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Architectural Frontiers:
Drawing on the Capacity to Endure
Cognitive Tension®

KIM TANZER
University of Florida

Onethingeverybodyin Middletown hasincommon...is
insecurity in the face of a complicated world.....The
citizen of Middletown....is caught in a chaos of con-
flicting patterns, none of them wholly condemned, but
no one of them clearly approved and freefrom confu-
sion; or, where the group sanctions are clear in de-
manding a certain role of a man or woman, the
individual encounters cultural requirements with no

immediate means of meeting them.>
- R.S. Lynd and H.M. Lynd, Middletown in
transition, 1937

Today asinglenew stylehascomeintoexistence....This

contemporary style, whichexiststhroughout theworld,

is unified and inclusive, not fragmentary and contra

dictory like so much of the production of the first
generation of modem architects.'

- Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson,

The International Style, 1932

The phenomenon of widespread anxiety is not new; despite
their historical distanceand disciplinarydiversity,eachcitation
above echoes the anxieties underlying today's popular and
professional concerns. The Lynds® study of Middletown
captures the pervasive anxiety felt by members of modem
society intransition, whileHitchcock and Johnsondemonstrate
the paralel urge felt by architects to erase such anxieties
through formal hegemony. When they sought to replace
pluralisticsolutionswith aset of stylisticaly unified objects,
Hitchcock and Johnson could have been voicing current anxi-
etiesover formal difference. But as history shows, the inter-
twineddevel opmentof artisti csel fexpressionand anxiety over
differenceisacenturies-old tautology.

Inhisbook TheMeaning of Anxiety, first published in 1950,
psychologist RolloMay tracesthe rootsof anxiety to the riseof
individualismin the Renai ssance. He suggeststhat thedevel -
opmentofthe competitive,isolatedindividual ,distinctfromhis
group (family, guild, church), and particularly the growing
prominenceofthe strong, powerfulindividual at theexpenseof
weaker membersof society, lead toincreasedisolation, confu-
sion, doubt, and ultimately, anxiety. May describes this

exaggerated concern with psychological boundariesassymp-
tomatic of systemic or "free-floating' anxiety. He writes,
"' Everyonehasnoti cedin hisownexperiencehow anxiety tends
toconfuse notonly hisawarenessof himsel fbutat the sametime
to confuse his perception of the objective situation....The
awarenessof the relationship betweenthe self and theworldis
precisely what breaksdown in anxiety.™

Woventhrough May’s work aremultiplespatial indications
of anxiety. He particularly relies upon metaphors of bound-
aies—wadls gaps, fronts, borders—to demonstratethecauseand
effect of anxiety. Referringtoastudy by Kubie, May identifies
the onset of an individua's anxiety at the moment of birth,
arguing that the fetus experiences no "'gap™ between himself
andhisworld,no"interval" betweenstimulusand response. At
birth there arises a " distance between him and his environ-
ment,"" and with thisdistance beginsthe child's experience of
waiting, postponement, frustration.’

May furthers the boundary metaphor, asserting that " The
‘blurred' relationto one's self and to others, aswell asto other
aspects of redlity, is an illustration of my point that anxiety
destroys the capacity to evaluate stimuli redlistically or to
distinguish between subject and object.”® (Emphasis added.)
The relationship between anxiety and boundaries, and in
particular theconstruction of appropriateboundaries—neither
unduly rigid nor completely ambiguousis May's concern.
The augmentation of such psychological boundaries with
physical, architectural boundariesto selectively aleviate the
anxiety of interpersona exchangeisthe subject of this study.
And, while Hitchcock and Johnson asserted rigid stylistic
boundariesto confront the fear of boundary dissolution, | will
proposean architectureof flexible, controllableboundaries in
action. Such boundaries respond, not to the anxiety of the
project's author, but to the varied histories of architecture's
many actors.

BOUNDARIESAND FRONTIERS
What the map cuts up, the story cuts across.'

Along with map-makers, scientists, librarians, lawyers, and
other post-Renaissance professionals, architectstraditionally
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design limits—walls and boundaries. Indeed, the verb "to
mark," designating the irreducibly primary act of architec-
tural drawing, has among its ancestors the Old English word
mearc, a sign denoting a boundary; the Greek word mark,
boundary; the L atin margo, margin; and the Old Irish mruig,
borderland. A mark on paper or inafieldisa onceacredtive
proposa and a precise limitation. It defines territory by
locating its perimeter, and separates the subject from the
object.

Theboundarybothseparatesandjoins opposites: self/other;
primitive/modern; black/white; male/female; conscious/sub-
CONSCious; native/foreign; nature/culture; inside/outside; up/
down. Some boundaries are distinct, others blurred, some
indecipherable. In psychological terms, one relaxes one's
psychic boundaries when one is comfortable. Anxiety rein-
forcesrigid boundarieswhilein psychosis boundariesdisap-
pear. As May says, "'Rigidity of thinking is (a) borderline
characteristic. Asit may be observedinreligiousor scientific
dogmatism, rigidity isaway of amoring (sic) theselfso that one
isprotectedfromthreat.”® Suchdogmatismisaway toconfront
the" chaosof conflictingpatterns™ with aveneer of assurance.
This brittleness a the edge points indirectly to a lack of
confidenceat the center of one's beliefsor one's self.

For Freud, whose work on anxiety is considered founda-
tional, the boundary of mental activity is a crucia psychic
location. This isthe terrain mapped through jokes, Freudian
dlips, and dream images. He states, ""things that lie on the
periphery of the dream-thoughtsand are of minor importance
occupy acentral positionand appear with great sensory inten-
sSity in the manifest dream, and vice versa.” Through the act
of displacement, apparently insignificant thoughtsin the mar-
ginsbecomeimportant preciselybecausethey definethelimits
of consciousness. They occupy the frontier between the
consciousand the repressed, paradoxically transgressing the
boundary by reinforcing it. " Thetask of dream-formationis
aboveall to overcometheinhibitionfrom the censorship; and
itisprecisdy thistask whichissolved by thedisplacementsof
psychical energy within the material of dream-thoughts.”!°
Freuddemonstratesthat apparently peripheral thoughtsmay be
essentia to negotiate and call into question the borderlands
within what he describes as the "'topography of the mental
apparatus.”

Architectural boundariesare equally pivotal indicationsof
central conflicts within the physicalized topography of our
collectivementality. Isit possibletomakeequal l ytransgressable
architectural boundaries which can reduce anxiety, mitigate
cognitivetension,and all ow oppositionstoengageinexchange
without necessarily leading to inversion or collapse? What
would the architectural qualitiesof such boundariesbe?

FORM

For what made the grand recits of modernity master
narrativesif not thefact that they wereall narrativesof
mastery, of man seeking his telos in the conquest of
nature? What function did these narrativesplay other

than to legitimize Western man's self-appointed mis-
sion of transforming the entire planet in his own
image? And what formdid thismissiontakeif not that
of man's placing hisstamp on everythingthatexi sts
that is, the transformationof the world into arepresen-
tation with man as its subject?"

To define an architectural strategy promoting active, vari-
ableboundariesl must first temporarily substitutearchitects
forma anxigly—""man's placing his stamp on everything
that existsthat is, the transformation of the world into a
representation'— with the more general, widespread anxi-
ety over thedisruptionof psychol ogica and physical bound-
aries. Rather than defend formal or stylistic boundaries
(those made by the architect's mark) | want to focus on
physical boundaries, and on possible actions within con-
tested territory, on the frontier.

Interestingly, this transfer of focus from the form of
boundary (the creation of a "unified and inclusive, not
fragmentary and contradictory styl€'), to potential action at
the boundary, hasalready been suggested by noneother than
Philip Johnson, whose most studied work is his own home,
known asthe" GlassHouse." Itsprecisely contained interior
is bounded by glass, rendering the exterior environment
visible but decidedly separate. Like many other master-
piecesof the modem movement, it is a hermetically sealed
space, made possible by two 20th century technologies:
plateglassmanufactureand air treatmentfacilities. Johnson's
Glass House demonstrates a provocative margin. Floor to
ceiling glass renders the outside/inside and naturelculture
oppositions visualy obsolete. But the same transparent
barrier, and the purified air contained within, eliminate the
possibility of boundary crossing.

BREAKING THE HERMETIC SEAL

We quite naturally pair the phrases ""House of Glass" and
"hermetically sealed” in architectural discussions without
realizingthey have been synonymousfor 400 years. During
the early Renaissance, a text caled The Emerald Table,
attributed Hermes Trismegistos, wastranslated from Arabic
into Latin and was subsequently disseminated throughout
the West. This series of magical prescriptions became the
guiding philosophy for agrowing number of alchemistswho
called themselves™ Sons of Hermes'™ after the text's author.
Asiswell known, alchemistswere interested in the transmu-
tation of metalsand the merging of dissimilar materials. For
this alchemical process, a closed and sealed vessel was
requiredin orderto force conceptual oppositestoblend. This
vessel--known variously as the Hermetic Vase, Hermetic
Vessel, House of the Chicken (it was egg shaped), House of
Glass, or Prisoner of the King—was an air-tight glass
container in which elements, notably sulfur and mercury,
were heated.!? The mixture vaporized, and then condensed
in a new unified form. This hermetically sealed House of
Glassservedtokeep unwanted gasesout of the chamber, thus
alowing the unifying chemical reaction to run to comple-
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coined by the alchemist Paracel susfrom the Greek word for
chaos."

During the Renaissance Hermes abetted the alchemical
quest for ultimate unity within a controlled, objectified
space. But ironically Hermes, in his Greek incarnation,
would have abhorred the notion of a sealed and self-con-
tained environment, for he was originaly known as the
boundary-crosser. He was credited with an ability to nego-
tiate between foreigners, and his icons were prominently
located at the edges of settled territories where commerce
and exchange occurred. His name is a modificationof the
word herm, referring to a pile of stones set at the crossing of
two pathsinafrontier, actingtodirect passage. Eachtraveler
in ancient Greece added a stone to the pile. At such
crossroads, travelers often left gifts for unseenforeigners, or
engaged insilent trade, leaving raw material sinexchangefor
finished goods.'*

Hermesisknown to contemporary scholarsasatrickster
god. Heiscredited with inventing the lyreand pan flute to
trade to his half-brother Apollo in exchange for patronage
over cattle he had previously stolen, and withgiving Pandora
thegift of mischievouswords. Heisconsidered cunningand
stealthy, athiefbut not arobber. Hermes's ability to operate
according to his wits rather than according to lav—to be
tricky — apparently enabled him to negotiate boundaries. A
festival called a Hermaea, celebrated a Cydonia on the
island of Crete, honored both hisability to cross boundaries
and hiscunning. During thisfestival, slaveswerewaited on
by their masters.'* Here Hermes sanctioned a temporary
inversion of social boundaries, paralleling thecarnival esque
initsintentions. It should be clear from this brief descrip-
tion that Hermes originally personified exchange, inver-
sion, turns and returns both psychic and physical.

But dating from the Renaissance achemists, the name
Hermes has evoked instead the vacuum sealed vessel, an
insular, self-contained experiment designed by a master to
produce an artificial unity. In a similar spirit, architects
have designed sealed boundariesand erroneously believed
it possible to control the outcome of experiments from
""above" or " outside under the mantleof objectivity. With-
out necessarily extinguishing (or burying) Hermes the
vessdl, | would like to resuscitate Hermes the trickster and
boundary-crosser, as a means of programming a space of
exchange.

DRAWERS
Drawers are the first differential of discovery. '

A drawer is a specia kind of container or vessel. Most
obvioudly its scale isintimate. It barely suggests architec-
tural enclosure, just barely. The space within a drawer is
doubly interior—-protected by a box within a box, yet never
completely interior--typically open on one of six sides. In
a progressive, controllable manner it changes state, from
interior to exterior to interior. The agent of control is the
human subject.

A drawer, any drawer, expressesits meaning independent
of formal or stylistic variation. Difference between drawers
ispure responseto program. |ssuessuch as size and number
of thingsto be stored, ease of accessand retrieval, visihility,
organization, even secrecy, are resolved through the design
of the drawer's operation. By folding the semantic into the
syntactic, the form of a drawer in its housing signifies
meaning through (changing) relationship. Acting both as
signifier and signified, thedrawer postpones the question of
form. The most important aspect of the way it looks is the
way it works.

Throughout his career, Le Corbusier used drawers as a
mode for architectural space. Beginning with the 1925
publication of The Decorative Art of Today, drawers as-
sumed an iconic significance. Le Corbusier devoted a
chapter to type-furniture, including various examples of
Roneo office filing systems, meant to fulfill functional,
utilitarian type-needs. Evidence of his fascination began
with the reproduction, in this volume, of asmall file drawer,
itsdliding mechanism, and interior dividers. Thisimagewas
transformed into an isolation-based construction system for
multi-family housing, and diagrammed to propose a rela-
tionship between drawersand the Unite. Through these self-
consciously documented images, Le Corbusier evolved a
concept of drawers as containers for people.

The illustrations he provided suggest that Le Corbusier
intended hishousing unitsto operatelikethe 1925 Roneofile
cabinets. It was precisely the stripped-down, utilitarian
nature of these drawers to which he was attracted. But what
do these drawers suggest? What led to the circumscribed
success of Le Corbusier's attempted scale transformation?

The French phenomenol ogist Gaston Bachelard provides
aclueastothelimitationsof Le Corbusier's Roneo drawers
as transformable boundaries. In his book The Poetics of
Space, Bachelard begins his discourse on drawers by chal-
lenging philosopher Henri Bergson's critique of the same
seemingly innocuous furniture: "As is well known, the
drawer metaphor...is used by Bergson to convey the inad-
equacy of a philosophy of concept. Conceptsaredrawersin
which knowledge may be classified; they are also ready-
made garments which do away with the individuadity of
knowledge that has been experienced. The concept soon
becomeslifelessthinking since, by definition, it isclassified
thinking.”'"'* Bachelard uses novelist Henri Bosco's Mon-
sieur Carre-Benoit alacampagne to summarize the limits of
Bergson's argument: "with this filing cabinet he has suc-
ceeded in embodying the dull administrative spirit.”**

LeCorbusier's drawers, filing cabinets used in commerce
and administration, are of thetype Bachelard disdains. They
imply efficiency and utility, as they expressly deny inti-
macy. And, to follow the metaphor to its conclusion, | will
merely restate the common critique of Le Corbusier's Unite
and much mid-century masshousing. Althoughthesedrawer-
box-units provide spaces for efficient living they neglect the
intimate life of the individual and of the family, a life of
memory and imagination.
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Fromtheonsetof hisaffectionwiththetype, LeCorbusier
selected drawers designed to store and retrieve positivist,
disembodied information, not to hide or protect persona
matter. While these drawer models mediate boundaries,
they also separate the interior from the exterior for conve-
nience, not for privacy. They do not negotiate secrets, nor
do they act on the mental topography marked by anxiety.
Although he breaksthe hermetic seal of space, Le Corbusier
uses drawers symptomatically, rather than therapeuticaly,
to use Rollo May's terminology.

As architectural space, drawers can ease anxiety in two
ways. May cites a study in which brain damaged patients
devised ways of avoidinganxiety-producing(* catastrophic')
situations: "' Some, for example, devel oped compulsive pat-
ternsof orderliness: they kept their closetsin perfect order. If
placed insurroundingsinwhichtheobjectswerein disarray—
i.e.,ifsomeonechangedthearrangementoftheir shoes, clothes,
etc—they were at a loss to react adequately and exhibited
profoundanxiety. Others, whenasked to writetheir nameson
a paper, would write in the extreme corner of the paper; any
open space (any "emptiness™) represented a situation with
which they could not cope.” In response to such anxiety
provokingsituations, then, drawerspromoteorderly placement
whileproviding relief from vastnessand chaos.

Intuitively echoing May's findings, Bachelard writes a
psychological specification for drawers, along with ward-
robes and chests. He characterizes them as vehicles of
intimacy and order. Accordingto Bachelard, thesequalities
depend on drawers' aternateopen- and closed-ness, interna
spatial divisions, hidden areas and invisibility within the
subjective realmof the imagination. He arguesthat the two
most primary qualities—intimacy and order —might be re-
aligned to read ""an order of the intimate.” This establish-
ment of a personal emotional hierarchy enables drawersto
quell anxiety.

Wardrobeswith their shelves, desks with their draw-
ers, and chests with their false bottoms are veritable
organs of the secret psychological life. Indeed, with-
out these 'objects’ and a few others in equally high
favor, our intimate life would lack a model of inti-
macy. They are hybrid objects, subject objects. Like
us, through us, and for us they have a quality of
intimacy.?' (Emphasis added.)

Bachelard further elaborates on what he calls the "'infinite
quality of the intimatedimension.”” Herecountstheendless
uncovering, packing, and shuffling that takes place within
drawers. Bachelard describes the gentle dishevelment, the
endless sifting of personal contents which occurs as one
seeks a particular object, rarely finding bottom, as "'the
infinity of intimacy." Thisinfinity of small actionsproposes
an appealing aternativeto the vast emptiness characterized
above.

Bachelard setsthisinfinity of intimacy next to the other
primary quality al drawers possess. the ability to provide

order. "'In the wardrobe there exists a center of order that
protects the entire house against uncurbed disorder. Here
order reigns, or rather, thisisthereign of order. Order isnot
merely geometrical; it can also remember the family his-
tory.”? The order Bachelard specifies is not a universal,
encyclopedic order, but instead, that arrangement of inti-
mate goods which the subject requiresto achieve harmony,
to guard against " uncurbed disorder.” Here his/her posses-
sionsareordered accordingto personal hierarchy, sorted and
hidden, secreted away from view.

In drawers, the simultaneous division of space and act of
dlidingalow order and intimacy toco-exist. Paradoxically,
drawersfunction equally as containers and reveadlers, and,
when properly situated within the psychol ogical realm, they
retain the immense power of both these conditions. De-
scribing the closed condition, Bachelard says, "In redlity,
however, the poet hasgiven concrete form to avery general
psychological theme, namely, that there will always be
more things in a closed, than in an open box. To verify
images kills them, and it is dways more enriching to
imaginethan to experience.”® And, referring to the open
condition he says, "'from the moment the casket (he refers
to asmall box) is opened, dialectics no longer exist. The
outsideiseffaced with onestroke, an atmosphere of novelty
and surprisereigns. Theoutside hasnomoremeaning. And
quite paradoxically, even cubic dimensions have no more
meaning, for the reason that a new dimension--the dimen-
sion of intimacy —heas just opened up.”* "' Gentleclosing,"
Bachelard writes, "' callsfor gentle opening, and we should
want life always to be well oiled.””?

EVOKING HERMES

Theworldisincompleteif seen from any one point of
view and incoherent if seen from al points of view at
once.?’

Narrativesof mastery, expounded by Hitchcock and Johnson
and explained by Owens, respond to complexity with dog-
matic, evenrepressive, simplicity. Incontrast tothismaster-
ful but restricting delineation of architectural form and
spatial boundaries, | would like to propose architecturally
scaled drawers. First, they keep things located in proper
places, and make it obviouswhen thingsare out of place. In
this, they assuage the anxiety which results from a fear of
chaos, the state of incoherent, gaseous " mixing™ as present
today as it was six decades or four centuries ago. Second,
drawerscan be opened and closed. Their interiors are only
selectivelyavailablefor inspection. They reject theclinical,
fixed glass seal of the hermetic vessel in favor of the
continually negotiable boundary of Hermes. In thisway, the
world is allowed to remain incomplete, but its inevitable
incompletionis no longer static, no longer prescribed from
above or from without. Drawers are built examples of
moderation and control, but as, we al know, they react
adversely to being forced.
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York: Holt Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1972).
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Evidence suggests that drawers were used as receptacles for
classified knowledge at the same time the hermetic seal devel-
oped. In fact, they merged in Giulio Camillo’s Memory
Theater in the mid-sixteenth century. The theater's origin was
thought to be hermetic, as described by Viglius Zuichemusin
lettersto Erasmus. "It appearsfrom Viglius's description of the
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belonging not only to the interior man but also to the exterior
man." Vigliussaw Camillo excitedly manipulating 'papers’ in
the Theater; he was doubtless drawing out the many 'volumes'
from the receptacles for them under the images.”" Frances
Y ates, The Art of Memory (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1966), 144.
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May, 58.
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