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Architects Make Culture
Sarah Robinson

Why do we continue to pretend that derelict living environments play no role in 
the pathologies of human health and behavior? Why is it that we never question 

the hardened premises of our glass-and-concrete cities?

HARRY FRANCIS MALLGRAVE

No one could deny that architects are essentially makers. We create the 
plans that, in the complex collaboration that making involves, become 

buildings, artifacts, and cities. We draw boundaries, lay down lines, define 
paths along which our daily lives unfold. The grooves of habit are deepened 
along the routes suggested by the material world, and it is we who arrange, 
organize, and transform that physical domain. Yet how exactly do we arrive at 
the declaration that architects make culture? Is culture something higher, set 
apart from the matter of walls, roofs, paths, and streets? Or, is culture the 
amalgam of myriad forces—the climate of place, the economic and social 
affordances offered by light and topography, a compound of collective human 
habits—those very habits that we have a hand in directing?

These questions lie at the very heart of Mallgrave’s inquiry. Why do we 
persist in thinking that environmental forces are opaque to psychological 
and cultural ones? Why do we dismiss derelict living environments as the 
consequence of social and psychological devastation, rather than its mutually 
arising cause? His message is that we can no longer afford to think in terms of 
such easy oppositions. The fundamental truth of our anthropocene era is that 
humans have altered the very topography and atmosphere of earth. Nature 
is no longer conceived to be a fixed, immutable opposite to human culture, 
which has long been considered to operate in its own separate sphere. 
Human action cannot be disentangled from nature, but rather produces 
the very scientific phenomena it once set out to observe. It is impossible 
to draw lines between culture and nature, sociology and ecology, and the 
consequences of human actions and biological processes. We are embedded, 
enmeshed, intertwined in a complex weave that we ourselves have spun. 
The human capacity and drive to make, construct, shape, and transform our 
surroundings have unleashed forces the magnitude of which we have only 
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scarcely reckoned. Indeed, confronting the consequences of our actions, 
understanding the implications of our cherished habits, and coming to terms 
with the deeply relational and interactive nature of our entanglement in these 
complex global processes are the most urgent challenges of our time.

Decades of work from diverse disciplines ranging from philosophy, cultural 
anthropology, neuroscience, evolutionary psychology, and aesthetics—to 
name only a few—have broken down the dichotomies that have held us captive 
in the delusion that we can exist apart from our environment without any 
real consequence. Thanks to their work, we can consign the long-cherished 
divisions between mind and body, nature and culture, self and world to the 
trash heap of obsolete theory. This profound shift in thinking is causing the 
academy, which for centuries has been faithfully built on such dualities, to 
crumble, realign, and metamorphose. Emerging from the rubble of the tired 
dichotomies that have ruled Western thinking are new collaborations, hybrid 
fields, and unimagined possibilities. Interdisciplinary discourse is no longer 
the exception; it is today the rule.

Yet strangely, this revolution in thinking has gone practically unnoticed by 
architects. Perhaps we have just simply had our heads down, struggling in 
the trenches to confront the urgent set of problems with which the vacuity of 
recent architectural theory has left us ill-equipped to face. Working between 
the traditional boundaries separating culture from biology and the built from 
the natural, we are strategically placed to harvest the bounty of insights that 
have quickly accumulated over the last forty years. Yet our discipline has 
been torn between abstract cultural theory on one side, and reductionistic 
technology and hard evidence on the other, with scant recognition of the 
merits or necessity of both sides. Rather than remaining locked in such a 
standoff, Mallgrave has shown us a plausible way forward.

From the beginning, he reminds us that the word “culture” originally 
referred to agriculture, to the life of plants. The culture of the plant still today 
refers to the many variables that make it possible for lives to flourish. Deriving 
from the Latin cultura, culture meant to “to tend, guard, to till and cultivate.” 
Culture shares the same root as the word “to care.” And it is this caring of, 
this tilling of the soil, which makes civilization possible. Mallgrave reminds us 
further that our fundamental task as architects is to create culture in this most 
primal sense: to tend, to create, and to arrange the countless variables that 
make human life and its flourishing possible.

John Dewey, a thinker whose voice resonates throughout these pages, 
shared a similar understanding of culture. Among the very few philosophers 
who critically considered architecture, he was not interested so much in its 
form, as he was in its potential to form. He was interested in architecture’s 
formative role in directing human evolution. Dewey did not think that 
human nature was forever fixed, but rather considered human nature to be 
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a developmental and evolutionary open-ended process shaped by myriad 
bio-cultural factors. According to Dewey, the human organism is patterned 
physiologically, emotionally, psycho-sociologically, and intellectually by habits. 
And since architecture sediments habit, he recognized its potential to uplift and 
heal. Implicit in his writings is the truth that as we shape our environments, 
our environments also shape us. Our habitat is the locus of our habits, the 
context that allows and reinforces our daily routines. As the makers of habitat, 
architects are not mere arbiters of taste; we are sculptors of habits who 
“shape the nervous make-up of generations,”1 as Richard Neutra so rightly 
noted more than fifty years ago.

Dewey’s pivotal insight was that we are living beings inseparable from 
and shaped by our environments, a reality that seems ridiculously obvious 
if it were not for 300 years of intellectual discourses that have convinced us 
otherwise. We are just beginning to recognize just how subtly and deeply 
our environment influences our being. Consider the daily experience of light 
touching your skin: the light that makes its way through a window not only 
warms your skin, it also expands the space around you, making both it and 
you feel a little larger. The light shifts your mood as it regulates your hormone 
levels and tunes your body to seasonal and cosmic cycles. The light filtering 
through a room captures your imagination in multiple directions, unveiling the 
hidden, and inviting the imagination to trace its path. Without awareness, your 
mind begins to fill in the shadows the light has brought newly into relief. At the 
same time, light tugs your mind outward, towards the opening, inviting you 
to seek the source of this sure and quiet power. Here, in a single experiential 
incident, countless subtle shifts and nuances have transpired; the light has 
touched not only your skin, it has also touched your mind and reminded you 
of your place on the ground, your position in the larger scheme of things. This 
ordinary experience has biological, psychological, and spiritual dimensions 
to be sure, but it cannot be reduced to any one of these many factors. 
Experiencing architecture involves our whole being in a dense immersive 
weave in which the line between the inside and the outside cannot be clearly 
drawn. Where you stop and the world begins is an open question.

We have barely reckoned with these facts of our embodiment. Beneath the 
long-held, if mistaken, notion that we exist in isolation from our environment, 
lurks the idea that the body is separate from the mind. It is difficult to fully 
comprehend the real nature of the interdependence between body, mind, and 
world when language reinforces their division rather than their connection. 
Dewey complained that we lack a term to describe or think about the body-
mind as an integrated whole, and even the term “embodiment” does not 
sufficiently address the problem. The philosopher-biologist-dancer Maxine 
Sheets-Johnstone laments that the term “embodiment” is “little more than 
a lexical band-aid” covering a 300-year-old semiotic wound. According to her, 
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using the term perpetuates “a divide that has not healed and will never heal so 
long as the terms of the division remain part of our thinking. They remain part 
of our thinking because we have not fathomed what it is to be the bodies we 
are.” We use the term “embodiment” in order to make the abstract concrete, 
but in doing so, we inadvertently do just the opposite. We make the concrete 
abstract, in our effort, as she puts it, “to make the thing we prize the most at 
home in this thing we call the body.”2

The crucial step, the one that has not yet been fully taken, is to recognize, 
in the words of Tim Ingold,

that the body is the human organism and that the process of embodiment is 
one and the same as the development of that organism in its environment. 
Once this step is taken, then one or the other of the two terms, body and 
organism, becomes effectively redundant. Given the choice of which term 
to retain, I would opt for the latter, since it better conveys the sense of 
organized process, of movement, connectivity, and relationality, that I take 
to be fundamental to life. Substituting life for mind and organism for body, 
the notion of a mindful body may be replaced by that of living organism, 
a substitution that has the effect both of restoring human beings to their 
proper place within the continuum of organic life, and laying the Cartesian 
dualism finally to rest.3

The implications of this shift in thinking are radical indeed, and those 
committed to phenomenological and hermeneutic approaches have been 
reluctant to go this far. Their resistance to taking this step is understandable 
in light of former deterministic approaches, but those theories have long since 
been refuted, and, as Mallgrave insists, it is a debate that belongs to the 
nineteenth century and should remain there. As Dewey once observed—
knowing our physiology: knowing our physiology does not by itself help 
us understand our psychology, any more than knowing the geography of a 
country, helps us understand the history and culture that developed in that 
place. However crucial the quality and attributes of the land are in forming 
the nation’s character, geography by itself cannot explain the history of the 
nation, any more than one’s physiology can explain one’s psychological life 
and history—one cannot completely and wholly understand one dimension 
without integrating knowledge about the other. A holistic understanding of 
cultural history and experience must include biological facts. In order to deal 
with the urgent issues with which the architect is confronted, we need to 
correct the conceptual errors that have led to these damaging dualities in the 
first place.

This book imagines the possibility of thinking and making architecture 
that overcomes and heals this wound. Mallgrave traces the implications of 
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what it means to be a full-bodied organism immersed with its surroundings in 
architectural terms. Our most immediate surroundings are the buildings and 
dwellings in which we live and work; this is the context in which 95 percent 
of our life unfolds. He imagines the possibility of an architecture that is an 
integrated whole, an architecture that responds to our bodies as well as to our 
capacity for empathy and imagination, one that understands the human and 
the natural as a shared continuum.

We now know that we experience architecture at a visceral level; our 
organism responds immediately and unconsciously to the overall texture 
and mood of the place. We do not experience places intellectually, though 
the intellect comes into play to be sure. The intellectual surfaces later, not so 
much in the experience, but through reflecting on and unraveling the meaning 
of experience over the course of time. The intellectual is an outer layer of a 
multidimensional whole-organism encounter, and it is time to integrate this 
basic fact into the training of an architect.

“The role of the architect, it needs to be highlighted, is not to theorize 
the ‘making’ but to construct or give life to the places in which we dwell,” 
Mallgrave insists. The student has precious little time in our care, so we must 
ask ourselves what values best serve an architect’s sustained and generative 
practice, and what knowledge prepares one to make things of lasting social 
and human value. According to Juhani Pallasmaa, the capacity for empathy 
is fundamental to the creation of profound architecture, and essential to the 
practice of an architect. “In my way of thinking, a sincere architect cannot 
authentically design a house facing the client as an external other,” he writes, 
“the architect has to internalize the client, to turn himself into the client, 
and eventually design the building for him/herself. At the end of the design 
process, the architect offers the house to the real dweller as a gift … The 
process is similar to the gift a woman makes when she offers her womb to 
give birth to a child on behalf of the woman who is physiologically unable 
to bear one. Architecture is born of imaginative empathy, and the talent of 
compassion is as important to the architect as formal fantasy.”4

Empathy is a talent that can be developed and refined, and it is more important 
to the practice of the architect than technical skill—indeed empathy should be 
honed as one of the most valuable assets in our repertoire of skills. Mallgrave 
has introduced us to the rich history of empathy theory, Einfühlungstheorie, 
whose advocates anticipated many of the findings of modern neuroscience. 
Voluminous literature has developed around the importance and cultivation of 
empathy, and the human capacity to empathize illustrates a way that theory 
and practice can be joined in experience. We understand the evolutionary and, 
I would add, the revolutionary importance of empathy when we experience 
it ourselves, and that knowledge becomes a skill that allows us to anticipate 
our clients’ needs, to viscerally apprehend the materials of the situation, and 
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to establish a scale of values unique to the task at hand, allowing us to create 
something better than anyone ever imagined. In this way, architectural form 
is not the consequence of an authoritarian imposition; it is a melody written 
from a posture of humility.

Our role as architects is to make the song. And in order to do that, we 
must, as Mallgrave has stressed, be able philosophers, cosmologists, and 
interpreters of these truths of our embodiment. We need to understand the 
whole of the facts so that we might apply them in a way that transforms their 
discordant notes into music. Good design emerges from a host of variables 
to become something completely unique, something that could not have 
been foreseen by the composition of any one of its component parts, and 
one whose experiential depth cannot be predicted by the most elaborate 
algorithm. Living processes, like the processes of design and making, defy 
simple strategies—they are inexplicable processes of transformation that give 
birth to new worlds. Such an undertaking does not call for anything utopian, 
and the possibility of making a lasting song does not involve a flight from 
matter—the secret lies in a fuller embrace of who we are as living organisms.





Introduction

Theory is insufficient for life and does not respond to all its requirements.

EILEEN GRAY AND JOHN BADOVICI1

For 2,000 years or so, architecture has been viewed through the two lenses 
of history and theory. The former provided the discipline with a taxonomic 

or stylistic framework in which to house knowledge and traditions. On some 
occasions, it even provided a platform from which to depart from accepted 
practices. Theory, as it came to be construed in both Greek and Roman times, 
became architecture’s ideological framework. Yet when Claude Perrault, in 
1673, questioned the superiority of the “Ancients” over the “Moderns,” he 
problematized the relationship between history and theory.2 The latter could 
not only confront history in a critical fashion, but it, as it gained ascendency over 
the following two centuries, increasingly came to oppose the very notion of 
history. The victory was more or less complete by the 1820s when Karl Friedrich 
Schinkel, in service to the new state of Prussia, embarked on his project of 
constructing an “architectural theory” (Baulehre) in line with the new industrial 
realities—one, incidentally, he never completed.3 Modernists in the decades 
surrounding the start of the twentieth century again struggled with the problem 
of defining a theoretical position adequate to the revolution taking place in 
practice. Implicit in these endeavors was the belief that architecture was a 
language that should represent the new cultural realities. The symbolism of 
ornament and the historicity of styles, as many modernists argued, should be 
replaced by a more functional language expressing itself simply through form.

By the 1960s we began to see the endgame to this strategy—the clear 
priority of theōria over praxis.4 The premise that architecture is a visual 
language exemplified by its representational meanings remained intact. 
In fact, both semiotic and poststructural ideologies revolved around the 
importance of meaning: the belief that meanings should either reinstitute 
or deconstruct the conventional symbolisms of practice. Meaning, through 
an elaborate ideological paradigm, was thereby reduced to an ocular-centric 
and highly conceptualized reading of form, and architecture became, in many 
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design circles, a formalistic exercise in service to its speculative ambitions. 
There were, of course, oppositional camps to this ideological hegemony, but 
few forces had the resources or weight to gain traction.

The central tenet of this book is that the sovereignty of speculative theory 
over the past six decades has run its course and today has become antiquated 
by the momentous leaps that have been made in the humanities and natural 
sciences. The literature currently emanating from circles in anthropology, 
philosophy, aesthetics, biology, and neuroscience is pointing to a new way of 
thinking about ourselves and, by extension, how we might design our habitats. 
Perhaps the most consequential lesson of these insights is that we should 
center our design efforts less on the formalist “objects” of linguistic expression 
and more on the deeply rooted dimensions of human “experience”—that is, 
how we might align practice with the primal needs and great complexities of 
the human organism. This change of viewpoint has come about because we 
are beginning to understand how profoundly our built habitats influence and 
condition the very core of our being.

This shift of perspective is more than just another theoretical tack; it is 
a recognition of the limitations and deflation of conventional architectural 
theory—at least that body of theory that, in its preening manner, strutted 
across the last decades of the twentieth century. It is as well the understanding 
that we can no longer view the built environment through the Cartesian lens 
of a mind interpreting meanings found in objects or buildings. The humanities 
and sciences today have simply discarded such dualities, and designers 
should do the same. We need to acknowledge the fact that minds, bodies, 
environments, and cultures collectively enact or interact with each other in a 
developmental process on multiple levels of organismic expression, one that 
plays out differently with each new generation. This is the context or reality for 
today’s designers to take into account.

Such a perspective has a number of implications for designers. One is 
that the Heideggerian “openness” of our “being there” (our “forward and 
backward” relatedness to things as a mode of being) has found support in 
the newer models of emotion.5 If emotion in past years has been defined 
as the response of a biological organism to a stimulus, a different dynamic 
is now beginning to be revealed. Not only are emotional systems now 
viewed as motivational processes in themselves giving life to or shaping 
conceptualization, but affectivity also and already posits a “postural attitude” 
or a readiness to act within the environment in which we dwell.6 Saying this 
another way—emotion, a “whole-organism event,” is a sense-making cognitive 
system of worldly engagement from the beginning, one that pervades our 
consciousness through and through.7 Upon entering a room, for instance, we, 
in a multisensory way, take in the gist of the evolving perception, its positive 
or negative valences, long before we stand back and reflect on what we 
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have experienced. Every perception is in this way an evolving “experience,” 
whose embodied intricacies can now be viewed in real time by ever more 
sophisticated technologies.

Supporting the newer models of perception are the recent insights into the 
sensorimotor or motoric underpinnings of it workings. The discovery of mirror 
mechanisms over the last three decades was the pivotal event in this regard 
and it carries with it a score of architectural implications. We have learned 
much, for instance, about the cellular activities of our cortical and subcortical 
realms, the neurological interworking of our sensory modalities, and the 
multiple motoric processes involved with our simulations of actions and 
movements—and yes, even about the experience of form and space—within 
our surroundings. Sigfried Giedion, not so long ago, advanced the intellectual 
construct of “space-time” as an architectural concept that was enormously 
attractive and influential.8 However ingenious it was as a paradigm—it was an 
intellectual construct entirely speculative in its premises and little more than 
an abstraction in its application to practice. Today we are learning the actual 
dynamics of our motor cognition, or how our bodies actually engage with 
forms and continually interact with the boundaries of space. The dynamics of 
how people perceive or experience the built environment would seem to be a 
delightfully rich field for designers to explore.

Our expanding knowledge of human evolution has similarly led to a host 
of additional insights into the social roots of human nature. Human sociality 
is no longer explained as a learned behavior, because it, like emotion, is more 
deeply situated in our ancestral past. The human brain did not enlarge itself 
in relation to our primate cousins simply by making better hand axes; its 
growth and development emerged from the need to manage our increasingly 
complex social relationships and expanded social circles. The human brain, 
however, at some point took a unique turn with respect to other primates 
in the way it began to restructure its neural pathways. The underpinnings 
to rituals, gestures, and play, for this reason, can no longer be taken as a 
sociological abstraction of an anonymous “user.” They are deeply implicated in 
our humanity and the creative designer, above all others, should be attracted 
to these motivational forces, because they take us to the heart of what it 
means to be a designer.

The fact that we are beginning to understand the depth of our sociality 
has a number of other ramifications. If, as some psychologists now insist, 
behaviors such as ethics or morality have a discernible neurobiological basis, 
but one only expressed ontogenetically or through the environment in which 
one is raised—then the designer might want to take notice. Newer models 
of enculturation again provide us with a platform to speak of such things 
that have in the recent past fallen out of favor, such as the importance of 
qualitative standards of design and the larger cultural ethos by which a social 
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structure is shaped. Who is not moved, for instance, by what is intriguing 
and attractive? Why is it that our building “solutions” today differ so little 
from those of a half-century ago? Why do we continue to pretend that 
derelict living environments play no role in the pathologies of human health 
and behavior? Why is it that we never question the hardened premises of 
our glass-and-concrete cities?

If the idea of “culture” today sounds foreign to practice, it is because the 
word has scarcely been voiced in architectural circles for the past half-century. 
And it is not so much that the conceptual frameworks of the postmodern 
era specifically sought to expunge the word from its preferred newspeak; 
it is rather that cultural theory, as it was conceived and practiced in the 
second half of the century, was in fact quite removed from any relevance 
to practice—giving some cause for the increasingly erratic line of inquiry to 
manifest itself in architectural practice. If one believes, for instance, that the 
metanarrative of “progress” can be consigned to the void of Alice’s rabbit 
hole, then culture (perhaps best imagined in the biological sense of growing 
something in a prepared medium, the human organism in its built and cultural 
environments) has little to say to designers. Yet allowing the ethic of building 
a world in sympathy with the human organism to dissipate into the rarified air 
of philosophical abstractions, or to reduce design to a formalist exercise of 
crafting novel “objects” also in the end proved to be unsuccessful, we must 
now admit. We may, if we truly want to be critical, entertain the idea that 
perhaps we have looked at the problem from the wrong end of the glass. 
Cultural factors do to some extent condition the habits of designers, but, more 
importantly, architecture is also a powerful means for creating the very culture 
that sets this process in motion.

Supporting the premise that architecture is the making of culture is the 
assertion, which this study will attempt to show, that cultural models today 
are quite different from those of just a few decades ago. The proverbial 
divide between the human and natural sciences has been repairing itself 
and coevolutionary and interdisciplinary models are today vastly extending 
the boundaries of cultural thought. The newer collaborative models are less 
speculative in their foundations, even as our greater understanding of human 
complexity becomes manifest.

Let us take the example of “niche construction,” a field of population 
biology that appeared in the 1990s. Its basic idea is that when organisms alter 
their physical and cultural environments, these altered environments change 
the biological and cognitive structures, as well as the evolutionary track, of 
the organisms housed within them. The human species, of course, is the 
most prolific organism of change in this respect, and buildings, as we are now 
learning, also alter perceptions and influence how we think. They make us feel 
and do things in different ways. Because architects are professionally charged 
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with the task of designing environments, is it not time for designers—as 
Richard Neutra long ago suggested—to take a measure of responsibility for 
our survival?

We gain something else by broadening our perspective beyond the limits of 
twentieth-century theory and directing our attention to the human experience 
of the built environment. For one thing, we can reclaim a measure of dignity 
and forbearance by returning the focus of design to what Dalibor Vesely once 
referred to as “the practical nature of situations,” or our everyday activities.9 
In doing so, we might begin to see that architects are not charged with 
designing structures or spaces for specific functions but places for human life 
to flourish. And only by viewing design within the full temporal spectrum of 
our affective, perceptual, social, and cultural dimensions will we begin to see 
the range of our responsibilities as designers.

It need not be emphasized here that architecture is standing on the 
threshold of stirring change. Not only will pedagogical and accreditation 
programs in the coming years have to undergo a radical rethinking of their 
most basic premises, but the products of the designer’s office—our built 
and natural habitats—themselves will be judged by different standards. If 
we look back on twentieth-century theory today, we must admit that much 
of it was remarkably selective and reductive in the parameters with which 
design was concerned. If design is not to fall into another trap of theory, it 
will have to become not only more multifaceted in its reach but also more 
radically interpretive in its approach—the traditional and historical purview of 
the architect. Yet hermeneutics also requires a text and the palimpsest we 
have before us is not the speculative model or conceptual affectation of the 
past but a living and breathing organism with specific environmental needs. 
And it is here that the insights gathered by the biological sciences must be 
joined with the new perspectives of philosophy, cultural studies, and human 
evolution to provide the designer with a better understanding of who we are 
and how we actually engage the world. My interest in what follows is neither 
human behavior nor the mechanics of our nervous system, but the existential 
foundation on which we come to terms with the world. In this regard, the 
interdisciplinary models from which we learn will not in themselves determine 
any course of action; they can only inform the designer about the embodied 
“nature” of the human organism for whom we design. The taking of this 
knowledge and dealing with it creatively and aesthetically remain the humble 
task of the thoughtful designer.

***

The material presented here has been gathered from many sources and I 
have prospered from the informed comments of many people who have read 
parts of the manuscript, among them Sarah Robinson, Bob Condia, Jonathan 
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Hale, Michael Arbib, Isabella Pasqualini, David Leatherbarrow, Michelangelo 
Sabatino, and Alberto Pérez-Gómez. On aspects of this study, I have benefited 
over the years by my conversations with Juhani Pallasmaa, Vittorio Gallese, 
Alessandro Gattara, Olaf Blanke, and Davide Ruzzon. I dedicate the work to 
my beautiful wife Susan.
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Architecture Is the Practice  
of Culture

When the artist amasses these sensual and emotional talents, then a true 
culture will take shape: 

BECAUSE THESE THINGS ARE OF THE SPIRIT AND SUBSTANCE OF CULTURE!

LOUIS SULLIVAN1

To say architecture is the practice of culture would scarcely seem to be a 
contentious assertion. After all, the Roman architect Vitruvius became so 

stricken with the beauty of Hellenic culture that he devoted a good part of 
his life attempting to explain the elusive principles behind the elegance and 
grace of its architectural forms. Isidore of Miletus assembled his vision of 
Byzantine culture out of Egyptian porphyry, Thessalian marble, and columns 
from the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus. Gothic builders attempted to recreate 
the culture of afterlife in stone by extending the vault to ethereal heights and 
painting the atmosphere with opalescent glass. The artistic dream of Filippo 
Brunelleschi took shape amid the mounds of a Roman culture that had for 
centuries been viewed as perplexing. And who can deny that Leon Battista 
Alberti anchored his scholarly vision of Humanist culture in the Platonic and 
Ciceronian cultures with which he was most familiar.

Yet where are our cultural idealists today? The path of design education 
has for decades been narrowing and adapting itself to the technological and 
software demands of the workplace. Traditional areas of cultural thinking—
philosophy, anthropology, sociology, and psychology—have been pushed 
aside in architectural curricula, where they have not disappeared altogether. 
Design studios attempt to teach design, yet with a very attenuated view of 
what constitutes the art—often reducing the complexity of life simply to form 
making sheathed with the ubiquitous glass facade. Does today’s “culture” 
have any relevance for designers? And what does it really mean to say that 
design is the practice of culture?

Many tend to think of culture in vague terms, such as the multiculturalism 
of academic pretension or the lack of culture for someone exhibiting rude 
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behavior. Seldom does the word today carry any weight, although this was 
not always the case. The English word “culture” comes from the Latin word 
cultura, which means the growing, tending, or cultivation of the land. In 
the sixteenth century the word came to acquire the additional meanings of 
cultivating the mind or one’s manners, but its contemporary usage of signifying 
the customs, beliefs, or ways of life of a society only came about in the late 
eighteenth century. One of the first writers to employ culture in this sense 
was Johann Gottfried Herder, who made the argument that because the 
collective achievements of a people are rooted in the local landscape, climate, 
language, traditions, and spirit of the people, cultures are both varied and 
relative in their trajectories.2 Yet observe that for him culture was still rooted in 
tangible things, like landscape, climate, and the traditions of a people—similar 
to how a biologist might today speak of growing something in a prepared 
medium. Culture for Herder implied an inextricable connection with the soil 
and traditions, rather than with virtue signaling or the fanning of airs.

My definition of the word “culture” draws upon these earlier meanings. 
The medium of culture—to put it in biological terms—is the built and social 
environments in which the human organism either flourishes or withers. 
In this sense, architects and designers quite literally create cultures for the 
human organism.

The word “practice” is similarly problematic. In design, we have come 
to think of practice as the application of theory, but the Greek root word 
praxis carried with it the notion of “acting” or “doing.” It was a practicality 
or experience grounded in the ethos of everyday life, one demanding a tacit 
understanding of our existential needs. The concept implied some kind of 
human activity, in design terms, “the table on which we take our daily meal, 
or the walls that protect the intimacy of our conversation within a room.”3 To 
say that design is the practice of culture is therefore to imbue design with the 
cultural values or practices that fill out our existence. Yet how do we today 
reclaim this practical grounding, one that has for decades been occluded by 
theory?

I believe the answer to this question lies in a critical understanding of the 
interdisciplinary models now coming to the fore. Over the last few decades 
the human and biological sciences have seen an explosion of knowledge about 
ourselves and—by extension—the cultures in which we are embedded. As a 
result, the artificial divide between biology and culture has today dissolved. 
The fields of philosophy, history, psychology, anthropology, and sociology have 
undergone a massive transformation, one that has shaken their traditional 
foundations. It is foolish to think that architecture can stand its ground or that 
it can be practiced with its own sheltered set of premises. History teaches 
us otherwise, and from the sources cited in the following chapters we hope 
to draw out at least two implications. First, architecture is intertwined with 
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human culture in a very profound sense. This is true even though the field 
of design is weighed down, as one likes to say, with its hallow traditions. 
The second implication is that design is not only the practice of culture but 
also the making of culture. Again, I do not mean culture in the superficial or 
academic sense of the word. When we design the world around us, we are at 
the same time designing who we are—biologically, intellectually, morally, and 
aesthetically. Architecture, when viewed from this perspective, is the shaping 
of the environmental medium in which the human organism dwells.

II.

Louis Sullivan, more than a century ago, well understood these two points. 
Early modern historians portrayed him as a functionalist, but beginning in the 
1960s writers began to highlight the cultural context of his ideas, in particular 
the American transcendentalist tradition of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Walt 
Whitman. The latter’s imperative that the United States must fulfill its social 
destiny to lead the world into a new era of human culture—“or else prove the 
most tremendous failure of time”—seems also to define Sullivan’s mission.4 
Yet the determination to create a new approach to design in line with the new 
ideal of democracy would have supplied Sullivan only with a motivation and 
not with any specific strategy for design. This vision also does not explain how 
or why his designs, particularly from the late 1880s forward, would achieve 
what Richard Etlin has aptly described as Sullivan’s “life-enhancing symbiosis 
of music, language, architecture, and ornament.”5

Etlin also provides us with an important clue as to what aspects of his 
culture informed Sullivan’s practice, when he speaks of the accord of the 
architect’s ideas with the body of psychological theory dominant around the 
turn of the twentieth century in Germany—that of Einfühlung or “empathy” 
theory. Its focus was largely with aesthetic perception, and the discussion 
concerning the idea often employed such terms as Formgefühl (feeling-for-
form) and Raumgefühl (feeling-for-space).6

The historian Sherman Paul had earlier noted this connection. In his 
monograph on Sullivan of 1962 he informs us that Sullivan’s vast and 
multifaceted library (auctioned off during his later bankruptcy) contained a 
large number of books devoted to the relatively new field of psychology and 
physiology—books by Wilhelm Wundt, Johan Wilhelm Lavater, A. E. Willis, 
William James, G. Stanley Hall, Lester Ward, and Alexander Chamberlain.7 
Paul also reports that in 1893 the newly created American Psychological 
Association set up a booth in Sullivan’s Transportation Building at the Columbian 
Exposition, as well as the fact that John Dewey arrived in the city one year 
later to assume a professorship of psychology at the University of Chicago. 
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Paul even gives us the gist of Dewey’s psychological approach from a paper 
published in 1884, “The New Psychology,” in which the psychologist argued 
that it was impossible to consider the “psychical life” of any organism outside 
of the environment in which it resides.8

Let us consider Dewey’s paper in greater detail. The revolution in 
psychology taking place, Dewey argues, was born of two factors. One is the 
introduction of empirical studies of our psycho-physiological nature mainly 
originating in Germany. These studies follow upon the premise, in Dewey’s 
words, that “the most complex landscape” is not a simple impression seen 
from without, “but is built up from color and muscular sensations, with, 
perhaps, unlocalized feelings of extension, by means of the psychical laws 
of interest, attention, and interpretation. It is, in short, a complex judgment 
involving within itself emotional, volitional, and intellectual elements.”9 Note 
in this passage the reference to sensorimotor “muscular sensations” and 
“feelings of extension,” of emotion and volition, which Dewey posits as the 
basis of the new psychology—ideas now confirmed by today’s neuroscience.

The second point emphasized in Dewey’s paper, as Paul noted, is the force 
of culture in shaping how one thinks, the idea that the human individual can no 
longer be considered in isolation but only within the encultured context of an 
environment, which for him also entails the “organic relation of the individual 
to that organized social life into which he is born.”10

What insights would these points hold for Sullivan as a designer? One 
might be that design is the material and emotional expression of the living 
human spirit, whose essence might well reside in the psycho-physiological 
animation of the rhythmic forms found in nature. The perception of our 
designed environments possesses a physiological dimension, and their forms, 
if successful, become animated through the “muscular sensations” they 
invoke within us. Second, if democracy is to produce a living culture, it must 
become, in Sullivan’s words, “a moral principle, a spiritual law, a perennial 
subjective reality in the realm of man’s spirit,” one allowing the ascendance of 
the artist’s true creative powers within its “organized social form.”11

It is instructive to follow the changes in Sullivan’s language and designs 
from the late 1880s through the first decade of the twentieth century. In 1886, 
the year he received the commission for the Auditorium Building, he penned 
his “Essay on Inspiration,” a full-blown Emersonian rhapsody on nature—
its growth and “noble decay,” its “entrancing song of the Great Spirit,” and 
how a new art can only be formed “by amplifying the rhythms of nature as 
these are interpreted by the sympathetic soul.”12 In “The Artistic Use of the 
Imagination,” written in 1889 as Sullivan was putting the finishing touches 
on the auditorium’s interiors, he begins to characterize artistic activity in 
both physiological and emotional terms: “The sensations of a true artist are 
always complex, for to susceptibility of the senses, he adds susceptibility 
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of the heart. Every object, therefore, that he regards, will give him a double 
sensation, specifically the sensual and the emotional.”13

In his often-cited essay of 1892, “Ornament in Architecture,” Sullivan 
further develops this theme of animation. Here he underscores the need 
for the designers to express their individual artistic “rhythms” in order to 
animate architectural form, because the essence of a building resides in its 
“emotional expression.” If a building is to express such life, he goes on to 
say, “an ornamented structure should be characterized by this quality, namely, 
that the same emotional impulse shall flow throughout harmoniously into its 
varied forms of expression—of which, while the mass-composition is the 
more profound, the decorative ornamentation is the more intense.”14

His cultural and psychological polemic shifts into high gear with the 
publication of Kindergarten Chats in 1901, where the philosophical mentor—
the “gardener” and “horticulturalist”—attempts, through a series of 
conversations, to cultivate the mind of the student. Early on, Sullivan notes 
that “the critical study of architecture” is not the study of art but of “the social 
conditions producing it.” In this way, “architecture becomes naturally and 
logically a branch of social science; and we must bend our facilities to this 
bow if we would reach the mark.”15 And if the designer is to plant the seed of a 
true democratic culture, he or she must do so not with words but “in terms of 
images, of pictures, of states of feeling, of rhythm,” and above all by nurturing 
the ability to “think organically.”16 When the artist amasses these sensual and 
emotional talents, a true culture will take shape: “BECAUSE THESE THINGS 
ARE OF THE SPIRIT AND SUBSTANCE OF CULTURE!”17

Nowhere is Sullivan’s implementation of these sensual and emotional 
values better displayed than in his National Farmers’ Bank in Owatonna, 
designed and built in 1906–08. Completed a few years after Hendrik Berlage’s 
Amsterdam Exchange and while Otto Wagner’s Postal Office Savings Bank 
was still under construction, Sullivan’s bank has never received the historical 
recognition that it merits—perhaps first because of its remote location, but 
also because few historians have understood its cultural grounding in the 
“new psychology.”

The thinking behind the work is actually well documented. In a letter to the 
bank’s vice president early in the design process, he noted that “I want a color 
symphony and I am pretty sure I am going to get it. I want something with many 
shades of the strings and the wood winds and the brass”18 (Figure 1.1). The 
textural effects of the exterior are indeed striking: the felicitous contrast of the 
exterior brickwork banded within a small but luxurious framework of colorful 
tiles and lush-green terra-cotta. In working with the suppliers, Sullivan also 
went to great lengths to achieve the plastic finish that he wanted. The shale 
with which the brick was formed was ground coarser and cutting wires in the 
formwork impressed on the face “a texture with a nap-like effect, suggesting 
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FIGURE 1.1 Louis Sullivan, detail from the National Farmers’ Bank of Owatonna, 
Minnesota (1906–08). Photo courtesy of Carptrash at English Wikipedia, Creative 
Commons.
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somewhat an Anatolian rug; a texture giving innumerable highlights and 
shadows, and a moss-like softness of appearance.”19 Raking the 3/8” joints 
3/8” deep, Sullivan also sought textural effects with his hues, varying them 
“from the softest pinks through delicate reds, yellows, (varying the intensity) 
through the light browns, dark browns, purples and steel blacks—each of 
these colors with its own graduations and blendings—the possibilities of 
chromatic treatment are at once evident.”20

Sullivan also radically rethought the interior of the people’s (democratic) 
bank with an open floor plan, an abundance of natural light, and a large 
measure of human dignity afforded by its imposing spatial and atmospheric 
effects. The dominant hues are green, yellow, red, and red-orange. The flooring 
is green tile, wainscoting is formed of a reddish brick capped with a green 
terra-cotta frieze, counters are veined marble, grillwork is copper plate, and 
the wall murals are lit by the leaded glass with orchestrated shades of green, 
yellow, blue, and orange. The bank fulfills all of his earlier criteria for creating 
a new culture of democracy: the victory of feeling over intellect, emotion 
over reason, the dreamy vision of a gardener or colorist seeking to transcend 
the limits of the drab and colorless “feudal” world that preceded the new 
democratic era. What comes through particularly strong in Sullivan’s majestic 
polychromy are the plastic effects of the materials. With the bank’s design, 
Sullivan clearly intimated, as Dewey did with his “muscular sensations,” that 
visual processing always induces activity in sensorimotor areas of the brain. 
Architecture, for Sullivan, was first and foremost a haptic experience, one 
veritably intended to touch the human soul.

III.

Gustav Klemm’s General Cultural History of Mankind appeared in ten large 
volumes between 1843 and 1852. The Dresden native was an avid collector 
of ethnographic artifacts, and he proposed that the new “science” of cultural 
history should deal with defining the “stages” of human development, from 
its rudest beginnings to culture’s organization “into organic social bodies,” 
resulting in customs, knowledge, skills, domestic and public life, religion, art, 
and science.21 He tied the origin of culture to the fixed abode, fire, weaponry, 
and property ownership—first evident for him in the cultures of Malaysia, 
China, Mexico, Egypt, and the Middle East. He methodically cataloged every 
known culture through its physical and mental characteristics, family and 
social life, eating and burial habits, dwellings, dress, personal decorations, 
tools, weapons, utensils, religion, and language.
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Klemm’s efforts stood at a forefront of a long string of related cultural 
studies, among the most prominent of which were James Prichard’s The 
Natural History of Man (1843), Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species (1859), 
Adolf Bastian’s Mankind in History: Toward a Foundation for a Psychological 
Worldview (1860), John Lubbock’s Pre-Historic Times (1865), and Edward 
Tylor’s Primitive Culture (1871). A number of archaeological findings played 
into these interests, among them Jacques Boucher de Perthes’s discovery of 
stone flints in the Somme Valley of France in 1838 and Édouard Lartet evidence 
for the coexistence of humans with extinct animals in 1852. Both suggested 
that human existence might go as far back as the Ice Age. Another finding of 
great importance, the Neanderthal skeleton unearthed by Johann Fuhlrott in 
1856, would also have had a major impact had not Rudolf Virchow, Germany’s 
leading natural scientist, dismissed it as the remains of a rachitic idiot.

This ethnological interest also figured prominently into the decision to 
hold London’s Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations in 
1851, where for the first time the cultural artifacts of many nations across the 
globe were assembled on one grand stage. We need not dwell upon Joseph 
Paxton’s monumental greenhouse (ironwork colorfully painted by Owen 
Jones), for it was the sheer pageantry of the event that made it a “must 
see” for millions of visitors from home and abroad. The grand opening alone 
attracted a half-million visitors to Hyde Park simply to observe the 30,000 
invited guests assembled inside the building, many of whom were anxious 
that the royal salute to be fired from a model frigate on nearby Serpentine 
Pond might shatter the glass roof. Artifacts from around the globe—African 
skirts, native North American headdresses, models and implements of Maori 
villages, West Asian carpets—were placed alongside Western art and the 
latest industrial machinery. One astonished visitor, William Whewell, referred 
to the Crystal Palace as the “magical glass” cabinet that brought together 
in time and space goods from different nations in different stages of artistic 
progress, revealing that mankind “is, by nature and universally, an artificer, 
and artisan, an artist.”22 When, in 1854, the exhibition hall was reerected 
and expanded in Sydenham (since destroyed by a fire), the ethnographic 
collections were considerably enlarged. Life-size models of humans were 
displayed in their native clothing and habitats: Zulu tribesmen, Ethiopian 
“Danakils,” West Africans, “Hindoos,” Chinese Tartars, Papuans, aboriginal 
Australians, “Sumartrans,” North American and Brazilian tribesmen, and 
Arctic “Esquimaux” or Eskimos.23

Gottfried Semper’s Style in the Technical and Tectonic Arts or Practical 
Aesthetics (1860–63) was much inspired by this event. If in an earlier book 
the architect had traced the origin of architectural culture to the four primordial 
motives of the social hearth, mounding, roofing, and walling—Style can be 
read as a cultural history, as many ethnologists did in the day. It discussed 
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everything from Scandinavian stave churches to Chinese incense holders, 
Venetian glass, and the pleasing ornamental systems used by Canadian 
Native Americans on their canoes. The depth of his cultural thinking can be 
found in the way he opens his important section on the “Masking of Reality in 
the Arts” not with a discussion of architecture, but with a commentary on the 
colorful undergarments of Ephesian women in classical times. His point was 
that if these Hellenic robes had attained such exquisite refinement in their 
lines, materials, and coloration, the lines and polychrome dressings of the 
culture’s architectural monuments must have been similarly inspired.24 Few 
architects would make such a cultural bridge today.

Semper’s influence on German cultural theory was large, but others soon 
took up the challenge. In 1866, Bastian, together with Virchow, founded the 
first museum devoted exclusively to ethnographic collections. One of their 
first students was Franz Boas, who would later bring the newly minted field 
of anthropology to the United States. Still another new field coming into view 
at this time was sociology and in Germany its first major voice was that of 
Max Weber, who would also play a significant role in the formation of German 
modernism.

Germany became a unified country only in 1871 and it was immediately 
confronted with the task not only of building a national government but also 
of coming to terms with the social upheavals associated with industrialization. 
Weber’s first book, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, published 
in 1904–05, accepted the challenge of appraising the new industrial reality 
from a purely sociological perspective. In some ways, it was a critique of 
the materialist underpinning to Karl Marx’s political notion of capital, as 
Weber sought to place capitalism’s genesis not within the teleological forces 
of history but rather with the rise of modernity itself—that is, the coming 
together of such disparate cultural forces as the secularization of society and 
the erosion of earlier social values.

The importance of Weber’s research resides in the nuances of his argument. 
Capitalism in his view—and in employing his famous architectural metaphor of 
the “iron cage”—has fundamentally altered the cultural conditions of Europe 
by enslaving the individual within a social structure predicated on rationality, 
centralization, and ever-expanding bureaucracy. In a way recalling Sullivan’s 
contemporary polemics, Weber concludes that industrial conglomerates and 
the mechanization of all aspects of life were producing a citizenry of “specialists 
without spirit, sensualists without heart.”25 This overwhelming force of 
“reason” in every facet of life was at the same time creating an emotionally 
debilitating “disenchantment of the world”—a sense of the individual’s 
spiritual disorientation and disempowerment, resulting from the loss of the 
irrational, the sensuous, and the mysterious aspects of life. Capitalism had 
also undermined the moral foundation of the agrarian society by substituting 
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for it a set of impersonal values lacking any ethical conviction. This condition 
was being felt across Germany as a shared feeling of pathos. While conceding 
that one cannot reverse the trend toward an industrial economy, Weber 
goes on to argue that we should at least address this imbalance in our social 
relations, and thus the question posed to the new field of cultural theory was 
how to repair modernity’s damage to the human spirit.

What is particularly interesting about Weber’s commentary was that 
many German-speaking architects were at the same time engaging in similar 
discussions. At one end stood those who openly embraced the rationalism 
of modernity, as we see in Otto Wagner’s Modern Architecture (1896). At the 
other end were those who espoused the “painterly” principles of the garden-
city movement, which rejected the harshness of the metropolis and offered a 
vision of the city scaled to the pedestrian and accommodative of the natural 
landscape. Somewhere in between lay the creation of the German Werkbund, 
upon which the ideas of Weber would have considerable influence.

The title of Fritz Schumacher’s inaugural address to the Werkbund Congress 
in 1907, “The Reconquest of Harmonious Culture,” was scarcely accidental.26 
The theme owes much to Weber’s writings, but also to the contemporary 
efforts of many German architects, as Francesco Dal Co has noted, to define a 
new Wohnkultur or “culture of living” suited to the new economic realities.27 At 
the center of these discussions were the social ideas of the politician Friedrich 
Naumann. He was a close friend of Weber, and through his friendship with 
Herman Muthesius he became the political force behind the Werkbund. In 
1907 Naumann was elected to the German Reichstag and his political future 
would remain on an upward trajectory until his death in 1920. An opponent of 
Marxism and a supporter of Christian socialism, he lobbied for constructing an 
ethical society in line with the capitalist economy, which meant elevating the 
living standards of workers and focusing on affordable and high-quality goods 
for Germans at home and exportation abroad.

Naumann also had a strong interest in the arts and architecture. It was 
through his invitation to speak at the Dresden Arts and Crafts Exhibition of 1906 
that he met Schumacher and the furniture manufacturer Karl Schmidt, both 
of whom were political supporters. At the first Werkbund conference in 1907, 
Naumann tapped another of his political friends, Wolf Dohrn, to be the executive 
director of the Werkbund, and in the ensuing months Naumann assisted in 
writing the guild’s constitution and the first pamphlet outlining the organization’s 
multiple aims.28 It should also be noted that Dohrn has just taken his doctorate 
under the psychologist Theodor Lipps, who was the preeminent theorist of 
Einfühlungstheorie, or “empathy theory,” in the first decade of the new century.

It is significant in this regard that the first undertaking of the Werkbund was 
the creation of Hellerau, a garden city outside of Dresden—the new “German 
Olympus”—in which Dohrn, Schmidt, Muthesius, Richard Riemerschmid, and 
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Heinrich Tessenow were involved.29 It was more than a city for Schmidt’s industrial 
workers; it was a grandiose attempt to realize the Wohnkultur ideal—that is, to 
build a culturally vibrant middle-class community heavily invested in the arts. 
Not only were high housing standards mandated by ordinance but also were a 
number of social and recreational amenities put into place, chief of which was 
Émile Jaques-Dalcroze’s institute of dance and “eurhythmics,” which opened in 
1910. The institute was a program of dance and musical education (in keeping 
with the latest psycho-physiological theories to which Dewey and Sullivan were 
attracted) to train one to become better attuned with one’s natural rhythms and 
thereby boost the efficiency of the nervous system and artistic creativity.

Dalcroze’s music and dance festivals, held annually from the years 1912 
to 1914, created a sensation across Germany and lured crowds in the tens of 
thousands to view the performances, among them a stream of intellectuals 
from both Europe and North America. Many architects, especially those within 
the Werkbund, were fascinated with the experiment. Le Corbusier’s brother 
Albert Jeanneret was an instructor under Dalcroze, and Le Corbusier made a 
trip to the new town on no fewer than four occasions. Alma Mahler, the future 
wife of Walter Gropius, was a visitor, and Ada Bruhn, the fiancée of Mies 
van der Rohe, was a student at the institute in 1912–13. The experiment in 
reinjecting “enchantment” back into the social fabric unfortunately would end 
with the outbreak of the First World War in 1914.

Max Weber remained in the background to these events, but he was 
observing the experiment closely. In a letter to her husband in 1908, Marianne 
Weber recorded the pleasant conversations of a day she had spent with 
Schmidt and Dohrn in Hellerau as they were directing the construction of 
the city, how Dohrn, in particular, “reads your methodological writings with 
ardour.”30 Weber’s interest in architecture was also rooted in his family. His 
younger brother Carl was an architect who had studied under Carl Schäfer at 
Karlsruhe’s polytechnic school, and Schäfer’s son Hermann, also an architect, 
was married to Weber’s younger sister Lili. Max’s older brother Alfred, a 
sociologist, joined the German Werkbund after the war and he addressed the 
Congress of 1928 on the issue of German modernism.

Lawrence Scaff, one of Weber’s more able interpreters, has suggested 
that his metaphor of the “iron cage” was more than a poetic turn of phrase 
and—as later interpreted by Jürgen Habermas at least—was a foreboding 
of the steel-and-glass phenomenon of modern architecture, a challenge 
to Germany’s traditional cultural forms and scale of building.31 Scaff points 
to comments in a speech made by Weber in 1918, in which he cautioned 
Germany—in an age “characterized by rationalization and intellectualization 
and, above all, by the ‘disenchantment of the world’”—against any forced 
attempt to create a new monumental style of art, which he felt would only 
replicate the “miserable monstrosities” that have been produced in the last 



FROM OBJECT TO EXPERIENCE18

two decades.32 Weber’s comment, penned two years before his death, can 
be read as antimodern, but in its context it is better seen as a response to 
the horrors of the war, to the pace of life upended by industrial change, the 
loss of personal intimacy, and to the fruitless search for some compensating 
factor amid the destruction widely attributed to industrialization. In any case, 
the devastation of the war and the resulting political instability would haunt 
cultural theory for much of the twentieth century.

One manifestation of this anxiety was the Frankfurt Institute for Social 
Research, founded in 1923, and made famous by the writings of Max Horkheimer, 
Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and Walter Benjamin. Politically, most of 
its members were communists, and the institute seized upon the failure of 
the German Communist Revolution of 1918 to revisit the question of how (in 
view of the economic failings of Russia’s proletarian revolution) to construct a 
socialist society that would retain basic human values.

Germany’s political instability, beginning in 1930, would soon disrupt the 
discussions, but from their relocated venue in southern California, Horkheimer 
and Adorno would respond with their polemic Dialectic of Enlightenment. The 
book can be read as a commentary on Weber’s metaphor of the “iron cage” 
of instrumental reasoning and the illusive myth of progress. If the European 
Enlightenment had promised freedom, the secularization of values had 
only wrought war, genocide, the destruction of nature, and the intellectual 
debasement of people. Capitalization had not collapsed, as Marx had naively 
predicted. Western liberal economies, with their bureaucratic expansion and 
concentrations of wealth, had simply evolved into mass-consumer cultures 
in which individuals were now the iron-cage tenants of their own “culture 
industry,” seduced into political conformity by the sale of commodities that 
are repackaged each new shopping season under the guise of novelty.33 Art, 
which in preindustrial times had offered a place of refuge from mass culture, 
had similarly indentured itself to the allure of the marketplace. In their defense 
of modernity, Horkheimer and Adorno encouraged artists not to pander to 
the culture industry but to regard their work as an act of “resistance” against 
bourgeois culture, and it was this somewhat evolved Weberian theme that, as 
we will see, helped to touch off the cultural upheaval of the 1960s—with less 
than positive consequences.

IV.

Much has been written about the 1960s from a cultural perspective and no 
one has denied it was an acutely transformative period. It was a time of 
great political and social agitation engendered by the unresolved tensions 
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stemming from the First and Second World Wars—a Korean peninsula split 
in two, the Cold War, the communist revolution in Cuba, the Indo-Pakistani 
War, the Arab-Israeli Six Day War, the Nigerian Civil War, the “Cultural 
Revolution” in China, and the American escalation of France’s colonial conflict 
in Vietnam into a full-scale war. The thirteen-day Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 
even raised the very real specter of an apocalyptic nuclear war. The cultural 
values of earlier generations were under attack from all sides. The Civil Rights 
movement, the birth-control pill and the feminist movement, environmental 
awareness, campus radicalism, psychedelics, and rock music—all came of 
age in the 1960s. The cultural, or one might say the countercultural, divide 
between generations had never before been so large, nor defined with such 
unconcealed anger and frustration.

Architecture was, of course, not exempt from this clash of values and two 
books published in 1966 give testimony to the underlying disquiet. Both can 
be seen as sallies upon the hegemony of orthodox modern theory, but if we 
look closer we will also find a rather spacious divide between European and 
North American approaches to the question of culture.

Although Aldo Rossi’s The Architecture of the City appeared in the 1960s, 
the book was in many ways a response to the founding of the Congrès 
Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) in 1928. The organization from 
the start was dominated by a political agenda, and the language of the La 
Sarraz declaration, as Eric Mumford has noted, echoed the spirit of Marx’s 
Communist Manifesto, particularly with its call for the collective control and 
ownership of land.34 This political tone is also evident in the second CIAM 
conference held in Frankfurt in 1929, when several German architects joined 
the organization, yet the political edge lessened somewhat in the following 
year when a number of political hardliners—Ernst May, Mart Stam, Hans 
Schmidt, and Hannes Meyer—led “red brigades” of students to Russia to 
work on Josef Stalin’s Five Year Plan. What did not change, however, was the 
rationalist and technocratic tenor of the organization. When Le Corbusier wrote 
The Athens Charter in 1943, it was a victory for his “Radiant City” proposal 
and in many respects for Weber’s “iron cage” of modernism. Through a rigid 
set of propositions, the charter called for the reorganization of governmental 
agencies and the remaking of the city through its demolition, the separation 
of housing from traffic and working areas, high-rise buildings set far apart, and 
the subordination of private land to collective interests.

After the war, the politics of CIAM moderated. Germany, along with large 
parts of Europe, had been destroyed, and the Iron Curtain now divided the 
continent in two. CIAM’s long-standing secretary, Sigfried Giedion, was 
struggling to make the organization again relevant, and in 1947 he allowed 
the organizational structure to be amended, at which time the first Italian 
architect—Ernesto Rogers of the Milan firm BBPR—was elected to the 
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governing council. Italy had participated in the rationalist polemics of the 
late 1920s, but few architects had actually been involved with CIAM over 
the years. The reason was largely a cultural one. Italian designers generally 
preferred a more regional view of modernism, one more respectful of local 
or vernacular traditions and they were thus drawn to elements found in 
Le Corbusier’s villas of the late 1920s, such as open-air terraces, rooftop 
gardens, and balconies.35 Rogers followed in this lead, but the depth of 
this cultural divide—when Italian rationalism confronted the noetic rigor of 
CIAM’s principles—became evident only in 1949 at the CIAM congress held 
in Bergamo, Italy. The Italian architect Bruno Zevi greeted the assembling 
delegates with an open letter in which he took the organization to task 
for its one-dimensional vocabulary and overly rationalist approaches.36 He 
questioned why American and Scandinavian practice, as seen in the more 
regional approaches of Frank Lloyd Wright and Alvar Aalto, had been excluded 
from CIAM consideration. And as Zevi was unsettling the atmosphere of the 
Bergamo conference, Rogers, for his new position, was raising the same 
issues inside the conference halls.

The architectural context to Rogers’s views, as it evolved over the next few 
years, was the “neorealist” movement in Italy, which, like the movement in 
Italian film, sought a modern vernacular language able to communicate directly 
with the people. Four years after the Bergamo conference, Rogers assumed 
the editorship of the relaunched journal Casabella and thus would have the 
opportunity to state his case in greater detail. His first decision, in fact, was 
to append the hyphenated word continuità to the journal’s title to emphasize 
“historic awareness” and the need for “continuity” with Italy’s cultural past, 
while rejecting “every manifestation of formalism” and rigid ideologies.37 In 
one editorial of 1957, he called for respecting tradition without falling into the 
trap of historicism, and in the same issue, the journal reviewed favorably a 
design of Roberto Gabetti and Aimaro Isola for the Erasmus shop in Turin, 
a complex of offices, shops, and apartments notable for its compositional 
flair and local vocabulary of detailing.38 In another issue, the journal praised 
Gardella’s House on the Zattere in Venice, a seemingly timeless work that 
Manfredo Tafuri would later describe as a “commentary on the typology of the 
Venetian aristocratic palazzo”39 (Figure 1.2). In 1958 Paolo Portoghesi proposed 
the appellation “neoliberty” for the new movement, designating it as a trend 
in design succeeding the previous phase of neorealism.40

It was at this point that a defender of CIAM’s rationalist spirit stepped 
forth in the person of the influential English critic Reyner Banham. In the 
middle years of the decade he had been involved with London’s New Brutalist 
movement and in 1959 he was completing his dissertation under Nikolaus 
Pevsner—published as Theory and Design in the First Machine Age (1960). 
Banham was strongly opposed to any hint of a regional modernism and he 



ARCHITECTURE IS THE PRACTICE OF CULTURE 21

FIGURE 1.2 Ignazio Gardella, House on the Zattere, Venice (1953–58). Photo by 
author.

made this point with considerable ferocity in a contentious article he penned 
for Architectural Review in 1959, in which he condemned Italy’s flirtation 
with neoliberty as a “baffling turn” of events, as nothing less than “infantile 
regression” from the rational tenets of the modern architecture.41 In the article 
he also criticized Rossi, who had reviewed the new movement favorably for 
Casabella-continuità.

Such is the polemical background against which Rossi’s book appeared 
in 1966 as a belated response to Banham, yet there was a strong 
sociological undertone as well. It is a book that, as Peter Eisenman has 
noted, is not without a degree of ambivalence and sense of anxiety.42 
Rossi had the formidable task of defending the rationalist underpinnings of 
modernism (in particular Horkheimer and Adorno’s notion of “resistance”) 
against CIAM’s more rigid interpretation of modernism, grounded in what 
Rossi would label its “naïve functionalism.” His approach, as stated in the 
“Preface to the Second Edition,” is one of constructing “a more complex 
rationalism than the schematic one offered by the historiography of modern 
architecture.”43 If the rationalism of modernism had failed, it was because, 
with its functionalist premises, it was insufficiently rationalist—that is, 
it did not succeed in purging itself of the “bourgeois” contamination of 
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capitalist culture. Yet how does one construct a modernism that can resist 
such contamination?

Rossi’s solution was essentially twofold. In his own design practice, 
and in following the lead of the painter Giorgio de Chirico, he empties form 
(including the forms of European high modernism) of all stylistic associations 
by reverting to a typological tool kit of Platonic solids (Figure 1.3). Akin to 
the “fixed structures” of linguistic theory, these “types” with their absence 
of human scale possess the status or quality of permanence—that is, they 
persist as primary elements or urban artifacts across generations and cultures, 
regardless of the human function or use. In a sense, they are the negative 
pole of Horkheimer and Adorno’s dialectic touching upon nihilism. Only the 
socialization of the city, the ever-changing activity surrounding these types, 
endows them with animating substance or vitality.

Second, Rossi offers up a recipe for injecting culture into these types. In 
essence, the creation of cultural artifacts requires first a typological reduction 
that can classify the various types into which architectural forms and plans 
can be cataloged. Second, these types over time undergo a mediation, one 
that takes into account a multitude of things from the mythology of buildings 
and cities to their social content. Such a mediation requires a common cultural 

FIGURE 1.3 Aldo Rossi, Cemetery of San Cataldo, Moderna (1961–84). Photo 
courtesy of Bob Condia.



ARCHITECTURE IS THE PRACTICE OF CULTURE 23

basis that can recompose these types in new and revealing ways, but Rossi 
adds still one other qualification. Types ascend to cultural forms not from a 
conscious or heroic effort on the part of the architect (another critique of 
modernism), but rather from a collective psychology that gathers up these 
relationships over time, one in which collective memory, as it were, consumes 
the more traditional notion of history.

Within a few years, Rossi would even offer up a compositional technique to 
assist in this mediation. It is the notion of “analogy” or the “analogous city,” 
which he illustrates with an eighteenth-century painting by Giovanni Antonio 
Canaletto. The painting depicts two buildings designed by Palladio (actually 
built and located in Vicenza), together with an unbuilt project for a bridge by 
the same architect—all situated around a nonspecific urban canal populated 
with boats and people. In 1765 Francesco Algarotti reported that many 
Venetians were interested in the painting and were curious to know what city 
it depicted. In essence, the painting became a cultural artifact displaced in 
time and place, but which nevertheless was perfectly accessible to culturally 
attuned eighteenth-century Venetians who viewed it as a real city. Rossi, in 
effect, translates the painting into a design process in which preestablished 
and formally defined elements are employed in a way in which they produce 
an “authentic, unforeseen, and original meaning of the work.”44

The vehicle for Rossi that allows this living and ever-renewable analogy is 
a living culture, or a relational way of cultural thinking that draws upon both 
local and universal human attributes but at the same time is wedded to no 
particular place. “Analogy” is a term often used in literature and poetry in the 
sense of metaphor, but for Rossi it becomes the very typological foundation 
upon which architecture can construct the “memory” needed for a culture 
to thrive. And whereas many postmodernists would soon employ a strategy 
of historical eclecticism with quotations drawn from other places and times, 
Rossi’s purified rationalism—his essentialist and self-proclaimed “focus on 
a rigid world, with few objects”—succeeds to the level of a cultural theory 
by virtue of the particular urban dimensions of geography, ecology, history, 
economics, politics, anthropology, and the social psychology of the place. 
Virtually all of these factors had been little emphasized in the planning tenets 
of CIAM, even less so within later currents of postmodernism.

Rossi’s inflated model of urban or social consciousness, structured within 
the rationalist tradition of Weber, is fundamentally (if abstractly) cultural in its 
outlook, and the same can almost be said for Robert Venturi’s view of design. 
The American architect first of all had strong cultural ties to Italy. He featured 
its architecture in his graduate thesis at Princeton in 1950 and four years 
later, as a Fellow at the American Academy in Rome, he met Rogers who 
was teaching a studio there.45 Upon his return to Philadelphia in 1956, Venturi 
began work on Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, the first draft of 


