CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

It has long been recognized in communication studies and the disciplines it draws from that our spatial practices—the production and construction of space, our social interactions with and in space, the experiencing and “reading” of space—play a vital role in culture and communication.  Indeed Edward T. Hall (1959) calls human spatial practices one of the “primary message systems” of culture.  

Our built space, in particular, is meaningful.  Scholars from a variety of disciplines concerned with culture and communication—including philosopher and musicologist Theodor Adorno (1979/1997), literary theorist and critic Walter Benjamin (1955/1968, 1978), semiotician Umberto Eco (1988/1997), urban planner-historian-sociologist-architectural critic Lewis Mumford (1938, 1956, 1961), philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer (1979/1997), critic Georges Bataille (1929/1997a, 1929/1997b, 1929/1997c), cultural theorist Siegfried Kracauer (1990/1997), geographer David Harvey (1990, 1996), anthropologist Julia Robinson (1991), and a host of others—have argued that the design of our cities and suburbs, our roads and bridges, our “natural” and urban landscapes, our dwelling places and spaces for public gathering and passage constitutes a complex system of cultural messages and meanings.  Architecture, they have argued, is a collection of “voices,” a “rhetoric,” an “articulation” of cultural ideas, ideals, and values.  It is the embodiment, in wood and glass, in concrete, steel, and stone, of ideologies: of conceptions of the past, present, and future of human activity, of social relations, of knowledge.  

As Eco puts it (1988/1997), architecture is a form of mass communication, and our built spaces, like any other medium of communication, require decoding.  Any “architectural object,” Eco argues, has both denotation and connotation.  Its denotation is the “form of inhabitation” and pragmatic function it promotes through its structure—as Grand Central Station, for example, denotes “public railway station” through its train tracks and platforms and cavernous spaces for the arrival, waiting, and departure of great numbers of people.  But the architectural object also has symbolic significance or connotation: its structure, materials, and location embody, as Eco (1988/1997) says, “a certain ideology of the function” (p. 187).  Is rail travel a central or peripheral concern of a particular culture and locale?  How does that culture conceive of “transitional space,” “transitional time,” and the values attached to them?  Such ideological meanings or symbolic connotations, Eco (1988/1997) stresses, are no less “functional” than the practical ends of an architectural structure.  As he notes, “…it should be clear that we are not being metaphorical in calling the symbolic connotations functional, because although they may not be immediately identified with the ‘functions’ narrowly defined, they do represent (and indeed communicate) in each case a real social utility of the object” (p. 187).


Eco is only one of a relatively large number of distinguished communication scholars, from Harold Innis (1951) and Lewis Mumford (1938, 1956, 1961) to the contemporary communication theorists and critics of place, Gary Gumpert and Susan Drucker (1997a, 1997b, 1997c, 2000), who have provided us with sophisticated “readings” of the ideologies represented in the architectural objects and built spaces of the past and the present.  The theoretical and critical literature of architectural studies as a specialized discipline, too, provides a rich source of concepts, principles, and critical insights to guide the “decoding” of architectural meanings and the ideologies they represent.  Like the communication scholars cited, such architectural theorists and critics as Talbot Hamlin (1938), Kevin Lynch (1960), Christopher Alexander, et al. (1979), and Herbert Muschamp (2000a, 2000b, 2000c, 2000d, 2000e, 2000f), have suggested that architecture is a form of communication that helps to “record, legitimate, and transmit the values of culture and community” (Kelbaugh, 1996b, p. 47).  Indeed, aesthetic theorist Gianni Vattimo (1997) calls the architect a “symbolic operator” who engineers a concrete message for an identified target audience (p. 154).  In the architectural contract “are all the conditions of rhetoric, persuasion and argumentation regarding the cultural traditions of the place in question, those different cultural traditions within the community that significantly modify and redefine the activity of the contemporary architect and planner” (p. 154).


In short, there is substantial agreement among communication scholars and architectural scholars and critics alike that architectural “objects” are a form of cultural communication and that they are the concrete embodiment of ideologies.  The communication literature focuses, however, on the decoding of those ideologies “written in stone”; and the architectural literature focuses on what the architect does (or should do) to give those ideologies their expression.  Because of those foci, neither body of literature has given much attention to how ideologies come to be “written in stone,” or whose ideologies, or the process through which ideologies are not merely “represented” but are themselves brought to consciousness, negotiated, and constructed in the discourses surrounding an architectural project.  My objective in this study is to address these heretofore neglected questions, through a case study of the design process of the Seattle Public Library, a major civic project now underway in the state of Washington.


My argument here is that the ideologies that come to be codified in public architecture do not (or certainly do not entirely) precede the process of architectural design but emerge and are negotiated in the design process itself.  They are, so to speak, constructed, along with the building, and the process of “building ideologies” is equally important to understand as the process of “reading” or “decoding” such ideologies in the finished work.  Indeed, this process is particularly important to illumine in an era such as ours, when many of our conceptions and values are rapidly changing as a result of new communication technologies, their uses, and their consequences for such institutions as churches, schools, and libraries.  What exactly is a church, or a school, or a library, in an Age of Information and an Age of Consumer Capitalism?  Who gathers in such places, or ought to, and why?  What pragmatic functions do such places serve, or ought they to, and why?  What values do they or should they represent?  How are their present and their future related to their past?  How are their functions and values related to the functions and values of other cultural institutions in the same society?  Whose answers to these questions are incorporated, and how, and why, in the building that ultimately comes to embody some set of “ideologies” and communicate them to some “public”?  (And who and what are meant, in a particular time and place, by “the public”?)

I selected the Seattle Public Library design project as the “case” in which to explore these questions, and the process of “building ideologies,” for several reasons.  The first is that libraries are cultural institutions that are currently undergoing rapid (and heatedly debated) change.  The library’s fragmenting and contested identity is even reflected in our evolving language.  According to Jack Kessler (1996), the French language distinguishes between the bibliothécaire, which refers to the traditional librarian, one concerned primarily with books; and the documentalist, which refers to one who deals with “the information contained, irrespective—and sometimes regardless—of the container” (p. 196).  Even the title of librarianship, he suggests, may have worn out its usefulness.  He refers to schools of librarianship that have closed or changed their names to become schools of information or information science (Kessler, 1996, p. 195).  

Library historians, however, have often failed to consider the dynamic nature of the institution.  In a round table on library history at the International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions, Paul Schneiders and Pam Richards (2000) claim that library history has traditionally focused on “describing the pasts of single institutions.”  They encourage their colleagues to “try instead to determine what libraries and reading meant for the users, what cultural norms prevailed in collection building…what relations existed with other cultural institutions such as museums, archives and higher education”—or what relationship has existed between library architecture and the institution’s functions. These ongoing debates and revisions of the nature of the institution suggest that definitive ideologies do not precede (or not entirely) the architectural project, but must emerge, be made conscious, and be negotiated in the design process itself.

Second, I chose the Seattle Library project because that city is also undergoing rapid change, and conceptions of the city, its past, and its future are also subjects of discussion and debate.  Thus the question, whose version and vision of Seattle, and of the library’s relationship to the city, will be incorporated in the design, and how, is very much an open-ended question.

Third, I chose the Seattle Library project as my case for pragmatic reasons.  The funds have already been allocated for the building of the library, and the city of Seattle is committed to the project.  There are ample public records of the discourses surrounding the project.  And I had been involved (as a student researcher) for two years of the project, had established good working relationships with many of the key people involved, and therefore had access to the people and documents I needed to do the research.

Methodology

Research Objective

My objective in this research was to illumine through a case study of the Seattle Public Library (SPL) design project the ways in which ideologies of place, of “public,” and of “library” were constructed by and negotiated among architects, (library) professionals, and “the public,” and are ultimately given concrete expression in a (library) building.  

Definitions

Several key terms require definition.  First, I will use the phrase ideologies of place to refer to conceptions of the relationship between the architectural object and its place—its spatial context (i.e., Seattle), other places of its type (i.e., other libraries), and the nature of its particular civic setting (i.e., the Seattle community).  Second, I will use ideologies of public to refer to conceptions of who should have access to the library facilities, what kind of information they should have access to, and how they will use that information.  Third, I will use the phrase ideologies of library to refer to conceptions of what functions libraries have served and should serve; conceptions of the allocation of space to particular functions and the placement of those functional areas within the library building (the library program); conceptions of the functions of information and knowledge; and conceptions of the values embodied by the institution of the library.
Research Questions

Question 1


What ideologies of place, public, and library are represented in the discourses of the architects, their designs for previous library and “mediacenter” projects, and their plans for the Seattle Public Library project?

a. Are there any design elements that reveal a sensitivity to, or relate to, the spatial context (i.e., the city and area of the city in which the project is to be constructed)?  Does the design relate to the civic setting (i.e., the community the building is to serve)?  If so, what are those relational elements, and what do they say about the city and its community (see discussion of architectural character in Chapter IV)?

b. What functional elements do these buildings contain—and how do these elements collectively reveal the architect’s functional definition of “library”?

c. How has the architect allocated space—to material storage, including open stacks and staff-only access; to individual work stations; to group work areas; to archives, both material and digital; to computer workstations; to socialization; to commercial activities, like cafes and shops; etc.—and where are these areas placed in the building?  How do allocation and placement represent the architect’s prioritization, or valuation, of various library functions and services?  

d. Are there differences between the areas devoted to different media?  Do these differences reflect an awareness of the different conditions of attendance required by each medium?

e. Who has access to the building and its various regions—and how does this “access policy” help to define the “public” that the library serves?

f. What values—about access, about learning and knowledge, about community, etc.—does each design embody?  

g. Has the architect’s personal, or signature, style influenced the design of the project?  Does the architect’s personal design philosophy influence the design of the project?  If so, how?

h. Does the design reveal an accordance with or a divergence from the architectural type of the library building (see discussion of architectural type in Chapter IV)?  In other words, is the library design consistent with the historical evolution of library design, or does the design break away from the history of library architecture?  What does this accordance or divergence tell us about the architect’s vision for or understanding of the library?

Sources of Data

I made use of conversations with a member of the design team; Koolhaas’s theoretical works; coverage in the architectural and popular press of Koolhaas’s designs for the Jussieu library, the Bibliotheque Nationale de France, the ZKM Media Center, and the SPL; architectural plans for each of the aforementioned projects; and related documents.

Method

I conducted a discourse analysis of all forms of communication in which the architect or architectural critics articulate their ideas about Koolhaas’s library and mediacenter design projects, paying particular attention to the SPL design.  Norman Fairclough (1995a), in Critical Discourse Analysis, defines discourse as “the use of language seen as a form of social practice” and discourse analysis as “analysis of how texts work within sociocultural practice” (p. 6).  Such analysis, ”he continues, “requires attention to textual form, structure and organization at all levels; phonological, grammatical, lexical (vocabulary) and higher levels of textual organization in terms of exchange systems…structures of argumentation, and generic structures” (p. 6).  Although discourse analysis has traditionally been regarded as a type of linguistic study, Fairclough (1995b), Fowler (1987, 1991), Altheide and Michalowski (1999), and many other scholars have applied discourse analysis to media texts.  In this study, I have used the term discourse to refer to all forms of communication—from interpersonal to organizational communication, from written texts to blueprints, from news reports to videotapes—in which people articulate or convey their ideas about the Seattle Public Library design project.  My analysis therefore encompasses all of these texts and how they work “within sociocultural practice.”   

In order to answer subquestion 1g, I reviewed the plans for the architect’s previous library and mediacenter projects to determine if there is any similarity between the designs and if the designs reveal a signature architectural style.  I also reviewed the architect’s theoretical works to discern his design philosophy.  Then, in my analysis of the plans for the SPL, I determined if the architect’s signature style and design philosophy manifested themselves in the design.  

In order to answer subquestion 1h, I reviewed the history of library architecture by looking at library design projects at several points in Western history—and particularly the library design projects within the past 20 years.  Then, through an analysis of the plans for the Seattle library, I determined whether the building adheres to or deviates from the architectural type.

Question 2


What ideologies of place, public, and library are represented in the discourse of library officials involved in the project?

a) Have library officials expressed a desire for the library to relate to its spatial context and to its civic, or community, context?  Do they want a library that distinguishes itself as Seattle’s library—and, if so, how do they propose that the building relate to its context?

b) What have the library officials identified as the “public” that the library is to serve?  What civic role is the library to play?  Do the library officials address how the library is to serve multiple publics: the staff and various groups of public patrons, e.g., academics, city officials, teens, children, the elderly, the homeless?  How should each of these groups experience the library—and how can the design help to shape that experience?

c) What have the library officials identified as the functions that the library is to serve?  Which of those functions are most important?

d) According to library officials, what should the library look like, and how should it be spatially organized?

e) Have these library officials offered a comprehensive definition of “library”?  Or, if not, can I piece together a comprehensive definition through their various statements regarding the functions that the library is to serve and the values it is to embody?

Sources of Data

I made use of conversations with City Librarian Deborah Jacobs; Central Librarian Jill Jean; Director of Capital Programs, Alexandra Harris; and one Library Board member; local and national press coverage of library officials’ public statements; records of library officials’ public presentations; and library correspondence—including the SPL’s design competition program, press releases, letters, and records from official meetings. 

Methodology

I conducted a discourse analysis of all forms of communication in which library officials articulated their ideas about the library design project.    

Question 3


What ideologies of place, public, and library are represented in the public discourse surrounding the project?

a) Has the public expressed a desire for the library to relate to its spatial context—to distinguish itself as Seattle’s library?  If so, how do they propose that the building relate to its spatial context?

b) What has the public identified as the “public” that the public library is to serve?  What role is the library to play in the community?  

c) What type of a library experience does the public hope to have in the new building?  Do they articulate how they would like the library to shape their interactions with various media?  

d) According to the public, what functions should the library serve, and what services should it provide?  Which of these are most important?

e) According to the public, what should the library look like, and how should it be spatially organized?

f) What is the public’s understanding of the definition of “library”? 

g) What values does the public attach to the library?

Sources of Data

I made use of local press coverage, questionnaires and surveys distributed by the SPL, letters and printed records of email messages from the public, and transcripts and video recordings of public presentations.  

Methodology

I conducted a discourse analysis of all forms of communication in which Seattle’s public articulated its ideas about the library design project.  

Question 4

How were the ideologies among the architect, the library officials, and the public negotiated?

a) What changes, if any, were made in successive versions of the plan?

b) If changes do appear in successive versions of the plan, what are the reasons for those changes?  Who proposed the changes?  

c) What voices and interests—the architect’s, the library officials’, the public’s, or other involved parties’—seem to have the greatest influence in the negotiation process?  In other words, whose demands and proposed changes are reflected in revised versions of the plan?  

d) What role did the Seneca Group, the project managers, play in these negotiations?  Whose ideologies—the library’s, the architect’s, or the public’s—did Seneca represent?

Sources of Data

I made use of the sources identified in Research Questions 1, 2, and 3 and interviews with two employees of the Seneca Group.

Methodology

The discourse analyses conducted to answer Research Questions 1, 2, and 3 illumined the architect’s, library officials’, public’s, and project manager’s desires for the library, their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with various elements of the design, their demands for changes in the design, etc.  A review of successive versions of Koolhaas’s plans for the library revealed changes in the plan.  I attempted to associate particular acts of communication—by any of the parties involved in the design process—with particular changes in the library design as it evolved throughout the two-year-long negotiation and design revision process.   

Question 5

What ideologies of place, public, and library are codified in the final design?

a) What aspects of the final design seem to be shaped by ideologies of place?  Whose ideologies of place are represented? 

b) What aspects of the final design seem to be shaped by ideologies of public?  Whose ideologies of public are represented? 

c) What aspects of the final design seem to be shaped by ideologies of library?  Whose ideologies of library are represented? 

d) What values does the library ultimately embody?

e) Is Koolhaas “redefining” the library, as he claims (Updike 1999)?

Sources of Data

I made use of the sources identified in Research Questions 1, 2, and 3, along with architectural plans, physical models, and computer-generated models and simulations introduced in the public presentations. 

Methodology

I applied to the final plans the same subordinate questions listed in Research Question 1.  I then attempted to link the various ideas communicated by the architect, the library officials, and the public about the design project to various architectural elements and the overall program employed in the final library plans.  Ultimately, I identified what ideologies of place, ideologies of public, and ideologies of library—and whose ideologies—are embodied in the final design.    

