










































































































































S. Vltale and Hagla Sophia 
The octagon and the agglomeration of other pure forms into complex 
symmetries also have the ability to strongly mark the Center. 
(Images from Trachtenberg). 
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Chartres cathedral 
The Latin Cross plan conveys the symbol of the crucifixion with the nave and 
the transcept forming a crossroads that marks the location of the altar, the 
heart of Christ, and also a vertical axis through the crossing. Complex 
symmetries and narrow vertical space cause an intense perspective view 
that focuses on the Center. 
(Images from Trachtenb6rg). 
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It is not by coincidence that to talk of centered architecture Is to talk of sacred 
architecture, and thus a Theocentric architecture. Until the Nineteenth 
Century with the rise of rationalism, existentialism, and the Scientific and 
Industrial Revolutions, in most societies a the is tic life, be it chrlstlan, muslim, 
buddhist, hindu, jewish, or some native religion, guided most :ispects of life 
and was understood and believed by nearly everyone and occupied a 
prominent aspect of their lives. 

Coming into the modem age of the Eighteenth Century to the present, a 
series of discoveries, radical ideas, innumerable wars and attrocitles, and 
the disintegration of the Christian church (which had been a major patron of 
the arts and sciences) and the spread of Islam {which initiated the Renais• 
sance), all of which served to transform and continue to change the physical 
and spiritual cosmologies of all cultures, nations, and religions. Naming the 
sp~cific historic events that initiated each phase of the transformation would 
be an immense task beyond my scope, but suffice it to say that a fundamen• 
tal transformational process began in the Western Civilization and grew to 
become global in its implications. 

The world has transformed to be a place where life is much less stable, 
dangerous, complex, and secular with most of the most important processes 
of life invisible to the senses. From the invisible workings of computers and 
satellite telecommunications systems to microbiology and genetics, a totally 
different cosmologlcal view of the world has emerged that seems Incredibly 
different from the world we perceive with our senses. For example, Titus 
Burckhardt describes the cosmology of the solar sytem that places man as 
a speck on a large and complex planet, which is a speck COl'll)ared to the 
sun, which is one among a nearly infinite number of other specks, each light 
years apart.• This type of scaling perspective also applies to the decrease 
in distance and mass from the atom to the quark. A change in any of these 
incomprehensible and imperceptible relationships could unleash a cata• 
clysmic of the wor1d by disrupting the earth's orbit, devastating the ecosys• 
tern, or causing atomic explosions." 

As the discoveries in science caused the changes in physical cosmology, 
historic events have also altered philosophy, societal values, and beliefs. 
Various traumas and also positive changes have caused vast transforma­
tions in all phases of life, one of which has been a secularization of life, and 
a rejection of symbols and the Center. An increase in atheism and a general 
disunity and contamination of the Christian church has contributed to the 
disillusionment of mainstream culture with religion and myth.11 The effect of 
this on people has been a loss or confusion of meaning and Center. The 
scientific and historic images of the world seemed to leave no room for 
theism or even humanism.,. Morton Kelsey writes about the onset of 
nihilism: 

"Men are forced to search for meaning on their own. They lace fear and anxiety; they 
have to deal aggression and hostility which cause misery within and between 
men. They suffer an almost undefinable heaviness, and often live with depression 
day in and day out which most psychiatry seems powerless to heal.... It appears that seventy-one 



none of these disturbances can t>. healed except by a sense of meaning, given by 
contact with that reality from which meaning originates."'' 

The major shift away from the Center began primarily with the Modem 
movement that began in the early Twentieth Century. Due to the rise of 
rationalism in architecture, the role of the functional program became the 
most important - or central - with an explicit effort to remove any ornament, 
symbolism, stylistic Influence, or anything that was not directly related to the 
function... The attempt to communicate nothing beyond physical require­
ments of the architecture denied any special symbolic significance to the 
Center. 

The use of the repetitive structural grid, while being the most pracHcal 
structural system, Inadvertently symbolized rationalism. The grid was 
infinitely repeatable in any direction, its connections were at right angles 
which was the most direct joint, and the size of the structure could be 
calculated by specific mathematical formulas that would allow for the 
minimum amount of material to be used in an 'honest' way. The directionless 
symmetry created a center line that was always movable if another bay was 
added, completely denying a Center; rationalism needed no single Point.•• 

A few decades after the scientific world abolished the system of naturalism, 
architecture realized that Modern, rational architecture was flawed. How­
ever, as was true with most segments of society, the void left by establishing 
the rational, secular, industrial world stayed even after the dogma of 
modernism was called into question. Modern life was either diseased or had 
become a disease. The airy void had now become a vacuum ... 

More recently, this condition has found an expression in a non-movement 
called deconstruction. That this cannot even be called a movement Is quite 
symptomatic of the directionlessness and disunity of contemporary archi­
tecture. Of this non-movement, architecture critic Charles Jencks writes: 

"The sociology of alienation, ... has led to the spectre of a world populated by 'other­
direcied' automata, ... that is corporately conditioned and externally controlled 
ciphers who have lost their identities and history. And so we have the 
deconstrudionists' abhorrence of meaning and hierarchy, sentiments shared by 
Tschumi, Eisenman, and Derrida, and their corresponding elevation of the Empty 
Man .... In brief it's a picture of that b6au-ideal of tha 20th Century, the Futurist and 
Existentialist who defines his goals and changes them without much sentiment or 
angst. ... The Empty Man, ... finds ... the empty centre at the heart of society, the self­
contradiction of texts, the Great Vold of Extinction - and this cheers him up. For what 
he has discovered is a religion without faith, a positive nihilism, or in Derrida's terms 
an affirmative Deconstruction: 11 

The following architects have been instrumental in representing the shift 
away from the Center. The architecture or paper projects shown are a few 
of a myriad projects. Twentieth Century architecture either loses the Center 
in an endless grid, forgets the concept entirely, attacks it, denies It, searches seventy-two 
for it, or marks it as something important, but still unsure of how. 



Mies van der Rohe - The Barcelona Pavlllon 
Abstraction and asymmetry deny a figural Center or single focus. 
(Images from Trachtenberg). 
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Mies van der Rohe• Seagram Bulldlng 
Although not a religious structure (nor are any of the following structures), 
this buicling became the prototype for the building type that came to 
exemplify our culture. This building type occupied the downtown mass of 
modern cities (also layed out on a grid in America) and went through the 
same refinement process that the cathedral went though previously. The 
plan has only elevator banks at the center. Though a vertical axis of sorts, 
it has no sacred value. The building is lnfinitely extendable and empty. The 
symmetry marks nothing at the center. 
(Images from Trachtenberg). 
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Peter Eisenman • House VI 
Eisenman did a series of houses (1-X) that preceded his current work Of 
particular interest in the transformation of his ideas about the void Is house 
VI. Gavin Macrae-Gibson writes of House VI: 

"Where houses I-IV express nether interest nor disinterest In centrality as a 
metaphor, House VI has a void center that Is explicitly metaphortcal. ... The 
central void Is a place derived from and beholden to nothing but the 
architectural object. It Is not a space that can be commanded by man or 
woman. . .. House VI strives to represent a cultural condition. This Is a 
condition Eisenman has Identified with a sense of man's loss of control over 
those things both material and conceptual, to which he has given rise and 
the Impossibility of sustaining an Idealized attitude toward these artifacts 
and mental constructs."10 

(Images from Macrae-Gibson). 
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Peter Eisenman - House El Even Odd 
Eisenman creates a symbol out of a square with a quarter of It removed 
called the el. This el has been likened to taking a bite out of a the forbidden 
apple In Eden." Eisenman transforms the et figure to create a COrTf)lex 
statement about the center. Macrae-Gibson explains the el further: 

·• ... the three-dimensional el represents the displacement suffered by man 
in the universe perceived by Eisenman, for in this universe man no longer 
commands the center (the cube), but is instead a fragment threatened by the 
possibility of no longer existing In It at all (the void). The three dimensional 
el is the sign for this displacement, halfway between nostalgla for the 
idealism of the past, expressed by the centrality of a platonic solid, and fear 
of an uncertain future, expressed by the void."'• 

(Images from Macrae-Gibson). 
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Peter Eisenman - Guarcllola House 
A further elaboration of the el concept into a seemingly more frantic search 
for the center. Charles Jencks comments further on Eisenman's thematlc 
concerns: 

{Eisenman Is) " ... wandering ... pushing on to further points of ennui and 
alienation. The Second World War. the Holocaust, the atom borm, and any 
number of inseparable horrors become for him, as they do for a hero in 
Woody Allen's universe, the essence of Modern life, the data represented 
in architecture. For some people nothing has more credibility than the Great 
Void .... the ultimate differance, Jacque Derrida's coinage for the 'differ­
ence that escapes language,' the eternal unknowable and 'otherness,· ls the 
individual Isolated from the group and now even more removed from himseH 
in schizophrenia . .._ 

(Images from Betsky). 
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Morphosls - Crawford Residence 
A house that marks the Center but Is unsure If not mistrustful about what 
occurs there. The center of the circular wall is in the bottom of a swimming 
pool which could be interpreted several ways. The entry of the house Is on 
axis with this center, but looks beyond it to the ocean. which could be seen 
as an optimistic gesture. However. the spaces of the hoes and the guest 
house are pushed to a periphery that serves to de-center the house. 

"The placement of the building mass and wall is intended to complicate or 
reverse the relationship between the center and the periphery (a deserted 
center with life on the periphery?) . ..., 

(Images from Davis). 
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Morphosls • Sixth Street Residence 
An earlier project worked with a fragmented centered space. Thom Mayne 
writes about the chaotic state of hJs context that generates his architecture: 

''Today it is impossible to assess a common system of values within our 
pluralistic world, where reality Is chaotic, unpredictable, and hence ulti­
mately unknowable."• 

"Los Angeles Is In many ways prototypical of the contemporary metropolis. 
No longer is it possible to conceive of an impregnable city. There are no 
clear boundaries, only layers of rnostlyunperceivable infrastructure which 
appears as nonsequiturs .... 

(Images from Davis). 
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Mlchael Sorkin - Model City 
Another example of an avoidance, fear, assault, or disbelief In the Center. 

(Images from Nouver). 

eighty 



Louis Kahn • Sher• E • Bangla • Nagar, National Assembly Hall 
A notable exception to the movement away from the Center Is Louis Kahn. 
Kahn wrote mystically about Order, which was much like the concept of the 
Tao: 

"I tried to find out what Order is. I was excited about It, and I wrote many, 
many words of what Order is. Every time I wrote something, I felt It wasn't 
quite enough. If I had covered, say, two thousand pages with just words of 
what Order is, I would not be satisfied with this statement. And then I stopped 
by not saying what It is, just saying, 'Order is."'"' 

(Images from Lobel). 
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Louis Kahn - Klmbell Art Museum 

"I said that all material in nature, the mountains and streams and the air 
and we, are made of Light which has been spent, and this crumbled mass 
called material casts a shadow, and the shadow belongs to light."• 

(Images from Lobel). 
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Louis Kahn - Phllllps Exeter Library 

"Structure is the giver of light. When I choose an order of structure that calls 
for column alongside column, it represents a rhythm of no light, light, no light, 
light, no light, light. A vault, a dome, is also a choice of acharacterot light .... 

(Images from Lobel). 
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A symbol that seems to still apply to today is that of the labyrinth. The 
labyrinth symbolizes a struggle to reach a goal, or a state of being lost while 
searching for that goal. It strikes me that the goal of a labyrinth Is usually In 
the center: 

(Images from Arguelles). 

Though the complexity of contemporary architecture and theory is oversim­
plified to call it all merely representations of a lctbyrinth, the general tone of 
much of the discourse today suggests an experimental, questioning process 
where boundaries are stretched. Then the very nature of the process 
suggests that an intense search is happening that not only manifests itself 
as labyrinthine architecture, but must also be a response to the searching 
that is felt by everyone in society for a Center. Architecture always has and 
always will express the values and attitudes of the society it Is built within. 
The current searching process Is, In my opinion, beautiful, natural, and 
something everyone will go through over and over as a continuing process 
of expanding life. Mircea Eliade writes of labyrinths: 

"A labyrinth is usually a defense, ... built to guard a canlar, a treasure, a meaning . 
... that symbol rs the model of all existence, which passes through many ordeals in 
order to journey towards its own center, towards its self.... There have been 
occasions when I have been aware of emerging from a labyrinth, or of coming across 
the thread. I was feellng hopeless, oppressed, lost. Of course I didn't actually say 
to myself: 'I a m lost in the labyrinth.' And yet, in the end, I did very much have the 
feeling of having emerged from a labyrinth as a victor. Everyone has that 
experience. But one must add that life is not just one labyrinth. The trial, the ordeal 
reccurs. "27 
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The followlng ore selected sketches from the design process • 
Appendlxlll. 
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