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01 Introduction 
 
If you want to build a ship, don't drum up the men to gather wood, divide the work and give orders.  
Instead, teach them to yearn for the vast and endless sea. 
 
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry 
 

This seminar will explore various strategies of architectural translation, interpretation, and 

transmutation and to determine if such strategies may be productive for architecture. 

 

What is being gained, or lost, by making translations? Does architecture have it’s own voice? Are 

some strategies more effective than others? Students will study the nature of translation, various 

strategies of translation, and then determine criteria by which we may judge such translations. In 

other words, why is the book always better than the movie? We will then engage a study of 

architectural translation: projects that have relied upon translation, those strategies employed by 

such architects, and, again, the criteria by which we can judge such translations. Can a bad 

translation still make a good building?  

 

Architects are infamous thiefs. The seminar will also question the notion of novelty and that of 

architectural translation from previous work. Examples of architectural translation may include the 

Boston Public Library by McKim, Mead, and White (or even the more modern version by Phillip 

Johnson), the Cooper Union renovation by John Hejduk, or even projects by Rem Koolhas that are 

at least “inspired” by those of Le Corbusier. Here one might also consider renovations such as the 

Castellvechio in Verona by Carlo Scarpa or the Pompèia Factory Leisure Center, in Sao Paulo, by 

Lina Bo Bardi, and the well-known Tate Modern in London where the architects have re-imagined 

the nature of an existing building. Architects also (beg) borrow (and steal) from other fields of 

inquiry. Inter-semiotic (from one field to another) translation may include; literature, as in the 

Danteum in Rome by Terragni and Lingeri; literary theory, for example Eisenman’s early house 

studies; painting such as Hejduk’s diamond houses and some of Gehry’s work; music as in the 

Stretto House in Dallas by Steven Holl; natural forms for example the work Calatrava, Dieste, 

Gaudi, and Horta; and even from geometric forms and modeling techniques explored in the work of 

Greg Lynn. More recently architects are drawing formal inspiration from diverse fields such as 

biology, botany, philosophy, various rendering techniques, fabrication strategies, and even pasta. 
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02  Learning Objectives 
 
02.01 Catalogue Description  
 Theories of Architecture and their application in architectural design.  3 lectures  
 
02.02 Seminar Goals 

Upon completion of this seminar, students should better be able to: 
 
• Analyze and understand projects (text, buildings, etc) within the world of the work. 

 
• Analyze and understand projects (text, buildings, etc) within the longer tradition of 

architectural theory. 
 

• Contextualise the projects (text, buildings, etc). 
 

• Relate the projects (text, buildings, etc) to other fields of inquiry. 
 

• Develop presentation skills verbally and graphically. 
 

• Present a cogent argument regarding the results of research. 
 

• Demonstrate the ability to utilise the research tools available at the library. 
 

• Demonstrate the ability to research a topic. 
 
 
02.03 National Architectural Accreditation Board (NAAB) Student Performance Criteria: 

In the context of the overall design sequence of the Bachelor of Architecture curriculum, 
this subject contributes to the graduate attributes in the following areas: 

 
8 Western Traditions  
Understanding of the Western architectural canons and traditions in architecture, landscape 
and urban design, as well as the climatic, technological, socioeconomic, and other cultural 
factors that have shaped and sustained them.  

 
9 Non-Western Traditions  
Understanding of parallel and divergent canons and traditions of architecture and urban 
design in the non-Western world.  
 
10 National and Regional Traditions 
Understanding of national traditions and the local regional heritage in architecture, 
landscape design and urban design, including the vernacular tradition.  

 
13 Human Diversity 
Understanding of the diverse needs, values, behavioral norms, physical ability, and social 
and spatial patterns that characterize different cultures and individuals and the implication 
of this diversity for the societal roles and responsibilities of architects. 
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03 Evaluation 
 
03.01 Projects shall be evaluated according to the following: 
 

• Demonstration of imaginative and critical thinking skills. 
 

• Ability to communicate intentions verbally and graphically. 
 

• Demonstration of technical knowledge essential to the making of architecture. 
 

• Understanding of cultural, architectural, technical, and historical ramifications of 
projects. 

 
• Completion of all requirements in a timely manner. 

 
• Participation in individual and group reviews. 

 
• Conscientious effort over the course of the entire quarter. 

 
Your grade depends entirely on the process of your work through the quarter. I do not 
subscribe to the belief that inspiration arrives during the week prior to the final review. Nor 
is it possible to complete a quarter’s worth of work in the final week. Either strategy will 
result in a poor, if not failing, grade.  

 
03.02 Attendance 

It is mandatory that you attend and participate in each of the scheduled classes. Failure to 
do both shall result in grade reductions. If for any reason you will not be able to attend a 
scheduled class it is your responsibility to contact me via email (mneveu@calpoly.edu) or 
phone (805.756.5207). 

 
03.03 Late Work 

All work is due at 1:00 pm on the day it is due. Late work shall be downgraded at the 
discretion of the Instructor. It is always more appropriate to present incomplete work as 
opposed to no work.  
 

 
04 Deliverables 
 
04.01 Oral Presentations 30% 
 
04.02 Topological Map 50% 
 
04.03 Participation  20% 

Each week you are asked to participate in the blog.  I will be posting questions and you are 
expected to contribute.  You are also encouraged to post your own questions and thoughts 
regarding the material covered. The blog is an open forum, however, it is not an 
opportunity for you to wax poetic. It should be understood as a component of your 
coursework.  Therefore university-appropriate writing standards shall be expected. 
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05 Schedule 
 
Week 1 

Introduction 
Assign Readings 
Calvino Lecture 
Lisbon Story 
 

 
Week  2     

Presentations: A    
Presentations: B  
Eco Topology due 
 
         

Week  3 
Duchamp Lecture 

 
 
Week 4  

Prospero’s Books or Nostalghia 
 
 
Week  5  

Architecture in Translation Lecture 
 
 
Week  6  

No class 
 
 
Week  7 

Topology: B 
Topology: A   

 
 
Week  8 

Bladerunner 
 
 
Week  9 
 Individual reviews         
  
 
Week  10    

Final Show: Berg 
 
 
Week  11 

Final Topologies: due 
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06 Readings 
 
 
all Umberto Eco, Experiences in Translation. Tr. Alastair McKewen. (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 2001): 68-130 
 
 
1. “On the Art of Translation.” Hugo Friedrich   

“On Language and Words.” Arthur Schopenhauer  
  

2. “On Translation.” John Dryden  
  
3. from On Different Methods of Translating. Friedrich Schleiermacher  
 
4. from his Introduction to his translation of Agamemnon. Wilhelm von Humbolt 

Translations. Goethe   
 
5. Preface to the Early Italian Poets. Dante Gabriel Rosetti  

“On the Problem of Translation.” Friedrich Nietzsche  
 
6. “the Task of the Translator.” Walter Benjamin  
 
7. “Guido’s Relations.” Ezra Pound  
 
8. “the Misery and Splendor of Translation.” Josè Ortega y Gasset  
 
9. Variations on the Ecologues. Paul. Valery  
 
10. “Problems of Translation.” Vladimir Nabokov  
 
11. “On linguistic Aspects of Translation.” Roman Jakobson  
 
12. “Translation: Literature and Letters.” Octavio Paz  
  
13. “The Poetry of Constancy.” Peter Szondi 
 
14. “Translating Poetry.” Yves Bonnefoy  
 
15. “Semantic Theory and Translation Theory.” Henry Schogt 
 
16. “Transposing Presuppositions on the Semiotics of Literary Translation.” Michael Riffaterre 
 
17. from des Tours de Babel. Jacques Derrida 
 
18. “Translating and Being Translated.” Hans Erich Nossak 
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Presentation One 
Theories of Translation 
 
Due:  12 January (1-9) 
 14 January (10-18)  
 
The first presentation will be based upon an assigned reading that will be 
distributed during the first day of class. This oral presentation should last 
10-20 minutes and may be supplemented with visual material. Students 
are expected to present the material and give background information 
regarding the author, when the piece was written, and the audience to 
whom the author was writing. Try to present the main argument of the 
essay and then comment on the relevance to your own way of thinking 
about architecture.  
 
The best advice is to keep close to the text at hand.  
 
A good presentation will address the following topics: 
  
who? …is the author, where are they from, who did they work with? 
 …is the intended audience of the work? 
 …else has reviewed the work? What was the reaction? 
 
when? …was the essay written, what else was happening at that time? 
 
what? …is the article about?  
 …is the most important point? 
 …is the question that the author is trying to answer? 
 …are the strategies of the author? 
 …are other examples that may be used to explain the issues? 
 
how? …is the argument constructed? 
 
why? …is the author making this argument? 
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Presentation Two 
Topological Mapping 
 
Due: 16 January 
 
Groups of 3 students 
 
 
This is an exercise in understanding a text and 
communicating the meaning of the text graphically. 
 
You are asked to read and then outline Umberto Eco’s 
Experiences in Translation pp 68-130. From the reading you 
are asked to create a Topological Map that explains the 
reading visually.   
 
This may be similar to the map used to explain the London 
tube or Paris Metro, or it may be a similar to the map used by 
Enrico Wanton to describe the cities he visited at the end of 
the world.  Imagine you are trying to 
express/explain/demonstrate the text to someone who has 
not read it. For this, you should include cultural examples: 
film, painting, art, sculpture, literature, etc. 
 
The map should be a poster-size. 
 
 
References: 
The work of Edward Tufte is very helpful.   
 
As is the text by Katharine Harmon, You Are Here: Personal 
Geographies and Other Maps of the Imagination.  
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Presentation Three 
Architectural Topological Mapping 
 
Due: 16 March 
 
 
Based on the Eco reading, you will now construct a 
topographic map to outline architecture in translation.  
 

1. Architecture as Transcription 
2. Architecture from Architecture 
3. Architecture from another Field of Inquiry 

a. Literature / Language 
b. Art / Painting 
c. Kitsch 
d. Other Industries 
e. Clothing 
f. Music 
g. Mathematics / Geometries 
h. Natural Form 

 
A wiki site has been developed and is on Blackboard. 
 
 


