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On Parti:

An Evaluation of the Failed
Notion of Design Beginnings

Introduction

As an educator, I try to guide students through a coherent method
of design — I discuss fow to design. In most cases I feel the how
of design is more important than the what. Whenever I discuss
parti, students are always left confused. Parti is a perennial stum-
bling block when I discuss a method for design. In my own
design work and in the way I teach design studio — the resolu-
tion of a parti begins design. Call me retrograde, but words such
as essential, intentional, and conceptual resonate with methodi-
cal importance in my design practices. But why is this rather
commonplace approach so misunderstood by students?

This essay takes shape in three parts. In the first part I de-
scribe my personal approach to beginning architectural design.
Next, I inquire into the original definition of parti; and then I
pursue how each subsequent generation redefines the nature of
design beginnings. Finally, with what is learned in the first two
sections, I make cursory “stabs” at diagnosing why my discus-
sions about parti seem to fail with most students.

Part One: My Approach

Before I pursue the question: is the notion of parti still impor-
tant? . . Let me demonstrate how I use parti in design. I hope
nothing presented here is controversial; in fact, I hope it sounds
most ordinary. Of course, I don’t always employ the same method
every time I design; I am a designer you know, and what I present
here is the approach I tend usually toward.

When I design, I begin by reviewing the design program.
Sometimes, if the program is complex, I’ll do an initial design
in order to “get the elements of the program in my mind.” This
initial design — where I “work out” the program bolsters my
confidence such that I know I can at least solve functional prob-
lems inherent to the program. This “throw away” exercise al-
lows me to “fit the building in my head.” With a sense for the
size and proportion of the pieces ot the program I begin again.
I ponder the program a second time — this time searching my
thoughts and my feelings for something rranscendent from which
to realize the building. Much like Louis I. Kahn, a great influ-
ence on my approach to design, I ponder the unmeasuable quali-
ties of the building program. I’ll ask myself, what is the nature
of this building? What should it express? And, as usual to my
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method, I draw a plan first — I attempt to capture the proper
arrangement of rooms in plan such that the form in plan ex-
presses the intent of the building. In sketching the plan, I try to
capture a “realization about inseparable characteristics” innate
in form to the building.' Typically, the plan is sketched in a small,
simple drawing; this is my beginning. Plans lead, in sequence,
to sketches in section.

Over the years, the word esquisse has entered my vocabulary.
It was introduced to be by colleagues who graduated from the
University of Pennsylvania (where the ghost of Kahn still lurks!).
The esquisse is the sketched manifestation of the parti, a little
sketch: typically a plan and section of a building. This little draw-
ing is a simple strategy that predicts the outcome of final build-
ing design. The design typically develops like improvisation,
oscillating between the freshness of the initial drawing and the
compounding circumstances of the developing design. Louis
Kahn called this the difference between form and design — form
is what, design is how — form is unmeasuable, derived from
realizations about things transcendent. While design is mea-
surable, leading form to a measurable, attainable result.? As I
develop a building design, I refer back and forth between the
esquisse and the developing drawings. As the design drawings
develop, I continue to sketch particular pieces of the building,
developing the nuances of the design — providing additional
qualities that compliment the overall intent of the building. Ac-
cording to Kahn, when design is complete, and the building is
finally built, the beginnings of its original conception must be
felt. This is the expression of architecture.

To further one more simple point, It’s my argument that the
beginning of design is intentional. As designers, we have some-
thing in mind, before and during the time when pencil meets
paper and drawings are made. Intention is all we have as de-
signers to offer coherence to the multitude of decisions that need
to be made in the design of a building. A parti works outward
from a specific intent, not inward from general qualities; this
statement is an instrumental distinction. In this case, a parti is
an initial, intentional, and predictive decision that all subsequent
decisions can be measured against — and through arduous re-
finement into built form, becomes a personal offering to archi-
tecture.
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Part Two: The Changing Notion of Parti

As you have no doubt surmised, I’'m not “pushing the enve-
lope” with any experimental inquiry into design. I'm not clos-
ing my eyes and scribbling a bunch of seismic lines while I
ponder the arbitrary and then uncover my eyes and compose a
building from this accidental scribble. Instead, I employ the
intuitive sense we all posses. The secret empathy for things that
emit their essence by way of evident qualities that, to those who
are sensitive, feel appropriate to the situation. I mean our intui-
tive ability to create places and things appropriate to the occa-
sion, to rely on our developed practical and emotional sense for
place-making (Aldo van Eyck called it a “part of our primordial
equipment”: to fashion spaces both “adequately and beauti-
fully™).

The term parti is still in use today — at least at all three of the
universities I’ve been privileged to teach at. I wonder how has
its meaning changed since parti was first uttered in the context
of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts? I still possess handouts from my
education at Kent State University. Here’s how parti was origi-
nally introduced to me in a fourth year studio: “the minimum
essential idea,” that’s it, nothing more. At Kent State University,
the parti was introduced as a terminal tool for analysis. As a
precursor to design in fourth year, students were asked to “pick
apart” a building of a particular use-type.® The analysis followed
along with the format established by the book Precedents in
Architecture. Here’s what it states about parti: “... the parti dia-
gram which culminates and summarizes the analysis for the
building. The parti is seen as the dominant idea of a building,
which embodies the salient characteristics of that building. It
encapsulates the essential minimum of the design, without which
the scheme would not exist, but from which the architecture can
be generated.”

To summarize the overall approach from my early education,
parti had three mutually related meanings. It was a summary
tool for analysis, constituting the salient points of analysis; it
was a means to initially visualize, in a graphic format, a synthe-
sis of a verbal statement of intent, program requirements, and
site; and finally it was a revised graphic simplification of a de-
veloped design solution.

Parti: the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and Design
Beginnings

I’ll begin this discussion of architectural education in France
before the split between the Ecole Polytechnique and the Ecole
des Beaux-Arts. For the most part, I would like to describe only
the esquisse portion of the esquisse/rendu design method taught
as the “Beaux-Arts system.””

The roots of the educational system seem to be from Louis
XIV’s Academie Royale d’ Architecture of 1671. Originally at
the Royal Academy, lecture courses were open to anyone to at-
tend, and later gradually became a true “school” with registered
students, coursework, and specific qualifications leading to

matriculation. Although, the first full-time school dedicated to
the study of architecture appears to have been a private school
headed by Jacques-Francois Blondel in May 1743. Notable stu-
dents from his school, Ledoux and Boullee, became members
and educators at the Royal Academy. Blondel, later, in 1762,
was called to the Royal Academy to “direct and revitalize its
teaching.”® The Royal Academies where dissolved in 1793 by
the revolutionary government. J-F Blondel, an excellent educa-
tor, wrote his Cours d’ Architecture (1771) which lays out an
exact system on how students should begin design.

First, detailed programs for buildings were dictated to stu-
dents by the professors; subsequently, the students began by
composing an esquisse, which became the basis for a finished
drawing. To quote Blondel, “By program I mean the enuncia-
tion of a fairly detailed project, which the professor gives his
students that they may understand his intentions, and the se-
quence they should follow in composing an esquisse under his
supervision. The students then do a finished drawing without
being allowed to depart from their first thoughts.”® The esquisse
was completed during a twelve-hour period — the students were
encouraged not to hurry. Blondel suggested that they “pass a
third of the time thinking over the problem in complete silence,
and then to spend the same length of time trying several ways to
fulfill the conditions of the program. The remaining four hours
was, in his opinion, adequate time to translate their thoughts
and make a precise esquisse to the required scale.”'

Blondel’s basic method was refined during Nineteenth Cen-
tury and the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. Not long after its establish-
ment in 1795, it became clear that the Ecole Polytechnique
couldn’t satisty the requirements of architectural education. The
classes of the dissolved Royal Academy were reconstituted as
an Ecole speciale D’ Architecture. Later, in 1797, this became
the state-run Ecole des Beaux-Arts, fully constituted around
1816.

Similar to Blondel, the method of design began with the ad-
ministering of the program by the patron; the name for the stu-
dio masters used by the aspirants or students.!' The program
was issued in the morning of a twelve-hour exercise (called the
esquisse). The students were to review the building program in
a private alcove (en loge) at the Ecole. The students developed a
plan, a section, and an elevation, which constituted a record of
their concept for the building that they would later refine over
an approximately six-week period, the carefully drawn projet
rendu. The students left their esquisse at the Ecole and each
kept a personal copy for reference back at their studio (atelier).
The development of the esquisse was unassisted. Whereas, the
student, with whatever means of assistance they chose, com-
pleted the projet rendu. The esquisse was kept on record to guard
against the later influence or intervention of others — the esquisse
assured the originality of the basic design concept.

The esquisse drawing was a tiny plan or plans at the center
surrounded orthographically by sections and elevations. It was
the early summation of the initial rough sketches where ideas
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were initially tried out.'? The esquisse was a kind of rough draft
of a complete building — not a simplification as one might think
it to be. The simplification or parti existed more as an idea than
a thing. The esquisse reflected certain decisions made as a re-
sult of selecting a parti. Thus the parti was the basic strategy
taken, an exercise of judgement about how to direct the out-
come of the final design. The term parti had its firm and famil-
iar roots at the Ecole by the late Nineteenth Century. From the
French parti alone means: course of action, strategy, choice,
decision; or as a shortened version of the phrase: prendre parti:
to make up one’s mind; to take on a course of action." The parti
was the strategy for arranging elements of the program. The
twelve-hour spread of time necessitated the completion of four
tasks. First, read and assess the building program; second, study
alternative strategies to the program — in other words, deter-
mine the general range of the possible directions the design might
take; third, select a strategy, make up ones mind; and four, draw
the esquisse.

The esquisse served as an early document of the original con-
ception of a building — in a certain way, it isolated the moment
of conception. Louis Kahn speaks of this with an air of dis-
tance:

“For beginning design problems Beaux-Arts training typically
presented the student with a written program without com-
ment from the instructor. [The student] would study the prob-
lem, be given a period of a few hours in a cubical (en loge)
during which [the student] would make a quick sketch of [their]
solution without consultation. This sketch was filed as a basis
for the elaboration of the problem which followed. Final draw-
ings could not violate the essence of the initial esquisse . . .
This particular aspect of Beaux-Arts training was probably
the most controversial because there was no exchange between
the advocates of the program and those who interpreted it, the
architects. So the sketch depended on our intuitive powers.
But the intuitive power is probably our most accurate sense.
The sketch depended on our intuitive sense of appropriate-
ness. [ don’t teach anything else . . . Today most schools are
more Beaux-Arts than Beaux-Arts was, because the students
look at examples . . . I don’t think that appropriateness comes
form examples of what has been done. They are a test of what
is done, but not the beginning, the source. The esquisse gave
this sense of source, because we knew little about how things
were done. We couldn’t go to the books and really research
the problem before the esquisse was made. So I think the
esquisse was valuable in giving a sense of what, out of the
blue, a library should be, as though we had never seen a li-
brary.”™*

The Beaux-Arts approach emphasized the importance of the
creative moment: that decisive moment in the isolated mind
where the architectural work originates. Looking at the history
of French philosophy. We see a powerful regard for the work-

ings of the mind: Rationalism. Rene Descartes “proved,” as he
sat by the flickering fire in his private study and figuring a piece
of wax between his fingers, that the reality of the world was
different that its appearance; because appearances can deceive
and are ultimately uncertain. Certainty, which is the goal of
knowledge, can only exist in the mind. Mistrust of the senses,
leads to doubts, which leads to certainty of the self’s ability to
doubt (skepticism). Looking for certainty, Descartes’ medita-
tive journey led him to propose that “I am, I exist” which cannot
be doubted." Because in order to remove all doubt, or be cer-
tain, the doubter must cease to be.

Although abstract, Descartes’ rationalism is essential to un-
derstand why the esquisse was proctored en loge and without
sources for reference. The discovery of a solution, not from ex-
ample but from intuition was the true generative spirit of archi-
tecture. Architecture was a physical extension of the designer’s
mind. From both the legacies of French philosophy and French
government we see the tendency to elevate the importance of
the individual mind, and make the pure idea absolute.

Curiously, the word parti replaced the earlier word concep-
tion. We see a move from intuition in the mind (conception) to a
choice of the mind (prendre parti).'® Quatremere de Quincy used
the term premiere idee, a creation first and foremost of the mind.
Parti though, is the first act of design, a choice — still mental and
general in application. The drawing of the esquisse revealed the
parti. When parti thoroughly entered the vocabulary of the Ecole,
Georges Gromort in the 1940’s wrote on the subject:

“In the genesis of the plan, the choice of the parti is of great
importance — especially at the outset — than what I shall call
the composition pure. The latter is mostly a matter of the ad-
justment of elements, while the parti plays the role of inspira-
tion in musical composition and applies principally to the lay-
out and relative importance given to elements.”"’

So, the parti is the mental importance placed upon the parts,
it is the initial arrangement of the parts into a whole. Deciding
on an arrangement is a different act than composition, which
deals with aesthetic relationships — uniting the whole once the
arrangement is determined.

Abstraction: Modernism and the Replace-

ment of Parti with Analysis

What happened to the Beaux-Arts system during early Modern-
ism? In general, the Bauhaus Vorkurs replaced the former method
of architectural instruction. Architecture, once an affair of the
elite mind coupled with graphic virtuosity, was supplanted by
building as essentially a collective effort resulting from manual
trades and practical value.”® The word “Architecture” was
avoided, and replaced with the modern equivalent, “New Build-
ing.”" Aesthetics and ornamentation were replaced with “clear
construction”: industrial methods of production, standardization,
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honest materials, construction, and structure. Proportion was
replaced by standardization — decisions of measure were now
based on a scientific understanding of the body (ergonomics,
kinesthetics, and anthropometrics). The studio (atelier) was re-
placed by the workshop. Expression was replaced by function.

Architectural designs no longer relied on concepts aroused in
the single mind, but relied on collaboration and the technical
needs of society. As stated by Hannes Meyer, “Everything in
this world is a product of the formula (function times economy);
all art is composition and therefore unfunctional, all life is func-
tion and therefore unartistic.”?® Art was rationally distinguished
from life. Sentimental-objects were replaced with need-based
objects.*' The term “program,” which sounds like the order of
scenes in a romantic opera was replaced with the more techni-
cal sounding word “problem,” which sounds like a laboratory
or a factory. Programs of the past, like libraries, museums, op-
era houses, government building, academies, religious build-
ings, were replaced with the problems of the future: power plants,
factories, mass-housing, office buildings. Architecture became
a problem to be solved by overcoming constraint and the dia-
lectical resolution of social concerns.

Parti by intuition, as a form of design beginning was replaced
by solution from analysis. The problem of the house — now a
machine for living — was to be resolved in its functional im-
provement, its innovations for convenience, its potential for rep-
etition and factory production. Alexander Klein introduced meth-
ods of functional analysis, previously ignored by architects.
““The functional house for frictionless living’ was designed from
researches carried out for a German Housing agency in 1928 by
Alexander Klein, who compared his plans to the odious if typi-
cal 19" Century layout. Flow line diagrams revealed the superi-
ority of Klein’s improved plans.”?

Thus, a building can malfunction; and once revealed by re-
search and analysis, it can be improved. The esquisse is replaced
with the analytic diagram, revealing functional problems and
through rational dialectics, suggesting functional improvements.
Abstraction and analysis replaced conceptualization as the be-
ginnings of architectural design. For Modernism, parti was no
longer a concern — problems require solutions derived by scien-
tific fact, analysis, industrial production, and standardization of
materials.

Analogy: Post-modernism and the Frag-

mentary Reintroduction of Parti

No wonder were so confused. Modernism replaced the parti, a
strategy conceived by intuition, with the solution derived from
factual analysis. In Post-modern times, since Modernism made
replacement possible, allowable — a linguistic model replaced
the scientific methods of Modernism. The building was no longer
derived from a program, or even a problem; it became based on
a narrative.

The Modernist penchant for the problems of mass housing,
factories and, office workplaces has been replaced by the pri-

vate residence, the corporate headquarters, the resort hotel, and
the retail/entertainment complex. A narrative requires a figural
response — a literal sign applied to a functional box.” The sign
offers allusions to literal sources that comprise a cultural myth
(or cultural anxieties!). Buildings can be conceived much like
automobiles: we expect them to work with efficiency and con-
venience — but, we also want their external appearance to have
personality: sporty, sleek, basic, cute, or tough. And the ironic
truth behind an analogy between automobiles and buildings re-
veals the fact: that Post-modernism is unabashedly a movement
intimately linked to consumerism. The building is wrapped in
advertisement (it calls attention to itself). Post-modernism’s fore-
most interest is the surface — it is a problem of surface. We
have the fictional box surrounding the functional box.

Post-modern design begins with an analogous reference. Post-
modernism operates by transposition, an object that refers to
something outside of itself. Reference, analogy, critique and
precedent form the collective basis of Post-modemism. Even
Modernism is fair game for quotation. A “strategy” need no
longer be coherent or hierarchical. We expect to be and choose
to be confronted with an agglomeration of fragmentary refer-
ences. A building may have multiple strategies, opposing strat-
egies, and certain digressions. We are left with a beginning where
coherence isn’t the aim — a beginning for design where uncer-
tainty is “built-in.”

Part Three: Conclusion, A Self-Evaluation

of an Approach to Education

So, where are we now in this essay of design beginnings? Post-
modernism leaves us methodically convoluted and contaminated
by fragments. We see this even in our students’ clothing. Noth-
ing is new in their fashion except the peculiarity of the frag-
ments they select. And their worlds are simulated: from TV, to
blockbuster movies, to Sega Genesis, to the Internet. Music is
no longer played — it’s downloaded; phones are no longer teth-
ered in-place by short cords — they're mobile. Our typical stu-
dent is a refugee from consumer culture.

Contrary to inundation in advertised hype, I sit my students
down in class and tell them architecture is about stasis, basis,
and essence. 1 say architecture is about fitting physical things
together in ways that make sense, that are consistent with a ba-
sic idea that should not change but remain where it was. These
students expect a rapidly moving target (a “target” made of fash-
ion and trend) — they don’t know what to make of it when some-
thing stands still (a target made of substance and essence).

Call me retardataire, yet I contend that architectural education
should be a form of re-education. Do our typical students come
equipped with the ability to penetrate through surface appear-
ance and discern what’s critical, essential — its parti? It remains
clear to me that our students are well trained in the art of consum-
erism. But consuming is a very different act than the act of mak-
ing or designing. The decisions that go into making and design-
ing are about conceptual coherence, and remaining appropriate.
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If a concept and its attending parti, formed at the inception of
a design, are appropriate to the project at hand, then they will
remain evident in the finished building. As Louis Kahn said,
“When the work is completed the beginning must be felt.”?* If a
concept serves as the essence of a design, where all the parts
serve that essence — then nothing in the composition should
appear accidental. A design where the removal of any element
would disturb its overall composition works when all parts serve
a coherent and appropriate intent.?

But designing is the thinking and making of something — when
it spirals out of control, it runs the risk of no longer being the
thing you began with. Our students run this risk all the time —
because what we do as architects and designers is ultimately
counter-culture. When I began this essay, I hoped it would lead
me to a new understanding, a reckoning with current cultural
trends, and I would embrace the “will of the epoch.” But if the
goal of architectural design is to remain #zimeless, then I remain
burdened by the basics of my approach. A case remains for the
continued use of parti as an essential component of design be-
ginnings.

The challenge of making timeless things in an age of Ayper-
timeliness is enough for our students; but the burden is also for
us as educators, as scholars, and as designers. As educators we
must be clear in our expectations about design beginnings. The
typical student who enters architecture school is ill equipped
with a sense of how to begin design. And it is up to us to be clear
— to raise the proper distinctions and outline a coherent and
basic method to design.

And the parti is still important: it should still serve to sum-
marize a building’s intent. As a design beginning, the parti is an
intuitive gesture that incorporates the most fundamental charac-
teristics of a particular architecture. The parti should begin with
that intentional gesture-sketch, judged by in the mind of the
designer as the direction that must be taken from thereon out.
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Leon Battista Alberti, On the Art of Building in Ten Books (Cam-
bridge: MIT Press, 1989) p.156



