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"Representation and Utility can be Rejoined through Structure" 

"Character is determined less by the 
study of rules than by the perfect 

knowledge of the mores, usages and 
customs of one's own country." I 

-Le Camus de Mezieres 



STATEMENT 

My thesis proposes that current architecture, in its search for 

character, has overlooked the contributions and opportunities of the 

Modern Movement. In its resurgent use of representation, primarily 

through a pluralistic adoption of historical references and stylistic 

images, this current architecture fails to provide the clarity of 

intention that a Modern attitude towards truth, technique and 

production would demand. This architecture has separated repre¬ 

sentation and utility to the extent that "how" a thing is made is no 

longer an issue. The resulting lack of integration is producing an 

architecture that is inappropriate for our time. 

I intend to prove that by rejoining the elements of representation 

and utility we can produce an architecture that will be a better 

response to, and reflection of, our cultural values and building 

technologies. I intend to prove that the means of this rejoining lies 

in the use of structure, both structure as the technical device which 

defines space and, on a larger scale, as the ordering of the built 

environment. Clarity of structure will produce an architecture that 

embodies an appropriate character for our own time. 



ANALYSIS 

The predominant criticism of the Modern Movement seems directed at 

its rigor, which has been interpreted variously as "puritanical", ^ 

by Venturi, "elitist","* by Jencks, and "bordering on the perverse"/* 

by Tom Wolfe. Before entirely dismissing Modernism, however, the 

movement's contributions should be noted. It should also be noted 

that some of the dissatisfactions with Modernism that we carry 

with us arose less because of the movement itself than with what 

became of it. 

First, there resulted with Modernism a confusion concerning the 

priority of production. That is, our enthusiasm for and faith in 

technology became a disproportionately strong design determinant. 

This in turn resulted in the economic advantage being taken ot 

Modernism by those seeking to obtain the quick, cheap corporate 

imagery that industrialized production allowed. A social ideal, existing 

only in a future utopia, was transformed by economic realities. 

As Charles Jencks described it, there occured "a strange but unnoticed 

deflection of the modern architect's role as social utopian, tor 

we will see that he has actually built for an established commercial 

society; and this surreptitous liaison has taken its toll, as illicit 

love affairs will."^ 

Secondly, while Modern architecture may be criticized for seeming 



to embody a "disparity between popular and elitist codes"/ Modernism 

was, in fact, based on dreams of equality. Modernism was driven 

by "a positive aim based on a strong belief in man and in architec¬ 

ture"/ an aim of hope and optimism which current architecture 

cannot claim. 

These points have Deen recognized before and this thesis is not 

about the downfall of the Modern Movement. Yet these two points 

should be acknowledged for the common thread they share. That 

is, however the ideals, economies and forms of Modernism may 

have been manipulated and distorted, the ideological foundations 

remain sound. The subsequent erosion of our confidence stemmed 

not from Modernism, but from what became of Modernism. 

Along with the criticism of Modernism's rigor, the movement is 

often faulted for its lack of associative or figurai references; it 

failed to satisfy our need for historical context and, therefore, 

our sense of belonging to the contiuum of humanity. This was due 

to what Demetrius Porphyrios calls Modernism's "refutation of 
g 

mimesis", mimesis being imitation involving memory. It is only 

natural, therefore, that having discovered this shortcoming we try 

to compensate for it in our current architecture. As Arthur Drexler 

has written, "the paradise we hope to gain is modeled on the one 

we think we've lost", or as Joseph Rykwert wrote in On Adam's 



House In Parodise, "...and paradise is as much a memory as a 

9 
promise." What we see now, therefore, whether in the Schinkel-esque 

figures populating Leon Krier's drawings, or in the figurai "Portlandia" 

sculpture commissioned for Graves' Portland Building, is architects 

being very definitely nostalgic in an effort to recapture the history 

and character which Modernism, they feel, shortchanged them of. 

It is a strategy not without problems of its own. 

In trying to recapture this sense of history, many architects are 

reviving traditional architectural motifs. In what Jencks calls 

a "free-style" application of these motifs, the present time, and our 

own budding methods and materials are being overlooked. As Por- 

phyrios writes: 

"Current architecture bathes in a pantheistic 
limbo of eclecticism. Torn between the frenetic 
search for novelty and an inherited social 
mission for a popular language, architecture JQ 
leafs through history, caricaturing remembrances." 

The result is "an architecture without, discourse; simply quotations",** 

and inappropriate to our own times. If Modernism suffered from 

an egotistical self-absorption with its present, and failed to acknowledge 

any other past, eclecticism has equally disregarded its own present 

in its glorification of the past. 

If, though, we recognize that this disjointedness may have roots 



in a real concern for the condition of architecture, than one source 

of understanding and hope may be to turn, in Modernist tradition, 

and look at how are buildings are being built. If we look at the 

ways that contruction methods and materials have changed recently, 

then we can return to Le Camus de Mezieres observation that a 

sense of character will emerge from an understanding of the "mores, 
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usages and customs of our own times." This could expand to include 

not only the symbolic and philosophical, but the technological as 

well. If the way we build has changed through technology, and it 

the cost of certain materials has dltered how and when we use them, 

then if we analyze what is appropriate now, in our own times, 

we may be able to base an architecture on that. 

Venturi, as an alternative, proposed the "decorated shed", which 

13 
would accomodate the "need for variety in visual experience" 

cheaply. But this, too, because of its emphasis on surface rather 

than on space, has been perverted, as Poryphrios notes when describing 

the newly emerging two-dimensional, or spray paint, architecture 

that has resulted: 

"By means of an intuitively resourceful twist, 
the 'decorated shed' took the modernist precept 
of flexibility and displaced it from the realm 
of spatial distribution to that of symbolic 
attribution." 14 

Like the veneer it implies, this symbolic attribution becomes in 



effect advertising, much the same way that Modernism's imagery 

became corporate imagery. It is the same superficial treatment 

that allows eclecticism to "capture the illusion of culture cheaply. 

The word cheaply should be understood in its most literal sense. 

By focusing exclusively on the techniques of communication at the 

expense of tectonic logos, modern eclectisim didn't have to address 

the fundamental problem that all architecture had to face when 

confronted with industrial production, namely that of reconciling 

construction with style." ^ 

It is to this mismatch of construction and style, or utility and 

representation, that we now turn our attention. Having the ideological 

freedom granted by Venturi to explore "difficult unity through inclu¬ 

sion",^ and the technical means to realize Modern dreams ot 

production, the possibility of reconciliation seems real. We should 

now be able to unite the figurai tradition with literal clarity, a 

synthesis described by Porphyrios: 

"Indeed it can be said that our modernity is 
rooted not in an attempt to apply objective 
methods in the analysis, study and construction 
of buildings, nor in some superfical idea of 
'progress' founded on rationality, nor on some 
'objective' assesment of the building task, but 
instead the threshold of our modernity is more 
precisely to be situated in the ideological 
region where utility and representation intersect. 
This region, which served as the common meeting 



ground for representation and utility, for 
architectural imagery and essential use, 
and which united the resemblances of 
imagination and the necessities of usage, 
is the region which, in its peculiar ob¬ 
session for transcribing use and need into 
form, marks the advent of our own 
consciousness of architecture." 17 

This transcription of idea into form is the essence of architecture, 

transcending style. Architecture is a spatial art and therefore 

any transcription of use and need into form must occur spatially 

as well as visually. Spatial and visual must work together, 

creating a consistent and logically intact totality, from which 

meanings may be read. "Existing meanings", writë5\Christiàn 

Norberg-Schulz, "are derived from natural, human and spatial 

phenomena and they are experienced as order and character. 

Architecture translates these meanings into spatial forms...In 

architecture, spatial form means place, path and domain, that 
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is, the concrete structure of man's environment." 

Structure, as brought up by Norberg-Schulz, can operate on 

two scales. On the one, smaller, scale, it is that technical 

device which supports and defines spatial form. It is theretore 

intrinsic to the act of building and it becomes the means 

of establishing "place, path and domain". The way we achieve 

this, the articulation of place, path and domain, is structure: 



"To begin with, building, by its very nature, 
involves the experience of load-bearing and 
load-borne, the primary manifestations of 
which are the column and the lintel. Secondly, 
it involves the experience of horizontal and 
vertical enclosure, the primary manifestations 
of which are the roof and the wall...Finally, 
since all construction is construction by 
means of finite elements, the act of 
building involves necessarily the experience of 
of demarcating, the primary manifestations 
of which are beginning and ending." 19 

It is in this sense that Venturi pinpoints the occurance ot architecture 

as being located within the wall: 

"Architecture occurs at the meeting of interior 
and exterior forces of use and space. These 
interior and environmental forces are both general 
and specific, generic and circumstantial. Archi¬ 
tecture as the wall between inside and outside 
becomes the spatial record of this resolution 
and its drama." 20 

In Venturi's reference to "resolution and drama" and Porphyrios' reterence 

to "demarcating" we find another scale of structure, that is, structure 

as a system within the built environment that provides a key to 

understanding the order of that environment. At this level, structure 

provides clarity: 

"It selects out from the infinite possible 
occurances that group which is deemed relevent, 
it orders those selected actions and unifies them 
so that they can be seen as significant elements 
of a cumulatively unfolding processional whole. 
Each element- both within the order and as 
exceptions to the order- is significant because 
of its role in helping bring about the final end." 21 



Structure then becomes the means of "giving an account of 

actions which renders them plausible and meaningful as part 

21 
of a single unity..." In the case of architecture, that single 

unity is the building. 
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If modern eclecticism "bathes in a pantheistic limbo", then 

perhaps the single unity of Modernism, the rigor for which 

it has been criticized, can become the means of understanding 

the pantheon. The order of structure can become the foil 

off of which eclectic references can be read. As Porphyrios 

notes, "the existing, apparent and the logical provides the 
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opportunity for the expression of the figurai and ambiguous." 

This idea of the notable exception within the comprehensible 

totality has been used throughout history. The Greeks, according 

to Norberg-Schulz, "needed this abstraction and organization 

to gain security, but within this order they also wanted to 

symbolize the individual characters and interactions which 

24 
make experience vital." In 1983 Peter Eisenman wrote in 

House X, "a perception of uniqueness is possible only relative 

25 
to a knowledge of order." Differences, in the end, are 

more significant than similarities. 



This kind of tension within the fabric has, traditionally, been 

a device of Modern articulation. It is "latent in the grid", 

writes Porphyrios, who continues, "the singular action which 

was perceptable only as much as it was related to the grid 

and which, for that reason, remained always its prisoner and 

temptation."^ 

Tension within the grid can be seen as a metaphor for the 

tension between Modernism and Modern Eclecticism. One embodies 

order, the other diversity, yet neither achieves fufillment 

without the backdrop of the other. As elements of architecture, 

this tension is manipulated by the architect in the dialogs 

between inside and out; enclosure and extension; mass and 

frame; room and space. "Architecture can exist only as a 

set of deformations, figures and accidents and of displayed, 

destroyed or modified elements bound together in a sequence 

that underlines the relationship between style and construction, 
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that is between representation and the essence of building." 

Form, and deformation, is what we, as architects, have to 

play with. As that which generates form, structure becomes 



the medium of articulation, the means of establishing the 

relationship between style and construction, representation 

and utility. The awareness of this relationship will produce 

an architecture appropriate to both style and construction, 

wherein design intentions are reinforced by design actions, 

at every level, wherein the link between image and technique 

is apparent and wherein an appropriate architecture for our 

28 
own "cultural mores, usages and customs" will inevitably 

emerge. 
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