































































































31

Sometimes there is no pretense that it is not entertainment. Rules
are established "to create an interesting situation'" and the crit is declared
a game at the outset. The critic may not inquire into the designer's
intentions. Or the only question to be addressed is that of the distance
moved between phase one and phase two. Or words may not be used in the
crit at all. Or some arbitrarily selected students presents the work of
another. Or the student has only three minutes in which to present (or
no time limit and he drones on and on and on and on) and the critic
only seven minutes "or we'll never finish'" (or the crit ends at midnight,
everyone wiped out for a week), or the critics are to view the work as
a whole and comment on it as such, or are constrained to view the projects
hanging upside down, or —- But does it matter? The crit, that is. Under
these circumstances, denied by most to exist, how could it? The thing

that really needs a crit is the crit.

RESPONSE TO ADMISSIONS: IMAGE AND REALITY

Ahh, c'mon fellas. Let's get serious. I didn't mind all that stuff
about getting together as a community, but when you wrote about '"the tremendous
expenditure of effort we invest in selecting our crop' I just had to break
out laughing. Then it occurred to me you guys might not work for a living.
After all, where I come from anafternoon a year is not mistaken for a tremendous
expenditure of effort.

An afternoon a year?!? I know, if you listen to the guys on the
committee you'd think they were building the Great Wall of China. "God,"
sweat, pant, "I just interviewed twelve (T*WXE*L*V*E!!) applicants for
the School and I'm completely wiped out!" Yeah, I know. I used to say

things like that too. And there's no question it can get to you. But
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let's get it in perspective. 1In the first place most of that plaint is
braggadocio ("Boy! Can I ever put out the work...'"), and what isn't, is

a little bit put down on the one hand ("...unlike you!") and a plea for

a stiff drink on the other ('"No ice, thanks"). It cannot, in other words
be taken seriously. And why should it? Admissions committee service is

a voluntary and temporary commitment made, in the ordinary course of events,
about once in eight years. During this year the typical committee member
interviews betwen fifty and sixty applicants. If these were spread out
over the eight years, they would amount to seven or eight a year. At a
half an hour apiece, we're talking about three and a half, maybe four hours
a year. That is, an afternoon. Oh my aching back: what an expenditure

of effort!

Studios, about which T am a great more concerned than admissions,
cannot be construed as tremendous expenditures of effort either, yet these
absorb at least 270 hours of classtime a year. A typical nine-hour teaching
load takes up at least 360 hours of classtime a year. How am I supposed
to see the three and a half hour burden added to this by our commitment
to admissions: as the straw that broke the camel's back? But wait! It
gets worse. Let's assume that everybody puts in one hour of preparation
for every hour in the classroom——a joke as we all know, but let's assume
it anyhow. At least it gives us a foothold on a figure we wouldn't have
to blush to present to the State Legislature. Now let's add our three
and a half hour burden. Frankly, I don't believe I can sense the difference
between 720 and 723.5 hours a year. And I know I can't see in either figure
any grounds for complaint. After all, any one of the School's typists
is putting in closer to 2,000 hours a year and everyone of those hours

is a pain in the neck.
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So basically I would just as soon stop hearing about the terrible
impositions made on faculty time by their unbearable committee loads.

It's not only ridiculous, it's impossibly self-centered. I read, for example,
the piece on admissions in vain for any illusion to the applicant's
perspective. The applicants when mentioned are compared to sheep and goats
and performing bears! Nor is this confined to the piece in Polemics.

It's far worse in the halls and around the committee table. There, for
example, the suggestion has been put forward, by one who is usually most

hot for a world of deeper and more widespread face-to-face human interaction,
that we save time by replacing the interview with a test! As if we didn't
have enough tests already! But this one would not be unreliable or uninformative
like the SAT's and all the other tests most of our applicants have endured

in high school. This one would have the applicant, say, draw a tree, and
then we'd all sit around and base our judgments on this!!!! Tt has even

been argued that this would increase the objectivity of the admissions
procedures. When I hear talk like this I want to throw up, not only because
it is beneath stupid, but because it reveals the emptiness of our talk

about humanity and community. Personal contact is great—--uh, as long as

it doesn't take up any more of my time!

I know these things are unbelievalbe. I can scarcely believe them
myself. One of the full professors on the committee was jolted to realize
that in the interview he might have something to give the applicants, advice,
perhaps (such as this might not be the school imagined), or succor (to
calm that beating heart) or insight (into what the applicant might be really
looking for). It is all very well to say they should this, they should
that, but the fact is they are. These most obvious things never occurred

to this full professor because all he can think of is himself, what he
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can get out of it--or more accurately--how he can get out of it. And as

horrifying as this seems, what is truly frightening is the shortsightedness—-
the essential self-derision-—of the perspective. Somewhere around a third of
these people will be admitted to the School. These people will come to know
us as they find us, certainly, but they will not forget their first impression.
What do we want this to be? What do we want them to think of us? What values
do we want them to imagine we hold? Or shall we be surprised when they hear
our fine words and refuse to take them at face value?

Why should the students put out when we shirk our job? Why should the
students cease complaining when they hear us incessantly complaining? Why
should the students be anything but self-centered when we are nothing but?

But perhaps most interestingly, why should the students come forward, as they do,
eagerly and not a few of them, to participate in an admission process which is
apparently such a burden and so inutile? Perhaps they see something we don't?
Perhaps we could learn from them the many things they could never learn from

us.

YOUR BODY IS MINE

There are whole cultures devoid of the notion of radical creativity that

we here in the School of Design take as the foundation of our being as
professionals. 1t would be comforting to be able to think of these as
"traditional', '"primitive', or at worst ''peasant', but few terms could be less
adequate descriptors of China. If distant and in many ways unapproachable,
China is one of the handful of world cultures capable of taking the measure of
any other. One of the most sophisticated, it is also among the oldest and most
continuous. TIf the word 'greatest'" may be said to have any meaning, the world's

greatest poets have been Chinese, as have many of the world's greatest painters,
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military strategists, architects, engineers, novelist, politicians, historians,
and cooks. Fecund from the beginning, its fertility has not diminished. Yet
it is a culture almost void of those notions of radical creativity and creative
autonomy that pervade our thinking about "making'" like a virulent virus.
Pauline Yu suggests that the Chinese unconcern with originality can
be explained by the absence of any canonical work exemplifying, sanctioning
or extolling, for example, creation ex nihilo. We, on the other hand, imbibe
such models from birth and have them regularly reinforced in a variety of ways.
The only true canonical text in the West, the 0ld Testament, opens on a
scene of creation ex nihilo, and in fact God is alternatively called The
Creator. Simultaneously The Father. As The Creator and The Father are
confused, so are fathers and creators. Fathers in fact become creators——
essentially by themselves. Other Western traditions compound the problem,
for example that of the Greek demiurge, a palpable will external to Being yet
necessary for its existence. In the West the idea of creation is pregnant and
its models potent. Creation, especially ex nihilo, and attendant notions
(such as originality), are the hallmarks of important people. In the arts and
sciences there is a sense that nothing much else matters.
No such important tradition exists in China. The Chinese cosmos is
generally regarded as an uncreated one, existent simply, and continuing.
Far greater importance is attached to a sense of continuity, to building
upon and connecting to an existent whole, than to making something, in any
sense, new. Families are not creations of parents, but links in an unending
chain of familiness. TImportance is attached to the transmission of a culture
intact, as opposed to its transmutation. Artists are conceived much as we
think about craftmen. Certainly no parellel is drawn between his activities

and those of some autochthonous Creator Spirit. With no emphasis on creation,
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there is none on primacy. With no emphasis on primacy, there is no urgency
toward novelty. Things change as the world changes, as needs demand them.
Things are not manifested compulsively, merely to be novel, simply to be
first, only to say, '"Look, I, a Creator Spirit, made these things."

Where could this drive have come from. Were I Chinese I would accept it
as a characteristic of the world as given, but were I Chinese I would not have
to contend with it. And neither would you. As it is, we are burdened with
an impossible and degrading need to be what we cannot be even if we try:
original. Our possibilities as generative entities are limited. Alone they
are non-existent. The only case I can think of that is meaningful is our
capability as reproductive organisms. Significantly the act takes two. Our
only generative ability is a social one, our only creative act a social act.
In our madness to see ourselves as gods making from nothing something, even if
only ourselves, we have begun to visualize ourselves not only as individual
(that is, separate), but independent, generative and creative in and of
ourselves. This mad dream has taken final form in the novel notion that a
woman's body is her own, that a man's body is his own. Yet I cannoc by myself
engage in the sole act in which I can live this role of originator. I
willingly sacrifice my independence to claim a right to the body of another, a
body necessary in order for either of us to be creative in the only way
possible. The only working model of creation and origination we have,
abnegates the existence of the individual as it celebrates the existence of
the whole, for even the two are not alone, but come from families and connect
to families both in space and time. The creator standing alone before and
outside his work is a nightmare unfulfilled in any human life. The sterility

of onanism is his only option. As social beings we have no right to ourselves:



37

we belong to each other.

Yet in school, this is denied. 1In our isolation booths-—quite literally
in the Beaux Arts tradition--we are asked to create, from nothing, a novel
whole, new, original, uncontaminated by the work of our fellows or our fathers.
The only image that comes to mind is that of a person, in his little stall,

grunting on the toilet...

WE ARE WHERE WE ARE

It is almost a universal that if students in a studio are asked to design
a house they will search everywhere for insight into houses except the house
they live in. If they are asked to design a school, they will rush to the
library for pictures of up—-to-date schools in Illinois and Turkey, but never
think to look around and learn from the school they are in. Students working
on courthouses know all about those in Paris and St. Louis, but nothing about
the county, state, and federal courthouses of the city they are living in.
The books I find on the desks as I wander through the studios are about
everywhere but here: I wonder what the people who have checked them out
read when they are there.

"We have no roots!" we moan; but instead of probing for them where we
are, we probe for them in books on Africa and Rome. ''We have no sense of
place!" we cry, but instead of making one, we pursue it through books on
the hilltowns of Italy and the peasant communities of the Frache-Comte.

We hunt for precedents, not among the myriad buildings that have shaped our
lives, but in the rotting villas of a decaying Venice and the rubble of an
imploding modernism. Precedent for whom? Who among us will again encounter
a prince of the Veneto?

It is not that we ought to learn from what's at hand, but that we can
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learn nothing much from stuff that isn't. Precedents are not all things

that have gone before. They are acts or instances that may be used as examples
in dealing with subsequent similar cases. But I do not think that Jack McLean
would choose to live in La Rotunda. And few of us again will labor in the
vineyards. The sun that shines on Vicenza does not shine on Raleigh. The
grass that glows in Wivenhoe Park will not grow here. How can these things
speak to me?

And why should they? What else do we strain to hear in their whispers
but how they become the place where they are, how they punctuate their phrases
of space and time, how fittingly they speak their age and their address.

It is not their originality that captures us, but their aboriginality; not
their autonomy, but their autochthony; not their abstract qualities of form,
but their concrete sense of being rooted in a place. What captures us is
just what we can never capture, for transplanted here they are not native,

but merely novel; not aboriginal but absurd; not apt, but mal a propos.

Life in this litter of the everywhere but here and anytime but now is electric
with hysteria. Uprooted roots, displaced places and retrocedents are jumbled
together in a universe instinct with nothing but fancy, whim and a real despair

that nothing matters and that anything can go. Freed of the referens loci,

individualism is the only center around which choice can circle. The descant

of opinions begins. 1In this world without reference, they are the only thing

that matters; and in the international placelessness that must result, the

only cult is the cult of the ego. Before the genius, the genius loci flees.
The invention of the vernacular was a mistake. It reduced our world

to a word. When I talk about the here and now, when before they would have

stumbled and started--who knows?--to think, they say now. '"Oh. You mean verna-

cular," and having labeled it, dismiss it. Or they parse it as pathetically
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as the others parse the Parthenon and paste vernacular details on their facades
as the others paste on pilasters and pediments. It misses the point. A

root is not a stick shoved in the ground, but a lively system of exchanges.

It is not a thing, but a process. Until they are lodged in where we are

and who we are at, the pursuit of place in books of travel will remain a

thing, and the analysis of precedents will be nothing but a stick shoved

in the ground.

WE ARE HERE TOGETHER

This time of year when students come to see me I know why without asking.
They are having trouble with their groups. Each member comes individually
complaining of the others. So-and-so won't show up. Such-and-such doesn't
want to do what the rest of them wants to. Somehow they just can't get together,
much less get it together. Would I consider a special individual project?
Some are on the verge of tears.

What difference does it make? Even the group that works together, each
member subsuming his wonderful one-ness in its sense of collective purpose,
acts alone in the context of the class. Groups do not build on each other's
efforts, but behave as if each were alone. Afraid I would see none of their
own were they to reflect some borrowed light, the semester becomes a Sirens'
coast of deceptive beacons each urging me to wreck upon their shores. They
do not wish me or each other well. When I raise the issue of mutual aid
they cry, "But you didn't say we could!" in a whiny, bitchy sort of way.
No...I didn't. But then I didn't say to keep on breathing either.

It is no different in the studios. Twice the credit, it is twice as
bad. Instead of contributing to the groups's understanding, the individual

projects fight for the group's attention. Instead of being cumulative, the
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effect is dissipative, each fragment reducing the meaning of every other.
Instead of augmentation, it is one-upmanship. It is no different with the
faculty. Studios and classes do not sum to any whole. As student competes
with student, so studio competes with studio and class with class. It is

not a ship, so it is aschool of fools, adrift in an anxious sea of hysterical
competition.

How could it be otherwise? Students share uncounted hours with studio
mates, yet not more than one or two know the first and last names of even
most of the rest of them. Why bother? They are together not out of any
desire to be together, but out of some ill-conceived notion of advancing their
idiosyncratic futures. Chance threw them together, chance will pull them
apart. Like naked victims of a shipwreck they cling to all they have that
they can count on. There is no investment in chance. There is no payoff.

Why should I expect aught else? The school is lashed by its situation
as a ship before a storm, is cemented in its context like a ship grounded in
the desert. 1In an environment that has elevated individualism to the
eminence of invincibility, is it any wonder that students and faculty alike
seek to maximize the only good that matters? Among people who have to read
the label before remarking on a picture, who demand the director's name
before commenting on a film, who need the author's identity before venturing
a response to a polemic, can it astonish that students shy away from
activities incapable of adding luster to an already well-burnished name?

The American people has disintegrated into a congeries of interests; the
community of scholars has dissolved into an assortment of superstars;
neighborhoods are holding patterns for a population in random motionj
schools...are mirrors of the mess. Mirrors, but makers too. We cannot get

off so easily. The mess is one whole. You may not enter at this point and
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say, ''Here it begins.'" It begins here and there, with you and me. If your
body is mine, and mine is yours, and we are where we are, and where we are is
us, then we collectively share the responsibility. We cannot point at others
without pointing at ourselves.

Some have caught on...and stopped pointing. These now stand silently
twitching, their hands at their sides like mannequins at a cocktail party.
Some have yet to notice at whom they're pointing. These bore us still with
their noisy empty blaming, the Dean this, the student that, their colleagues
yet another, like smalltime businessmen being eaten alive by their own
ineptitude. But some have taken the mirror into their hands and studied their
reflection...and some of these have bestirred themselves.

You can feei it in the air. There's a mansuetude about the way we treat
each other, and if we'd finally acknowledged the bits we have in each other's
mouths and decided to abide them. There's an authenticity in the voices, as
if for the first time in a long time they didn't have something to hide.
There's a grace and assurance of posture, as if for a change everyone weren't
worried about being hit. Not everyone is like this. There are still those
walking around exuding enough darkness to reduce all the bulbs in their
vicinity to ten watts, but by and large, and most of the time, there's a nice
new openness, people speaking and others actually listening. Let me admit
it: studios may be factories of alienation and crits may be inhuman circuses,
but compared to the classes and tests on the rest of the campus they're
practically orgies of self-criticism and community participation. The regular
Friday afternoon review of the work of one studio by the others in the
Graduate Center has carried this logic yet one more step beyond its usual
sectarian and studio boundaries. It would be going too far to say there is a

community of interest emerging there, but at least total disdain and
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virulent antagonism seem to be things of the past. They seem to be things
of the past in lots of places. The faculty seminar on place Dick Wilkinson
has organized would have been inconceivable even a year ago. It may prove
to be unworkable yet, but the larger changes auger well for its success.
compared with the acrimony of past accreditation visits, the recent one to
architecture was an object lesson in cooperation. Brotherly love wasn't
pouring through the corridors, but at least the poison arrows were in their
gquivers and the dirks in their sheaths. Too bad the team couldn't stay till
Friday. TCIF has long since ceased being a place for graduate students and
taculty in landscape to gather. The number of faculty and students on the
breezeway astonishes not only visitors from Gardner Hall, but those from
Berkeley and Oxford as well. '"There's a great feeling here,'" a guest from the
fabled land of Where-It's-At remarked the other day. "I wish we had something
like this at home."

Even Polemics helps. Few may read it, and fewer write, but both numbers

are growing week by week. Sleepers awake!!! Things are changing! It's your

school. Where do you want to go? If we keep on like this, we may come to
understand some day what John Cage meant when he said '"that nothing was lost

when everything was given away."

IT'S SO EASY

It's so easy when you're inside something not to be able to see it,
You take things for granted that are really special and see as glaring faults
things that from another perspective are either minor to the point of invisibility
or even advantageous. It's so easy, but so unnecessary; and when the something
is the School of Design, it is not only unnecessary but stupidly exhausting

to hear day in and day out——from former deans, disgruntled and politically
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motivated faculty, and even students—-how bad the school is. Every week
we hear, from former students, from faculty and administrators of graduate
schools, and from practitioners distant and local, another story. We hear
how good the school is.

In an unsolicited letter (see following),* a former student now doing
graduate work in architecture at MIT says that "There is no better undergraduate
design program in the country.' We don't know about that--MIT ranks us third
in the nation based on the performance of our students in their graduate
program--but we still hear it all the time. It has to do with a lot of things,
a lot of things we just assume are part of every undergraduate program, and
a lot of things we see from within as disadvantages which are actually our
very points of strength. Take our space. We complain about it all the time—-
and not without reason. It's too hot or it's too cold and it's locked up
over holidays, but we have it. We don't appreciate it though. It's hard
to unless you've seen the studios at Miami (Florida) with their hot desks,
yours to use in the morning, somebody else's to use in the afternoon, and
in many studios, somebody else's again in the evening. Like seats in a lecture
hall. Or watched the students at Cooper Union dragging their work-—and all
their equipment!--back and forth from home to school every day. Or even
seen the spaces students use to work in at a place like Princeton, desks
set up facing blank walls in hallways. Visiting faculty from other schools
are blown away by the space we have. We just take it for granted--and
complain.

Last week one of us was in the Media Center when a group of graduate
students from VPI--down here for the Richard Meier talk--stopped to chat.

They wanted to know what all the stuff was down there and if it belonged

* This letter was printed in the original Polemics, but does not appear here.
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to the school or some other part of the university; and if it belonged to
the school, if the students could use it. They had none of our facilities
accessible to them as architecture students—-none of our copy cameras, typositors,
enlargers, cameras...no presses no Cage to disburse Kodalith and PMT papers,
slide projectors and four-track tape recorders. We complain about the Cage
hours, but they don't have a Cage to complain about. And they spoke of our
Shop with awe.

It is only once our students have gone, on to Yale or Columbia, that
they begin to appreciate the facilities offered by the Cage, the Shop, our
computer room, even our ''sad" "little" library (you have to see the others
to appreciate ours); to appreciate the easy access they are vouchsafed, the
openness of the system and the school. Maybe we can't speak nationally,
but we can say there isn't a design school that can touch us in these regards,
from Montreal to Tulane. We have the space, the facilities, the access—-
all wrapped up in one well-maintained and comfortable (again, you have to
experience the competition) three-building complex that an indulgent administration
permits and encourages us to use for things like Bash, the Outdoorgasm and
TGIF. Talk about something that blows visiting dignitaries away: '"What
are all these students and teachers doing consorting together drinking beer?"
they ask. ''We have nothing like this at (Washington) (Berkeley) (Oxford
Polytechnic) (Case) (you name it)."

Of course a superb physical facility without a useful faculty and curriculum
to complement it is nothing but an empty shell, pretentious in its vacuity
(like the ill-fated California School of the Arts). To hear about us from
each other you would think our faculty consisted of a bunch of inept jerks
who stole their sinecures through blatant political machinations reminiscent

of the most decadent days of the Roman Empire, knives and daggers and blood
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flowing through the corridors. And, yes, there is some of this, and, yes,

it's not all necessary, but our acrimony tends to obscure the fact that it

is our diversity——if not our divisiveness——that is our greatest asset. There

is no School of Design philosophy, not even fundamental agreement about the

advantages of diversity! There are those who would like to see a school

dogma, and those who think it's too tight already. There are those who are

convinced we don't teach the tools of the trade, and those who know we spend

too much time on them as it is. There are those who won't be able to teach

next semester unless their studio is vertically integrated, and those who

won't be able to manage if it is. There are faculty members who believe

form is where it is at, and others who can prove conclusively that the issue

is social utility, and still others who imagine that it is some of both,

and other things to boot. Because there is no willingness on the part of

some to accept this range of views and practice, and because we are all steamed-up

opinionated vocal hot-heads, we fight over precisely what our students doing

graduate work elsewhere--and the practitioners that end up hiring them--recognize

as the thing that especially distinguishes education here: those students

who can take advantage of it do not find a stultifying single way here, but

a plurality of ways--actively fought over and discussed--among which they

must fight their way, their own way. Of course it's a struggle and not always

pleasant, but then, growing and learning rarely is. Our students capable

of exploiting what's here are forced to be open, not closed; forced to explore

and try, not just rely on last semester's formula; forced to construct themselves,

not as educated products of some factory-school, but as ever-educable designers.
Recent polling of alumni in architecture and landscape architecture

bears this view of the school out. As practitioners, many of them have the

usual gripes, the same ones they have always had about any school and always
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will (graduates can't--sigh--draw, and require more supervision than can

be afforded); but, by and large, their view of the school is positive and,
rumor to the contrary notwithstanding, growing increasingly so. Far from
seeing the school going down the tubes, they see the school getting better
and better. Nor is this the case only with alumni. Our graduates from the
four-year programs experience little difficulty snagging real plums wherever
they go. Recall the experiences David Tobias described in one of last year's
Polemics about getting jobs and working Boston. Think about the fact that
our students have the capability of walking out of here with the BED and
walking right into a reaonably responsible job with a top firm like Milton
Glazer's. That these are not simple matters of luck is borne out by the
fact that they happen—-in Atlanta, Cleveland, Boston, New York, Washington-—-
year in and year out; as well as by the quality of the graduate programs
that snap our students up. One graduate of the landscape concentration will
be studying (geography no less) at Penn State next year on an $11,000 a year
research grant. If it weren't for the regular testimony of letters such as
that of Ken Diener's (which follows),* you could say it was just her, that
she was special. She wasn't. 1It's the school that's special, the school
that's getting better and better with every passing year, the school that's
attracting increasing numbers of applicants from all over the eastern half
of the country, applying to our undergraduate program from Connecticut and
Florida, Ohio and Louisiana, Canada and Venezuela. Why, we ask them, are
they interested in seeking admission to an out-of-state school when they
have the Rhode Island School of Design (or Parsons or Rennselaer or Georgia
or you name it) in their backyard. "I hear the School of Design is better,'
they say.

* This letter was printed in the original Polemics, but does not appear here.
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It's time we admit it is, and accept the fact that one of the things
that has made it so is the school's commitment to a variety of viewpoints
and unending debate—-and polemic--about them. 1If the heat of this ferment
is too great, the rigor of absolute zero Kelvin is waiting at any number of
other less well respected institutioms.
(This last piece was signed by both Vernon Shogren and my;elf; and though

the sentiments were shared, and the point of the piece the outcome of mutual

discussion, I actually wrote it myself.)



