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This thought is hardly new! Throughout the traditional looking windows, all occasionally
mixed with nostalgic and historical forms.th century, architects began a great struggle to

invent or discover an appropriate form language Noneof these— neither thefirst,nor the sec-
ond, nor the last— have played much of a usefulfor the modern era. This was the undercurrent

and expressed intent of much building and de- role in helping the evolution of a modern form-
languagewhich canhelp us create living architec-sign that ranked as high architecture. Adolf

Loos, Walter Gropius, Richard Neutra, Le Cor- ture. All in all, the schemata created by modern
and modernistic architectural efforts in the thbusier, Mies van der Rohe, and Frank Lloyd

Wright all tried to reach this goal. But these century are too crude to carry this load. They are
too forced, too gross, not capable of the subtletiesth-century attempts to find a form language

were not generally linked to a capacity to create of form which create a living geometry.
Of course, occasional helpful steps werebuildings by living process. Indeed, the need for

living process, and the results of living process, taken in the th century. Among architects who
contributed to the invention of material whichhave not, up until now, been an explicit part of

the architectural agenda of modern times. does have a role to play in living process, we may
include Auguste Perret and the use of reinforcedTwentieth-century efforts made by archi-

tects started with the early and middle periods of concrete; Wright with his cast Mayan blocks
and intentionally small scale cross sections; themodernism, in which there was a focus on asym-

metry, massive repetition, simplicity of form- natural building movement placing emphasis on
the use of earth and other ecologically friendlywork and elements, large elements, prefabrica-

tion (of panels, beams, sheets of glass, assembled materials; other contemporary efforts to make
transformations of frame construction towardscomponents (windows, doors, roofs even, wall

panels, and trusses), often with a mixture of ar- something humane. The works of Geoffrey
Bawa in SriLanka, and Ragnar Östberg in Swe-bitrary shapes thrown in. These ideas created the

style of the middle years of the th century. den, helped pave a way for true physical beauty,
unsullied by artifice. John Habraken’s world-Later, in the last decades of the th cen-

tury, a new language was created by architects, wide effort to achieve ‘‘open building’’ helped to
modify the languages in use, with the intent ofone which one may describe as playful interpen-

etration of large fabricated elements (as, for in- allowing individual acts of construction a greater
role in the urban fabric.7stance, in the work of Frank Gehry). One saw

sheets of glass, corrugated steel, slender steel But even what came from these various posi-
tive directions has not yet laid the foundationrods, guy wires, gaskets, prefabricated machine-

made furnishings. These— sometimes mixed for a recognisable worldwide living process for
our time. We have still not achieved a usefulwith ironic references to historic elements like

pediments and arches— created the core of the and coherent geometry— a form language—
which lays geometrical stepping stones towardpostmodern and deconstructivist imagery.

In the background, there was also a brave at- the creation of a living world that can, now and
in the future, be attained by us for the productiontempt— not always inspiring— tobuild sensible

buildings which resembled ordinary buildings of of coherent, vivid, geometric form.
Although variousmodernistic schemata havetraditional value, houseswhich appealed to tradi-

tional sensibilities with brick, clapboard siding, by now occupied us for almost a hundred years,
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theyhave still notgivenus a form language capable world must have if it is to have true life. Nor have
theyyet increasedourconsciousnessof the fact thatof lettingusmakea livingarchitecture.Thegeome-

try they have created is inadequate. They have not the geometry of the world is the absolutely indis-
pensable underpinning for all living process.shed enough light on the actual shape the built
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Why did the experimental form-languages of an unfolded form, visible as unfolded form yet
with a definite physical character. It is coherentthe th century not work? The reason is not

hard to see. It is rather as if someone gave you a and geometrically whole, yet it is almost without
a conscious, artificial style.ruler and T-square, and said ‘‘Use these drawing

tools to draw a human face.’’ You would say, ‘‘But There isn’t anything exceptional to this
stair; it is fairly humble. But there is unfoldingthat is almost impossible: the ruler and the T-

square create the wrong kind of geometry. A hu- visible in its geometry. When we look at it, we
can see the trace of a smoothness of process. Weman face is made of different shapes and differ-

ent relationships than can be drawn with these see the result of continuous stepwise adaptations.
We can see that, one by one, its features have un-tools.’’

Just so with buildings that have living form. folded. I should like the reader to try and grasp
what I mean by this. If we look at the stair, andOf course, most buildings have a more or less

squarish character, not so often rounded; and of try to imagine the decisions being made in time,
we can see that the placement of the stair was es-course the situation in the buildings of a city is a

little more complex than drawing a face. Never- tablished first, followed by a true unfolding. The
stair is brisk, spare in outline, but has the charac-theless my example is appropriate. It is an apt

comparison. The kinds of shapes which appear ter of accurate formation that follows from the
proper adaptive unfolding of architectural form.as a result of unfolding when it is done right, and

which occur as a result of the processes we have First, the landing was established; then the
walls and their banisters were established in rela-been studying from chapter  to chapter , are

highly specific in geometic type and character. tion to the stair; then the ornament, which forms
the top, was established in relation to the walls.8The shapes are mainly rectilinear, but they in-

clude roughness, they include shapes in which All this may sound obvious, but it is not. If
you concentrate on it, I believe you will feel theangles are nearly square but not quite square;

they necessarily include imperfect repetition, unfolded character of what is there. We can feel
that one thing was established, then another waswhere one column and the next and the next are

almost the same, but not quite the same, and established in relation to the first, and so on like
that. Each smaller thing has been given its shapeeach one is placed to make space positive, requir-

ing that things were bent, adjusted, made care- after, and in relation to, the larger thing that was
established first. It is that which creates the har-fully to fit the nature of an emerging whole.

Twentieth-century form language did— and monious feeling, since it is that which makes
each part adapted and comfortable. The stair iscould do— none of this.

The kind of thing that is required may be gently ornamented, but simple. Each part is,
more or less just right.seen in the stair shown on page . Here, the

gradual forging of the geometry came about As a result, the building form has a very
definite character. Yet it is a character withoutthrough acts of construction, not only design.

The example, once again, is small, but real. It is conscious or deliberate imagery. It is nearly what
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Unfolded geometry: A stair on the George house, 1998, Christopher Alexander and Randy Schmidt

one might call a formless form. It arises from un- plemented by poured concrete ornaments poured
into styrofoam molds, and a wooden portion cutfolding of differentiations and symmetries, and

little else. This kind of form is necessary in order out with modern saws and tools.
The form language which can support thefor unfolding of a building design to occur

smoothly. A prefabricated stair, for instance, cast creation and emergence of such an unfolded
thing, must be made from elements and transfor-in one piece in a factory, and lifted in by crane,

could not have this quality. It cannot look as if it mations which support, one by one, the various
steps in the emergence of a whole. That requireshas unfolded. And it cannot have the deep adap-

tation typical of an unfolded structure. something simple, and direct, but above all some-
thing which corresponds at every step to the kindsPerhaps one is led to wonder if unfolding is

even possible in our era of modern construction. of thing which happen when a living structure is
unfolded by differentiation from its context.Yet the stair in the photograph is an entirely

modern construction, built in  at a modest What kinds of new form language might
help us achieve this: might let us create simplebudget, using conventional concrete blocks, sup-
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Twentieth-century form language: The schemata here are not useful for creating living structure.
Daniel Libeskind, Felix Nussbaum Museum, Osnabrück

and unconscious, unfolded form for all the thou- equally— to be able to build such a stair? The
answer is: It would have to be a language ofsands of types of buildings we deal with in the

world today? shapes, forms, differentiations and symmetries,
which go just exactly to what is needed at eachIf one were trying to make a staircase like

the one shown on page , by combining sche- subsequent step. They would need to be simple,
modest, small. And, certainly, the rules of themata mentally, what kinds of schemata would

they have to be? What language is needed, even game needed for such a purpose are not the
schemata which are being introduced today.to be able to draw such a building, or—

6 / WHY TWENT I E TH - C E N T U R Y F O RM LANGUAGE S
WE R E NOT HE L P F U L

In chapter , I described the way in which mod- attainable in easy, natural steps which arise from
the context.ern forms that are not structure-preserving to

their environment, are so obsessed with images To see that clearly, we need only look at ex-
amples of buildings which were consideredthat they cannot be achieved by structure-pre-

serving steps.9 They are conceptual, but are not avant-garde in . The two shown here are by
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