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Games such as Clue appropriate language and impose nar-
rati ves that trigger a parti cipant’s imaginati on and arouse 
existi ng biases. The possibility that “Professor Plum did it 
in the Study with a Candlesti ck” yields a signifi ed response 
pulled from the subconscious of the player that is instantly 
reinforced by the physical image of a staunch old academic. A 
playing card is then positi oned on a board where signifi er and 
signifi ed coexist. Such wonderfully rich narrati ves reinforce 
the important role that language plays in the constructi on 
of spati al identi ti es. So whereas, similar to the process of 
collage, the combinati on of images register new possibiliti es, 
the combinati on of words achieves a similar goal but with a 
greater degree of confi dence by designers that have spent 
the greater porti on of their formati ve years using words 
and numbers rather than images. To what degree can such 
narrati ves challenge conventi onal systems of orthographic 
projecti on, systems that oft en ti mes do litt le to evoke direct 
linguisti c relati onships?

“I think a picture stands on its own more readily, whereas 
a word tends to seek the context of a story. For me, 
images don’t automati cally lend themselves to be part 
of a story. If they are to functi on in the way that words 
and sentences do, they have to be ‘forced’ – that is, I 
have to manipulate them.”1

—Wim Wenders

THE SCRIPT
In The Architecture of Image: Existenti al Space in Cinema the 
architect and theorist Juhani Pallasmaa describes the pre-
vailing practi ce within contemporary pedagogy where “an 
unforeseen explorati on into the theoreti cal foundati ons of 
architecture has taken place.”2 Such broad interdisciplinary 
searches in the academy for meaning have yielded a scenario 
where, in the words of Pallasmaa, “architecture has become 
uncertain of its essence and future course.”3 He conti n-
ues with, “In all fi elds of art, the breakdown of the unifi ed 
modernist world view has, in fact, created a disti nct panic 
of representati on.”4 His thoughts serve to set the stage for 
an in-depth look at the role of fi lm within an architectural 
discourse. “In many schools of architecture around the world, 
the most recent interest is cinema. Films are studied for the 
purpose of discovering a more subtle responsive architec-
ture.”5 Pallasmaa’s refl ecti ons are highly seducti ve to say the 
least but, ulti mately, he focuses his examinati on on the prod-
uct of cinema over the process of making a fi lm. One could 

easily argue that the primary focus of any discussion that 
concerns cinema’s relevance to design pedagogy and think-
ing should reside in its process, one that begins with writi ng 
in the form of the script:

Writers write and make novels.

Filmmakers write and make fi lms.

Architects write and make buildings.

Architects draw and make buildings.

FRAMING THE ARGUMENT
The territory of this investi gati on is positi oned fi rmly within a 
fi lmic discourse and is inherently consumed with an interest 
in the fragment – the frame. First in terms of how ideas are 
assembled into one’s arti sti c conscience and then ulti mately 
within the medium of fi lm and a study into the relati onships 
between ti me-based media, writi ng, and architecture. An 
examinati on of intermediate representati onal forms such 
as the screenplay or script serves to destabilize more tradi-
ti onal methods through acts of “spati al play” and provide a 
roadmap for reclaiming the primacy of language as a form 
generator as powerful as contemporary methods of com-
putati onal “scripti ng,” a term that in contemporary circles 
refers to a direct form of communicati on between a program-
mer and a piece of hardware. Kubrick’s cauti onary tale of a 
computer named HAL (three lett ers separated by a mere digit 
from their parent corporati on IBM) no longer need worry 
about dreams in a context that reduces language to a string 
of commands whose value is determined by whether or not 
it need be compiled.

SUPERSTUDIO///OMA///TSCHUMI
Architecture’s fascinati on with fi lm as laid out by Pallasmaa is 
by no means novel. Theoreti cal projects such as Superstudio 
and Piero Frassinelli’s “Twelve Cauti onary Tales for Christmas: 
Twelve Ideal Citi es,” Rem Koolhaas’s Architectural Associati on 
thesis “Exodus, or the Voluntary Prisoners of Architecture,” 
and Bernard Tschumi’s “The Manhatt an Transcripts” exploit 
the breadth of an interest in representati onal systems that 
portray architecture as anything but stati c. Designers of the 
past half-decade have with tremendous eff ect expanded 
upon perceptual realiti es and moved outside of traditi onal 
orthographic means. Drawing heavily upon fi lmic techniques, 
these precedents use an acti ve narrati ve and incorporate 
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Figure 1: The Shining. Stanley Kubrick. 1980

writi ng in a strategic way so as to advance a discourse that 
has traditi onally privileged the image almost exclusively. 
Frassinelli’s essay that fi rst appeared in AD #12 biases writi ng 
in its original state, one ideally suited to the multi media slide 
show it evolved into a year later. Koolhaas’s thesis uses lan-
guage in a deliberate manner so as to increase the subversive 
possibiliti es of each collage. Koolhaas’s unique nomenclature 
animates a series of solitary frames and positi ons them within 
an overarching script and allows us to consider ourselves as 
“prisoners” rather than mere parti cipants. Koolhaas himself 
from an early age wrote and directed as part of the 1,2,3 
Group before att ending the Architectural Associati on. The 
anarchist style that he and his fellow arti sts adopted aligned 
itself with the counterculture movement that was so preva-
lent in the early sixti es and used writi ng as a primary means 
to bett er understand a fi nal visual product. Bernard Tschumi’s 
“The Manhatt an Transcripts” is probably the most oft en cited 
precedent when it comes to fi lmic traditi on within systems 
of architectural representati on, but in this case it is used as 
a counterpoint as it excludes language, intensifi es the domi-
nance of the image, and situates itself more closely to the 
technique of storyboarding.

LANGUAGE 
Seldom in our discipline of design is writi ng used as a counter-
point to the image or the constructed reality. Seldom do we 
use writi ng as an equal and opposing force in our own work 
let alone as a pedagogical component of our teaching. Such 
trends seem especially strange in the context of research 
conducted by Gestalt psychologists such as Rudolf Arnheim 
in the early sixti es. His research was groundbreaking in its 
understanding of developmental stages of visualizati on and 
representati on. His emphasis on visual thinking was in large 

part reacti onary. His research observed that a signifi cant shift  
had taken hold during the Enlightenment, away from a visual 
language to a system of higher intellect defi ned primarily by 
the writt en text. This method of conceptualizing resulted in a 
disembodied system based in words and symbols and yielded 
a visually illiterate society. Arnheim wrote, “We are the vic-
ti ms of an inveterate traditi on according to which thinking 
takes place remote from perceptual experience. Since the 
senses are believed to be concerned with individual, con-
crete events, they are limited to collecti ng raw material of 
experience. It takes “higher” powers of the mind to process 
the sensory data.”6 His belief that “many educators and psy-
chologists are sti ll reluctant to admit that perceptual thought 
processes are as exacti ng and inventi ve and require as much 
intelligence as the handling of intellectual concepts”7 led him 
to challenge the state of educati on in this country. He writes, 

“Consequently, Western educati on has been concerned 
foremost with words and numbers. In our schools, 
reading, writi ng and arithmeti c are practi ced as skills 
that detach the child from sensory experience, and this 
estrangement intensifi es during the high school and col-
lege years as the demands of words and numbers grow 
and childish things must be put aside. Only in kindergar-
ten and fi rst grade is educati on based on the cooperati on 
of all the essenti al powers of the human mind; thereaft er 
this natural and sensible procedure is dismissed as an 
obstacle to training in the proper kind of abstracti on.”8

These thoughts describe an inability by society to eff ecti vely 
comprehend graphic material, a kind of visual illiteracy. The 
paralleling of scienti fi c methods in architecture has had a pro-
found eff ect on methods of architectural analysis and one’s 
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Figure 2: Manhatt an Transcripts. Bernard Tschumi. 1976-1981

ability to see an image, abstract it, and eventually recall and 
combine it as part the creati ve process. So one might ask: 
Why should an architectural educati on dispense so full hardily 
with a student’s ability to write when such a system might 
parallel a visual process and provide a sense of validati on and 
confi dence to young designers? The observed tendency when 
discussing writi ng as a valuable part of the design process 
is for fellow academics to lament the inability of students 
to write. Arnheim’s research suggests that young scholars 
actually have far greater acuity as it relates to language in its 
writt en form rather that its visual equivalent. 

WRITING
Filmic process provides numerous techniques that medi-
ate between writi ng and drawing such as the script and the 
storyboard and provide an ideal territory for considering 
new pedagogical approaches. Few directors maintain the 
creati ve energy and seducti ve visual fi repower as Quenti n 
Taranti no. Taranti no relies on a range of fi lmic precedents 
that range from classic Kung Fu to the spaghetti   western. 
Taranti no’s compelling form of fi lmmaking evolves out of his 
writi ng. In numerous interviews he has suggested that aft er 
his tenth feature fi lm he will leave the practi ce of making fi lms 

altogether and return to a purer form of writi ng possessed 
by the stage. In a 2016 interview enti tled The Narrati ve Art, 
Taranti no comments about the role of writi ng with regard to 
his work.

“Well you know it’s just writi ng, I mean I consider novel-
ists real writers well and I actually consider screenwriters 
real writers too. There is a whole aspect about the fact 
that screenwriti ng conceivably could be harder because 
of how you have to deliver within a certain page count 
in a way that a novelist doesn’t have to some degree or 
another as more freedom as far as that is concerned… 
I’ve never understood the concept of a screenplay just 
being a blueprint for the movie. I do write them like nov-
els. It’s not crazy prose that goes on forever but there is 
a commitment to the prose and there is a literary narra-
tor talking to the audience who is reading it. And these 
scripts are meant to be read.”9

Taranti no exists as a useful precedent in considering the 
creati ve act as he is an arti st that is hypercriti cal of his own 
process. Later in the interview he comments on how writi ng 
for him is an acti ve process. “So literally aft er a certain point 
it’s the characters that are going through the story and they 
are telling me what’s going on. Even in the case of say The 
Hateful Eight, without giving to much away, there is a case 
of a poisoned pot of coff ee. I didn’t know who poisoned the 
coff ee for a long long ti me. I didn’t want to know. I didn’t 
do the mystery thing where you solve it all and then write 
backwards. I didn’t want to know any more than a viewer or 
one of the other characters would know.”10 Such revelati ons 
about the creati ve process seem highly relevant to the design 
process. Taranti no uses writi ng as a fl uid process that reveals 
its true identi ty through an acti ve compilati on of words. 

STANLEY KUBRICK
A similar precedent that expands upon the evoluti on of lan-
guage into a visual construct exists in the work of Stanley 
Kubrick. In one of the earliest draft s for his cinemati c mas-
terpiece The Shining, one can appreciate a unique form of 
writi ng that stresses primary acti ons and psychological states 
while remaining devoid as to specifi city of camera angles. The 
early script reads: “The scene that follows will be terrifying, 
suspenseful, deadly hide and seek. Danny desperately tries to 
elude the murderous Halloran by now an appalling fi gure of 
savagery, smashing at the walls, snarling, shrieking, foaming, 
and choking, snarling, grunti ng, frenzied, animal like, panti ng, 
foaming and choking with frenzied rage, shrieking bellowing 
roaring, maniacally. At the same ti me, Wendy armed with the 
knife, franti cally searches through the hotel for Danny.”
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Figure 3: Istoria e dimostrazioni intorno alle macchie solari... Galileo. 1613
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The previous passage certainly resides closely to what one 
might categorize under the surrealist technique of automati c 
writi ng. It exists as a stream of consciousness technique that 
evolves out of language and the writt en word. The evoluti on 
of such a scene becomes even more interesti ng as Kulbrick 
developed the script into a screenplay and included instruc-
ti ons with regard to the set and the camera, a mechanical 
consciousness. In Kubrick’s fi nal scene from The Shining, 
where Jack Nicholson’s character Jack Torrance chases the 
young boy Danny into the frozen labyrinth, the freneti c pace 
and emoti onal capacity of the moment is established initi ally 
through writi ng contained in the fi nal script where the cam-
era and character instructi ons read:

EXT. HOTEL – MAZE – M.S.

Danny sitti  ng leaning against side of Maze. CAMERA 
TRACKS 
R-L revealing Jack, holding axe, cam. R.b.g. He limps R-L 
and moves away along Maze.

CUT TO:

M.S. DANNY’s footprints in the snow – CAMERA TRACKS 
FORWARD 
and stops when footprints end. CAMERA TILTS UP to snow 
without footprints. 

CUT TO:

M.C.S. JACK – he looks about then back and forwards – and 
fi nally cam.R.

JACK
Danny!
He looks cam.L.

CUT TO:

M.C.S DANNY crouched against the side of Maze.

JACK (OFF)
Danny!

Kubrick provides us with an intensifi ed sense of where the eye 
needs to be located to gain the greatest emoti onal eff ect. The 
script in this case pulses from [M]edium [C]lose [S]hot to [M]
edium [S]hot and deconstructs stereoscopic space to an oscil-
lati ng view from [R]ight to [L]eft . Such writi ng is never devoid 
of its visual reality but serves to consider the possibility of 
actual experience through a writt en form. Kulbrick’s words 
describe physical conditi ons such as the silence of winter 
that, while ulti mately being realized in his fi lms as ti me-based 
sequences, are initi ally more easily constructed through a 
writt en language than their visual counterpart.

CONCLUSION
Returning to Pallasmaa’s manuscript on fi lm he writes, “A 
great writer turns his/her reader into an architect, who keeps 
erecti ng rooms, buildings and enti re citi es in his imaginati on 
as the story progresses. Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment 
makes the reader construct the gloomy room of Roskolnikov’s 
terrifying double murder and, eventually, the endless 
expanses of St. Petersburg. The reader constructs the spaces 
and structures of Dostoyevsky’s literary masterpiece in the 
caviti es of his own mind. These images of places, created by 
the reader, are not detached pictorial images; they are expe-
riences of embodied and lived space. They are mental and 
embodied images, not visual pictures.” Such commentary 
suggests that there might be room for representati onal sys-
tems that reside outside traditi onal graphic means. Perhaps 
the design process might embrace writi ng as a technique that 
does not solely supplement the producti on of a visual realm 
but coexists with it in forms such as the script.

Edward Tufte concludes his manuscript Envisioning 
Informati on with an image of Galileo Galilei’s Istoria e 
dimostrazioni intorno alle macchie solari completed in Rome 
in 1613. Writt en in Lati n we see a fi eld of text with simple 
circular images dispersed throughout. Tuft e adds the follow-
ing commentary: “In 1613, when Galileo published the fi rst 
telescopic observati ons of Saturn, word and drawing were 
as one. The stunning images, never seen before, were just 
another sentence element. Saturn, a drawing, a word, a noun. 
The wonderful becomes familiar and the familiar wonder-
ful.”11 It is possibiliti es such as this that inspire ruminati ons 
on the role of the script and its capacity to exist in the middle 
ground between signifi er and signifi ed. Such an examinati on 
of intermediate representati onal forms specifi c to fi lm such 
as the screenplay hopefully serves to generate conversati on 
and sti mulate discussion that destabilizes more traditi onal 
representati onal methods. 
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