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87 The language of

Louis Hellman

Drawing on semiotics and current linguistic philosophy, critics in the 1980s evoked a traditional “lar
architecture as part of the critique of the alleged “failure” of the Modem Movement, They suggested that,
histerically, architec

e developed ity own specilic language complete with syntax and a grammar of signs,
symbuols and meanings,
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Many of these symbols and meanings relate to the
human body (anthropomorphism). We say buildings
‘lie’, "rise up’, have ‘fronts’, ‘backs” and ‘fac
(fagades) with “sithoucttes’ or ‘profiles” and windows
which “look out’. Hlisterically buildings had tops {heads
and hats), middles (body) with ‘wings’ and bases (feet).
Like people they had shape seen from a distance and

individual features clase to. Modern buildings often

lerok alike from a distance and have no details to relate

to. Peaple refer to them as ‘faceless’, ‘inhuman’ or
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“alien”,

The Modern Movement rejected the old language as outdated and cliché-ridden, and sought to develop a new
language based on “funclionalism’ and scientific rationalism. Form would resull from applying advanced
technology to building problems without the need for consciously applied symbolism or aesthetic “rhetoric’.

In practice the Modernists took as their model buildings which symbolized “efficiency” or ‘utility’: factories,
industrial warchouses and engincering structures, The repetitive, gridded appearance of these buildings became
merely a metaphor for scientific rationalism. The buildings expressed the process of construction, lineat, sequential
and additive, as paradigms for machine production or literal rationalization. In other words, Modernism became
another style, a machine style, without the truly rational principles it started out from,
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The result has been confusion, a communication breakdown between architect and public.
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Alater source of Modern Movement symbolism was the mechanical machine itself: the acroplane, the
locomotive, the automobile and, particularly, the ocean liner. As machines these were seen to be functional and
efficient, and when their appearance was transferred Lo buildings they in turn seemed to have these

characte ristic 'i\' machines aften X Presse d their constituent p‘uln. or supnr‘wmi oul their functions, (or L'mrnph-

stairs, flues, ducts and ].ans and |1[H|L1II'I?’\| followed suit,

Le Corbusier’s famous description of the house as “a
machine for living in” reinforces the atlempl to break
with the language of the past. Since then machine-
image cuphemisms have been rite in modern
architecture. Access baleonies become “decks’, plans
‘work”, elevations are “articulated’, staivs are ‘nodes’,

and 50 on.
Much of both the aesthetic and actual language of modern architecture alse mirrors burcaucratic jargen, cold and
ulitarian with no spiritual conteat. Homes are ‘dwelling units’, ‘low-rise, high-density complexes” or “point blocks’.
Recent attempts to return to the so-called traditional language of architecture are personified in the
afts old symbols onto modern bodics; pseudo-vernacular,
which apes and inflates hand-made traditional buildings for large-scale developments; and reproduction

‘post-modern’ styles: Post-Modernism itself, which gr.

classicism, which clothes supermarkels and computer centres in cighteenth-century garb. This is the architectural
equivalent of ‘illiteracy’
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Delining 11d11*mlm'z- in terms of language is inherently I|m|l('d cmti it is no coincidence that it emanates from
critics and writers rather than designers. The language of archilecture is not static. Modern Movemenl terms and
symbols have been absorbed into the old grammar: ‘skyscraper’, ‘picture window’, “open-plan’, “patio doors’,
and so on. Adrports, office blocks, geodesic domes and other new building types have entered the visual language, and
sometimes modern symbols have even replaced archaic ones - a flat-roofed, large-glazed typical school, for example.
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Ihc ianbmbc of architecture is not limited to symbols or sig lms bul mrluuics space, time, h:lm, c1lmu=»r=}n re,
texture, colour, and so on. Using this vocabulary a great architeet can create poetry and evoke a spiritual
response, whether dealing with a new or old building type, withoul recourse lo mimicking played-out clichés.



