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Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound, 250-56.

TwE GiFr oF Prometheus, the gift of fire stolen from
the gods and given to mortals, the gift of techne, can-
not be separated from its explicit moral ambiguity:
fechne implies both practical solutions and false hopes.

Techne, understood from the Greeks, was a
knowledge, emancipated from intuitive making,
which was able to teach something general about
objects and tasks, without reference to the things
themselves. As emancipated knowledge it carried the
awesome and dangerous power of ideas which may
cease to refer to reality. Techne carried the possibility
of unstoppable destruction. At first the ethical respon-
sibility remained in the hands of the gods. However,
once fire was stolen from the gods by Prometheus,
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by the archetypal craftsman, the ethical burden lay
with mortals. The eventual transformation of techne
into technique and finally into the promise of mod-
ern technology now manifests its inherent ethical
ambiguity in, for instance, the environmental crisis,
or in the often alienating placelessness of our
megacities.'

In its original Greek sense, however, techne was
always techne-poietike, a product of Divine craftsman-
ship. Poiesis, intuitive making, and tyche, or chance,
found their source in mimesis, that is, in creative imi-
tation as the reenactment of the elementary order of
the world. Mimesis sought both to balance the ever-
fragile poetic harmony of the cosmos and to reveal
its mystery through the ritual of dance, music and
the rhythmic process of making itself.?

Modern thinkers such as Nietzsche, Heidegger,
Arendt, and Ellul have characterized our present age
as one living under an impending sense of annihila-
tion—where the complexity and acceleration of tech-
nological progress threatens, as never before, the hu-
man capacity for genuine community, spirituality and
ethical action. And yet however much the poetic im-
agination and the voices of social justice have been
reduced or marginalized by the march of technique,
they have yet to be extinguished. What then is the
capacity of architecture to interpret and perhaps rec-
oncile this uniquely modern dilemma? To what de-
gree can architecture recover its primordial techne: its
inherent role as both an ethical and poetic medium?

Such were the problems set out at the beginning
of an upper-year theory course I directed entitled
“Technology and Ethics.” Besides weekly three-hour
seminar presentations and group discussions based
on the participants’s ongoing reading, students were
assigned a built project whose program and approach
were designed specifically to investigate these ques-
tions. The process and result of this constructed as-
signment is the focus of this essay.

The Work of Memory

Modern technology, by nature, reduces the phe-
nomena of the world in order to lurch past them into
the promise of an efficient future. An antithesis to tech-
nology, I propose, is the practice of history, narrative
and mythology, that is to say, the persistence of
memory.

Etymologists have traced the English word
memory back to a single Proto-Indo-European root
(s)mer-, whose meaning was cultivated in an intri-

cate pattern of musical and visual imagery. Its gram-
matical structure offers three striking images: the first,
of something folding back upon itself meaning “to
mourn”; the second relates to the Old High German
smero, the inner essence, the flow of the body in breath
and blood, the smear of a healing salve; and the third,
meaning “to receive a share of something,” a merit, a
portion.” Together they attest to the concrete rather
than abstract notion of reflection: the deep waters of
time smash against the rocky shores of a crisis, and as
the flow folds back over itself, it returns over and over
to the smooth jagged edges, calming the crisis with
the meditative balm of its thythm.

In its most reduced form, the root of memory is
mr. Its letter m, m#m, means “water,” as its written
form suggests, and forms the bulk of our “watery”
words such as moist, mellifluous, mist, immerse, ma-
rine, marsh, menstrual, emanate. This sound is related
to mi-, meaning “good,” “mother” and “damp” ina
seamless whole. The letter r, résh, means “head,” and
relates to the roots er—, ar- and or-. Er- means “to set
in motion” and is at the root of the Latin oriri, to be
born or “origin,” whereas ar- means “to fit together,”
the Latin ordo, the weave, the threads on a loom, har-
mony, art and architecture; finally or— means to speak
or pray as in the Latin orare. Taken together, mr could
simply be translated as “head-waters,” evoking the
primordial rhythms of music and dance, composing
and re-composing, giving birth to poetry, prayer and
healing *

As the house of memory, architecture is an invi-
tation to mourning, to remembering loved ancestors,
shattered ideals, lost time. As the house of memory,
architecture unveils the healing rituals that mourn-
ing awaits: the rhythms, measures, songs and sacri-
fices imbedded in the material of the world. As the
house of memory, architecture gathers community,
inspiring the ethical imperative to imagine worlds
otherwise.

The aim of the built project was to investigate
the poetic foundations of architectural making by chal-
lenging students to shoulder the inherently architec-
tural responsibility to embody, interpret, perform and
construct a given narrative mythology. By doing so,
the focus was on making, on the means of architec-
ture rather than its product or its end as the sum of its
parts. Our wager was that the parts of our world may
be greater than the whole.® Through building, the ar-
chitect, the dwelling (as narrative) and the intended
community may construct their identity together.
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The project had three successive stages which
took place over the course of a thirteen-week academic
term. The first stage was only three weeks in length,
but was essential to the success of the project. Here, a
narrative mythology from the Western tradition was
divided into ten sections and distributed to the ten
students. In being responsible for a portion of the
given myth, they were challenged to embody the text
through a practice long since assigned to the dustbins
of modern education: memorization. My aim, how-
ever, was not to initiate a sentimental journey into the
arcana of our pedagogical history. The nineteenth-cen-
tury practice of rote memory training, that is, the heu-
ristic regurgitation of a given text whose success was
measured by its precision, has found its logical and
most efficient replacement in the use of computers.
The practice of memorization | am speaking about,
however, is a tradition more associated with oral cul-
tures, for whom the technology of literacy was una-
vailable * Such a tradition was responsible for the
transmission of Western culture through the middle
or dark ages, and continues to be practiced in many
isolated or otherwise marginalized cultures today. Its
aim was the mnemonic embodiment of the deeds of
great heroes or gods to form their ethical counterpart
in the person doing the memory work: less memori-
zation by ear (such as that popular song we can’t get
out of our heads), than memorization using all the
senses (attempting, one might say, to re-enact the sto-
ries in one’s daily life). This memorization as
hermeneutics, as interpretation, was, until the eight-
eenth century, the basis of Western education—an
education geared to forming ethical characterand, by
extension, communities of justice.”

Perhaps the greatest exponent in the Western tra-
dition of this memorial pedagogy was Hugh of St.
Victor® In the twelfth century, Hugh undertook to
compile all the best methods of the middle ages. His
first lesson, taught on the first day of elementary
school, was to remember a given text in its unique
context: its exact position on the manuscript page, the
colour of its initial, the lines above, below and beside
it. But one did not stop there; the context had to ex-
tend to the specific day, hour, classroom, weather con-
dition—anything that could jog the mind to recall the
unique occasion when it was first committed to
memory.” Together with singing the text interiorly as
if in choir, and smelling and tasting the imagery it
evoked, pupils received each verse in a total synaes-
thesia. As a result, their life experiences merged with

the experience of the text: the Psalms’ praises and la-
ments, for instance, become their own, its characters
are sitting next to them, and their monastery class-
room becomes Jerusalem itself."” This is the main rea-
son why references to ancient authors in medieval
manuscripts are often seamlessly knitted into the
body of the text, without quotation marks or foot-
notes: they were paraphrased and adjusted to the ar-
gument at hand. The issue was not precision—let
alone the dictates of copyright legislation—but the
need to merge the deeds of the ancient authorities into
one’s own context. An example of this practice in ar-
chitecture may be seen in the 1124 of the church of St.
Denis by Abbot Suger, a close friend of Hugh of St.
Victor. Here, the biblical descriptions of Heavenly Je-
rusalem and the Temple of Solomon and the crusad-
er's tales of the Hagia Sophia and St. Peter’s tend to
merge seamlessly with St. Denis’ Romanesque foun-
dations in the language of its local craftsmanship and
materiality."

To arrive at a similar outcome, I first asked my
students to read over and become familiar with the
narration, characters and metaphors given in their
portion of the text. While doing so, they were required,
in the course of the first week, to gather a number of
objects which could represent the parts of the text to
them. The objects could either be found in back al-
leys, or, if they wished to make a personal sacrifice,
be sacred mementos or heirlooms from their own
things. The students’ poetic intuition was imperative
in this step: they were to trust that as they searched
for their objects, the objects would also find them. As
well, I stipulated that the objects should have no vis-
ibly printed or written words on them, for the sake of
keeping the subsequent act of memorization visually
uncomplicated.

Once the objects were gathered, the students
then followed the steps of a fairly close adaptation |
made of Hugh of St. Victor’s recommendations,
geared to their found objects:

1. Search for a place of solitude. The students needed to
find a completely silent place, their laboratory if you will, to
do their memory work: no other people, no T.V,, no radio,
no sound of any kind, all phones unplugged. Finding this
place, according to Hugh, is essential.

2. Relax and pace your learning. The students were to do
memory work no more than in twenty- to forty-minute pe-
riods with fifteen-minute breaks

3. Divide the text. They were to divide their text up into



phrases, if it was not already in verse form, averaging ap-
proximately seven words per chunk, or whatever length they
could comfortably speak aloud in one breath.

4. Arrange the objects. The students were to arrange the
objects in a set series or pattern thematically related to each
section of the text. They were to be arranged on, around or
near each student’s body in an order whereby the given text
could be “read off” the objects, so to speak, which acted as
visual or tactile prompts. The objects were not to be marked
or altered at this point, but worked with just as they were
found.

5. Visualize and experience the text. They were then to
memorize the text as if it were nested in the objects, in their
body and the gestures that would connect the body, text and
objects. Each divided phrase had to be visualized. If the
wording did not lend itself easily to an object or image, nev-
ertheless an image needed to be visualized for that word.
For instance, the word “hermeneutics” may be more easily
remembered by visualizing one syllable at a time: | imagine
aloose woman pointing to her lovers (“her men"), with spar-
kling new bugs leaping out of their hair (“new ticks”). The
more outrageous or startling the image the better. Things
should not be imagined too small (I would make my spar-
kling ticks quite big), and every image needs to be very
clearly and distinctly placed: each seven-word chunk had to
have its very own “nest” or resting place in or on the objects.
6. Repeat. The students were to go over and over their jour-
ney through the images and objects, always arranged the
same way in front of them, always saying them out loud. A
sure indication that the text was not simply memorized by
rote was that the student should have been able to say the
text both backwards and forwards, or to pick up any one
object at random and ask it for the contents of its “nest.”
The aim was to have the flow and non-hesitation of a story-
teller, even if some of the parts were fudged. Precision was
less important than the general idea of each phrase negoti-
ating the space between gesture and object.

Before describing the outcome of this assign-
ment, perhaps a word should be said about the spe-
cific text I asked the students to memorize. Out of the
desire to select a narrative whose roots were in West-
em mythology (since the seminars dealt with memory
and ethics in the Western architectural tradition), and
whose original use was both oral and ritual, I chose
one of the earliest surviving narratives known to
scholars with an explicitly architectural content, the
third-millennium BCE Mesopotamian flood myth
Atrahasis. The tale recounts the sending of a flood by
the gods to reduce overpopulation and mark the end

of the time when gods and the wisest of humans min-
gled. Atrahasis himself stands as the literary ancestor
of Noah in the Book of Genesis. Like Noah, he is
charged with building a boat, filling it with members
of his family and two each of every creature in order
to survive a deluge. This tale is not only a creation
history culminating in the foundation of a celestial and
a terrestrial temple as a type of axis mundi, but also an
extremely poetic theogony, mapping out both the
ritual destruction and sacred generativity of various
divinities."

Through the history of the art of memory, Noah's

ark stands as a profound metaphor for memorization.
For instance Hugh of St. Victor, in the twelfth century,
designed his own memory in the form of Noah's ark,
and described it as an indispensable tool for narra-
tive-making, interpretation and ethical action. Hugh
says,
The memory-ark is like an apothecary’s shop, filled with a
variety of all delights. You will seek nothing in it which you
will not find, and when you find one thing, you will see many
more disclosed to you . . . . Here the narrative of historical
events is woven together, here the mysteries of the sacra-
ments are found, here are laid out the successive stages of
responses, judgements, meditations, contemplations, of good
works, virtues and rewards.”

No doubt, Atrahasis was disseminated not by
written texts, silently read, but orally, within an oral
culture which had to reenact the myth during annual
festivals. Here, designated priests or leaders would
become Atrahasis in costume, word and gesture, just
as every citizen would act out the primordial chaos
and flood in orgies, feasting and ritual combat, as well
as prepare for its conclusion with fasting, sacrifices
and days of corpse-like incubation. The success of the
ritual and the re-consecration and re-establishment of
creation through the temple was absolutely crucial not
only for the outcome of the harvest or battles with
other states, but for the regeneration of life itself for
another solar year. Here, one may argue, architecture
explicitly radiated its primordial identity as a recep-
tacle for embodied communal memory, as well as a
talisman for the determination of life into the next day.

Architecture Performed

At the end of three weeks, the students spread
out in a large room, arranged their objects around
themselves, and, one by one, told their portion of the
Atrahasis myth. Most of the students chose to become
vigorously involved with their objects and created
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what seemed like a personal ritual or liturgy: stand-
ing, sitting, dancing, picking up objects to receive one
phrase, and then turning them over to “see” the next
line. Afterwards the students attested to a new and
unique relationship with their objects. The various
found objects now oscillated between their first iden-
tity as discarded objects (a toaster for example) and
their narrative identities (as the war god Marduk, pop-
ping hot, electrically connected to other characters).
The same can be said of the students’ simultaneous
conception of themselves as participants and interpret-
ers in the reenactment of the given mythology (figs. 1
and 2).

Architectural design using found objects can be
a tricky task in both the classroom and in the office.
For instance, if an old thread spool becomes a turret
in an architectural model, it often remains a meaning-
less if not corny substitute: a simile and not a meta-
phor. By using narrative experientially embodied, the
objects in this assignment were permitted, at the out-
set, to symbolically reverberate between their own
scale and one at cosmogonic proportions, between
their given interaction with the human body, and the
imagined interaction within a text.

The next stage of the project was to edit the nar-
rative on two fronts: in the text and through the ob-
jects. The students were now to investigate the text
by researching the translations, etymologies and
tropes of certain words that seemed to capture the
essence of the story for them. Simultaneously, they were
likewise to dismantle their objects and investigate their
material, structural or symbolic nature. The aim at this
stage was to restate the narrative in an edited version,
taking account of their own interests, memories and
relationship to the words and objects to arrive at an
interpretation adjusted to our shared world. A narra-
tive sfill had to be performed in the end, but now it
was in their own words and with refashioned, dis-
mantled or fused objects. At this point they were to
add no new objects, besides fasteners and glues, but
if they needed more materiality, so to speak, they could
request pieces of objects from the students perform-
ing the parts of the narrative just before and after them.
This rule was enforced to place a limit on the scope of
the project, to be responsible for the now narrative-
infused objects they already had, and to facilitate a
story-telling seamlessness with their fellow perform-
ers (figs. 3and 4).

After five weeks, they performed this new ed-
ited narrative. For this performance we brought in
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guest critics, including the established performance
and installation artist Shauna Beharry, to initiate a re-
flection on the architecture performed. Depending on
the part of the story each student had to tell, they cho-
reographed an interaction with collaged, distended
or symbolically connected objects which involved, for
instance, saying certain lines in chorus, reflecting light
off objects to other objects in the room, tapping out
rthythms and verses on varying surfaces, ritually de-
stroying some objects and building up others in the
process. This performance of architecture provoked
a lively discussion concerning, from the professors’s
point of view, whether or not the embodiment of the
text and objects would have an impact on their even-
tual outcome as a silent building. However, Beharry
responded to these comments from her experience of
performance. She claimed that not just galleries and
theatres, but communities, buildings and cities would
cease to have any meaning without stories continu-
ously being told about their formation. Many of the
buildings of our cities are and will remain silent, she
said, because they are dead. No one tells their stories
or engages them meaningfully: their often rich his-
tory is eventually reduced to the figure of its price on
the real estate market. The architect’s responsibility
is to invite and inspire imagination through his or her
imagination, long after the ribbon has been cut (figs.
5and 6).

The last five-week stage of the project required
the students to do one further edit and interpretation
in order to find a site for the project through a final
performance. The residue of this performance, the
parts or pieces assembled in this final ritual, was
meant to be an architectural presentation, understood
literally in the sense of “gifting.” The result, in this
case, was a carefully edited construction that had a
series of positions as a house of memory. For the final
presentation, however, the students chose not to
present, or formally “gift” their construction to a spe-
cific community as asked, since, in their argument,
the community was always present in the objects
themselves and in their new narratives. In some of
the reviewers’s minds, the students seemed to have
become too attached to their constructions, or had
simply chosen to opt out of their responsibility. Their
hesitancy may have been the result of being brought
face to face with the inherent danger of poetic com-
position. By attempting to revive the memories of a
community through interpretation and performative
interaction, what was once repressed or denied by
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the community becomes open for discussion, and
therefore open to rejection. When metaphor is care-
fully employed, however, it welcomes participation
in a gentle manner. If a series of architectural elements
can oscillate at different scales and between narra-
tives, the work may be meaningfully engaged both
individually and communally at varying levels of
complexity and depth.

This project was proposed as a response to late-
twentieth-century postmodern or deconstructionist
architectural practice. With Roland Barthes,
postmodernists described Western culture as a civili-
zation of the image, where images parody or reflect
one another, devoid of any fixed reference of origin
or meaning in a narcissistic hall of mirrors." Similarly,
language, according to Jacques Derrida and the
deconstructionists, has become a closed, self-referen-
tial structure which negates the possibility of com-
munication.” Thus, the imagination of the architect
and the community he or she builds for, is simply
cancelled, relegated to the role of a passive observer
of, or a cynical participant in, the myth of scientific
progress, its commodification as advertising, or the
skin-deep formal games of cyber-driven technophilia.

By damming the deluge of the information high-
way, memory invites the imagination to build narra-
tive. Communication thus becomes an aim rather than
an obstacle or impossibility. Any tendency, however,
toward meta-narratives, false utopias or totalitarian
projects, is kept in check by the shifting, questioning
nature of poetic metaphor. The plurality of interpre-
tations that metaphor invites undermines the
reductive commodification of architecture for corpo-
rate or political ends. To the degree that architects
shoulder the responsibility, on behalf of their com-
munity, to interpret the depth of the given world is
the degree to which architectural design is less a cyni-
cal aesthetic game than an ongoing ethical engage-
ment.

This paper. in 2 much shorter form, was first presented at the Design
Issues forum at the ACSA 86th Annual Meeting, March 14-17, 1998
in Cleveland. The author acknowledges the generous support of the
Canada Council for the Arts for its preparation
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