Construing construction

‘Ibelieve that the tower will have its own beauty’, declared Gustave Eiffel in an interview
with the newspaper Le Temps. ‘The first principle of architectural beauty,” he explained, ‘is
that the essential lines of a construction be determined by a perfect appropriateness to its
use.’ In this case the primary ‘use’ was resistance to wind, and in Eiffel’s previously
untranslated text published here on pp215-245, the ‘magician of iron’ - as he became
known throughout France - discusses in fascinating detail the engineering logic behind
his design.

Although Eiffel would no doubt be flattered that his great tower came to bear his name, he
would surely have thought it an unpardonable presumption to have referred to it as his
rather than - as he does throughout the text - the tower. Until recently the same held true
for most architects and students when discussing a building or design. No longer: for
increasingly many, everything is ‘my’ and ‘mine’. Such linguistic shifts are frequently
revealing, and this one is surely of a piece with the determination to promote an ever more
personal and distinctive maniera as a means of colonising a niche in the global marketplace.

At first sight, the zoomorphic surface that looms mysteriously on this issue’s cover might
appear to be the materialisation of just such a piece of wilfully personal form-making. In
fact, as Alan Chandler’s paper reveals (pp204-214), it is the product of an inventive fabric
formwork that enables concrete to be tuned with that ‘perfect appropriateness’ to given
conditions to which Eiffel aspired - a far cry indeed from the constructional convolutions
that are often deployed to realise computer-generated forms.

Given the radical separation between outer form and inner structure necessitated by
much modern construction, what Le Corbusier called the ‘engineer’s aesthetic’, grounded
in the ‘truth’ of construction and materials, has become ever more elusive. But without such
goals, without the beliefin the possibility of apparently objective, and therefore potentially
shared, values the discipline of architecture risks descending into arbitrariness. Hence, in
part, the emphasis on construction and the ‘making’ of architecture in several papers in this
double-issue.

To many, Frank Gehry’s recent work epitomises the growing divorce between conceptual
idea and constructional technique, but as Paolo Tombesi suggests in his dissection of Disney
Hall in Los Angeles (pp246-259), things are not so straightforward. The seductive skin and
complex forms may appear to be a sophisticated, almost self-indulgent, display of digital
wizardry - from laser scanning to numerically-controlled cutting. But they are also
emphatically a product of the space-making within, and informed by that same delight in
industrial materials and low-tech invention that was the hallmark of Gehry’s early essays in
raw ply, metal siding and chain-link fencing that brought him to international attention.
Reflective, analytical criticism of the kind Tombesi offers here has been all but eliminated
from the fashion parade of mainstream architectural magazines, and we would welcome
more such close readings of buildings.
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