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CONSTRUCTING IDENTITY

Scale and Inhabitation:

On the Human Figurein
Architectural Representations

ALEX T. ANDERSON, PH.D.
University of North Carolina at Charlotte

| very often find myself asking students— as | was asked
during my design education— to include human figures in
their drawings. T o methisseemsanatural thing todo, because
a human figure provides a simple and clear indication of
dimension in a scaled orthographic drawing and can help to
contribute aproper sense of depth to a perspectival represen-
tation. Morerecently | have begun to realizethat such figures
provide more than an indication of scale; they al so show how
a designer anticipates a building will be inhabited. If well
executed, these figures can also demonstrate what sort of
experiences the designer is hoping to facilitate in a building.
Acting on these realizations, | have transformed, in my own
thinking and teaching, the role of the scale figure: it is no
longer merely a metric figure, but a device which helps to
project in a drawing some of the immeasurable qualities of
architecture, qualities which are otherwise difficult to repre-
sent.

METAPHORICAL BODIES

To understand how depictions of the human body might
figure into contemporary architectural representationsit will
be useful to discuss briefly the body's historical role in
configuring architecture. The story is one of declining em-
phasis: the human body, long considered to be the very basis
of metric and proportioning systems in architecture, now
plays little if any part in either.'

Before the French Revolution and the invention of the
Metric System, members of the human body formed the basis
of nearly all Western systemsoflinearmeasure. Suchsystems
relied on generalized bodies to be sure, but they provided a
framework into which the experience of one's own body
could contributeto one's understanding of the scal e of build-
ings (and could function as an aid in building construction).?
Today, theconnection between contemporary metric systems
and the human body isdistant, even in places that continue to
employ anthropometric systems. For example, it would be
difficult to arguethat architecture in the United States, where
suchasystemisstandard, isany moreclosely allied tohuman
scale than in Europe, where the Metric System is standard.'

Perhaps more important than the scale of the human body
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Fig. I: Alex T. Anderson, A Food School Bakery.

in Classical and Renaissance architecture were its propor-
tions. Until the eighteenth century it was almost universally
accepted that good architecture and well-proportioned archi-
tecture were synonymous. Taking the human body as their
model, architects believed that they could reconcile their
buildings with the proportions sanctioned by universal natu-
ral law — the same proportions that ruled harmony in music
and the motions of the heavens. The human body, being
accessible both physically and intellectually, provided archi-
tects with an ideal instance of the harmonic proportions that,
if emulated properly, would assure the fitness of their build-
ing~.~

Clearly, however, human bodies come in a variety of
proportions. Thefirstradical, if rather oblique, questioning of
this relationship did not occur until just before the beginning
of the eighteenth century. Claude Perrault, in two important
architectural works— acommentaryon Vitruvius' ten books
and a treatise on the architectural orders — directly chal-
lenged the notion that the application of Classical harmonic
proportions (and by implication the idealized proportions of
the human body) insured architectural beauty. Indeed, he
contended that taste had much to do with one's sense of
beauty, and that ""fancy" had played arole in defining Classi-
cal proportions that eventually came to be taken as"ideal.""
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A little more than a century later, J. N. L. Durand chal-
lenged the notion that Classical proportions served architec-
ture in any but the most utilitarian ways." Unless they made
architecture easier and less costly to produce, they were of
little value. His was an architecture whose origins lay in the
rational mind, not the body. Almost simultaneously, the First
French Republic eliminated by decree anthropocentric sys-
tems of measure, consolidating and rationalizing dimension
and time in the base-ten Metric System.'

By theend of theeighteenth century metric and metaphori-
cal connectionshbetween architectureand thehuman body had
been severed. However, direct physical relationships be-
tween the body and buildings took on increasing importance
in architecture. Developing from concerns for practicality in
France and increasing demands for domestic comfort in
England, the architecture of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuriesrevealsmany attemptsto reconnect thehuman body
witharchitecture.® Architectural representations, andthescale
figures in them, demonstrate something of this struggle.

ENGAGED BODIES

How do architectural representationsportray the body's con-
nection with architecture? How, moreover, might they con-
tribute to the creation of an architecturethat both accommo-
dates and reflects human action?

The human body has always been insinuated in perspec-
tival representations of architecture. It is presumed in the
observing eye whose position and sweep is reflected in the
horizon, and whose point of view marks a subjective pres-
ence.” Even emptied of visiblelife, a perspective drawing —
or a photograph — maintains a strong observing presence,
which generally carries with it a presumed human scale,
marking the position of theeyeapproximately fivefeet above
the ground line. This presence is made all the more vivid in
computer-generated 'walk-throughs' of projected spaces. In
these 'animations' the observer appearsto occupy the space
by passing through it. The presumption that this is human
presence is strong enough that architectural drawings which
adjust the position of the horizon often appear to fall out of
human scale (becoming instead bird's-eye, or worm's-eye
views).

Thuseven in anapparently un-populated scene, a perspec-
tival representation typically presumespresenceinit. Thisis
why they are so useful in representing architecture. In the
perspectival drawings of Sebastiano Serlio, for example —
many of which represent stage sets — oneat first feelsout of
scale, asif dwarfed by the sceneor standing at agreat distance
from it. Despite this sense, however, observers find them-
selves mentally adjusting the scene before them, forcing the
scaletofit theincipientactioninit. Thisisconsistent with the
demands of theater: that one suspend incredulity in order to
engage the scene and the action presented.' Similarly, in a
perspectival drawing, one is unable to rely on a credible
reference frame— like the metric scale presented at the base
of orthographic drawings— to give it dimension. In order to

do so, one must project a sense of one's self into it.

Perspectival representationscan also portray human pres-
ence. Most often this appears in the shape of human figures;
however, even familiar objects depicted in ascene canlend a
sensethat a space might engage human actionsin aparticular
way. This is particularly true, for example, of photographs
that Le Corbusier published of his work. In his photographs
of the VillaSavoye, one gets the unusual sensethat oneisnot
merely an observer of ascene, but witnessto an event that has
just occurredinit. Though actual human figuresdo not appear
in these photographs, a sense of human scale is maintained
both by the position of theobserver'seye, and by the familiar
objectsthat afleeting subject hasevidently "just” left behind.
It is this fleeting, enigmatic subject that demands one's
engagement 1n the photograph and, in turn, in the space
presented. Thedevicesthat L e Corbusier employsareinstruc-
tive becausethey indicate thedegree to which wewant togive
narrative structure to representations of architectural space.
We want to make it appear to be lived, rather than merely
constructed space. For students of architecture familiar ob-
jects, which are often less intimidating to draw than human
figures, might stand in for the “expressive figures” that
invigorate architectural drawings.

The heavily populated perspectival drawings that ap-
peared so commonly in the centuries preceding the twentieth
provideremarkable demonstrations not only of theefficacy of
using the human figure to indicate scale, but the extent to
which human engagement with a building hel ps to constitute
its character. Very rarely do the figures in architectural
perspectives assume the enigmatic characteristics of ortho-
graphic "scalefigures" — flat, stiff, unmoving. Rather, they
representin their momentary dramas, the potential life, or the
many potential lives that can unfold in a building. Often the
improbable simultaneity of eventsoccurringinasingledraw-
ing seemsto heighten itssenseof reality by showing not only
what might happen in a building at a particular moment, but
also by anticipating the many traces that events leave behind
them on the physical edifice and in human memory. Such
drawings demonstrate that architecture must encompass far
more than the physical construction of a building, but that it
also provides aframework for living — which is ephemeral
but permanent and accretive. This pointismadeconvincingly
in the perspectival drawings that Denis Diderot employed
extensively when representing the crafts and métiers in the
Eneyelopedie. In each drawing, representation of the archi-
tectureisclearly subsidiary tothe humanfiguresemployedin
the tasks of the métier, yet the space presented is ineffably
complete. The figures, depicted in the midst of their most
crucial gestures, help to establish the spatial and temporal
relationships that constitute the processes of manufacture.
The drawings are thus highly expressive not merely of pro-
jected space, but of complex processes that take place in it.
What these drawings describe, as Diderot himself notes,
would be much more difficult and tedious to describe in
words."

L e Corbusier employed human figures tosimilar effect in
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Fig. 2. Denis Diderot. Workshop of a latheworker. From the
Encyclopédie.

perspectival drawings of his interiors. In contrast to the
interior photographs of his built works, Le Corbusier fre-
quently peopled interior perspectives of his architectural
projects. Often the figures, shown engaged with familiar
objects in the space (a baby playing in a playpen, a man
punching a bag in the " suspended garden," another eating at
a table, a woman airing a rug on a balcony railing), were
intended to demonstrate how inhabitation would gradually
change the edifice by providing variety and softening hard
edges. Such effects were particularly important for him to
demonstrate in immeuble projects, where individual apart-
ment cellswould have been otherwise indistinguishable from
each other. monotonous and potentially oppressive. He em-
ploycd human figures to illustrate his belief that architecture
actsasaframefor life, and that, consequently, the uniformity
of hisimmeuble projectscould support and reveal the efflo-
rescence of many lives lived simultaneously in them."

ENIGMATIC FIGURES

Given theimportant rolethat human figuresplay inindicating
the life of spaces in perspectival drawings, it is perhaps
surprising that they so rarely figure similarly into ortho-
graphic drawings. This isin part because, by convention, an
orthographic drawing includes a graphic and textual key that
provides an accessible, scaled measure for the drawing.
Because orthographic drawingsare uniformly scal ed, thiskey
provides dl of the information necessary to determine the
projected dimensions of the thing depicted. However, in
building construction documents this key is generally not
adequate, and is almost always supplemented by projected
dimensions labeled directly on the drawing. These dimen-
sionseliminate the need for measuring adrawing and scaling
to the required size (thus also eliminating the need for abso-
lute precision in thedrawing). In presentation drawings, this
key is similarly inadequate, since it does not convey effec-
tively asense of scale. A scalefigure often serves asantidote
to this problem, since it provides at a glance a recognizable,
if generalized, dimension to which the rest of thedrawing can
refer.

When itsfunction issolely to indicate scale, afigure need

Figure 3: Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc. The Doge's Palace

not be gestural or expressive. Indeed scale figures are often
rather stylized, reduced as far as possible to their five-and-
one-half or six foot dimension. The difference between the
expressive figurestypical of architectural perspective and the
scale figures typical of orthographic drawings is made evi-
dentindrawingsthat Eugene-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc made
of two palaces in Venice. In a bird's-eye, sectional perspec-
tive view of "A Venetian Palace,” Viollet-le-Duc includes
four figures: one sits on a gondola in the canal; a second
lounges on a bench in the canal-level gallery, apparently
reading; athird, robed figure stands in the great hall with
hands outstretched, face turned toward the viewer; a fourth
appears on the stairway, several steps short of the second
floor. Though these figures make it easy to perceive the scale
of the building, their primary roleisevidently toindicate how
various parts of the building might be used. This cannot be
said of the figures that appear in the elevation and sectional
view of the Doge's palace. In this drawing Viollet-le-Duc
includes twofiguresand agraphic scale. Slightly totheleft of
the edifice stands a caped figure, stiff-legged, face turned in
full profile. A second figure, also seenin profile, standsin the
shadows on the upper gallery. The scale of ten meters,
subdivided into meter and decimeter increments, indicates
that the figures are 1.8 meters tall. The figure on the right, in
particular, can serve no other purpose than to indicate scale,
while the figure on the left serves to indicate the scale of the
gallery and, by drawing attention to a sectional drawing
farther to the left, the height of its floor.

Robert Venturi utilizes similarly inexpressive figures,
although he has reduced them further, typically rendering
them so that the only discernible features on them are the
inverted V of the legs and a small head, separated slightly
from sloping shoulders. As such they perform very well as
scale figures. Unlike Viollet-le-Duc and many other of his
predecessors, however, Venturi al soreduces thefiguresin his
perspectival drawingsto rather spare outlines (though not so
spare as in his orthographic drawings). In a photomontaged
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interior perspective of his " Buildingboard" project, the fig-
ures have been cut out of other contextsto be placed into the
space. They are, moreover nearly indistinguishable from their
context, in which similar figures are shown to be two-
dimensional representations of people posted onthewallsand
ceilings. In aproject for the Western Plaza on Pennsylvania
Avenue in Washington, D.C. the many human figuresin the
perspectival drawing actually appear to have been cut our of
the space, rather than placed into it. Even in the famous
photograph of the Vanna Venturi house, Venturi's mother
appears more asascalefigure than asthe building's inhabit-
ant. She has been positioned outside of the house, squarely
seated on achair at the building's centerline, in the plane of
the front facade.

The inexpressive quality of Venturi's scale figures is
clearly intentional . Becausehis projectsarethemselves highly
demonstrative, expressive figures would likely muddle the
clarity of hisdrawings. Yet Venturi's scale figures are also
indicativeof an attitude toward architecture that leaveslittle
room for human inhabitation to affect buildings over time.
Thisattitude contrasts strongly with LeCorbusier's assertion
that architecture acts as a frame for life. It is an attitude that
fixesmeaningin the physical structures of architecture rather
than in adialectical exchange with its inhabitants.!?

PROJECTED CORPOREALITY

What | would hope to gain by using expressive figures —
rather than merely scalefigures— inall typesof architectural
representations is a means of indicating that particular sce-
narios, and in turninhabitation over time, lend significanceto
buildings. Carlo Scarpa has done this well. In a section
drawing for the pavilion in Brion Vega Cemetery, Scarpa
includes three figures, presumably representations of the
sameindividual in various positions: one standing facing the
viewer, one standing in profile and a third seated in profile.
These figures give an adequate indication of scale, but they
also demonstratehow the occupant of the pavilion affectsher
own sense of it. For the seated figure the oppressive mass of
the canopy resting heavily on slender pillarswould beclearly
evident; this would not be so for the standing figures over
whose headsthecanopy seemstoliftand deformitself. Inthis
very simpledrawing, Scarpaindicates that thispavilion relies
for its significance on direct interaction with human beings.

Drew L eder, acontemporary philosopher, declaresthat the
human body inhabits the world via "a complex dialectic
wherein the world transforms [one's] body, even as [one's]
body transforms its world.... the very house in which one
dwellsis both areconstruction of the surrounding worldtofit
the body and an enlargement of our own physical struc-
ture....”!*1 believe that thisnotion isfundamental toarchitec-
ture. If itistheroleof architectural representationstodescribe
what architecture is, or what it might be, then they must be
able to express, at al stages of the design process, that
architecture and the human body are inextricably joined.
Human figurescan and should play acrucial rolein thistask;
however, it is not merely scale figures that architectural

representationsrequire, but expressivefiguresthat might help
us to envision the meaning that develops as people inhabit
architectural constructions.
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