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Introduction

Charles Laughton as Quasimodo the hunchback
The Hunchback of Notre-dame, 1939,
directed by William Dieterle



1. This translation is a synthesis of the
three principal English versions of
Hugo’s text, by Isabel Florence
Hapgood, from 1888 (accessible online
at: http://www.gutenberg.org/
files/2610/2610-h/2610-h.
htm#link2HCHo023), by John Sturrock,
Notre-Dame de Paris (London: Penguin,
1978), and more recently by Alban
Krailsheimer, Notre-Dame de Paris
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993).

2. Ibid. Sturrock and Krailsheimer agree
on the translation of this last
formulation; while Hapgood’s version
offers a slightly more antiquated,

‘It is upon this word that this book
is founded.

3. See Robert Beekes, ‘Ananke’,
Etymological Dictionary of Greek
(Leiden: Brill, 2016).

4. The revelation that Frollo is the author
of the inscription immediately explains
the fact that it is no longer visible - a
detail Hugo casually drops into his
introduction: ‘Since then, the wall has
either been distempered or scraped
(I forget which) and the inscription
has gone’, Victor Hugo, Notre-Dame de
Paris, translated by John Sturrock,
op cit, p 25.

. Ibid, pp 187-88.

6. See Narciso Menocal, ‘Frank Lloyd
Wright as the Anti-Victor Hugo’, in
Craig Zabel and Susan Scott
Munshower, American Public
Architecture: European Roots and
Native Expressions, Papers in Art
History from the Pennsylvania State
University, vol 5 (University Park, PA:
Penn State University Press, 1989),

PP 139-50, especially p 142. As Menocal
also writes, the commentators who
ascribe Hugo’s gothicism most
closely to Robelin include the
late-nineteenth-century and early
twentieth-century literary critics
Maurice Dreyfous, Edmond Biré

and Léon Séché.

. John Sturrock, ibid, p 19.

8. The original text is published in Revue
des deux mondes, tome 5, 1832, pp
607-22. A translation by Max Eskin is
accessible online at: http://maxeskin.
com/blog/2015/06/30/war-on-the-
demolishers. For further reading on
Hugo’s enduring relationship with
architecture see, especially, Jean
Mallion, Victor Hugo et l’art architectural
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de
France, 1962), C W Thompson, Victor
Hugo and the Graphic Arts, 1820-33
(Geneva: Droz, 1970), Nikolaus Pevsner,
Some Architectural Writers of the
Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1972), and also Maarten
Delbecke, ‘A Book Accessible to All’,

AA Files 69 (2014), pp 118-22.
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fewyears ago’, Victor Hugo writes,

‘while visiting, or rather rummaging
about, Notre-Dame, the author of this
book found in a dark recess of one of the
cathedral’s towers the following word
engraved on the wall: ANATKH. These
Greek capitals - black with age, cut into
the stone, with certain characteristics of
gothic calligraphy somehow stamped on
their form and attitude as if to reveal that
it was a medieval hand that had written them, and above all with a dismal sense
of inevitability conveyed by them — made a deep impression on the author.”* And
so begins the first lines of perhaps Hugo’s most famous work, Notre-Dame de
Paris,aromantic horror story written over the course of an intense, five-month-
long charrette in the mid-nineteenth century, yet whose narrative is located
squarely in the late fifteenth century, and which recounts the plight of Esmeralda
the gypsy, Quasimodo the hunchback and Claude Frollo the villainous archdea-
con. But more resonantly, as its title suggests, Notre-Dame de Paris is also the story
of a building. The book was originally published in 1831, although what has come
to be regarded as the definitive, expanded edition came out a year later. Common
to both versions, though, is Hugo’s introductory note, which sells itself as a kind
of preface, and one whose tone quickly shifts from third- to first-person, and with
it, from a certain dry instruction to something more unabashedly personal, even
if the reader ultimately discovers that this prelude is not a digression parallel to
the main narrative, but is the main narrative — a point made explicit by the last
line of Hugo’s introduction, ‘This book was written about that word.””

ANATKH, or rather Ananke (from the Greek avaykn, meaning force, con-
straint or necessity), refers to one of the primordial Greek deities and the per-
sonification of circumstance. Marking the beginning of the cosmos, alongside
her father and consort, Chronos (the personification of time), Ananke is consid-
ered the mother of all destiny, itself personified as the Fates, which in turn gives
us perhaps the best English translation of the word, ‘fatality’.® For the uniniti-
ated, however, even a cursory etymological description such as this was denied
readers of Notre-Dame de Paris, for somewhat at odds with the apparent didacti-
cism of Hugo’s preamble, none of this information is revealed in his opening
address. The novel, in this way, establishes a cliff-hanger at the end of the very
first page: what does this word mean, or even what fatality might it divine?

Such drama is only heightened by the fact that it takes a second edition of
the novel, released the following year, and more than half that particular book to
unfold, before the reader meets the same word again, first as a chapter header
(Book Seven, Chapter Four) and then within the narrative itself, when Dom
Claude Frollo is described carving the word into a wall in the cathedral’s tower,
guided by a pair of compasses (thus effectively collapsing what was initially set
up as a historical detail into the realms of the fictive and fantastical).*

The fate that Frollo appears to have inscribed with this apparently obscure
graffito, and Hugo seems to have held as defining mantra to the entire novel, is
revealed in the famous passage in which an evangelising Frollo delivers a sermon
not about faith but about architecture, and in the process offers up a formulation
now more famous than any Greek deity:

The archdeacon contemplated the gigantic cathedral for a time in silence, then he
sighed and stretched out his right hand towards the printed book lying open on
his table and his left towards Notre-Dame, and looked sadly from the book to the
church: ‘Alas’, he said, ‘this will kill that’ ... ‘small things overcome great ones! A
tooth triumphs over a body. The Nile rat kills the crocodile, the swordfish kills the
whale, the book will kill the building’.”

INTRODUCTION 12



Victor Hugo, photographed by Nadar
(Gaspard-Félix Tournachon), ¢ 1870

9.

10.

11.

From the caption text of the Charles
Meryon Notre-Dame etchings at the
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, and
accessible online at: https://
vmfaeducation.tumblr.com/
Post/154210435676/
notre-dame-cathedral-begun-1163-one-
of-the.

One of Viollet-le-Duc’s most iconic
additions, as part of this restoration,
was the cathedral’s lead-covered oak
spire or fléche (a more contemporary
detail deliberately left out of Meyron’s
more medievalist etchings). This spire
crumbled in the devastating fire on 15
April 2019.

Victor Hugo, ‘Note Added to the
Definitive Edition of 1832’, Notre-Dame
de Paris, op cit, p 27. As much as
Hugo’s ‘War on the Demolishers!’
harangues various unfortunate town
councillors and municipalities for
their failure to protect gothic and
medieval architecture (in particular
the councillors of Laon, in north-east
France, for knocking down a famous
old tower in their ancient city), a
broader target is a more contemporary
architecture of neo-classicism, which
he deems inappropriate for northern
Europe. In this sense, his pamphlet,
and the embellished Notre-Dame de
Paris which emerged from it, represent
a French version of AWN Pugin’s
equally polemical Contrasts, Or a
Parallel Between the Noble Edifices of
the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries
and Similar Buildings of the Present Day
(London: Charles Dolman, 1836),
published just four years later, and
which rails against very much the
same thing.

This passage appears in the middle of Notre-Dame de Paris, but in many ways it
represents its true end - a denouement supported by its adjacency to an addi-
tional authorial excursus also titled “This Will Kill That’ (a kind of afterword
placed in the centre of the book, and which, together with a new, supplementary
note at the beginning, demarcated this second, 1832, edition as ‘definitive’). It is
here that Hugo, preaching as himself, in harmony with his stand-in, Claude
Frollo, finally reveals his hand, expounding on the idea that until Johannes
Gutenberg’s advent of the printing press in the 1440s, buildings had been the
books of humanity - that it was through the solidity of stone, rather than the
fragility of paper, that thoughts, ideas and memories were committed. And so
for the fifteenth-century Frollo, when the book took over the task of recording
these things, it emptied building of meaning and of its culturally relevant
responsibility; since when, architecture was dead.

For the nineteenth-century Hugo, although operating within the ruins of
this transposition, the tension between the world of the book and that of the
building remains, not least because of the more immediate cause of architec-
tural conservation (in many ways, Hugo’s prompt for embarking on Notre-Dame
de Paris in the first place). This was a subject dear to Hugo’s heart, and one he
had written about on several occasions, largely influenced by his friend, Charles
Devieur (later Robelin), inspector of works on the restoration of the cathedral at
Rheims, and later on the cathedrals of Tours, Besancon and Nevers, and a close
confidant of many artists, poets and writers, including Eugeéne Delacroix,
Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve and Honor¢ de Balzac. Robelin and Hugo under-
took a number of trips together, visiting various gothic buildings, and assorted
nineteenth-century critics have speculated that in “This Will Kill That’ Hugo is
merely ventriloquising the outrage vented by Robelin during these visits.°

The fervour of Hugo’s own architectural rhetoric was tested just a few
months before he completed the second amendment to Notre-Dame de Paris,
publishing a polemical paper in the Revue des deux mondes titled ‘Guerre aux
Démolisseurs’ (‘War on the Demolishers!’) - ‘one of Hugo’s most rollicking
performances’” - which lambasted the French church, state and other institu-
tions for their neglect of the country’s gothic architectural heritage, and which
Hugo hoped would garner support for the protection of these monuments.®
One such supporter was the artist Charles Meryon, who produced a series of
atmospheric etchings of the cathedral in the mid-nineteenth century - images
that ‘dazzled me. His plates live, sparkle and think’, according to an appreciative
Hugo® - and which alongside the success of Notre-Dame de Paris did indeed
prompt the cathedral’s renovation, which began in 1844, supervised by the
architect Eugéne Viollet-le-Duc.'® In both temporal frames, therefore (that is,
the contemporary world of Hugo and the medieval France of Frollo), the ‘this’
under threat of termination remained the cathedral, while the ‘that’ of the book,
or other products of the press like the etching, were somehow simultaneously
both assassin and saviour.

Notre-Dame de Paris in this sense represents two moments, two authors,
two books in one, or even one disguised within another - a slightly cartoonish
historical novel masquerading a contemporary and highly polemical essay on
the relationship between words and buildings. But here at least Hugo is open
about the deceit, writing in his supplementary note in 1832 about two classes of
reader: those ‘who have sought only the drama, the story’, and those other
readers ‘who have not found it a waste of time to study the aesthetic and philo-
sophical ideas hidden within the book’.** The separation between the two can
even be advertised by the English title of the book - either Notre-Dame de Paris
(leaving the original French intact) or The Hunchback of Notre-Dame (its initial
English title, and the way the book continues to be more popularly remem-
bered); or as Hugo’s translator, John Sturrock, characterises it, a ‘switch of
attention from the cathedral to its weird inhabitant’, which was ‘understandable

INTRODUCTION 13
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Charles Meryon, The Stryge, ¢ 1853

Previous: Louis-Auguste Bisson,
with Auguste-Rosalie Bisson,
Cathedral of Notre-Dame, Paris
(detail of west front), c 1853

12. John Sturrock, op cit, p 11.

13. Jules Michelet, ‘Victor Hugo’, History of
France, translated by G H Smith (New
York, Ny: Appleton & Co, 1882).

14. John Ruskin, Praeterita, 1885 (Oxford:
Oxford World’s Classics, 2012), p 35.
Between 1833 and 1839 there were at
least four English translations of
Hugo’s novel, but the date Ruskin
offers suggests he read the first of
these. The only detailed discussion on
the relationship between Victor Hugo
and John Ruskin is by ] B Bullen, ‘The
Tradition of Renaissance Historiogra-
phy’, in Michael Wheeler and Nigel
Whiteley (eds), The Lamp of Memory:
Ruskin, Tradition and Architecture
(Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1992). Another obvious source of
correspondence is their drawings.
Ruskin, of course, enjoys a certain
renown as an artist as much as a writer,
but Hugo was also a highly competent
artist, with more than 3,000 drawings
- mostly rather Turneresque or even
Ruskinesque seascapes - surviving
him. See the Hammer Museum, UCLA,
exhibition catalogue, Cynthia
Burlingham and Allegra Pesenti (eds),
Stones to Stains: The Drawings of Victor
Hugo (Munich: Prestel, 2018).

15. John Ruskin, letter to Frederick James
Furnivall (1855), quoted by Marcel
Proust, On Reading Ruskin, translated
and edited by Jean Autret, William
Burford and Phillip Wolfe (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1987), p 66, nt
10, and also by ] B Bullen, ibid, p 59.

16. ] B Bullen, ibid, p 60.

17. John Ruskin, The Stones of Venice,
1851-53 (Project Gutenberg: http://www.
gutenberg.org/ebooks/30754), vol 1,
section XXIII, p 63.

but unfortunate, since it also meant a switch of attention from the book’s
strengths to its weaknesses, from its ideas to its plot’.*?

One of the novel’s more enlightened readers, manifestly drawn to these
ideas rather than to its story, was the great nineteenth-century French historian
Jules Michelet, whose Histoire de France (History of France, 1855) makes refer-
ence to Hugo as a kind of metaphorical architect, as someone able to have seen
in words a counterweight to masonry and for having built, ‘alongside the old
cathedral, a cathedral as solid as the foundations of the other, as tall as its
towers’."® But of course, within this second class of reader, subscribing to the
same analogy, have also been all those architects, critics and commentators
whose ruminations on the enduring, if endlessly paradoxical, relationship
between architecture and language, buildings and books, uses and interpreta-
tions, even between histories and theories, feel somehow honour-bound to
begin with Victor Hugo’s elliptical architectural treatise, or — to be more precise
- simply to its anthemic formulation on the tragedy of one construct prompting
the demise of the other.

Among the very first of these architectural readers was the English critic
John Ruskin, who in his autobiography, Praeterita (1885), notes that he read the
novel in ‘about 1834/, just two years after the publication of the definitive edition
-an acknowledgment that very rarely seems to feature in surveys of the novel’s
architectural appropriation.'* Perhaps the main reason for this omission is that
Ruskin absolutely hated the book — an unabashed loathing first highlighted by
Marcel Proust, whose 1910 French translation of Ruskin’s The Bible of Amiens
(1885) includes a footnote to Notre-Dame de Paris and a letter Ruskin wrote in 1855
to his friend, the philologist Frederick James Furnivall, in which the English critic
vents that ‘I believe it to be simply the most disgusting book ever written by man’
... and ‘caused more brutality and evil than any other French writing with which I
am acquainted’. Moreover, the very personal sense of ‘harm’ Ruskin felt the novel
inflicted, suggested to him that it occupied simultaneously 'the summit of the
whole cretinous school’ in France ... and ‘the dregs of French literature’.'® But as
the literary critic JB Bullen concedes, Ruskin’s ‘squeals of protest derive as much
from proximity as distance’, for in so many ways he and Hugo (through their
respective works, Notre-Dame de Paris and The Stones of Venice, published 20 years
later) seemed to have maintained parallel projects.*® Both books were at heart
romantic eulogies to not just architecture as the fundamental measure of civilisa-
tion, but in particular gothic architecture (exemplified by the cathedral of Notre-
Dame in Paris for Hugo, and by the Ducale Palace in Venice for Ruskin, ‘the
central building of the world’)."” Both books also offered paeans to the grotesque
(personified in the figure of the hunchback, or petrified in the irregularity of the
Venetian facades), and juxtaposed the love they felt for the ugliness of the gothic
against their mocking disdain for the supposed beauty of the classical. Ulti-
mately, however, there is a rhetorical alliance, for both authors use architecture as
a prompt to convey a wider history of European culture, framed always by their
shared commitment to a sense of moral responsibility.

In many ways more surprising than Ruskin’s disguised allegiance is the
identity of the first architect to openly cite “This Will Kill That’ and to celebrate
Hugo’s book as an architectural rather than literary work: Frank Lloyd Wright.
In a lecture titled ‘The Art and Craft of the Machine’, his first major public
architectural pronouncement, delivered at the very outset of the twentieth
century at a meeting of the Arts and Crafts Society at Hull House in Chicago
in 1901, Wright argued that ‘down to the time of Gutenberg, architecture is
the principal writing - the universal writing of humanity’, but once printing
arrived, Wright suggested, ‘human thought discovers a mode of perpetuating
itself, not only more resisting than architecture, but still more simple and
easy. Architecture is dethroned. Gutenberg’s letters of lead are about to
supersede Orpheus’s letters of stone. The book is about to kill the edifice.*®

INTRODUCTION 16



18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

Frank Lloyd Wright, ‘The Art and Craft
of the Machine’, 1901, cited by
architecture critic Paul Goldberger in
his own centenary lecture at Hull
House Museum, 2001, accessible
online at: http://www.paulgoldberger.
com/lectures/frank-lloyd-wright-at-
hull-house-on-the-art-and-craft-of-the-
machine. Wright’s original lecture was
delivered on 6 March 1901 (even if
Bruce Pfeiffer, editor of Wright’s
collected works, claims that it was
actually first delivered as early as 1894)
and then subsequently re-presented at
various venues, including at Princeton
University in 1930. There seems to be
no information on how Wright came to
be reading Hugo, or more generally on
his relationship with literature, but for
further insight into Wright’s debt to
Hugo see Neil Levine, ‘The Book and
the Building: Hugo’s Theory of
Architecture and Labrouste’s
Bibliotheque St Geneviéve’, in Robin
Middleton (ed), The Beaux-Arts and
Nineteenth-Century French Architecture
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1982), pp
139-73, especially footnotes 15-24.

Or as Neil Levine describes it, ‘Wright
fiddled with Hugo’s language and
turned a prediction of irrevocable
doom into an affirmation of
resurrection, which would have indeed
been ahead of its time’, Neil Levine,
ibid, p 141. Narciso Menocal (op cit, p
141), suggests that Wright may well
have been introduced to the writings of
Hugo, and to Notre-Dame de Paris in
particular, through the teachings of the
us Francophile architect, Richard
Morris Hunt (designer of the pedestal
of the Statue of Liberty and the
entrance facade of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art), who also maintained
an influence over Wright’s ‘Lieber
Meister’, Louis Sullivan, as David Van
Zanten has shown in ‘Sullivan to 1890’,
in Wim de Wit (ed), Louis Sullivan: The
Function of Ornament (Chicago, 1L:
Chicago Historical Society, 1986),

PP 13-55.

Frank Lloyd Wright, A Testament (New
York: Bramhall House, 1957), p 17.

This is to contradict Geoffrey Scott’s
contention in The Architecture of
Humanism (1914) that ‘the Renaissance
produced no theory of architecture. It
produced treatises on architecture: Fra
Giocondo, Alberti, Palladio, Serlio and
many others, not only built, but wrote.’
Geoffrey Scott, The Architecture of
Humanism: A Study in the History of
Taste (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin
Co,1914), p 37-

Lewis Mumford, Sticks and Stones: A
Study of American Architecture and
Civilisation, 1924 (New York, Ny: Dover,
1955), P 41-42.

Frances Yates, The Art of Memory, 1966
(London: The Bodley Head, 2014), p 131.
Among these scholars would be the
work of Hélene Lipstadt and Barry
Bergdoll, and more recently Maarten
Delbecke.

Here, of course, Wright is brazenly appropriating Hugo’s theorem as his own,
rewriting the same formulation, albeit in decidedly less elegant prose, and - as
his title suggests — even inverting Hugo’s argument to suggest that the mechan-
ics and technology of the press and resulting book, rather than the handcraft of
the building, are the real object of salvation."® Elsewhere, however, Wright was
more fulsome in his debt to Hugo, quoting ‘This Will Kill That’ in almost all of
his subsequent books, and in 1957 even going so far as to describe Notre-Dame de
Paris as ‘the most illuminating essay on architecture yet written’.>°

No doubt prompted by Wright, in the 1920s the historian and sociologist
Lewis Mumford also returned to Hugo’s formulation, but suggested that ‘the real
misdemeanour of the printing press was not that it took literary values away
from architecture, but that it caused architecture to derive its value from litera-
ture’. In an echo to more contemporary architectural debates, by literature, he
really meant the architectural treatise (or rather, architectural theory)** - an
assassin far more dangerous than the printing press — because before the arrival
of theory, Mumford maintained, medieval architecture lived in a ‘happy spirit’,
but with the sudden appearance of classical treatises by Serlio, Vignola and
Palladio in the sixteenth century, architecture ‘became a mere matter of gram-
matical accuracy and pronunciation’, since when it was dead.*”

Agent to the kind of literature Mumford was demonising was Frances Yates,
Renaissance scholar and investigator of rhetorical models inherited from
antiquity. It therefore followed that in her pioneering study, The Art of Memory
(1966), ‘This Will Kill That’ is again used as a kind of allegory to navigate between
two opposing conditions, but this time not between architecture and literature
but between remembering and forgetting. As Yates writes, ‘The parable which
Hugo develops out of the comparison of the building, crowded with images, with
the arrival in his library of a printed book might be applied to the effect on the
invisible cathedrals of memory of the past of the spread of printing. The printed
book will make such huge built up memories, crowded with images, unneces-
sary. It will do away with habits of immemorial antiquity whereby a “thing” is
immediately invested with an image and stored in the places of memory.’*®

However, still the very best architectural exploration of the uses (and
abuses) of Hugo’s text is a historical rather than polemical account by the scholar
Neil Levine. First documented in his doctoral thesis, and then later in his 1977
essay, ‘The Book and the Building’, Levine traces all of architecture’s early
twentieth-century allusions to the novel (although, significantly, he fails to
acknowledge Ruskin, Proust and other scholarly references, like that of Yates).
Levine also places the writing of Notre-Dame de Paris within its more immediate
Parisian context, and particularly through the parallel work being carried out at
the same time by the architect Henri Labrouste, first on his restoration of the
Greek temples at Paestum, and then more resonantly on the design of his
Bibliotheque St Geneviéve in Paris (the library, of course, being the most appro-
priate architectural typology through which to navigate the parallel worlds of the
building and the book). This work, in turn, has induced further references to
Hugo, with a subsequent generation of scholars, each just as learned as the other,
all seemingly eager to express their gratitude to Levine by sermonising on ‘This
Will Kill That’ as a kind of prompt or call sign to additional analysis on the
architecture of the nineteenth century.”*

More recently still, another wave of research has again returned to Notre-
Dame de Paris, or at least to what the novel projects as an architectural extermina-
tion, but not as a prelude to a literary relationship, or to a survey of the buildings
of the nineteenth century, but now more resolutely to an examination of the
published architectural output of the twentieth century. Indeed, this notion that
the only architectural production worth scrutinising is that which is made not
out of bricks and mortar but paper and ink - that is, architecture as media (to use
its preferred nomenclature) - has over the last 20 years been the single most

INTRODUCTION 17



25.

26.

27.

Beatriz Colomina’s eulogy to media
appears in Privacy and Publicity (1994)

- Privacy and Publicity: Modern
Architecture as Mass Media (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1994), p 14 — a book that
essentially canonised this shift of
attention, even if one can date her
interest to architectural media two
decades earlier, when as a doctoral
student at ETSA in Barcelona she
founded and edited the journal El
Carrer de la Ciutat for 12 issues between
1977 and 1980. Her influence has only
been further extended by the ‘Media
and Modernity’ programme she
initiated at Princeton University,
alongside the art historian Hal Foster,
and which has nurtured a new
generation of architectural scholars

to pursue ‘mediated’ subjects of their
own, typically analysing architectural
ideas, movements and interpretations
not through buildings but through
magazines, books, exhibitions and
films. Somewhat surprisingly, for all
its ubiquity, a history of what one
might call architecture’s ‘mediated
turn’ has yet to be written. Perhaps the
closest thing is a journal text by
Colomina’s partner, the historian
Mark Wigley - ‘Network Fever’, Grey
Room, no 4 (summer 2001), pp 82-122
-inwhich Wigley locates the origin of
this turn in a meeting, in July 1963,
between Marshall McLuhan and
Richard Buckminster Fuller, on board
New Hellas, a ship belonging to the
Greek architect and planner
Constantinos Doxiadis.

Among the multitude of references and
allusions to Hugo’s ‘this will kill that’
in more recent architectural research,
perhaps the best of them would be
Mari Hvattum and Anne Hultzsch
(eds), The Printed and the Built:
Architecture, Print Culture and Public
Debate in the Nineteenth Century
(London: Bloomsbury, 2018) and André
Tavares, ‘Epilogue: Hugo’s Prophecy’,
The Anatomy of the Architectural Book
(Zurich: Lars Miiller/Canadian Centre
for Architecture, 2016).

Harry Francis Mallgrave, Architectural
Theory, vol 1: An Anthology from
Vitruvius to 1870 (Oxford: Wiley/
Blackwell, 2005), quote p xx1; and
Harry Francis Mallgrave and David
Goodman, An Introduction to
Architectural Theory: 1968 to the Present
(Oxford: Wiley/Blackwell, 2011); K
Michael Hays, Architecture Theory Since
1968 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998),
p X; Hanno-Walter Kruft, A History of
Architectural Theory, from Vitruvius to
the Present, translated by Ronald Taylor,
Elsie Callander and Antony Wood (New
York, Ny: Princeton Architectural Press,
1994), p 13.

dominant strand of architectural historiography, advocated best by the historian
Beatriz Colomina and her contention that ‘modern architecture only becomes
modern with its engagement with the media’.>®

It is perhaps no accident, then, that such a reconfiguration invokes a
return to Hugo, whose prophecy is today endlessly teased, for of course the
object deserving of preservation now is not the cathedral but the printing
press. References to this switch of allegiance have been so frequent in more
recent architectural thinking as to occupy the realm of cliché.?® And yet, still,
itis a cliché that if investigated in more detail, tracing the famous formulation
back to the more overlooked Ananke inscription, can place Notre-Dame de Paris
within a canon, for in some ways Hugo’s novel (like its graffito, both fictional
and factual) offers perhaps the most accessible, the most compelling account
of architectural discourse.

In this sense, Frank Lloyd Wright is quite right, and Hugo’s book really
should be at the top of any architectural reading list, just as Lewis Mumford
is quite wrong, because Notre-Dame de Paris is not a piece of medieval scare-
mongering about the looming approach of classical theory, but is itselfa
modern architectural theory, and certainly a more accessible version of
theoretical architectural speculation than any of those more recent antholo-
gies made available to us - like Hanno-Walter Kruft’s A History of Architectural
Theory (1994), K Michael Hays’ Architecture Theory Since 1968 (1998) and Harry
Francis Mallgrave’s Architectural Theory (2005), all of which represent large,
physically imposing volumes, and all, equally, somehow attempt to explain
architectural theory by aggregating it, offering slavishly thorough transcrip-
tions of every apparently significant self-analytical architectural utterance,
from Vitruvius through to Koolhaas.

But at the same time, the prefaces to these volumes all somehow fail in
offering a convincing definition as to precisely what might qualify these writings
as architectural theory. For instance, like Mallgrave’s assertion that ‘architec-
tural theory, for all is occasional abstraction, is nothing less than the history of
our ideas regarding our constructed physical surroundings’; or Hays’ even more
opaque contention (in hindsight, clearly indebted to Colomina) that ‘first and
foremost, architecture theory is a practice of mediation. In its strongest form
mediation is the production of relationships between formal analyses of a work
of architecture and its social ground or context, but in such a way as to show the
work of architecture as having some autonomous force with which it could also
be seen as negating, distorting, repressing, compensating for, and even produc-
ing, as well as reproducing, that context’. Kruft’s own definition is perhaps the
best of them, classifying his subject as ‘the history of thought on architecture as
recorded in written formy’, but even this misses not just the lyricism of Hugo but
the neatness of his own equivalent preface - that architectural ideas become
consummated into theories not just by their written form, but ideally by inscrib-
ing this writing into the materiality of the building itself (ie, a word written
about a building, and a building into which words are carved).?’

Such an assimilation - that a theory of architecture is simply the exploration
of words on, or ideally physically within, architecture — and the intellectual
touchstone provided by Hugo’s novel, still seems useful to those contemplating
both the wider existence of architecture and its greater depth (the same ‘deep
impression’ felt by Hugo), but is especially valuable to anyone charged with the
actual production of architectural writing; that is, by its authors and editors.
And it is from the perspective of the architectural editor, and through the
product of an architectural periodical (its own kind of cathedral of words,

in Michelet’s sense), that these ideas will be investigated in greater detail,
tracing the liveliness and morbidity of architectural production, and even

the liveliness and morbidity of the architectural editor.
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These tracings will in turn focus on specific subsets of architectural publish-
ing. The first will investigate the form of the journal - an essentially early nine-
teenth-century invention - and in particular will examine the strain of
architectural journals, periodicals and magazines that were produced through
the Architectural Association (AA) in London since its inception in 1847 (which
makes it a contemporary of Notre-Dame de Paris, even if this architectural book
champions medievalism, while this architectural association has long been
celebrated as the promoter of modernity or of a kind of prophetic futurism).
The aa is offered as a way in to this discussion because unique among architec-
tural institutions (and certainly among schools of architecture) it inscribed the
mandate to produce a journal into the terms of its founding charter - that is, the
AA could not exist as an association, institutionally, intellectually and legally,
unless it produced a regular, serial journal (or rather, the identity of the associa-
tion was inseparable from the identity of its publication), which establishes an
interesting rejoinder to Hugo, in that book and building are therefore not
rivalrous or oppositional, but signify the same thing. In the process, both book
and building can be read equally as inscription, theory or even as media.

But the aa also provides an entrance into this debate because the last
iteration of its 150-year succession of journals, A4 Files (established in 1981), was
ajournal I edited, and to a certain extent reinvented, between 2007-18. The 21
issues I published over this period (represented in more concentrated form by
four of the last five issues, 44 Files 71-74) is anthologised as an accompanying
volume, and in many ways corresponds to the demonstration of ideas articulated
in the thesis, as much as it also offers a supplementary body of research, both in
form and content. And yet the relationship between the two should not be read
as cause and effect. This is not a project-based doctorate in the sense that the
formulation of the project (ie, the production of the journal) does not determine
the structure of the thesis' narrative, not least because the thesis was written
after the issues of the journal had all been published. Nor is it a retroactive
account of its making and reception. Nevertheless, much of the research and the
polemics and histories it offers invoke ideas that predate my editorship, and so
rather than one emerging out of the other, both volumes should be understood
as backdropping and foregrounding the other.

Within the rhetorical and actual frame of the journal, the thesis then
proceeds to explore what it takes as the three fundamental components of an
architectural publication, each analysed through original research that looks
to uncover previously overlooked precedents while subverting others: its text
(investigated through both a survey and a polemic about architecture’s long-
standing but often rather ambiguous, even tortured relationship with writing);
its images (which similarly offers case studies as a way to both confirm and
challenge certain assumptions about architecture and its iconography); and
lastly, how it deals with the subject - that is, the architect - whose identity is
essential to so much architectural publication, even if actual biographies have
been strangely and consistently absent.

In the thesis, this trio of editorial components is essentially discussed
historically, through an unabashedly canoic set of precedents, as well as through
amore implied or tacit argument for the better use of words, images and the
architectural subject. A more overt application of this same argument can be
found in the accompanying anthology of issues from A4 Files. Here, in terms of
writing, one can read multiple and varied examples of architectural essays, and
(hopefully in light of the insights articulated in this thesis) where one can also
better understand the processes by which an architectural editor manipulates a
given text to promote certain writerly qualities (for instance, in its engaging
titles, good opening and closing lines, and an attentiveness to flow, cadence and
seamless transition). Similarly, in terms of images, the journal offer a model onto
which more disparate or associative ideas are applied and find physical form
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28. Bythe ‘writerliness’ of architecture’s

phenomenological tradition I am
thinking of that prototypical strain of
criticism which emerged in the late
1960s within the parallel academic
cultures of the architecture school at
the University of Cambridge and more
especially Essex University’s MA and
PhD programmes in architectural
history (established by Joseph Rykwert
and Dalibor Vesley in 1968; both of
whom also had teaching roles at
Cambridge), together with the writing
of the Norwegian historian Christian
Norberg-Schulz (notably his 1979 book,
Genius Loci: Towards a Phenomenology of
Architecture). Perhaps the most
celebrated exponents of this model of
phenomenological writing are the
Mexican scholar Alberto Pérez-Gomez
and the us academic David Leatherbar-
row (both of whom completed PhDs at
Essex), in particular their respective
books Polyphilo, or, The Dark Forest
Revisited: An Erotic Epiphany of
Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1992) and The Roots of Architectural
Invention: Site, Enclosure, Materials
(Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press 1993), alongside the Finnish
architect Juhanni Pallasmaa, and his
own book The Eyes of the Skin:
Architecture and the Senses (Oxford: John
Wiley, 2005). More recently, this
tradition has to a certain extent evolved
through the emergence of a new
generation of architectural historians
who tend to define their academicism
less through an allegiance to
phenomenology than through
evocations towards architecture’s
greater literacy, narrative or more
commonly towards the practice of
so-called ‘site-writing’ (fuelled, like
phenomenology, by what it takes as the
power of personal experience, but
filtered more explicitly through other
academic disciplines, notably
psychoanalytic theory, literary theory,
film and gender studies). See, in
particular, the work of Klaske Havik at
TU Delft, and her book, Urban Literacy:
Reading and Writing Architecture
(Rotterdam: NAi, 2014) and edited
journal, Writingplace, Journal for
Architecture and Literature, vol 1: Literary
Methods in Architectural Education
(Rotterdam: NAi, 2018), and Jane
Rendell at the Bartlett School of
Architecture, ucL, and the edited
anthologies she has published,
including Strangely Familiar: Narratives
of Architecture in the City (London:
Routledge, 1995) and Site-Writing: The
Architecture of Art Criticism (London: 1B
Tauris, 2010), and equivalent
anthologies edited by Jonathan
Charley, The Routledge Companion on
Architecture, Literature and the City
(London: Routledge, 2018); David Spurr,
Architecture and Modern Literature (Ann
Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press,
2012); Katja Grillner, Architecture and
Authorship (London: Black Dog, 2007);
and Angeliki Sioli, Reading Architecture:
Literary Imagination and Architectural
Experience (London: Routledge, 2018).
On the earlier phenomenological
tradition, see, in particular, the
research by Joseph Bedford, including
‘Being Underground: Dalibor Vesely,
Phenomenology and Architectural

-not least, a committment to the separation of words and pictures (intellectu-
ally, if not always physcially), as well as to the symbolic or frontispiece-like value
of good images, or to the image not merely as illustration but as an original,
archival artefact, or even to the possibilities within a publication for an image to
achive a certain architectural 1:1-scale and impact. Lastly, the anthology of issues
of A4 Files also all contain instances of biography (all through conversation),
which present a succession of architect-subjects in ways they have very rarely
appeared before, speaking about their ideas not through a catalogue of their
projects but largely through the peculiarities of their lives.

In taking the thesis text and anthologised issues together, one of the under-
lying ambitions of this study - through the arguments it makes and the prose
style in which it articulates these arguments - is to both advocate and demon-
strate a greater literariness to architectural discourse. By literature, it means
arguing for the fruitfulness of architecture’s relationship not just to writers and
their novelistic works, but to the measures by which we adjudge some writing
better than others, or even simply to the ambition to produce prose that is
enjoyable to read. It does not take ‘literariness’ as an invitation to engage in its
own form of creative writing, to recast architectural scholarship as lyricism, the
phenomenology of personal experience or to what today might be classified as
‘site-writing’.?® Rather, this invocation to the literary is to appreciate architecture
within its widest cultural, intellectual and historical sphere, as much as it also
establishes a standard (simultaneously both high and low in the diversity of
audience it attracts) for the better communication of architectural words.

Moreover, the manner in which this thesis articulates its own ideas and
allusions is offered up as a demonstration of the very same call - that is, of a
greater attentiveness to the quality of architectural writing - and in particular
to a faith in that specific form of writing represented by the model of the essay.
The essay, as this thesis will show, is a form of writing that emerged in the
late-sixteenth century and which evolved very much in often adversarial
opposition to more established models adopted by the academy (the survey,
the paper, the dissertation). Except for what this thesis will highlight as a
number of key architectural advocates, this separation between essayism and
academicism still exists today. And yet in spite of the longevity of this rivalry,
one of the more ambitious aspects of this study is to effect a kind of synthesis
- to write both essayistically and academically - and to show that a document
as resolutely, almost dogmatically academic as a doctoral dissertation can
demonstrate all of the required levels of scholarship and erudition (and the
mandate to inform) while at the same time still adhering to the key tenets of
the essay (and the mandate to entertain).

Such a recasting also necessarily invokes a kind of wilful deference to the
theatricality engendered by more self-consciously literary works, and the realisa-
tion that one appreciates literature not just for its ideas, nor the quality of its
writing, but for its characterisations and more immediately for its drama. In
some sense, then, this thesis aspires to a similar kind of performance, and a
conviction not just in the idea that architectural discourse could present itself
through its own equivalent dramaturgy, but more generally that works of non-
fiction can be dramatic (a reversal perhaps appropriately advertised once again
by Victor Hugo, who in a fan letter to Jules Michelet in 1860 wrote that his monu-
mental Histoire de France — which the novelist read ‘without drawing a breath’

- offered further proof that ‘all your books are acts’).*

Of course, the importance of the stage as a universal or even primal archi-
tectural platform is already a well-established part of its history, not least
through Sebastiano Serlio’s emblematic depiction of the sixteenth-century
stage-set as the best possible frame for an architectural projection, and for the
archetypes of its narrative (the ‘comic’, the ‘tragic’ and the ‘satiric’) as a support
structure that can underpin architecture’s own typologies.*® But this legacy has
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Clllarlls only ever been visual - one references Serlio’s theatricality through his images,
llUGH TO“ > and his three celebrated single-point perspectives - whereas what this thesis
looks to produce is not the scenography for an architectural drama but its words,
its script or screenplay. And like any screenplay, having established its principal
frame (the journal), the drama unfolds through three parts or acts (the text, the

) image and the architect), through the presentation of a set of types and arche-
ST%D‘E( ';*I‘}(Rm’ﬁkf’ \ types (that is, it values the secondary source of an existing model, over and above
MAUREEN OHARA R the elucidation of some wholly new, primary source), and through a rolling cast
ﬂ’ﬁﬁ"&&hﬂ ) e ‘ of characters — some heroic, others more obviously villainous - who populate
%\ERTN%M;?\E«%ER < ) , and repopulate the performance.

P v But in parallel, the thesis also hopes to promote not simply a disciplinary
intermarriage - that architecture becomes more interesting, still, when read
through literature, theatre or any other cultural discourse - but through a
fundamental faith it maintains in the richness of architecture’s own objects - in
its books and journals, for sure, but also in its buildings (cast either as cathedrals

or as bicycle sheds),*" its inscriptions and words, its drawings and images, and in

iRk B‘i e % its actual architects. Just like Hugo’s novel, in every instance in its narrative,

. e L . .
rio Radio Pictures, these objech (or rather, these t‘hlng.s ) offer the starting p01nt‘ to any discussion
The Hunchback of Notre-dame, 1939, or provocation, rather than registering only as the token physical exemplar onto
directed by William Dieterle which some seemingly larger ideology belatedly applies itself. Ideas, this thesis

maintains, emerge out of objects, rather than the more typical scholarly model

Education during the Cold War, in which sees the objecthood of the case-study as merely a useful vehicle to commu-

Akos Moravanszky and Torsten Lange

(eds), Re-Framing Identities: Architec- nicate some pre-existing idea. In the process, one of the tacit objects of the thesis
;:i;zgzrtz’(ﬁ;mgj ;gf ‘;;jfggcﬁa;dz - again, as with Notre-Dame de Paris - is the rhetoric, or better still, the theorisa-
Princeton University PhD, ‘Building the tion of architectural communication, which, it argues, is made more engaging,
pifeworld: Datibor Vescly and the Essex more relevant, precisely through this inversion.
Cchool oI Architectura eory, 2017. R . . .
29. The entirety of Victor Hugo's letter to Furthermore, the contention here is that this could repair a fissure that has
{:letshM‘thethls r‘?ll’“t’d‘;:?‘il“ll Foland emerged over the last half century, between not just the practice of architecture
arthes’ own homily to Michele . . . L. Lo .
- Roland Barthes, Michelet, 1954, and its theorisation, but between an appreciation of the materiality of architec-
E;a“lslalted by lzlcflard i‘“‘;“crd” , ture or a conception of the discipline only as a constellation of more ethereal
erkeley, cA: University of California . . .
Press, 1992), p 213: ‘All your books are ideas, by presenting these moments as synchronous. In turn, the hope is that
acts. Asa hlsfort‘)anylas aPPhll"s"Phe; as this might ultimately reimagine the fate of architecture and words less as an
a poet, you win battles. Progress an . . . . . . . .
Thoughtwill count you among their adversarial relationship predicated on either existence or death, of this killing
Ee‘roesilAnd what alpfailr:t?ryou are! You that, but one where each envelops and nurtures the other.
ring that reign to life before you « . , . I .
decapitate it. I must end this letter, but Bookend to this idea might even be yet another piece of writing by Victor
it is to return to your bozk% Ikam not Hugo, Les Travailleurs de la Mer (Toilers of the Sea, 1866), and yet another (wholly
eaving you. Dear great thinker, I . . . . . .
embraceyou. self-analytical) architectural authorial preamble, which once again cites the
go. Serlio’s three famous stage sets (the enigmatic Ananke, but this time recast not as annihilation but as affection.
comic, the tragic and the satiric)
appear in the section dedicated to
‘perspective’ in the second book ((1545) The mysterious difficulty of life springs from the necessity to believe (hence the
of his I sette libri dell’architettura (Seven ., s , ,
Books of Architecture). See Sebastiano temple); the necessity to create (hence the city); and the necessity to live (hence
Serlio, The Five Books of Architecture the plough and the ship). A triple ananke therefore weighs upon us: the ananke
(New York, Ny: Dover Press, 1983), .
based on a reprint of the first, 1611, of dogmas, the ananke of laws and the ananke of things. In Notre-Dame de
English edition of the first five books. Paris the author denounced the first; in Les Misérables he pointed out the
31. This, of course, is a nod to that other . . . . . sq
famous architectural beginning, second; in this book [Toilers of the Sea] e indicates the third. But within these
and the formulation offered by three fatalities in which man is enveloped is mingled the interior fatality, that
Nikolaus Pevsner in the opening lines supreme ananke. the human heart
of his An Outline of European ’ .
Architecture, 1943 (London: Penguin, —Victor Hugo, Toilers of the Sea, 1866 >

1990), p 15: ‘A bicycle shed is a building;
Lincoln Cathedral is a piece of
architecture. Nearly everything that
encloses space on a scale sufficient for
a human being to move in is a building;
the term architecture applies only to
buildings designed with a view to
aesthetic appeal.’

32. Victor Hugo, Toilers of the Sea,
translated by James Hogarth
(New York, Ny: The Modern Library,
2002), P 5.
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1. Honoré de Balzac, The Quest of the
Absolute, 1834, translated by Ellen
Marriage (Sawtry: Dedalus, 1989), p 2.

2. Ibid,p1.

3. In his famous novel Life: A User’s
Manual (1978), the French writer
Georges Perec further exaggerates this
model by not only placing all of the
characters in his story within the
various apartments of a fictitious
nineteenth-century Parisian apartment
block, but describes one character, the
painter Serge Valene, as engaging in his
own project to construct a vast
sectional elevation of the block, with
each separate painting made up of a
detailed depiction of its occupant and
interior. Another interesting case study
here is Roland Barthes, who in his
posthumously published notes fora
lecture course at the College de France
in 1977 - ie, exactly contemporaneous
with Perec - speculates on the
rhetorical metaphor of the house or
room, which was partly inspired by his
reading of the 1976 French translation
of Joseph Rykwert’s On Adam’s House in
Paradise (1972). Barthes aptly
summarises what he takes as the core
idea of Rykwert: ‘Why this thesis is
interesting: hut (house), notas a
functional determination (providing
shelter in bad weather), but a symbolic
operation.’ See Roland Barthes, How to
Live Together: Novelistic Simulations of
Some Everyday Spaces — Notes for a
Lecture Course and Seminar at the
Collége de France (1976-77), translated
by Kate Briggs (New York, Nv:
Columbia University Press, 2013), quote
P 49. Of course, neither Barthes nor
indeed Balzac were the originators of
this rhetorical device, for in many ways
the same technique can be traced all
the way back to antiquity, and in
particular to the rhetorician and
educator Quintilian (35-100AD) who
advocated a mnemonic system that
‘placed’ ideas in a given talk along a
clearly delineated spatial sequence
within a familiar house or building -
atechnique detailed best in Frances
Yates, The Art of Memory, 1966 (London:
The Bodley Head, 2014). See also, Mary
Carruthers, ‘The Architectural
Mnemonic’, The Book of Memory: A
Study of Memory in Medieval Culture
(Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1990), pp 89-98.

4. Inhis history of the first 100 years of
the AA - Architectural Association:
1847-1947 (London: Pleiades Books Ltd,
1947 - John Summerson adopts a
different literary guide to introduce his
subject: ‘A perfect introduction to the
history of our association was supplied
by Charles Dickens, when he created
Seth Pecksniff, and described the
relations of that celebrated master to
Tom Pinch, his draughtsman, and John
Westlock and Martin Chuzzlewit, his
articled pupils. Martin Chuzzlewit was
published in 1843 and there, in broad
caricature, is the three-corned
situation out of which this association
grew.’ Architectural Association:
1847-1947, p 1. More generally,
Summerson’s book offers the only
published account of the founding
years of the AA.

5. See Paul Waterhouse, ‘Kerr, Robert’,
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).

he historiography of more recent architec-
tural discourse, as we now know, tells us, or to
a certain extent impels us, to begin with
Notre-dame de Paris, the definitive book as
building. But of course, not all narratives
need to be framed through the loftiness of the
cathedral, if only because architecture’s more
lowly typologies are often able to offer struc-
tures that are just as rich and just as engaging.
In such circumstances, the typically rather
limited section of the architect’s library dedicated to the great works of litera-
ture might be expanded to seek out other novelistic or allegorical prompts,
even if these do not extend too far from Victor Hugo’s particular moment or
milieu. ‘The events of human life’, once wrote Honoré de Balzac, ‘be they
public or private, are so intimately bound up with architecture that with a
certain amount of observation we can reconstruct nations or individuals in the
full reality of their behaviour from the remnants of their public monuments or
the examination of their domestic remains.’* True to his word, the novel in
which this declaration appears - La Recherche de l'absolu (The Quest of the
Absolute), written in Paris in the summer of 1834, less than two years after the
publication of Hugo’s preferred edition of Notre-dame de Paris - begins with a
description of a specific house in a specific street in a specific town:

There is in Douai, in the rue de Paris, a house that may be singled out from all
others in the city; for in every respect, in its outward appearance, in its interior
arrangement and in every detail, it is a perfect example of an old Flemish
building, and preserves all the characteristics of a quaint style of domestic
architecture thoroughly in keeping with the patriarchal manners of the good folk
of the Low Countries.”

Balzac goes on to present this house not just as an inanimate protagonist in his
evolving family saga, but more effectively as a rhetorical structure that both
physically and metaphorically locates all of the ideas he wants to convey through
the envelope of its built form, in the process establishing a model for any kind of
narrative, be it literary or analytical.’

There is in London, at 36 Bedford Square, a house identical to those immedi-
ately around it, but which nevertheless can be singled out both from its neigh-
bours and from the city at large, for this house contains a club, which in turn
contains a school, and which somehow preserves all of the assorted styles of
architecture that it promotes, thoroughly in keeping with the patriarchal, at
times maniacal, manners of its various directors. This particular house, club and
school is the Architectural Association (aA), founded in 1847 — six years after the
establishment of the UK’s first school of architecture, the Bartlett School of
Architecture, University College London, located just a few minutes’ walk north
along Gower Street — by the young architectural apprentices Robert Kerr (then
aged 23) and Charles Gray (even younger, at just 18 years old).* It was initially set
up as a platform through which Kerr and Gray and like-minded colleagues could
regularly meet and simply discuss assorted architectural ideas outside the rather
restrictive bounds of the only architectural forum available to them, the articled
professional office.” It seems important to highlight, then, that the Aa, from its
very beginning, is both a theory — a form of architectural discourse quite explicit
in its separation from those exchanges determined by the pragmatism of archi-
tectural practice - and a kind of magazine - ‘a periodical’, defines the Oxford
English Dictionary, ‘containing a variety of articles and illustrations often on a
particular subject or aimed at a particular readership’. Following a merger with
the Association of Architectural Draughtsmen (ie, image-makers not builders,
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Previous and opposite: 36 Bedford Square,
and the interior of the piano nobile library,
AA School, London

Photographs FR Yerbury, ¢ 1953

Overleaf: AA student performace, 1929
AA Archives

6.
7-

10.

11.

John Summerson, op cit, p 5.

H Spenden Steel writes that ‘Lyon’s Inn
became a disreputable institution that
perished of public contempt long
before it came to the hammer and the
pick. By the time it was dissolved in
1863 it was inhabited only by the lowest
lawyers and those struck off the rolls,
and when surveyed it was found that it
was run by only two ancients, neither
of whom had any idea what their duties
were, and the Inn had not dined for
over a century.’ See H Spenden Steel,
‘Origin and History of English Inns of
Chancery’, The Virginia Law Register, vol
13, N0 8, 1907, pp 590-91 (accessible
online via JSTOR at: https://www.jstor.
org/stable/i245963).

. On the history of the Architectural

Association School of Architecture, see
John Summerson, Architectural
Association: 1847-1947, op cit; James
Gowan (ed), A Continuing Experiment:
Learning and Teaching at the Architec-
tural Association (London: Architectural
Press, 1975); Andrew Higgott, ‘A
Tradition of Experiment: The History
of the AA School’, Archinect, 2005,
accessible online at: https://archinect.
com/forum/thread/17899/andrew-
higgott-a-tradition-of-experiment-the-
history-of-the-aa-school, part of a wider
online discussion on the pedagogic
model offered by the AA School over the
last decades, with further contribu-
tions by Alan Balfour, Nasrine Seraji,
Peter Cook and Zaha Hadid.

. Nikolaus Pevsner (ed), Hertfordshire:

The Buildings of England (London:
Penguin, 1958), p 278. See also Edward
Jones and Christopher Woodward,
‘Bedford Square’, A Guide to the
Architecture of London (London:
Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1983).

See Bridget Cherry and Nikolaus
Pevsner (eds), London 4 North: The
Buildings of England (London: Penguin,
1994), p 325. Atkinson later made his
name as architect of a number of art
deco cinemas in various England cities,
and for the equally art deco interior he
designed for Ellis & Clark’s Daily
Express Building, London (1931-32).
Details of the AA’s financial structure
are described by John Summerson,

op cit. For further information on
Bedford Estates, see FHW Sheppard
(ed), The Survey of London: vol 36,
Bedford Estate, Covent Garden and the
Seven Acres in Long Acre (London:
English Heritage, 1970).

which, again, in hindsight seems interesting), the first formal meeting took place
in Lyon’s Inn, one of the Chancery inns of court in London’s Inner Temple - or as
John Summerson describes it, ‘a shabby eighteenth-century box of a place’®
-and avenue that maintained a certain notoriety for housing only the very worst
kind of lawyers.” After the enforced closure of Lyon’s Inn in 1863, the AA spent the
next half century located in various Soho and Bloomsbury addresses across
London, including a spell sharing premises with the fledgling Royal Institute of
British Architects, before a teaching arm was introduced to its more established
activities and the AA School was formally created in 1890. And it was both as a
club and as an independent (that is, private) school that the AA moved into a
house in Bedford Square in 1917, where it has remained ever since.?

This particular house, like the others facing the square, was built in around
1775 as a speculative development for Francis Russell, the fifth Duke of Bedford,
and attributed to the architect Thomas Leverton (who lived, and eventually died,
in a house of his own design on the south-east corner of the square). All of the
houses in the same development are four-storey structures, with ornamental
features in Coade stone and with yellow stock brick facades that may have
originally been painted black. The inner spaces of each house feature high-
ceilinged rooms with elegantly ornamented Georgian details. Describing
another Leverton building at Woodhall Park, Nikolaus Pevsner wrote that his
interiors ‘have a style, decidedly their own, different from Adam or Chambers or
Holland’, their character coming out most clearly in the central staircase hallway,
‘profusely but very delicately decorated with plaster a la antique’.’

And it was at number 36, inside this rather refined, genteel piece of eight-
eenth-century English capitalism, that the AA engaged in a process of remodel-
ling supervised by the architect and school principal Robert Atkinson."°
Following Atkinson’s designs, a large kitchen was constructed in the basement
of the property, providing lunch to its members (which after 1890 automatically
included all of its students and teaching staff), while the ground floor was
reconfigured to house a reception area, dining room, lecture hall and exhibi-
tion space, with reproduction plaster moulding added to match the original.

A fewyears later the upper floors were also remodelled, with a library estab-
lished in the grand first-floor piano nobile, and adjacent panelled rooms,
including a bar and other chandeliered spaces, affording more club-like rooms
for both formal discussion or more impromptu fireside conversation. The top
two floors of the property were also adapted to provide additional offices and
members’ spaces, which from the front offered fine views down to the square
below, and from the back surveyed a rear terrace, workshop yard and studio
spaces located in a converted four-storey nineteenth-century block formerly
occupied by the terrace’s mews.

The relative luxury of this interior and of the club-school as a whole was
never financed by direct patronage, nor by any singular form of endowment,
but was enabled partly by a number of debentures paid by various architectural
offices and construction firms, and also by a relatively modest rental agreement
struck with the then twelfth Duke of Bedford, Hastings Russell, who, like the
ancestral lineage of Russell dukes who both preceded and succeeded him, was
eager to preserve certain tax advantages that were afforded to his family’s
property empire, Bedford Estates, in return for maintaining the educational,
intellectual and cultural character of Bloomsbury.'* More immediately, the
largesse of the AA was supported by a not insignificant fee required by its mem-
bership, open to anyone with an interest in architecture (and which soon num-
bered over 1,000 members), and by the manifestly larger still fees required to
actually study at the AA. As late as 1953, the ambitious and well-heeled young
Anglo-Italian architect, Richard Rogers, wrote in a letter to his childhood friend
Michael Branch, ‘Tam going to try and get into the AA School of Architecture,
but it is the stiffest architecture place in England to enter and the fees are

PART ONE: THE JOURNAL 27









colossal. Poor dad.”** Yet, even if the financial burdens placed upon fathers of Aa
students could be offset by local authority education grants (available to the
brightest British students, at least until this additional arm of support was cut
off in the early 1970s), the AA remained a school and an affiliation fundamentally
defined by the wealth of its members.

This wealth, allied to the founding idea of an association predicated on
collective conversation, also lent the AA an interesting political diagram, in
which the fundamental power of the institution resided not with any single,
overseeing figure of authority, but with the students. Of course, there were
always certain notional hierarchies, topped by a president and a school princi-
pal, but the reality was that such figures had little cultural or indeed pedagogic
capital, and seemingly even less status or respect. Presidency was an elected,
unpaid role, for a short period of office and only really demanded the chairing of
monthly meetings of the AA Council; while the school principal was also elected
through a participatory democracy that gave each student and member a vote,
and who over much of the twentieth century included a cast of architects who,
although representing many of England’s more successful, if not especially
Le Corbusier, descending the main glamorous, practitioners, were largely unengaged with the education on offer.*®
staircase at 36 Bedford Sqaure en route to And so rather than dictate teaching models, which were instead always the
presenting his evening lecture, 1953 . .. ..

A Archives preserve of the actual teachers, the main task of the Aa Principal was to adminis-
ter the running of the building.

At times, even this limited authority was questioned - as John Miller, who
entered the AA as a first-year student in 1950, recalls, ‘Robert Furneaux Jordan
was then the school principal, but a Mr Bromley was the man who really ran the
place, like a kind of quarter-master sergeant, issuing us with our basic kit of
T-square, slide rule and a copy of Banister Fletcher’.** Rather than the head of
school, Miller also attests to the more powerful influence of his teachers, espe-
cially the first-year master Leonard Manasseh and the Bauhaus émigré Arthur
Korn, but at the same time he suggests that the real pedagogic culture of the Aa
had long been auto-didactic, almost Montessorian, with individual learning
fuelled largely by an engagement with student peers: ‘But quite honestly, after
the first year we mostly taught ourselves, reading books our classmates recom-
mended or visiting buildings together - much of this stuff was seeded by Colin
Glennie, who knew all there was to know about modernism, and Sam Stevens,
who knew everything about everything’.*> The a4, then, almost from its incep-
tion, was polyvalent, financially autonomous, self-informing, ritualistic and
sustaining of its own captive audience, or to borrow an analogy from publishing,
it was a highly successful magazine but one that to all intents and purposes
operated without an editor.

Despite the novelty of this arrangement, the model developed by the
Architectural Association proved to be hugely influential, and over more than a
century its stately domestic section - both house and home - accommodated
various dinners, balls, parties, theatrical performances and other assorted

12. Richard Rogers, letter to Michael
Branch, September 1953, in Bryan

Appleyard, Richard Rogers: A Biography rituals, as much as it provided an immediate backdrop to most of the major
(London: Faber, 1986), p 56. . . . .

13. The changing cast of Aa school movements in English and, to a certain extent, world architectural culture. Such
principals included the architects a significant venue also saw the AA play host to numerous passing architectural
Howard Robertson in the 1920s, " . . . .

E A A Rowse in the 19305 and Raymond celebrities, with the often highly mannered nature of their photographic capture
Gordon Brown in the 1940s. See lecture and the shifting styles of their evening attire somehow offering a parallel iconog-
given by AA Archivist Edward Bottoms, s . . _ . . .

The Twentieth-Century Society, 13 raphy to the AA’s evolving history - from Frank Lloyd Wright posing outside the
February 2010, accessible online at: front entrance of the school in his signature wide-brimmed porkpie hat, or Alvar
https://www.aaschool.ac.uk . . . . o . .
pupsiwaaschoolaculvipeo/ Aalto, in a double-breasted pin-striped suit, delivering a lecture behind a micro-
ecture.php?1D=1168.

14. John Miller, in conversation with the phone stand like the avuncular leader of a big band jazz orchestra, or Le Corbus-

hor, April I . . . . . .
author, April 2015, subsequently ier casually descending the main staircase in black tie and even blacker Corb
published as ‘John Miller, in
Conversation with Mark Swenarton spectacles, to a bow-tied Peter Eisenman sitting down for a candle-lit lecture
and Thomas Weaver’, 44 Files 70 dinner with Charles Jencks and a cake shaped liked Michael Graves’ Humana
(summer 2015), pp 124-37 (quote p 127). L . o ]
15. Tbid, p 128. Building, and a tuxedoed Zaha Hadid slicing her own Peak Club piece of
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Alvar Aalto, delivering his aa lecture, 1950,
AA Archives

16.

17.

18.

A comprehensive photographic record
of the school, from the late nineteenth
century onwards, and featuring
numerous noteworthy architectural
figures, is accessible through the Aa’s
Photo Library and AA Archive.

The aa’s founding charter and still
existing articles are accessible online
at: https://www.aaschool.ac.uk/
MEMBERSHIP/ABOUTMEMBERSHIP/
introduction.php, and through the aa’s
head of membership, Alex Lorente.
Copies of the entire run of A4 Notes
(1887-1905) and of the issues from each
of the subsequent house journals that
succeeded it are available in both the
AA Library and Aa Archive.

architectural confection - all the while buttressing the AA in promoting what it
saw as the very best and most original thinking about architecture.*®

Significantly, from its very first days in the mid nineteenth century, this
promotion also took the form of journals, books and various publications. The
mandate to produce these things is even written into the AA’s founding charter
from 1847 - that in order to be considered both an association and school (and
later an educational charity), it legally Aas to publish journals and books."” So,
no journal, no school (an important entente cordiale between the book and the
building, just 15 years after the publication of Victor Hugo’s Notre-dame de Paris).
In more material terms, the journal was also the only physical return on a
membership otherwise defined by its more ethereal advantages (one joined the
AA in order to know more, and more deeply, about architecture; and it was only in
the latter part of the twentieth century that graduation after five years with an AA
Diploma merited a physical piece of paper and degree certificate). Instead of an
embossed scroll, the journal therefore became the AA’s only physical badge, a
register of its allegiance, a totem.

But in contrast to the dignified and well-established architecture of its
house, the very first published outputs of the Aa, although satisfying the terms of
its charter, as if like a kind of receipt, were generally underwhelming - loose-leaf
anthologies of club notices, documenting the comings and goings of its various
members, in addition to the posting of weekly events and various petty bureau-
cracies. But in 1887, with the aA financially and culturally more sure of itself, it
launched its first official journal, A4 Notes, which significantly appeared in
advance of a teaching component being added to the list of the AA’s institutional
responsibilities - so at its heart, the AA does not gravitate around a school, but
around a journal, which it uses to symbolically and constitutionally define itself.
The importance of this diagram was reflected in the attention lavished on 44
Notes, a far more considered and handsome undertaking than the earlier news-
letters, with the luxuriousness of its hardcover binding, illustrations and mar-
bled endpapers being juxtaposed against a somewhat disingenuously modest
and matter-of-fact title. Emblem to the seriousness with which the Aa
approached this project, it even commissioned its own frontispiece, which
seemed to play off Charles-Dominique-Joseph Eisen’s famous (and famously
mannered) engraving of the primitive hut in the second edition of Marc-Antoine
(Abbé) Laugier’s Essai sur l'architecture (1755), but this time enshrouding its
central Dianic figure not in the standard dressing of the classical picturesque
(twisted arboreal forms, broken columns and pediments, chubby cherubic
bottoms and an emergent architecture), but in an image of late-nineteenth-cen-
tury didacticism (with the woodland goddess now depicted patiently instructing
the cherubs not in architecture through building, but architecture through
reading, with each of them balancing large tomes - presumably the same
AA Notes - on their kneecaps). The frontispiece completes this scene with a
garlanding ribbon and a new AA motto (again, distinctly arts-and-crafts in
character), ‘Design with beauty, build in truth’.*®

There is here, then, a radical reordering of architecture’s priorities —
of thinking not making, of theory not practice, of images more than plans,
of self-direction rather than imposed models of learning, and of the book,
or more precisely the journal, as the de facto architectural object, over and above
any significance attributed to the building. Yet in another sense 44 Notes is
wholeheartedly architectural in character, if only because of its concentration
on form (its format, binding and the physicality of its container) over the value it
ascribed to its content (in editorial terms, the substance of its articles; in archi-
tectural terms, the occupation of a building’s spaces). And so even if the journal
was impeccably bound and produced, the articles inside did not speak to the
grandeur of architecture’s more literary theoretical traditions, or exploit the
possibilities afforded by the cultures of conversation and exchange in the AA’s
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AA Journal, September 1911
AA Library

19. Herbert D Appleton, editorial, 44 Notes,
vol1,no 1, April 1887, p 1.

20. Paolo Portoghesi, ‘The Real Life of
Architectural Magazines’, Domus 635
(January 1983), pp 2-11, quote p 3.

members’ rooms, but remained resolutely bureaucratic: lists of new members,
the shifting constellations of its various committees and dry reviews of build-
ings and events. Even the editorial which welcomes readers to the first issue
appears to advertise the whole endeavour not in terms of the richness of an
architectural culture it would be promoting, but the tortured institutional
bureaucracy which deemed it necessary: ‘The origin of 44 Notes was in this wise:
in the scheme for increasing the scope of the Architectural Association by
raising the subscription, one of the means proposed to be adopted was the
publication of a journal. This was, however, abandoned before the vote was
taken at the special business meeting. But although the idea was not carried out
for a time, there was a strong feeling in a certain section of the working mem-
bers of the association that there was an urgent need for something of the sort,
and some six months ago a meeting of those who were anxious to start a paper
devoted to the exchange of ideas amongst the members of the association was
held; and a petition was prepared and presented to the general committee,
praying them to approve the suggestion. As this petition evidently expressed the
wishes of the most earnest workers in the association, the committee appointed
a special sub-committee to consider the question, and they then reported in
favour of the general proposal.’*®

Anyone who buys and keeps architectural magazines, has them bound and finds
a home for them on his bookshelves, will know only too well that they are among
the vainest and most uncomfortable residents on those small-scale cities of words
and images that are our libraries. Literary magazines are nearly always the same
size and are drably attired. By contrast, art and architectural magazines sport
the latest fashions; they are particularly fond of colour and images and simply
have to keep on changing. Not content with changing subject-matter and typogra-
phy, they often change size, their ‘format’: the magazine is rigorously slimmed
down or turned, with joyful abandon, into a large-format periodical. Or, instead
of changing appearance, they change editor. Or they change both.*°

This is the Italian architect, and editor, Paolo Portoghesi writing in Domus

in 1983 in a little-known text about ‘The Real Life of Architectural Magazines’,
possibly the best account of architecture’s enduring relationship with its
journals and magazines ever written. And in affirmation of Portoghesi’s very
appealing characterisation, over the ensuing decades the aa did indeed
maintain the expanding urbanity of its bookshelves through both the vanity
of its publications and their own graphic reinvention. Yet at the same time
there remained the unresolved irony of an institution founded on conversa-
tion appearing to have trouble finding its own, published voice. One can see
this in the 44 journal, which first appeared in 1905, successor to AA Notes as
official journal of record and a distributed conduit between the inner world
of the school, its students and teachers, and the wider world of the AA’s
membership. Somewhat predictably, its release prompted a slight change

of format, a more contemporary, though still serif typography, and even a logo
(displacing the previous frontispiece), distinctly arts and crafts in character,
which depicted two architectural figures framed, or even held captive, within
the letters A and A, whose ligatures appear to have extruded out of their
T-squares. Inside, however, the articles and reviews continued to remain more
loyal to the truthful aspect of the AA’s twin mantra than to its parallel call for
beauty, for the tenor of all content was still fundamentally pragmatic (the
involvement of assorted members on recently completed buildings) and
technocratic (yet more details of the shifting promotions and governances of
the association’s various committees — as late as 1950 the journal saw fit to
introduce the November issue with a ‘Balance Sheet of Accounts for the year
1949 Presented for the Adoption of a Ordinary General Meeting’).
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22.
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24.

The balance between professionalism
and opinion (and of a survey of the
history of the architectural journal as a
whole) is very effectively presented by
Carlo Menon and Veronique Patteeuw
in ‘Magazine Architecture’, OASE 100,
‘Karel Martens and the Architecture of
the Journal’, 2018, pp 83-142. For a more
detailed review of early nineteenth-
century publications, especially in
France, and their cultures of debate,
see Hélene Lipstadt, ‘Early Architec-
tural Periodicals’, in Robin Middleton
(ed), The Beaux-Arts and Nineteenth-
Century French Architecture (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1982), pp 51-65.
A facsimile anthology of Das Andere,
presenting the only two issues to be
published, was released in 2016, with
an accompany essay by Beatriz
Colomina; Adolf Loos, Das Andere: Ein
Blatt zur Einfiihrung abendldndischer
Kultur in Osterreich/The Other: A Journal
for the Introduction of Western Culture in
Austria (Zurich: Lars Miiller, 2016).
Such accounts typically emanate from
the aa itself, largely in the form of its
annual A4 Prospectus, which for the last
ten years, especially, has presented the
school through what it frequently
terms its ‘reimagining’, ‘rethinking’ or
‘remaking’ of architecture. This same
urge to be considered radical and in
some sense pioneering continues to
this day, as demonstrated by the
opening lines of the current 44
Prospectus by the school director Eva
Franch i Gilbert: ‘More than a school,
throughout its history the A has been
the referent - when not the origin - for
the production of new and relevant
forms of enquiry, discourse and radical
practice in architecture schools,
cultural institutions and offices
worldwide.’ See A4 Prospectus 2018-19,
accessible online at: https://www.
aaschool.ac.uk/APPLY/PROSPECTUS/
prospectus.php.

For a detailed history and appreciation
of The Hobby Horse, see Julie Codell,
‘The Century Guild Hobby Horse,
1884-94’, Victorian Periodicals Review,
vol 16, no 2 (summer 1983), pp 43-53-

But to a certain extent this was merely a reflection of every other architec-
tural journal - a medium by then barely a century old - which from its origins
first in France and then in England in the early decades of the nineteenth century
responded to the dual needs of an emergent industrial society to promote its
professional trades, and an emergent bourgeoisie to feel opinionated.?* Perhaps
the best demonstration of these forces was The Builder in England, Deutsche
Bauzeitung in Germany and its most monumental realisation, the Revue générale
de larchitecture in France, founded in 1839 and edited for almost 50 years by César
Daly, and which communicated both trade and opinion through a set of progres-
sively more detailed, and utterly compelling, steel-plate architectural engravings.

Despite the advantage of nearly half a century, the degree of attention the
AA could lavish upon its own lithography and published image-making could
not match that of Daly’s dedicated army of printmakers at the Revue. As a
result, the content of the 44 Journal remained photographic reproductions
of recently completed buildings, alongside still rather stilted review texts and
club notices. Here, then, again we see the AA remaining somewhat paralysed
by the fact that it could reinvent the structure and organisation of architectural
discourse, but not its communication.

Hindsight suggests that the way out of this dilemma would have been for
the AA to have embraced the ferment of literary and visual rethinking then
advocated by a nascent modernism, and a willingness to act as a running mate to
that condensed lineage of avant-garde art and architectural magazines that can
be traced as far back as Das Andere (The Other), which was launched in 1903 by
the 33-year old Viennese architect Adolf Loos, who anointed himself its editor
and sole contributor.?” Such a lineage would then extend into all those other
mono-maniacal architectural publishing enterprises, each speaking to its own
specific sect or movement, that have now come to be seen as benchmarks in the
development of the entire modern architectural discipline: De Stijl, the Dutch
neo-plasticist magazine first published in Delft in 1917 by Theo van Doesburg;
its rival Dutch expressionist journal, Wendingen (Upheaval), edited by architect
Hendrik Wijdeveld and launched in Amsterdam in 1918; L'esprit nouveau, the
revue of the art and architectural purist movement, established in Paris in 1920
by Le Corbusier and Amédée Ozenfant; Veshch/Gegenstand/Objet, published
simultaneously in Russian, German and French, and founded in Berlin in 1922
by the architect El Lissitzky and the writer Ilya Ehrenburg as the mouthpiece of
constructivism and suprematism; and G, also published in Berlin in 1923 as a
synthesis of constructivist and dadaist allegiances, edited by the artist Hans
Richter, later joined by the architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe.

A later, revisionist account of the AA maintains that it has consistently,
almost preternaturally, operated within this high-modernist tradition, and that
its culture has always somehow been both canonic and avant-garde.*® And yet its
published output would suggest otherwise, and which, if compared to any of
these modernist exemplars, reads (through both text and image) as if the A were
steadfastly holding on to its mid-nineteenth-century origins in stubborn rejec-
tion of more provocative twentieth-century models from abroad.

But perhaps more surprising than its failure to align with any of the various
branches of a continental modernism was the AA’s inability to identify the
radical possibilities — especially in terms of publications - afforded by another
kind of modernism closer to home. In 1884 (three years before the AA’s first
journal, A4 Notes), the English Century Guild of Artists launched The Hobby
Horse, the first-ever periodical committed solely to the visual arts, and which
featured extensive articles on art, design, architecture and various social issues
(heavily influenced by the writings of Walter Pater and John Ruskin - a frequent
visitor to the AA in those years — and which included contributions by writers as
diverse as CF A Voysey and Oscar Wilde). These texts were then integrated into a
strong visual identity made up of commissioned artwork, photographs,
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25. See Paolo Portoghesi, op cit, and Peter
Brooker and Andrew Thacker (eds), The
Oxford Critical and Cultural History of
Modernist Magazines, vol I: Britain and
Ireland, 1880-1955 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2009). Carlo Menon
and Veronique Patteeuw offer a nice
coda (via Marshall McLuhan’s 1970
Counterblast) to the style of Blast’s
writing as in some way a consequence
of its printer’s drinking habits:
‘Wyndham Lewis had found it
impossible to get it by any London
printer whatsoever. He finally found an
alcoholic ex-printer who agreed to set it
up exactly as Lewis required in return
for large supplies of liquor. Nearly the
entire magazine is set up in heavy
headline type. Headlines are icons, not
literature’, Carlo Menon and Veronique
Patteeuw, op cit, p 110, ft 35.

26. See Andrew Higgott, ‘A Tradition of
Experiment’, op cit.

27. Inashorteditorial in the first issue of
Arena the new title is discussed. ‘No
doubt questions may be asked as to why
this particular title has been selected.
The principal reasons may be noted as
follows: 1. It has a sound architectural
“ring”; 2. It implies that debate,
controversy and, when necessary, battle
will take place within its pages; 3. It
begins and ends with an A - hence Aa; 4.
It seemed a good choice, and well in the
tradition of previous publications like
Focus and Plan’, Arena, June 1965, p 2.

lithographs and woodcuts.** This same, more holistic model of both text and
image, individual identity and collective responsibility, pragmatic description
and more writerly opinion, subsequently informed the very successful and
long-running The Studio: An Illustrated Magazine of Fine and Applied Art, which
was launched in London in 1893 and ran all the way through to 1964, as well as

Ver Sacrum, the official journal of the Vienna Succession, established in 1898,
with contributions from Otto Wagner and the poet Rainer Maria Rilke, and lastly,
back in England, and the culmination of this strain of (proto) modernist publish-
ing, Blast magazine, the short-lived 1914 mouthpiece of the vorticist movement,
largely written by the novelist and painter Wyndham Lewis.*®

What seems to have defined both the success and importance of each of
these endeavours is that their editorial models were indebted more to literature
than they were to art (unlike those of the later, more celebrated continental
modernist architectural magazines, which were always extruded from their
respective art movements: neo-plasticism, expressionism, purism, constructiv-
ism, suprematism, dadaism, etc), and which as a result allowed their still power-
ful visual sensibilities to appear seamlessly alongside highly erudite and
engaging textual commentaries. One would think that such an ambition would
have fit perfectly into the culture of the Aa, an association fundamentally defined
by its marriage of images and words. It could even have followed still more
closely the model of The Studio and used the symbolic typology of its equally
definitive enclosure as its masthead, so that instead of A4 Journal or Aa Notes its
journal of record could have been titled The House or The Club. In reality, how-
ever, even if the idea of a school and association predicated on the synthesis of a
Georgian townhouse and a modern publishing house was radical, its actual
publications were anything but - a resistance reflected in the fact that the Aa was
avery delayed adopter of modernism, either English or European. As late as 1926
its principal Howard Robertson (who, ironically, would go on to work as a
consultant to Le Corbusier, Wallace Harrison and Oscar Niemeyer on the defi-
antly modernist United Nations Headquarters in New York) instigated a beaux-
arts system, which was only overthrown by a student-led revolt in 1938.°

However, once freed from the shackles of neo-classicism, as much as it
would soon be empowered by the desperate need to rebuild and to a certain
extent redesign English cities, it was in the postwar decades that the aA really
took off, and whose teachers and graduates in this period reads like a Who’s
Who of architectural influence: John Summerson, Jane Drew, Minnette de
Silva, Denys Lasdun, Neave Brown, Kenneth Frampton, Patrick Hodgkinson,
Alan Colquhoun, Denise Scott Brown, Robin Middleton, James Gowan,

Peter Smithson, Geoffrey Bawa, Richard Rogers, Renzo Piano, Frei Otto,
Cedric Price - a cast of characters in some way even more adept at architec-
tural media than they were with architectural form.

As a quieter backdrop to this increasingly cacophonous cult of architectural
celebrity (both through practice as well as more discursive historical and theo-
retical roles), the A4 Journal somehow remained, still periodically dropping
through the letterboxes of AA members, largely unnoticed, in different forms but
still the same essential guise, all the way through to 1965. That year the journal
was rebranded and redesigned again, and relaunched as Arena (a new, nebu-
lously modern conception of space, for a new nebulously modern magazine),
even if it remained funded and produced by the Aa through an editorial group
attached to the office of the school principal, and continued to carry the respon-
sibility of representing the AA to the wider association.?”

If the AA’s belated embrace of modernism explains the intellectual shortfall
of its publications in the pre-war period, the same defence cannot be used for
the still underwhelming 44 Journal and Arena in the post-war period, because
the culture of the institution by then is excitedly, wholeheartedly modern.
Ironically, the very same figures who were driving the school in this period
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Opposite: Arena, May 1967

Overleaf: Architectural Association Quarterly,
edited by Dennis Sharp, 1975
AA Library

28.

29.

30.

For a detailed biographical portrait of
J M Richards, see ] Mordaunt Crook,
‘Sir James Richards, 1907-1992:

A Bibliographic Tribute’, Architectural
History, vol 42,1999, pp 354-74. For a
good contextual understanding of The
Architectural Review under Richards’
editorship (and later Monica Pidgeon’s
equivalent work at Architectural Design),
see Andrew Higgott, ‘The Mission of
Modernism’ and ‘The Opposite of
Architecture’, Mediating Modernism:
Architectural Cultures in Britain
(London: Routledge, 2007), pp 33-55
and pp 118-52.

Reyner Banham had criticised
contemporary Italian design, and in
particular the Torre de Velasca, then
recently completed in Milan by Rogers
and his firm BBPR, as anachronistically
historicist in an article titled
‘Neo-liberty’, published in the April
1959 issue of The Architectural Review.
Rogers’ response was titled ‘The
Evolution of Architecture: A Reply to
the Keeper of the Frigidaire’ (a teasing
reference to Banham’s blind faith in
technology) and published in
Casabella-continuita in June 1959.
Rogers’ allusion to Ruskin appears at
the very end of his text: ‘To conclude, I
would like to invite Mr Banham, whom
I believe knows English better than
Italian, to make a direct reading of
Ruskin (The Poetry of Architecture), who
was a great Englishman, without
bothering with the lame interpretation
of Marinetti, who was a Fascist
“revolutionary” who died with the
felucca of academia on his head: “We
shall consider the architecture of
nations as it is influenced by their
feelings and manners, as it is
connected with the scenery in which it
is found, and with the skies under
which it was erected”.’ For an excellent
profile of Ernesto Nathan Rogers,
including his editorial work and the
Banham debate, see Roberta
Marcaccio, ‘The Hero of Doubt’, 44
Files 75 (winter 2017), pp 59-70.

A useful comparison of The Architec-
tural Review and Architectural Design in
this period, including their respective
circulation figures, can be found in
Steve Parnell, ‘ar’s and AD’s Post-war
Editorial Policies and the Making of
Modern Architecture in Britain’, The
Journal of Architecture, vol 17, no 5, 2012,
accessible online at: https://www.
tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13602
365.2012.724858. For Frampton and
Middleton’s more personal recollec-
tion of their time working on the
magazine, see Kenneth Frampton,
‘Homage a Monica Pidgeon: An AD
Memoir’ and Robin Middleton,
‘Working for Monica’, A4 Files 60
(summer 2010), pp 22-27.

- notably, the students Peter Cook and Francis Duffy, and the young tutors Alvin
Boyarsky, Royston Landau and Robert Maxwell - all sat on the editorial board.
And yet, even if Arena magazine in this period did feature profiles of Team X,
Archigram and Alison and Peter Smithson, and more self-consciously iconoclas-
tic texts by authors like Sam Stevens, Joseph Rykwert and Charles Jencks, it did
so still within the bureaucratic frame of member events, self-titled commentar-
ies and ‘notes on the discipline’, as if the journal could never quite separate its
agenda or content from the institutional infrastructure of the aAa itself.

But perhaps one reason why the AA’s own publications were not more
free-spirited and better reflecting the dynamism of its students and faculty was
simply because these people were already very well served by other existing
journals, many of whose most significant editors had first trained as architects
at the AA (and so the AA was in fact dictating the nature of architectural dis-
course, if not through its own publications).

Principal among these was The Architectural Review, which had been
established in the very late nineteenth century, but which really came to the
fore in the years just prior and after the Second World War under the continu-
ing editorship of the former aA student ] M Richards (who edited the magazine
for more than 30 years, from 1937-71).>® For Richards, architecture was not
something defined only by the limits of its profession, nor by its shifting
palette of styles (even if he was wholly committed to modernism), but was the
keystone to a much larger social contract - architecture, argued Richards,
served the people. It therefore followed that his magazine appealed to the
widest possible audience, and presented the architect not only as an ennobled
builder but as a kind of public intellectual. Such an assignation was clearly part
of the zeitgeist, because the same expanded responsibilities and wide-ranging
set of influences characterised other magazines at the time, not least Ernesto
Nathan Rogers’ editorship of Casabella-continuata (1953-65), which drew upon
a far more engrained Italianate tradition of the architect as thinker and writer
(and which in a famous spat even gave him licence to shame the English critic
Reyner Banham for not having adequately studied the works of John Ruskin).?®
But the measure of Richards’ success is that he managed to reverse 500 years
of inferiority and finally induce an equally erudite English architectural voice.
This drew upon The Architectural Review’s earlier patronage of writers like D H
Lawrence, Evelyn Waugh and John Betjeman, as much as it played to the
literary ambitions of an emerging generation of architects and critics (among
them, Ian Nairn and Colin Rowe), and helped propel The Architectural Review
into the cultivated mainstream of informed public debate.

Interestingly, at the same time another section of the English public were
also subscribing to another architectural journal, in almost exactly the same
numbers, but whereas The Architectural Review disregarded the vagaries of style,
Architectural Design was deliriously, unashamedly stylish.?° It was edited for
much of the post-war period by the Chilean-born Monica Pidgeon, but its best
years were in the 1960s and early 1970s, coinciding with the assistant editorship
(or in Architectural Design’s terms, ‘technical editorship’) of former AA students
Kenneth Frampton (1962-64) and Robin Middleton (1964-72). And what Framp-
ton and Middleton provided more than anything else was an open communica-
tions channel to the AA - partly precipitated by proximity: the Architectural Design
offices were located at 30 Bloomsbury Way, just a five-minute walk from the aAa at
36 Bedford Square — which saw so much of its editorial content in this period,
heavily biased in favour of a kind of technology-infused futurism, being deter-
mined by AA staff and students, including the work of Peter Smithson, the
Archigram group, Cedric Price, Frei Otto, and later extensive profiles of the
pedagogical and even editorial structures on which the Aa was being run. And so
even if the A4 Journal and then Arena were the nominal house publications, the
real AA journal of record in this period was Architectural Design.
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Student publications have in fact
appeared throughout the AA’s history,
especially in the pre-war period

- notably Tufton Street Tatler (1905-09),
Harlequinade (1923-26) and Focus
(1938-39), the most interesting of them,
if only because of its explicitly
modernist content, largely indebted to
the Bauhaus, and was published in the
immediate wake of the AA’s student-led
abandonment of its beaux-arts
teaching programmes in favour of a
modernist agenda - but never with the
self-celebration of the publications of
the 1960s. Carlo Menon has recently
completed a Bartlett PhD on the topic,
‘““Little” Architectural Magazines of the
early Twenty-first Century: Critical
Discourse and Collective Practice, In
and Out of Academia’, 2018; and as they
do with each major moment in the
history of the architecture magazine,
Carlo Menon and Veronique Patteeuw
(op cit, p 93) offer a good synoptic
survey of the little magazine, including
auseful definition of sorts by Frederick
Hoffman, Charles Allen and Carolyn
Ulrich: ‘Coming into use during the
First World War, “little” did not refer to
the size of the magazines, nor to their
literary contents, not to the fact that
they did not usually pay for contribu-
tions. What the word designated above
everything else was a limited group of
intelligent readers: to be such a reader
one had to understand the aims of the
particular schools of literature that the
magazine represented, had to be
interested in learning about dadaism,
vorticism, expressionism and
surrealism. In a sense, therefore, the
word “little” is vague and even unfairly
derogatory.’ Frederick Hoffman,
Charles Allen and Carolyn Ulrich (eds),
The Little Magazine: A History and a
Bibliography (Princeton, Nj: Princeton
University Press, 1946), p 3.

See Simon Sadler, Archigram:
Architecture Without Architecture
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005); or
for something a little more nuanced,
Paul Davies, ‘The Archigram Group’, in
Paul Davies and Torsten Schmiedekne-
cht (eds), An Architect’s Guide to Fame
(Oxford: Architectural Press, 2005),

PP 19-30.

The best surveys of the panoply of
AA-led ‘little’ magazines are AA
Archivist, Edward Bottoms’ very
effective account of all the Aa student
publications, ‘The Purple Patch to
Sexymachinery: 100 Years of Aa Student
Journals’, AArchitecture 1,2007,
accessible online at: https://www.
aaschool.ac.uk/AASCHOOL/LIBRARY/
Purple_Patch.pdf, and Beatriz
Colomina and Craig Buckley (eds),
Clip, Stamp, Fold: The Radical
Architecture of Little Magazines, 196X to
197x (Barcelona: Actar, 2010), which
features extended histories of all of its
case studies, alongside multiple others
from other schools and institutions in
the 1960s and 1970s.

Clip, Stamp, Fold, ibid, case study #15,
Symbols, written by Irene Sunwoo.

The story of Robin Evans’ intellectual
development, including an account of
his student writings, is told very
adeptly by Joseph Bedford in ‘In Front
of Lives That Leave Behind’, A4 Files 70
(summer 2015), pp 3-18.

No doubt spurred on by this sudden attention afforded to AA teachers, and
the ability of the printed page to forge a successful architectural identity, from
the 1960s onwards a succession of AA student-led initiatives — subsequently
historicised as part of a wider culture of the ‘little magazine’ - increasingly saw
the production of their own rival publications.*' Foremost among these was
Archigram - like De Stijl, a magazine that became an architectural collective, and
also like the other heroic modernist publications, a magazine whose voice
(advocating a kind of pop neo-futurism, consumerism and technology) spoke
fundamentally through its images and its art-manifesto rhetoric.?? Even though
only one of its six members was an actual AA student (Peter Cook), or that the
entire run of the magazine comprised just nine issues over 13 years (1961-74), or
even that its central message about the possibilities afforded by architectural
media over and above the unchanging traditions of building was essentially a
retelling of the same arts-and-crafts founding credo of the AA (in this sense, the
famous spaceman on the cover of Archigram 4 was merely an update on the Diana
in the forest frontispiece in 44 Notes 1), nevertheless Archigram prompted a surge
of other ersatz, and short-lived, magazines, setting the course for so much
youthful architectural practice, even education, in the years since, all once again
highlighting how in the AA’s terms the publication had replaced the building as
somehow the whole point of architecture.>

Specific AA student magazines appearing in Archigram’s wake included acc
(1964), set up to act as a collective thread (or Action Communication Centre)
between the UK’s various schools of architecture; Symbols (1965), which pro-
moted a vaguely semiotic approach to architectural discourse (criticised at the
time in a review in the 44 Journal as ‘having no coherent point of view’);** Signs of
the Times, or Rather More Signs than Symbols (1966), as its title makes clear, a
critique of Symbols, and featuring much of the early writing of the then aa
student Robin Evans;*® Clip-Kit (1966), a medium-is-the-message publication
edited by Peter Murray about kit-of-parts assembly, through which a set of
articles on loose-leaf A4 pages, often featuring Cedric Price, were to be collected
and ultimately bound; ARse (Architects for a Really Socialist Environment, 1969),
a polemical political review; and Ghost Dance Times (1974-75), a weekly broad-
sheet edited and largely written by Martin Pawley that was easily the most
significant of these various publications, and which despite its self-avowedly
‘satirical’ tone, featured consistently rather informed commentary and criticism
on the AA and English architectural scene.

In an effort to keep pace with this flurry of magazines, whose swagger,
if not audience, threatened to overshadow the school and association’s more
longstanding journal of record, and whose successes or at least recognition
was in many ways reducible to the identity of its various creators, in 1969 the
AA did what it had never done before and appointed an external editor -
hiring Dennis Sharp, a former AA student who was then teaching architectural
history at Manchester University, to oversee its various publications, and
especially its journal.’>® Sharp proceeded to quickly abide by a stereotype of
modern editorship and affected a redesign. This ultimately saw the abandon-
ment of Arena, and the launch in its place of The Architectural Association
Quarterly, or, rather, 44Q for short.>” But where Sharp departed from aa
convention was that his new format (smaller in size, exactly matching -
consciously or not — that of Archigram magazine) was finally complemented
with some new content, abandoning nearly a century of uninspiring club
notices and building reviews with a series of themed issues featuring highly
topical, informed and well-written articles — or as Sharp would put it, ‘a sort
of architectural Time magazine’.’® The propriety 44Q lent to the Aa was ulti-
mately even used to quash the increasingly confident student publications,
and especially Ghost Dance Times, whose final issue on 20 June 1975 mockingly
reported the school principal’s conviction that ‘we need something more
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37.

38.
39.

40.

41.

42.

See Joseph Rykwert, ‘Dennis Sharp
Obituary’, The Guardian, 21 June 2010,
accessible online at: https://www.
theguardian.com/artanddesign/2010/
jun/21/dennis-sharp-obituary.

As Dennis Sharp has later described it,
the decision to reinvent the journal was
not wholly down to editorial
exuberance, but because of the
increased commercialisation of Arena,
prompted by a downturn in the AA’s
fortunes, which saw the journal briefly
rebranded as Arena/Interbuild and
running largely technocratic ‘paid
content’. Preferring instead an
independent, scholarly journal, Sharp
insisted on a change, which the Aa
eventually supported, and which saw
the release of 44Q. See Irene Sunwoo’s
‘Interview with Dennis Sharp,
Architectural Association Quarterly
Editor, 1969-82’, Clip, Stamp, Fold, op
cit, pp 454-56.

1bid, p 455.

This school principal - or rather
chairman - was actually Alvin Boyarsky.
See Martin Pawley, Ghost Dance Times,
no 26, 20 June 1980; and Clip, Stamp,
Fold, op cit, case study # 105, Ghost
Dance Times no 26, written by Irene
Sunwoo.

The best published biographical
portrait of Robin Middleton can be
found in the conversation he
conducted with Peter Carl, ‘Robin
Middleton in Conversation with

Peter Carl’, Aa Files 65 (winter 2012),

pp 98-110.

The papers delivered in this
conference, including others by Joseph
Rykwert, Barry Bergdoll and Middleton
himself, would later be published in
1982 as The Beaux Arts and Nineteenth-
Century French Architecture, op cit.
John Hejduk, ‘A Sense of Spirit’, A4 Files
20 (winter 1990), p 4, published as a
kind of in memoriam after Boyarsky’s
death in 1990.

responsible and altogether less intelligible to convince the luncheon-voucher
crazed bureaucrats who nowadays rule us all that the AA is an institution
worthy of continued and unstinting support’.*®

In the same spirit of seriousness, and paralleling 44¢ in the 1970s, was
another kind of AA magazine, but this time not produced by the students, nor
actually designed or published at all, but spoken. In 1973 the South African-born
historian, librarian and editor Robin Middleton was appointed to direct the
school’s history programme, renamed ‘General Studies’.** Such a rebranding
may have been partly prompted by Middleton’s former role as technical editor on
the determinedly contemporary and explicitly technocratic Architectural Design.
But instead Middleton used this job as a chance to change tack, and in wilful
contradiction to the programme’s name, and in a nod to the founding principles
of the aa, the most popular component of the course became a highly specific
series of assuredly historical lectures, which quickly developed a culture and
dedicated audience of their own. These also gave the AA something it had never
really previously endorsed, namely scholarship, and the talks Middleton
arranged included a rolling cast of architectural academics whose work would go
on to define architectural historiography in the ensuing decades. Perhaps the
apogee of these was a week of events in May 1978 dedicated to the beaux arts, and
which in hindsight can be seen to have suggested an intriguing kind of closure,
with Neil Levine and Hélene Lipstadt lecturing on the book and the building, on
Victor Hugo’s legacy, on words, printing presses, journals and architecture in the
front room of a school and club established on the basis of these very same
associations 130 years earlier.**

Asredolent as these ideas were, however, the 1970s marked a moment
of crisis for the AA, when all forms of state support were cut off by Margaret
Thatcher, then a reforming minister of education in Edward Heath’s Tory
government. Fearing bankruptcy, the AA explored the possibility of an alliance
with Imperial College, London, which was eventually abandoned in 1971, largely
on the basis of a counter model proposed by the AA’s new ‘chairman’, the Cana-
dian Alvin Boyarsky. Rather than normalising the school through a university
merger, Boyarsky argued that the Aa had to retain its independence, which in
turn would allow it to market an explicitly experimental, avant-garde architec-
tural education, advertised by a kind of menu of diverse teachers and styles, and
pitched to new, wholeheartedly international audience of students, whose
inflated fees would keep the school afloat. Agent to this pluralism, international-
ism and avant-gardism would again be the architectural publication, yet no
longer appearing as a rather discrete periodical, but as the platform for a form of
communication produced en masse, and whose every release would be accompa-
nied by a huge amount of fanfare and self-justification.

Ithink the fabrication of books in a way was his first architectural love. Iwill
always remember the way he held them gently and with deep reverence for
something sacred and immortal. He knew books survived. He knew they were
records of civilisation. He knew they had the uncanny ability to resurface and
renew. He knew they were testaments of man, of woman and of institutions. And
he knew they gave off pleasure and gave off magic. Alvin always surprised us by
his next publication.*

Illustrative of the affection Boyarsky held for both the publication and the
powers associated with its production is a famous portrait from 1983 in which he
presents himself not as a figure of pedagogical or professorial authority, but of
editorial control. And so we see him in this photograph (taken by the photogra-
pher Barry Lewis, but clearly choreographed by Boyarsky himself), sitting at his
desk as if he were an editor, with three telephones, and in-try and an out-tray and
a desk strewn with editorial papers. Consistent with the associations of this
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Below: Architectural Design, no 4, 1972

AA Archive/Library

43. Henderson Downing published a full
transcript of the 6 March 1975 TvAA
recording of ‘Architectural Magazines’
in AA Files 55 (summer 2007), pp 58-59.

44. For the best of the research on
Boyarsky, see David Dunster, ‘Boyarsky
and the AA: Some Thoughts on the
London Scene of the 1960s and 1970s’,
in Paul Davies and Torsten
Schmiedeknecht (eds), An Architect’s
Guide to Fame (Oxford: Architectural
Press, 2005), pp 33-47; Andrew Higgott,
‘Searching for the Subject: Alvin
Boyarsky and the Architectural
Association School’, Mediating
Modernism, op cit, pp 153-87; Igor
Marjanovic, ‘Alvin Boyarsky’s
Delicatessen’, in Jane Rendell,
Jonathan Hill, Mark Dorrian and
Murray Fraser (eds), Critical
Architecture (London: Routledge, 2007),
PP 190-99; Igor Marjanovic, ‘Alvin
Boyarsky’s Chicago’, A4 Files 60
(summer 2010), pp 45-52; Igor
Marjanovic, Drawing Ambience: Alvin
Boyarsky and the Architectural
Association (St Louis, MO: Mildred Lane
Kemper Museum, 2015); Irene Sunwoo,
‘The Static Age’, A4 Files 61 (winter
2010), pp 118-129; and Irene Sunwoo,
‘Between the “Well-Laid Table” and the
“Marketplace”: Alvin Boyarsky’s
Experiments in Architectural
Pedagogy’, PhD dissertation, Princeton
University, 2013.

image, Boyarsky ran the Aa as if it were an editorial project, recasting so many of
the previously rather humdrum components of a school noticeboard into
exciting opportunities for editorship and design.

For instance, upon his arrival, just like any other school, Boyarsky inherited
aritual that saw an unapologetically ordinary Xeroxed sheet of A4 paper pinned
up across the school alerting students to the week’s assorted classes and room
bookings. This was immediately abandoned and in its place Boyarsky reimag-
ined the same document as a magazine, a weekly Event’s List, which turned the
announcement of a class or seminar into a headlined article, and which was
printed on a shifting palette or coloured paper stocks, with an issue number in
its top right-hand corner which was generated by a weekly student design
competition. Of course, this document was also not produced in a small print-
run, internal only to the corridors of the school, but exploited the AA’s increas-
ingly global audience to reproduce this Event’s List in the thousands, and
distribute it to the wider association of its members.

The same dismantlement of older pedagogical models in favour of a new,
more explicitly mediated affiliation, even went beyond Boyarsky’s endorsement
of books and journals, and extended into all aspects of the school’s cultural and
didactic production. Perhaps the most radical of these was his launching of the
school’s own television station, TvaA, whose first show, appropriately enough,
was a monthly programme hosted by Cedric Price in which he reviewed the latest
instalments of the only essential object of architectural culture, the architectural
magazine (‘I use magazines very greedily’, Price says, introducing the first
episode - an appetite presumably matched by his audience).**

The story, or to a large extent mythology, of Alvin Boyarsky has become a
desperately familiar one in recent architectural discourse, with an apparent
industry of both academic texts and personal reminiscences continuing to attest
to his significance.** Like architect John Hejduk’s homily (opposite) to the love
Boyarsky felt for the book, much of this writing allegorises both Boyarsky’s
personality and importance not through the building he occupied in Bedford
Square for more than two decades, but through the book and the journal, his
favourite medium being sold to us as fundamentally inseparable from his
message. And so Boyarsky’s faith in variety, and the myriad of courses he intro-
duced, is presented not through curricula but through the annual published
anthology of AA work, Projects Review; or Boyarsky’s mischief is typically dis-
cussed through the 1989 Aa book Sigurd Lewerentz, which he had bound in
sandpaper so as to force booksellers and librarians to shelve it not with its spine
facing outwards (because this would mean its surface would ruin any adjacent
book) but its cover; or ultimately Boyarsky’s influence is advertised by the 1972
cover of Architectural Design, which features his portrait alongside an illustration
of a brightly setting sun, each outshining the other in terms of their radiance.

However, this abundance of material has also introduced a number of
misrepresentations, not least that the work produced in this period was the
high-point of the AA’s architectural culture, when a rival case can just as easily be
made for the greater importance of its immediate post-war decades; or that
Boyarsky’s tenure at the school represents the origin of the alliance of architec-
ture and media, when in reality this was the very idea on which the AA had been
founded more than a century earlier. And yet eclipsed by these assumed legacies
are in fact certain defining aspects of modern architectural education that do
seem reducible to Boyarsky. For example, the idea that the value and vitality of an
educational programme is now determined by a kind of self-propagandising cult
of production and by quantity, or that the courses architectural schools offer are
now universally structured not through a set of seemingly irrevocable principles,
but through the marketplace of choice; or ultimately that the older Aa model that
always enshrined the collective and the synchronicity between building and
book, had to be usurped by an idolatrous parallelism between building and
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Fred Scott, Prospectus, AA School of
Architecture, 1981, p 4.

A ‘mesmerising combination of snake
charmer and school bully’ - a portrait
of Boyarsky articulated by David
Dunster, op cit, p 42.

The characterisation ‘lift contractors
and plasterboard manufacturers’
comes from Andrew Higgott in his
response to an essay by Igor
Marjanovic (‘Lines and Words on
Display: Alvin Boyarsky as a Collector,
Curator and Publisher’, Architectural
Research Quarterly, August 2010), letters
column, Architectural Research
Quarterly, September 2010, p 189.

As late as 2005 Sharp remained critical
of Boyarsky’s decision: ‘Alvin Boyarsky
decided to go in another direction and
I disagreed with him... It was a nasty
period, a stupid, very, very silly thing to
dojustat the moment the journal was
redesigned and considerable income
was generated for the outside
publisher by advertisements. They lost
a great magazine, regardless of whether
Iwas editing it or not.’ Irene Sunwoo,
‘Interview with Dennis Sharp’, op cit,

P 455

Alvin Boyarsky, ‘Introduction’, A4 Files
2 (summer 1982), p 3.

J Mordaunt Crook, ‘The Architecture of
Clubland’, 44 Files 1 (winter 1981), p 9.
Andrew Higgott, Mediating Modernism,
op cit, pp 182-83.

occupant - or as former AA student and teacher, Fred Scott, put it, casting
Boyarsky as heir to Fischer von Erlach’s Colossus of Mount Athos (as a man who
somehow morphs into his own milieu), ‘never has a head of the school inhabited
the Bedford Square premises as intensely as the present incumbent. To para-
phrase a fellow Canadian [Marshall McLuhan], the buildings seem at times to be
an extension of his central nervous system, and at other times he of theirs’.*

Intellectual radical or free-marketeer, patron or propagandist, ‘snake
charmer’ or ‘school bully’,*® it was nevertheless Boyarsky who reconfigured the
Aa’s house journal one final time. In 1981 he ousted Dennis Sharp, together with
his journal 44Q, not, as one might think, for occupying the role that Boyarsky
deemed his own (why should there be two aa editors?), but for seemingly becom-
ing too independent of the already independent AA — not just in terms of the way
its content did not seem to reflect the excellence of the General Studies pro-
gramme, nor the work coming out of the school’s design studios, but more
immediately for the way its academic and often very ideological articles sat
rather uncomfortably next to advertisements for ‘lift contractors and plaster-
board manufacturers’ (tokens of the most banal form of architectural publish-
ing, far removed from how the new AA hoped to project itself).*” Sharp was
understandably upset at this decision, even if he ironically managed to confirm
its validity by continuing to independently publish 44Q, supported by the same
kind of advertising, for a further two years.*® In its place Boyarsky initiated a new
journal, A4 Files, a new larger format and even a new editor, Mary Wall. But in
reality, Boyarsky remained in charge of both the school and the journal, and it
would be his name that would sit next to an opening page text that described the
new A4 Files titled ‘Introduction’, but which really should have been labelled for
what it was, ‘Editorial’: ‘A4 Files is motivated by a desire to portray the spirit and
ambience of the place: the preoccupations of staff and students, the passing
parade of participants drawn from all parts of the world, the propositions and
images produced, the formally spoken word.*°

This ‘formally spoken word’ is almost emblematically advertised in the first
line from the first essay in the first-ever issue: ‘You probably know Sidney Smith’s
definition of paradise: “‘eating paté de foie gras to the sound of trumpets”. I think
my definition of hell would be lecturing to the sound of bagpipes.”®® This is how
the historian J Mordaunt Crook began his lecture, and subsequent essay, on
London’s clubland. Despite the fact that Crook associated talking in public with
some kind of underworld perdition, this opening would suggest that he lectured
like an angel. Moreover, the seamless transition between oratory and essay,
between the immediacy of the experience of the Aa lecture hall and the posterity
of an architectural publication, also established a standard thoroughly in-keep-
ing with the idea the AA liked to maintain - of the architect and academic as
raconteur - and which in many ways sits squarely at the heart of the allegiance
this club and school sought to promote.

Over the ensuing three decades and more than 50 issues, just as successive
directors of the AA had to manage the weight of expectation in succeeding the
charismatic Boyarsky, so too had 44 Files editors to deal with school directors
who, like Boyarsky, fancied themselves as editors. The journal backdropped
three school directors post Boyarsky — Alan Balfour, Mohsen Mostafavi and Brett
Steele — and four a4 Files editors - Mary Wall (1981—-99), Mark Rappolt (2000-03),
David Terrien (2004-06) and myself (2007-18) - all of whom worked through
relationships at turns supportive and confrontational, and whose editorial
direction of the journal alternated, either basing content on material produced
only from inside the AA, or promoting authors and topics from anywhere but the
AA. For example, the content of Wall’s first issues of A4 Files matched exactly the
guests invited into the school to present lectures or exhibit their work — the
bi-annual table of contents and the school’s termly poster of events were in this
sense the same document. In contrast, her successor, Rappolt, shifted the
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character of the journal away from architecture and towards art, and away from
those people physically engaged with the AA (not least its members, students and
teachers) to a more international cast of critics and practitioners. Rappolt’s
successor, Terrien, under pressure from the new director, Steele, returned the
focus to the work of AA students and staff; while my own issues again alternated
this model, and reacted against the perceived paucity of work produced inside
the AA —an over-emphasis on both the individuality of artistic expression and on
the latest currents of digital technology — and instead promoted a wilfully more
eclectic array of architectural content and a greater emphasis on architectural
history derived from authors largely unconnected with the school.

For each of these editors, the difficulty, as ever, was not just the editorial
ambitions of the directors, but the fact that the Aa remained both a school (an
open academic institution) and an association (a closed members’ club),
although this characterisation could itself be inverted (the school continued to
be private and accessible only to those who could pay its fees, whereas the club,
for a relatively modest subscription, was open to anyone). The journal, then,
maintained the competing agenda that defined it - to try and promote the
introverted world of the association while simultaneously trying to engage and
celebrate, more expansively, the wider subject of architecture (even if this too
could easily be subverted — what the association considered as architectural
culture was often more accommodating than the particular stylistic, technical or
methodological allegiances propagated by the school).

The mandate to deal with the complexities and contradictions of this
diagram was in turn compounded by the fact that by the early years of the
twenty-first century the pervasiveness of academic research on architectural
publications seemed to be suggesting that the history of the architectural
journal, or more expansively architectural media, was the only vehicle for pre-
senting a history of architecture. In these circumstances, actually editing a
journal therefore meant not simply taking on the responsibility of delivering
content, but somehow making a grander self-speculating statement about the
meaning, or rather theory, of the entire architectural discipline.

Such a theory, in my own issues of A4 Files, was in many ways reducible to
ideas associated with architectural education, and in particular to negating a kind
of polarisation between design thinking and more discursive thinking that had
come to define not just the AA but so many other schools of architecture. As
Andrew Higgott writes, characterising this shift, by the early 1990s ‘the important
visitors to the AA were more likely to be artists or philosophers or other experts in
their particular fields rather than successful practising architects. Architecture
was imagined as a field of forces, making clear that the idea of architecture as
object was not enough’.>* Accordingly, the school in this period appeared to
promote a new kind of architectural hero - not the practitioner (not the celebrity
offered by Lasdun, Rogers, Scott Brown, Gowan or Smithson), not even the
architect, but a newer, still more aspirational form of creative individual promoted
by the artist (Damian Hirst), musician (Brian Eno) or philosopher (Slavoj Zizek).

The disinterest and, to a certain extent, suspicion of the older architectural
object (the building and the architects themselves) which first emerged
in the early 1990s, had by the early 2000s precipitated a pronounced divide in the
way the twin facets of an architectural education typically published themselves:
architectural design continued to be presented as the realm of art, whose con-
summation and manifestation was no longer located on the street but through
the repeating rituals of the world’s various biennales (that is, the site of art had
become the site of architecture); while architectural history and criticism some-
how aspired only to the status of philosophy, and whose most significant practi-
tioners and publications of the last two decades seemed to have taken a peculiar
pride in devolving out of architectural discussion a responsibility towards its
baser objects, not least its buildings, drawings, books and architects.>?
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The apogee of this philosophising
tendency can be found in a series of
American architectural history and
theory journals published from the
mid 1990s on: Assemblage, Log and
especially Grey Room, successor to
Assemblage as the m1T Press-backed
architectural journal and now the
house magazine of the self-styled
‘Aggregate’ collective of architectural
historians and theorists.

‘Before I go any farther, I should
explain exactly whom I mean by an
architect; for it is no carpenter that I
would have you compare to the greatest
exponents of other disciplines: the
carpenter is but an instrument in the
hands of the architect. Him I consider
the architect, who by sure and
wonderful reason and method, knows
both how to devise through his own
mind and energy, and to realise by
construction, whatever can be most
beautifully fitted out for the noble
needs of man, by the movement of
weights and the joining and massing of
bodies. To do this he must have an
understanding and knowledge of all
the highest and most noble disciplines.
This then is the architect.” See Leon
Battista Alberti, The Art of Building in
Ten Books, translated by Joseph
Rykwert, Neil Leach and Robert
Tavernor (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1988), p 3.

This is the still defining trifecta of the
BBC’s mission statement, first
articulated in the 1920s by its inaugural
director general, John Reith.

Paolo Portoghesi, op cit, p 13.

The ambition behind my remaking of 44 Files was to challenge these
associations, and to present architecture not through its subjugation to other
‘forces’, but as a force in itself, and one that has consistently shown itself to be
perfectly capable of accommodating both object and idea. This would mean
that design could be discussed not through the purity of its artful essence, but
the impurity of an architecture that has always necessarily dealt with social
responsibility, the weight of history, personal idiosyncrasies, even disappoint-
ment. And this would also mean that the parallel strains of architectural specu-
lation could follow Leon Battista Alberti’s defining distinction between theory
and practice, and recognise that any form of architectural production not in the
form of building is by definition a theory - that is, it could recover architectural
theory from the philosophising theorist.>*

The educational focus of this polemic is only further amplified by the way
the contemporary school of architecture - to a certain extent following Boyarsky,
and later the historian Beatriz Colomina — now not only places the production of
architectural media at the centre of its activities, but has itself become a medi-
ated product, a form of magazine (branded, designed, almost packaged, often
themed, identifiable through the personality of its director/editor and sold to a
particular audience). And so in the same spirit of exchange, if the school now
stakes a claim to be a perfect kind of journal, why should the journal not recast
itself as a perfect kind of school (pluralistic, didactic, discerning, or, ironically to
borrow a mantra from perhaps the defining media institution, the BBC, aspire to
‘inform, educate and entertain’)?>*

At the same time, despite the precarious pleasures suggested by cross-ferti-
lisation, and despite, too, the ubiquity of not just architectural publications but
the endless speculations on architectural publications, there still seemed to be
an opportunity in actually editing an architectural journal - not least, because of
the chance this would afford to somehow finally put an end to that apparent (but
never discussed) history of failure that has defined so many of the AA’s publica-
tions, and its almost pathological inability to communicate. Such a correction
could even offer a kind of historical transposition and learn from the AA’s
mistake of missing the model put forward by The Hobby Horse, The Studio or Ver
Sacrum, and redevelop 44 Files as an essentially holistic architectural journal that
seamlessly integrates the power of text, image and voice through the literariness
of its discursive forms - the lucidity of its design and image-making, the ‘for-
mally written word’ (as Boyarsky would have it) and the equally appealing
informally spoken word. Moreover, this language would not be a closed, self-
informing one, not just rhetoric or the private dialect of a club, but a language
addressed to the universality of architecture through its most appealing and
universal of things, its buildings. Ultimately, then, it was not about radicalism or
reinvention, not about any of those tropes with which architecture typically likes
to sell itself, but an ambition to produce a journal for the Architectural Associa-
tion that could be appreciated simply for its quality.

We are probably confronted with the prospect of having to adapt a quite obsolete
instrument, such as the architectural magazine, to a world that has changed in
terms of communicational structures and its semiotic relations. With the video
magazine on the doorstep, printed magazines will have to learn to compete with
the new media. However, the only way of successfully tackling the problem is,
perhaps, to go back to producing quality magazines, those periodicals in which
‘body’ and ‘clothing’ are incomparably blended... Since we have continued to
walk on the brink of the abyss for a good century, and this is, perhaps, a state of
affairs with which modern man is familiar, why should we not go back and look in
the mirror to make ourselves more presentable, at least to ourselves?>®
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passage writtenin 1939

by Walter Benjamin, in
preparation for his study

of Baudelaire titled Central
Park, states, ‘The labyrinth
=— isthehabitat of the dawdler.
The path followed by someone reluctant to reach
his goal easily becomes labyrinthine. A drive,
inthe stages leading to its satisfaction, acts
likewise. But 5o, too, does a humanity (a class)
which does not want to knowwhere its destiny

is taking it.’* The labyrinth, traditionally, indeed
mythically, something built to getlostin-in
which the lost object is the exit, in which every
destination depends upon the way out - is, as
Benjamin suggests, the habitat, the environment
created by the person who seeks to frustrate
themselves. The way Benjamin pictures this is
that the dawdler, like the drive itself, understands
areluctance to, as he says, reach a goal. Getting
lostiswhatyou do - it is what the dawdler does
when he is in no way lost; when he knows exactly
where he is going and how to get there. Getting
lost and the creation of the labyrinth is the work
done when there isan object of desire. You get
lost because you are notlost. So at first we can say;
we are lostwhen there is no object of desire, and
we make ourselves lost when there is an object

of desire. We get lost. It is something we get.

Of course, by comparing a dawdler with a
drive Benjamin brings psychoanalysis into the
picture, by association as it were. In Freud’s work
the incest taboo is the name he gives to the fact
that the child always knows where he is going,
and hasto do something aboutit. There is a sense
inwhich, in Freud’s account —and I will come
backto this - the child is never lost because the
child always knows where he wants to be and
should be (they are the same). He can get lost on
the way, but he knows where he is going. The
Oedipus complex structures the child’s desire -
the directions in which he is drawn, the spaces he
prefers such that he can lose the object of desire
but cannot, in the ordinary course of things, lose
his desire for it. The parents are loved and hated
but they are always wanted. There is no place like
home, noteven home itself, because, atleastto
beginwith, and always, there are no people like
one’s parents; or no people about whom one has
the same feelings as one does about one’s parents
(and siblings).

Everyone, let’s say, has a thing about their
mothers. And a thing about their fathers.
Because of the incest taboo the child knows
where it is going but mustn’t get there; and the
adult doesn’t know where he is going and must
getthere. So the so-called resolution of the
Oedipus complex, in so far as such a thing is pos-
sible - the relinquishing, the abjuring of one’s
desire for the parents, without the defeat or the
betrayal of one’s own desire - involves the free-
domto be lost rather than the need to make one-
selflost. Because the child knows what he wants,

12

On Losing and
Being Lost Again
Adam Phillips

Atotal of close to 9o million people were
eitherkilled ordisplaced in Europe
between the years 1939 and 1948.
Mark Mazower,

The Dark Continent

We have to be as subtle as our
memories. That’s all.
Mary Butts,

Armed With Madness

he has to getlost; because the adult doesn’t know
what he wants, he is lost. Because the making of
labyrinthsis second-nature, it is very difficult not
to make them. Somebody dawdling in a labyrinth
is a perfect image, as though this person has for-
gottenwhat he is doing there; as though for him,
atleast, thisis no longer alabyrinth buta pleas-
ant place to be walking. The means have become
an end in themselves. It’s not that travelling is
hopefully better than arriving, but that travelling
is there to protect you from the possibility of
arrival. And psychoanalysis is effectively a dic-
tionary of all the ways in which we travel to keep
arrival at bay; of which getting lost is some kind
of emblem. Benjamin’s dawdler, in this sense,
islike Lacan’s obsessional neurotic:

What inits various advances and many byways
the behaviour of the obsessional reveals and signifies
is that heregulates his behaviour so as to avoid what
he often sees quite clearly as the goal and end of his
desire. The motivation of this avoidance is often
extraordinarily radical, since the pleasure principle
is presented to us as possessing a mode of operation
which is precisely to avoid excess, too much pleasure.?

For the obsessional, Lacan writes, ‘the object
with relation to which the fundamental experi-
ence, the experience of pleasure, is organised,
is an object which literally gives too much pleas-
ure’.3 There are two things here we should note,
one obvious, one less so. The obvious pointis
that the individual ‘organises’ himself ‘funda-
mentally’ around the experience of pleasure and
the object who provides it, or with whom such
pleasure is possible. In other words space, time
and direction are organised around this object
of desire; we are, in a simple sense, orientated
by this object of desire; we might imagine it as
atropism, an affinity, a magnetic attraction and
repulsion. This object of desire is like the obsta-
cle we can’t get round; we may be ataloss to hold

its attention, or sustain its desire, we may actu-
allylose it, butitis always where we want to go,
eveninouravoidance of it. Finding an object
of desire is like being discovered; like being
exposed. But once there is an object of desire
the individual is no longer lost, in this one sense;
like the dawdler, or the obsessional they know
where they want to go even if they then devote
theirlives to not going there. The only problem
the desiring individual has is how to get there.
Andyet, of course (and this is the second
point) once there is an object of desire there is
afantasy of catastrophe. Lacan says that for the
obsessional the catastropheis an excess of
pleasure, for the hysteric an excess of frustra-
tion. In other words, once there is an object of
desire there is an omniscient fantasy about the
consequences of pursuing that object of desire.
Those people Lacan calls obsessionals and hys-
terics live as if they know exactly what is going
to happenif they achieve their goal - thatis to
say, the future will replicate the past. Experience
of the past becomes certainty about the future.
The omniscient, needless to say, never feel
lost; or rather, the omniscient part of ourselves
always knows what is happening and what is
going to happen. The omniscient part of our-
selves always knows where we are. Whether or
notLacanis rightin his classification —and of
course the rhetorical authority of his own cate-
gories isone form omniscience takes - it does
seem to me to be useful, when talking about
losing and getting lost, to talk about excess.
That gettinglost is an attempt to regulate some
kind of excess, probably a different kind of
excess for each person, but somewhere ranged
along the pleasure/pain continuum.
yway of some opening
propositions, then, chil-
dren can, of course, get
lost, but they always know
where theywant to be.
= — Because thereisanincest
taboo they have to realise something very diffi-
cult - that they know where they want to go, but
they must not go there; they have to discover
and invent the experience of getting lost. Adults,
because thereis no place like home, are lost.
Adulthood is about exchanging and knowing
the difference between getting lostand being
lost; between the artefactyou must make and
the experience you are powerless to avoid. While
children get lost, adults have the possibility of
being lost,and spend as much time as they can
imagining getting lost so as to protect them-
selves from the experience of actually being lost.
There is only one mother and father, but there
are an unknowable number of objects of desire
outside the family (we may grow up in a xeno-
phobic nation state, but we grow up into a multi-
culture of other people). Getting lost, Iwant to
suggest, is our best defence against being lost,
partly because it makes us feel that we have,
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asitwere, taken the problem into our own
hands, having turned, as psychoanalysts say,
passive into active. We may idealise getting lost
asagreatadventure; we may create habitations
that get us lost, or that, like labyrinths, become
spaces in which we can lose ourselves. But to put
it as simply as possible, we get lost when we are
lostin a way we can’t bear. We are lost both when
there is no object of desire, and we getlostwhen
there is one. So being lost involves acknowledg-
ing the inevitable frustration of there being no-
one (or nothing) around that one wants, and
perceiving thatas a traumatic reality. Getting
lost, then, might involve working out, as far as
one can,what kind of excess not being lost sup-
posedly involves. One gets lost when there is the
excess of an object of desire in the vicinity; one is
lostin the absence of this promising excess. So
togo abit further, we need to ask what maps are
for, maps that by definition are not the ground;
and that means, among other things, that they
are not excessive in the way the ground is. If they
were, the map would be the ground.

here is a poem by the Czech
poetand immunologist
Miroslav Holub titled,
‘Brief Reflection on Maps’,
from his 1982 collection,
OnThe Contrary (see over).
Perhaps the most obviously puzzling thing about
this wonderfully lucid parabolic poem are the
first words and the last, the beginning of the jour-
neyand the end - the poem begins with a name,
Albert Szent-Gyorgi, and ends with the word
‘Goodbye’. Albert Szent-Gyorgi, for those of you
who don’tknow - and who therefore begin the
poem a bit lost -won the Nobel Prize for
Physiology and Medicine in 1937. If you Google
himyou discover the life of a remarkable man
who made significant contributions to research
into cancer, muscle physiology, cell respiration
andvitamin C. He was also, in away more evi-
dently pertinent to the poem, actively anti-Nazi in
Hungary, his country of origin, during the Second
World War, having fought in the First World War
(hereceived the Silver Medal for Valour and was
discharged after being wounded in action in
1917). He subsequently emigrated to America.
Sothe sense in which, as the poem says, ‘Albert
Szent-Gyorg... knew a thing or two about maps/
Bywhich life moves somewhere or other’ con-
flates the maps made of the inside of the body
inits struggle for survival and the maps required
inwartime. Sentences and diagrams about the
innerworkings of the body are like maps; and yet,
the poem tells us, when these men got lost what
they needed was a map, possibly any map, a map
of anywhere. The map that got them back in the
Alps was a map of the Pyrenees; maps can work,
atleastif we are desperate enough, just by being
maps. Theywere ‘lost’ and awaited ‘their end’
until they found @ map; not the map. What does
this success story tell us maps are? Clearly we
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couldn’t trust someone who said to us all you
need for thisjourneyis a map, any map, or indeed
a doctorwho believed thatyou could treat a heart
condition by learning about the liver. One thing
the poem tells us is that what these desperate lost
men needed was a map;and, to extend this for my
purposes, we might say, in that predicament a
map was the object of desire, and that by the same
token, as it were, an object of desire is amap. It
gives you direction without your necessarily notic-
ing what orwho itis. They didn’t need the map of
where they were - the real map - to get back; they
justneeded one that gave them a sense of direc-
tion. Aslong as you have a map, any map, you are
no longerlost; as long asyou have a certain kind
of object of desire, you are nolonger lost. We need
aperson to long for, an object of longing, because
itorientates the excess, the complexity of our
hearts and minds. If we were to reverse the osten-
sive meaning of the poem we might say, that
being lost makes people unusually inventive in
the use of their objects. These men could turna
map of the Pyrenees into a map of the Alps. Being
lost, we might say, made them so unrealistic that
they survived - their frustration, their desperation
made them magicians, or perhaps alchemists.

Writing the lastline and the lastword of a
poem about people being lost, the single word
‘goodbye’ makes the word itself enigmatic.
What, for example, does the word goodbye have
to dowith maps, in this briefreflection on maps?
There are, as there are supposed to be, several
possibilities; but the one Iwant to entertain here
is one that the structure of the poem suggests:
this poem about getting lost, finding the wrong
map, and being found leads up to a goodbye.
There is, we see, no commentary, no reflection
on the stark truth thatis discovered by the lieu-
tenant - he ‘asked to see that remarkable map in
order to/Study it. It wasn’ta map of the Alps but
the Pyrenees/Goodbye.’ Goodbye, as if to say,
this speaks foritself; or, goodbye to reality or
empirical reality. The lieutenant thought he had
said goodbye to his men, and then discovered
that because they could say goodbye to reality
they were saved. An object of desire is a map, not
the ground. And being lost is a state of excessive
desire, desire so strong that it can distort reality
in the service of psychical survival. If there is no
object of desire around then one has to be
invented. The remarkable map has to be used as
something that it is—amap - but recreated into
something that it isn’t —a map of the Alps.

In this poem we assume that the men were
not dawdling, they were not unconsciously get-
ting lost, they were really lost. Butin this instance
the men are more like the child Idescribed ear-
lier, the one who knows where he wants to go.
Evenifall objects of desire, allaimsand direc-
tions, even survival itself, are tainted with the for-
bidden and are therefore in some way to be
avoided, we take it that these men were doing the
opposite - they were so keen to get back they

turned a map of the Pyrenees into a map of the
Alps. If getting lost is an avoidance of the object
of desire, being lost may be the precondition for
finding the object of desire, for getting to the
pitch of frustration in which you make what you
need. And clearly, though not coyly, Holub’s
‘Brief Reflection on Maps’ isalso a Brief
Reflection on Writing Poems as well as a Brief
Reflection on Being Lost. The map will work only
ifwe don’tread it too closely, if we don’t see what
itreallyis. Being lost can make us usefully
deluded, inventively careless, happily inatten-
tive. So the poem makes us wonder what the
experience of beinglost is like, such that it can
make us successfully use amap of the Pyrenees
asa map of the Alps. These are the falsifications
that survival can require of us. The object of
desire isa map we use according to our needs. It
givesus a sense of direction at the cost ofa sense
of reality. Maps, according to the poem, give usa
sense of direction by not telling uswhere we are.
If they had seen that it was a map of the Pyrenees
theywould have been truly lost. You never know
which goodbye will be the last one.
n Holub’s Brief Reflection the
map, the ‘remarkable map’,
helps the soldiers once theyare
lost, but further reflection on
maps reminds us that theyare
=——— theretoprevent us from getting
lost; we use them to prepare for the getting lost
that might occur. They tell us by showing us
where we want to go, or rather we use the map
either to find out how to get where we want to go,
or to find out where we may go. Like Holub’s des-
perate men we are ‘reassured’ by them, if not
insured, supposedly, against getting lost. Freud,
forwhom, interestingly, maps were not the thing
—there are only sevenreferences to maps in his
work - used one as an analogy, once again con-
nected to warand to the dangers of desire, of
locating the object of desire. In “The New
Introductory Lectures’ of 1933 hewrites about
how anxiety, as he puts it, ‘makesrepression’.
The question as always for Freud is of how the
individual pursues his satisfaction without too
much harm, without excessive loss.

The ego notices that the satisfaction of an
emerging instinctual demand would conjure up one
of thewell-remembered situations of danger. This
instinctual cathexsis must therefore be somehow
suppressed, stopped, made powerless. We know
that the ego succeeds in this task if it is strong and
has drawn the instinctual impulse concerned into
its organisation. But what happensin the case of
repression is that the instinctual impulse still
belongs to the id and that the ego feels weak. The
ego thereupon helps itself with a technique which is
atbottom identical with normal thinking. Thinking
is an experimental action carried out with small
amounts of energy, in the same way that a general
shifts small figures about on a map before setting
hislarge body of troops in motion.*

13



This is the English aristocrat Edward James
(1907-1984) nailing down the essence of his
folly-strewn garden at Xilitla, in northeast-
ern Mexico, in a television documentary
made in the late 1970s. The tower he is talk-
ing about is formed of two immense con-
crete columns shaped much like an orchid’s
reproductive organs, with two sets of con-
crete stairs coiled precariously around
them, like skewed vertebrae. At a height
of around 2om the stairs twist away from
the columns and collide with each other in
mid-air to create an Escher-style viewing
platform. This vertigo-inducing machine
is called the ‘Stairway to Heaven’, reflecting
its dual aspect: it transports you into the
soaring rainforest canopy, but at the same
time it has no handrail, so if you lose your
footing you’re in for a breakneck fall.

Other structures at Las Pozas (‘The
Pools’) pose different challenges. There’s a
‘cinema’ with no screening room, a ‘library’
with no books, doors that don’t open, but-
tresses that hold nothing up. The concept
of utility is noticeably absent. So, too, is the concept of shelter. Take
the ‘House with Three Storeys that could be Five’, for instance,
which was notionally a place for visiting friends to stay. It has grand
fireplaces and a dramatic staircase that give it a quite palatial feel:
you could almost be in a stately home - except there are no walls in
the upper storeys, just the minimum of supporting columns, and
the floor slabs have circular holes cut in them. If James had ever got
around to finishing the place, it would have had a round birdcage
elevator that ascended through the floors, allowing its occupants
to eyeball an assortment of wild animals: or vice-versa, because this
was going to be a zoo in reverse, with the animals roaming freely
and the humans behind bars.? ‘I'd always wanted a place to conserve
wildlife, every conceivable animal,” James said, ‘I'd be like Noah and
the ArkifIcould’.

Aladdin’s Palace, Noah’s Ark ... if you were playing a game of free
association here, you might want to add Alice in Wonderland into
the mix. The sheer oddness of the structures works together with
the wild beauty of the natural setting — with its primordial trees,
trailing lianas and carpets of moss richer than the richest green vel-
vets® - to provoke an emotional response: a sense of excitement, but
also of confusion, like you’re a child again, let loose in a place where
no one has told you the rules.

Las Pozas is often described as the work of someone unleashed
from traditional means of expression. But to some extent it can also
be seen as the transplanting, into a subtropical setting, of elements
of the English garden tradition.* The English garden was a stage for
playing out fantasies of a pastoral or mythic or just plain megaloma-
niac character. If you were wealthy enough, you could recreate the
Golden Age of Antiquity in your own backyard. A Wiltshire meadow
cut through by a stream could be transformed, with a little imagina-
tion, and the use of massive earth-moving
machines, into the Elysian Fields and the
River Styx. Hollow out a rockface, and you
could have Dido’s Cave.
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A Garden of
Earthly Delights

Mathew Holmes

If1asked my heart and conscience the
incentive behind building a tower,

I'd have to admit it was just pure mega-
lomania. I think the Aladdin pantomime
had something to do with it, because
Aladdin’s palace had towers and cupolas
rather like this. And then the shapes are
taken fromthe shapes of the forest.
They’re sort of instinctively flower
shapes and leaf shapes, above all, which
are inspired by everything around
here, but of course nothing is finished,
so some of them look very odd.*

Opposite: René Magritte, Not to be Reproduced, 1937
© Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam

For inspiration in creating this mood
of altered reality James’s eighteenth-cen-
tury precursors looked to the paintings of
Claude or Poussin, depicting a polished,
perfected nature - idealised versions of the
Italian landscape, with all the rough edges
smoothed out (as god himself would surely
have arranged, if only he’d allowed a day
or two more for the creation). Las Pozas
channels a different kind of baroque. ‘An
effect reminiscent of Magritte’ is what
James told a friend he was striving for in
a scheme that (perhaps thankfully) was
never realised: a replica of an equestrian
statue by Verrocchio, blown up to many
times its original size, and made to teeter
over one of the rainforest cascades.®

James was wealthy enough to indulge
any kind of whim. He had inherited a vast
estate at West Dean, Sussex, from his father,
and a second fortune following the prema-
ture demise of his Uncle Frank, who was
crushed by an elephant. Right from the start
he used this wealth to pursue his interest
in the arts. At Oxford University his circle included Evelyn Waugh
and John Betjeman. He published Betjeman’s first book of poetry,
and wrote and published some poems of his own - though another
Oxford contemporary, W H Auden, was snarky about his efforts, dis-
missing him as a dilettante. While still in his 20s he financed three
productions by George Balanchine’s first company, Les Ballets 1933,
admittedly with the ulterior motive of getting the attention of his
disastrously ill-matched wife, an Austrian dancer called Tilly Losch.
Among these productions was ‘The Seven Deadly Sins’: music
by Kurt Weill, libretto by Bertolt Brecht, sung by Lotte Lenya and
starring of course Tilly Losch.

From ballet James moved on to painting. He became a key patron
of the early surrealists, taking to their out-of-kilter world like a duck
to water. One of Magritte’s most famousworks, Not to be Reproduced,
shows us James looking into a mirror. According to his friend, Lady
Diana Menubhin, it’s a ‘pitch-perfect portrait: Edward looking at the
back of Edward’s head, not knowing what he was himself’.

Dali’s Myth of Narcissus was also painted for Edward James and
was in many ways about him.® James bought all of Dalf’s output
in 1938, and that same year the two of them ‘remodelled’ Monk-
ton House - a building his father had commissioned from Edwin
Lutyens - aided and abetted by Kit Nicholson (Ben Nicholson’s
architect-brother) and a youthful Hugh Casson.” ‘If I have a criti-
cism to make of Lutyens, it’s that he rather went in for being cot-
tagey’, James said. So to get away from that ‘cottagey’ look new
pieces of furniture were designed for the interior: a huge canopied
bed based on Nelson’s funeral hearse for James’s bedroom and
a pair of Mae West lips sofas for the living room. James also wanted
to have the living room walls flop in and out like the insides of
a dog’s stomach, but in the end had to settle for a static covering
of Chesterfield-buttoned velvet instead. On
the exterior, the brick facade was enlivened
with purple and green, plaster aprons were
placed under the windows, like sheets
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Alexander Brodsky

in conversation with
Thomas Weaver

The Russian artist and architect Alexander Brodsky lives in exactly the kind of space
youwould hope he would occupy - an apartment that used to be his father’s studio
in the attic of a pre-war tenement building close to the centre of Moscow. You enter
by climbing the stairs that spiral around a central lift, and when you think you have
reached the top you climb higher still, through a diminutive door that once only
accessed a service hatch for the lift mechanism. This entrance opens out into a
labyrinthine apartment packed full of bookcases, paintings, drawings and a large,
seemingly immovable, etching press. Here Brodsky — known as Sasha to his friends
- lives with his wife, Masha, and their daughter, also called Masha. His son, now
studying art in New York, is another Sasha. Somehow appropriately, as you peer out
over Moscow through windows just under the eaves of the building, you feel a bit
like Noah in his ark, overseeing these pairs of Sashas and Mashas, while creaking
and slightly swaying as if on the top of Mount Ararat.

Brodsky first made his name in the 1980s with a striking set of architectural
etchings, produced in collaboration with his great friend Ilya Utkin. Over the last 30
years it is difficult to think of a more influential, more compelling set of architectural
drawings, for Brodsky and Utkin not only reinvested Soviet design with all of the
intelligence, history and humour it had lost over the previous half century, but they
did so with images that were as original as they were engaging. These drawings
would be exhibited all over the world, and their success led to a period when Brodsky
lived and worked in the US. Back in his beloved Moscow since 2000, he has continued
towork across the boundaries of art and architecture, completing a number of
pavilions, interiors and galleries, while also exhibiting drawings and large relief
models in his now signature unfired clay.

In person, there is something slightly elfin about Brodsky. He is small and
smiling, and speaks softly and carefully in fluent English with a lilting Russian accent.
He also has an incredible kind of magnetism - you feel yourself drawn to him, just as
others in his studio so clearly are - fuelled by a strange combination of both ordinari-
ness and otherworldliness. Brodsky must feel this too, for when we drove across
Moscow to his apartment he noted that ‘T always find it incredible that I can make
this machine move’. In a wonderful portrait of his father, the younger Sasha Brodsky
also captures the same qualities. Here Brodsky is depicted at his dining table, which
he shareswith his loyal dog, staring intently ahead, and in front of them is placed
a simple wooden chopping board. In the ceiling above shines a light, illuminating the
table, but also producing a kind of halo around his father’s long face. Saint Brodsky
at home with his dog.—Thomas Weaver

Sasha Brodsky, portrait of
Alexander Brodsky and his dog, 2014
Photograph Yuri Palmin
© Sasha Brodsky / courtesy Alexander Brodsky
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Le Corbusier, French identity card
"Profession: Hommes de lettres’, c 1930
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. Quoted by Hannah Arendt in her
introduction to the anthology of Walter
Benjamin’s writings, Illuminations,
1955, translated by Harry Zohn, 1968
(New York, Ny: Schocken Books, 1969),
p38.

. Agelatin print of the photograph

- Truman Capote, New Orleans, 1947

- sits in the collection of the Museum
of Modern Art in New York. The specific
plant in the photograph can be
identified as Colocasia esculenta or wild
taro, better known to residents of
Louisiana as elephant ear.

. Truman Capote, ‘That’s not writing.
That’s just typing’, from Truman
Capote, interviewed by Pati Hill, ‘The
Art of Fiction No 17, The Paris Review,
spring-summer 1957.

. Vers une architecture was first published
in French in 1923, anthologising a
number of essays, all but one of which
had first been published in 1920-21in
the magazine Le Corbusier founded
and edited with Amédée Ozenfant,
L’Esprit nouveau. The first, and to a
certain extent still definitive, English
edition was translated by Frederick
Etchells and published in 1927. In 2007
the Getty Institute published a new
edition, translated by John Goodman,
whose version introduced an updated
English title. In Theory and Design in
the First Machine Age, 1960 (London:
Butterworth, 1988), p 246, Banham
writes that Vers une architecture
maintains an influence ‘beyond that of
any other architectural work published
in this century to date’. The origin of
his testimony to Vers une architecture’s
literariness is harder to locate, and
appears to be a ‘blurb’ testimonial
produced only for the English editions
of the book produced from 1989
onwards by Butterworth (who also
published Banham’s Theory and
Design). Architectural debts of
gratitude to mathematics, geometry,
philosophy, music etc, appear to
emerge at the same time as the
discipline itself, with so many of
Renaissance treatises alluding to the
benefits of architecture’s wider
embrace of subjects historically
beyond its more technical or pragmatic
realms. Of course, throughout its
history, there have been many very
adept architect writers, beginning with
Leon Battista Alberti, but very few of
either them or their critics and
promoters have traditionally saw fit to
present their work as emerging out of a
literary set of influences or ambitions.
In fact, it is as late as the 1970s and
1980s that architecture’s then
avant-garde - and figures like Rem
Koolhaas, Bernard Tschumi and John
Hejduk - were more explicit about the
literary (as well as artistic and
cinematic) resonances of their work,
not least because at that stage in their
careers these allusions, alongside their
drawings, were what constituted their
work (before Tschumi and Koolhaas, in
particular, began building). And yet,
Banham’s homily to the literariness of
Le Corbusier was written in 1989, late
enough to have considered - and
rejected - the claims of this avant-garde
to architecture’s literary canon.

Quotations in my works are like robbers by the roadside who make an armed
attack and relieve an idler of his convictions.
—Walter Benjamin, Schriften 1,1928"

enri Cartier-Bresson, the great French
photographer, once took a picture of
Truman Capote, the great American
writer, in a patio garden in New Orleans’
French Quarter. Framed by huge, almost
other-worldly leaves, Capote is shown
perched on the edge of an ornate cast-iron
bench, wilfully, almost self-sacrificially,
allowing himself to be enveloped, even
ingested, into the verdancy of the plants
around him.? Capote is one of those strange figures whose more recent photo-
graphs, taken in the 1980s, towards the end of his life, make him look like some-
one from the nineteenth century (often captured in a panama hat, bow tie and
braces), while in photographs of him as a young man (Cartier-Bresson’s portrait
was actually taken in 1947, when Capote was just 23) he appears incredibly
contemporary, casually dressed in crumpled T-shirt and jeans. Ten years after
this picture was taken Capote was asked his opinion on another up-and-coming
American writer, Jack Kerouac, who had just published On the Road, the definitive
novel of the Beat movement, and a style of writing defined by its hipster prose
and syncopated, jazz-influenced rhythms. Capote’s own writing operated accord-
ing to a completely different set of registers — highly controlled, almost man-
nered, with very precise use of punctuation and slightly affected sense of style. As
aresult, Capote had little time for Kerouac, and cursorily dismissed On the Road
as ‘notwriting but typing’ - that is, text that had not been considered or crafted,
but was just mechanically, unemotively attached to the page.*

Even if one might actually admire On the Road, perhaps more so than
Capote’s own works, like Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1958) or In Cold Blood (1965), the
distinction Capote makes is a useful one, applicable to all sorts of different
genres of writing, but especially when one considers it in relation to architecture
- asubject that has historically presented good and bad measures of its own craft
through cross-fertilisations with every imaginable discipline (through art,
geometry, mathematics, music, philosophy, politics, etc), but not through
literature. The lone exception appears to be the briefest of endorsements by
perhaps the best post-war architectural critic, the English historian and writer,
Reyner Banham. In arguably his least celebrated architectural homily, Banham
anoints Le Corbusier’s famous modernist manifesto Vers une architecture (trans-
lated variously as Towards a New Architecture, or later simply Toward an Architec-
ture) as ‘the only piece of architectural writing that will be classed among the
“essential literature of the twentieth century”.*

Despite the fact that for a number of years this testimonial was printed on
the back cover of all English editions of the book, it remains somewhat over-
looked. No professor of architecture seemingly ever begins a lecture on the text
by prefacing their remarks, ‘As Reyner Banham once noted...’, and no architec-
tural student appears to place this quote as an epigraph to their own rumina-
tions on the architect. Perhaps the reason for its obscurity is the standard by
which Banham is appraising Le Corbusier - Vers une architecture is not being
invited into an architectural or art historical vanguard, nor an intellectual,
philosophical or technological pantheon, but a literary canon. This book is
being promoted as great literature.

There seems to be something interesting in this association, not least
because among all the glorious and vainglorious platitudes that have tradition-
ally been bestowed upon an architectural work (that it is ‘most important’, that it
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Marcus Vitruvius Polio,
engraving by Vincenzo Raggio, ¢ 1830

Previous: Henri Cartier Bresson,
Truman Capote, New Orleans, 1947
MoMA, New York

Overleaf: opening spread,
Marcus Vitruvius Polio, De architectura,
Fra Giovanni Giocondo edition, 1511

5. Paolo Portoghesi, ‘The Real Life of
Architectural Magazines’, Domus 635
(January 1983), p 3.

6. Vitruvius (Marcus Vitruvius Pollio),
book 1, preface, The Ten Books on
Architecture, translated by Morris Hicky
Morgan (New York, Nv: Dover, 1960),
P3.

7. Ingrid D Rowland, translator’s preface,
in Vitruvius (Marcus Vitruvius Pollio),
Ten Books on Architecture, translated by
Ingrid D Rowland (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999),

P XIIL.

is the ‘most harmonious’, or the ‘most original’), the idea that an architect can
write beautifully (that they are ‘most literary’) has never been among them.
The cynical onlooker would point out that this omission simply reflects the fact
that one of architecture’s enduring paradoxes is that for a discipline long pre-
sented to us as alanguage, and whose books and journals decorate ‘those
small-scale cities of words and images that are our libraries’,” very few architects
have exhibited any kind of ability to write. Of course, a counter claim might
contradict this and highlight any number of architecture’s prose stylists, cover-
ing the full spectrum of its history, from Leon Battista Alberti to Adolf Loos to
Rem Koolhaas, but nevertheless, the overwhelming mass or, for want of a better
word, vernacular of architectural communication is arguably still defined by the
scarcity of its writing and the over-abundance of its typing.

Proof of such failings could defer to precedent and highlight the first-ever
written architectural composition, in the first-ever architectural publication,
by the first-ever architect - the opening two sentences of Book 1 of Vitruvius’
De architectura (The Ten Books on Architecture), written in the first century Bc,
but rediscovered in the fifteenth century, and celebrated ever since as architec-
ture’s defining document - an architectural equivalent to the Book of Genesis in
The King James Bible, and its own, memorable opening line, ‘In the beginning
God created the heavens and the earth.” And so, empowered with the responsibil-
ity of first-ness, this is Vitruvius’ own overture to the discipline of architecture:

While your divine intelligence and will, Imperator Caesar, were engaged in
acquiring the right to command the world, and while your fellow citizens, when
all their enemies had been laid low by your invincible valour, were glorying in
your triumph and victory - while all foreign nations were in subjection awaiting
your beck and call, and the Roman people and senate, released from their alarm,
were beginning to be guided by your most noble conceptions and policies, I hardly
dared, inview of your serious employment, to publish my writings and long
considered ideas on architecture, for fear of subjecting myselfto your displeasure
by an unseasonable interruption. But when I saw that you were giving your
attention not only to the welfare of society in general and to the establishment of
public order, but also to the providing of public buildings intended for utilitarian
purposes, so that not only should the State have been enriched with provinces by
your means, but that the greatness of its power might likewise be attended with
distinguished authority in its public buildings, I thought that I ought to take the
first opportunity to lay before you my writings on this theme.®

It does not seem unduly unfair to suggest that these two, hugely long, opening
sentences are not among literature’s finest, nor, to be more critical, are they are
even frankly passable by the generally low literary standards architecture would
go on to set for itself. Any confidant, editor, teacher or indeed emperor at the time
might have suggested to Marcus Vitruvius Pollio that a brand new discipline
demanded a tone that was not toadying or self-modest, but confident, harmonic,
celebratory. Or simply that the writing could be better. ‘Vitruvius is an important
writer’, concedes Ingrid Rowland, in her translator’s preface to a 1999 version of
De architectura, ‘quite possibly a highly innovative writer, and certainly among
the most influential writers the world has produced, but he is not, perhaps, a
very good writer’.” Despite the brutal honesty of Rowland’s assessment, and
despite, too, the fact that she supports her claim by calling as witness Leon
Battista Alberti, who lamented the way De architectura was such a pastiche of
corrupted Latin and Greek that it would have been better if Vitruvius had never
written it at all, very few historians have commented on this intellectual short-
fall, and instead architecture has always venerated Vitruvius for the techniques
and forms promised by his book, while ignoring the more obvious and immedi-
ate form of the book itself - by its words. Of course, there is a huge amount of
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Frank Lloyd Wright, self-portrait, ¢ 1900

8. See Ingrid D Rowland, ‘The Fra
Gicondo Vitruvius at 500’, Journal of the
Society of Architectural Historians,
September 2011, pp 285-89; Mario
Carpo, Architecture in the Age of Printing:
Originality, Writing, Typography and
Printed Images in the History of
Architectural Theory, 1998, translated by
Sarah Benson (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 2001); Indra Kagis McEwen,
Vitruvius: Writing the Body of
Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 2003); Marden Fitzpatrick
Nichols, Author and Audience in
Vitruvius’ De architectura (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2017);
Pierre Gros, Vitruve et la tradition des
traités d’architecture: Fabrica et
ratiocinatio (Rome: Ecole francaise de
Rome, 2006); Francoise Choay, The Rule
and the Model: On the Theory of
Architecture and Urbanism, 1980
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1997);
Caroline van Eck, Classical Rhetoric and
the Visual Arts in Early Modern Europe
(Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2007).

9. Vitruvius, book 1, chapter 11, point XvII,
ibid, p 13. I am very grateful to Mario
Carpo for highlighting Vitruvius’
apologia to me.

10. Frank Lloyd Wright, An Autobiography,
1932, but expanded and enlarged in
1943 (Petaluma, cA: Pomegranate,
2005), ‘prelude’, p 3.

scholarly material on Vitruvius’ prose, but the focus of so much of this work is
either on the form of the treatise, and Vitruvius’ adaptation of pre-existing
military, technical or political rulebooks (see, for example, the scholarship by
Rowland, Mario Carpo, Indra Kagis McEwen, Marden Fitzpatrick Nichols and
Pierre Gros), or the extent to which his writing can be understood within a
broader history of rhetoric (for example, the parallel work carried out by Fran-
coise Choay and Caroline van Eck).? What is missing is a sustained investigation
of De architectura as literature, or more simply as writing. This oversight is
striking, especially because De architectura survived from antiquity unillus-
trated, only as words, and that it was as late as 1511 that Fra Giovanni Giocondo
produced a new edition with woodcuts punctuating its text, meaning the book
could at last be digested through its images. Before then, the only way of com-
prehending De architectura was to read it.

But more striking, still, is the fact that there was actually one person who
felt embarrassed and thoroughly unsatisfied by the quality of the writing - strik-
ing because that one person was Vitruvius himself. Just a few short sections after
his introduction, Vitruvius writes another two, very long sentences that explains
his prose. And it is here, in this first-ever architectural book, that he comes to a
stunning conclusion: that the reason his writing is so terrible is precisely
because he is an architect:

Since, therefore, the possession of such talents due to natural capacity is not
vouchsafed at random to entire nations, but only to a few great men; since,
moreover, the function of the architect requires a training in all the departments
of learning; and finally since reason, on account of the wide extent of the subject,
concedes that the architect may possess not the highest nor even a necessarily
moderate knowledge of the subjects of study, I request, Caesar, both of you and
those who may read the said books, that if anything is set forth with too little
regard for grammatical rule it may be pardoned. For it is not as a very great
philosopher, nor as an eloquent rhetorician, nor as a grammarian trained in the
principles of his art that I have striven to write this book, but as an architect who
has had only a dip into those studies.®

Again, for something quite so primal, it is astonishing that this mea culpa is not
more known, or even more anthemic. As a kind invisible coda or footnote to
every subsequent published architectural sentence, it could have excused 2,000
years of what some might deem casuistry with the acknowledgment that all of
architecture’s published claims were merely amateurish forays into a discus-
sion, and should in no way be taken as definitive. In the process, it could have
given architects’ texts the single thing they have consistently lacked, namely
humility. But instead, of course, the ensuing millennia has been characterised
by no such self-doubt, and, rather, a resounding confidence that has seen
architects extend a faith in their own ability to design anything or borrow from
anything into a wilful appropriation of more literary writerly models and a
belief that they can write anything.

For instance, this is how Frank Lloyd Wright chose to begin his long-awaited
autobiography and the authoritative setting out of his architectural ideas:

A light blanket of snow fresh-fallen over sloping fields, gleaming in the morning
sun. Clusters of pod-topped weeds woven of bronze here and there sprinkling the
spotless expanse of white. Dark sprays of slender metallic straight lines, tipped
with quivering dots. Pattern to the eye of the sun, as the sun spread delicate
network of more pattern in blue shadows on the white beneath.

‘Come, my boy’, said Uncle John to his sister Anna’s nine-year old. ‘Come
now, and Iwill show you how to go!”*°

PART TWO: THE TEXT 70



Jacques Herzog and Pierre de Meuron, 2011
Photograph Marco Grob

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

See Thomas S Hines (‘a paean’),
‘Photography, Architecture and the
Coming to Oneself: Edmund Teske and
Frank Lloyd Wright’, in Charles Salas
and Michael Roth (eds), Looking for Los
Angeles: Film, Photography and the
Urban Landscape (Los Angeles, CA:
Getty, 2006), p 225; John Roche (‘a
beautiful eclogue’), ‘Democratic Space:
The Ecstatic Geography of Walt
Whitman and Frank Lloyd Wright’,
Walt Whitman Quarterly Review 6
(summer 1998), pp 16-32, quote p 25;
Charles Riley (‘an ascetic drama’), The
Saints of Modern Art: The Ascetic Ideal in
Contemporary Painting, Sculpture,
Architecture, Music, Dance, Literature
and Philosophy (Lebanon, NH:
University Press of New England, 1998),
P 165.

Frank Lloyd Wright’s ‘great poet’ line is
from one of his four ‘London lectures’
at the RIBA in 1939, published in Frank
Lloyd Wright, An Organic Architecture:
The Architecture of Democracy, 1939
(London: Lund Humphries, 2017), and
quoted by Vincent Scully in Frank Lloyd
Wright (New York, Ny: George Braziller,
1960), p 11.

Jacques Herzog & Pierre de Meuron,
‘Passionate Infidelity’, 1990, in Gerhard
Mack (ed), Herzog & de Meuron 1989-91,
The Complete Works, vol 2 (Basel:
Birkhéuser, 2005), p 182.

Alone among the huge section of the
architectural library devoted to Le
Corbusier, the one book that
investigates his evolution as a writer is
M Christine Boyer, Le Corbusier, Homme
de Lettres (New York, Ny: Princeton
Architectural Press, 2010).

Le Corbusier’s line that ‘the house is a
machine for living in’ appears in the
‘Argument: Airplanes’ section of
Towards a New Architecture, 1923,
translated by Frederick Etchells, 1927
(London: Butterworth, 1989), p 4.
Alessandra Ponte has speculated on
the mis-interpretation of Le
Corbusier’s house as machine
formulation in ‘Francois Dallegret in
Conversation with Alessandra Ponte’,
in Alessandra Ponte, Laurent Stalder
and Thomas Weaver (eds), Gop & Co:
Frangois Dallegret Beyond the Bubble
(London: Architectural Association,
2011), np.

Assorted critics have variously described this passage as ‘a paean to line, light
and colour in nature’, or as ‘a beautiful eclogue of early winter, of a localised and
humanised landscape’, or simply as ‘an ascetic drama’ - all allegorising Wright’s
writing for the promises it makes for his architecture.™ In the same spirit, the
celebrated critic Vincent Scully even went so far as to quote Wright'’s self-serving
comment that ‘every great architect is — necessarily — a great poet’, as a way of
distinguishing the ‘prose’ of most contemporary architecture, from the sono-
rous magnificence of Wright’s ‘poetry’.’* And yet even if Wright’s buildings are
uniformly wonderful, his writing is manifestly not, and that his obvious debt to
the American transcendentalist poet Walt Whitman is one thing (forever casting
his literary efforts as updates on Whitman’s 1855 poem, ‘Song of Myself’), but
parodying him quite so brazenly, and badly, is something else altogether.

In more recent decades, architects have tended to resist precedent and the
opportunity to ape Wright in ventriloquising their own poetic heroes, and
instead they typically adopt a writerly persona that seeks only to convey the
depths of their own personal expression (as if architecture no longer revels in the
possibilities afforded to it as a kind of magpie profession, wilfully borrowing
from assorted other practices and disciplines, but now feels more assured of the
value of its own voice). But even if the resulting prose is no longer quite so
purple, it still manages to induce embarrassment more readily than it does
enthusiasm. For instance, this is Jacques Herzog and Pierre de Meuron, writing
in the opening lines of their 1990 text ‘Passionate Infidelity’:

What is the architecture we seek, the architecture we move towards? The architec-
ture that drives us, pushes us forward, that wants to be discovered, to be brought
out from the seclusion of our architectural consciousness, or rather subconscious-
ness? The architecture that pushes us towards the light, like an insect, and when
there, fulfils its inescapable fate? The architecture we think, draw, imagine, describe,
the architecture we photograph and capture on video, the one we define as
correct, more correct, or at least more important than other, older or contempo-
rary architectures —without us it does not exist, and without it we do not exist.*®

It was not difficult to find these quotations. Open any book, by any architect, in
any architectural library and it is possible to find versions of the same kinds of
passages. And after reading these and other quotations it seems important to
state an apparently obvious fact: that by and large architects are, have always
been and presumably will remain absolutely hopeless writers. From the first to
the last their literary efforts offer nothing but either obsequiousness (as in the
case of Vitruvius); a kind of sentimental, lunatic lyricism (as with Frank Lloyd
Wright); or more typically, almost by default, sheer unadulterated narcissism
(as with Herzog and de Meuron).

Of course, the great exception to this tradition is Le Corbusier, famously
narcissistic, but as Banham suggests, his writing alone offers architecture’s most
compelling form of literature. Indeed, Banham’s verdict seems as valid now as
when he first wrote it, perhaps more so even, for it is now possible to follow Le
Corbusier’s own lead and the fact that his French identity card lists his profes-
sion not as ‘architect’ but as ‘homme de lettres’, and assess his works more
through literature than design.™ Such a reappraisal might even take his famous
statement that ‘the house is a machine for living in’ not as his advocacy of archi-
tecture as a kind of mechanism, but as a literary nod to the surrealist machine a
réaction poétique, and the idea that the house (and therefore architecture) is
essentially a poetic machine (an objet a réaction poétique) for producing great
words."® The strength of this argument can also be conveyed by its mass, for Le
Corbusier wrote to the same standard and with the same level of attentiveness in
not just one or two famous works, but in hundreds of books, articles and jour-
nals, resulting in a body of published work more numerous than his buildings.
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Le Corbusier, if it needs to be repeated, is far more productive as a writer than he
is as a builder. And so it follows that Le Corbusier alone holds the flame for
architecture’s literary ambitions.

The apparent strength of this conclusion, however, has been challenged by
the scholar Beatriz Colomina, whose 2010 text on the architect, ‘Vers une archi-
tecture médiatique’ begins with a bold piece of iconoclasm:

Le Corbusier published 79 books, authored 511 articles, edited 55 journals, and
produced the script for 13 documentary films and 20 radio broadcasts. But he
couldn’t write. His first attempt to publish the texts written in the form of a travel
Journal during his ‘Voyage to the Orient’ in 1911 had to be edited by his mother
before they were sent to La Feuille d’Avis, a newspaper in his home town of La
Chaux-de-Fonds, which published them as a series while he was still travelling.*®

More radically, still, Colomina then shows how Le Corbusier himself - seemingly
never one to experience any moment of self-doubt - was in reality continually
embarrassed by the quality of his writing, and as late as 1965, the year he died, he
wrote this dedication to his brother Albert, at the front of his Le Voyage d’Orient,
when it was finally published.

Surely you know how Iwish this piece that I am dedicating to you were better! But
I have nothing else. You know only too well how much these lines — written for an
audience who really didn’t want them — have tarnished the joy and disturbed the
serenity with which everything there filled me... The other day they told me about
the conviction with which you defended my French during your stay here this
summer — my very poor, sad, incompetent French."’

This casual revelation, buried deep within an oeuvre otherwise thoroughly
exposed, seems to challenge a number of the key ideas on which architecture
operates. Principal among these is the fact that architecture has always been sold
as alanguage, and even if architects have typically engaged with this language
metaphorically, through their built works and the ‘grammar’ of their designs,
they have also always practised it literally, through their published work, espe-
cially in the modern period, when - like Le Corbusier - architects now often write
more than they build. But in light of not just the enduring catalogue of question-
able architectural writing, but Le Corbusier’s death-bed confession of his own
lapidary ineptitude, the question now arises as to who the more literary strain of
architecture should revere if the first-ever architect was a self-confessed bad
writer; if the greatest American architect was forever lost within the floridity of
his prose; if arguably the best contemporary architects of the last two decades
write shamelessly only through their own silhouettes; and if even Le Corbusier,
historically architecture’s literary saviour, was actually getting his mother to
assist him with all of his texts, because his own prose, by his own admission,
was very poor, very sad and incompetent.

More recently, the same problem (of a marked lack of ‘writer-architects’)
has been compounded by the currents of architectural academicism, and by a
position perhaps best summed up by the historian and critic Mark Wigley, a
figure whose professorial and deanly titles have allowed him to exert a powerful
influence over multiple generations of architectural students and academics,
and a writer wholly familiar with architecture’s extended historiography, and yet
who in a public conversation at the Aa School of Architecture in 2011 somewhat
casually announced that: ‘I don’t write about architects today because I think
they write. Iwould rather read an architect than read a critic on the architect’s
work. I have never read anyone who writes about Koolhaas’ work that’s
interesting.*® So, the situation architecture now faces is two millennia of largely
substandard writing by practising architects, and yet despite all of the evidence
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to the contrary, architectural critics and academics still maintain that we should
continue not to write about architecture because architects themselves do this
better than anyone else.

For any architectural editor, the idea that architects cannot write about
architecture, and that critics will not write about architecture presents a funda-
mental problem, for what should an architectural journal be if not the most
compelling constellation of architectural objects (its buildings, drawings, books,
ideas and lives), and the best possible writing. The ambition, then - certainly in
terms of this thesis, and the published journal on which it draws - is surely to put
these two things together, to produce engaging thoughts and texts about archi-
tecture, and to break with the tradition of architectural writing that is too dull,
too vain, too lyrical, too obtuse.

In reality, an ambition quite so simple seems to struggle to find bedfellows
from within architecture’s more contemporary editorial models, but other
practitioners in other disciplines have voiced precisely the same frustration, and
precisely the same ambition. For instance, in the preface to his book Promises,
Promises, the psychoanalyst and essayist Adam Phillips writes that ‘psychoanaly-
sis does not need any more abstruse or sentimental abstractions — any new
paradigms or radical revisions - it just needs more good sentences’.'® If one were
to substitute one subject for another, this, then, could very easily serve as the
single banner under which architecture could be edited.

But in order to do so, it seems important, first, to be clear about what exactly
is a good sentence, and how one should be able to distinguish a good one from a
bad one. Perhaps one way of, if not resolving this, then at least clarifying it, is to
initiate a kind of parlour game, in which exponents of both good and bad writing
are made explicit. And if literariness is the goal, the best place to begin might be
with literature, and a condensed survey of those opening lines traditionally
celebrated as among literature’s finest. Such a list would necessarily highlight
the famous introduction to Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (1813), one of the
greatest sentences of all time: ‘It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a
single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.” Or, under
the same rubric, other exemplars might include Leo Tolstoy’s beginning to Anna
Karenin (1877), ‘All happy families are alike, but an unhappy family is unhappy in
its own way’; Marcel Proust’s perfectly apt introduction to Swann’s Way (1913),
‘For along time, I went to bed early’; or the sentence with which J D Salinger
begins The Catcher in the Rye (1951), ‘If you really want to hear about it, the first
thing you’ll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my lousy
childhood was like, and how my parents were occupied and all before they had
me, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap, but I don’t feel like going into it, if
you want to know the truth.’

But if we now adapt the rules of the game and extend this same opening-
line constraint not to novels but to historical and critical writings about architec-
ture, one would discover that an otherwise unremarkable book in terms of its
lyricism contains a wonderful opening - Nikolaus Pevsner’s first sentences to
his An Outline of European Architecture (1945): ‘A bicycle shed is a building;
Lincoln Cathedral is a piece of architecture. Nearly everything that encloses
space on a scale sufficient for a human being to move in is a building; the term
architecture applies only to buildings designed with a view to aesthetic appeal.’
However, in continuing through architecture’s historical canon it quickly
becomes apparent that the great works of architectural historiography - the
books all academics have on their shelves, and all students have on their reading
lists - might actually be a bit lacking. For example, this is the beginning to
Gottfried Semper’s On Architectural Styles (1869): ‘As early as 1852 I published
under the title The Four Elements of Architecture a short treatise on the origin and
historical development of certain inherited and universally valid types that
architecture uses to express itself in a generally intelligible symbolism.’ Or this
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is how Heinrich Wolfflin begins Renaissance and Barogque (1888): ‘It has become
customary to use the term “baroque” to describe the style into which the Renais-
sance resolved itself, or as is more commonly expressed, into which the Renais-
sance degenerated.’ Or, continuing chronologically, this is the opening sentence
to Henry-Russell Hitchcock’s and Philip Johnson’s The International Style (1932):
‘Since the middle of the eighteenth century there have been recurrent attempts
to achieve and to impose a controlling style in architecture such as existed in the
earlier epochs of the past.” Or Rudolf Wittkower’s astonishingly contrived
opening passage to Carlo Rainaldi & the Architecture of the High Baroque in Rome
(1937): ‘There are three reasons why Carlo Rainaldi’s architecture ought to
command a more lasting interest than his actual talent might justify: z) his
works and projects are connected with the most important architectural enter-
prises in Rome during the seventeenth century; 2) in his process of working we
can observe the modification of his own principles of design through the influ-
ence of his greater contemporaries; 3) those principles of design which are
distinctly his own can be defined as a carrying over of mannerist architecture
into the high baroque.’ Or, finally, the introductory sentence written by Sigfried
Giedion in Space, Time and Architecture (1941): ‘With no clear perception of the
relation in which it stands to the past, or of the route by which it must advance
into the future, the life of any period will be lived on an aimless, day-to-day basis.’

In his Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) the philosopher John
Locke addressed what he termed the ‘abuse of words’, and challenged both those
who ‘by an unpardonable negligence ... familiarly use words with which the
propriety of language has affixed to very important ideas without any distinct
meaning at all’, and those who adopted ‘an affected obscurity’, either by using old
words in new and unusual ways, or introducing new and ambiguous terms, often
without defining them and in contexts that make their meaning unclear. As
Marjorie Garber continues, in her book Academic Instincts (2001), it was to the first
of these abuses that Locke applied the term ‘jargon’: ‘Wisdom, glory, grace, etc, are
words frequent enough in every man’s mouth’, writes Locke, ‘but if a great many of
those who use them should be asked what they mean by them, they would be at a
stand, and not know what to answer... This insignificancy in their words, when
they come to reason either their tenets or interest, manifestly fills their discourse
with abundance of empty unintelligible noise and jargon, especially in moral
matters.”*° This noise unquestionably backdrops so much architectural writing,
both past and present, but a survey of architectural historiography shows itself to
be more intent on introducing itself through tedium rather than jargon, and the
‘aimless day-to-day basis’ that Giedion describes can indeed be seen to character-
ise so many of these overly banal, self-serving architectural introductions.

Somewhat surprisingly, to the list of uninspiring architectural authors one
can even add Reyner Banham, a critic rightly féted for the quality of his writing,
but whose first work - certainly in terms of its beginning - is less exemplary. In
1952 Banham began a doctorate at the Courtauld Institute of Art in London
under the supervision of Nikolaus Pevsner. He completed it six years later, in
1958, and then published it two further years later in 1960 as Theory and Design in
the First Machine Age. This is the opening sentence to its first chapter: ‘While a
series of revolutionary gestures around 1910, largely connected with the cubist
and futurist movements, were the main point of departure for the development
of modern architecture, there were also a number of particular predisposing
causes that helped to guide the mainstream of development into the channels
through which if flowed in the 1920s.”** It is a spectacularly uninspiring opening
sentence. But under the terms dictated by tradition, and enforced by Banham’s
émigré German supervisor Pevsner, it is a perfectly acceptable sentence, and it is
acceptable precisely because it describes the object of Banham’s investigations
as if he were a scientist, unencumbered by any thought of embellishing his
words, and simply matter-of-factly presenting the basic structure of his
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experiment. But if one were to skip forward 316 pages through Theory and Design
in the First Machine Age, missing out almost the entirety of the book, one would
find a concluding passage that is markedly different in tone: “The architect who
proposes to run with technology knows now that he will be in fast company, and
that, in order to keep up, he may have to emulate the futurists and discard his
whole cultural load, including the professional garments by which he is recog-
nised as an architect. If, on the other hand, he decides not to do this, he may find
that a technological culture has decided to go on without him.”**> Here, immedi-
ately, one can see that the prose is totally different. This is not Banham the
earnest and rather dull research student, but an utterly adorable Banham the
writer, mixing allusion and idea in what is perhaps the single best closing passage
of any architectural book. Historians always talk about Theory and Design in the
First Machine Age as an architectural history, and Banham’s introduction of the
futurists into an otherwise established canon. But this is to miss the point, for
when one reads the book’s opening and closing sentences one can see it for what
itreally is - a perfect demonstration of the difference between typing and writing,
and a means through which Banham teaches himself how to write.

And in learning how to write Banham was also, perhaps unwittingly,
moving architectural communication from one established lineage of figures
into a totally other tradition. The more engrained model, characteristic of the
opening of Theory and Design, is that prevailing cast of largely German scholars
who fundamentally established the way the disciplines of art and architectural
history were written. Such a dynasty would necessarily begin with Johann
Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768), considered the ‘father of art history’, and
would then extend, chronologically, through Gottfried Semper (1803-1879),
Franz Theodor Kugler (1808-1858), Jacob Burckhardt (1818-1897), Konrad
Fiedler (1841-1895), Alois Riegl (1858-1905), Heinrich Wolfflin (1864-1945),
Sigfried Giedion (1888-1968), Erwin Panofsky (1892-1968), Rudolf Wittkower
(1901-1971) and Nikolaus Pevsner (1902-1983). In many cases, each of these
figures taught their successor, with the last man on this list, Pevsner, supervis-
ing Banham’s doctorate, and so Banham is very much not just part of this
tradition but its consort and heir.

Even though all of these scholars represent quite distinct personages they
can still be perceived as a collective, if only because of their singular and immeas-
urable contribution to the discipline of art and architectural history, surveying
and in some senses defining all the major movements and all the various ways
of considering the visual arts. And, again, even if there are clear differences in
their approach to writing, their various books all reflect the seriousness of their
mission in the seriousness of their words, communicating their thoughts in
prose that is often somewhat dry and formulaic, and always privileging history
as arepository of immutable data rather than taking any opportunity to tell an
engaging story, to be playful with the ideas they were polemicising or simply to
write a beautiful sentence.

The alternative tradition, demonstrated by Banham’s final sentences in
Theory and Design, is represented by an entirely different set of figures, still
regarded with some suspicion inside the university, because most of them were
not scholars but writers and journalists, trades with which academics have
traditionally maintained a certain suspicion. Again, in chronological order this
cast would include: Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592), Francis Bacon (1561-1626),
Samuel Johnson (1709-1784), Charles Lamb (1775-1834), William Hazlitt (1778-
1830), Thomas de Quincy (1785-1859), John Ruskin (1819-1900), Walter Pater
(1839-1894), G K Chesterton (1874-1936), Virginia Woolf (1882-1941), Walter
Benjamin (1892-1940) and Aldous Huxley (1894-1963). These people represent an
alternative tradition not just because they sat outside the academy, but mainly
because of the form of writing they all endorsed, writing criticism not as mani-
festos, nor treatises, surveys or papers, but only and ever essays.
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First pioneered by the French Renaissance writer Montaigne in the late
sixteenth century, the essay was invented as a way to test complicated ideas ina
literary form that was simple and clear - something reflected in its etymology,
for the word derives from the French essayer, meaning to try or to attempt.

And so in contrast to the assuredness and confidence of the historical tome,

an essay revels in its self-doubt, or at least in an essay what structures the narra-
tive is the meditative questioning of a set of ideas rather than a treatise or survey
history which provides only declarative answers. Furthermore, an essay is
relatively short, stripped to the exposition of a single idea; is never broken down
into sub-sections or chapters; it has a title that typically provides some sense

of reference, or at least humour; and it rarely features any footnotes. If the
academic paper essentially emerged through the realm of science - as the
positivistic exposition of an idea or of the ‘facts’ of its history - an essay, in
contrast, is resolutely from the realm of art, and as a consequence it also has
ambitions towards a certain lyricism, for essays are mellifluous and free-flowing,
selling their ideas as much through the compelling choice of words as through
what is actually being said. Ultimately, though, the only true and seemingly
consistent rule of essay writing is a commitment not to observe any rules — an
inbuilt sense of impudence that characterises most definitions of the essay, from
Samuel Johnson’s assertion that it is ‘aloose sally of the mind, an irregular,
undigested piece, not a regular and orderly composition’, to Aldous Huxley’s still
more mischievous contention that ‘the essay is a literary device for saying almost
everything about almost anything’.®

One of the peculiarities of the essay is that for a form quite so attractively
loose, so many of its advocates (and, equally, so many others, who historicise it
without ever actually employing it), seem intent on reining it in through some
kind of extended definition. Foremost among these is perhaps the most sombre
of ruminations on the essay, ‘Der Essay als Form’ (‘The Essay as Form’, 1958) by
the German critic and sociologist Theodor Adorno (‘formy’, from the 1920s
onwards, being one of the more ubiquitous of keywords in Germany’s modern
architectural and intellectual lexicon), which, in spite of its seriousness, reads
not just as a plea for a more compelling, more nuanced way of committing words
to paper, but as an attack on a still very contemporary pedagogic condition.>*

‘The academic guild’, Adorno writes in the beginning of his text, ‘only has
patience for philosophy that dresses itself up with the nobility of the universal,
the everlasting and the primal’. As a result, he argues, universities and professors
not only ignore the smaller-scale value of what he terms the ‘cultural artefact’,
but that they stubbornly present their ideas in texts characterised by the sup-
posed objectivity of their labours. For Adorno, the solution lay in the embrace of
an alternative intellectual tradition, refuting academicism and instead champi-
oning German Enlightenment thinking that extended all the way back to the
seventeenth century and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, through to his more imme-
diate late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century contemporaries, Georg Simmel,
Rudolf Kassner and Walter Benjamin.

What linked these thinkers and critics was not only the way they thought,
but more importantly the way they wrote - specifically, that they all presented
their ideas not through grandiose tomes and treatises but through more idi-
osyncratic, even artful, essays.?® ‘The essay’, Adorno writes, in the spirit of
Huxley, ‘is both more open and more closed than traditional thought would
like’; ‘resists the idea of a masterpiece, an idea which itself reflects the idea of
creation and totality’; and that ‘instead of achieving something scientifically,
or creating something artistically’, he adds, in the most evocative part of his
text, ‘the effort of the essay reflects a childlike freedom that catches fire, without
scruple, on what others have already done. The essay mirrors what is loved and
hated instead of presenting the intellect, on the model of a boundless work
ethic, as creatio ex nihilo.”*®

PART TWO: THE TEXT 8o
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This extended writing period is
revealed in a discrete footnote by Bob
Hullot-Kentor and Frederic Will in the
1984 New German Critique English
translation of the text: ‘Adorno’s “Der
Essay als Form” was originally written
between 1954 and 1958, and first
published as the lead essay of his Noten
zur Literatur Iin 1958’, ibid, p 151.

Ibid, p 160.

Gyorgy Lukacs, ‘On the Nature and
Form of the Essay’, 1910, Soul and Form,
translated by Anna Bostock (New York,
NY: Columbia University Press, 2010),
Pp 16-34, quote p 25.

Michael Hamburger, ‘An Essay on the
Essay’, in Art as Second Nature:
Occasional Pieces (Manchester:
Carcanet New Press, 1975), PP 3-5,
quote p 3.

1bid, p 3.

Ibid.

1bid, p 4.

Virginia Woolf, ‘The Decay of Essay
Writing’, 1905, accessible online at:
https://commonreaderwustl.edu/c/
essay-month-modern-essay.

Despite the resonance and expressiveness of this last passage, in particular,
there remains something strangely un-essayistic about Adorno’s essay. This
derives partly from the fact that although, like any respectable essay writer, he
champions a model from beyond the university, bemoaning the ‘academic guild’
and academicism in general, he does so not as an outsider but as an insider
—unlike the writers he quotes admiringly, like Simmel (who applied for various
academic chairs during his life, but never secured one), Kassner (an independent
and fundamentally peripatetic writer) and Benjamin (the most solipsistic of all
writers, and who withdrew his application to teach in Frankfurt for fear of
rejection), Adorno’s intellectual identity is inseparable from the professorship
he maintained at Frankfurt University and his long-running directorship of its
Institute for Social Research. Of course, academicism does not necessarily
disqualify essayism, but for Adorno the responsibility and propriety conferred
upon the university and the collective nature of academic debate somehow
informed the way he wrote. His prose is not freewheeling, singular and confi-
dent, as any good essay should be, but somewhat anxious, laboured, conciliatory
- evidenced best by the fact that such a short text actually took him four long
years to write, finally publishing in 1958 what he had first started in 1954.>”

This drawn-out gestation also seems to reflect the way Adorno appears both
overburdened by precedent - in particular by the long shadow cast by Benjamin,
who Adorno graciously (and accurately) anoints ‘the unsurpassed master’ of the
essay form, albeit in contradiction to his earlier idea that an essay ‘resists the
idea of a masterpiece’®® - and overly conscious of a need to enter an existing
debate. And in fact, Adorno’s text was in many ways a sequel to an earlier discus-
sion by Gyorgy Lukécs, whose own ‘On the Nature and Form of the Essay’ was
published in 1910 as the introduction to his book, Soul and Form. Lukacs’ text is
even more duplicitous than Adorno’s, for it is in reality neither an essay nor an
introduction, but a letter to his friend, the Hungarian artist and critic Leo
Popper, in which he alludes to the essay not only as the perfect form but as its
own independent art form, even if later in the same text Lukacs seems more
exasperated by the essay, and is rather sneering about the ‘proud hopes’ of the
essayist, which ‘lead him to believe that he has come close to the ultimate’.*®

Perhaps a better flag for the essay is the very short, irreverent commentary
published in 1975 by the critic and translator Michael Hamburger, who collapses
his title into the start of his narrative: ‘An Essay on the Essay. Even that isn’t quite
right: an essay really ought not to be on anything, to deal with anything, to define
anything.”*® And so, from the outset, Hamburger immediately deflates Huxley’s
more opportunistic definition, just as he promptly goes on to dismantle other
defining characteristics of the essay, including those by Adorno: ‘an essay is not a
form, has no form; it is a game that creates its own rules’.*' Instead, and in
reassuring testimony to the importance of the opening line, Hamburger argues
that ‘the whole spirit of essay-writing is contained in the first sentence of the first
great collection of English essays — Francis Bacon’s of 1597: “What is truth, said
jesting Pilate, and would not stay for an answer.” A jesting Pilate who asks
questions but doesn’t wait for answers is the archetypal personification of the
essay, of essay-writing and essayists.”*> Hamburger concludes, in the same
insolent spirit, by pouring water on the combustible flames of Adorno’s opti-
mism, suggesting that the essay is a device that is not about to catch fire but has
in fact been permanently extinguished - ‘since the time of G K Chesterton and
Virginia Woolf, the essay has been a de