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Allow me to begin with the, certainly debatable, position that all
architecture is, at some level, an act of translation. The work of the
architect is literally translated from one medium (drawing) to another
(building). The intention of such work is often inspired from the long
history of our built environment as well as other fields of inquiry. And
the reception of our work, as we all know even from reviews in school,
is always open to interpretation. In a sense, we remain in the long
shadow of the Tower of Babel. In this short essay, I will try to open up
a few issues that have, I am certain, been unpacked in much more
detail through the course of this issue of the Wentworth Architecture
review. To do so, I will propose an architectural triad of translation.
The first topic I will discuss is the translation from drawing to building.
Much ink has been spilled around this matter and I will not attempt
to give perspective to the relationship between drawing and building,
but rather simply question a few assumptions (1.) Next, I will discuss
the translation from architecture to architecture. This is often misunderstood as “precedent.” Here again many assumptions exist and
my intention is not to dissect the particularities of each architectural
translation. Instead I attempt to understand why one translation is
better (or worse) than another. To conclude I will discuss ways in
which architects have translated ideas external to the discourse of
architecture.
From drawing to building
As we know, architects do not make buildings; they make
representations of, and instructions for, the making of buildings. In
our somewhat litigious professional world, the ideal model for the
translation between drawing and building is that of transcription
where the drawing is precisely congruent to the built artifact. Similar
to Morse code, in which a system of sounds literally stand in for letters
to form words, the contract document is intended to directly relay the
proposed building. The system of representation, as in Morse code,
is not affected by the intention of the building – objectivity, in fact, is
the goal and purpose. Differences between drawing and building do,
however, exist. Issues of fabrication, installation timing and technique,
material behaviors and tolerances, as well as the relative abilities
of contractors, make the direct interpretation between drawing and
building impossible. Interpretation, it seems, is always required.

match the built work. This was by no means a mistake of construction.
It was rather that, for Palladio, the status of the drawings conveyed
the intention of the work and not simply instructions for making. One
example, of many, is the Basilica in Vicenza. Palladio first translates
the plan of a Roman Basilica into a town hall for Vicenza. The drawings
show his intention of symmetric and properly proportioned rooms.
The proportioning relates back to the model of the basilica as well as
a cosmological ideal and thus guaranteed meaning. The reality of the
built work, however, could not be further from the truth. The existing
plan of market stalls, not renovated by Palladio, does not come close to
the purity of his proposed plan as seen in the Quattro Libri (1570).
The status of drawings, as informing but not directly determining a
future project that relies upon an act of translation from the craftsman
remained in many parts of the world, even into the previous century.
Indeed, in matters concerning the actual making of a building, the
craftsmen were still intuitively “right” and did not rely upon drawings
to build. This relationship opens up the space that architectural
representation may be something more, or at least other, than
instructions for building. Piranesi, the 18th c. Venetian architect
certainly understood this when he proposed the Carceri etchings. In
both versions, we see representations that do not have the expectation
of a built project. Many examples exist over the past 200 plus years
since Piranesi etched architecture; the hallucinogenic imaginings
of Lequeu and Boullèe; Gandy’s dystopias; the formalisms of the
Russian Constructivists; Theo van Doesburg’s painterly expressions of
plastic space; the comic book capers of Archigram; even Mies van der
Rohe, that paragon of professionalism, produced many collages that
expressed more intention than instruction. More recently, Libeskind
translated his inner Piranesi just as Doug Darden revived a long dead
Lequeu. Each of these representations still needs to be interpreted,
but the mode of translation is not metonymical, between drawing and
building. Even if, as in the example of Doug Darden’s Oxygen House,
the resolution is as technically competent as it is imaginary. Important
to consider in the examples listed above is that the images constructed
are not beholden to a future construction. This is similar, one might
argue, to the work many students do in studio.
From architecture to architecture

Historically, this translation was seen as necessary, and even
celebrated. Filarete (Antonio Averlino) speaks about this in his 15th
c. treatise, Libro d'architettura. He suggests that from conception
to realization, a building will change. Further, there is a potentially
enriching process involved in turning the drawing into a physical
structure. He used the analogy of the architect as both mother and
midwife. A building, according to Serlio, gestates for seven to nine
months (roughly the same time as a thesis, by the way) during which
time the architect dreams about the building. Finally the project
emerges as a drawing or model that then must be reared through
construction and finally inhabitation. In this regard, the drawing is not a
one-to-one notation of the intended reality. The drawing was never, and
could never be, the work itself. The drawing, rather, was more similar
to a musical score, open to multiple performances.

There are many examples of architects translating from architecture.
The Greeks translated caves into funerary mounds and sacrificial
tables into Temples (2.) Palladio took from the Greeks, Wren took from
Palladio, Chambers took from Wren, Bulfinch took from Chambers
and somehow this stream of translations of a funerary monument and
ritual platform has been combined in the Massachusetts State House
to represent the Commonwealth. The question one might ask, then,
is as follows: how it is that we can differentiate between translations?
Why is one translation better than another? Why is the Museum of
Fine Arts, which is an almost direct transcription of the Temple of
Athena Nike in Athens, praised, while similar translations occur all up
the strip in Las Vegas and are, at least amongst architects not named
Izenour, Venturi or Scott-Brown, less praised amongst the architectural
cognoscenti?

Even a few centuries later, the relationship between drawing and
building was still not direct. Palladio’s drawings, famously, do not

My position, as stated at the outset of this essay, that the architect is
translator par excellance, seems to fly in the face of common wisdom
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surrounding the originality of the architect. The above examples
of the MFA or State Capitol building are surely from another time.
As a student, is not originality and novelty praised above all else?
Precedents are always bandied about, but more often as a crutch
for the critic than the legal standard of an attorney. Contemporary
students are often asked to look at precedents, but never copy them.
That would, somehow, be considered cheating, or even, worse, a stain
on your design street-cred. Much of this attitude pervades that favorite
book of young architects, Ayn Rand’s the Fountainhead. Paging through
my own well worn copy, I found this nugget of a quote:
Nothing is given to man on earth. Everything he needs
has to be produced. And here man faces his basic alternative:
he can survive in only one of two ways—by the independent
work of his own mind or as a parasite fed by the minds of
others. The creator originates. The parasite borrows (3.)
Who would want to be such a parasite?
Le Corbusier, it seems, would. He is said to have stated directly, “A

Boston at night

good architect borrows, a great architect steals.” He, of course, drew
from painting and developed his own architectural agenda as based
on the production of automobiles, the rationale of airplanes, and the
efficiency of ocean liners, as well as previous architecture. He was
also, of course, not above stealing directly. His quote about architects
was most likely lifted from Picasso who proposed that, “a good artist
borrows, a great artist steals.” Picasso, may have been borrowing from
the poet TS Elliot who suggested that:
One of the surest tests [of the superiority or inferiority of a poet]
is the way in which a poet borrows. Immature poets imitate;
mature poets steal; bad poets deface what they take, and good
poets make it into something better, or at least something
different. The good poet welds his theft into a whole of feeling,
which is unique, utterly different than that from which it is torn;
the bad poet throws it into something, which has no cohesion (4.)
The question remains, however, how is one translation better than
another?

As a student on tour in early 19th c. Rome, Henri Labrouste was
fascinated, as many architects since, by the Greek temples at
Paestum. Young Henri, however, noticed that one of the temples had
an odd number of columns on what was typically considered to be
the front façade. This, he know, could not be case, because a temple
front always had an even number of columns so that one would enter
on center. He then caused further (architectural) uproar by claiming
that this was not a temple, but was a basilica whose purpose was of
public gathering. It acted, he argued, as an album that chronicled
civic events, literally through the writing on the walls. Further, he was
fascinated by the shifting qualities of light found in the section of the
building.
On his return to Paris, and in between late nights with Victor Hugo,
Labrouste designed the Sainte-Geneviève library, completed in Paris
in 1850. According to Labrouste, the project is a translation from
his studies at Paestum. He considered the public library, a relatively
new program, to be a refigured basilica. The library was to be a
place of meeting and lively discourse – the newfangled gas lamps
were literally to be kept on all night. The parti of the two buildings is
almost the same, the library has two levels but the entry orientation
and sequence are similar. One enters the library on center of the
long end, moves through shadow and, again, literally, into the
light. The same sequence from light to dark to light was seen in
Labrouste’s section of the temple Hera. The structure is certainly of
the nineteenth century as is the iconography of the building. Just as
at Paestum, this building is covered with text. The names of authors
are inscribed on the exterior recto verso to their location on shelves
inside the library.
The act of translation between an ancient Greek temple at Paestum

and a nineteenth century library in Paris is one of rewriting, not
simply rewording. Issues such as program, form, qualities of light,
iconography, structural performance, and intention are all refigured
from the old to the new. This, I would argue, is similar to James Joyce
rewriting Finnegan’s Wake into Italian. Rather than simply translating
the words into Italian, Joyce rewrote the text so as to capture all
of the puns, word play, structure, and even sound and cadence of
the original text into a new language. The context reveals a new
expression, while the richness and depth of the original intention
remains.

through the entry, the scale of the main reading room, the text
on the walls, even the iconography has been left out. Johnson’s
transmutation relies more upon the play of scale and an ironic winkwink-nod-nod to the original. There are arches, you see. And they
are big, really big. I would argue that this mode of translation is
more akin to reading a comic book version of Hugo’s Notre Dame.
The import of the original has been skewed so as to lose much of
the meaning. Johnson’s library needs the source to make the ironic
reference, while the richness of McKim, Mead and White’s does not.
From other to architecture

As we are all well aware, there are at least two further iterations
of Labrouste’s library here in Boston. The McKim Mead and White
version completed roughly fifty years after it’s primary source in Paris
contains many of the same elements – the writing is on the walls,
but the names have changed. The program is the same. The urban
setting, both are separated from an iconic religious building by an
open space, is strikingly similar. The entry sequence is almost exact,
however, Sargeant provides a much more American iconographic
program. The building in Boston is larger and includes a courtyard,
something not present in the original. Here the translation is much
more traditional. One can easily recognize the source, but the
translation is certainly given a new context. It is similar, perhaps, to
reading Hugo’s Notre Dame in English. The story is recognizable, but
does not rely only upon reference to the primary source.
Completed in 1972, Phillip Johnson’s translation is a different kettle
of fish. Johnson copied the parti of the McKim version but shifts
the circulation around the courtyard. The program is essentially the
same. The roofline and material palette are similar to the original –
each was, however, stipulated by the city. Lost is the play of light

The third mode of architectural translation I will briefly discuss is the
translation of ideas, tactics, strategies, forms, and positions from
outside of architectural discourse into architectural production. This
is probably the trickiest as architects are famous for knowing a little
bit about a lot until we know less and less about more and more until
finally we know absolutely nothing about everything. Nonetheless,
architecture, as a form of cultural expression, has historically drawn
deeply from other fields of inquiry. Literature has given architecture a
program with which to play. The monsters at the garden in Bomarzo,
for example, are most likely translations from the Hypnerotomachia
Polophili (1499). A few centuries later, that same architectural
treatise was the basis for a house by Reiser and Umemoto and the
basis of a complete re-writing by Alberto Pèrez-Gòmez. In each of
the projects (though not the re-writing) the narrative informs the
movement through the house in a manner similar to picturesque
gardens of the eighteenth century. In other examples, such as de
Bastide’s La Petite Maison, architecture is setting for the story. But
isn’t there more than setting to story? Peter Eisenman has attempted
to translate ideas from linguistic theory, most notably Noam Chomsky
and later Jacques Derrida. The result of which was a good bit of
intellectual word play but some rather poorly constructed plywood
and EIFS boxes. John Hejduk’s masque projects, certainly building
upon the masques of Inigo Jones as well as the tradition of the
commedia dell’arte, offers more than setting. Hejduk introduces
characters, plot, subjects, and objects that act as a cast of players in
the stage of the public, if imaginary, realm.
Painting has been a source for architects at least as early as the
beginning of the previous century. Issues regarding representation
in painting and architecture are much more longstanding. The
Schroeder house by Reitveld was certainly influenced by Mondrian’s
painting but may not be a translation as such. Hejduk’s Diamond
House series certainly was. Here, issues of scale, material, and
reference are disregarded while compositional, spatial, and iterative
ideas are explored. Early in the twentieth century the Futurists’
obsession with speed was translated across all sorts of media,
including architecture. Malevich and other constructivists were also
busy painting, though their work became the source for another
architect, Zaha Hadid. Prior to the parametric turn (with Patrik
Schumacher) her work, often described as original, was literally
recreating the aesthetic of the Russians.
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attempted to translate the emotive as well as mathematical in his
Philips pavilion (1958). Libeskind’s Chamber Works (1983) was more
interested in the notational than the mathematical. Perhaps less
effectively, the Stretto house (1991) by Steven Holl directly maps the
score of piece of music by Bartok directly onto a site. Missing is the
active performance of the piece. Cue the frozen music, again.
Nature has also provided a model. Architecture as the translation
the order of the universe provides the basis for almost every
culture. More recently, architects have again become obsessed with
biomimicry – a different sort of game all together. At least since
Galileo, there has been a critique of the direct translation of natural
form into constructed form as based on issues of scale and material
performance. That said, architects as diverse as Horta, Calatrava,
and more recently Tom Wiscombe at SCI-Arc and Neri Oxman at the
MIT media lab, continue to translate biological form into architectural
form.
Clothing too has long been a source for architectural production.
Alberti argued that architecture was akin to the public dress one
wore. Perrault used the analogy in the quarrel of the Ancients and
Moderns – that we dress differently now and therefore we should
build differently. Le Corbusier made the same argument against the
decorative arts and with the same analogy. More recently, architects
are making the correspondence between the clothes we wear and
the “skin” of the buildings. Future Systems unabashedly translated
Paco Rabanne’s disc dress for their Selfridges building (2003). The
Fabric Tower by Atelier Maferdini (2008) offers a similar approach.
According to Manferdini’s website the 150,000 sq.ft. housing tower
is, “an articulate response to the site’s natural landscape and its
minority cultures, expressing a contemporary, progressive, creative,
and original vision of local traditions.” The local tradition to which
Manferdini is referring is the elaborate silver head dresses worn by
the minority Miao women. One can easily understand Manferdini’s
interest. The headdresses are elaborately woven silver and offer a
veritable history of the wearer. Families begin saving for the head
dresses when the girls are young. The actual fabrication of the
headdresses may take months and in the end may end up weighing
three or four kilos. Though I would not argue the elegance of
Manferdini’s solution – how does one argue elegance? – Manferdini’s
translation from the headdresses to the housing tower is a somewhat
open translation. There is an obvious scale difference between a
headdress and a tower; the original import of the headdress (as a
historical record) is lost; radically different materials require different
approaches to fabrication, structure, and production.
The examples above are just a few of the many that exist. Within
such a context, can we ask if the Architect/Emperor is wearing any
clothes? / Notes p. 126

The relationship between architecture and music is also
longstanding. The theater for Vitruvius acted as an instrument in
which musical theory guided the planning of the seating. Geometric
proportioning systems underlay both forms of expression through
at least the end of the seventeenth century. Architecture as frozen
music has been a thesis topic, it seems, ever since. Iannis Xenakis
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WAr

Do architects need to translate? If so, why?
What is being gained, or lost, by making translations?
Are some strategies more effective than others?
Can a good translation make a bad building?
Can a bad translation make a good building?
I’ll leave it up to you decide.
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