Structuralism:

An Alternative Methodology

for the Architectural Historian

by Frances Schmitt

Le discowrs structuraliste en tant que méthode d'analyse critique se
veul une alternative a la dialectiqgue Hégelienne. Alors que ce second
modéle d'analyse propose un mode d'investigation chronologique oi
styles, mouvements, personnalilés déterminantes et influences sonl
clavrement identifiés, le théoricien structurahste, lui, formule son ana-
lyse architecturale en termes d'entité culturelle. Toute construction est
donc soumise a un systéme déquilibre ot chague donnée du cadre écono-
mique, pohhque, culturel, typographique ou scentifique viendra con-
tribuer a l'articulation du projet architectural. C'est donc ce processus
de conception (et non pas son expression finale) qui oscille entre deux
poles, la cause et Ueffet, les conditions du milieu et leur intégration ar-
chitecturale, que ['historien structuraliste veut cerner.

Unlike Hegelian art history, structuralist art history does
not aim for a history with names, styles, schools, or geniuses
as categories, but rather for one of ideological contradic-
tions. It neither traces personalities, building influences, se-
mantics nor the unfolding of the ‘zeifgeist’, nor does it bracket
history chronologically or on the basis of stylistic affiliations.
Structuralism proceeds solely on the grounds of how archi-
tecture functions as a problem solving process. It is the his-
tory of ideologies and accounting for the expression of these
ideologies in concrete reality. A number of important hypo-
theses about the nature of culture and architecture are basic
to the structuralist approach to history. These hypotheses are
exemplified by the following structuralist writers:

All the intellectual activity of a given pertod obeys the law of a cer-
lain code of knowledge.
Michel Foucault

All cultural activity may be understood as communication. This
communication may have many forms mcluding sound, gesture and
symbol.

Umberto Eco

Architecture as a product of cultural achivity communicates
through a unique language, (based on representation, symbol, space,
plan, etc. ). This language can be understood by the architect, the chent
and the user.

Chrisuan Norberg-Schulz
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Lavout by Frangois Emond

Architecture as a product 1s determined by the problems of the
building process utself. This process is governed by the rules of the
period. These rules which define the code are not rules of style or tech-
nology but the rules of the ideology of the culture.

Demetri Porphyrios

The structuralists define architecture as a cultural prod-
uct. A building may be seen as a solution to certain environ-
mental problems posed by economic, political, cultural,
topographical and scientific elements - the problems and the
solutions are always in flux. The structuralist historian is con-
cerned with the relationship between the problem and the
solution and in order to study this relationship the historian
has to analyze the process of building; he 1s not concerned with
the building as a final expression of that process. To objectively
investigate the question, “*Why has a bulding, from a partricular
period, a particular form?*;! a new method to describe a build-
ing had to be developed in a logical and structured way.

The structural methodology of architectural history is
based on the theories of structural linguistics - these theories
were introduced in Prague in 19292 They were originally
proposed as a radical and innovauve methodology for the
study of language. Traditional hnguistics was seen as too nar-
rowly focused on analyzing 1solated facts and linear histornical
development. The same cniticism has been made against tra-
ditional architectural analysis.

Broadly defined, structuralism is the study of the ele-
ments which constitute a linguistic system and, more impor-
tantly, of their mutual relatnonships. The relatnonships be-
tween the elements form the structure of the system. The
focus of structuralism on the relationships and not on the ele-
ments themselves came out of the notion, expressed by
Michel Foucault,? that the elements themselves were, in real-
iy, arbitrary.

The application of structural methodology to all disa-
plines, including chemistry. psychology, biology, economics
and architecture is based on the supposition made by Levi-
Strauss that all aspects of human culiure may be interpreted
as systems of signs. One person alone has no culture. When
two people come together their first action 1s to communicate
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through sound, symbol or gesture. In other words, culture is
communication.

Structuralism, in this sense, has the same boundanes as
semiology, **To communicate is to use the entire world as semiotic ap-
paratus”™* And the structuralists use semiology in order to de-
scribe and analyze the building process. However, while the
semiologist focuses on the psychological effect of the signs
on the behavior, roles and moods of the users, on the inten-
tions of the client and on the expression of the architect
through sign analysis, the stucturahist focuses on the rules
that have allowed the signifiers to be appropriate to the prob-
lem the building is attempting to solve. Some structuralists
believe that semiological analysis alone has not been able to
explain architecture sufficiently.®

For instance, Austrian architectural critic Rudolf Kohou-
tek blames the degeneration of architecture;to a level of dis-
course which is wholly concerned with the consumption and
articulation of sign and media, on the development of semi-
otics. He states that:

Some architects may consciously design with these semiotic tools but
others may see their selection of building elements as quate logical and
consistent... Post-Modernism designates architecture as a language-
making it presumably less austere and better fitted to the aesthetic tastes
of the general public and more individualistic than the predominant
mass-produced architecture which used the industnal aesthetic. &

With this cnitiasm in mind, structuralists who take this
position are opung for an absolute rejection of the idea of a
semiotic value in architecture. Demetri Porphyrios clearly
lays out the methodological approach that the structuralist
historian must follow . The first task is to idenufy the underly-
ing principles of design and execution. These formatve rules
which make 1t possible for any building to be produced, they
call the building’s ‘problematic’. The problematic is revealed
through the study of the plans, sections, elevations, spatal
relationships, decoration, materials, proportions and compo-
sition of the building. 7 After isolating these principles the
central question is, “What s the ideology which allows for these
principles to be concerved of in the first place?’®

The ideology or ‘field of knowledge’ in which the architect
is operating must be defined in order to answer this question.
The ideology consists of man’s perception of the total interre-
lationships of all aspects of his culture. So the historian is
faced with the megalomaniacal task of studying a culture in
its entirety. Once the culture has been analyzed, and this
analysis includes all the disciplines such as economics,
philosophy, science, politics, elc., he must then determine
which discipline dominates or determines the building pro-
cess.

After discovering the design principles and the govern-
ing rules of the age, the historian attempts to map out where
and when these concepts reoccur in history and how they
change from uue architectural discourse to another. This
map may be neither confined 1o one geographic area, nor
does it necessarily exist in only one time period. For exam-
ple, modern eclecticism follows the same principles as late
19th century Austrian architecture because in both situations
economics is the determining rule for the building process;
ornament is tacked on because it is seen as an architectural ex-
tra in the budget and not an essential element of the building.
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The periodization of architectural history will thus be
based on these ordering and signifying principles.? In the
studies of Rob Krier we can see the manifestation of this ap-
proach - he is exploring the notion of typologies. This is a
very different approach to architecture from the Hegelian
one.

In Hegelian thought, the architect “in the very act of creating
simply represents the idea or zeitgeist in sensuous corporeal form!™'* In
contrast, architecture for the structuralist represents the peo-
ples’ vision of themselves. Their conscious and unconscious
collective knowledge is translated into concepts and princi-
ples. The final built form does not necessarily express a no-
tion of higher spintuality but may indeed express economic con-
siderations. This conclusion is somewhat closer to the Marxist
view of architecture which tried to secularize Hegel’s thesis
by replacing the supremacy of the spirit with that of matter.
However, while the Marxist view of history does not allow for
deviation within a culture from the dominant ideology, the
structuralists look for concurrent and opposing ideologies.
The architect is controlled by his cultural ideology because it
determines the rules which underlie the principles of his de-
sign. (Marx believed that art is only occasionally ideologically
based and that this connection is apparent only when there is
an overt class conflict or dominance which demands that the
autonomy of art is neglected in favour of a moral philosoph-
ical or political message).!! These ideologies exist within the
boundaries of all aspects of human culture - the architect
functions within these boundaries. His discourse is on this
field of knowledge, which includes the economics, politics, tec-
tonics and themes of his own time. The rules which govern
the expression of this discourse are unknown to the architect.
The structuralist attempts to find these objective laws which
govern human activity, “in order to understand how human beings
in western culture have attempled to express or make sense of what 1s
other about being human'".12

In this attempt to reveal the intentions behind architecture, a pro-
found knowledge of all disciplines is necessary. Without this solid un-
derstanding of a world view of the structure of beliefs that constitute the
foundation of thought and action, any speculation about the meaning
of architecture becomes superficial 13

Most traditional historians have tried to explain build-
ings by relating them to a cultural context and by revealing
their relationships to other buildings, styles and movements.
Some historians have attempted to deal with ideas, but only
through the veil of their own ideologies.

Rafael Moneo in his article “The Contradictions of Ar-
chitectural History” states that:

Architectural history is so overlain by contradictory interpretations
that, ‘any attempt to a linear, continuous reading of history’, now
seems absurd. Structuralism has opted for a different methodology
which views the history of modern architecture as a fragmented rup-
tured discontinuous reality. It suffices to pursue a theme, a school or an
architect but it is not necessary to fit all the pieces of the historical puzzle
together.14

Frampton’s critical history applies some aspects of struc-
turalist methodology. He classifies architects by the symbolic
codes or principles they use - hence such headings as
ideology and representation, or abstraction and empathy.
Architects as different as Louis Kahn and Buckminster Fuller
are found in one classification. His history does begin to al-
low for contradiction and concurrency in that he allows for
more than one ideology to exist within one time period. The
problem with the structural analysis of history (and Framp-
ton himself admits he was unable to achieve a truly structural-
ist understanding of his material)!? is that it demands too




much of any one person.
Tafuri, in his “Theories and History of Architecture”
states that:

The true problem is the identification of a structure specific to a
period of history and in ovder to define it the historian wnll have to
hypothesize a unity... he must try to discover intrinsic analogies between
such overtly disparate phenomena as the arts, literature, movements,
etc. This effort, laudable in itself, is virtually impossible for one man to
handle and he will inevitably have to rely on secondary information
and no man can resist the lemptation of either ignoning or slightly de-
flecting such lines as refuse to run parallel .16

One of the few historians who have come close to pro-
ducing a totally structuralist work is Erwin Panofsky. Levi-
Strauss calls Panofsky a ‘greal structuralist’ because he is:

A great histonian and also because history offers him, at the same
time, an unrwvalled source of information and a combinatory field in
which truth of the interpretations can be tested in a thousand ways. His
is the marriage of history, sociology and semiology.17

The value of approaching architectural history by the

structuralist method may be that:
1. It allows the historian to include buildings and theo-
ries that contradict the dominant rend of a certain

period without destroying the fundamental logic of

his theory.

2. It helps the architect to understand why he is using
certain forms, why they are appropriate and what they
mean.

3. It is attempting to develop a descriptive method of
analyzing architecture that 1s not based solely on in-
terpretation but on a logical empirical structural
method . 18

A thorough history of architecture using structural meth-
odology and semiotic tools is a long way from being wrtten,
but this methodology does offer an alternative way of study-
ing all cultural phenomena. In his article; Classicism 1s Not a
Style”, Demetri Porphyrios attempts to analyze classicism in
structural terms.

Classicism is seen as an ideological approach to form and
not as a set of stylistic elements (i.e. columns, capials, cor-
nices and pediments). Orthodox modernism and the archi-
tecture of Greece both express a classical ideology. The
Greek temple has become a universal image of avilization.
Architects of orthodox modernism such as Rietveld and Le
Corbusier used pure geometries in the belief that they oo
would be universally understood. Both architectural dis-
courses express the idea that ‘auvilized men speak the same lan-
guage’,

Unfortunately this Utopian vision of modernism was lost
and the concept of a universal egalitarian civilization was
transformed into the ideology of ‘conaliatory culture’. Por-
phyrios suggests that the i1deology of industrial capitalism
(our present dominant ideology) turned universal egalitania-
nism into universal consumerism.

This new ideology has, unfortunately for us, no collecuve
ontological myth. An ideology without a mythology leaves a
culture barren. The cultural crisis of our era is apparent in
the franuc searching for novelty and cultural symbols by
Post-Modern architects. This false reconstruction of culture
1s manifested in built form in two ways. Firstly, in the work of
groups, hike Archigram, whose aesthetics are made out of ser-
vice and funcuonal elements of industrial kitsch and, se-
condly, in the Post-Modern school of signs and symbols sto-
len from classical and vernacular architecture, which uses

these elements for the fast and easy consumption of culture.??
The Post-Modern rhetorical figures of speech are not used in
order to incite us to reflect and thereby gain knowledge of
our situation but rather to satisfy our appetite for culture in
the way McDonald’s satisfies our appetite for a good meal.

Prophyrios calls the rule governing capitalist architec-
ture the ‘Principles of the Decorative Shed’. The ruling discipline
in our epoch is economics. The building process is domi-
nated by economic concerns and the “'budgel for architecture is
divided into three layers - pragmatics, technics and semantics - all three
independent budgets can be shifted around in a game which is aimed at
minimum cost " 21

Prophyrios suggests that to free the architect from this
economically dominated ideology, so he can satisfy his so-
ciety’s yearning for an authentic culture, the architect must:

...slowly construct an ontology of building that would contain a
mythology of the building process itself. This would be a return to classi-
cal wdeology which understands classicism not as borrowed stylistic fin-
ery but as an ontology of building 22

Working within a classical ideology the architect can,

avoid the pitfalls of Post-Modern pluralism because it may throw light

on the architect’s reasons for doing what he does by going beyond what
architecture shows in order to examine what il hides. 23

Frances Schmitt is a student at UBC.
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