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Theory and criticism have played increasingly important
rolesin architectural pedagogy and thedisciplineasawhole.
Thusfar however their promoters have followed the lead of
moretradition-bound architectural historians and have been
slow to reflect on the fundamental institutionsof thefield. In
this paper | propose to examine at one of these ingtitutions
that has been taken for granted: the way architectsthink of
space.

In contemporary architecture culture it seems second-
nature to discuss a project in terms of its basic spatial
components such as line, plane, point, volume and their
mani pul ationthroughtransformati onssuch asrotation, shear,
compression, collision, tensionand so on. Codified in books
such as Francis Ching's Architecture: Form, Space, and
Order and taught in design studios throughout the country,
this way of looking at space is hothing less, for many of us
and for many of our colleagues, than architectural thought
distilled to its timeless, universal essence.

As| hopeto show inthisarticle, thislanguage of spaceis
not by any meansuniversal. On the contrary, itsstatusasthe
product of a specific historical situation and institutional
environment has been largely ignored. This lack of self-
reflection is quite understandable. If the proponents of a
system believe that it is universal, then to historicizeit isto
makeit lessthan timel ess, confront it with the contingentand
thereby undermine its validity.

Butas| will discussbelow, thelanguageof spaceemerged
in architecture during the postwar years, a the sametimeas
under late capitalism the arts became progressively more
and more colonized by capital. This movement to mark
architecture off as an autonomous realm of aesthetic space
production somehow emerged in seeming opposition to
contemporary economic changes. To cometoan understand-
ing of this paradox, we have to question the complex
relationship between the cultural superstructure and the
economic baseand their mediationin the institutional realm.

I will beginthisinvestigationby returningtothe question
of the universality and apparent naturalness of this way of
perceiving space. While architects see their language of
space as universal and natural, they also see it asalanguage

that is not part of society's everyday structure, it must be
acquired. Ching's Architecture: Form, Space, and Order
notwithstanding,the language of spaceis not something that
can belearned through readinga book, but rather can only be
acquired through hands-on training in architectural design.'

Thisidea of learning through doing, familiar to us since
our first encounterswith it in kindergarten, isa product of a
discourse on education? that goes back to the anti-societal
first sentence of Jean-JacquesRousseau's Emile, that " God
makes al things good; man meddies with them and they
becomeevil."" In Emile Rousseau imagined that hewasina
woodland chateau, raising the orphan after whom the book
was named. For the boy's education, Rousseau rejected
disciplineand learning by rote, contending that those meth-
odsproducedtyrantsand slaves. Instead, he proposed that to
teach Emile by exposing him to appropriate stimuli that
would generate life experiences.

But if Rousseau's idea of a more natural, more humane
pedagogy through learning by doing was to have repercus-
sions down to the present day, its subtext is now largely
obscured. Rousseau's teacher wound up controlling these
stimuli, offeringthe boy choice but controlling him through
the choices available. For Rousseau, the most complete
control would come through that which preserved the ap-
pearance of the "forms of freedom™ for that way "the will
itself is taken captive.”

Soon after Emile was published, the Swiss educator
Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi took up Rousseau's ideas of
pedagogy and began experimenting with ways of teaching
students how to perceivethrough visual experiences. Rather
then force students into drills and disciplinary exercises,
Pestalozzi's instructor would devise coherent, nurturing
activitiesin the form of observations of objects for children
to engage in. Pestalozzi privileged vision over orality,
arguing that by using words to describe an object, the
instructor would repeat conventional interpretations that
would be divorced from actual perception. In order to
perceivetheobject moreclearly, Pestal 0zzi intended that the
student measure and draw it. But in order to learn to draw,
Pestal 0zzi believed that the child needed to understand what
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he called "the simple elements of the laws of form," an
alphabet of geometric forms, such as lines, shapes, and
anglesinorder tolearn toobserve and represent abstractions.
Only once the language of form was mastered and students
had learned to draw, Pestalozzi believed, could they begin
the study of actual writing.’

Pestalozzi's work was extended and popularized in the
nineteenth century by Friedrich Froebel, a German educator
who developed a series of didactic exercises in which
children would learn by playing. The most widely known of
these were his Gifts and Occupations, intended to teach a
visual language of geometric solidsto the child. Froebel had
a pervasive influence in late nineteenth and early twentieth
century education and many artists and architects, among
them Frank Lloyd Wright, Le Corbusier, and Kandinsky
were students of his system in childhood.® In the United
States, the Froebelian kindergarten movement met with
some success after being introduced as simultaneously a
place for upper-class children to learn the principles of art
and as a proper foundation for an industrial education.' The
Froebelians sought in their method an alternative to the
rationalized, dehumanizing industria civilization, intend-
ing to create a resistant subject, well-trained in observation
andabletoexpressitsel fwhilein thiscountry the Pestalozzian
system was advocated by educators attempting to come up
with new methods of educating working class children in
drawing. But rather than being a source of amusement or of
observation, the skill of drawing was directed to teach
children to becomecreators of patternsfor thetextileindus-
try, artisans capable of endlessly producing new designsfor
the consumer's desiring eye.®

The child art educators had laid the framework for the
teaching of alogic of spacein an environment of learning by
doing, but, as Henri Lefebvre has written the historical
"moment of emergence of an awareness of space and its
production' would be at the Bauhaus.® Yet we have to be
careful about just where in the Bauhaus this conception of
space formed: rather than in the architecture studios, the
language of space that we may most closely realize as our
own was developed by Laszlo Moholy-Nagy and Josef
Albers in their transdisciplinary course for first-year stu-
dents.

Later elaborated by Moholy-Nagy and Gyorgy Kepesin
their Instituteof Designin Chicago, thispedagogica method
centered around erasing students preconceptionsand habits
of seeing and radically changing their means of perception
by inculcatingin themasystematic visual grammar based on
the construction of statements from elemental units derived
from analysis of objects. Believing that the artist as self-
present genius was becoming outmoded in the age of me-
chanical reproduction, Moholy-Nagy, Kepes, and Albers
aimed their method not at artists but at graphic designersand
even more so a the public in general, arguing that their
method would allow studentsto traverse the difficult terrain
of the accelerated modem condition by teaching them to
master complex visual and temporal relationships.'° Believ-

ing the chaos of the 1930s and 40s to be the result of
perception having fallen out of step with the times, they
maintained that by changing everyday perceptionsof space-
time the world could be put back into balance again.

In his 1944 book The Language of Vision, Kepes de-
scribed a spatial language based on the purposeful direction
of the eye around the visual field. As he explained, vision
isn't pure but rather is compromised by both physiological
and psychological limits that give rise to the laws of visual
organization.!! The principle of theselawswould be that no
visual unit could exist by itself but would have to be part of
a dynamic visua relationship.'? These dynamic relation-
shipscould be made to lead the eye around through ambigu-
ous meetingsand overlappings of shapesin visual space and
avisual rhetoric composed of tropes such as transparency,
interpenetrating, compression, overlapping, closure, and
tension."

The visua language developed at the Bauhaus was
trandated into architecture in the early 1950s by the Texas
Rangers, agroup of educators at the University of Texas at
Austin. Whileretaining a faith in modernism, the Rangers
felt that athough the system elaborated by Gropius at
Harvard would teach students to create buildings that would
work functionally and structurally, it failed to rigorously
address the real essence of architecture: form' and the
logical means by which forma elements would be com-
bined.'* Thus Ranger John Hejduk explained his research at
Texas as an attempt to develop a "Basic architectonic
construction method," to reduce architecture to its basic
elements. "columns, piers, walls, beams, edges, and so
forth" and then put them back together.

In the essay that served as a foundationa text for the
project of the Rangers, "' Transparency: Literal and Phenom-
end," Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky outlined how to put
such constituent parts together spatially, basing their theory
of architectural composition on Kepes and Moholy-Nagy's
ideas about vision and graphic representation and the " pull-
ing to pieces and reassembly of objects" of analytical
cubism.'s Rowe and Slutzky derived a series of processes as
essential for acomplex and ambiguous, ' cerebral™ architec-
ture: " Frontality, suppression of depth, contracting of space,
definition of light sources, tipping forward of objects, re-
stricted palette, oblique and rectilinear grids, propensities
towards peripheric development.”**

But in making their translation, Rowe and Slutzky virtu-
aly eliminated Moholy-Nagy and Kepes's eschatological
faith in the power of visual language, converting it into a
revelationlimitedtoretinal events. Theradical reconfiguration
of the sensorium around vision had become abstracted.

In tandem with their reduction of the messianic force of
the language of space, Rowe and Slutzky limited its role to
adisciplinary one: while the art educators had been inter-
ested in a professionalization and instrumentalization of the
aesthetic, Rowe and Slutzky were interested only in purify-
ing architecture in a Greenbergian way, reducing
architecture's scope of research to what they saw asitspurest
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condition: the manipulation of shallow space. No longer was
theobject afetish by which transformationwoul d takeplace.
The pleasure of the object wasan end in itself.

Reducing the domain of architecture to elaborations
withinalanguage of space could a so serveanother disciplin-
ay role. Whenthe Rangersbegan their work, twenty tothirty
years had passed since the ""heroic era of modem architec-
ture. To return to the forms of that period would seemto go
against the common proscription against thinking of modem
architecture as nothing more than another style. By restrict-
ing architecturetoaspatial vocabul ary however, theRangers
were able to turn to the architecture of ""heroic™ modernism
as well as other architecture of the past as a mine for
principles of architectural composition without historically
undermining their own work.

In the conservative climate of 1950s Austin however,
reactionto the Rangers' program was negative and by 1956
they al left to go their separate ways and spread their
teaching method bothin the United Statesand abroad. Rowe
and anumber of the Rangerseventual ly settledat Cornell and
had adecisiveinfluenceon theschool whileJohn Hejduk and
Robert Slutzky wound up in Cooper Union by the mid-
sixties.'® Both schools in turn were major teaching institu-
tions during the subsequent years and their graduates popu-
lated faculties of architecture throughout the country.

Hejduk and Slutzky's work at Cooper Union was docu-
mented in the November 1971 exhibitionand catalogfor the
Museum of Modem Art entitled Education of An Architect:
A Point of View." Presenting a convincing model of formal
architectural education based on the language of space
developed by Moholy-Nagy, Kepes, and Albers and trans-
lated into architecture by the Texas Rangers, the catalog had
a substantial impact on the teaching of architecturein this
country and many of the projects containedwithin it arestill
assigned at architecture schools today.

In the introduction, architect Ulrich Franzen wrote that,
led by Hejduk, the educatorsat Cooper were uniquefor their
commitment to "'atrained eye without recourseto irrelevant
'meaning." Franzencontinued by quotingHarold Rosenberg,
who wrote that the new forms of visual perception estab-
lished by Cubism and Futurism were necessary to compre-
hend therhythmsof thebigcity life. Franzenimpliedthat the
educatorsat Cooper Union wereableto get their studentsout
of theunrest of the latesixties—which had hit homein New
Y ork City at the student takeover of thearchitecturebuilding
at Columbia University — by giving them a new way of
seeing. This "reawakened connection between eye and
mind acted as nothing less that an eye in the storm of
radicalism and attempts to make architecture socially re-
sponsible during the late sixties and early seventies.?

The popularity of The Education of an Architect in the
1970s and the accompanying spread of thelanguageof space
in architectural schools was an institutional responseto the
sense of crisisin architectural education that existed in the
late 1960s. The problemswith architectural pedagogy were
summed up in a 1967 "' Princeton Report™ prepared for the

AlA by Robert Geddes, the dean of architectureat Princeton,
in which he indicted architectural education as unable to
prepare students for a successful career. But rather than
callingfor anew language of space, Geddes argued that the
basic structural problem with the profession was that archi-
tectural education was training its students to be artistic
geniusesinstead of draftsmen and specialistsin technology-
based or socia science-based subfields.? The Princeton
Reportwasn't alone. A contemporary survey of architectura
educatorsby Progressive Architecture found that architec-
tural educationwasfailing. Withinthethreeyears prior tothe
Princeton Report, twenty-three new department heads were
appointedand eighty-onepercent of school s had instituted or
were planning to institute significant changes in their cur-
ricula. M anyarchitectureschool srenamedthemsel vesschool s
of Environmental Design and moved away from the art of
building toward the social science of constructing spaces.?
Coupled with the sometimes alied threat to the discipline
from the student counterculture and advocacy planning,
these critiques put architectureat risk, explicitly raising the
possibility that it might be done away with, or at |east have
to abandon itsrole as art.

Asarenewed formalism, the language of space succeeded
in the academy not because it answered questions that the
previousmodernist paradigmdid not, but becauseit changed
the questions so it would no longer have to answer them.
Architecturecould bereclaimedasart smply by rejecting its
claimstoinfluencesociety. A senseofrenewal, even of anew
avant-garde ensued and persiststo this day. By restricting
their domainto formal research, the new architectural avant-
garde could represent precisely what would distinguish and
legitimate architecture as a discipline: notions of genius,
singularity and presence.

If the Princeton Report was a key text for the 60s, Five
Architects would be thetext for the 1970s. In the prefacethe
director of MoMA’s department of architecture and design,
Arthur Drexler, would state that " An alternative to political
romanceisto be an architect, for those who actually havethe
necessary talent for architecture.” While | have already
suggested a particul ar political context for the emergence of
thelanguageof space, Drexler's opposition between politics
and architecture raises the question of whether there might
be a poalitic behind to the language of space.

By turning to sociologist Pierre Bourdieu's analysis of
aesthetic perception we can narrow in on that question.
According to Bourdieu, to perceiveawork of art is*an act of
deciphering, decoding, which presupposes practical or ex-
plicit mastery of acipher or code.”* The cultural competence
needed to performthis act of deciphering isthe result of our
upbringingand functionsasanindirect marker of class(not all
capitalistsgo to museums and not all proletariansdon't, but
you are more likely to run into a member of the upper
bourgeoisieinamuseumthana prol etarian). Those privileged
toencounterart at an early agetend to havean advantage over
thosewho do not and theamount of timespent in contact with
such objectsin one's youth is a function of one's class, the
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upper classes spending far moretime in museums than the
lower.? Those educated at the right school, possessing the
right class background to be able to facilitate trips abroad
and familiar with contemporary art and architecture will
best be ableto make the successful transformation into the
cultural aristocracy. At the same time, the successful
understanding of the visual language of architecture en-
suresthat astudent |eave out materialist questions. There's
not much relevance for gender, race, or class in the world
of beam, column, wall, compression, shear, and rotation.

But the political content to the language of space is not
just exclusionary. Lefebvre hasdescribed the devel opment
of a consciousness of spacein the Bauhaus as the concreti-
zation and aesthetic self-knowledge of the space of capital-
ism. The Froebelian teaching of formal desire and the
Pestalozzian reduction of the subject into a switching
machine to create patterns were but early moments of what
Lefebvre has identified as abstract space, the space of
capitalism. Lefebvre explains:

Abstract space functions 'objectally,’ as a set of
things/signs and their formal relationships: glassand
stone, concrete and steel, angles and curves, full and
empty. Formal and quantitative, it erases distinc-
tions, as much those which derive from nature and
(historical) time asthose which originatein the body
(age, sex, ethnicity). The signification of this en-
semble refers back to a sort of super-signification
which escapes meaning's net: the functioning of
capitalism, which contrives to be blatant and covert
at one and the same time.?

Indeed, the success of the language of space was not a
simple question of victory in an aesthetic arena. Rather, the
language of space succeeded because it fulfilled a specific
disciplinary function for architecture, at the same making
it more representative of capitalism. By eliminating
extraformal meaning, the autonomy of the architectural
formalism in the 1970s manifested capitalism's abstract
space even better than the instrumentalism of postwar
functionalist architecture.

Space, Lefebvrereminds usis not abstracted but rather
is social. Can a language of space that ignores social
relations still be used innocently or not so innocently?
Whileas| stated at the outset of this paper, | do not intend
to point to a mythic new, and authentic architectural
language, isn't ittimetocall thisone— and with it thewish
to maintain architecture as an autonomousdisciplinein the
late twentieth century — into question?

NOTES

! Indeed, while Ching's book is extremely popular among
undergraduate architecture students, its role is often as a
secret document to be hidden from the instructor's view.
While both the students and teacher know that reading the
book will give them a better knowledge of the language of’
space, to acknowledgethat is to challenge the role of studio
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