely
noted and analyzed elsewhere, and thus will not be recited again; rather, the references to his writings
here serve only to place his work within the historical context with which we are immediately con-
cerned. Rowe’s particular talent at amassing vast amounts of detail from a variety of sources, both high
and low, architectural and otherwise, reinterpreted Wittkower’s Renaissance studies in terms of its con-

sequences and relationship to modern architecture, enabling him to pursue a formal analogy between

the classical and the modern order that he would continue to play out in his academic career.'’ By
setting up a conceptual parity between chronologically disparate systems, Rowe introduced an a-
historical, non-material and non-site specific mode of understanding the architectural artifact, stressing
instead its conceptual properties; architecture was then understood as a primarily intellectual activity,

separating it from mere building.

12. Ibid., 330.

13. Ibid., 337.

14. Ibid.

15. Colin Rowe, The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa and Other Essays (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1976). The

essays here on Palladio and Le Corbusier, and Schinkel and Mies are his best known cross-chronological com-
parisons, but they are also indicative of his general allegiance to a formalist art historical tradition.



Wolfflin and the Legacy of German Formalism 43

Two years before the publication of Wittkower’s 1949 Architectural Principles, Rowe had already

demonstrated his ability to contrast and compare two formerly dissimilar species of architectural form,

in his first and perhaps best known essay, “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa.”'® Here he uses all of
Wittkower’s formal instruments, though stripped of their religious, cultural, and historical foundations;
instead, the notion of the ideal villa resides in an abstract, timeless mathematical space (and in this con-
ceit it is far removed from its medieval religious roots and is closer to a scientistic, modernist notion of a
mathematical logic). Where he invocates geometry, it is in terms of the inherent beauty of its mathemati-
cal symmetry rather than its religious affiliations; where he brings up the notion of proportion, again it is
by way of a logic of an algebraic calculus which Rowe introduces, in order to equate the planimetric for-
mulae from one side into consonance with the other. Here, the Villa Rotunda is presented not so much as
an architectural construction, as the production of a self-referential theorem: “Mathematical, abstract,

four square, without apparent function, its dry aristocratic derivatives have enjoyed universal diffu-

sion.”!” The Villa Savoye is treated in the same manner, although Rowe imparts it with Virgilian refer-
ences, returning both to an idyllic, autonomous state (which, in their actual settings, neither possess).
Within this hermetic environment, the two conceptual constructs are set up against one another, display-
ing their similarities and differences in mathematical terms: “They are both conceived as single

blocks...Allowing for variations in roof treatment they are blocks of corresponding volume, eight units in

length, by five and a half in breadth, by five in height.”!® Proportions are compared, geometries are
aligned, plan is measured against plan and contrasted to section, in general framing the architectural
object as an essentially conceptual rather than material construction. Beyond the immediate dislocative
shock of comparing a humanist icon with its modernist counterpart, however, Rowe’s 1947 paper was
still based firmly on the art historical methodologies of Wolfflin and Wittkower.

His studies at Yale in the early fifties introduced him to Robert Slutzky and Josef Albers, and what
had previously been a purely analytical tool, came to be seen as also having major consequences for the
design process. Robert Slutzky’s education under Albers produced a formalized, analytic concern with
the interaction between form, colour and space, that found its architectural corollary with Rowe. This
was to be more fully played out when they left to teach at the University of Texas at Austin, where they
were later joined by John Hejduk and Bernhard Hoesli, an ETH-trained Swiss who had worked for Le

16. Colin Rowe, “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa: Palladio and Le Corbusier Compared,” Architectural Review
(March 1947): 101-4.

17. Tbid., 101.
18. Ibid.
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Corbusier. This particular story of the ‘Texas Rangers’ is significant because it points to one of the first
disciplined attempts to counter the prevailing model of ‘problem-solving’ modernism; and thus explic-
itly situated itself outside of mainstream American practice. Their model was not Gropius’ vision of a
synthesis between design and practice, but rather that of a progressive avant-garde that resisted the

objective, bureacratic team method, in favour of an heuristic approach that was aligned with the formal

rigour of Albers’ graphic exercises. This can be seen in Hejduk’s Texas House series from the 1950s,'°
which would forecast his later, more hermetic production in some fundamental ways: its spare graphic
vocabulary; the dynamic composition of the plan and elevation; the obsessive serial variation on a basic
theme; the minimal or absent site; and the use of the nine square grid (an amalgam of Albers, Wittkower,
and Rowe’s intellectual contributions), now transplanted to a series of conceptual house schemes in the
Texas desert. At the same time, their ostensible rejection of Gropius belied the extent of their allegiance
to the principles and pedagogy of the German Bauhaus.

Rowe’s belated introduction to modern art at Yale shifted his analytical strategy from a compari-
son between different architectures to a comparision between different visual disciplines. The most

explicit and ambitious example of this kind of analytical cross-pollination can be found in Rowe and
Slutzky’s landmark 1955 essay, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal.”?® The inspiration for this arti-

cle was taken from The Language of Vision,?! written by Gyorgy Kepes (an associate of Moholy-Nagy’s
then teaching at MIT), whom they quoted on the literal and phenomenal characteristics of overlapping
transparent figures. Kepes and Moholy-Nagy held firm to the research efforts of Bauhaus design, how-
ever, while Rowe and Slutzky’s paper was principally concerned with the visual legacy of early abstract
painting. From this initial assertion, Rowe and Slutzky deliberately mixed metaphors by associating
analytic cubism with Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein and the League of Nations projects (actually a double
transference, as Le Corbusier and Ozenfant took special pains to differentiate their purist manifesto
from that of analytic cubism). Slutzky’s studies in gestalt psychology aided their architectonic reading of
cubist painting; Rowe however, continued to see both the painted and the architectural object through
the same formal analytic lens. Their reading of Braque and Picasso, for instance, was presented in Wolf-

flinian terms—“Frontality, suppression of depth, contracting of space, definition of light sources, tipping

19. John Hejduk, John Hejduk: 7 Houses (New York: Institute for Architecture and Urban Studies, 1980).

20. Rowe and Slutzky, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal,” written in 1955, republished in The Mathematics of
the Ideal Villa, 159-183.

21. Gyorgy Kepes, Language of Vision (Chicago: Paul Theobald, 1944).
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forward of objects, restricted palette, obhlique and rectilinear grids, propensities towards peripheric

development, are all characteristics of Analytical Cubism...”??

These analytic ideas were consequently transformed into a studio design process, beginning in
Austin, and developed later in the late fifties in Cambridge and the mid-sixties at Cornell (Hejduk also
incorporated these ideas in generating the conceptual Texas house series, and expanded as part of his
pedagogical technique at the Cooper Union). Rowe continued to emphasize the essential role of the two-
dimensional diagram as head of the urban design department at Cornell through the early eighties,
where the legacy of the Beaux-Arts parti joined with the reductivist imagery of the modernist avant-
garde and the figure-ground visual ambiguity of the Roman Nolli plan, in order to produce an urban
structure that had the appearance of an incremental, chronological process, that was in fact informed by
a highly complex and ordered reading of avant-garde collage practices.

The common thread running through Rowe’s varied intellectual pursuits has been the tendency to
understand the object of study in fundamentally two-dimensional terms, and thus can be related to both
Wolfflin’s formalist analysis, as well as Greenberg’s teleology of modernist painting. That is, Wolfflin’s
comparative categories relied upon the fundamental suspension of belief in any essential differences
between painting and architecture—the constructed artifact could be thought of as ‘linear’ or ‘paint-
erly’, in the same manner as the easel work. Like Greenberg, Wélfflin did not view architecture as a
wholly independent artistic process, but rather as a subset of the dominant art, which was Renaissance
and Baroque painting; this lead him to treat architecture according to painting’s formal vocabulary.
Greenberg’s interest in the flattened plane of abstract painting, on the other hand, enunciated the pri-
macy of the surface condition in modern art, encompassing architecture as well as painting and sculp-
ture. While painting was not a fundamental aspect of Rowe’s early research, his introduction to cubism
in the fifties renewed this latent possibility, only here transferred to a formal comparison between cubist
painting and the International Style. Like Greenberg, Rowe’s understanding of the architectural object

lay at its absolute surface, where the material disappeared in favor of the conceptual.

iii. Reyner Banham

Though somewhat younger than Rowe, Reyner Banham also belonged to that generation of Brit-
ish academics who trained under Pevsner at the Courtauld Institute, graduating in 1952. Under
Nikolaus Pevsner, Banham’s 1959 dissertation on the early architectural avant-garde was subsequently

published as Theory and Design in the First Machine Age. Less dogmatically formalist than Rowe, Ban-

22. Rowe and Slutzky, 162.
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ham was arguably more directly involved with modern art, having written several gallery reviews for
the Architectural Review, as well as being a member of the British Independent Group (with Peter and

Alison Smithson, Eduardo Paolozzi and Nigel Henderson). He first introduced the term ‘architecture

autre %3

in a December 1955 Architectural Review article, alluding to the French art critic Michel
Tapié’s earlier notion of un art autre, in referring to the work and aims of what he recognized as the
Smithson’s postwar realist revisionism of modern architecture. Banham saw art autre and architecture
linked by a critical reinterpretation of the canonical International Style, informed simultaneously by
industrial technology, pop culture, and the primitivist tendencies of Le Corbusier and Kahn.

Perhaps more influential in the late fifties and early sixties in Britain (and principally at the Archi-
tectural Association in London) than in America, Banham’s stance can be seen as both parallel and dia-
metrically opposed to Rowe’s formalist readings. Though both had a common interest in the visual
legacy of the modernist avant-garde, for Rowe this principally concerned analytical cubism and de Stijl,
while Banham turned his attention more towards those anti-formalist tendencies in the modern move-
ment: surrealism, dada, American abstract expressionism, Situationism, and the various aspects of the

French art brut movement. Nigel Whitely here argues that “whereas avt autre turned its back on Mod-

ernism as a whole, the New Brutalism signalled a return to the attitudes of the Modernism of its early

period;”?* Whitely claims that although the Smithsons’ 1949 Hunstanton school project ostensibly rose

from a reading of Wittkower’s Architectural Principles and Rowe’s “Mathematics” article, “the influ-

ence they absorbed and applied was filtered through the anti-idealist outlook of the new brutalism.”?5
Banham recounted the critical importance of postwar anti-formalism for the Smithsons, invoking
the rough hewn facture of the canvas surface as an analogy to beton brut: “among the fistful of often con-
tradictory standards that the Smithsons—and some of their peers and equals—have brought to bear,
some are aesthetic. The effect of some of these aesthetics is not always obvious—though Jackson Pol-
lock’s paintings clearly have affinity to their anti-formal plans; and the a7t brut of Paolozzi or Dubuffet

has an equal family relationship to their interest in the visible and tangible material qualities of their

building-structures.”?® The somber chromatic compositions of Still, Rothko, Newman, and Motherwell,

found their constructed analogies in the valuation of building materials for their natural, ‘found’ quali-

23. See Nigel Whitely, “Banham and Otherness: Reyner Banham and his Quest for an Architectuve Autre,” Avchi-
tectural History 33 (1990): 188-219.

24. Tbid., 195-6.
25. Ibid., 198.
26. Reyner Banham, “The history of the immediate future,” RIBA Journal 68 (1962): 252-7.
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ties, producing “an architecture whose vehemence transcended the norms of architectural expression as
violently as the paintings of Dubuffet transcended the norms of pictorial art; an architecture whose con-
cepts of order were as far removed from those of ‘architectural composition’ as those of Pollock were

removed from the routines of painterly composition (ie. balance, congruence or contrast of forms within

a dominant rectangular format...).”’ Further, in terms of the absolute scale of abstract expressionist
painting, Banham argues, the work of Motherwell and his peers begins to encroach upon an architec-
tural condition.

There are (at least) two significant and ironic consequences to Banham'’s critical appraisal of
English Brutalism for American architecture: on the one hand, the idea of a realist popular culture trans-
formed into high art was appropriated in America by Warhol’s ambiguous iconography, and Denise
Scott-Brown (via the Architectural Association and the Smithsons) and Robert Venturi’s particular
brand of high/low culture building. The latter’s reinterpretative amalgam of pop culture and high archi-
tecture lead to a condition where the deliberately glossy superficiality of the mass produced image was
retained, while the Brutalists’ emphasis on raw materials and exposed construction was not. While we
may initially read the division between Rowe and Banham as encompassing the same conceptual dis-
tance between the ‘Whites’ and the ‘Grays’, on closer inspection we see Scott-Brown and Venturi being
occupied with the same penchant for a formalist analysis (as well as its consequent design methods) that
occupied Wittkower and Rowe. Like their intellectual forbears, the work of Venturi and Scott-Brown
deliberately eschews spatial depth (that celebration of spatial volume that marked the modernist monu-
ment), preferring instead to retain architectural meaning at the level of the diagram, inscribed on the
surface of the wall. Clearly there was no strong division between the two avant-gardes (perhaps best
characterized as the difference between ‘autonomy’ versus ‘irony’), in fact sharing underlying formalist
beliefs in the production of a high architectural culture.

The other ironic consequence of Banham’s reading of Brutalist architecture—that is, his identifi-
cation of the primacy of process over form; its non-relational, non-hierarchical composition; the lack of a
determined ‘end-point’ to the work; the absence of a traditional figure-ground hierarchy or any central-
ized or distinct point of focus—came with their adoption not by anti-formalist forces, but rather in the
other extreme, by a wholly surrealist extension of the International Style canon, in which its fundamen-
tal design principles were reversed to a logical absurdity through the strict formalization of these ostensi-
bly anti-formal principles. Those properties which Banham identified as the Brutalist revision of the

International Style—process over form, non-hierarchical composition, open-endedness, the absence of

27. Reyner Banham, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? (New York: Reinhold, 1966), 68.
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figure-ground shape or centralized focus—were precisely the same formal concepts adopted in the work

of Peter Eisenman.

iv.  Peter Eisenman

As with Rowe’s work, the bulk of Eisenman’s writings and buildings have been extensively dis-
cussed, and will not be recited here. Indeed, Eisenman’s architectural production, beginning in the early
to mid-sixties, forms the terminus and implicit object of this study, in the idea of architecture as autono-
mous artform. Certainly this stance in itself is not original; what will be discussed here is rather the his-
torical trajectory of this line of thought, and in this case Eisenman’s work belongs as well within the
Anglo-Germanic art historical tradition of formal comparative analysis. This is most fully revealed in
Eisenman’s dissertation studies at Cambridge in the early sixties, forming the nucleus of his intellectual
and professional development over the next few decades.

Significant English attempts to synthesize modern art and architecture date from at least the mid-
thirties, when the architects Colin Lucas, Wells Coates, the sculptor Henry Moore, and the painter Ben
Nicholson joined to form the Unit One group. The architect Sir James Richards here recalled how
“There was a closeness [between these painters and architects] in two ways—in the obvious way that the
new abstract art of that time had an affinity with architecture. A Ben Nicholson all-white abstract relief
was a piece of flattened architecture. That was a natural affinity, and the other was a purely personal

one. The few architects, painters and sculptors who had a revolutionary viewpoint naturally found each

other and became one movement.””® The notion of the relief as an intermediary between painting and
architecture raised the unique possibility that not only could architecture learn from and imitate the
effects of painting, but that concomitantly painting could also develop an architectural presence. This
was one of the driving conceptual themes behind the journal Circle, which was edited by Leslie Martin,
Ben Nicholson and Naum Gabo. Both painting and architecture shared a material presence in the con-
temporary world, and thus “The idea behind the publication Circle was to put together one particular
manifestation of art and architecture, to put side by side work which appeared to have one common idea

and one common aim: the constructive trend in the art of our day. The idea was to try to place the work

of art as an essential part of constructive thought, as the counterpart of architecture and the sciences.” 2°

28. Sherban Cantacuzino, “Sir James Richards Interview,” in A Continuing Expeviment; Learning and Teaching at
the Avchitecturval Association, ed. James Gowan (London: Architectural Press, 1975), 53. For further references
on Nicholson’s relationship to architecture, see also “Architecture and the Painter: with special reference to the
work of Ben Nicholson,” Focus 3 (1939); “A Note on Science and Art,” Architect’s Year Book 2 (1947); and “A
World within a Frame: Ben Nicholson,” The Listener (Jan. 1947).
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Of the original Unit One group, Leslie Martin was perhaps the one most interested in researching

underlying formal concepts in architecture; Martin had been in Paris around 1930, and for him “at that

time there was certainly no doubt about the organising principles behind Le Corbusier’s work.”° Mar-
tin however filtered this appreciation of Corbu through the lens of Wittkower and Rowe’s analytical

strategies, developing a system of reading and designing architecture and urban space by means of a pro-

portional grid system.®!

Martin had been appointed head of the School of Architecture at Cambridge in 1956, which, if not
quite at the level of the Architectural Association’s cutting edge, nonetheless managed to attract consid-
erable talent and visiting lecturers, including Buckminster Fuller, Richard Neutra, Louis Kahn, and

Ernesto Rogers. Other new faculty members there included Colin St. John Wilson, who had come from

the more pragmatic environs of the design department at the London County Council,?? as well as Colin
Rowe, who joined the staff in 1958, teaching there until 1962. All three figures in one way or another had
a significant influence in Eisenman’s intellectual development at Cambridge, who previously had a
respectable if somewhat prosaic introduction to modern architecture at Cornell, Columbia University
and The Architects Collaborative under Gropius.

Martin’s belief in the relationship between modern art and architecture had a significant impact
on the design direction of the department, and studio exercises reflected the belief in modern painting as
the intellectual foundation for modern architecture. Christopher Alexander, who attended architecture
school there from 1955 to 1957, recalled this process: “The basic instruction consisted in teaching about
modern art—a peculiarity of this program. There was an intense focus on painters like Mondrian and

van Doesburg, with occasional references to Mies van der Rohe and Le Corbusier. But mainly it was

29. J.L. Martin, Ben Nicholson, N. Gabo, eds., Circle; International Survey of Constructive Art (London: Faber and
Faber, 1937; New York: Praeger, 1971), 217.

30. J.L. Martin, Buildings and Idea 1933-8 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 8.
31. Leslie Martin, “The Grid as Generator,” in Urban Space and Structures (Cambridge, 1972).

32. In spite of the pragmatic, if not bureaucratic nature of their organization, the LCC nonetheless attracted several
significant and idealistic young architects into their fold, as Wilson here points out: “Around the corner I found
Alan Colquhoun and also there for two weeks—and for some inexplicable reason in the Planning Department—
was Jim Stirling. We sought to develop in the blitzed ruin of Post-war London a pioneering brave new world
atmosphere and thus became firm Le Corbusier fans. At that time Corbu stood for something that was arche-
typal, concerned with standards and general building types.” From Colin St. John Wilson, “Goodbye to all that,”
Scroope 2 (Summer 1990): 7. In addition, Peter and Alison Smithson also worked in the LCC Architects Depart-
ment in the late forties, during which time they designed their winning entry for the Hunstanton Secondary
School.
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focused on painting...Somehow, the implication was that what they were trying to do was what we were

trying to do—and that we had to get a sense of what that was and then do it in buildings.”?

Although Alexander left in 1958 for Harvard, before Eisenman arrived at Cambridge in 1960,
Alexander’s influence continued to be felt; an intellectual debate had begun in the school during this
period, between Christian Norberg-Schulz’ phenomenological approach to understanding architectural
form, and Alexander and Lionel March’s early attempts at a more structured, mathematical model
developing out of anthropological observation. Somewhat ironically, Alexander’s own work drifted
away from his initial mathematically derived studies and towards Norberg-Schulz’ more intuitive, expe-
riential understanding of place (from the rigid lattice to the more complex, intertwined semi-lattice struc-

ture of typological forms), whereas Eisenman, who ostensibly began his dissertation as a riposte to

Alexander’s early manuscript of Notes on the Synthesis of Form,** attempted a rigid analytical model in
developing a logical structure for reading architectural form.
Entitled The Formal Basis of Modern Architecture, Eisenman’s dissertation was completed in

1963, with Martin as his supervisor, along with Rowe, St. John Wilson, Peter Bicknell, Christopher

Cornford, and Patrick Hodgkinson as his readers.®> The text forecasts the analytical obsessions of his
early work, revealing his intellectual debt to Martin and Rowe, as well as, at a distance, to Wittkower
and Wolfflin’s formalist legacy and Rudolf Arnheim’s gestalt psychologism. Against any anthropological
or functional model of understanding architectural form, Eisenman instead asserted that the architec-
tural object was a self-referential, autonomous entity with an inherent formal logic external to time or
place. It is an argument that somewhat ironically, can be seen as a legacy of formalist readings from
Wolfflin and Frankl’s comparative analyses, to Wittkower’s diagrammatic expositions on Renaissance
religion and culture. For Eisenman, the reading and writing of architectural form as the result of a logi-
cal process was also related to his interests in Wittgenstein’s logical positivism, de Saussure and Levi-

Strauss’ structural readings, translating a structurally based, linguistic grammar to a logical grammar of

form 3¢

33. Stephen Grabow, Christopher Alexander. The Search for a New Pavadigm in Architecture (Stocksfield: Oriel
Press, 1983), 30.

34. Interview with Eisenman, December 19, 1994,

35. Peter D. Eisenman, “The Formal Basis of Modern Architecture” (Ph.D. diss., Trinity College, 1963). A pub-
lished, annotated version of this text is forthcoming from Eisenman.

36. Eisenman interview. A complete listing of Eisenman’s bibliography is reproduced in Appendix 1.
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Eisenman began by asserting how modernism’s “particular mode of speculation has been histori-

cal rather than logical. There is an inherent danger in this absence of logical thought.”‘”7 The apparent
threat is that privileging of historical type as the traditional justification for architectural form rather
than any innate properties on the part of the object. In distinction, the logic that is proposed here is

closer to an attempt to develop a geometric calculus of basic forms:

It is the desire here to consider buildings as a structure of logical discourse, and to focus
attention on consistency of argument, on the manner in which spatial and volumetric
propositions may interact, contradict, and qualify each other.

This dissertation is therefore concerned with conceptual issues, in the sense that form is
considered as a problem of logical consistency, in other words, as the logical inter-action
of formal concepts. The argument will try to establish that considerations of a logical

and objective nature can provide a conceptual, formal basis for any architecture.*®

The ‘logic’ that is cited here is also a reasoning borne of the implicit desire to align architectural
thought with the formal analytical tradition in art historical discourse, as well as other current forms of
contemporary cultural and philosophical discourse, most significantly that concerning the nature and
the meaning of the linguistic metaphor in terms of an architectural language. While his particular invo-
cation of Noam Chomsky’s theory of generative grammar is better known, and most often cited as the
basis for his early house projects, the linguistic primitives he cites here are derived from Le Corbusier’s
ideas on platonic solids and proportional systems, as filtered through Rowe’s analytical reading of La
Tourette: “a language will be distinguished and a systemic order for this language, which uses geometric

solids only as absolute points of reference. By means of this reference, it will seek to clarify the relation-

ship of form to any architecture.”’

Accordingly, the basic strategy of the dissertation involved the formal reading of four modernist
architects with differing stylistic and intellectual approaches—Le Corbusier, Aalto, Wright, and Ter-
ragni—in the hopes of deriving underlying patterns common to their work. While the focus of the study
centered exclusively on modern architecture, Eisenman implied that these patterns by extension should
also be applicable to a generalized, abstracted view of architectural form. The invocation of Le Cor-

busier here is perhaps the most obvious in both the architect’s own pronouncements on the universal

37. “The Formal Basis of Modern Architecture,” 1.
38. Ibid., 4.
39. Ibid., 5. “The most convincing argument by Rowe was La Tourette. There’s no question that La Tourette was all

about about the possibility of architecture in a different way, in that kind of Wlfflinian, Wittkowerian, Frankl,
tradition.” Eisenman interview.
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geometries underlying his work, as well as Rowe’s formal dissection of La Tourette* and the early vil-
las. Here, Eisenman chooses the Pavillon Suisse and the Cité de Refuge as his typological examples, in
distinction to Rowe’s examination of La Tourette and the villas. Somewhat less obvious, however, were
his other choice of subjects; while Mies and Gropius were also mentioned in cursory fashion in the text,
their exclusion as architectural examples somewhat reveals Eisenman’s lack of interest with traditional
concerns of function, technique, or materiality. The inclusion of Aalto and Wright seems equally anoma-
lous, although necessary in terms of the argument’s assertion of universal applicability: Aalto appears in
the guise of the Tallinn Museum and the Saynatsalo Civic Center, while Wright is represented through
the Martin House and the Avery Coonley House. Aalto appears as a means to refute the humanist/social
functionalist interpretation of the modernist paradigm, while Wright makes an appearance here to
debunk the organicist myth.

It is however Eisenman’s reading (and subsequent rewriting) of Terragni which is his most original

contribution, although here Colin St. John Wilson claims original credit for having introduced Terragni

to Eisenman.*! Through Eisenman’s analysis of Terragni (by way of the Asilo Infantile and the Casa del
Fascio), the primacy of proportion and geometry is reintroduced in a modernist vehicle, thereby relating
Le Corbusier’s geometric universals to a Wittkowerian, formalist reading. Unlike Rowe’s more art-his-
torical approach, Eisenman in contrast attempted to advance a theory around the idea of generic form
and its subsequent development into an architectural language.

The concept of generic form establishes an order based upon platonic geometries, arguing for an
absolute, logical superiority over the vagaries of specific, or actual, forms. Properties of generic form,
such as volume, mass, surface, and movement, are further set within the referential matrix of a Carte-
sian grid, thus locating the architectural object within a definable formal construct. In addition to the

mathematical analogy, Eisenman also inserts a linguistic analogy into the mix, whereby “the distortions

40. Colin Rowe, “Dominican Monastery of La Tourette, Eveux-Sur Arbresle, Lyon,” in Architectural Review (1961);
republished in The Mathematics of the 1dea Villa and Other Essays, 185-203. Rereading Rowe’s article, one is
struck by the similarities of thought between Rowe’s analysis and Eisenman’s thesis, for instance in Rowe’s
assertion that “La Tourette, like any other building by any other architect, is primarily determined by a formal
statement which is felt to be a logical one” (193).

41. “In the school Peter Eisenmann came over to take a Phd. and stayed to teach with me. I gave Peter that great
Alberto Sartoris book ‘L’Architettura Modern’, with all its lavish plates of Terragni which started an obsession
from which he has never recovered. With Colin Rowe he went off to Italy {in the summer of 1961] and I received
a letter in which they came to the conclusion that the British did country houses much better than Palladio.” St.
John Wilson, “Goodbye to all that,” 27. Rowe and Eisenman’s summer tour also included a visit to Como, where
they visited a number of Terragni buildings; according to Eisenman, however, Rowe showed little interest in
Terragni, preferring Italian mannerism to Italian modernism.
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from the generic form can be thought of as the grammar, the specific use as the vocabulary, and the rules

governing the distortions can be thought of as a system. These systems each have their own essential

generic character and their own self-generated laws which must be comprehended and followed.”*?
From this Eisenman derives his most audacious inference, that “the architect only interprets the intent

or formal essence of the building, and creates in the sense that he gives physical form to the generic

requirement of that building.”*® In this, the extreme end of the formalist approach is reached, whereby it
is not the architect who develops the conceptual apparatus underlying the architectural object, but
rather it is the object which contains an innate set of regulating formal conditions that the architect must

uncover, so that subsequently “If a building does not relate in its entirety to the system, then the system

was poorly conceived.”**

Eisenman follows his theoretical assertions with analytical readings of two buildings each by the
four architects, in order to buttress his argument of the universal applicability of the self-referential for-
mal structures. The architects employ differing formal systems to their buildings, but are seen as con-
taining wholly coherent works within their respective systems. Eisenman’s reading of Le Corbusier
unsurprisingly follows Rowe’s analytical readings of La Tourette in his analysis of the Pavillon Suisse,
especially in the distinction made between the conceptual and perceptual aspects of the architectural
object (analogous to Rowe’s distinction between implication and fact), whereby the perception of linear
mass is countered by the conceptual reading of a spiral movement through the building. The Pavillon
and the Cité are both read as a series of complex distortions from a generic rectilinear state, both
instances of a modernist parole in relation to the general langue of architectural form. Eisenman
attempts to inject the same sort of analysis to Frank Lloyd Wright’s Oak Park residences, with some-
what lesser success, in reducing Wright’s highly charged symbolism to a series of abstract formal maneu-
vers. His reading of Aalto is even less convincing, in presenting Aalto’s work as the deformation of
generic geometries. Eisenman’s analysis finds its most fruitful target with Terragni, however, noting how
the Italian Rationalist’s “systemic development and the acknowledgement of syntactical requirements is

perhaps the most elaborately used by the four architects discussed, thereby providing excellent empirical

precedents for this thesis.”® Through Terragni, Eisenman finds the perfect foil for the idea of architec-

42. Eisenman, “The Formal Basis of Modern Architecture,” 39.
43. Ibid., 40.
44. Ibid.

45. Ibid. The pagination at this point in the dissertation is only intermittent or completely omitted; therefore no page
numbers are noted here or beyond.
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ture as the carefully proportioned evolution of a platonic geometry—itself a product of a humanist tradi-
tion—only here denuded of its social and religious connotations and instead left with the skeletons of its
regulating lines. Eisenman’s analysis of Terragni further develops Rowe’s reading of surface in Le Cor-
busier, leading once again towards the notion of a cardboard architecture with which Eisenman would
consume himself for the following decade.

Appearing as a sort of apology for architectural rationalism, Eisenman ends his study with a dis-
tinction between what he terms ‘close-ended’ versus ‘open-ended’ architectural theory, arguing that for-
mal logic is not necessarily inconsistent with the progressive development of architectural thought, but
rather gives it a firm foundation (theory here is employed in the sense of both its analytical, descriptive
sense, as well as its polemical, prescriptive form, as both text and the instantiation of its principles in the
design object). Close-ended systems of thought, he states, “presupposes a firm body of knowledge. In this
sense the critic sees the subject as an immutable category of being; and is concerned with what he
believes to be its permanent qualifications.” In distinction, open-ended theory “should not be considered

iias a set piece, a neatly wrapped package, but rather as a continuously applicable and open-ended meth-

odology.”*® Beyond the rather basic observation that Eisenman’s theory and design work has indeed fol-
lowed this trajectory, the differentiation of the two positions also recalls Wolfflin’s binary distinction
between closed and open form; it is this fundamental conceptual binarism which Eisenman employs as a
means of distinguishing his work from the International Style, much in the same formal manner that
Wolfflin differentiated between the High Renaissance and the Baroque (for Eisenman, the distinction is

made between the functionalist canon of High Modernism, versus the deliberate subversion of same by

what he termed the post-humanist avant-garde).*’

Indeed, Eisenman’s work in retrospect reads like a summation of Wolfflinian principles: for
instance, Wolfflin’s distinction between linear and painterly, implied a shift from the tactile, haptic qual-
ities of the humanist canvas, in distinction to a purely visual, illusionistic space where volume and mass

become deliberately ambiguous. The architectural object, though not strictly painterly, nonetheless car-

ries the metaphor in baroque form’s impression of movement and the emphasis upon optical effects.*3 In

spite of his early vocabulary’s strict orthogonality, Eisenman’s first projects also attempted these quali-

46. Ibid.

47. Peter Eisenman, “Post-Functionalism,” Oppositions 6 (1976): unpaginated.

48. “But for the baroque, new possibilities are given precisely by the fact that, beside the reality for the body, there
exists a reality for the eye. We do not need to think of really illusive buildings, buildings which set out to give an
illusion of something different from what is there, but only of the fundamental exploitation of effects which are
no longer of a plastic tectonic character.” Wolfflin, Principles of Avt History, 72.
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ties, particularly in his notion of the architectural object as the trace of a formalizable process and his
mannerist distortion of modernist formal elements into syntactic instruments.

The shift from plane to recession in baroque architecture, according to Wolfflin, was accompanied
by a shift away from a pure frontal presentation and towards an interest in recessional and diagonal
movement. Though much of Eisenman’s early work is concerned to a great degree with an interest in
planar composition, it is not in the humanist sense of constructing a fixed, singular facade, but rather (as
with the baroque composition) it is in the service of attempting to pull apart the sense of constructed

mass in the architectural object, and diverting its conceptual energy from a privileged frontal position,

and towards a dynamic axial condition.*®

The distinction between closed and open form, Wolfflin argued, denoted the difference between

the humanist self-enclosed work and that of the open-ended, a-tectonic nature of the baroque composi-

0

tion;5 in similar manner, Eisenman attempted to downplay the tectonic aspects of his constructed

projects in favor of their conceptual reading. Wolfflin also stated that the clarity of Renaissance propor-

tion in closed forms were superceded by a more complex interpretation;51 likewise, Eisenman’s reading
and subsequent rewriting of Terragni appropriated the idea of an ambiguous, multivalent formal geom-
etry in his architectural production.

The development from Renaissance multiplicity to that of unity in baroque architectural form,
was accompanied by a shift from architecture as the ordered composition of distinct and separate ele-
ments, and towards the primacy of the overall composition at the expense of its contributing parts. In
similar manner, Eisenman aimed to disengage and disrupt the canonical status imparted to the various
icons of the modernist vocabulary (Le Corbusier’s Five Elements, for instance), resituating their signifi-
cance within an overall compositional strategy.

Finally, Wolfflin’s distinction between absolute and relative clarity concerns the difference
between literal representation and that more subtle abstraction (here he looks to the example of Rem-

brandt) which is pictorially more ambiguous, but which bestows a deeper insight into the represented

49. This condition is examined in Kenneth Frampton’s essay “Frontality vs. Rotation,” in Peter Eisenman et al.,
Five Avchitects (New York: Wittenborn, 1972), 9-13.

50. “...the weakening of tectonics, as the history of representative art shows, was accompanied by analogous pro-
cesses in architecture. While it seems far-fetched to speak of a-tectonic architecture, the notion ‘open’ composi-
tion as opposed to ‘closed’ composition may be used without objection.” Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, 149.

51. “The proportions of the classic Renaissance were of such a kind that one and the same proportion is repeated on
different scales—plane and solid proportions..the baroque avoids this clear relationship and seeks to overcome
the impression of the completely finished by means of a more hidden harmony. In the proportions themselves,
however, the tense, the unsatisfied, gradually supplants fully harmonised repose.” Ibid., 152.
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object upon reflection. Its architectural analogy is somewhat more problematic because of the literal

character of architectural form, but Wolfflin interprets this in terms of humanism’s static compositions,

in opposition to the baroque tendency towards a dynamic, willful complexity.52 The convoluted vocabu-
lary of Eisenman’s architecture attempts to re-present this dynamism by means of deliberately unbal-
anced (in the classical sense), asymmetric elements that demand to be read within a larger order. The
columns in the 1967 House I, for example, no longer read as individual structural components, but are
employed in a rhetorical dialogue between the syntactic status of column and wall.

Without further berating this analogy, I do not mean to imply here that Eisenman deliberately
employed an explicit Wolfflinnian strategy in situating his architectural production as a polemical con-
trast to International Style Modernism; rather, I wish to outline the depth to which his work was influ-
enced by an intellectual legacy informed by nineteenth and early twentieth century art historical
analysis. Far from his claims of ahistoricity and a design logic driven by purely formal considerations,
his stance is intimately imbedded within the particular mythos of logical positivism, structural linguis-
tics, and the Anglo-Saxon analytical tradition of a formalist art history fostered in postwar English aca-
demia, and it is this legacy which he inherited and imported to America as a design and teaching

methodology.

52. “..classic clearness means representation in ultimate, enduring forms; baroque unclearness means making the
forms look like something changing, becoming.” Ibid., 222.
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Point and Line to Plane

The Vovkurs in Amevica

The transformation towards modern architectural design in America was accompanied by a corre-
sponding shift in design teaching methods. This shift did not however occur as a radical break from tra-
dition to modernism, from the master studio of classical precedents to the modernist workshop of
innovative design research, but rather as a more haphazard and evolutionary transition between the
two. Indeed, upon closer examination, the distance between the French Beaux-Arts and the modern stu-
dio is somewhat closer than would at first appear.

The majority of American design schools at the turn of the century followed a Beaux-Arts method-
ology, with the rote reproduction of classical type being the standard pedagogical method. MIT, Har-
vard, Princeton, and the other Ivy Leagues sought to import studio masters directly from Paris, or if that
was not possible, then to hire their American graduates. The curricula of the various schools were
remarkably similar, with five principle subject areas: freehand drawing; descriptive graphics, construc-
tion, history, and design. Cornell’s curriculum, for instance, was typical in its development from an edu-

cation based on the general humanities (following Vitruvius’ advice), followed by basic drawing skills

and lessons based upon the ancients, before finally embarking upon independent student design work.53
American architectural education grew significantly between the Depression and mid-century: in

1930, there were 47 schools in the United States that offered instruction in architecture, with approxi-
mately 4600 students;54 by 1932 there were 52 schools,* and by 1950 there were 64 institutions teaching

architectural design, with enrollment reaching 11,665 in 1949.5% With this expansion also came a liberal-

53. First year consisted of Algebra; French or German; physiology; rhetoric; drawing; geometry; zoology; trigonom-
etry; ancient history. Second year: analytical geometry; French or German; physics; chemistry; drawing; zoology;
trigonometry; ancient history. Third year: integral calculus; descriptive geometry; Egyptian and Greek architec-
ture; drawing; mechanics; lectures on Roman architecture; geology; shades, shadows and perspective; Byantine
and Romanesque architecture. Fourth year classes involved stereotomy; geology and physical geography; Gothic
architecture; drawing; photography; mechanics as applied to construction; Renaissance and Modern (that is,
post-Renaissance) architecture; composition and design; various lectures in art, professional practice, before
finally participating in full studio esquisses. From F.H. Bosworth, Jr., and Roy Childs Jones. A Study of Archi-
tectural Schools (New York: Charles Scribner’s, 1932).

54. The Architect at Mid-Century, 100.

55. Bosworth and Jones, 4 Study of Architectural Schools.

56. The Architect at Mid-Century, 103.
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ization of teaching methods beyond the basic Beaux-Arts approach, aided by the incorporation of Bau-
haus teachers and more experimental teaching methods.

The influx of European (primarily German) emigres during the thirties played a significant role in
the maturation of American intellectual thought in general, notably in the areas of gestalt psychology, art
history, and architecture. Gestalt psychologists challenged the typically experimental approach in insti-
tutions such as Harvard, Cornell, Chicago, and the New School for Social Research in New York, where

Max Wertheimer, one of the founders of the Gestalt school, led a group of psychologists in visual

research.’’ Among this group included Rudolf Arnheim, himself educated under Wertheimer in Berlin,
who would later teach on issues in art and architectural aesthetics at the Cooper Union and the Carpen-
ter Center at Harvard.’®

Similarly, American art history studies also benefited significantly from the German scholarly
influence: Erwin Panofsky migrated early on, teaching at the New York Institute of Fine Arts in 1931,
and moving on to a professorship at Princeton in 1935; other major figures who also came to teach

included Walter Friedlander, Paul Frankl, Richard Krautheimer, Ernst Gombrich, and Rudolf Witt-

kower, who held the chair in art history at Columbia.’’ Having come from an art historical tradition
which saw architecture within the general purview of artistic practice, all these historians wrote or
taught to some degree on aspects of (primarily humanist) architecture as an artform related to its sister
arts. Because of the dominant position of Renaissance painting, architecture’s relationship to art was
primarily in reference to the painted canvas.

In architecture, the emigration of virtually all the major figures of the Bauhaus to America in the
thirties not only ensured the adoption of modern architecture in their new homeland, but also radically
changed the direction of architectural design education in the United States. Josef Albers was among the
first to emigate among the Bauhaus masters, moving to North Carolina at the end of 1933 to teach at
Black Mountain College, and later becoming chairman of the Design Department at Yale in 1950.

Walter Gropius’ chair of the architecture department at the Harvard Graduate School of Design in 1936

57. Jean Matter Mandler and George Mandler, “The Diaspora of Experimental Psychology: The Gestaltists and
Others,” in Donald Fleming, and Bernard Bailyn, eds., The Intellectual Migration: Europe and America, 1930-
1960 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1969), 371-419.

58. Arnheim has written several significant texts on gestalt aesthetics, the best known of which are A+t and Visual
Perception (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1954); Toward a Psychology of Art (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1966); and in architecture, The Dynamics of Architctural Form (Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1977).

59. Colin Eisler, “Kunstgeschichte American Style: A Study in Migration,” in The Intellectual Migration, 544-629.
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(itself the subject of a certain amount of departmental politics) was the first major broadside in the cam-
paign towards a patently modernist architecture program in America. Moholy-Nagy followed in 1937
with his attempt to import the Bauhaus name and curriculum to Chicago as the New Bauhaus, later
changed to the Institute of Design; the Institute was itself later absorbed into the architecture depart-
ment at the newly founded Iilinois Institute of Technology, at which Mies van der Rohe taught and
headed as director, beginning in 1938. Gyorgy Kepes also taught at the Institute of Design from 1937,

later moving to MIT in 1946, where he taught visual fundamentals and research in light and color.%0

In such applications of abstract visual thinking, existing stylistic vocabularies—whether cubist, de
Stijl, or, occasionally, surrealist—were employed ostensibly in the hope of investigating and eventually
producing original formal conditions in architectural design. Ironically, however, they all too often
wound up substituting for the classical orders as visual precedents. The examination of cubist paintings
as demonstrating selected aspects of a new visual paradigm, as championed by Moholy-Nagy and
Kepes, instead became transformed, sometimes quite literally, into plans and facades. John Hejduk’s
well-known Cooper Union studio exercise, beginning in the mid-sixties, of producing a building ‘in the
manner of” Juan Gris, for instance, explicitly illustrated such an attempt at mimetically reconstructing
the painted plane into an architectural object. How this particular set of events came to pass, and how
this transformation was engendered, was the somewhat unintentional result of a generation of modern
artists teaching in schools of architecture, in the American equivalent of the Bauhaus foundation classes.
Their presence not only implied a tacit relation between the disparate arts, but also assumed that the
particular formal characteristics of one medium could be transferrable to another. Unlike the early
avant-garde dream of a unified artistic practice, however, it was clearly painting that acted to inform
architectural design, with architecture willingly using modern art to bridge the gap from the two-dimen-

sional surface to the three-dimensional object.

1. Kandinsky: Point and Line to Plane

The pedagogical foundation of many of the basic visual exercises used in architectural design exer-
cises had their origins in the pioneering work of Wassily Kandinsky and his teaching activities at the
Bauhaus. Kandinsky was responsible for the Preliminary Course (Vorkurs) after Itten’s resignation in
1923, teaching classes in color and basic formal elements. The notion of teaching from basic elements

had its roots with Friedrich Froebel and the educational reform movement in the nineteenth century,

60. The particular influence of the Bauhaus emigres in America is further examined in William Jordy, “The After-
math of the Bauhaus in America: Gropius, Mies, and Breuer,” The Intellectual Migration, 485-543.
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although Kandinsky was interested as much in its analytical as well as compositional possibilities. As

outlined in his didactic 1926 treatise Point and Line to Plane,%' Kandinsky attempted to outline a system
of visual understanding as a prolegomena to abstract composition, beginning with the most fundamental
formal components, and moving to a progressively more complex visual order based upon a combina-
tion of the basic elements. He made a distinction between basic and secondary elements: the most basic

2962

formal element was the point—what he termed the “proto-element of painting”* as it is “the innermost

concise form.”®® The point, he noted, was analogous to the singularity of the musical note, the funda-
mental element in music composition. Like the note, thé point only gains significance in its spatial and
temporal relationship to other points.

The line, as the antithesis to the point, is a secondary element in that it is an extension of the point;
exterior forces transform the basic point into a line. There are three typical conditions to the basic line:
vertical, horizontal, and diagonal. Kandinsky associated each position in relation to its musical, chro-
matic, and emotional analogies: for instance, the acute (flatter) line being regarded as ‘tense’ and
‘warm’, and those increasing towards the right angle as moving towards a dominant, ‘male’ condition.
There is a basic duality between the straight and the curved line, forming one of the essential opposi-
tions; other ‘primary pairs’ included the triangle versus the circle, and the color yellow versus blue. The
width of the lines suggest additional physical and emotional states; the movement of lines imply notions
of tension, compression, and displacement.

The line has the potential ability to extend into the plane: the curved line describes the ‘seed of the

plane’ in the arc of a circle, forming a two-dimensional enclosed surface. Three fundamental planar

geometries are presented: the triangle, the square, and the circle.®* Other, more complex shapes may rep-
resented, though they are ultimately reducible to these fundamental forms; conversely, from these funda-
mentals, shapes of greater complexity may be constructed. Certain conditions of the line have specific

relationships to given forms: the acute line to the triangle, the right angled line to the square, and the

61. Wassily Kandinsky, Point and Line to Plane, ed. and preface by Hilla Rebay (New York: Solomon R. Guggen-
heim Foundation, 1947); originally published as Punkt und Linie zu Fliche, eds. Walter Gropius and L. Moholy-
Nagy (Dessau: Bauhaus, 1926).

62. Ibid., 21.

63. Ibid., 32.

64. Ellen Lupton and J. Abbott Miller expand on the central role of the three geometric figures in Bauhaus thought,
tracing their development from the educational reform movement, to their possible influence on Lacanian psy-
choanalysis and fractal geometry; in The ABCs of A M@ : The Bauhaus and Design Theory (Princeton: Prince-
ton Architectural Press, 1991).
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obtuse line to the circle. Each geometry contains its own proper characteristics: for instance, the square,
bounded by two horizontal and two vertical lines, has unique spatial and empathic properties (looseness,

condensation, weight, flight, and so on). The square further divided into four smaller squares is “the

most primitive form of the division of a schematic plane,”

and reveals the potential for the formal
development of the basic geometry. Finally, the ‘basic plane’ of the artwork lies beyond these fundamen-

tal geometries, being that which is responsible for containing and organizing the point, line, and planar

elements, “the material plane which is called upon to receive the content of the work of art.”%0
The artist’s task is thus the structured amalgam of these graphic elements, and the final composi-

tion “is nothing other than an exact law-abiding organization of the vital forces which, in the form of ten-

sions, are shut up within the elements.”®’ Kandinsky thus attempted to outline a primitive visual syntax,
out of which a more complex visual construction could emerge. The Preliminary Course was intended to
lay the foundations for the further development of the Bauhaus student, whatever direction was taken.
While his efforts were almost solely confined to the production of the two-dimensional composition, the
possibilities for its extension into the three-dimensional realm seem evident, at least in retrospect. Inter-
estingly, however, while this connection may have been indirectly demonstrated (in Gropius’ and Van
Doesburg’s cubic axonometrics, for instance), the sharp division between the introductory Vorkurs and
the specialized activities of the advanced classes may have prevented such an explicit connection in a
teaching environment. That is, the logical extension of point, line, and plane, into the cube and its archi-
tectural variants was not employed as a Bauhaus architectural exercise. Instead, it would not be until
the second half of the century, and in American design schools, that the lessons of point/line/plane would

return to present their architectural implications.

1. Albers at Harvard

The contributions of Josef Albers to American architectural education are significant, though, as
with Kandinsky, rather more implicit, but no less fundamental to postwar design teaching. His early
Bauhaus experiments on color, shape, and texture, and the architectural implications of his later Homage
to the Square series (itself an indirect homage to Kandinsky’s influence on his work) had deep reaching
consequences in postwar architectural theory and design, and are documented later in this text; here,

Albers’ pedagogical activities in relation to architectural education will be examined, revealing his

65. Kandinsky, 66.
66. Ibid., 115.
67. Ibid., 92.
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attempts to transform the lessons of the Bauhaus Preliminary Course into a specifically architectural
agenda.

Of course, Albers had already some amount of experience with an architectural curriculum, first
through his teaching activities in the Bauhaus, and subsequently at Black Mountain College, of which
Gropius was a nominal faculty member. Unlike the architect’s more pragmatic approach, however, the

psychological scientism of Albers’ exercises in form and colour became the principal elements in isolat-

ing a design problem in terms of its formal analysis and composition.®® Initial student problems con-
sisted in constructing and analyzing abstract two and three-dimensional forms in terms of their visual
effects, as a prelude to their training in art, architecture or industrial design. In doing so, it also counter-
acted the tendency for architecture to become a purely technical profession; in the guise of a scientific

psychological model, art and technology were combined to create forms that could be understood and

rationalized on their own terms.

As early as 1936, owing perhaps as much to his precarious financial situation at Black Mountain,
astoa genuiné interest in applying pure visual research to the applied arts, Albers had written to dean
Joseph Hudnut (before Gropius’ tenure at Harvard) on the possibility of teaching at the design school.
The following passage to Hudnut describing some tentative course topics, reveals his debt not only to the

didactic structure of the Vorkurs, but also to his continued belief in a synthetic unity among the arts:

I could conduct some theoretical conversations with practical exercises, the purpose of
which is to give an understanding of the new problems in art, especially in architecture.
I think the following themes could be a start for our discussions:

. tectonic and atectonic architecture

. Painted, drawn, sculptured, architecture; abstract architecture.

. The increase of the interest for “Materie” in the modern art development.
. Combination construction composition

. What is stone and what is clay form, what is glass-, metal-, wood-form?
. Formalism and functionalism

. Wall papers and wall painting.

. Modern architecture and modern typography and their relation

. Curtains in exterior architecture.

10. Man as the most important furniture.

11. Modernistic or modern, fashion or development.

O 00 ~r O vt W

12. Historical studies and creative studies.®’

68. See Werner Spies, Josef Albers, trans. Herma Plummer (London: Thames and Hudson, 1971); Hans M. Wingler,
Bauhaus in America (Berlin: Bauhaus-Archiv, 1972); and Mary Harris, The Arts at Black Mountain College
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1987), on his work and educational research conducted in America.
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There are several points of interest here in relation to this study: the differentiation between a ‘tec-
tonic’ and an ‘atectonic’ architecture already indicates a conceptual division here, between the con-
structed work and its theoretical parallel; unlike Palladio’s blurring of the built structure and its textual
and diagrammatic representation, Albers explicitly separates the two, the latter being a wholly indepen-
dent entity aside from the built work. The notion of the atectonic leads into the second set of issues he
raises; that of the notion of an abstract architecture. Whether painted, drawn, or sculpted, this species of
architecture occupies a markedly different conceptual and material plane from that of the object in situ;
abstract architecture is distinguished from its constructed counterpart in Kandinsky’s sense of the
abstract, that is, as a self-referential, autonomous work in its own right. Conversely, the mention of the
material aspects of the artwork implicate the role of materials in architecture, and this point is equally
applicable in both its tectonic and atectonic, abstract mode. The reference to wallpaper and mural paint-
ing seems somewhat incongruous, but points back to his work with the Bauhaus mural workshops, as
well as his studio exercises in texture and collage. Here, Albers’ reading of the mural surface is that of its
integral attachment to the architectural surface, in distinction to the growing independence of the
abstract mural work in the postwar period, revealing an independent artistic and architectural force in
its own right.

In spite of Hudnut’s own interest in Albers’ agenda, conservative departmental politics and bud-
get considerations prevented him from inviting Albers to Cambridge in a full teaching capacity in 1936.
Ironically, it would be through Gropius once again—this time as dean at Harvard—that Albers would
receive the invitation to teach at the GSD. In spite of whatever philosophical differences the two men
had on the nature of the abstract arts in relation to architectural design, Gropius regarded Albers highly
enough to reunite their affiliation at least temporarily, in Cambridge. He was initially invited to give
seminars and lectures on an occasional basis for the next four years. Later, as a visiting lecturer, Albers
taught a studio seminar on the Theory and Practice of Design in the spring of 1941; he subsequently also
taught the same course for Summer School in July and August of 1941. The course register notes again
reveal the influence of Vorkurs methods, in the invocation of materials, color, and process; however, it is
in terms of its formal consequences rather than its relationship to a pragmatic tectonics of building, that

Albers’ exercises were directed towards:
Theory and Practice of Design.

Introduction to theory and practice of design. Through studio exercises and criticisms

69. Josef Albers to Joseph Hudnut, 27 October 1936, Josef Albers papers, Yale Manuscript Collections, Item 32, Box
1, Folder 1, Yale University Library.
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student made familiar with the processes of thought basic in design. Training in the
techniques of design, including drawing, painting, and the use of simple tools and mate-
rials. Student studies the various qualities of materials—their structures, surface quali-
ties, plasticities, colors, and characteristic forms. He learns the expressive nature of
form, the effect of color and light upon the perception of form, and the ways in which

forms can be controlled and related.’”®

Unlike its Bauhaus variant, Albers’ introduction to design stressed the design process as an inde-
pendent operation, wholly independent of its functional or structural aspects. Design qua design had its
own internal logic and parameters: specific properties of color, material, structure could be studied in
order to reveal forms proper to their own unique characteristics.

Though the school was seeking a full-time instructor for the basic design position, Albers was not
available (nor was he given the opportunity) for a full professorship in this area; after the 1941 summer

session, Albers did not return to teach at Harvard for the next eight years. He taught the basic design

course only once more, in the summer of 1950, but by that point Albers’ fortune and reputation had

markedly improved: that year, he was appointed chairman of the Department of Design at Yale Univer-

sity,’? and was also given a commission from Gropius to execute the Harkness Commons fireplace at the
Harvard University Graduate Center. Beyond its sublimated allusions to the Dessau Bauhaus, the
Graduate Center attempted to reignite the possibility of a postwar Gesamtkunstwerk, bringing in artists
such as Albers, Herbert Bayer, Hans Arp, Juan Miro, Richard Lippold, and Gyorgy Kepes, to partici-

pate in its ‘total’ design. The awkward failure of the enterprise points to both the historical and intellec-

70. Harvard Graduate School of Design Course Register, Summer School, July 7—August 16, 1941, Harvard Grad-
uate School of Design Special Collections.

71. Walter Gropius to Josef Albers, 14 November, 1949, giving formal offer to teach the basic design course, July 5-
Aug. 26, for the sum of $1200; Josef Albers papers, Yale Manuscript Collections, Item 32, Box 1, Folder 1, Yale
University Archives.

72. Albers continued to teach a variant of the basic design course at Yale, only here geared towards undergraduate
design students. Three first year design courses were offered: Basic Design, Elementary Drawing, and Color.
Second year included Lettering and Drafting; Painting; and Sculpture. In a 1951 report to A. Whitney Griswold,
the president of Yale, Albers described the objective of the courses as:

“a) To study principles underlying all the arts and which establish their relationship with each other.

b) To encourage the student to explore his personal inclinations and potentialities before making a defini tive

choice of his profession.
¢) To develop a visual idiom related to requirements of a contemporary civilisation.”

Thus, this curriculum was much closer to the original Bauhaus Vorkurs in that it was geared to both educate
visually in a general manner, and guide the beginning student towards a specific career path. Josef Albers to A.
Whitney Griswold, 6 June 1951, Josef Albers papers, Yale Manuscript Collections, Box 11, Folder 105, Yale
University Archives.
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tual distance between Dessau and Cambridge, as well as the growing autonomy of the postwar artwork.
Even Albers’ architectonic contribution of the fireplace reveals how the artist’s meticulous ruminations
on form and proportion invert Gropius’ understanding of art in the service of architecture; in Albers’
vision, it is the architectural that serves merely to define the physical framework of the work of art as

formal investigation.

iti. George LeBoutillier

Though a relatively obscure figure in the history of the Harvard Graduate School of Design,
George Tyrrel LeBoutillier helped to significantly shape the direction of the school’s formalist reputa-
tion, and his class notes from this period reveal his central role in promoting abstract design thinking at
the GSD in the immediate postwar period. While many of the exercises presented here are better known
as belonging to the formalist pedagogy of the Texas Rangers and the Cooper Union from the fifties and
sixties, LeBoutillier had already been carrying out this approach for the better part of a decade back in
the 1940s. As a painter, LeBoutillier acted as the artistic surrogate for the missing Albers, teaching the
equivalent Preliminary Course, but here geared specifically towards an architectural purpose.

His father, Addison LeBoutillier, was an architect of the old school, a partner in the Boston firm of
Ripley & LeBoutillier. In contrast, the son went to Maine to study painting at Bowdoin in the late twen-
ties, and then subsequently returned to Boston to attend the Boston Museum School of Fine Arts and the
Child-Walker School. Having previously taught lettering and introductory design at Boston’s Sch(')ol of
Practical Art in 1941-42, LeBoutillier was invited to take over Samuel Hershey’s Architectural Science
2, a beginning design class in the fall of 1942.

His class outline notes (listed in Appendix 3 on page 307) archives a crucial transition in design
education, moving from a process of rote learning, in the repetitive tracing of Gothic and Roman letter-
ing, but then using these linear exercises to segue towards a study of abstract planes and volumes, to
explore their architectonic implications. The last set of exercises involved a series of texture studies,
revealing a familiarity with Albers’ teaching methods (it seems possible that LeBoutillier may have
examined Albers’ Harvard course material previous to his own class, and that he consulted with
Gropius on this material), incorporating such didactic Bauhaus devices as ‘touch boards’ (panels com-
posed from varying textures) collage, and photomontage.

In an unpublished essay entitled “Basic Design Training” (the title reflecting his own wartime
work experiences), LeBoutillier attempted to outline his thoughts on the development of basic design

principles for the architecture student. LeBoutillier believed that experimenting with certain basic con-
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ceptual elements (space-time; direction; planes; volumes; value; texture; and color) were to form the
foundation of a general design education. The student would structure an understanding of a basic
space-time condition by its differentiation through lines, planes, and volumes, and then subsequently
developing its material and chromatic qualities. In LeBoutillier’s class, Kandinsky’s point-line-plane
exercise was extended into the third dimension, and given architectural mass and volume. [fig. 1| LeB-
outillier believed that these were general principles and could be utilized by any of the design profes-
sions; conversely, he felt that the ‘experiments’ should be left largely abstract, without functional or
technical limitations to restrict the formal possibilities of the problem: “‘Abstract’ design, economics,
construction, etc., can be studied independently as such, to be correlated through inclusive major studio

problems. Thus the basic study becomes a contribution to the cumulative design development while

remaining a separate field of research.”’?
LeBoutillier continued to refine his introductory course over the decade, becoming progressively
more abstract, relating basic graphic concepts more directly to the development of architectural form.

The course description in the 1944-45 Graduate School of Design register outlines his attempt to relate

73. George LeBoutillier, “Basic Design Training,” unpublished manuscript (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Graduate
School of Design, 1947), 4.
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primitive graphic elements to an understanding of the fundamental spatial and formal characteristics of
modern architecture:

By means of studio exercises and discussions, the student is made familiar with the pro-

cesses of thought and feelings which are basic in design and as a means to this end,

given organized experience in the techniques of graphic expression and in the use of

simple tools and materials. The student becomes acquainted with the fundamental con-

cepts of space, form, and function, and the primary structural velationships by which

these arve expressed and controlled. The properties of materials are analyzed—their

structures, surface qualities, plasticities, colors and characteristic forms—and applied
as elements in patterns. A study of color and light, and the effects of these upon the per-

ception of form and space, is included.”*

As previously, LeBoutillier began his course with series of mundane lettering exercises, but then
used this opportunity to explore the notion of the pure line in space. Seen in a different context, the out-
lined letter thus becomes just one in a series of abstract elements, given new meaning as an autonomous
composition. From this, the possibility of planes in space arise, which are provided with optical values
through texture and color. The notion of space itself as a plastic element is examined, enveloping and
inhabited by planar elements. Texture, color, proportion, symmetry are all subsequently examined as
properties of the plane, before the student is allowed to tackle the problem of three-dimensional design
in an axonometric study.

LeBoutillier’s treatment of materials is shown in notes discussing its place in a possible course
(reproduced in Appendix 4 on page 308), revealing again his debt to the Bauhaus Vorkurs, but here the
intentions are solely towards familiarizing the beginning architectural student with a material palette.
LeBoutillier makes a crucial distinction here between the actual, tactile properties of texture, versus its
optical properties: texture was not irrevocably tied to haptic perception, but could also be understood in
terms of its ‘optical’ texture, or pattern; texture could thus be discussed in terms of its visual effects, as
well as its tactile sensations. The handout from his summer 1945 course on the ‘texture’ assignment
shows how he distinguished between three varieties of texture, and their inclusion into a didactic pro-
gram:

Discussion of the qualities and types of texture: Material texture, design texture, and

Graphic texture. The tactile sense and function. the optical textures. The texture sug-
gestion of certain pattern arrangements and their place in design.

Problem: An arrangment of material textures in a progression and a similar sequence of
graphic textures. Design textures may be substituted for Graphic textures. Presentation
scheme to be designed to convey the purpose of the problem and not that of a mere

74. Harvard Graduate School of Design register, 1944-45, 27; my italics.
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abstract compositionj5

Textures now could thus be drawn from the imagination, as patterned elements [fig. 14 on page 261]
rather than representations of real world objects; the link between object and material was now irre-
trievably broken.

By the late forties, LeBoutillier had refined the basic design course and felt sufficiently confident
to completely eliminate the superfluous lettering exercises. In their stead he went directly to the abstract
point and line graphic problems, developing the students’ drawings into concepts about planes, volumes,
mass, and space. He also began to incorporate Gestalt ideas about ‘closed’ or ‘whole’ form as a method
of deriving planes and volumes from two-dimensional line drawings. While his earlier classes only
looked to the spatial possibilities inherent in the point-line-plane exercise, the later design problems
show his attempt to explicitly derive architectural form from graphic primitives. The initial problems
are purely two-dimensional line exercises, uncovering compositional, empathic notions of tension, com-
pression, shear, rotation, and balance, on the picture plane. These terms are not merely formal catego-
ries, but underly the possibility of understanding, describing, and ultimately conceiving of architecture

on a formal basis; for instance, the point-line-plane exercises intimate “the notion of tension and the ten-

sion field as a basis for a structural w&n_.”m [fig. 2] These graphic concepts are consequently discussed
in terms of its architectural implications, turning points into columns, and lines into walls, eliding the
modernist abstract composition and the modern architectural plan [fig. 3]. The line divides the graphic
surface into discrete areas [fig. 4], which are subsequently extruded into walls and volumes. Only in the
final problem is an architectural studio design problem introduced, in the design of a scheme for an exhi-
bition hall displaying a range of modernist artworks.

Here, LeBoutillier’s notes reveal some of the pedagogical difficulties faced in bridging the gap
between the abstract two-dimensional exercises, and their architectural end. He remarks here how “The
success of the problems as value to the designers depend to a large degree upon the student's own deter-

mination to make the transition to applied uses. Here is the serious breakdown in the problems: too large

75. George T. LeBoutillier, Assignment 10, ‘Texture Exercise’, c. 1945 (George LeBoutillier papers, Harvard Gradu-
ate School of Design Special Collections). A handwritten addendum, dated Aug. 6, 1945 here notes that “This
subject needs complete Revision. The problem and the approach to Texture are not satisfactory—either in the
results or in appeal to the student imagination—Consider the possibility of combining texture and ‘solid’ vol-

»

ume.

76. George LeBoutillier, notes from lecture 3, Design I, 1948-49 (George LeBoutillier papers, Harvard Gradu-
ate School of Design Special Collections), 1.
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a majority of the students who may have done fairly well on the ‘abstract’ problems go into a fog just as

soon as the assignment looks like an actual architectural problem.”?7 In other words, there was a lack of
understanding in working the purely abstract composition, and its relevance to architectural design.
Part of the problem the students were facing, however, was the cusp of a paradigm shift, between the
functionalist, problem solving approach of the Gropius studio approach, and that more formalist
methodology which treated functional concerns as purely secondary to the composition of the design.
LeBoutillier for his part believed in the primary importance of visual composition as the means to the
architectural object.

In his notes for the design class, LeBoutillier attempted to summarize his pedagogical agenda (as

reprinted in Appendix 7 on page 311), discussing some of the issues and problems faced in the class. For

77. George LeBoutillier, untitled notes, c. 1948 (George LeBoutillier papers, Harvard Graduate School of Design
Special Collections).
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1948
himself, the greatest challenge he faced as an instructor seemed to be the fact that the students had
difficulty thinking in purely formal terms; that they instead attempted to continue to treat the graphic
exercises as pseudo-architectural problems, with its associated technical and functional conditions and
limitations. Instead, LeBoutillier wanted to have the student think in purely abstract terms of volume
and space relationships, of architecture as a set of dynamic formal conditions answerable only to its own
internal logic. It was not a question of reducing the architectural problem to a set of abstractions, but

rather, thinking about architectural form in a fundamentally different manner.
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iv.  Gyorgy Kepes

While innovative in his own right, LeBoutillier’s teaching efforts were not unique to Harvard’s
curriculum; indeed, MIT had also been investigating similar formal issues in its own curriculum as well
from the mid-forties, beginning with the introduction of Gyorgy Kepes to MIT. Born in Hungary in
1906, Kepes was a member of Hungarian avant-garde group Munka from 1928-30, experimenting with

techniques in photograms and photomontage. Greatly impressed by Moholy-Nagy’s 1928 Vom Material

U Architektur,78

Kepes went to Berlin in 1930 to collaborate with Moholy-Nagy. Both men
subsequently left the German capital to flee the Nazi occupation in 1935 for London, working there on
stage sets and exhibition designs. After Moholy-Nagy moved to the United States in 1937 to found the

New Bauhaus in Chicago, Kepes accepted his colleague’s invitation to direct the school’s Light and

Color Workshop, during which time he began work on Language of Vision, published in 1944.7° In 1946,
the same year of Moholy-Nagy’s death, Kepes left Chicago to begin teaching at MIT, where he began a
radical overhaul of the school’s outdated introductory curriculum.

Previous to Kepes’ arrival at MIT, the preliminary visual classes were derivations on well-worn
Beaux-Arts methods. Drawing courses consisted largely of still-life exercises, copying of the classical
orders, figure drawing, and finished wash rendering techniques. Working to steer the school towards a
modernist agenda, dean William Wurster called upon Kepes to overhaul the fundamental structure of
the basic classes and their role in relation to modern architectural design. Though unsurprisingly, much

of the framework of the new foundation classes borrowed heavily from the Bauhaus Vorkurs, Kepes’

own interests in light, color, and photography were also reflected in the new academic outline.®°

The Visual Fundamentals course, essentially a continuation of the same course he taught at the
Chicago Institute of Design, attempted to organize the somewhat muddied organization of the Language
of Vision into a coherent teaching structure. Visual Fundamentals was primarily concerned with the
organization of graphic material on a two-dimensional surface, again incorporating the point-line-plane
structure to develop the student’s visual design sense. 4.031, the first part of the course, concerned the
particular properties of a given form (its proportion, periodicity, mass, materials, synthesis), while 4.032,
the following course, examined the organization of these forms (through number, modularity, space

composition, particle development, plastic continuity). A representative 4.032 exercise derived from the

78. Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Vom Material zu Avchitektur (Berlin, 1928); translated as The New Vision, trans.
Daphne M. Hoffman (New York: Wittenborn, 1946).

79. Gyorgy Kepes, Language of Vision (Chicago: Paul Theobald, 1944).

80. A complete listing of Kepes’ new courses are found in Appendix 8 on page 315.
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point-line-plane structure, as outlined below, begins to study the spatial implications of the composition
of various elements:
1. Study of the space expression that can be achieved by different relationship of the
basic graphic signs. (point, line, shape) Just as the letters of the alphabet can be put
together in innumerable ways to form words which convey meaning, so visual mea-

sures and qualities can be brought together in innumerable ways and each particular
relationship generates a different sensation of space.

a. Study of the relationship of 5 different sizes of dots on a flat surface and in a 3 dimen-
sional space frame.

b. Study the possible relationship of 5 different sizes and lengths of lines by changing
their position, direction, intervals—on a flat surface and in a 3 dimensional space
frame.

c. Study the possible relationship of the combination of dots, lines and rectangular

shapes on the flat surface and in a 3 dimensional frame.?!

Kepes also introduced classes in graphic presentation (4.051 and 4.052; largely derived from his own
experiences with advertising media), painting (4.053 and 4.054; in relationship to stageset and exhibition
design), and light and color (4.041, 4.042), his own topic of interest, the last of which explored various
aspects of photographic and cameraless photography.

Unlike the standard photograph, the photogram had the peculiar effect of deflating spatial depth
to a common plane, so that individual elements could appear more or less in the same plane, or
conversely, in front or behind the other. Conversely, the ambiguous status of the picture plane also
intimated a phenomenal expansion of depth, of multiple readings within the single image. It is of course
this particular phenomenon which had been appropriated and revised by Rowe and Slutzky as
‘phenomenal transparency’; recalling Kepes’ own words in Language of Vision: “Transparency however
implies more than an optical characteristic; it implies a broader spatial order. Transparency means a
simultaneous perception of different spatial locations. Space not only recedes but fluctuates in a

continuous activity. The position of the transparent figures has equivocal meaning as one sees each

figure now as the closer, now as the farther one.”®? It is a phenomenal reading of transparency which is

literalized in the photogram, and which Kepes attempted to demonstrate in his classes in Chicago and

MIT.

81. Gyorgy Kepes, Problems for Course 4.032, Spring 1948 (Gyorgy Kepes papers, MIT Museum).
82. Kepes, Language of Vision, 77.
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Kepes’ and Moholy-Nagy’s photographic experiments had earlier initiated the possibility of the
double reading, as with Albers’ color research at Black Mountain College and Yale (some conducted
through paper collage), but their relevance to architectural design had been somewhat unclear. If the
drawing or photograph flattened, rather than enhanced, the tectonic and spatial qualities of the
architectural object, then their exercises seemed to deflect away from their pragmatic application. Their
intent, however, was to instill a level of abstraction to the architectural composition—not in order to
obfuscate the problem, but rather to clarify the essential elements of visual design in building. The two
dimensional surface cut to the essence of what could be expressed in three dimensions; it was not merely
a visual shorthand, but was also a conceptual tool employed to understand the compositional aspects of
the problem. The architect Joseph Maybank here describes the eventual epiphany he received only years
after his exposure to Kepes’ exercises at MIT as an undergraduate in the mid-fifties:

..I was a year out of M.I.T. before these lessons began to make sense. I was at TA.C.,
working on the shadows in an elevation study—what we used to call a ‘push-pull’ (the
‘push’ begin the receding parts of the facade, the ‘pull’ being the parts that came
towards you). It reminded me of an exercise I had done again and again under the
direction of Gyorgy Kepes at M.LLT. Kepes had us glue bits of wood on a panel, and

then photograph the shadows thrown by varying lighting. It had all seemed very
abstract and impractical at the time.

Suddenly, in that drafting room at T.A.C., I realized you could do the same thing with a
building. You could describe it entirely by casting shadows— you look at it as an
abstract painting: line and color, light and shadow, solid and void. It was really a prob-

lem of design, and it wasn’t until that moment that I understood the reasons for

Kepes’s designs.?3

This anecdote is revealing not only for its description of Kepes’ understanding of architecture as a
fundamentally abstract design problem, and the ways in which he attempted to engage the student in
visual research, but as well, how deeply ingrained and unconsciously accepted this abstract approach in
general had become, even within the team-oriented functionalist orientation of The Architect’s Collabo-
rative. Though it was their pragmatic decision-making which marked the office’s reputation, it is clear
here that the question of form remained a central aspect of modernist design. Architecture, that most

three-dimensional phenomena of the arts, could in fact be distilled and defined as a two-dimensional

83. Joseph Maybank, “Harvard and M.L.T.: Onward from the 1950s,” in Architectural Education and Boston, ed.
Margaret Henderson Floyd (Boston: Boston Architectural Center, 1989), 126-7. The concept of ‘push-pull’ was
most likely borrowed from Hans Hofmann’s own pedagogical methods at his painting school in New York; for
Hofmann, the aesthetics of ‘push-pull’ concerned a conceptual reading of depth through chromatic differences
that did not depend upon traditional (perspectival) representational methods, but rather a perceptual under-
standing of color that was also explored by Albers. My thanks to Michael Leja for this connection.
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construct. While Kepes for his part hardly strayed towards an explicit architectural intent (in distinction
to LeBoutillier), it was perhaps his absolute focus on visual research which became ultimately more

attractive in the development of a formalist architecture.

v. Richard Filipowski

As a sculptor, Richard Filipowski was the second artist to be hired in the School of Architecture at
MIT after Kepes, and he augmented Kepes’ primarily graphic sensibility with a sophisticated approach
towards three-dimensional form. Filipowski began his artistic training as a student at the Institute of
Design in 1942, but sufficiently impressed Moholy-Nagy to be offered to join the Institute staff on his
graduation in 1946, assuming responsibility for the Visual Fundamentals course for the recently
departed Kepes. While he had also studied architecture with Ralph Rapson at the Institute, Filipowski
was primarily interested in pure over applied design, and concentrated his own work and research on
the organic development of sculptural forms.

When George LeBoutillier left the GSD in 1950, Gropius invited Filipowski to join the faculty to
teach the introductory design course in Cambridge, which he did for the next two years. As an experi-
mental and occasionally contentious part of the GSD architectural curriculum, however, funding for the
Basic Design course was continually tenuous, and finally was not granted a funding extension. Propi-
tiously, Pietro Belluschi, the newly installed Dean at MIT, was eager to make his mark with new faculty
hires, and was able to hire Filipowski in 1952, once again primarily to teach on problems of two-dimen-
sional form and color. Two years later, though, the GSD budget had improved sufficiently for the school
to present Filipowski the opportunity to return to his old position. As a counter offer to stay, Belluschi
offered Filipowski the freedom to develop his own course and conduct independent artistic research,
which he accepted. Consequently, Kepes’ painting course was eliminated in 1954, replaced by Filip-
owski’s 4.02, Form and Design class. Geared as much for the general MIT engineering undergraduate as
for architecture students, Form and Design was intended to develop a background in two-dimensional
understanding, and extend this knowledge towards the manipulation of three-dimensional forms. In a
1953 report of the Dean to the President, Belluschi attempted to justify Filipowski’s exercises in abstract
geometric structures in terms of their possible applications in structural engineering and architecture,
arguing that the aesthetic component was an intrinsic aspect of the engineering design process:

For a number of years it has been felt that our curriculum, strong as it is in science,
mathematics, and humanities, postponed too long the development of the student’s
esthetic vocabulary and his facility to manipulate and represent form. The appoint-

ment of Professor Richard Filipowski has been a major step in overcoming this weak-
ness...
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During the year Professor Filipowski worked primarily with third-year students, tak-
ing small groups in scheduled alternation with architectural design, or projects in the
visual design studies aimed at awakening the tactile senses. Their constructions in plas-
ter, wood, cardboard, and metals made them concentrate on structure and space and
helped them to think of materials as rigid members, as sheets, or as plastic masses. This
is an excellent complement to the engineering studies of structural analysis and build-

ing materials.®*

While some of the student projects are at least initially somewhat reminiscent of Buckminster

Fuller’s geodesic structures, Filipowski’s conception of geometric form is more refined, and is closer to

D’Arcy Thompson’s landmark Oxn Growth and Form,® in its analysis of organic modularity and biolog-
ical diversity. While Thompson’s text was already well known to Kepes and others at the Institute of
Design, Filipowski’s original contributions to its neo-Bauhaus interpretation lay in his understanding
and manipulation of natural phenomena, their basic geometric conditions, and their three-dimensional,
organic consequences. In distinction to Fuller’s repetitive geometries, Filipowski presented the geomet-
ric primitive as a structure with organic potential for growth and change, with a coherent internal lan-
guage that allowed for both a consistent identity, as well as the ability for variation and change within its
specific physical and material limits. The resulting forms were simultaneously self-referential, internally
coherent, yet also inherently structural, and architectonic in nature. In this, his thinking is remarkably
similar to recent research on fractal geometry, though Filipowski’s immediate interest concerned its

three-dimensional, sculptural consequences, rather than its specifically architectural implications.

vi.  Robert Preusser

The third artist to join the MIT faculty, Robert Preusser, was also a former student of the Institute
of Design in Chicago from 1939 to 1942, and subsequently taught at the University of Houston Art
Department, before joining the MIT faculty in 1954. As a painter, Preusser became responsible for tak-
ing over the introductory Form and Design class, leaving Kepes to concentrate his efforts on the Light
and Color course. As with Kepes and Filipowski, Preusser had also taught a variation of the Preliminary
Course at Houston, concentrating on two-dimensional graphic problems; Preusser’s own interest on this
topic concerned the particular gestalt effects of color fields, and like Albers, he taught color problems
through the use of colored paper cutouts. Working from a set of basic chromatic conditions, Preusser

attempted to show his students how color and its associated fields could intimate advancing or receding

84. Report of the Dean to the President, November 1953, MIT School of Architecture (MIT Archives).
85. D’Arcy Thompson, On Growth and Form (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1917).
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Figure 5: Robert Preusser, color gouache sketches and notes for 4.031, Visual Design
Problems class, c. 1953

space; recession or relief; relative size and position; figure-ground relationships, shape, position, and so
on [fig. 5]. In his Visual Fundamentals notes (see Appendix 9), Preusser also intimates ideas on phenom-
enal transparencies, derived from Albers’ use of color fields and Kepes’ reading of transparency. For

instance, Preusser here notes how “color can be made to recede or advance by control of neighboring

color,” so that “this makes possible indication of space without destroying flatness of picture plane.”86

The manipulation of line and color is thereby “a means of allowing simultaneous perception of different

spatial locations,”®’ turning a two-dimensional field into a virtual three-dimensional field.
Following Belluschi’s cue, Preusser also made a concerted effort to relate his painterly research to
the applied sciences, arguing that a general visual education could be applied to any aspect of form con-

struction, from two-dimensional graphic design, to industrial design, the engineering sciences, as well as

86. Robert Preusser, Visual Fundamental notes, ca. 1953 (Box 3, Folder 28, MIT Library Archives).
87. Ibid.
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architectural form. Like Filipowski, however, Preusser did not steer the Visual Fundamentals class
explicitly towards an architectural end, but instead intended the course to serve as a general introduc-
tion to visual design, applicable to any of the fields of study at MIT. In this sense, it was reminiscent of
the aims of the original Bauhaus Preliminary Course, but Preusser extended its aim beyond the visual

arts, to the sciences and engineering technology.

vii. Robert Slutzky: Art, Education, and Gestalt

As both an undergraduate and graduate student in the Department of Art at Yale in the early fif-
ties (it was reorganised in 1955 into the School of Architecture and Design), the young Robert Slutzky
was exposed to the defining, if somewhat divergent, influences of Josef Albers and Burgoyne Diller. The
former, a first generation Bauhaus master, strove to focus upon the perceptual effects caused by the var-
iegate combination of color and pattern, at the expense of compositional variety. The second, an Ameri-
can devotee of Mondrian, delimited color in favor of working the compositional possibilities of the
canvas surface. Slutzky’s early canvases reveal somewhat more of Diller’s neoplastic compositional aes-
thetic [fig. 6], perhaps as Albers never painted in the traditional sense, but Albers’ disciplined invocation
of color remained a guiding force in Slutzky’s work. Slutzky examined Albers’ research into color and
pattern in relation to Gestalt psychology, which had both a Bauhaus pedigree (Gestalt psychologists had
lectured at the Bauhaus), as well as a growing intellectual influence in the United States.

In his 1954 ML.F.A. thesis paper, Slutzky looked into the influence and possible use of a Gestalt
methodology for art education, referring to the Gestalt psychologist G.W. Hartmann. According to Hart-
mann, Slutzky noted, the learning process was best accomplished through goals set by the learner; that it
should be a process of gradual discovery and organization; and that