
THE VENERATED SITE: ANOTHER PROPOSAL FOR THE ACADEMICAL VILLAGE 
 
My interest in this debate is not in furthering the claim that there is a binary choice to be 
made, as the so-called traditionalists would have us believe: traditional or modernist.  I don’t 
believe this was the intent of the Open Letter which, although its tone or the manner of 
delivery may be overwrought, nevertheless raises important questions for many institutions of 
higher learning and even the broader American architectural culture.  I am interested in how 
this debate fits into that culture and how a revered institution chooses to respond. 
 
A brief statement regarding the practice of architecture in this country:  it is increasingly 
apparent that it is essentially a conservative activity.  This is due primarily to the scale of 
private capital investment required to bring to fruition a construction project of even the most 
modest intention.  This creates an environment of decision making intended to manage 
perceived risk.  This scene tends to allow the architectural product, in its most basic form the 
building, to be thought of as a commodity, or article of commerce, where return on 
investment is the raison d’etre. 
 
This being said, the practice of architecture presupposes an optimistic perspective.  It is, 
ideally, forward looking: the fruits of its efforts are intended to last across generations.  
Although the specific predictions a building embodies, its functional program, are most often 
wrong, if it is sufficiently generous, or loose, as it were, it will accommodate change with 
relative ease.  It supports the activities of daily life.  At the same time, architecture mines the 
lessons of its own history, a significant body of knowledge, as well as that of numerous other 
disciplines.  One should regard with suspicion claims of originality. 
 
The University is faced with a daunting task: how to add in a sensitive way to the Lawn (and 
the broader campus), the quintessence of the American university. 
 
Without knowing a single member of the Board of Visitors, the body responsible for the vision 
and decisions regarding the spatial form and expression of the campus, one must be allowed 
the conceit of speculating about their motives.  Motives which surely they believe are in the 
best interest of the University.  A few possibilities follow, accompanied by brief attempts to 
respond: 
 

1. They believe that it is possible, using modern construction techniques, to reproduce 
the quality and qualities of Mr. Jefferson’s Lawn. 

 
Presumably the members of the Buildings and Grounds Committee would be able to 
disabuse their colleagues of this notion.  The inexorable trend of optimized technology 
– component standardization, ever thinner and lighter materials, ever more 
abbreviated construction durations managed by experts and executed by unskilled 
(and often, now, non-union) labor – has to cast doubt on this belief.  Only by 
demanding the use of traditional, even ancient, techniques, at exorbitant cost, could 
this manner of reproduction be possible. 

 
2. They are nostalgic for the era in which the Academical Village was built, and want to 

evoke the spirit, if not the physical environment, of that age. 
 
By all accounts it was an era replete with mythic promise: Independence, Liberty (for 
the citizen), Justice, Manifest Destiny, a frontier unexplored and ripe with resources.  
In this day and age, it is very understandable that the Visitors might be nostalgic for 
that time.  We need not dwell on the social injustices of that period to point out that 
there was a dark side.  And, as Ed Ford aptly argues, associating ‘traditional’ 
architecture with social injustice is as absurd as associating technology with terror.  As 
a society, we have learned since then that slavery is not, in fact, the will of the 
Creator. 
 
It could be safely argued that the nostalgic requirement of the Jeffersonian classical 
idiom is pessimistic: suggesting that our best days as a culture are behind us. 



 
3. They believe it is appropriate for new buildings on campus to share the connotations 

that have accrued to the original. 
 
Architecture is not, in today’s world, a representational activity.  (In Mr. Jefferson’s 
day, it might have been more so, given the authorities it served: religion, monarchy, a 
nascent national government, et cetera.)  Like music and dance, it is ontological.  It 
produces the thing itself.  It may have aspects that are representational, but its 
essence lies elsewhere.  Where?  In the physical relationships it establishes with other 
bodies (people and buildings), the ground, climate, light, et cetera.  Meanings, some 
shared, others private, accrue through use and over time. 

 
4. They are attempting to establish a brand, expressed in the building fabric of the 

University. 
 
An unfortunate by-product of the competition for matriculation yield is a tendency, 
which is being demonstrated on campuses throughout this country, for universities to 
feel they need a consumable image, something that sticks firmly in the mind of the 
prospective student, and distinguishes it from its peer institutions: a marketing 
strategy.  This is related in many ways to No. 6 below.  It also relates to the idea of 
architecture as advertising.  Among the many reasons this is problematic, is that, like 
all advertising, it runs the risk of becoming, at best, trite, and at worst, kitschy.  This 
is probably acceptable for Las Vegas; less so a university. 

 
5. They are apprehensive about inviting a collection of icons that would dilute THE icon: 

The Lawn. 
 
Sympathy for the University’s apprehension toward a collection of icons should not 
preclude the question of whether using such a blunt instrument as a visual menu from 
which all future projects must choose is the appropriate means.  Many universities, 
and cities, have developed a practice of collecting architectural icons.  This approach 
regards the user as a tourist, a novice, and erodes the finer grain of a place, displacing 
the possibility for the private meanings alluded to in No. 4 above. 
 
There are of course other ways of achieving the goal of, on the one hand, not 
overpowering the Lawn, and on the other, encouraging an architecture that has the 
character and presence appropriate to its site.  One might be to populate the Buildings 
and Grounds Committee with members who have a relationship to or serious interest 
in the design and construction disciplines.  Another might be to use the faculties of the 
School of Architecture and Art departments in a serious consultative way.  Regardless, 
a diversity of opinion is necessary, as is an open, unfettered attitude. 
 

6. They believe architectural expression is a question of style, or ‘collection of visual 
characteristics that identify a group of objects’. 
 
To characterize the work of architecture as primarily about appearance is problematic 
and betrays either a deep misunderstanding or a willful obfuscation about the process 
of architectural production.  This position emits from a media-saturated culture that 
gives priority to the visual over the full range of sensory experience.  This is a culture 
that values distance over closeness; coolness over warmth; sight over touch, smell, 
hearing, taste.  One need only consider the proliferation of ‘information technology’, 
our obsession with celebrities, makeovers, diets, pornography, et cetera, to allow the 
validity of this claim.  While much architecture has a powerful visual aspect, it is not 
its only, or necessarily most memorable, attribute. 

 
What is the proper role of architecture in an institution of higher learning that at least 
nominally supports the ideal of freedom, academic and otherwise? 
 



While architecture is an academic discipline, it is also more than that.  It is equally appropriate 
to describe it as a body of knowledge, one of a number of practices oriented toward the design 
and articulation of the crust of the earth, and a liberal profession.  While it is, at times, artful, 
architecture is not art.  This is important to understand because of the terms the so-called 
‘traditionalists’ have chosen to use, which have their origins in art history. 
 
Modernism is not a style.  It is a social force that works across all aspects of life, and all 
disciplines.  What do we mean when we describe something as modern?  While the term has 
been in use since the fifth century as a way of distinguishing the present from the past, 
something like its current meaning did not develop until the nineteenth century, when it 
became used to differentiate between the Ancients and the Moderns, not stylistically, but 
socio-culturally.  It connotes progress, becoming. 
 
Fundamentally, the modern supports the freedom and rights of the individual, and the right 
and responsibility to critique the normative culture, or status quo.  The modern is progressive.  
The modern is emancipatory.  The modern is dynamic.  The modern is predicated and insists 
on transparency and openness.  The modern values the equality of the citizenry.  The modern 
seeks diversity.  The authentically modern becomes classic. 
 
Doesn’t this sound like democracy?  Like something Mr. Jefferson (that revolutionary 
scoundrel) would support?  Couldn’t the roots of modernity be traced to the Enlightenment, 
the tail end of which Mr. Jefferson was a participant?  Aren’t these values that institutions of 
higher learning should foster?  
 
These characteristics of the modern, despite their arguable goodness, tend to lead us into 
unknown territory.  This often produces anxiety.  Those of us who are anxious about 
uncertainty may seek the comfort of the familiar, what is known (as opposed to necessarily 
what is true).  We justify our desires by calling for order, intelligibility, over what seems to be 
chaos, rather than seeking to recognize the patterns of creative culture. 
 
Modern colleges and universities are in a unique position to address themselves to the needs 
of society.  They are not governments; nor are they non-governmental organizations.  They 
have teaching and research missions.  Some of that research is pure, some applied.  Colleges 
and universities are assumed, one hopes correctly, to be liberal institutions with the goal of 
producing and disseminating knowledge in a manner that improves civilization. 
 
In such an environment, why would the discipline, practice, and profession of architecture not 
be asked to participate?  Why would it not be asked to find new paradigms, within the 
framework of some basic rules of course?  The campus is as close to a utopia as we should 
want to tolerate in a free society.  Why not take advantage of that special status, 
enthusiastically, fearlessly addressing the unknown? 
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