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By Michael Graves

A standard form and a poetic form exist in any |
in any art. Although analogies drawn between one cultural
form and another prove somewhat difficult, |hey never-
theless allow associations that would otherwise be im)
ble. Literature is the cultural form which most vanously
takes advantage of standard and poetic usages, and so may
stand as a model for architectural dialogue. In literature,
the standard, accessible, simple ranges of daily use are ex-
pressed in conversational or prose forms, while the poetic
attitudes of language are used to test, deny, and at times, to
further support standard language. It seems that standard
language and poetic language have a reciprocal responsibili-
ty to stand as separate and equal strands of the greater
literary form and to reinforce each other by their similarity
and diversity. Through this relationship of tension, each
form is held in check and plays on the other for its strength.

‘When applying this distinction of language to architec-
ture, it could be said that the standard form of building is its
common or internal language. The term internal language
does not imply in this case that it is non-accessible, but
tather that it is intrinsic to building in its most basic

form — by 1, and tech-
nical requirements. In contrast, the poetic form of
architecture is iesponsiv (0 issucs external to the building,

and [ of the
'“vwhs and rituals ul society. Poetic forms in architecture
are sensitive to the figurative, associative, and anthropo
morphic attitudes of a culture. If one's goal is to build w:lh
only utility in mind, then it is enough to be conscious of
technical criteria alone. However, once aware of and
responsive to the possible cultural influences on building, it
is important that society’s patterns of ritual be registere:
the architecture. Could these two attitudes, one technical
and utilitarian and the other cultural and symbolic, be
thought of as architecture’s standard and poetic languages?

Without doubt, the inevitable overlap of these two
systems of thought can cause this argument to become
somewhat equivocal. However, the salient tendencies of
each attitude may be distinguished and reasonably dis:
cussed. This is said with some critical knowledge of the re-
cent past. It could be maintained that dominant aspects of
modemn architecture were formulated without this debate
about standard and poetic language, or internal and external
Manifestations of architectural culture. The Modern Move:
ment based itself largely on technical expression—internal

anguage—and the metaphor of the machine dominated its
H‘vm. form. In its rejection of the human or an
srphic representation of previous architecture, the
lovement undermined the poetic form in favor of

\\m\c

While any architectural language, to be b
exist within the technical realm,

tary expression of rit
the Modern Movement did this, m&: well as ﬂl

porate both internal and external expressions. The
language, which engages inventions nl culture at
i

n
attitude.

We assume that in any construct, architectural or other-
wise, technique, the art of making something, will always
play a role. However, it should also be said that the com-
ponents of architecture have not only derived from
pragmatic necessity, but also evolved from symbolic
sources. Architectural eclements are recognized for their
symbolic aspect and used metaphorically by other disci-
plines. A novelist, for example, will stand his character next
to a window and use the window as a frame through which
we read or understand the character’s attitude and position.

In architecture, however, where they are attendant to
physical structure, basic elements are more ly
taken for granted. In this context, the elements can become
so familiar that they are not missed when they are
eliminated or when they are used in a slang version, For in-
stance, if we imagine ourselves standing adjacent to a win-
dow, we expect the window sill to be somehow coincident
with the waist of our body. We also expect, or might
reasonably ask, that its frame help us make sense not only
of the landscape beyond, but also of our own pos
relative to the geometry of the window and to the building
as a whole. In modern architecture, however, these expecta-
tions are seldom met, and instead the window is often con-
tinuous with the wall as horizontal banding or, more alarm-
ingly, it becomes the entire surface. The naming of the

window wal prime example of the conflation or con-
fusion of architectural elements.




s require thi

mncha mmul:hrheumemyulw uires syntax;
v.dw\n v-ximom among architectural elements, we wu.l
or figurative meaning. The

dcmmu oi any enclosure include wall, floor, ceiling, col-
umn, door, and window. It mi .gmh:wmﬂndwnymu
lements, given their geometric si in some cases
(for example, floor and ceiling) Ei be dif-

ferently. It is essential in any symbolic construct to identify
the thematic differences between various parts of the
as distinct from |I|c
soffit as sky, then the material, textural, ¢ i
decorative inferences are dramatically ﬂiliztml Yetin a for-
mal sense, these are both horizontal planes.

We as architects must be aware of the difficulties and the
strengths of thematic and figural aspects of the work. If the
external aspects of the composition, that part of our
language which extends beyond internal technical re-
quirements, can be thought of as the resonance of man
nature, we quickly sense an historical pattern of external
Langtisge. ALl archiecture before the: Modem Mavesest
elaborate the themes of man and landsca
Undusuna:n; the building involves both association with
natural phenomena (for example, the ground is like the
floor), and anthropomorphic allusions (for example, a col-
umn is like a man]. These two attitudes within the sym-
bolic nature of building were probably originally in part
ays of justifying the clements of architecture in a prescicn-
tific society. However, even today, the same metaphors are
required for access to our own myths and rituals within the
building narrative

Although there are, of course, instances where the
technical assemblage of buildings employs metaphors and
forms from nature, there is also possibility for a larger, ex-
ternal natural text within the buil
gestion that the soffit is in some sense celestial, is certainly
our cultural invention, and it becomes increasingly in-
teresting as other elements of the building also reinforce
such a narrative. This type of cultural association allows us
“into"" the full text or language of the architecture. This is
in contrast o modern examples which commonly sacrifice
the idea or theme in favor of a more abstract language
these instances, the composition, while perhaps formally
satisfying, 1s based only on internal references. A de Stijl
composition is as satisfying turned upside down as it is right
side up, and this is in part where its interest lies. We may
admire it for its compositional unity, but as architecture,
because of its lack of interest in nature and gravity, it dwells
outside the reference systems of architectural themes. A de
Stiil building has two internal systems, one technical and
the other abstract.

In making a case for figurative architecture, we assume
that the themat

character of the work is grounded in
neously read in a totemic or anthropo.
c manner. An example of this double reading might
be had by analyzing the charactes of a wall. As the window

morpl

helps us 10 understand our size and presence within the
so the wall, though more abstract as a geometric
has over time accommedated both pragmatic and

symbolic divis)

understood as

ms, Once the wainscot or chair rail is
ar in height to the window sill,

{which that divi
own bodies are easily made. As we
n a sense, rooted in the ground, so

t division, is rooted relative to

al division takes place at the pic

We can say that both wall and plan have
edm T'h:phnxlnm ‘however, has

r:upfoul action

Understanding :Im it is d:z volmi: Ihdi_
ultimately considered, we can analyze, with some
how the plan itself wnmb\uﬁ to a figurative
language.

For the purposes of this

and at the same time, emphasizes its edges or periphery.

the square plan is further divided, like tic-tac-toe, into nine
squares, the result is an even greater definition of corers,
edges, and a single 33 .
geometric proposition with freestanding artifacts such as
furniture, the locations of tables and chairs will be not only
pragmatic, but also sy‘mholic of so:ieul interactions. One
can envision many composi and cos ions of the
same pieces of furniture whlnh wqu]d us different
meanings within the room.

Predictably, the three square composition will subdivide.

quite differently from the centroidal plan. While the rec-
tangular composition will distinguish the middle third of
the ro0m as its center, and the outer thirds as its flanks, we.
are less conscious here of occupiable corers. The corners
the square e ition contribute to our of
the center and are read as positive. In contrast, the corners.
of the rectangular plan are remote from its center and are
scemingly residual. Our clture understands the geometric

special and as the place of primary human occupa-
tion. We would no typically divide the rectangulas Fooui
10 two halves, but rather, more appropriately, would tend to.
place ourselves in the center, thereby precluding any
reading of the room as a diptych. In analyzing room con-
figurations, we sense a cultural bias to cercain basic
geometries. We habitually see ourselves, if not at the center
of our “universe"’, at least at the center of the spaces we oc-
cupy. This assumption colors our understanding of the dif-
ferences between cencer and edge

1i we compare the understanding of the exterior of the
building to that of its nterior volume,  another dimension of
figurative architecture arises inding building such

< Palladio's Villa Rocunds, 1 comprehenatble i s GEH







