


“The machinery of the preceding Victorian Industrial age of
‘cast iron, soot, and rust” had been ponderous. simple-minded.
tended by a mass-proletariat in parts of the world that were
remote from centers of enlightenment and culture. The machines
of the First Machine Age of the early 20" century were light.
subtle, clean and could be handled by thinking men [sic] in
their own homes out in the new electric suburbs.™

Banham also sought to establish historical continuity with earlier
theorists who viewed architecture both as an art and a process of
making tethered to a craft tradition. He traces the rapprochement
between creative designers and industry in the twentieth century
to the formation of the Duetscher Werkbund and its founder Herman
Muthesius.*

The German Werkbund emerged, in part, as a result of Muthesius’s
experience in England from 1886 to 1903 from which he gained an
appreciation of the English Arts and Crafts tradition. But the Ger-
man establishment regarded Muthesius with suspicion because he
was Prussian and was intolerant of the “Bohemian individualism
and aestheticism™ of the German craftsmen and designers.?

The resistance of German artisans toward Muthesiuss “foreign™
ideas was already evident during the Weimar Republic and abet-
ted the rise of fascism during the 1920s. Heidegger’s Black Forest
farmhouse, with its pitched roof and utilitarian accommodations,
represents a paean to German vernacular building traditions and
aesthetic honesty. As such, it became a symbol of deeply rooted
notions of German nationalist identity and xenophobia. However,
even Heidegger acknowledges that this “in no way means that we
should or could go back to building such houses; rather, it illus-
trates by a dwelling that has been how it was able to build.”

Fig. 2. Pre-industrial building technology.

UNIVERSALIZATION VS. TRADITION

In his essay “Vernacular Architecture and the Economics of Dwell-
ing,” Daniel Willis writes that vernacular architecture is but one
instance of the broader field of vernacular production. Although
these production practices vary among societies, they have one
thing in common: They are always “premodern.” This distinction,
Willis clarifies, is based upon an ideological, not chronological,
distinction of “modernity.”” Accordingly, vernacular architecture
must then combine both limited and relatively inefficient produc-
tion practices with the will to imbue its creations with an “aura” of
significance. From a modern perspective, such practices are liter-
ally backwards because they do not seek to progress bevond their
moderate levels of efficiency. The economies in which such archi-
tecture flourishes also operate in an inverted manner: instead of

being dedicated to growth, they strive to maintain the status quo.

Kenneth Frampton’s writings on regionalism and the tectonic ex-
tend Banham’s premise that building is inherently a phenomenon
of technology and that aesthetics in architecture is fundamentally
a product of materials, detail, and assembly. In his essay “Pros-
pects for a Critical Regionalism,” Frampton cites the philosopher
Paul Ricouer’s struggle with the paradox of universalization. “In
order to take part in modern civilization,” he writes, “it is necessary
at the same time to take part in scientific, technical, and political
rationality, something which very often requires the pure and simple
abandonment of a whole cultural past.”™ Ricouer thesis is that a
hybrid “world culture” will only come into being through a cross-
fertilization of rooted culture on the one hand and universal cul-
ture on the other. In his essay “Universalization and Rooted Cul-
tures” of 1961, Ricouer implied that everything will depend in the
last analysis on the capacity of regional culture to recreate a rooted
tradition while appropriating foreign influences at the level of both

culture and civilization.®

Fig. 3. The Constructor (1924). El Lissitsky.




Giuseppi Zambonini projects Ricouer’s argument about hybrid
culture and the roles of the artist/craftsman and technology into his
own theory of making. “Every man-made form — and in particular,
every architectural form,” he writes, “does not exist solely as static
consequence to an otherwise irrelevant act of production, but con-
versely, that the nature of form is inlaid in the process of making.™
Zambonini contends that issues of quality are governed by the
degree to which materials and methods typical to the host society
are integrated together. “Through their employment,” he says,” the
maker intends to contribute to the traditions and common mean-
ings of the collectivity in which the production activity is nested,
without renouncing technological advance or personal expres-
sion.”! It is in this context that a distinction can be drawn between
Frampton’s and Zambonint’s views of the artist as “maker.”

Zambonini writes that any activity of production involves the trans-
formation of matter for a purpose clearly defined somewhere be-
tween society and the individual. The maker and the object to be
created are tied to together by an intimate relationship that does
not disappear at the conclusion of the production process. Al-
though this relationship can be described in different ways, in
each case it is inseparably connected to the nature of the produc-
tion process itself.”” For him, the “maker” can either be a craftsman
intimately involved with materials through the production of arti-
facts, or a designer who at least understands through experience
the characteristics and tectonic limitations of materials.

Frampton defines Critical Regionalism as a “dialectical expres-
sion that self-consciously seeks to deconstruct universal modern-
ism in terms of values and images which are locally cultivated,
while at the same time adulterating these autochthonous elements
with paradigms drawn form alien sources.”* His implied view of
the artisan is decidedly more intellectual and. in a sense, utopian.
For him, the artisan is a product of both local and regional tradi-
tions and universal culture (i.e.: modernism). Thus, the modern
artisan must walk a fine line between assimilating indigenous forms
and methods of making, whatever they may be, and outright eclec-
ticism. However, “any attempt to circumvent the dialectics of this
creative process through the eclectic procedures of historicism,”
he warns, “can only result in consumerist iconography masquerad-

ing as culture.”™

THE AESTHETICS OF CRAFT

Like Banham, Martin Pawley eschews traditional arts and crafts-
based notions for a more progressive version of inexorable techno-
logical advancement. “The Second Machine Age,” he laments, “is
an age without ideology.”"® It is not so much that the Second Ma-
chine Age failed to produce a sequel to the Arts and Crafts move-
ment, Pawley writes, as it has failed to produce any unifying theo-
ries at all. Earlier theoretical treatises contained “urgent texts and
clear plans urging principle and practice.” In an academic sense,
they were “suppositions explaining something, based on principles
independent of the phenomenon being explained.”®

Pawley contends that architectural theory has been incrementally
superceded by architectural imagery. The dissemination of readily

attainable building images through architectural publications has
merely substituted visual culture for ideology.!” The conquest of
theory by imagery, he cautions, is not a superficial phenomenon.
When building elements are no longer dependent on culture, con-
text, or climate. it reflects disturbing changes in the structure and
task of the architectural profession.

Frampton points out that for Heidegger the rootlessness of the mod-
ern world begins with the translations of the Greek experience into
the edicts of the Roman imperium and culminates with the
productionist philosophy of the machine age. Like Eduard Husserl,
Heidegger turns to the phenomenological presence of things in
themselves in which, he argues, form already exists.” A brick, for
example, cannot be anything but what it is: formed and fired clay.
Its material properties of malleability and extrusion give it form.

In Zambonini’s view, the materialization of an idea has a moral
component — a quality that goes bevond material integrity and a
business ethic —sustained by personal choice, and ultimately comes
to bear on society as whole. In traditional artistry, where the artisan
is singularly responsible for the entire production process, the art-
ist or craftsman is first concerned with the embodiment of an idea
through a unique materiality. Here the process requires the defini-
tion of an economical and efficient path of fabrication. The maker
faces two dilemmas or burdens that are conditioned by morality:

“The first burden concerns the identification of materials and
tools used 1n the process of transformation. Its moral component
is that the most significant properties of material can only be
discovered through a methodical investigation measured in years
of pursuit.... The second burden has to do with the relationship
of the artisan and the history of their trade.... The object pro-
duced epitomizes the artisan’s role in society. ™

Because it inevitably carries meaning, the object contains all of
the advancements and contradictions manifested in the society of
which it is a product. It also speaks to the relationships among the
members of that society and, in turn, the relationship of those indi-
viduals to the environment they occupy.

Zambonini’s argument for making is circumscribed, once again, by
Ricouer’s paradox of universalization and preservation of tradition.
“Here the moral responsibility of the artisan is two-fold: it deals
simultaneously with preservation and innovation. It is within the
critical interpretation of these two opposites that the range and
quality of discussion applicable to the process of making occurs.”™
When Le Corbusier extolled the virtues of the engineer’s art in
Towards a New Architecture, Willis contends that he was praising an
“engineering vernacular.”*' The ocean liners, airplanes, and auto-
mobiles Le Corbusier then photographed were still partially ex-
perimental. Their production and operation had not yet become
certain. The engineering behind them was still of a practice, as
opposed to a technique. In a phenomenological sense, the engineer’s
aesthetic is simply a manifestation of the form already inherent in
materials and the means of production. According to Willis, “there



are no ambiguous rules regarding what is true to a material.””* There

is, one might argue, an optimal way to assemble an automobile with
all the parts in the proper order so that it will function efficiently.
Likewise, buildings have their own optimal orders based on mate-
rial properties and climate. The roof must shed rain; walls must
either be pervious or impervious to sun and weather; and, wood,
steel and concrete have intrinsic structural properties that must
not be exceeded.

Le Corbusier’s pairings of Greek temples with automobiles signi-
fied his desire to preserve those aspects of the past that, in his view,
were enduring while at the same time embracing the innovative
uncertainty of the future. Both the temple and the automobile are
products of technological refinement; both are emblematic of their
own eras.

Much like Heidegger’s farmhouse, Rudofsky’s images and descrip-
tions of what he calls “nonpedigreed architecture™ carry the uto-
pian promise of human beings living in harmony with each other
and the land. Karsten Hairies observes that this architecture is
neither burdened by technology, nor what we think of as “*Architec-
ture.” “This architecture belongs to a specific region, as do its
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rocks, caves, trees, and animals.”*

Fig. 4. Moruya House. Australia. Glenn Murcutt.

Glenn Murcutt’s interest to produce “an architecture that continu-
ally acknowledges the physical and climatic character of its site”
is not an unrequited desire for an Edenic paradise, but a search for
environmental harmony. His choices of specific materials and forms
is conditioned by an innate sense of place and a moral conscious-
ness of the ecological consequences of unrestrained technology.**
Murcott is critical of fellow Australians who have difficulty with
the raison d'étre of his buildings and tend to focus on their image
only. They see references to a supposedly authentically “Austra-
lian” character of forms and materials that Murcott characterizes as
“a romantic response of a people who live in the most suburbanized
country in the world but who cling to mythic images of the land-
scapes that have become so distant from their lives.”*

According to Harries, part of both pedigreed architecture and the
economic imperative to produce the largest results at the least cost
is an antagonistic relationship to the environment, which treats
nature as no more than a source of materials to be exploited. ““Pedi-
greed’ architecture and engineering are both made to appear as
products of a fall into sin that, like the first fall, means inevitably
also the fall out of a natural realm.”” Furthermore, in the never-
ending search for economic expedience and technical efficiency,
the technologist cannot afford to hold allegiance to any particular
material or method. Thus, “in a technological society, all material-
ity is destined to ‘melt into air.”"*

In “The Valor of Iron,” Willis contends that we are constantly lead
to the conclusion that one material is as good as any other from an
aesthetic point of view, provided that we are sophisticated enough
to use it properly. His observations hinge on technique in terms of
the formal limitations of a material or fabrication process to deter-
mine the relative merits of substances. “Traditional methods of
fabricating wrought iron railings,” he hypothesizes, “could be dis-
missed once a casting technique is devised that produces a cast
iron railing with enough formal diversity to convincingly simulate
wrought iron.”* Of course, purists (a la Ruskin) would object on
moral principle claiming that such a procedure would result in a
“dishonest” material.”® Compared to the “directness and simplic-
ity”” of the wrought iron method, casting is a fairly dull procedure.
It imposes a distance between the craftsperson and the substance;
the immediacy of contact between the smith and the iron is lost.

The intimate relationship described by Willis between artisan and
artifact is rarely experienced in today’s era of specialization and
industrial production. The exigencies of scheduling, economics,
and manufacturing technology have permanently transformed his-
torical notions of craft. But this phenomenon is not unique to our
own era. As Andrew Martindale points out in The Rise of the Artist,
as early as the second half of the thirteenth century there already
existed a division between the office and the shop floor:

“It was the custom to have a principal master who gave only oral
orders, was very rarely on the job or never used his hands. al-
though he received a much larger salary than the others.... This
is part of a tendency on the part of architects within the hounds
of their own competence to emphasize the ‘scientific’ or ‘intellec-
tual” aspects of their occupation at the expense of the ‘art”in its
medieval sense of craft.”’

This distance between artisan and object is reflected today in ar-
chitectural practice where the role of the architect is relegated to
planning, designing, and specifying. When an architect professes
to build, they are speaking metaphorically since the actual con-
struction of buildings and places is in the domain of other special-
ists. Similarly, an individual practitioner may be credited with the
design of a building, whereas design is typically the collaborative
effort of a team.

For Frampton, the notion of mediating instrumental reason through
an appeal to tradition. as an evolving matrix from within which the
lifeworld is realized both materially and conceptually, must be
viewed circumspectly since an a priori value is attached to the



fragmentary — in this case the artifact and the means of production.
Architecture, in the sense of a technoscience, has no hope of being
universally applied:

“One only has to look at the spontaneous megapolitan prolif-
eration [of built forms besieging the landscape ] to recognize the
incapacity of the building industry. let alone architecture. to
respond in any effective way. Where technology. as the maximi-
zation of industrial production and consumption, merely serves
to exacerbate the magnitude of this proliferation, architecture
as craft and as an act of place creation is excluded from the
process.”!

CONTINUITY, INTEGRATION, AND THE “MATERIAL
IMAGINATION”

Alvaro Siza observed that “architects don’t invent anything, they
transform reality.”® Unlike fine art, all such transformations have
to be rooted in the opacity of the lifeworld and come to their matu-
rity over an unspecified period of time. This implies a more essen-
tial understanding of craftsmanship, which Zambonini defines as
“knowledge of the entire process in view of its goal.”®* This holistic
knowledge of the process of making requires historical continuity
of a craft tradition and the ability to integrate each element of the
creative and production process. Continuity refers to a unity in
time — a set of relationships to be seen in the life of artifacts and
their inception. Integration suggests another kind of unity among
the makers themselves, expressed at once in their work.* It resists
all notions of standardization and specialization.

Willis contends that the technologist would prefer the relationship
of raw material and finished artifact to be of one pure, proportional
projection.®® The relationship of a stone carving, for example, would
perfectly match the source in scale and detail. In these “perfect”
translations from one material and process to another, the techno-
logical conceit is that material processes can be made transparent.
and all universes rendered immediately accessible. Not all materi-
als, however, behave in fashion that allows such projections to be
made easily. “The preconceived ideal product is always distorted
by the partially opaque lens of the substance or process; the ‘eye’ of
any material will always disrupt the projective focus.”¢

As a society becomes more technological, the imaginative opportu-
nities opened within it will become increasingly formal. Once the
process of making anything has been deemed irrelevant to the mean-
ings attached to it issues of shape, style, and visual appearance
must gain in importance. Echoing Pawley, Willis observes that one
defining characteristic of modernity has been our cultural de-em-
phasis on the material imagination. This tendency has been fur-
ther exacerbated by the problem of “mechanical reproduction,” as
noted by Walter Banjamin, and by the invention of synthetic mate-
rials pulled from the “womb of the earth.” Willis quips, “there are
no myths associated with the creation of plastic.”*

Zambonini insists that integration of the representational process
in drawing with the experience of material itself is among the most

difficult to communicate if one does not already believe that mate-
rial — in its structural and aesthetic properties — precedes the trans-
forming idea.* In recent years there has been a tendency to give
drawing pre-eminence in the conceptual process, leaving to dis-
tant executors all decisions concerning how best to build the work.
This means that knowledge of all phases and all componenis of
building becomes crucial if the designer is to properly observe and
interpret these material properties.

Whereas Pawley is searching for an overarching techno-scientific
ideology. Zambonini asserts that direct material experience identi-
fies the difference between a process oriented fundamentally to
material as opposed to ideas. Zambonini’s argument follows a tra-
jectory similar to Heidegger’s where he is focusing attention “on an
object’s capacity to carry meaning embodied in its physical quali-
ties, in its materiality.”®

“At the end of the millennium,” Willis says, “we find ourselves,
members of a society whose hands are asleep.”™® Traditional arti-
facts will be increasingly difficult to produce as our society con-
verts imaginative work to efficient labor. The ambiguous duality
that is the nature of all materials, he writes, is, of course, a mirror of
our own double nature — between our desires for freedom and
rootedness. However, he cautions, we must not interpret “the sub-

stantial dreams of the material imagination as reductive rules.”

Fig. 5. Untitled. 1987. Donald Judd

We must look not only at the quality of the material used and at the
craft employed, but also at the quality of the intention in selecting
and working with the material. In the artistic work of Donald Judd,
for instance, Zambonini points out that the quality is not in the
material, which is plywood, and not in the production methods,



though the methods of cutting the plywood have been perfected to
an exacting standard. “The quality,” he says, “is projected by the
sensual and perceptual sensations produced by the finished
work.”#

Vitorio Gregotti maintains that detailing should never be regarded
as an insignificant technical means by which the work happens to
be realized. According to Frampton:

“The full tectonic potential of any building stems from its ca-
pacity to articulate both the poetic and cognitive aspects of its
substance. This double articulation presupposes that one has to
mediate between technology as a productive procedure and craft
technique as an anachronistic but renewable capacity to recon-
cile different productive modes and levels of intentionality. Thus
the tectonic stands in opposition to the current tendency to dep-

recate detailing in favor of the overall image.””

Fig. 6. IUAV Courtyard Details. Vicenza. Italy. Carlo Scarpa

In Scarpa’s buildings, for example, we begin to understand that one
must accept a method of representation based on the complex play
of smaller-scale relationships held together by a tectonic text. As
Zambonini observes: “It is [through] the art of joinery, the method
of producing convincing details, [where the architect can achieve]
optimal results, since it is in the conception of those details that we

fully express the meeting of our history, in our visual culture, of all

the meaningful events that we have witnessed.”™*

In Ttalo Calvino’s Invisible Cities, Marco Polo describes a bridge
stone by stone. Impatient with his detailed account, Kublai Khan
asks “But which is the stone that supports the bridge?” Marco
explains that neither one stone nor another supports the bridge.
When the Khan presses him for more information about the arch,
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Marco answers: “Without the stones there is no arch.
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