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Toward a Rhetoric
of Architecture

Most visible in recent arguments of the nature and definition of
architecture education is Boyer and Mitgang's report on architec-
tural education, Building Community: A New Future for Architec-
ture Education and Practice, which arguesthat " making the connec-
tions, both within the architecture curriculum and benveen architec-
ture and other disciplines on campus, is, we believe, the single most
important challenge confronting architectural programs."' In this
essay. | reflect upon my research into the careers of eighteenth-
century author-architects, such as Horace Walpole, to suggest that
their exchanges between literature and architecture offer what | call
"arhetoricof architecture™ to contemporary architectural education.
Specific referencesto thecareersof Horace Walpoleare givenfuller
treatment in my book From the Temple to the Castle; here, | am
interested in articulating a theory of architecture which might
facilitate a way of making connections between architecture and
other disciplines on campus.

A brief review of Mark Gelertner’s synthesis and critique of five
theories of architectural form in Sourcesof Architectural Form can
help in suggesting how literature might contribute to architectural
design theory. For example, the idea that “"an architectural formis
shaped by itsintended function™ (" formisfunction"), overlooksthat
many buildings have a form that is more than what is required by
their function. According to another theory of architectural design,
"architectural form isgenerated within the creative imagination," in
other words, from an architectural "genius," but Gelertner reminds
us that there are nonetheless similarities between buildings nhich
makeit difficult tocite them asisolated examples of such genius. It
isalso argued that ""architectural form is determined by the prevail-
ing social and economic conditions"; however, similar economic
conditionscan producea variety of different forms. Asfor the belief
that " architectural form derives fromtimeless principles of forrn that
transcend particular designers, cultures, and climates," Gelertner
points out that few architectstoday would argue that the Five Orders
provideall thearchitectural knowledgea practicing architect needs.?
Perhaps most convincing is the idea that "architectural form is
shaped by the prevailing Spirit of the Age."" Asthe history of shaped
spaces, architectureinvitesboth spatial and stylistic consideration of
form (Romanesque, the Gothic. thecruciform, etc.). After all. it was
Mies van der Rohe who claimed that " architecture isthe will of the
ageconceived in spatial terms."" Thus, in the terms of seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century classicism, proportion, as a mechanism for
creating spaces with reference to shapes (aratio of human height to
the built height, or of the built height to built width, etc.), would then
be one way of understanding architecture historically.

However, Horace Wal pole's critique of proportionality, in both
Strawberry Hill and The Castle of Orranto. pointsout that by the mid
eighteenth-century in England architecture no longer uses form —
understood spatially — to resolvedeterminate historical conditions,
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that architectureis nolonger the will of the age expressed in spatial
terms per se. With Strawberry Hill and The Cnsrle of Otranto,
Walpole tests the degree to which forms can be both spatial and
historical; the fact that neither The Castle of Otranto nor Strawberry
Hill are actually Gothic, i.e., medieval, reveals the limits of exclu-
sively considering form spatially. Walpole's parodies recognize
that forrn is no longer used spatially, thereby marking an important
shift in the understanding of form, and challenging whether it is till
possible to understand form as historical. Those who would consider
The Castle of Otranto or Strawberry Hill Gothic arewrong. precisely
because of the forms; in other words, what iscalled " form" created
the impression (and that which iscalled “form” could disprove it).

Literature — the study of “/istorical products organized accord-
ing to rhetorical criteria," according to Franco Moretti — offers a
way around thisimpassein design theory: treat form asrhetoric.' In
the case of Walpole's Strawberry Hill, for example, the seeming
castellations, when considered inliterary terms, constitute part of the
rhetoric of the building: it is the rhetoric that leads to the supposed
Gothic associations. Thinking that they are Gothic requires being
persuaded into overlooking. for example, the" diminutive" scale. It
requires overlooking, in architectural terms, form understood spa-
tially. The"problem" that then "haunts" literary and architectural
theory after Walpole is that people mistake rhetoric for form.
Walpole's work suggests that form is rhetorical. That is why form
can beapprehended as content; both form and content are rhetorical .
moreover, it is precisely because form is rhetorical that it can be
"apprehended as content” or that there can be a "content of the
form.”® Both form and content are rhetorical.

To say that the art side of architecture's combination of service
and art is rhetoric may seem to imply that the social element of
architectureis not real, i.e., that it ismerel/v rhetorical. In general, it
seems that architects are concerned that linguistic approaches to
architecture would separate architecture from what is thought to be
its most important Modernist legacy, articulated most famously by
LeCorbusier: "Itisaquestion of building which isat the root of the
social unrest of to-day."' Theconcern is that considering architec-
ture in literary terms means aloss of architecture's social commit-
ments. Rhetoricis as social and as political as architecture, if not
moreso. Effective rhetoric, rhetoricin practice, must be timely, or.
in Kenneth Frampton's literary-architectural terms, "critical" and
“contextual.”® Saying that literatureor architectureisrhetorical does
not mean that either of them is somehow separate from social or
political situations; instead, it affects how oneimaginesconnections
between the aesthetic and the historical. For Kenneth Burke, and for
thisessay, " critical and imaginative works are answers to questions
posed by the situations in which they arose," with the important
proviso that, as Burke adds, "the situations are rea."" Moreover,
although there could be an element of thisretreat from social change



358

LEGACY + ASPIRATIONS

in linguistic theories of architecture. it is not, on the one hand, clear
that all non-linguistic theories of architecture are by definition
agents for socia equality. Nor isit certain that such a retreat is a
consequence of linguistic approaches.

Moretti’s succinct definition of literary textsas “historical prod-
ucts organized according to rhetorical criteria” could also apply to
a building — a historical construction organized according to
rhetorical criteria—and, in some sense, such adefinition hasalready
been developed for it.'® Karsten Harries, for example, claims that
"the work of architectureisessentially a functional building with an
added aesthetic component.”" | have called that "' aesthetic compo-
nent™ metaphor or rhetoric; architecture is building with metaphor.
Similarly, Peter Eisenman argues that "the distinction between
building and architecture depends on 'a sign of architecture.””"'? In
other words, on one level, the distinction between building and
architecture depends on a metaphor,a'sign." However, on another
level, it could be said that architecture is the rhetoric of building.
meaning both that the difference between a "mere" building and
successful "architecture” is rhetorical, and that architecture, as a
study, has become the preferred discourse of building.

Although literature is made of words, for better or worse, we
rarely actually think so; we tend to forget that literature is "just”
words, and we become involved in, say, "the meaning,” or "the
form," or ""the argument,” etc. In fact, however, any time one sees
more than a "word," one has fallen for the metaphor or the me-
tonymy. And the sameis true for architecture. Anytime one sees
more than building materialsarranged to provide shelter or to shape
a space, one is falling for the metaphor or the metonymy. Diane
Ghirardo, executive editor of the Journal & Architectural Educa-
tion, has written about what she calls an " Architecture of Deceit™; |
like the phrase, but am afraid it is like the notion of "figurative
language,” in making adistinction wherethere need not beany.'* In
the same way that all language is figurative, al architecture is an
architecture of deceit.

Because rhetoric is here seen as a strategic response to a real
situation, the relationship between literature or architecture and
history is dialectical, not expressive. | am sympathetic to Lukacs's
claim that "every form isaresolution of a fundamental dissonance
of existence," but | would qualify it by saying that although every
form attempts to resolve or posits the resolution of a conflict, it is
more likely that a*'text does not resolve the conflict, it names it.""
In thissense, " form," or as| would call it, rhetoric, isthe rhetoric of
representing a historical situation. Therelationship between awork
and itstime isadialectical interplay between the rhetoric of resolu-
tion and the problem that form is supposed to resolve.

Of courseit would beinaccurate to say that all architectural form
isrhetorical. Formisrhetorical only after it is no longer spatial, or
after it becomes" stylistic." Or,formisrhetorical only after Walpole,
sotospeak. In Walpole'sarchitectural terms, form isrhetorical after
proportion is no longer the measure of a building's formal success.
That is, in architecture, form really is form (i.e., a " spatial form™)
with, say, the Pantheon. or Cathedral at Chartres. Similarly, in
literature, form really is form (i.e., a"spatial form™) in, say, rerza
rima. But Walpole's argument is that proportion, for example, or
that spatial understanding of form, is more appropriate to the past.
One could say that form understood spatially is a pre-modern
concept, and that the rhetorical understanding of form is modern.
Walpole's work, which is, in one sense, formalistic, but at the same
time anachronistic or a-historical, marks this shift, either from the
pre-modern to the modern, or from the spatial to the rhetorical
understanding of form, ashift, inany case, which had occurredprior
to Walpole's proto-Gothic. Generally, formistoday understood in
the way Walpole treated it — asakind of association, rather than as
shape.

The possibility that architectural formisrhetorical, which locates
this essay as postWalpole, offers new ways of tying architecture to
questions of representation implicit in rhetoric, of raising issues

which are in fact specific to architecture as a discipline, especially
with respect to architectural representation, which could be de-
scribed as the site where architectural discipline, practice, and
literature, understood rhetorically, meet.'”> When mideighteenth
century British architecture begins to reject the proportionate (and
the classical),and embraces instead an architecture of participatory
viewing, in which viewers use their imagination to recover the
historical period of the building, architectural representationinterro-
gates and opposes two principle techniques: the plan and the view.

Between 1660 and 1760, architectural representation, and thus
architecture as both discipline and practice, were changing. In the
seventeenth century, "the plan dominated architecture as never
before or since.”'¢ A plan, astylized map of abuilding, idealizes the
building's orderliness. In its emphasis on idealized order. the plan
issimilar to and is perhaps more fitting for the classical arguments
over proportion. As mid eighteenth-century architecture begins to
move beyond proportion, publications begin to rely more on the
architectural view, withits assumption of a human's interaction with
the building. Robert Adam's Ruins of the Palace d the Emperor
Diocletian (1763), for example, featuresatwo-part gatefold engrav-
ing; a" Geometrical Elevation of the. .. East Wall of the Palace" on
the top is contrasted with an "' Elevation of the same wall as it now
remains” on the bottom.™ The second image, by seeming to reveal
the passage of time, implies that it more accurately shows the wall
asitis, and raises the question of which would be a" better" way of
representing the building: the orderly, idealized, " geometrical™
elevation, or the disorderly, " actual," associational view. Not only
do theseimagesimply different, less" reductive” ways of imagining
a building as it is, the visual texts of a least these particular
architectural publications give the viewer a choice of how to see a
building: plan or view, idealized or " experiential ." Offering areader
achoice of how to read architecturally the same building indicates
a perceived insufficiency of one single representation, or more
accurately, one technique for representation.

Theshared explanatory or representational power of drawingand
writing means that they perform similar roles in architecture and
literature. Itisin the process of putting something onto the page or
in words, and sometimes not before that process, that one comes to
understand what one thinks. Architect Renzo Piano, for example,
contendsthat " unless you draw something, you do not understand it.
Itisamistake to believethat now | understand the problem and now
| draw it. Rather, right at the time you draw you realize what the
problem isandthenyou can rethink it.”!® Similarly, Calvin O. Schrag
defines writing as "'at once discovery of self and self-constitution,"
and reminds usthat it "'takes place only against the background of a
language already spoken, which has both a history and a formal
structure."™" That is, writing and drawing take place against the
background of a discipline and a practice, both. Discipline in this
context means both the history of afield, and thecentral activity that
is presumed to justify the development and/or perception of asemi-
autonomous practice. In architecture, both meanings of discipline
arejoined in architectural representation, just as they are joined by
persuasive writing in literature.

If architecture is rhetorical, there are a variety — maybe an
infinitude— of gestures which can be used strategically fordifferent
situations (rather than an iconography of architectural styles, ac-
cording to which thereis" Classical," "' Gothic," " Shingle," ""Mod-
ern," etc.). Thisrhetorical understanding, then, is not the same as
stylistic pluralism; it is not aquestionof choosi ngfromapre-existing
palette. Norisit tied to some particular type of rhetoric; it is not, for
example. a "Ciceronian” understanding of architecture, although
such specifics can matter. (See for example, Christine Smith's
analysis of how Alberti's“concinnirus isrelated to Classical rhetori-
cal theory.”™) In that architecture understood rhetorically is a
question of strategically shaping space contextually for effects (with
the question then being what effects, for whom, and why), it is
architectureitself, rather than some variation within it, that becomes
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avariation on Frampton's "' critical regionalism.”?! Itistruethat with
architecture, thereisthe™ existing palette” of building materials. But
the materialscan play arole in the rhetorical considerations, rather
than being understood solely structurally, which is part of why it is
so important to consider what Kenneth Frampton calls "the poetics
of construction.”" " Itisnot so much aquestion of choosing whether
to be aclassicist or a structural rationalist in architecture anymore
than it is a question of whether to write as a classicist, modernist or
postmodernist in literature. After Walpole it is possible to see that
thereare not “'styles” in the usual sense; it is not simply the case, for
instance, that Vanbrugh chose a' Whiggish™ style. Rather, what is
usually considered stylecan instead beseen asastrategic, contextual
claim. a way of representing. Of course the issue then becomes
trying to understand why a particular style has been or maybe should
be chosen. But that is ho more a problem for architecture than it is
for literature.
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