Perspectives

Progressive Architecture 7.91

108

Christopher Alexander opens the door

Collapse of the Present

Mainstream Theory of

Architecture

In scientific terms, we may
broadly describe the present
view of architecture, which has
held sway in one form or an-
other since 1920, as “the main-
stream theory of architecture.”

During the last 15 years, a
wide variety of attacks have
been made on this theory, and
the theory has been shown to
be seriously defective in many
important areas. It 1s now rea-
sonable to say that the main-
stream theory 1s on the verge
of collapse. In order to under-
stand this fact, it is merely nec-
essary to make a catalog of the
broad issues that the theory
fails to address:

1. The definition of quality
that is used as the basis for

judgment according to “the
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to a new and entirely different theory — and practice — of architecture.

tiny fraction of the buildings
that are built.

5. The theory does not deal
with ecological problems.

6. The theory does not deal
with or incorporate a wide
range of facts now known
about the relation between
human behavior and the
environment.

7. The theory does not deal
with money or cost 1n a reason-
able fashion.

8. The theory has no sub-
stantive or clear empirical rela-
tionship with human feeling.

9. The theory has failed to
give any general coherent ex-
planation of the values neces-
sary for building well.

10. The theory has not pro-
duced buildings that ordinary
people like. On the contrary, it
has mainly produced buildings
that people see as ugly and

“The architectural profession is not only suffering

from a theory that fails to solve massive problems it

ought to solve, it has maintained itself in a way that
must frankly be admitted to be ugly in spirit. It has
abandoned its role as a moral force.”

theory” is not understood or
accepted by the majority of
people 1n society, but 1s eso-
teric and exclusive, thus sepa-
rating the buildings made in
the mainstream theory from
any normal mainstream of
society.

2. Incredibly, the theory has
no substantial connection with
the actual work or process of
construction.

3. The theory does not deal
with Third World building,
low- cost housing, or commu-
nity affairs.

4. Even in the United States,
the theory deals with only a

unsuitable.

11. The theory has not pro-
vided any moral leadership that
can establish the value inherent
in the built world.

Yet, in spite of these fail-
ures, which signal the slow col-
lapse of the mainstream theory,
the theory is still taught un-
changed 1in most schools of ar-
chitecture, and is, indeed, not
only taught in many schools,
but remains as the core of the
curriculum.

As in the situation near the
collapse of any paradigm, many
younger professionals are more
and more nervous about the

possibility that the whole theory
IS nonsense.

In an effort to provide ar-
chitects with an entirely differ-
ent model, I have agreed to
make a statement about a new
way of thinking about these
things.

In December 1989, P/A Ex-
ecutive Editor Thomas Fisher
wrote a highly negative Edito-
rial about Prince Charles. I got
a phone call from a London
newspaper asking for my com-
ment on his editorial. I re-
sponded with an angry letter
that was published. The letter
directly questioned and criti-
cized Tom Fisher, perhaps too
personally. A few hours later, I
thought that Tom deserved a
copy of what I had written. So,
out of politeness more than ex-
pectation, I sent it to him,
never really expecting that P/A
would publish 1it. To my aston-
ishment, a few days later he
called to tell me that he wanted
to print the letter. I must say
that moved me greatly. I never
imagined Tom would have the
courage to print something that
attacked him personally.

[ felt that the possibility of
real dialogue about the mean-
ing of architecture had begun
again.

A few months later Ziva
Freiman came to see me, with
the request that I write a
longer piece expanding on the
ideas expressed in that letter
[P/A, April 1990, p. 11]. We
met in the library of my house.

A Conversation with
Ziva Freiman

She asks me what I am
thinking.
[ sit in my library, trying to

During construction of the Great
Hall at Eishin, huge sheets of paper
painted with gouache were hung on
the columns (1). When the color and
feeling were right, the design was
carried out in colored plaster.

answer. Gary and Randy and I
have just been working on
some blocks of concrete we are
making for a building in the
Sierras. I think about these
blocks. We have been building
forms; pouring the concrete,
mixing color, cutting chases 1n
them. The concrete 1s to form
stones: these massive stones are
the base of the building. There
are incisions in the stone, 1nto
which thin slivers of marble will
be inserted.

The concrete 1s massive. You
feel its weight. Not only when
you lift it — each stone weighs
about 200 pounds — but you
feel it in your heart. There is
an emotional gravity.

It is wondertul just thinking
about these stones. Getting
ready to build with them.
Thinking about the building
that will come from these
stones.

What is this — this activity? It
is an ancient thing, a heavy
thing, nothing like the thing we
call architecture now. Some-
thing entirely different from
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the architecture of the maga-
zines, and from the profession
as it exists in 1991. I have been
looking through a variety of
architectural magazines from
the last two years. In all these
magazines, there is hardly one
page, hardly one thing, which
has to do with what we have
been doing with these stones.
Ninety-eight percent of what 1s
published — all of it, really —1s
simply something else. Some-
thing which has to do with im-
ages; self-importance; money.
Yet it is these stones that are
what architecture really is.
Thus the architectural pro-
fession is not only suffering
from a theory that fails to solve
massive problems which 1t
ought to solve, it has main-
tained itself in a way that must
frankly be admitted to be ugly
in spirit. It has abandoned 1its

It is nervous work thinking
about that. What if the answer
leads to some impossible place?
Or is it better, safer, not to
think about these things?

A few months ago I saw a
remarkable film on PBS enti-
tled Letter to the Next Generation,
made by Jim Klein, who de-
scribed himself as a 1960s radi-
cal, and made a film of a series
of conversations with students
from Ohio State University.
Many of the students are ex-
pressing the materialism of the
1980s. They explain how they
are not interested in deeper
questions or foundations — the
main thing they want 1s to suc-
ceed, to make sure they have a
job when they leave the univer-
sity. They are nice students,
quite unabashed.

The film-maker isn’t heavy.

“There are thousands of architects who have given

their lives to architecture, who want to make

something beautiful, and who are beginning to realize

that the present organization of the profession makes

it all but impossible.”

role as a moral force. It has,
essentially, become coopted as
part of the money-image ma-
chine of Madison Avenue.
And that is where the
wound that young architects
feel today is coming from. A

knowledge that their own integ-

rity is compromised. A knowl-
edge that they have something
in their heart, which has to do

with real building, with the love

of the sky, real stones, wood,
cushions, happiness. . . but that
they have sold themselves to
make drawings for an architect
who has sold himself to make
drawings for a developer.

He doesn’t moralize. Through-
out the film, he talks to the stu-
dents, gently asking questions,
saying how the kinds of things
they are talking about don't
quite make sense to him; that
he wants to know more about
bigger questions, not so much
about jobs. Gradually, you see
the students themselves begin
to wonder a little.

By the end of the film, real
doubt has been created. One
feels that things are going to
change, that it i1s impossible
that they can continue on such
a silly level. That money will
not triumph, and that people

One of dozens of mockups (2) in our
yard, with which we’re trying to find
the combinations of giant cast blocks
with ordinary concrete blocks, marble
slivers, and marble panels, that have
the greatest emotional weight. One of
my early experiments with gunite: a
way of building concrete columns (3)
without expensive heavy duty
formwork.

will rise up again, question
themselves, look for something

deeper. But it is so gently done.

That is what I would like to
get in this piece for P/A —
something gentle 1n tone, very
gentle — but able to bring peo-
ple, wondering, to their senses.
A whisper that will make peo-
ple doubt the self-satished 1m-
ages that have been living 1n
them and that have been pub-
lished continuously in this mag-
azine and in almost all architec-
ture magazines during the last
two or three decades. A new
life for architecture; a new life
for architects.

“Tell me, so I know what
you are hoping for: What is the
name of the piece?” I ask Ziva.
“Well, I was going to ask you
that,” she says. I laugh. "I
know. But I am asking you.”

“Something about morality.”

Finally, after a long silence
she adds, “Perhaps something
biblical.” Another silence. “A
righteous man.”

I am astonished. I didn’t ex-
pect this. Does it mean that my
effort, after all these years, 1s
beginning to be heard? Can 1t
be that even the people who
have said for many years that
what I want to do in architec-
ture is impossible — can 1t be
that they, too, are so confused
that they are now beginning to
doubt, beginning to wonder 1f
after all there may be a shred
of truth in what I say?

I have been isolated for a
long time. It is not my choice.
And, I think, it has not been
the choice of the professionals
either; nor of the magazines.
Then why has it happened?

It is because of this thing,
the difference in paradigm. That

iIsn’t just an easy phrase, a cute
gimmick. It is true. What I do
is so different, in every pore,
that it is almost impossible to
describe it from the inside of
the profession as it exists today
in the words the profession
uses.

But this isolation is not good
for the profession. And it is not
good for me.

[ want to talk more about
the big cast blocks we have
been making. They are like
massive stones, 24" by 18" by 6.
They will be cast on site and
then laid up, one or two
courses at a time, then tied to-
gether with reinforced concrete
poured behind. Each can be
shaped for entrances, arches,
windows, sills, ornaments.

It is something, doing this,
like digging a ditch. There 1s a
connection to reality which car-
ries through every phase, the
walking about on the site, talk-
ing to the family, preparing for
construction, talking to the
workmen, thinking about the
ornament, working through the
structure. It is all one thing, on
a level of physical reality that
makes it something entirely dif-
ferent, worthwhile, you feel like
a person, living, breathing,
swimming; sex 1s engaged.
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Making these stones, building
with them, 1s as different from
making working drawings for a
contractor as eating real food is
different from looking at pic-
tures of food.

‘T'his 1s the real moral force
of what 1t means to build. But
unfortunately, the process of
building, as we know it todayj, is
something very different. Mag-
azines like P/A, and architects,
and developers” money have
cooperated to create an entirely
different picture of what it
means to build.

I have taken 1t as my task to
shake this situation: to make it
clear what it really means to
build; to free architects from
the mental picture that has
been constructed for them.

That 1s the core of the whole
thing. There are thousands of

buildings? Can they be used for
large housing developments?
Ofhce furniture and ofhce in-
teriors?

The teeling of desperation
that architects feel is that the
package, the whole system of
how architecture 1s “supposed”
to be done, seems efhcient, so-
phisticated, worldly — when ac-
tually 1t is not. The status of
the profession 1s highly decep-
uve. It seems elegant, integral,
self-sustaining, worked out as a
coherent body of thought,
practice, and action. But it is in
a state of collapse, its authority
undermined. Even those archi-
tects who feel sympathetic to
what I say do not see a way out
of this ball of string.

But to do what I have done
involves risks and changes that
are very great. In the early
1970s I taught myself to be-

“Here we go right to the core of the giant scam, the

invented series of conceptions about space and

volume and style. .

. which is not connected to real

human feelings, but only to the artificially constructed

aesthetic rules of a design intelligentsia.”

architects who have given their
lives to architecture, who want
to make something beautiful,
and who are beginning to real-
1ze that the present organiza-
tion of the profession makes it
all but impossible.

What 1t comes down to,
the end, is practical. How can a
person actually live and work in
the way I have been describing?
[s 1t practical to make buildings
in the ways I have shown, 1s 1t a
viable model for thousands of
architects all over the country?

Can the attitudes and the
ways of building I have devel-
oped be used for large public

come a licensed general con-
tractor. I had little more expe-
rience of it than any other
architects trained in architec-
ture school, but I knew that
building meant nothing unless
one actually did the building
work 1tself.

The essence of the thing is
to make the building — large or
small.

I go back to the problem of
how to do it. At the bottom of
the whole thing is a system of
understanding the world, what
space and matter are, which
includes the idea of soul.

llllllllllllllllllllll

My simple, modern version of an an-
cient technique: Marble dust and ce-
ment are used to make a floor (4) as
beautiful as the old intaglio marble
floors of Florence. A seven-story-high
lobby (5) designed for the Tokyo In-

ternational Forum competition, a vast

project on which we intended to apply
the contractual techniques described
here.

The trouble is that within a
mechanistic view of space and
matter — the one considered
normal by all right-thinking
people today — architecture

must nevitably become shallow
and trivial.

In The Nature of Order (a
1000-page book I have been
writing for the last 20 years,
which 1s still not finished but is
circulated now, in many ver-
sions, In many parts of the
world) I have tried to explore
these questions, and I have
found a picture of space and
matter that makes sense of
things, that shows what it
means for spirit to occur in

something, that shows how feel-

Ing is inevitably integrated in
design — and how matter itself,
understood as a Godlike sub-
stance, shows us what we have
to do when we try to bring life
into a doorknob, or a window,
or a whole building project. It
becomes clear, because it comes
from an entirely different way
of looking at the world.

This way 1s connected to
ecology and respect for nature.
But so far, the ecological revo-
lution i1s still mechanistic in its
fundamental way of looking at
the world, and so still creates
an arbitrariness that we see in
the kinds of “ecological” build-
ings which have become associ-
ated with the name.

The real thing is deeper,
and more serious. It is also
more human. The respect for
living things is not just a re-
spect for plants, and rivers, and
vanishing species. . . It is a re-
spect for ourselves, for our own
vulnerable, pathetic, and mar-
velous heart. It is an architec-
ture, then, that comes out of
the voice of that heart — not
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some sham, not some money
scheme, but something that
pleases me, in my own heart,
and you in yours — so that we
never have to say: “Let me ex-
plain it to you. You don’t un-

derstand. .. ” and then go into
the artificial rap, the falsehoods

that make up our architecture
NOw.

A Conversation with

Kenneth Frampton

A year ago I showed pic-
tures of the Eishin campus near
Tokyo (p. 103) at the Cooper
Union in New York where
Herzberger and I were both
talking on the same evening.
Ken Frampton was in the audi-
ence, and made some very sym-
pathetic statements with respect
to our two very different points
of view. But later, in private,
Frampton told me: “The best
part [of Eishin] is the lake —
isn't it — the buildings are not
really the important part.” The
subtle message, very politely
put, was that the buildings are
too romantic, too traditional —
how could they possibly be seri-
ous architecture — so he dis-
missed it by talking about
something else.

But 1t 1s just this emotionally
cynical and subtle, offhand way
of trying to put down or de-
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mean things of beauty on the
grounds that it “is not really
architecture,” which is the cra-
ziest and most destructive part
of modern architecture of the
last 50 years. Here we go right
to the core of the giant scam,
the invented series of concep-
tions about space and volume
and style, which has erected an
imaginary set of criteria as 1f
they were a “truth” — but a so-
called truth which is entirely
fictitious, which 1s not con-
nected to real human feelings,
but only to the artificially con-
structed aesthetic rules of a de-
sign intelligentsia.

The subtle put-down, and
the unspoken rap about noth-
ing real, i1s the catch-all method
that both Modern and Post-
Modern architecture have been
using to propagate their ideas.

[ am sure Ken Frampton is
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The Emoto Building (6,7). A five-
story apartment building in Tokyo,
completed in 1987, designed and
built by me with Hajo Neis, Ingnid
King, Miyoko Tsutsui, and Kibe
Construction Company. In this proj-
ect, design, management, and con-
struction were combined to some ex-
tent, but in a manner closer to the

normal practice of today.

something worthwhile, trying to
pufl yourself up to be an "Ar-
chitect,” and refusing simple
and beautiful things that have
substance or feeling in them.

But what does “beautiful”
mean? It means that the thing
makes me feel joyous, more
rooted 1n the world, more
whole as a person.

Of course, there 1s nothing
harder in the world than mak-
ing a building that has this
quality. I fail ten times 1n every
moment | try to do it, betore I
succeed. But it 1s unbelievably
worthwhile. When I do suc-
ceed, and even while I am fail-
ing, 1 teel happy.

A Practical Program of Action

I will try to sketch out the
characteristics of an entirely
new way of looking at architec-
ture, which solves the problems

“The respect for living things is not just a respect for

plants, and rivers, and vanishing species...Itis a

respect for ourselves, for our own vulnerable,

pathetic, and marvelous heart.”

a serious person. I do not be-
lieve he did this willfully, and
he i1s perhaps one of the pre-
sent-day theorists who 1s willing
to go furthest towards the pos-
sibility that something might be
seriously wrong. But even he,
for all his insight, was trapped
in this net of lies. (Yes, untor-
tunately, from an intellectual
point of view, they are just lies
— because they intentionally dis-
tort the landscape of our feel-
ings as they actually occur, and
replace them with something
false).

That is what we are fighting.
The loss of innocence that
makes you elevate garbage to

that beset the mainstream the-

ory, and which holds the possi-

bility of resolving the moral
and practical dilemmas that ex-

Ist In present mainstream prac-

tice. The most important con-

siderations are these:

* Architects must see them-
selves as custodians of har-
mony in the world. This
care for harmony cannot be
abused, must not go out to
hire, and should be aimed
only towards increase in life.
This ethic must be just as
applicable to big buildings
and large developments as it
1s to small projects.

* The quality of harmony is

very hard to attain. But by
group work it can be at-
tained. It 1s not a matter of
opinion, nor of taste: it 1s an
objective reality.

The wholesomeness can only
be created by a process in
which design and construc-
tion are unified, and in
which the material of the
building, the way 1t 1s made —
1s 1tself considered part of
that harmony. This requires
a process 1n which we un-
derstand the key process as
a process of making, not a
process of designing. The
money, process, time, craft,
and art are all interwoven.
Decoration comes out of the
process of making. Structure
and solid materials are es-
sential to it.

Such materials and processes
include concrete in its vari-
ous forms as a plastic mate-
rial that can be shaped; tile;
terrazzo; marble 1nsets into
concrete; reliet work; cast-
ing; formwork; blocks; wood
for finishing; plaster; paint
not chosen according to a
formula, but mixed on site.
The construction contract
must be re-organized so that
work can change throughout
the building process while
cost 1s still controlled. This is
central to the process. My
colleagues and I have 1n-
vented and developed vari-
ous versions of a contract
that accomplishes this aim.
The i1dea of change orders is
removed, the permit draw-
ings are understood as a
rough idea of the building
that is to be built, not as an
accurate prediction of the
finished product, and the
client’s need for security

about matters of money is
guaranteed by the form of
control embodied in the

contract. Subcontracts are
bid to a fixed sum, with vari-
able specifications, so that
budget 1s met no matter
what. The architect retains
the right to move items
around within the budget at
his discretion while construc-
tion 1s going on, and to
change design and specs as
needed. Quality of building
depends on a balance of
roughly made and finely
made 1items 1n an overall
harmony dictated by the
budget. The guarantee of a
good result under these
fluctuating conditions de-
pends on the architect’s in-
tegrity and professional skill.
This contractual process can
and must be used for large
buildings as well as small.
These processes have be-
come familiar in small-scale
design build operations such
as houses built by carpen-
ters. But the essence of the
new view ot architecture i1s a
reorganization of large-job
conditions, in which millions

Photos: Christopher Alexander
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of dollars of construction In
large building complexes
can be managed in a similar
fashion. In this situation, we
may then once again see
even an enormous project as
a work of love and craft.
This is not sentimental clap-
trap, but a practical objec-
tive, which directly governs
every day-to-day process.

A Hippocratic Oath for

Architects

Since the moral purpose ot
our work as architects and
builders has become so unclear
I have tried, for the purposes
of this manifesto, to capture
the essential points in a kind of
Hippocratic oath, principles of
action that any reasonable ar-
chitect might be willing to
adopt.

1. No matter how big the

lllllllllllllllllllll

A panel of hand-painted tiles (8)
made in our workshops. Getting the
right glazes took months of experi-
ments. I carved this leopard (9) when
I was making templates for a mold
for some ceramic leopards we put in
the floor of a house we built in Berke-
ley. When I was done with the
template, I painted it and gave it to
my children.

clients and nearby community —
while it is being formed.

5. The involvement of users
in the process 1s necessary —
and widespread.

6. The architect undertakes
to work directly with subcon-
tractors, and to take direct con-
trol over their activities.

7. The architect 1s leader
and artist — but without pride.
He or she retains the right to
refuse user requests, not based
on the architect’s ego, but in
cases where his (her) grasp of
the problem 1s demonstrably
greater.

8. Every architect must be
able to work as an engineer at a
modest level. Engineering 1s
part of architecture, and build-
ing 1s conceived while being
engineered.

9. The architect makes a
profound commitment to find

“Architects must see themselves as custodians of

harmony in the world. This care for harmony cannot

be abused, must not go out to hire, and should be

aimed only towards increase in life. This ethic must

be just as applicable to big buildings and large

developments as it is to small projects.”

building is, the architect does
some craft work on every build-
ing, with his (or her) own hands.

2. The architect controls the
flow of money completely: both
its distribution at the outset,
and the ongoing flow through-
out the process.

3. The architect assumes le-
gal responsibility for the actual
construction.

4. The architect ensures that
the building is designed on the
site and is checked and under-
stood by all relevant people —

out — and to perceive — what
the life of the site requires, and
then to do just that thing that
brings most life to the sur-
roundings. Thus, to make each
building small in importance in
relation to the life of the sur-
rounding world which it sup-
ports.

10. The architect must rec-
ognize that process, not design,
is the crux, and that the beauty
and functional harmony of the
building comes from a thou-
sand small steps, taken one at a

time, while the building is be-
ing designed, through the use
of models, and then while the
building is actually being made.

11. The architect must try to
develop a conscious awareness
that every part of the world —
air, stone, room, building — ev-
erything that is made in a
building has its life, and that 1t
is the extent of this life, judged
in ordinary terms, that is the
ultimate criterion for success or
failure.

12. The architect 1s commut-
ted to make only buildings that
are deeply and genuinely liked.
Above all, a commitment by the
architect to make only a work
which he, or she, can genuinely
love.

13. The architect recognizes
the importance of variety, and
refuses to produce artificial or
mechanical repetition, whether
in components, or houses, or
ofhces, or ofhice furniture, or
windows.

14. The architect 1s commit-
ted to daily work and experi-
mentation with techniques of
making, forming, tabrication,
and construction, with an un-
derstanding that new methods
of building are essential to the
creation of harmony and
beauty.

15. The architect will recog-
nize that the life of the con-
struction workers, and their
spiritual evolution, 1s as impor-
tant as that of the architects.
This 1s not only done for obwvi-
ous moral reasons, but because
of an understanding that the
life of buildings will never be
profound or worthwhile unless
this goal is achieved.

16. The architect acknowl-
edges that all building is essen-
tially a religious process. This

does not mean that it is at-
tached to any one particular
religion. It means that the ulti-
mate object of the work of
building i1s to make a gift to
God. And that the ultimate
purpose of the work i1s to reach
a level of art in which the inner
nature of things — the universe
— and God - stand revealed.

Finally, the architect must
recognize that the conditions of
this oath are, in 1991, ex-
tremely hard to satisty, and
that some of them represent
almost unimaginably big
changes in our profession. To
prevail requires a steadfast re-
fusal to do anything less, and
an absolute determination to
say no to any process, or any
mental reservation, which seeks
to persuade the architect that
these goals cannot be satisfied.
Christopher Alexander =

The photos included in this manifesto
show works built by Christopher Alex-
ander and his colleagues Gary Black,
Hajo Neis, Ingrid King, Randy
Schmidt, Kleoniki Tsotropoulou, Carl
Lindberg, Artemis Anninou, Eleni
Coromvli, Miyoko Tsutsur, Karen
Stanton, Harissos Tsiningas, Annie
Der Bedrossian.
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