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William L. Porter RE: READING

[ see the reading of architecture and urban form as integral to the practce of place making.
I call this essay “Re: Reading” bur also mean to imply re-reading in the belief that repeated

readings will vield deeper meaning in both design and comprehension.

s T view the design process, there is o oycle of resding
and conpecture, which repeats untl there is some degree
of |ml1il.i'r:|.' achieved m the mimd. At thar |:||:|i|:|r.. I FHY
Inn.ger semses the need o coneinue o re-read the abos-
tican, o, For chay maeer, o afer sldidons] conjectuness.

Because this Frmulinson justapeses reflecrion and
action, and especially because ivacknowledges cha
tlee comception of plece grows our of active and per-
sonal engagement, | ain opeful that it may supgest
ways of bridging the gap between forming plece and
infisrming practice,

The idea u[mn‘hg has a ||:rn5 ||:pL1.' atie] hais Breeii
defined and refined by extraomdinary people over
many years,' (iianearlo De Carlo sugpests that effec-
tive resding requires parpose, o designing frame of
mind and, probahly, having designs in mind, however
rentarive |:h|=:|.I may be. Morewrer, reu-l:ling has valnes
embedded, bath comsrions and EnCrnsciou.

Rn:;uji:ns mpﬂirﬁ i dﬁqm EILgaEment o TW s, ane
in s sense comtained within the other, anid both
wescsl onver and over again, These are eugagenrent in the
focale ainl ewgagronenr i phy somtesy,

Engagement in the Locals

Empgrment i thr loailr 15 hoslily, affective amd ineellec-
tual, drawing decphy and widely on te fculties of the
individual. [t & an actve, not passve, process, | see it
h.'l.pptnm!: it more of |ess the E'JIII.II'H'I:HE Hhanner
There &= a teoilency activated in yow that requines you
(4 r-u.'pnnd in soumee way. That tendency may be inme-
diately resolved, or, Eailing that, it may arouse affect
anal poszatdy force the incelbecs as well back into the
process. Tf there is sill a lack of resolation, it may
CHlEE YO £ ATTRITISE an: impﬂ'i:nnriu exursna in order
to close the gap.

Tam leaming bere heavily on Leonard Meyer's Emurian
aved Mewnstmg tn Ve, In which Meyer dlearly
diescribes how vo experience an arvstic artifacr. He
quotes logician Morns B, Cohen v ser the psrameners
af the definition of mersimg: “anvthing scuaires mean-
mg i it 15 connected with ar ndicates oF refers o

something beyond itself, so that its fall nature points
iy umid is revealed in thar connection.” Therefore,
me=aning has to do with an obgect, o has to do with that
0 which the ohject refers, and it has to do with a con-

scHms ohserver who perl::'mu the nature of each and

the conneomions berween them.

I cheat e which the I.'Ihjﬁ.'l' refers is distant and differ-
ent, the mning I, in Ml::,l:r‘: TETI, .dim_;'u.iu'l:f. ."r'L:n:r
archinecriral 1||.'un:inn:: conmimed in conemporeny
husildings are primarily designative in meaning, having
lintle oaher effect on the observer, Tha ofeen inoerics
iings alwoiar architeenire, meaning Fis heen ssnciared
with designative meaning alone.

17 that e whhich the abgeet refers s the aame a8 iself,
the meaning is what Meyer veris sombodied, “Tho
clawni heralds the coming of the day..the sime stimai-
e, the mmic, somvanes tendencies, mbibies chem, and
then provides meanmghul amd relsvant resalubons®
Allis contained within the same medimm,

Meaning anfolds through cycles of reading and re-
n:m:ling, 1l1n:|1.|;_|;h interactinn with remembered reml-
ings, and through re-resdings carried out in the
imagination. Thcontinue the musical example, when
i hear che first prassages of a rmuasical F:i:l:v:. it dlrasta-
cally limis whar you expect 1o hear during subsequent
eplsodes, Meyver terms this Sypanbetio] sommimg. Once
thi latet epesoadies oouier, thiew the mesning shifts 1o
cidrer meaning, Meyer calls dererrmate thie meaning
that 18 based on the comploe bearing of the work and
on subsequent rellecton, conversition and re-eperi-
encing of the epesede in question

“Tir enke an architectoral exampe, I von i awarg of
the chythmic placement of columps and notiee thag
twn are spaced more widely than the others are, you
farmulate o questson. You create alternative hypothe-
ses = of dppetbetical meaning — that you can confirm
o discredin through further observation,

Oinge you have looked more closely, you see that the
ITHHEE l:iﬂ:l].' s[un:-rl. colmens anmaunce an entrance or
passage, and thar they sre marked by o deepened linel
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pl‘ﬂru,'. fl|1'| ||rr 10 ACCEiTaE e ll‘ll_: weider ~|‘:||'||'|F ¥ l.'.'-l:""

F & |||.|'\.|| i '.|1.|r||1||-||_- t|'.-|_' i 11-4--:|.| ||1'.I anicel, '|-|'||=| Li]

rendems meandng,

Afeer yoma have expersenced the whaole builfing and the
variety af different eonditions that baikling comains,
yim1 cam revasit thie sme columns 1o assess cther signaf-
cince in relationibip to other conditions and o the
owerall experience af the boilding, This, Gnally, i

deterrmingte meaning.

[hustraced above is an example thar deals directly with
hath emedadivd amd demfgmarioe meaning, both of which
rap the life of the individeal, The meditacion moand
ol the 'I.'u'.'uullmd{ifnu'n'r:.'. in Stockholm, accurs
:]uh!_l i Foliee ois thie [']'.u|:-| il the Resurrecton. The
roane iv &n abernanyve i the iljlll swinin waald follio

I Vs e |||'|||.g|1||;-.| family member v be cremanad

i |:|||:'||'|l.

Pay spiscsal arvention i the mmige 1o the sairs char leasd
it the ol Notice that the slope changes a5 you
figar the top. The kength of the ereasd is held constat,
Inat the bedghit of the Aser diminishes. Resine your

¥ -;I:.- CAAOCES & F1Ser il Full IIEIE'I-‘I.}'HI.I PUE o ERerEy
it the step than it can socommmodate. Thes creates a

indifit betaeen your experience and badily moton

As you approach the top, vou almost Boat, s though

yiru conile] depart the earth i some way, a rather extra-
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o Enary snlni:-rrn'm af self ineo anmbier stace nip;_g::r:'r]
IJ:| lII.|.—.|||iI||_I embidicd imthe aemaal '.I|'|?~| thiemselves
Wi r|.'|'| I;|1.|.I this is the |:1:H:|.' whiere the thI!. i% NTans
I-III :||||.-|| [m]E1] r||.|- A TiE, 0f w|lr||' the -:|'||r:r leaves the
|!|||]:|.':|r||| Vs P Eilail I|||_' I«L'!.'. Yisia B |!||_' |r|u1||'||| EL]
transformative: both & souree of life 3 swel |I=|l.' sk
anil a burial |_||;||_-.|_- for the |r:HJ_l.'m|l.'l.' the spurit hias
||q.'pl.rl.n|. Thds rl.':l]m_r: is reandoreed |'.lg.' yoar knowl-
edge of the mportance of such meonds m Scandinnaa

amid elsewhere from prismdtive dmes, I

Hecause embodied meaning has such a divect connec |
tin b ehe by andd peychologecal processes, it can
serve 45 a plathorm for a wide range of povenrial inper-
presations amil associations. In ohis design, where the
embislied mesning has heen powerfully coupled m
potential designarive meanings, the enraordinry

||'t'||r.|| LI shared anil 1|‘||_'||' i'\- l|I1I.'I'""|IIhiI"'I'|III' |||'||||.1 -
'~|I:|r|||ill.!_-. In |a|ii-:||llp thar |r||_'||_'|:|.'h_'f|'f ami rhar dis

1R |'||I|__r|; lhl_‘ ||r|l: wilh |_'I|||'l HJgil'|| |'1.|:|¢|'i|'| e, |I'r|_:_||:||1|g

s Fir nsire rewtrictivee, Kiosyseratie anil trvial

[t sastemes: 4w that it is 1EiH wat bl b ssarface embaod-
bol ar desdgnative iicaning unless you wse yourselfas
rescarch ool Linles vou are sensitive to yowr dem
bosdily expersence, meluding your senses of rotation,
surpise and anticpation, you cannot tap the fches of
the world of especmtion, For mos people, there s a

claak of comventiomalaty that masks the affect they
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might otherwise experience, Many architeces sre fairly
pud lt:l::l:iugdun:ln.li: aziils amd at being sensitive
v the stimudation and direction char chese surprises
prowide, but it is not easy,

Contextual Engagement

By ramterimad engagesens | mean soively bringing m
mirst comifiticns chas surroud or impinge upon the
abiject of our artention. | wish vo foces pardelarly on
the: human amd socts] comexes thar T believe are beonm-
ing urgently more Enporan for practice. T wins of
tapping thise comtexis dne et ail o-o-
strwiction, The ldea and, cerainly, the goal of a shared
untverse of dwscourse ane commonplace smong w, Bu
ihat gual seems mearly an impossalde obgective, because
we cannot be sure that var own background guanntees
accurate communication and shared understanding,

howsvar mhlylmlmpi.ﬁ-zﬁull}rmhalun.
Berause |E:i311l|:'n': rnﬂnhg:k so invEmatedy con-
nected to persanal esperience, 1 am particulsrly iner-
esred in emboulied meaning, for is own sake, snd for
s commection ro desgrative meaning. Embodied
meaning is 50 ingegral 1o bsing haman as m be legible
no e pensitive indisiduals,

Ckne ol my pw giands an this wpse s Michss] Reddy, 2
Bimguisy whe his presented a starling conrast w wha
b callls the “conduit metaphor” of commundcation,
The conduir mvetaphor anplics thar 1 say something, it
rurre o a lintle package that 1 transported somehow
o o you aceept the package aml decode i I there
# any problem m comimunication 5 = becauss of
exther a profilem in the transfer or a glich in one of
our versions of the code,

Reddy proposes instesd the “ioolmalker’s paradigm,”
m whid':]:ﬂ::plclil.r: i.qwr:,r diHerant worlds. Envixian
a circular terrivory cut inn pée-shaped segmems, Your
segment may be a rocky groco; mine a swamp, We
cannot so¢ the mtbers segment, anid we cannor hear
aiee anoher, Av che center is g linke machine that
rotates. | cam pat nesssages e the nsaching, o b,
ai you can eake them oul.

Say | jusst made a 1ol a stragner, from my swamp, whicl
I fined very wseefal. | deseribe it and Tuell you o oo

build s 1 pat my instruscrions inen che machine, and you
pick them ot in your rocky groee. Strainers don't
make much sense in your contex. You heve meither the
need nor, quite possibly, the maserials oo build thatwol.
Inspeadd vou iy v make 2 poal our of your svailahle
materials and winh your experience. The tool you make
represents your undesstanding of thar insmructon,

Yo are im 4 constant state of constraciang meaning,
Creer tiane, throwgh a prooes of passng nsessages ack
anl frth, undersandiig will increase econcernkig the
fir bewween the inseractions and the omginal seamp in
which they were penerated, and the lsck of ft between
the arginal mstmictions and their application ina new
context. Through this constructve peocess, you amd |
become increasingly aware of the natre of the others
envirommeent. And we will gradually build » larger and
Inrlq'ﬂmn\'uuhlhrrh}'mmnf-hldim
incresse the depth and subtlery of communicasion,

The second novion of seresnuel emgagesent is o-con-
ntracrian, @rongly linked 1o the firs:, commmsarion,
This i an activiey described by Wingensoesin, my
secanil giant an this wopse. A builder instrces his
apprentios by saying, “bring me a brick” When, fFom
i other objers, the asslstamt brngs the objsce
idennifbed 4 4 birbck 1o the builder, the instnection
atops, the communication & complews and 2 lnguage
ds develipeil” The artifact of the process of comimuni-
watban iscli beeomses what is meandngful beeween
them. While co-constructing, language has bocome
part of the construction rather than solated from it

The implecations of co-mastrmation for professional
behsvior contrast with what Don Schisn and others
have called *rechnical -rational expertise” in which
“the Fﬂﬂﬁnnﬂ halds lpﬂ:i.l]u.l:d h'Ln:rwledF'm rnat-
ters oo wacial impﬂmlh‘mwhdp n'Fl:nr_'Imi.ql.t
ased on systematic understandings of objective phe-
namend. 0in the hasis of this esotenc nowledge, soci-
ey allows the profession] o exercise social control in
the damain of his experse.”™

Co-pomstrocteon challemges this view of professional -
i, anal fs Emplicaton of knowledge a5 esoveric and
authoriative. When working with a diverse elient
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griap, ane builds a vocabubiny of common terms @
refer to & common set of expenences, m arder to co-
nun.lmln:lmninn;fu]uu’]ﬂ.

Theq::rﬁuuw:,rmmntph:u:hum
reside sodely in our hesds, bur resides as well in the
knowing use of places by the people themselves, who
Are parncipants in it as well a5 in is making and s
remaking. Criteris by which the presence of co-con-
sraction in 3 siaation might be desecoed are:

1. That there be observations groanded in the pee-
sonal experiences of mdividuals. By “grounded” [
meean thar the observations shoald e confirmed
ey thae individual as being redated o his or her
bedily, affective and intellectmal experience,

r. That theere be plausible scoounts of sthers. These
can simetimes be crested through the wse of nar-
ratve or the construction of scenarkos, apd these
i narn dlepend heavidy upon the use of well-
developed empathetc skills,

3. Thax there be plsusible conjoonares, ideas o
peezent in the sitmation — similar o weataive
design — but strongly relited, 5o as to rabonalzee
apl inform whar one sees, or oo receive and
reframe oheervations previously made, These can
take form in mesaphors, or msocatve or el
thoaght excursions frm the presene sinaation,

4 Thas there should be intersubjeceive underscand-
ings abowr the imporeany Beers of the snarion,
inclailing a shared view of which are the valid
smkeholders in amy design sinsation,

Conclusion

I have tried oo edit che &es of resdfmg and oo stress chat
thromgh repested re-readings one can begin oo break
what may atherwise be s self-sealing patiem of profes-
sinal behavior. 1 firse discussed engagesmenr i tbv locale,
stressing the power of a strong foundstion of esbadied
mdqhﬂimiﬁmﬂﬂ[ﬂ:nﬂlfwmhm
consimacy their cun meanings, rebevant oo their own
liwes anal experiences, and o increase the |ikelihoed that
those meanings will be shared wich others.

| PeacEsrain

I then discussed engagpmy thy comten in b different
ways. The first i through ot recognizng
Hutpmphcnmh‘untﬂ::i:mmrldsmrufﬂw
n'llnu'pﬂ'::ni:l.-lndﬂummn.lh thae are availabls.
The second is through c-conntruction, where the con-
structive activities of designers and others are joined in
# shared and crestive enterprise. These views chal-
lenge hiow we conceive places as well as how we con-
ceive the processes of their design, | believe thar they
are essential for designing in & plaral world,

Notes

1. Mowhle imong cthese is Giancarlo Die Carlo, whose deep
undersunding of urban form, whose provocatee buildings,
whooe writings in Spesie e Soviend, whose exoreordinary beader-
ship ol the Istemaions] Laborsory fior Archevecnee anid
Uehaen Deesign {ILALY), and whose inspiracion as seacher
amad collesgrue provide s wonderfially durable foundsrion for
further comserucmani, howeser fragile they may be.

1. Levsapd B Meyer, Eweotion sod Mg m b (Chicapo:
Phoendy Bessls, Ulniversity af Chicago Pres, tpgfil

1 Ludwip Wittgenatein, The Bl and the Breaw Books (Mew
York: Harper Colophon Books, Harper and Boe, 1g4).

4. “Thisiechnical-rational appreach, which bas analogs m
marry otfer profeszinns, containg a particular view of profes-
winmal knowledge and 2 compimennry way of framing the
professional’s role m relagonships with cients. This view of
professional knowled ge is consistent with the formulation pur
foreard by Everer Hughes, one of the fesnders of the socal-
oy of profesions ™ Creoted from Haorgen, foroff. Porner snd
Schon, Evcellewmr fy Deapn: Travgfirming Hiwkplane snd Bk
Pracriee (Mew York: Wiley, ok
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