
, 

; 

,!mlthr uholr rmth U'CH '1 orll' lallr,m~r. amloj oru• 'Jirrclt. 

And 11 carnr to fra", a' 1/u-\ JOilllii'\M fwm thr rmt. that lhl"\ 
found a plam 111 llrr land of Shmm: und thl'\ du, it lht'1t . 

. lnd lhn md, Go lo, lrtu..~ bwld " -'a ol), nllll rr to.1 rr u Jw,r top 
m a, rt'a~h unto lrtat rn .... 

. I nd thr lmd ramr dou•u to ''~' lh,, frh ami tlir tou " · u lrrrh tlrr 

rhrldrr11 of mru burldrd 

.11111 thr Lmd ""d. Helwld. thr flt11f>ll' 11 o11r. nllllthn lravr nil o11r 
lmri!,Utll!,r: owl th11 thti btgllt to dcumtl /IOU' rwtlllllll, wrli bl' 11'\IHUIII'tl 

Jwm thrm. tchrrlr lhn lun•t llllt/1!,11/rd to do. 

Go to. lr/r~o' 1!.'' dou•11 , 111111 thm wujowrtl tlrw itliii!.!Lllll,t. thntlhl'\' 
11w' 1101 uudrr,lmrd ""'' nuotlrn \ 'Jirl'fh .... 

rlrrlt1ort 1.1 thr 111/lnt• nj r/ rnllrd llal>rl: brc nrllf tlrr l.nrd did tlrrrr 
rtm{owul tlrr /allr,llll!,t' of all tlu t'lll th .... 

Gmr1r.\ \.1: 1-9 

Son1e Thougl1ts 011 Architectural Criticism 

Bruegel and Babel 

')\' 
Ricardo L. Castro 

Figure I. l'~t·lt r Hrru J.t< I ll~t I ldr r I l~r I"", oj /lul.,./ I .,., I 

16 H ·C 



La Jmnlurl' dt la Tour dt Babtl par Pti'TTI' Bnugrll'wwen strl dt 
lttlmoltv pour une analy.1t rnllqut, laqutlll' uttlt\1' pluwurs IIIVtaux dt 
1rjhr11re. A /ravers a/IR-n la Tour de Lh uegl'l.\1' rtvPll' ronmu un prOJl'l 
d'arrlutrclure. U .\ catbf'5 df' refhence Ultluh rt 'rtant pal une dorlnlll' 
mm.1 plutot un dt~coun tlalll [,. domame tk l'I'Xulenrt ph)stqul', con­
.\ ltluntl lt11f' base dl' rtjll'rllOII 1'/ d'ar/LOII julml' Jfs \Oill fina{emm/ des 
ou11L1 ronceptuels, 1'1 non dP.I mrrfllll.\1111'5 tltoult ep1eut•P, pour abordPT 
la mllque arrlnll'fturaiR 

The conflict de~cribed in the Biblical storv serves to illus­
trate the general situation of the contemporan criucal dis­
course in architecture. There are two Je, eb. m the m\lh of Ba­
be!. One deals with building intenuons: to bUild the highest. 
most perfect architectural artifact. '' hich the tower and the 
city represent. The other alludes to the process of communi­
cation among the builders: the critical discourse itself. IL i in 
the lauer that the conflict is manife L<.·d . ll consi ts of the 
paradoxical confu ion produced b1 the simultaneou opera­
tion of variou concepwal S\ terns '' htch m the end hinder 
the materialization of the bUilders ' dreams. 1 hus. de pite the 
available technological mean . the Babel builder can neither 
fulfilltheir intentions. nor can the\ proceed wnh their criucal 
discourse. 

The Tower oj Babe/ has been a significant leitmoti' 
throughout the iconographic histon of western an. Thu,. 
the fower was depicted m the Gnma11t R~t vtar\ . and m th<· 
Dukl' of BPdjorcl's Book oj 1/oun in tht• earh 1500' (Figs. 2-3) 
·1 he pamter Pietet Bruegd the Eldt•t. prob.tbh msptred b' 
the latter two. produced two magmfin.•nt pamungs and one 
i\Of) miniature (now lost) on this theme m the 156Q,_ In the 
eigtheenth centur), J:o.ucnnc-Lour~ Uoullt•t•, the re' oluuonan 
French architect. executed se' era! dral\ln~' 1duch made .1 

strong allusion to the i'<l\\ er (Ftg 4) ~Ion· recenth . the ltal­
tarl-1\merican arch lie< t P,10lo Sokn ha, rdt·ned to Babd in 
some of his e\'OC<HtH' utoptan pt OJ<.'('l s 

It i~ . howe' er. Bntt•gel's fir,t JMtntm~ of the Towet ol 
Babd. realited in 156:~ . \duch mlcte't' u' (Fig-. 1). In tht' 
masterpiece we have a dramaur n ·pH•,t•nt,tlton of a hwldmg 
The painting, bestdcs its artist it nwnt.,, r.lll lw romtdet ed ,ts 
om· of the first vis tonan ,rrchitenut.tl ,cJu:nH'' of w hith tlwt <.' 
is a rc<.ord . Its signilir,mre. ho\H'H't , dt'IIH'~ lt om the f.t< 1 
that, unlike man\ of'" U>tllempm.ll \ \\Ill b. 11 umqllute' .1 

pnn1c.· exampl<· of the rnlltal dt,n•rmtwnt ol th author Bt ut• 
gt'l takes on the rok of .t pamll' t. tetllllu 1.111 •• tnd an.htt<.'<.t 
who'><' unagmalloll . ,,, pmntcd out In \\ .tltt•t ~ Ctb,on. mw 
of hts htstunan,, "alluwrd lt1111 to llau,fmm t<'l' ll tltr "w'l bmwl 
trlNI\ of /111 ag~• 111111 potl'l't}u/ amluujorwta/1/1 ttlllll!f' "!! rtw 1 <HH't 

Figure 2. 

I u:u rt• :\. f) l' • llNIJ rd • RooA ( /If • 1 I' 1 .,., fiflj, 
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ofBabel. m 'hrisuan thought, ha, ened .ts a ~\-mbol ofcon­
fu,ion . A~ e"plored b" Bruegel it t · a statement of lltamc 
-..u-ugglc. 

I'o examine Bruegers n ·ion of the To'' er l 'hall use four 
frame' o f rden.•nce rhe' relate to the ecologtCal . son.tl. op­
erational-cxpericntial. and perceptual leH~Is whtCh define.· 
an an-hit<.'Ctural obje<'t.' In ltngui tic tudtes the state of the 
lan~av,e at .tm ~'en time 1· con idered to be a cro ,.secuon 
of tl\ dt>\ dopmem O\ertune. The tale at an\ 6ne ume •~ "n­
chromc. in its p.l, age 0\ ertime it i dtachromc. \\'e can place 
the prenou frames of 1 eference in a 'nchromc contexl. \\' e 
are then pemuued. \\Hh the nece. an research. to place 
them in the1r di.tchronic. that i hi torical. dimen, ion. lf\\e 
can ,ucn:ed, tht '' 111 provide a olid foundation for the crea­
uon of .1 cnucal (Cnario where pa t and pre·ent concerns 
and t'H'nt are electn ely and comprehen~n eh understood. 
definin~ a ound base for future acuon and predicuon 

Ecological 

Brue~et·, interprctatiH: 'tsion tllu trait'' a PO\\(~rful 

te<'hnical dc,dopmenl. :\ 'uch. the Tower emer~e., out of 
''hat mtl'l ha\ c been a half tmagman. half real Flem1 h land­
"cape of the si \.lee nth cemun. Thi dual it' • ., empha,ued b' 
tht· fact that the buildin~ n es from the urface of eanh. land 
and water. reach in~ into the kies. Babe! e' oke a silhoueu: 
"hich, in it dominant mas 1\ enes . dimini hes the surround­
ing landscdpc. It ph\ teal materialit' 1 upplied b~ the rod: 
which constilllte. both base and _haft. Bruegel dtcit'l 
through thi<. appJrent geological depiction the expenence ol 
hillto wn . moumaintop monasteries and Alpine landcapes 
acquired durin~ hi tra,els through h ah and France. The 
TO\• er it elf can be under tood as the re ult of the technical 
tran. formation of the plain's geolo~ mto basic con truClion 
material : brid: ma oru: and bonded tone \eneer. De Tol­
na\', a "ell knO\\ n critic of Bruegel' worl. a) : 

Urlt lmpumon tllwom· no us Jmt a tin bun- d'abord uttr ~Uti I"( a 
l'umqru rffort dr l'hommr, - m o.·mt! tllr n 'r.rutr qur par l'nppru dr 
la naturr 

He cominues: 

l.l'l travnu.\ dt la tow "':sort/ pru arr!tts commt dam In mnuaturr 
du Due dr Brdford par l'trrtmmtwn du citl sow la fonrlf d'nngrs 

armh, r:'tl//a 11a/11rr mhlll' qll·rmpost SI'S ltmllt! a la ro/ontl/rumamt, 

lrmrtf'} plus corrcl't•ablrs mcort H 011 replaa l'tdifiu dam l'rnlt>lllbk du 
pn)laf!.t. In vrHit plmlll' qui' l'onl prolongt ii l 'mfrnrla rnprtmr Lr r!­
nt brbltqu,. rr(IJII a11111 un lf'IU nou.•tou ctlw dr la tout!' pw1$rllru dl' In 
natmr, qu 'nurrm drs untlatrurs r:U Brtugrl n n comprur. 4 

Nature collaborate but sets limjt<;. On the right ~ide of 
the pain11ng. near the horizon, we pcrcei\e the subtle junc­
ture between ~ea and plain. It i enhanced b\ a winding road 
"'hich marl'> the edge of the d~ke. or poldrr. that technical ac­
mmpli~hment "hich ha been the ourcc of life for the pec,. 
plt· of the lo" land'> . Its counterpart, on the left ide of the 
painting, at about the .-.ame le,el. J.S the aqueduct, C\OC"dtiH·, 
like the rocl, of other land capes. It define~ the edge of the 
gothic: cit), and like the polder is a source oflife,their funda­
mental difiert·ncc being that one dram~ and the other <·arrit·' 
\\at er. 

Brueg<.'l'' 'cheme ~hows a deep under'iLanding of natural 
and technolog1tal proces\es and theJr human , ignific ann: 
The I<Hter t'H'II tnclude~ s<.-afanng act ivitics, as ~hO\\ 11 at the 
IO\\ <-"I riglu Wl n<.·r of the composition. ·r hi\ might t•xpl<un 
"h' ht.• "a\ wrnmi!>,ioned to depict the canal\ linking Blm­
,t:J ro Antwt·rp, a project which ~a\ hindered b~ hi-. prema­
ture dt·ath in ~cptember 1.569. Hi., knowledge and t•xper i­
<·ncc in C()fl\tru< tion mallcr~ is be t cxpn.·~.-.<.·d in hi., 
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Figure 4. ~ llt'lllll'·I_.,UIS Koulkt• I'H>Jffl J .. r tl SJmnl /'nu-n 

treatment of the top of tht· ·r cm:t.·r . which ht.' has left O J)('Il 

There. fcbrik com11 uc Item .1c 11\- it, .1idc·d In machin<'~. pul­
le}'>. capstans, formw01 k. scaflolcllng , unvuls a su urrun· 
"hich resemble'> a Roma n Coloss<·um but reori<•1Hcd to tls 

outer surface. Variou., '> llldrc•' 011 dw at list hav<' shown a solid 
foundation for thrs "~ion 111\ 1r avels t hroughour ltah and 
France gave him a detatlt.•cl knowkdg<· o f Ro111.m tonstnH·· 
titm and burldmg terhnolo~n . Jr.., Alprm· c. xpc.·rt<·nc c.· .wd ,,,1\ 
111 Rome in the earl~ 155(h must haH· rmpH'''<·cl him 'o 1 hat 
o.ne of hi s earl\ rontnH·ntcucn s rt.·rn <Hked th;u "llnl'rlllll~ 
thro11gh thr Alp.1, lit had llJ'fll/mrwl 1/UIIIIIIfllll\ mu/ 1m ks, tdut lr upcm 



., 

.. 
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/11.1 ll'lwn hp put bark unto canva\51'S and fuuttlj ."5 ltimatcly 
Brucgcl's early conception of man's place in nallll e is an eco­
logical \iew which occurred before ecology as a sCience ex­
ISted. 

Social 
Bruegcl was a keen observer of ~onety and his paintmgs 

and d1 a wings have been regarded a' a kind of social corn­
mental y. I lis iconographic wo1 Id is made up by many images 
of actuality. They are, as De Tolnay !>ays, 'prnnttrl wau dl' 
JOllllalwnr.6 Looking at the painting of thC' Tower this aspect 
seC'ms w be less exploited. Nevertheless a closet inspection 
shows that on the bottom left corner o ( the painting a group 
is being lead by an imposing figure. We know it is Nimrod, 
who according to the expanded version o( Gmt'm by joseph 
Flavius in The }PW1.1h thrtUJILiltts, was the instigator and supervi­
sor of the Babcl project. Nimrod's presence m the painting. 
bes1des it relation to the biblical account, is probabl} a com­
mentan on the social structure of the epoch. Cons1der some 
of the stonemasons who ha' e stopped thctr '' ork to pa\ trib­
ute to the monarch while others conunue the1r activtues non­
chalant h . All of this happens while the construction proceeds 
in the background. There is no apparent conAtct or tens1on 
bet\\een all these individuals. This i probabl> an allusiOn to 
the independence of the guilds and the naftsmcn of the time. 

Bruegcl's scheme may be considered as a symbol of pro­
gress with positive connotations, a kind o( celebration of 
humankind's resourcefulness and inventive urge. Bruegcl's 
work take p lace at the height of the Flemish Renaissance, 
when some biblical accounts like th• one acquired special 
relevance, a time when all the modern languages and some of 
the ancient ones were ull considered direct de cendent 
from the builder of the Tower. A remarked b\ Gibson: 

Thr~ . btltif must hat t bun parltculm l) allmctn·r 111 A nltarp. 
whnr dtclionants and othr1· books wnr publi\hrd 111 nWII) tom;ur.1, 
and whtrr m 1566 Plan/111 began prtpanng thr Pol)'glot Bible, a 
mollltmmlal work 111 .IL\ lauguage5, includmg llrbrtu· and Chaldtan. 
And 111 a llml' of ulrgJous .llnfr. Unt~l'/.1 prrtwr of tht TOlL' PI of Rabtl 
p10bably remmdtd t•wwn·~ of a bygone agl' wht·u all mt'll .\harl'd a com­
mon fmth and pwposP. 7 

Operation al /Experiential 

Bruegel's Tower of Babel is an un!tmshcd scheme. Con­
struction has gone for a long time, so long that a town is bt·­
ginning to grow at its base and is crc<.·ping into the shaft. 
Time and the elements ha\c left their patina on the ~urface. 
The e signs giYc us due-; that wt• can read and interp1 et. Tht• 
·1 ower re~cmble a cathedral, aS\ mboltc ,trunure. hutlt ab.o 
makes m think of utilttarian buildmg' hh· bndge'>. aqueduch 
and amphithcater . Brucgcl'o; 'clwnw ctn he ron,1dcred ~" 
an example of Cl\ ic monumemal arrhll<.'flllrt'. hut one that '' 
ddiniteh inhabitable. Alre,td\ somt• of tht• buildn,· c.tbm' 
and huts perched on the ao;cendmg 'lll'<' t of the tO\H' I ~hm' 
the act of d" cllmg in a pnmlli\ e ,t,tge 1 he t.·no1mou' \trur­
turc i' envisaged as a monument.tl < 11 rui.H Rom.m " ,u[a. 
Blu('gel has taken the license of rh<lltgtng the mmpholog\ ol 
the Romttn protoL) pe. !Its mgt.· ,., both uwp1an .md r e.JI. 
Thus, imagining the project 111 it~ pl.HIIlllt'lllf dtmt·n~wn. the 
Towt•r has a strong n:st•mblarH'<' LO sot ne of lit<' Hk.tl < llll'~ 
propollt.'d by France~ro dt Giorgio r-.t.trlllll cm a 1500 (Ftg 5) 
!1 i' conct•i' .1bk that B1uc:gd km·,, tht''t' pt Ol<'< t' 1 n 111, 

llcheme, llw formal pattt•rn not onh delt'llliiiH'' the 'trt't't 
hl\ulll hut al-.o gmt•rn' the plan fntnl' nf tht chHlhng' In 
tlw Flt.'ll ll'h l.lllCht.tpe "IH·n· I.11HI ,, .111 <"\lrt'lllt'h '.tlu.1bk 
romnwcltt\ . Rtut.•gd '' I 0\H'I '' loglc,lltn 11' t•uutontic.ll "'t' 
of 'Jl<l(l' it tOlllltllult.'\ ,, lotclunlll't of thl' '"11111.11' .1n hit<'<-

b .nH< ''" <h Cwr .!"' \launu /'lar o fdrof C ' "" 

n11 .11 p1 oJ<'<" ,,, < onn'l\ l'd 111 1 he nmt'll't'llth .md 1" t'llllt't h 
tt'llltlll<.'' In thml..t·l' .md tit hitt'fh ltl..t. ( lu1 k' l·utiiiU \ll· 
cltt.· (; odlll. \ l.tdllllll hllll'l..' . \lol't'l (,Jihhlll g, lt (m ­
huslt'l. P.tnlo ~okt 1 .md \ldo Rn"l 

Perceptual 

llw Flt•mt,h ~< honl ol p.tllllllll.\ '' ptollllllt'lll lm rh dt·· 
t.ukd porlln.tl oll.utd'<·IJI<' .md t'\l'l\d,l\ hit. I ht 't' JMllll­
t'l' "t'H' ,1\\ .11 c· ol ho'' h~ht rnodul.ltt'd .md tl lll'lnlltH'd oh­
ll'< t' 1111' ''·'',m llllJHII t.nlt 1.'\ <. nt 111 the dt 'tlopmtnt o( our 
<' 11\ 11 onmt·nt.d 1 on'< l<lll,lll." B1 Ut g< I \\ '' 1 trt ol th1' 
'< hnol \\'t• .IH' not 'Ill )111'<'<1 to find h1' pll < tp.tiiOll ll' -

I fC 19 



fi ~- 6 Pieu~r Bn1egd The Elder. The Tou'''' of Hobrl -.econd \'CT~IOn 

nected in hi \\ork. Hi treatmenl of the To\\ er of Babd \\a' 
no exccpuon. It \\a' ultimatel~ light that re\ ealt:-d tiH.' ar­
chllt>C!Iur.ll artifact in it monumemaJ cafe and articulatt•d 
each one of it' part'\. Through the u e of \ariou' drawing 
method,, indudin~ -.uperposition. atmo pheric and linear 
per,pecti\ e. the painter-archttect wa capable of come\ ing 
the ,a,tne' of the 1-lerni'h landscape from an imaginar") 'iew 
point. Hardh am mountain formation in uch a landi\C".lpe 
can be oh ened that would permit uch an de\ated tation 
point. 

Brut·~('(·, portm\al of the Tower cannot be grtt ped at 
once. It i, nece"an to read 11 from ~ide to ~ide in the hori­
tontal. H·rtical and diagonal senses. l:.ach o~jen. figure, and 
feature eH'ntualh k·ad~ to the completion of the punle. hem 
b' item t.•arh el<.'ment rcH·als an encyclopedic preoccup<.~tion 
''ith the objen th.H ''ill only cnstallize two ccnturie' larer in 
the \\orl of Dtdcrot and in the :\apoleonic Code. 

flu~ broackr C"dtegorical \Uf\e} re\cals Bnwgd\ dt.·­
taih.·d ,j ion in a fuller per~pect.i,c. Fir't of all. Bru(•g(•l\ 
To\\t•r ofBabd c.m be con~idered as a 'isionan arc hitenural 
projt.·n. ln'luiric into hi~ other \\Ork. would ,.,entuall~ pro­
\idc more information to "uppon or refute thi lnpotlw r . 
In 15f) Bru~el executed a ~econd paiming ofrlw'J c,\\cr of 
Bahd (Fig. 6). ~c'' aspects are apparent in tlw l>ec oncl H'r-
iun \\ hich merit additional inquirie , notabl} th(• c·xclmicm 

of :\imrod' <ohon, the: radical ne" treatmc·nt of the To\\C'I 
and tht· <'limin,uion of imagina~ land'>cap'' ckmenl\ lil..e the: 
rock. fli fir-.t Tower wa\ like a pamung partly cJe,c·lopNI 
h mn the lanchc ape gt:nre. depKtmg building' and land­
sc<tpes IC>gc:thcr \\ith human acll\.itie., . lli'> IIC\\ '>them<· 
re '·rnblc·s more of a pure!} an huectural tud~ in w hie h rnuc h 
of th(• .mc.•cdoucal dt.·tail ha" been left out . ' I he building 
p1crcc•, 1111o tht' < luuch which appcat menacing. 'J he•\ «t~l a 
trong h<1dow onto the right side of the Tc>\\<'r and t.lw nmv 
caled down har bur bclo\\:l he cJc,atcd \antagt.· point i" no\\ 
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more metaph' !>teal than 1 t.•al. 'J he appearance of the struc­
ture 1 hermeuc and shut \\' e do not kncm if ll 1s in ruin or a 
project in the la~t stages of completion. This new scheme al­
lude more to Romant 'que -.ourcc' than to the Roman influ­
ence' of the fir: 1 I O\ er I hus, it rep1 ( scnts a more definill\ c 
tage of Bruegel' architettUI al urg(• which border-; on \UT­

realism. 

Criticism today 

If one a pect must be 'll e"ed it is that an) arufact is the 
result of man) la) <:rs of action .tnd thought. Archnectur{' 1s 
no exception. ~fuch of toda\ ·., nitici'm j., the result of a nar­
row and idiosyncratiC app1 oach whKh < riucall) 1solates the 
architectural objeCt Our p1<:sent situation reAens rhc cir­
cum<;tances of the bibhcal ro,,el of Babd \\'c could irnprme 
our critical discourse h\. adopting a more hohsuc approach. 
The frame~ ofrefcrcn((· ''hie h '"' med to exammc: Brueg<:f·, 
\\Ork. not being a doctr inc:, but a disc our<><· on areas of plwsl­
cal and other exi!>tc.·mt.•, con.,titutt.· a pomt of departure and 
H·flection for further action. ' J h<'\. art.' c cmH·ptual tools and 
not foolproof de\ ic''" f01 app10ac hmg tlw rriucal task. 

Ru·ardo CrLSIIo u an am~lnn/ JnojP\~111 n/1/rl' School of Arrlll/rc­
turf n/ .\lcGrll ( 'nn'I'TSII). 
1\.'0irJ 
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