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Architecture is a discipline which requires the 
recognition of its cyclic pattern of learning where 
a young architect must have the competence and 
confidence to make. While he also must be pre- 
pared to look at the results critically and to start 
the cycle over at the beginning, with confidence 
and joy in the understanding of the process. 

This project is an attempt to take a section across 
one of these cycles in the life of an architect. The 
project explores a set of questions ranging from 
pure theory about meaning in architecture, to the 
understanding of site and place, to ideas about the 
possibility of the use of the tectonic as a critical 
language for architecture.
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INTREODUCHEIION 
  

Historically, man has had a desire for self- 
knowledge, and as Ernst Cassier makes us aware, 
this desire for self-knowledge was fundamental to 
the origins of modern philosophy. Moreover, it 
was seen as the foundation to answer the 
questioning of scepticism.' The fierce scepticism of 
David Hume quickly dispensed with any idea that 
self-knowledge was an assurance of firm ground. 
However, Hume asserts a belief in the necessity of 

accepting the substance of the world as we 
naturally experience it and as we conduct our lives 
and build cultures within it. He finds when his 
philosophical musings move him precariously 
close to the dark spiral of ultimate doubt that it; 

most fortunately happens, that since reason 
is incapable of dispelling these clouds, nature 
herself suffices to that purpose, and cures me 
of this philosophical melancholy and delirium, 
either by relaxing this bent of mind, or by 
some avocation, and lively impression of my 
senses, which obliterate all of these chimeras. 
I dine, I play a game of backgammon, I 
converse, and am merry with my friends; and 
when after three or four hours amusement, I 

would return to these speculations, they 
appear so cold and strained and ridiculous 
that I cannot find in my heart to enter into 
them any further? 

Hume’s sensual world of the comforts and pains 
of existence is the world in which we, as architects, 
must make. It is Vico® and Scarpa’s world of 
making to know. The architect’s search for 
knowledge of what it is that he does when he 
makes, is a fundamental question with an answer 
that must be sought while making and critiquing 
in the world of things. The architect makes in the 
world in which he is embodied, seeks knowledge 
of this sensual world, seeks self-knowled ge of the 

mental constructs he has of this world and seeks 
knowledge of the process by which he proposes to 
make in the world. This thesis is about how one 
architect explores architecture in the attempt to 
possibily find answers to these questions.
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THE INQUIRIES 
Knowing the Site 
  

If we accept the substance of the world as we 
sense it, how do we begin to know its physical 
manifestations and its relationship to us as 
architects? How do we begin to represent that 
knowledge to ourselves and to the world? If 
we leave questions of historical contexts and 
most mythological contexts aside for a brief 
while, we can explore how an architect might 
conceive of, and represent, the natural 

physical constructs that make up a site. 

Is it possible for an architect working within a 
region to develop a sense of a site or a sense 
of a place asa physical entity that goes beyond 
the most formalized response to our system of 
political mapping, or into some sort of formula 
that claims an ‘ecological’ or ‘sustainable’ 
justification? These approaches to 
understanding the site and the design use the 
most closed and averaged statistical data to 
inform design decisions, ignoring all other 
factors and means of working with, or even 
sometimes mitigating the environment to 
architectural ends. 

The site studies which were undertaken as 
part of this thesis focused on a conjecture of 
the memory of the essence of a place during 
various times of the year. I believe this 
speculation took on a resonance to the place 
when these memories where brought forth in 
the form of watercolor paintings The 
watercolors took on a existence all their own, 
but also have a life informing me, as an 
architect, as to what the possible conditional 
variations of a place may be. I have been 
pleased to discover that many of the studies 
that I assumed were abstracted 
representations of remembered conditions 
have since been experienced around the region 
of the various sites studied. 

This type of site study leaves the statistical 
realm of measured and analyzed phenomena 
and asks the architect to reengage his body and 
his senses into a place felt and known through 
memory and everyday experience. My study 
of the sites seen here is incomplete; I can 
imagine an architect making a study that



  

  

spans several years, dealing with different 
times of day, different times of year and in 
various weather conditions, building a residue 

of the possible worlds in which his building 
must reside. 
My particular study is obviously biased 
toward the sense of sight (no pun intended). 
This visual bias exists because sight is the most 
direct sense the architect uses as he attempts 
to understand the essence of a place and 
represent it as filtered through his eyes. The 
tendency toward this bias in mankind’s drive 
for knowledge is ancient. Aristotle tells us in 
the Metaphysics; 

All men by nature desire to know. An 
indication of this is the delight we take in 
our senses; for even apart from their 

usefulness they are loved for themselves, 
above all others the sense of sight. For not 
only with a view to action, but even when 

we are not going to do anything we prefer 
seeing to everything else. The reason is 
that this, most of all senses, makes us 

know and brings to light many differences 
between things.’ 

It is reasonable to speculate about a 
continuation of this type of study where the 
relations of the other senses to ideas about site 
and place can be explored. It may even be 
possible to explore the question of how the 
mind perceives and constructs its 
understanding of the world. If we ask the 
questions of how a site might smell, sound, 

feel or maybe even taste we are faced with how 
we could present this as architects - tactile 
drawings, collections, collages, sound 
recording; the possibilities are endless. I do 
believe that the current study in watercolor is 
mentally engaged in some of these questions. 
Particularly strong in the memory of the sites 
studied are perceptions of the smell and sound 
of the sites at the different times. For the Field 
House site, what fills my memories are the 

smell of turned sandy earth mingled with the 
smell of the surrounding swamp and how the 
weather brought each into prominence. Along 
with the ocassional smell of the paper mill 
located more than fifty miles to the north and 
the strong sense of the ocean fifty miles to the 
east at the approach of a hurricane or a 
nor’easter.



  

The Site and Making the World 

Another aspect of understanding a site which 
must be considered is the archetypal question 
of how man makes the world in which he 
lives, real. Mircea Eliade makes the distinction 

between sacred space and profane space as the 
known world or the real world versus chaos 
or the unformed world; “religious man has 
always sought to fix his abode at the ‘center 
of the world’. If the world is to be lived in, it 

must be founded and no world can come to 
birth in the chaos of the homogeneity and 
relativity of profane space.” Eliade argues 
that no matter how much modern man has 
attempted to remove the religious and the 
sacred from life, “even the most desacralized 
existence still preserves traces of a religious 
valorization of the world.”® The argument 
continues that a profane existence has no 
orientation or fixed point. That it maintains a 
homogeneous, relative space and “properly 
speaking, there is no longer any world, there 
are only fragments of a shattered universe.”” 
Eliade describes the way in which most of us 
give meaning to our world today; 

this experience of profane space still 
includes values that to some extent recall 
the non-homogeneity peculiar to the 
religious experience of space. There are, 
for example,privileged places, 
qualitatively different from all others, - 
a man’s birthplace, or the scenes 
of his first love, or certain places in the first 

foreign city he visited in his youth. Even 
for the most frankly non-religious man, 
all these places still retain an exceptional, 

a unique quality; they are the ‘holy places’ 
of his private universe ® 

There are three ideas which Eliade addresses 
which bear on how we can understand the site 
and relate it to questions of architectural 
design. These three ideas are: the threshold, 
the axis mundi , and how the world unfolds 

from the intersection of the center. These three 
ideas were attached to primative mans’ 
habitations and which, “religious architecture 
simply took over and developed the 
cosmological symbolism already present in 
the structures of primitive habitations.”? While
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I have doubts about the validity of the use of 
these sort of ideas when we are critically 
evaluating architecture, it seems that many of 
these types of ideas influence the making of 
architecture in a positive way. I disagree with 
Eliade’s assertion that the experience of non- 
homogeneous space is necessarily religious or 
sacred in nature. It is in fact the only way in 
which we can understand, organize and give 
meaning to the world, given the embodied 
state of our existence. While this may 
demystify these ideas, it in no way attempts 
to diminish their efficaciousness for the 
designer in structuring a relationship to the 
site and its region. 

The threshold of a house is a element of 
paradoxical transcendence. It is the boundary 
between, and yet takes part in both the 
enclosure of the house and the expanse of the 
world. In the terms ofa religious valorization 
of the world, Eliade writes that, "the threshold 

is the limit, the boundary, the frontier that 

distinguishes and opposes two worlds - and 
at the same time is the paradoxical place where 
those worlds communicate, where passage 
from the profane to the sacred world become 
possible." In modern architectural theory we 
have had a tendency to reduce the idea of the 
threshold to a question of the boundary 
between a sense of public and private 
domains. The threshold as it exists in standard 
American home building now is generally 
restricted to the space between the storm door 
and the entry door; as the storm door hits you 
from behind you find yourself, without 
transition, in the middle of the house. The 

threshold should be a place where you orient 
yourself to the world (the world of the site, the 
world as universe) and to the house. The 

threshold is the place where you understand 
the dual nature of the house in relation to the 
site and of the world of the site being made in 
the act of making the house. In Eliade’s terms, 
making the house reveals the site, thereby 

consecrating, or founding, the world. Louis 
Kahn recognized this idea when he claimed 
that a hill does not exist until the building is 
constructed upon it. In Between Silence and 
Light, John Lobell, quotes Kahn on the 
understanding of place; 
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It is a decision coming from commonality 
that you choose a place out of all places to 
build, a place where others can also settle. 

It isa very important decision, of the same 
importance as the positioning of a Greek 
temple amongst the hills. Of all the hills, 
this hill is chosen for the temple, and then 

all the other hills beckon to it as if bowing 
to this decision. You do not see the hills 
now except as respecting the decision of 
the placing of this eulogizing building, 
which is remarkable in that it has never 
been there before.” 

The idea of the known realm emanating from 
the "center of the world" is very strong in 
traditional societies The idea of the center as 
an axis mundi has been represented as simple 
poles, as the pillar of the temple, asa tree trunk 
in a ceremonial house, as the cosmic mountain 

and as a manifestation familiar to modern 
architects; the center pole of the traditional 

Japanese house used effectively in a modern 
form language by Tadao Ando. 

Eliade tells us about the nomadic Achilpa tribe 
who carry their sacred pole with them and 
make their plans of where to travel based on 
how the pole bends. The pole "represents a 
cosmic axis, for it is around the sacred pole that 

a territory becomes habitable, hence 
transformed into a world." This sense of the 
sacred pole defining the world is powerful, for 
example, if the pole is broken it is "like the end 
of the world" and a "reversion to chaos."" 
Eliade recounts a story about the Achilpa, "that 
when the pole was broken the entire clan were 
in consternation; they wandered about 
aimlessly for a time, and finally lay down on 
the ground together and waited for death to 
overtake them"."* Another tribe believes that 
the "visible image of the cosmic pillar in the 
sky is the Milky Way." © One fundamental 
aspect of the axis mundi imagery is the 
placement of a vertical element to break the 
plane of the earth and the sky - to break the 
horizon. The need or desire for a vertical 
image may also be attributed to mans’ 
embodied state of existence within the world, 

and this condition’s tendency to lead man to 
create religions and gods based on mankind’s 
image. Possibly, a way for modern man to 

11



  

find a way to understand the vertical idea and 
the other ways in which we perceive the world 
may be found in Mark Johnson’s book, The 
Body in the Mind, which proposes that human 
language structures are built around a system 
of metaphorical constructions that deal with 
the body’s connection to the world.” It can 
then make sense for us to have the impulse to 
find ourselves desiring or enjoying a spatial 
condition where we can measure ourselves 
against and find relationships to a vertical 
reference. 

The last aspect of the founding of the world 
which Eliade discusses and that I wish to 
consider is the idea of the world unfolding 
from the center. Eliade argues that, "the 
creation of the world becomes the archetype 
of every creative human gesture, whatever its 
plane of reference may be ... Just as the 
universe unfolds from a center and stretches 
out toward the four cardinal points, the village 
came into existence around an intersection."” 
Joseph Rykwert, in The Idea of a Town, offers 
a description of town founding in ancient 
Rome that deals with the idea of the town 
unfolding to the four cardinal points; 

But the town shared other characteristics 
with the templum, besides that of being 
ritually enclosed. The most important of 
these was the conrectio, the division into 
four parts, like those of the diagram the 
augur draws, and the bringing of the four 
divisions together again by formula and 
gesture. In a place which had an 
unobstructed view of the neighborhood 
the augur drew a shape divided into four 
parts, forward and backward, left and 

right, divided by lines drawn from east to 
west, from north to south.... The purpose 
of drawing the diagram was to set the 
general order of the sky ina particular 
place, with the augur at the heart of it. This 
was accomplished when the great temple 
of the sky was first condensed into the 
ideal form of the augur’s diagram, and 
then projected to the tract of land before 
him by the ritual formula." 

We can then find this ritual representation of 
the universe in the plan of the town as related 

12



  

to the ceremonial houses of various peoples. 
In the sacred lodges of the Sioux the "roof 
symbolizes the dome of the sky, the floor 
represents earth, the four walls the four 
directions of cosmic space."” "The ritual 
construction of the space is emphasized by a 
threefold symbolism: the four doors, the four 

windows, and the four colors signify the four 
cardinal points." Much like the transfer of the 
idea of the axis mundi through many scales of 
being in the world, the unfolding of the world 
from the axis mundi can happen at many scales 
and have a simultaneous occurrence in the 
world of the house, the world of the temple or 
church and for the town itself. 

We are faced again with the question of how, 
in a modern and fairly secular society can any 
of these ideas of sacred space and its 
demarcation from profane, relative space be 
meaningful and operational for architects? 
These ideas probably cannot be directly 
operational, beyond a memory trigger for the 
individual designer, unless we can accept the 

idea that we exist in the physical world our 
bodies are trapped in. Also, that the inherent 
relationships between our bodies, the world 
and what structures our mind can make out 
of these relationships are the building blocks 
we have available for adding to that physical 
world. Geometry is the most pure construct 
we have developed mentally that helps us to 
understand physical relations in the world. 

Eliade states that, "geometrical space can be 
cut and delimited in any direction; but no 
qualitative differentiation and hence no 
orientation are given by virtue of its inherent 
structure."' I disagree, believing that most of 
the ideas of sacred space presented by Eliade 
are brought forth and presented in the world 
by virtue of man’s embodied existence and his 
mind’s understanding of his body in the 
world, through the constructs of geometry. 
The geometric manipulation of architectural 
constructs can most certainly demonstrate 

hierarchy, movement, pattern and proportion 
in the world in which we exist. The Field 
House, presented later in this document, sets 
out to consecrate its world through the use of 
geometry and in the recognition of its place in 
the physical world. 

13



  

The Vernacular Context 

I hesitate to invoke the ideas of vernacular 
architecture and context, as a compound idea, 

the vernacular context has been degenerated 
into an excuse for treating all places in this 
country like they are Disney World’s Main 
Street U.S.A. In any number of cities there are 
design guidelines and design review 
committees who regulate architecture and 
claim to understand the context, but it 

becomes readily apparent that this 
understanding is merely scenographic in 
nature. To truly be an architectural concern, 

the vernacular context should be considered 
in the broad sense that Kenneth Frampton lays 
out under the rubric of "Critical Regionalism"; 

The term ‘Critical Regionalism’ is not 
intended to denote the vernacular as this 
was once spontaneously produced by the 
combined interaction of climate, culture, 

myth, and craft, but rather to identify 
those regional ‘schools’ whose primary 
aim has been to reflect and serve the 
limited constituencies in which they are 
grounded. Among other factors 
contributing to the emergence of a 
regionalism of this order is not only a 
certain prosperity but also some kind of 
anti-centrist consensus - an aspiration at 
least to some form of cultural, economic 

and political independence.” 

The vernacular context must be considered at 
a level of analysis that looks at the base 
geometries, proportions, materials, methods 
of construction, functional relationships, 

formal ideas and in urban conditions, the 

question of density of existing architecture. If 
we look at the work of architects like Andre 
Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zybeck and their 
town planning designs, their work fails when 
they pander to the scenographic tendencies 
that are the danger of contextualism. 
However, they are on the right track when you 
look at their zoning rules and their planning 
at the structural level of a place. Duany and 
Plater-Zybeck are the most successful in their 
work where they recognize the density 
patterns that make good urban spaces and 
begin to establish setbacks, street heights, 

street widths and other guidelines that set the 

14
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structure of a place and do not necessarily 
require a scenographic response from 
designers working within the guidelines. 

There are many individual architects who 
work in various regions and understand the 
vernacular context of the region in the deep 
structural sense described above, while 

understanding the universal culture and the 
modern idiom we must work within. 
Architects such as Tadao Ando, Carlo Scarpa, 

Mario Botta, Aurelio Galfetti, and in the 

southeastern United States, W.G. Clark work 

in the sense of "Critical Regionalism" where 
the modern idiom is informed and constrained 
by an understanding of the regional 
vernacular context. 

The Field House project presented later in this 
document should be considered as an example 
of my use and understanding of the 
vernacular context. The site for the Field 
House is located in Gates County, North 

Carolina; in the northeastern corner of the 

state, on the southwest edge of the Great 
Dismal Swamp, approximately forty miles 
from the Outer Banks and the ocean. Gates 
County is a completely rural county and the 
context includes the traditional farmhouse and 
outbuildings of the coastal plane and 
piedmont of Virginia and North Carolina. The 
Field House is located in a field, planted in a 
yearly rotation, with corn, peanuts, soybeans, 
and cotton, where the remains of what would 

loosely be termed a "Greek Revival" 
farmhouse are the prominent feature. This 
"Greek Revival" style is really one of the 
terminal developments of the traditional 
coastal plain farmhouse. A very good study 
of the development of the coastal plane/ 

piedmont farmhouse can be found in Henry 
Glassie’s work, Folk Housing of Middle 
Virginia.” In the Field House it was my 
intention to use the base square plan with 
variations, recognize the importance of the 
element of the porch and explore the vertical 
nature of the traditional houses. I also worked 
to recognize the strong axial condition of the 
ruins of the older house and to treat the new 
house as a container, much as if it was an 
outbuilding of the old house. 

15



  

To conclude this section, I believe that the 

proper use of the vernacular context is best 
understood by adhering to the attitudes that 
Kenneth Frampton lays out for "Critical 
Regionalism" as follows; 

16 

1. Critical Regionalism has to be 
understood as a marginal practice, one 
which, while it is critical of modernization, 

nonetheless still refuses to abandon the 
emancipatory and progressive aspects of 
the modern architectural legacy. 
2. In this regard Critical Regionalism 
manifests itself as a consciously bounded 
architecture, one which rather than 

emphasizing the building as a free- 
standing object places the stress on the 
territory to be established by the structure 
erected on the site. 
3. Critical Regionalism favors the 
realization of architecture as a tectonic fact 
rather than the reduction of the built 
environment to a series of ill-assorted 
scenographic episodes. 
4. It may be claimed that Critical 
Regionalism is regional to the degree that 
it invariably stresses certain site specific 
factors, ranging from the topography, 
considered as a three-dimensional matrix 
into which the structure is fitted, to the 

varying play of local light across the 
structure. 

5. Critical Regionalism emphasizes the 
tactile as much as the visual. 
6. While opposed to the sentimental 
simulation of local vernacular, Critical 

Regionalism will, on occasion, insert 

reinterpreted vernacular elements as 
disjunctive episodes within the whole. 
7.Critical Regionalism tends to flourish in 
those cultural interstices which in one way 
or another are able to escape the 
optimizing thrust of universal 
civilization.”



The Tectonic 

"Tectonic" was introduced into modern usage 
in architectural theory by both Karl 
Bottischer’s, The Tectonic of the Hellenes*, and 
Gottfried Semper’s, The Four Elements of 
Architecture. Semper’s four elements of 
architecture; the hearth, the earthwork, the 
roof /framework (the specific tectonic), and 
the textile wall, combined with their 
companion physical making operations 
comprise a constructional theory of making 
architecture. This theory of "tectonics", in 
general construction, was opposed to the 
leading theory of the time about the origin of 
architecture, Laugier’s primitive hut. 

When I began this thesis, one of the major 
questions I had was if it was possible for 
architecture to develop a critical language that 
was specific to itself. This was at the time of 
the ascendancy of deconstruction, which was 

no more than architecture taking a late trip 
down the road with critical theory and the 
literary theory of deconstruction. 
Architecture’s turn in the direction of 
deconstruction was disheartening as it was 
one more attempt to map criticism from 
another discipline onto architecture, this time 

it was not an art theory but a literary theory, 
the result being predictable; buildings become 
‘texts’ and can be read and ‘deconstructed’ 
mentally. While I was working on this thesis, 
help arrived in the specific form of an essay by 
Kenneth Frampton which explored this very 
question. The essay, "Rappel a l’ordere: The 
Case for the Tectonic" and a subsequent visit 
to the school by Frampton sealed his influence 
on this thesis when it deals with the ideas 
surrounding the tectonic.” 

Frampton argues that in looking to the 
tectonic for an "irreducible essence of 
architectural form" that he is not alluding to a 
"mechanical revelation of construction but 
rather to a potentially poetic manifestation of 
structure in original Greek sense of poesis as an 
act of making and revealing"* Frampton sees 
the tectonic as an idea that "not only indicates 
a structural and material probity but also a 
poetics of construction", that could also be 
astylistic and most importantly does "not seek 
its legitimacy in science, literature or art"” 

17



  

Frampton also points out the dichotomy 
between the framework "which tends towards 
the aerial and the dematerialization of mass 
and the stereotomic mass which is, "telluric, 

embedding itself ever deeper into the earth."” 
He continues, that "despite our highly 
secularized techno-scientific age, these 

polarities still largely constitute the 
experiential limits of our lives"*’ He sees the 
probability that these relatively simple 
polarities hold tremendous ontological 
consequences for our culture and that it is, 

arguable that the practice of architecture 
is impoverished to the extent that we fail 
to recognize these transcultural values 
and the way in which they are intrinsically 
latent in all structural form. Indeed, these 
forms may serve to remind us, after 
Heidegger, that inanimate objects may 
also evoke ‘being’, and that through this 

analogy to our own corpus, the body of a 
building may be perceived as though it 
were literally a physique.” 

With this invocation of the connection of the 
body to the world, we come full circle to the 

primary idea of this thesis, that the architect 
must consecrate the world in which he works 
by accepting the embodied state of his being. 
Also, the recognition must come that his 
understanding of the world is constantly 
measured and informed by his body’s relation 
to the world. 

In the Field House project, I develop the ideas 
of the tectonic by emphasizing the joint 
between the earth and sky by bringing the 
telluric mass forth as a container that cradles 
the tectonic framework which reaches into the 
sky. The horizon is extended as the frame lifts 
the bedroom into sky and the horizon is 
constrained where the mass buries itself into 
the earth and positions our eyes at the ground 
level. Growing from the square base plan of 
the traditional farmhouse the verticality of the 
container sets itself against the joint of the 
earth and sky bringing forth a break in the 
horizon in which the horizon can be known. 

18
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Three sets of watercolor paintings, exploring 
the physical qualities of the potential sites 

Field Site 

River Site 

Valley Site 
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Field Site 
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River Site 
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Valley Site 
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THE FIELD HOUSE 
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Site Plans 

Gates County, 

North Carolina 

(north up) 
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Ground Floor Plan, West Elevation 
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First Floor Plan, East Elevation 
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SecondFloor Plan, North Elevation 
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Third Floor Plan, South Elevation 
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Roof Plan, West Section/ Elevation 
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Cross Section, Longitudinal Section 
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Study Models 
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