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  1: Desire shapes space, and space shapes desires





  


  A helicopter flew through the desert air, evoking, as such machines do, attack: marines, Desert Storm, Francis Ford Coppola, ‘The Ride of the Valkyries’, the smell

  of napalm in the morning. Here it had a more pacific purpose. Hung from its muttering blades was a capsule of journalists, imported to admire the works of His Highness Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid

  al-Maktoum.




  Below were the Sheikh’s achievements. There was the famous Palm Jumeirah island, where Dutch engineers had been imported to create 110 kilometres of new beach, carrying eight thousand

  valuable homes and over thirty hotels. Using skills earned in their country’s centuries-long resistance to the sea, the Sheikh had invited them to go on the offensive, carving out of the

  ancestral adversary a giant inhabitable logo of trunk and fronds that would become world-famous before it was built. There were scatterings and bunchings of towers. There was the biggest shopping

  mall in the Middle East, and a newer one about to surpass it. There was the Burj Dubai, the tallest structure in the world and still rising, slipping on its sheath of stainless steel like a snake

  reversing into its skin. The flying journalists were being taken to see the site of the Harbour Tower, which would be yet bigger than the Burj Dubai, as was dutifully reported in Western newspapers

  in the following days.




  What couldn’t be seen from the helicopter was the crisis in the drains. Dubai’s buildings emptied their sewage into septic tanks, whence they were taken to the

  Al-Aweer sewage works, on the road out towards the desert and Oman. The sewage works had not kept pace with the city’s growth, and a long line of tankers, some painted with flowers by their

  Indian drivers, stood for hours in the heavy heat as they waited their turn to offload. (And I, though unable to take up the invitation I was offered on the helicopter ride, did get to see this

  turgid caravan.)




  Some drivers, tired of waiting, had taken to pouring their cargo at night into the rainwater drainage system, which discharged straight into the sea. The owner of a yacht club, finding that his

  business was affected by the sight and smell of brown stuff on the bright white boats, took photographs of the nocturnal dumpings and gave them to the press. The authorities responded, tackling the

  symptoms but not the cause, by introducing severe penalties for miscreant drivers.




  Both helicopter ride and sewage crisis occurred in October 2008, and the combination of celestial fantasy and chthonic reality revealed a city on a cusp. Before that month journalists and trendy

  architects had been lining up to feed on the flow of amazing-but-true tales of construction that the Emirate released at a steady rate, interrupted only by mutterings from the liberal press about

  the conditions of migrant workers. Afterwards equally juicy but less welcome headlines were generated: abandoned building projects; Donald Trump pulling out; and out-of-work expats leaving their

  Ferraris in the airport car park, keys in the ignition, fleeing Dubai for ever because they could not keep up the payments on the loan. Nakheel, developers of the Palm and the proposed Harbour

  Tower, laid off hundreds of staff.




  In November a party was held to celebrate the opening of the Atlantis Hotel, at the tip of the Palm, a $1.5 billion work of tree-trunk columns and writhing chandeliers, a Blofeltian

  phantasmagoria of giant aquaria and rooms with views of sharks, which suffered the rare ignominy of being accused of bad taste by the British tabloid the Sun. The party

  was an epic of extravagance: Kylie was hired to sing for a large fee, other celebrities were flown in, and a firework display was mounted seven times greater than that put on for the Beijing

  Olympics. The event cost £13 million, or £6,500 for each of its two thousand guests. As Dubai’s stock exchange had by then fallen by 70 per cent from its peak, it made too perfect

  an image of hubris for reporters to miss, and they did not. This was an end-of-empire party, the last excess before the fall, Romans indulging themselves with the barbarians at the gates. Soon

  further rumours swirled, that the Palm, and with it the Atlantis hotel resort, were, like the ancient city of the same name, sinking. All the disbelief suspended in the face of Dubai’s

  dazzling growth (who and what are these buildings for?) returned.




  Dubai lives off abstract fluctuations of money, which it strove to make concrete with construction. Here building became a fable, a source of identity, an end in itself.




  The emirate’s modern growth was driven by the fact that it has less oil than its neighbours, and so must base its future economy on other business, including financial services and

  tourism. It set out to be an Arab Singapore, a trading city-state that lives off its wits, and off an advantageous position on routes between larger countries. Its assets were its relative

  stability and peacefulness, its ability to position itself between the Islamic and the Western worlds, and a willingness to respond to the desires of business. It also has winter sunshine at a

  distance and in a time zone that are reasonably convenient for northern European tourists. Combined with security from mugging and dangerous diseases, and high-quality tax-free shopping, it could

  make itself a popular destination for holidays.
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  The Atlantis Hotel, Dubai, 2008, designed by WATG, exterior and interior. Courtesy: Kerzner International, WATG and Atlantis, The Palm, Dubai




  

    These assets were fragile and not unique. Other cities could do something similar. And so Dubai had to make the intangible tangible. It had to create a brand, an image of

    itself to convince others of its pre-eminence. The brand would be created through construction, which would be pleasing to Sheikh Mohammed: like other rulers, from Rameses II to President

    Nursultan Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan, he loved building things.


  




  Mohammed was also a ruler who, as the third of four brothers, had to secure his position. Less than a century ago, in this region, multiple fratricide was a common solution to the problems

  arising when rulers left many sons, by more than one wife. In more civilized times, Mohammed secured his position by force of character. He became the Crown Prince and effective leader of Dubai in

  1995, and the official ruler in 2006, following the death of his oldest brother, whose son had also died. He built his authority in several ways. As a graduate of the Mons Officer Cadet School in

  Aldershot, and as the United Arab Emirates’ Defence Minister since the age of twenty-eight, he had a military reputation. When, in the 1970s, Dubai was a popular stop-off for hijacked

  airliners, he negotiated with hostage-takers, delaying them, defusing their threats, and getting them to fly on either to Libya, where they were set free, or Mogadishu, where they were gunned down

  by German commandos.




  He was, with his brothers, an enthusiastic owner and breeder of racehorses, but outshone them all to become the most successful in the world. He distinguished himself as a rider, in endurance

  races over 120 kilometres. He was, and is, a poet in the Arab dialect of Nabati. According to his personal website, he is ‘widely acknowledged as one of the finest exponents of Nabati verse .

  . . poetry has allowed Sheikh Mohammed to express the creative, sensitive side of his nature, which he has little chance to display in the political arena.’ He has written:




  

    

      

        

          

            ‘Triumphs whoever stands firm




            And for his right fights.’


          


        


      


    


  




  Also, in ‘The Path of Lovers’, after talking of ‘eyes like the eyes of the kohled lanner falcon’,




  

    

      

        

          

            ‘Oh lanner, ever assailing –




            Your prey, if strikes, always slain’


          


        


      


    


  




  He first published under pseudonyms, ‘as he wanted to be sure that people genuinely thought his poetry was good’. Now his poems are often publicly recited, including at the richest

  horse race in the world, the Dubai World Cup.




  And alongside his military, equestrian and poetic prowess, he was a businessman and a builder. The wave-shaped six-hundred-room Jumeirah Hotel, which opened in 1997, was his development,

  followed by the sail-shaped Burj Al Arab in 1999. The Maktoums’ sibling rivalry had been played out with jockeys’ silks, maroon, blue, and yellow, on the green turf of Newmarket and

  Epsom; now it drove developments of mounting spectacle. The banner of this new contest was the developer’s tricolour, the blue sky, white building, and green landscaping of sales images.

  After Mohammed won, he found other rivals with whom to compete: other cities, emirates, and nations.




  So Dubai began to offer tales of building that were immediate, well known, and accessible. Stories of the East were once arduously quarried by explorers of the Arabian peninsula, like Richard

  Burton, Freya Stark, Gertrude Bell, and Wilfred Thesiger; they learned Arabic, adopted local customs and dress, endured hardship and danger, and slowly won the trust of tribesmen. Modern Dubai

  offered its travellers’ tales readymade and available in PDF and on YouTube. The seven-star hotel, the Palm, a bigger Palm, a yet bigger Palm, an archipelago like the map of the world, a

  snowy ski slope in the desert, Atlantis, the tallest building in the world, the even taller tower, the yet taller tower of unknown height: all near-instantly placed ‘Dubai

  in the consciousness of the world’, to quote a promotional video. Actually completing the projects was secondary, and the billions who heard of these wonders mostly wouldn’t have known

  which were finished. The ever-changing maps of Dubai showed without distinction places hoped-for, under construction, and completed.




  There was a synergy of fable, architecture, and press release. Each project was what it said it was, and looked like what it was. The Palm was a palm was a palm. Each passed the elevator test:

  you could explain what they were to some miraculously ignorant Rip Van Winkle between the seventy-eighth and eighty-fifth floors of an express ride. To quote the video again, Dubai was ‘a

  destination that captures the imagination and doesn’t let go’.




  Dubai’s manufacture of image first became famous with the completion of the Burj Al Arab, the white sail-shaped tallest hotel in the world, built on what had been sea, with its seven-star

  rating and restaurant reached by simulated submarine journey, on whose helipad they got Agassi and Federer to play tennis. The Burj was effective, a Statue of Liberty aimed at a more exclusive

  catchment than the latter’s huddled masses, which like the statue featured on local licence plates and was honoured by thousands of reproductions in the city’s gift shops.




  Next came the Palm Jumeirah, the artificial island visible from space. The Burj Al Arab had been a maximal version of something already familiar, the show-off luxury hotel. As a device of

  seafront iconicity the sail motif was well worn, from the Sydney Opera House onwards, and the zeitgeist that engendered the Burj also threw up the near-contemporary but somehow less thrilling

  Spinnaker Tower in Portsmouth. The Palm, however, was something genuinely new, an artificial island that combined in one brilliantly simple concept mighty engineering, audacious

  property speculation, and high graphic impact.
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  map of Dubai, showing both built and unbuilt projects. © Belhane Mapping
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  the Palm Jumeirah. © David Pearson / Alamy




  

    The Palm started construction in 2001 and was largely completed by 2008. A company, Nakheel (meaning ‘Palm’), was set up to create it (slogan: ‘Where Vision Inspires

    Humanity’). Where the Burj Al Arab had to be completed to attract attention, the Palm made itself and Dubai famous before it was built, aided by the magic of computer-generated images. As

    far as the rest of the world was concerned it was as if it was already there, although there was also a certain will-they-or-won’t-they frisson that accompanied its unveiling.


  




  The Palm had logic. It grew from the realization that Dubai’s 70 kilometres of beach, on which development was encroaching, were insufficient for the city’s ambitions as a tourist

  destination. Consultants were asked to devise ways of making more coastline, and came up with a circular island attached to the land by a jetty, like a lollipop. Then it was realized that still

  more could be made by cutting inlets into the circle. Sheikh Mohammed is credited with the idea of turning the sliced-up shape into a palm tree.




  This stroke created another 110 kilometres of beach. Here, according to Nakheel, all the homes sold out within forty-eight hours of going on the market, and their price of $0.5 million went up

  to $8 million. The Palm inspired imitations: a ‘Pearl Island’ is under construction in Qatar, and there were suggestions of a phoenix-shaped archipelago off Russia’s Baltic coast

  and a Cedar Island in Lebanon, and a rumoured maple leaf off Toronto. The figurative false island entered the world’s inventory of urbanistic devices.




  The essential ingredients of the Palm were audacity, graphic impact, and actual achievement. Also the nimbleness of its image combined with the might of its engineering – the fact that so

  much heft went into this seeming whimsy. Also that it is against nature, a quality it shares with the ski slope’s idea of creating a man-made snowscape in a desert

  country. The very outrageousness is part of the power, and the appeal. Finally, there is the conceptual brilliance of taking sand and seawater, two valueless things of which Dubai has all too much,

  and making them into valuable beach. It realized a formula: sand + seawater x engineering x marketing = value.




  After the Palm Jumeirah came the World, the not-yet-complete archipelago whose islands were to be sold to invited individuals at prices from four to fourteen million dollars. Also the bigger

  Palm Jebel Ali, where the land reclamation was completed, and the incomplete Palm Deira, which had a projected population of one million. Having taken the land into water, it was planned to take

  water onto land, with the 75 kilometre Arabian Canal. Nakheel started planning Waterfront, a twenty-year project to create ‘the most sustainable city in the world’, bigger than

  Manhattan, Beirut, or Hong Kong island.




  Palm, World, and Burj all created ready-made headlines that advertised Dubai’s ambition. They engendered glamour, which translated into higher values, which helped pay for these

  extravagant constructions. Alongside the fabled projects were others, promoted by advertisements that started at the airport and continued in newspapers and magazines, and on billboards along the

  city’s multi-lane main artery, Sheikh Zayed Road. ‘Index. The most iconic residential space.’ ‘Love story. Al Barari residences for life.’ ‘Stallion Properties.

  Born to lead. Born to excel.’ ‘Salvatore Ferragamo Penthouses. Bespoke penthouses for the distinguished few.’ ‘Kensington Krystal. The benchmark of corporate luxury.’

  ‘Limitless. We’re weaving humanity into the urban fabric.’ Images of desirability, of speedboats and women, spread many storeys high across buildings.




  These adverts dominated, more prominent than Calvin Klein and Coca Cola. They created a narrative of construction, supported by omnipresent cranes, dust clouds, construction vehicles, hoardings,

  and platoons of blue-clad immigrant building workers. Part of the point, part of the ohmigod-I-don’t-believe-it power of Dubai, was that impossible things really, truly

  were built. It was like reality TV at an urban scale. Rising over it all as a guarantor of intent was the slender spiral of the Burj Dubai.




  Part of Dubai’s story was its outrageousness, and its power to subdue obstacles. It positively sought opportunities to demonstrate this power: land on water, water on land, snow in the

  desert, but also victories over history, decorum, propriety, and good taste. Thus the Burj Dubai, essentially a work of American corporate modernism, would sit next to the ‘Old Town’, a

  brand-new approximation of an historic Arab city that had never actually existed in Dubai, with a pasted-on look of adobe construction. Once, in the West, such a juxtaposition would have been seen

  as improper, or funny, or kitsch. Here developers did it because they could.




  The array of towers along Sheikh Zayed Road plundered history, culture, and nature. There is one that mimics the eighteenth-century French architect Ledoux, as filtered through 1980s

  postmodernism. Another is a thousand-foot Venetian campanile. There are twin ersatz Chrysler Buildings, a tower so good they built it twice. There is a giant pearl and a tower allegedly inspired by

  a tulip. The eye-aching potential of mirror glass, in green, pink, gold, and peacock blue, was fully exploited, and blobs and balconies and bits of stuff were plastered onto buildings without

  regard to use; there are many thousand unpopulated balconies in Dubai. Copies of traditional wind-catching towers, originally invented in Iran as a cooling device, were glued to air-conditioned

  office blocks and housing developments. Shorn of their original purpose, they encapsulate Dubai’s triumph of look.




  Architectural forms in Dubai performed the same functions as adjectives in press releases and adverts. Futuristic, traditional, sculptural, flower-shaped, Venetian, Chrysler-shaped were like

  luxury, prestigious, legendary, ultimate, dream, waterfront. They filled a space. Their meaning was unimportant, beyond being upbeat and borrowing authority from somewhere. They

  brought a sense of something to properties which would otherwise fear being nothing.
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  Burj Khalifa, Dubai, opened in 2010, designed by Adrian Smith and SOM. © Rowan Moore
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  ‘Old Town’ and Burj Khalifa, Dubai. © Rowan Moore
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  Dubai skyline. © Rowan Moore




  

    Palm, World, and Burj pushed emotional buzzers, more or less randomly, as did sea, beach, and sun. The sea is important to Dubai because it is expected of a tourist destination, and because it

    is useful as a pretext for sail-shaped hotels and artificial islands. But the placid, near-tideless waters of the Gulf and the narrow featureless beaches are not essential to the experience of

    the city, not even for tourists, as hotel swimming pools are usually more enticing, even when there are not sewage spills. The sea in Dubai is experienced more as a sign of itself than directly

    and physically.


  




  Dubai cast its mythology before it, creating a version of its future self which it hoped would become real. This was a possibly necessary condition of a city that had grown fast. It had to

  imagine itself and sell itself before it could exist. ‘The remarkable is becoming the new reality’, went the sales pitch. Buildings represented the purpose they might contain – if

  offices and homes and hotels were being built, it was easy to believe that there were the businesses and the people to occupy them.




  The philosophy, expressed by the Sheikh himself, was to build first and plan later. If development caused traffic jams or a sewage crisis, new roads and treatment plants could be built. If Dubai

  was criticized for its environmental incontinence, for its subservience to the car, or for its treatment of migrant workers, then it could create developments with high degrees of sustainability,

  pedestrian-friendly paths, and model housing for workers. Humanity and sustainability became new buzzwords, to be inserted in sales spiels alongside ultimate and waterfront.




  And then it stopped. As the writer Mike Davis prophesied in 2007, ‘the end could be nigh and very messy’. It dawned on both players and

  observers that there was more built and being built in Dubai than would be needed in the foreseeable future, and that property companies were financing new construction with teetering stacks of

  loans predicated on delusional valuations of their portfolios.




  For a while, in 2008, Dubai’s PR people gave a standard answer when asked whether the latest parade of skyscrapers would become reality. The wealth of His Highness, as they always call

  Sheikh Mohammed, was so vast that he could underwrite everything. But it emerged that the Sheikh was seeking rescue from his cousin Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan, ruler of the more oil-rich,

  more cautious emirate of Abu Dhabi. Family treasures, like Dubai’s port business, would be put in hock. Abu Dhabi, long irritated by its neighbour’s little-brother bumptiousness, would

  call the shots. When the Burj Dubai finally opened, early in 2010, it was renamed Burj Khalifa, in honour of the Abu Dhabian emir.




  As the intoxication of endless construction subsided, suppressed doubts came to the fore. The supremacy of image had, it turned out, a cost. The Palm, so impressive when seen on Google Earth, is

  more ordinary at ground level, where what you see are high walls and close-packed developments that block views of the water. Owners of homes on the fronds found that they faced not so much the

  sea, as a suburban cul-de-sac penetrated by a tongue of brine.




  It became pertinent to ask: what, actually, is so great about Dubai? Apart from its faulty infrastructure and, for some months of the year, its atrocious heat, there was also the fact that the

  feverish excitement of its grand projects was not matched by everyday experience. The basic elements of Dubai are those of the modern American city – mall, tower, highway, theme park, suburb

  – and many of its spaces are typical of such building types, for example hotel and office foyers and mall interiors, or the insides of cars. As in America, they are

  air-conditioned, controlled, secure, generic, clean, soothing, ideally frictionless. They carry little sense of the drama or daring of Dubai’s making. Much of Dubai’s fabric is made of

  bland, highly managed spaces connected by a tissue of semi-chaotic infrastructure. Many ex-pat business people spend their weekends tearing up desert dunes in 4x4s, in an attempt to relieve the

  tedium of this allegedly exhilarating city.




  It would be rash to write off Dubai and declare Sheikh Mohammed’s great urban adventure finished. Cities have always proceeded with hiccups and belches, and rises and falls. Much of the

  celebrated skyline of New York was generated by the financial frenzy of the 1920s, which was not unlike Dubai’s more recent boom, and the city survived the Wall Street crash. Modern Chinese

  cities, after pausing during the Asian crisis of the late ’90s, resumed their rapid growth. And, in Dubai, pieces of the infrastructure that were so conspicuous by their absence have started

  appearing, such as the first two lines of its metro system.




  But it is clear that construction in Dubai’s boom lost touch with what might be called sense. Observers of Dubai were intoxicated by the speed of its construction and the outrageousness of

  its propositions. The sheer fact of building gave the city an air of authority and purpose that obscured the possibility that this very construction might be a problem.




  Buildings, such solid-seeming things, made a front for illusion, speculation, pyramid-selling of the future. This financial adventure could only have happened because of the power of

  construction to excite and convince, to represent, to stand for the things it contains. Dubai establishes the power of illusion in architecture, the paradoxical intimacy between fantasy and dream,

  and the weight, heft, and calculation, the fact and substance of building.




  In lurid colours, in 3-D, wide-screen, computer-animated form, Dubai makes a simple point: architecture is not a thing of pure reason or function, but is shaped by human

  emotions and desires, and shapes them. It was generated by the ambitions of the Sheikh – for power, for glory, for pre-eminence – and drew in the desires of others – for money,

  glamour, or excitement. As its forms emerged, they inspired further emotional effects, such as awe, shock, emulation, and fantasy, which heightened the urge to build more.
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  Dubai metro under construction, 2008. © Rowan Moore




  Architecture starts with desire on the part of its makers, whether for security, or grandeur, or shelter, or rootedness. Built, it influences the emotions of those who

  experience and use it, whose desires continue to shape and change it. Desire and emotion are overlapping concepts, but if ‘desire’ is active, directed towards real and imagined ends,

  and if ‘emotion’ implies greater passivity, describing the ways in which we are moved, architecture is engaged with both. Buildings are intermediaries in the reciprocation between the

  hopes and intentions of people, in the present and the past. They are the mineral interval between the thoughts and actions that make them and the thoughts and actions that inhabit them.




  Most people know that buildings are not purely functional, that there is an intangible something about them that has to do with emotion. Most towns or cities have towers or monuments of no

  special purpose, or public buildings and private houses whose volumes are larger than strictly necessary, and structures with daring cantilevers or spans that are not perfectly efficient. These

  cities have ornament and sculpture, also buildings whose construction drove their owners to ruin, or which never served their intended purpose, or which outlived their use but are preserved. A home

  might contain pictures, mementoes, vases, antiques, light shades not chosen for their function alone. It might be a centuries-old house with obsolete standards of thermal

  insulation, draught exclusion, and damp control, for which nonetheless its owner pays a premium. If Dubai seems preposterous, it is only an extreme version of the decisions people make in

  extending, building, remaking, or furnishing their own homes, which are rarely guided by pure function. If it attracts attention, it is because it presents to us urges that are familiar, but in a

  way that seems uncontrolled.




  But to say that there is emotion in architecture is a bare beginning. What forms does it take, and by what weird alchemy do cold materials absorb and emit feeling? What transformations happen?

  Whose feelings matter more: the clients’, the architects’, the builders’, or the users’, those of a commissioning government or corporation, or of casual passers-by? What

  complexities, indirections, and unintended consequences arise, and what epiphanies and farce?




  Building projects are usually justified with reference to measurables of finance and use. When we acknowledge the intangible it is often with vague words, such as ‘inspiring’, or

  perhaps ‘beautiful’, an honourable word which nonetheless leaves much unsaid, such as beautiful to whom, and in what way? We might resort to personal taste, or to some idea of what is

  good or bad derived from aesthetic standards whose origins and reasons we probably don’t know.




  In commercial and public building the intangible is usually confined to adjectives like ‘iconic’, or ‘spectacular’, which parcel it with blandness and discourage further

  exploration. Such words also convert this troubling, unruly, hard-to-name aspect of buildings into something that aids marketing – since ‘icons’ can help sell a place or a

  business – into, that is, another form of use.




  Yet if emotion in building is intangible, it is also specific. Particular desires and feelings drive the making of architecture, and the experience of it, and are played out in particular ways.

  Hope, sex, the wish for power or money, the idea of home, the sense of mortality: these are definite, not vague, with distinct manifestations in architecture.




  This book explores the ways in which these concerns of the living interact with the dead stuff of buildings. It will challenge easy assumptions about architecture: in particular that, once the

  builders move out, it is fixed and complete. It turns out that buildings are unstable: if their fabric is not being adjusted (and it usually is) they are prone to tricks of perception and

  inversions of value. This instability might feel disturbing, but it is also part of the fascination of architecture.




  If buildings were 1:1 translations of human urges, my study would be short and boring: if, for example, they were monosyllables made physical, where a pitched roof = home, something soaring =

  hope, big = power, or phallic = sex. Where things get interesting is when desire and built space change each other, when animate and inanimate interplay. Paradoxes arise, and things that seemed

  certain seem less so. Buildings are powerful but also awkward means of dealing with something as mobile as emotion, and usually they create an opposite or at least different effect to the one they

  set out to achieve.




  To look at emotion and desire in architecture is not to discount the simple fact that most buildings have a practical purpose. But that practical purpose is rarely pursued with perfect

  detachment, or indifferent calculation. To build and to inhabit are not small actions, and it is hard to undertake them with coolness. Rather the play of function, of decisions on budget,

  durability, comfort, flexibility, and use, is one of the expressive properties of architecture.




  Definitions are required. ‘Architecture’ is seen not just as the design of buildings, more as the making of spaces: it includes the design of landscape, interiors, and stage sets. A

  building is seen less as an end in itself, more as an instrument for making spaces, together with whatever else is around, both inside and outside. ‘Architecture’

  can also include fictional and cinematic places, which sometimes reveal as much, and differently, as those you can touch.




  ‘To build’ is used in its usual way, as the action of contractors and workers, and of clients, architects, and other consultants, leading to the making of a physical construction.

  But the verb will also be used metaphorically, to describe the ways in which the people who use and experience buildings – that is, almost all of us – inhabit and shape, physically and

  in the imagination, the spaces we find.




  This book is not a manual. It will not tell you how to decorate your home, or architecture students how to set about their work. Still less will it tell urban planners how to make wise

  decisions. Should it have an influence, I dread an outbreak of ‘emotional’ architecture, with sales guff from developers talking of ‘feelings’. Catastrophes will be

  described, and successes, and works somewhere between; also projects that started well and finished sadly, and vice versa. But the idea is not to make a score-sheet of good and bad, rather to see

  the many ways in which human impulses are played out in building. This book tries not to instruct, prescribe, or moralize. Its aim is to show, examine, and reveal.




  I like to imagine, however, that this book could have some useful effect. Failures of architecture and development often occur because emotional choices come disguised as practical ones. If I

  can make it a little easier to discern what is going on in such situations, one or two disasters might, conceivably, be mitigated.




  A leading character will be Lina Bo Bardi, an Italian-born Brazilian who for long was the most underrated architect of the twentieth century. She is here because, like the

  promoters of Dubai developments, she spoke of desire. For her, however, the word did not mean billboards of speedboats, or sail-shaped hotels. She liked bold gestures, but she

  also had an understanding that is hard to find in Dubai: she knew that buildings act not alone, but reciprocally with the people and things around them, that they have to be open to chance, time,

  and life. She knew when to be dramatic and when to hold back, creating a stage for others.




  In describing Dubai, one runs with the idea that desire in architecture equates with craziness in the external shapes of buildings: they might be insanely large or bizarre, and consecrated as

  ‘iconic’. So, up to a point, it does. There is a buzz to be had from contemplating the cumulative incongruity of a whole city. You might, as a resident or a visitor, share in this

  excitement, or feel pride. If you are an architect (ever, as architects tend to be, in fear of your own insignificance), you might get a thrill that your profession could assist in such feats.




  But the question is, whose desires are we witnessing? Whatever thrill might be had from large and unusual objects is experienced above all by the developers and architects who design them and

  get them built. Everyone else is a spectator, a passive gawper. Extravagant skylines leave the spaces in which most people spend most of their time untouched. There is little interplay of their

  lives with the frozen computer games above their heads. Instead the generic spaces of malls and atria request that you leave your memories outside the door. Identity, desire, and stimulation become

  things you have to buy, as clothes, restaurant meals of calculated diversity, and rides on the ski slope or up the Burj Khalifa. You are not invited to contribute, except as a consumer.




  The eye is engaged but not the body. Mostly, you are not invited to move through these works, unless by lift or escalator. Climate is an awkwardness, to be banished by air-conditioning.

  Similarly smell: this can be repurchased as perfume. As you enter from the heat and dust outside, you are lightly gripped by mechanical clamminess, in a transition we now treat

  as normal. It tells us that the air and temperature have been paid for, and that we agree to the terms and conditions of the people who have paid for them. As the architect Rem Koolhaas says,

  conditioned space is conditional space.




  The wackiness of the skyline becomes an accomplice. The outward gestures of genius, suggesting ecstasy and fervour, are distractions. If they were not there, the tedium of the rest would become

  too apparent. Architectural forms on the outside collude with controlled and laundered atmospheres on the inside.




  Lina Bo Bardi, by contrast, placed four ‘subtle substances’ at the centre of her work: air, light, nature, and art. She was interested in the movements of people through spaces, in

  the ways they reacted with each other and with nature, and in their desires and memories. Look, shape, external appearance, and the hard stuff of which buildings are made came second. Her works

  look distinctive, but their ultimate purpose is not to be striking. They are devices that make possible new experiences, or intensify existing ones, or excavate or recover lost sensations.

  ‘Until man enters the building,’ she said, ‘climbs steps, and takes possession of the space in a “human adventure” which develops over time, architecture does not

  exist.’




  Photographs of her show a searching gaze, sharp features, and a lean face thickening over time. She had, of necessity and inclination, a restless life. ‘I never wanted to be young,’

  she said. ‘What I really wanted was to have history. At the age of twenty-five I wanted to write memoirs, but I didn’t have the materials.’ By the time she died in 1992 she had

  plenty. Never satisfied only with designing buildings, and sometimes lacking the chance to do so, she wrote, illustrated, and painted, made theatre sets, exhibitions, and furniture, and agitated

  and cultivated political debate.




  She was born Achillina Bo in Rome in 1914, worked for the architect Gio Ponti, and then set up her own practice in Milan which, never prospering, ended when its premises were

  destroyed by bombing in 1943. She joined the underground Communist Party, assisted the Italian resistance, and edited the magazine Domus, where one of her editorials on urbanism attracted

  the attention of the Gestapo. After the end of the war she toured Italy, chronicling the damage caused by the fighting.




  ‘The years’, she said, ‘that should have been ones of sunshine, blue skies, and happiness, I spent underground, running and taking shelter from bombs and machine guns.’

  But ‘I felt that the world could still be saved and for the better, and that this was the only task worth living for, the starting point to be able to survive.’




  In 1946 she married Pietro Maria Bardi, an art critic, dealer, and self-confessed adventurer, ‘whom I had admired ever since I was a bobby-soxer in the Rome Artistic Lyceum’, and

  sailed with him to Brazil. In the same year he met the Brazilian media mogul and buccaneer Assis Chateaubriand, who invited Pietro to help him build the collection for a new museum he was founding

  in São Paulo.




  Compared to Europe, Brazil was ‘like a lighthouse shining over a field of death . . . It was something marvellous.’ It had the ‘dazzle of an unimaginable country with no middle

  class, just two great aristocracies: that of the land, of Coffee, of Sugar Cane, and . . . the People.’ It was a country defining its own version of modernity, which had avoided the worst of

  the war, and prospered. It had the freedoms of a new country, expressed in the modern architecture of Lucio Costa, Oscar Niemeyer, and others, which would eventually lead to the flamboyant

  monuments of the new capital of Brasilia. It also had the legends and customs of an old country, multiple, varied, and particular to different places and races. Its flora and fauna were rampant and

  vivid. Lina Bo Bardi loved it. She said: ‘when we are born, we choose nothing. I was not born here, I chose this country to live. This is the reason why Brazil is my country twice. It is my “Chosen Nation” and I feel a citizen in all of its cities and towns’. It gave her opportunity and inspiration, but its political fluctuations, its

  turn to military dictatorship and slow crawl back to democracy, would also create long barren periods when she was out of favour.




  She designed a house for herself and her husband, called the Glass House. It would be both their home and a social centre, an ‘open house’ whose visitors included the film director

  Roberto Rossellini, the artist Alexander Calder, and the musician John Cage. It was in the Jardim Morumbi, a former tea farm on the edge of São Paulo and a nature reserve whose life she

  joyously inventoried: ‘ocelot, armadillo, small deer, cavy, opossum, sloth . . . It was also a bird sanctuary, where during the day time one could see the squirrel cuckoo, peitica,

  rufous-billed thrush and slaty thrush, smooth-billed ani, great kiskadee, tinamou, white-tipped dove, the Cariama cristata, and at night, the long-trained nightjar, ferruginous pygmy-owl, and other

  night birds. Many frogs and toads could be heard croaking at night. There were some very beautiful snakes and many cicadas.’




  The front part of the house was a glass-walled box perched on high stilts, crowning a hill. It was spare in detail, but extravagant in the volume captured beneath its raised floor. It was

  penetrated by a square court, which brought sunlight down and allowed a tree to grow up through the middle of the building. Next to the court, a stair ascended from the ground, pausing at a

  quarter-landing to offer a view of the landscape, before turning back and taking you up, past a mosaic by Giorgio di Chirico, into the living space. Here, too, the structure was slight but the

  space ample, and beyond its skinny-framed glass enclosure the hills and forests formed the walls of the room.




  The room contained the Bardis’ collections: paintings, some gilt-framed religious oils, and unframed abstracts; furniture, some in tubular steel, some to Lina’s

  designs, some in old wood, thick, gilded, and dark, that seemed heavier than the building itself. There were carvings and odd objects, both man-made and natural; plants, patterned carpets, books, a

  classical statue of Diana (above lifesize), a golden sphere. Or, as a pupil of Lina’s described:
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  The Glass House, São Paulo, by Lina Bo Bardi, 1951. © Instituto Lina Bo e P.M. Bardi, São Paulo, Brazil and Rowan Moore




  

    

      

        A cheap glass bottle in the form of the Jules Rimet football cup rubs shoulders with a baroque angel: a little peasant’s bench keeps company with a chaise longue by

        Le Corbusier, a little plastic car, a child’s birthday present, rests at the feet of a sculpture by Ernesto de Fiori, and so on.


      


    


  




  

    Full-height vinyl curtains, coloured cream, permitted the closing-off or opening-up of the view. The floor was in mosaic tiles, in the blue of both swimming pools and a Tiepolo sky.


  




  Deeper into the house, further rooms could be found: the kitchen, bedrooms, and, since her version of Communism did not preclude these, servants’ quarters. Here the house was no longer

  glass or floating, but almost traditional, with solid walls, green-shuttered windows, and a hidden court. In Lina and Pietro’s bedroom are a Renaissance Madonna and Child above a spare

  metal bed, and the trunks, much labelled with the names of destinations, which carried their possessions across the Atlantic, as if they were still in transit. The building turns out to be two

  houses in one: solid, traditional, and nocturnal at the back; light, modern, and diurnal at the front.




  The house echoes some of the most celebrated works of twentieth-century architecture. As a glass box, it is like Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s Farnsworth House, a small temple of crystalline

  perfection in Plano, Illinois, completed like Bo Bardi’s house in 1951. As a building on stilts, it recalled Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, completed outside Paris in 1929. In the way it

  embraces the tree growing up its middle, it uses an occasional motif of Frank Lloyd Wright.




  But it is different. Unlike them, it is not a self-sufficient work of art. In the Farnsworth House every detail is expensively perfect, making inhabitation incidental, in

  fact problematic. The Villa Savoye is also an artwork, in which each movement through the house, and each view, is a conscious composition of building, furniture, people, and landscape. In Frank

  Lloyd Wright’s work, his artistic personality is omnipresent, in every chair and door handle. For all his undoubted talent, and for all that he is the most revered of American architects, it

  is easy to be oppressed by the insistent buzzing of the diminutive genius that emits from every surface. The Farnsworth House, the Villa Savoye, and many of Wright’s houses also required the

  sacrifice of their clients, as the projects ended with blown budgets, lawsuits, and disillusioned misery for the people who paid for them.




  The point of Bo Bardi’s house is that its form and structure are not ends in themselves. Striking though it is, the main purpose of the architecture is not to make you look at it.

  ‘Neither decorative nor compositional effects were sought,’ she said. The fusion of glassy front and solid rear is an inconsistency Mies would not have tolerated, nor any architect for

  whom the unity of the artwork is paramount. Instead the Glass House is an instrument that enables other events and experiences to happen. The purpose of the glass walls is to create a relationship

  between two forms of life, the flora and fauna outside, and the people, art, and objects within. Both verdure and contents grew over time, so the spare house is now enveloped and populated by

  lushness, natural outside and human within. Early black-and-white photographs show it standing brightly against the landscape; now it is engulfed with green. Like a person growing old, it has

  changed, while remaining the same.




  The passage of time does not embarrass the architecture, as it often does the pristine works of modernism. Berthold Lubetkin, whose Penguin Pool in London Zoo and Highpoint

  Tower were the most dazzling buildings in 1930s Britain, once told me that he hated to revisit his works. ‘It is like seeing an old girlfriend,’ he said, ‘who was beautiful, but

  has become wrinkled and lost her teeth.’ For Bo Bardi, change was foreseen and welcomed. Her house got better as it got older.




  In her early sketches of the project she drew its architecture with light, thin lines, such that people, plants, and objects, which are rendered with more fullness and detail, stand out. They

  anticipate the future of the house, that it would recede beneath the things in and around it. This does not mean that the building is neutral: it guides the arriving visitor on a route through

  shadows to light; it proposes relationships and gives a spin or a flavour to them. If the house were different, so would the perception of the objects and the surroundings. But the ambition of the

  architecture is to become less conspicuous over time, like sculptor’s wax melting from the mould that has formed around it.




  The architecture holds with its thin lines volumes of air – three dimensions retained by strokes of one dimension – within which life happens. Even the treads of the stairs are

  designed with open space between them. The mosaic floor, defined at its edges as if cut by a knife, is a plane (two dimensions now) of celestial or aqueous colour. Here the air (or possibly water)

  is imaginary, but delineated with the uncanny precision you find in dreams.




  When still in Italy, Lina Bo Bardi had written about ‘airborne architectures’, illustrating her article with images, strikingly combined, of the Villa Savoye and of an airship. The

  Glass House is a fulfilment of this idea, but it is not literal. It does not make gestures of soaring, or mimic the shapes of aircraft. It is not a fantasy. It does not oblige you to accept its

  imagery. It still knows it is a house, and a building, which has to stand up, be plumbed, withstand weather, contain things. As she put it:
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  Design sketch for the Glass House, by Lina Bo Bardi. © Instituto Lina Bo e P.M. Bardi, São Paulo, Brazil




  

    

      

        the idea was to have a house that gave physical protection from the wind and rain, but shared this with poetry and ethics, things that can be found

        even in a storm.


      


    


  




  By ‘poetry’ she meant such things as the ability of the house to seem airborne and grounded at once, or the rapport she created between artefacts and vegetation. Early in its life

  the house was visited by the artist/illustrator/cartoonist Saul Steinberg. He, like Bo Bardi, knew how to conjure the four dimensions of time and space with a line. He said the Glass House was, as

  she had intended, ‘a poetic house’.




  The promotions for Dubai properties use words like dream, inspire, imagination, humanity, passion, vision, and legendary. Their imagery is about desire. The developments themselves exploit the

  power of dreamlike inversion and incongruity, of which the giant palm trees, laid flat on water, are the most obvious.




  Similar words were used by and of Lina Bo Bardi, if not with identical meanings. Her blue floor, as a piece of sky you can walk on, is dreamlike: it is her subtler, smaller version of the

  Sheikh’s Palm. Imagination and passion are plainly at work in her designs. Where Dubai estate agents profess ‘humanity’, she said of her later work that it was ‘for the

  greater wellbeing of the people’. If they talk of the ‘legendary’, she immersed herself in the legends of Brazilian peoples.




  Both the Dubai developments and the Glass House borrow richness from outside themselves. In Dubai they plunder imagery, of Venice, the Chrysler Building, of sails, flowers, and old Arab towns.

  They import marble and exotic fish. In the Jardim Morumbi, Lina Bo Bardi opened her design to the outdoor territory of ocelots and kiskadees and, inside, to the baroque angels, Corbusier furniture,

  and plastic car. Sheikh Mohammed considers it important that people know he is a poet; Bo Bardi, seconded by Steinberg, considered her house poetic.




  These two poets, the Sheikh and the architect, play with the emotional power of buildings, but they do so in opposite ways, and with different results. The Sheikh’s

  architecture comes down from above. It communicates almost exclusively through the most distancing, least intimate sense, sight; it is ‘visionary’, a thing of vision. It subjugates what

  is external: climate, nature, the memories and identities of the people who witness it. Whatever qualities there might have been in the sites of Dubai developments – and every place always

  has something – were wiped clean, so that ‘the new reality’ could come. Similarly with the stuff that the buildings were made of. Construction materials and techniques have

  characters, can create atmospheres, and the way they are used shapes the beauty or otherwise of a building. In Dubai materials and technique were means to an end, valued only for their ability to

  achieve size and spectacle.




  The Glass House welcomes what Dubai architecture suppresses: place, stuff, people, growth, weather, chance, the passage of time. It is not passive, inert, or especially gentle. It is forceful,

  and makes something new, but the new thing it makes is formed with the things around it.




  It is not an equal comparison, a big city formed almost from nothing in a desert, and a house for a singular couple in a delightful sub-tropical spot (although, as will be seen, Bo Bardi also

  knew how to work for less privileged people and at an urban scale). But taken together the two places show, if we are speaking of emotion or desire in architecture, how varied and opposite its

  manifestations can be.




  



    




  2: The fixed and wandering home





  


  An architect used to tell a story. Invited by a couple to design an extension to their house, he dined with them, listened to their needs and desires, heard his and her

  versions of what they wanted. At the end of the evening he gave his professional advice. ‘You don’t need an extension,’ he said, ‘you need a divorce.’




  It is advice that could have saved the software entrepreneur Larry Dean tens of millions of dollars. Dean grew up in a house without indoor plumbing, overcame his early poverty, and became a

  millionaire many times over. In 1992 he and his wife Lynda completed the biggest house in Atlanta, Georgia, a mansion of 32,000 square feet, the colour of salmon mousse. According to its architect,

  Bill Harrison, each square inch of it was given the attention to detail of ‘a Fabergé egg’. The interiors were designed by their son Chris, then a design student aged twenty-one.

  The Deans’ dream, it was later reported, ‘was to raise their four children here in an atmosphere like Dynasty, only happy.’




  It is hard to do justice to the extravagance of Dean Gardens, as it was called, and the promiscuity of its inspirations and appropriations. To use the words of others:




  

    

      

        Inspired by the dome of Florence, Italy’s Brunelleschi Cathedral, the Rotunda is perhaps the mansion’s most dramatic element. Three and a

        half stories high and capped with a circular skylight, the Rotunda sets an elegant tone for this exceptional home.


      


    


  




  

    

      

        Or:


      


    


  




  

    

      The Grande Salon’s glass wall looks out the back of the home onto the shell-shaped swimming pool, the formal gardens, the three-acre man-made lake and the river

      beyond. The French Empire furnishings here set a comfortable, yet formal tone for the entire home.


    


  




  

    

      

        Or:


      


    


  




  

    

      At the end of this east wing of the main floor is the octagonally shaped Peacock Room. With its baby grand piano and cappuccino bar, this unique space is perfect for

      entertaining large groups. The room has 11' x 15' arched windows which weigh some 12 hundred pounds each. From the center of the ceiling, 43 feet above the floor, an eight-foot tall

      ‘pendant’ lighting fixture is suspended. The ceiling mural was painted by James Chadwick of Atlanta. The table in the center of the room is carved from English limestone and weighs

      four thousand pounds. It sits atop a steel beam buried in bedrock under the home.


    


  




  

    And these are only a few plums from the feast that was Dean Gardens. There were also the Moroccan Rooms, the Egyptian Suite, the Oriental Suite, the Hawaiian Art Gallery, the Game Room got up

    as a 1950s diner, the Malachite Bathroom, the Silver Suite, the raspberry-coloured kitchen, the Old English Bedroom whose en-suite bathroom ‘is quite masculine with fixtures reminiscent of

    a fine locker room’.


  




  Dean Gardens is a variation on the theme of Citizen Kane’s Xanadu, or its real-life inspiration, William Randolph Hearst’s Hearst Castle. Like them, it is

  a compendium of lootings across history and geography. Its architecture reaches across millennia and continents to assemble a microcosm, an image of the world for the personal enjoyment of its

  owner. The only parsimony shown by Dean, relative to Kane and Hearst, is that he did not seize whole chunks of historic buildings and have them imported bodily to his home. He only had them

  mimicked.




  A distinctive feature of Dean Gardens was the contribution of young Chris, the interior designer, whose appointment echoes less Xanadu than Kane’s purchase of an opera house as a showcase

  for the singing of his mistress turned second wife. Familial love eclipsed clear perception of talent. For Chris could no more make a room than Susan Alexander could hold a tune: Dean Gardens, the

  first of two commissions before he wisely ended his design career at the age of twenty-four, proceeded arrhythmically and out of key.




  Clichés of opulence mingled with spasms of student surrealist angst. It was oysters in ketchup, double-fudge-caviar-and-Tabasco ice cream. There were tritons unicorns dolphins jukeboxes

  water-jets topiary astrolabes chinoiserie tassels flounces marble damask leather abstraction trompe l’œil statuary four-posters leopardskin zebraskin pediments Corinthian Ionic Doric

  palms stars moons mosquelights neon globes stripes peacocks pianos chandeliers chandeliers chandeliers gold gold gold royal-blue putti lions and a decorated camel. There was a tortured sculpture: a

  mannequin torso in glossy black, images of cats and sea creatures crawling up its skin, its severed head green-eyed and half-feline, perched on an extended elbow. In the Game Room a giant

  anthropomorphized cone of French fries gave a sinister wink. The parental bed, ‘crafted by North Carolina artist Jane Goco’, was engulfed by writhing turquoise

  vegetables, with terminations like crab claws, and by gooey blossomings the colour of vulvas.
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  Dean Gardens, Atlanta, by Bill Harrison, 1992: master bedroom
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  Dean Gardens, Atlanta, by Bill Harrison, 1992: and the Peacock Room. By kind permission of Larry A. Dean




  With the benefit of hindsight one can guess that Chris’s designs were an unconscious commentary on the state of his parents’ marriage. It turned out that Lynda

  would be only the first of Larry’s three, to date, ex-wives. She and he separated in 1993, shortly after moving into the house, and there followed a seventeen-year struggle to sell the place.

  In 1994 Michael Jackson was said to be interested: perhaps sensing that this was a temple to problematic matrimony, he wanted to buy it as a surprise present for his fiancée, Lisa Marie

  Presley, until news leaked and his plan was ruined. ‘He that is of a merry heart hath a continual feast’ was written, quoting Proverbs 15.15, in the fresco above the dining table, and

  as time passed the words sounded ever more hollow. The nursery, with carousel horses prancing across one end, and a table set for a soft toys’ arid tea party, became a thing of

  desolation.




  The house cost $25 million to build, and a further $18 million in upkeep. In 2010 it was finally sold, with the help of the estate agents’ encomiums quoted above, for $7.6 million. The

  contents were auctioned for charity. The buyer was the producer and actor Tyler Perry, most famous for his drag act as Madea, the vast, aggressive grandmother in Diary of a Mad Black Woman,

  Madea’s Family Reunion, Madea’s Class Reunion and Madea Goes to Jail. His plan was to demolish Dean Gardens and build something ‘sustainable’ instead.

  Larry Dean, to his credit, frankly admitted that he had made a mistake, while telling the New York Times that he still considered himself happy and successful.




  One can also guess that whatever brought down the Dean marriage was already incubating when the house was conceived and developed, that the house was intended as some kind of remedy, but exacerbated the ills it was supposed to cure. The frenetic accumulation of motifs can be seen as a way of covering a void. In which case Larry and Lynda would be very far

  from the first people to imagine that homebuilding can fix relationships, and be proved wrong.




  At the heart of this enduring syndrome is the double meaning of the word ‘home’. It means the physical residence, but also the family that inhabit it. It means building, people, and

  relationship. It is easy to imagine that by fixing the bricks and mortar, one is fixing the flesh and blood, the more so as buildings seem easier to sort out than people. The results are more

  tangible, measurable, demonstrable. Because they are expensive and effortful, construction projects offer the appearance of serious attempts to fix something, even if they are irrelevant to the

  matter in hand.




  If Dean Gardens ranks high in the annals of follies, it comes lower in the history of architectural masterpieces. Yet there are many treasured houses where human troubles have

  motivated the creation of a dream home, of an architectural cosmos where ache is healed, and disorder ordered. Often they have failed in their aim, but they are still preserved, restored,

  chronicled, and opened to the public. One is Sir John Soane’s house and museum at 12–14 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London, built in stages from 1792 to 1824, with further adjustments

  after that.




  Soane, born the son of a bricklayer in 1753, fell from fashion following his death in 1837, but is now widely considered one of the most brilliant and original of British architects. He worked

  in the classical tradition at a time when it was challenged by travel and archaeology, which revealed a richer range of styles than had previously been imagined. He responded in two ways: by trying

  to find a more essential form of classicism – more primitive, and stripped of extraneous ornament – and by absorbing Gothic and other non-classical influences.




  His grandest building was the Bank of England, largely destroyed in the 1930s. Here clerks shuffled paper in halls vaulted like Imperial Roman baths, only delicate and bubble-like compared to

  the massive originals, thanks to Soane’s techniques for lightening the structure of his buildings. At the Dulwich Picture Gallery he designed top-lit galleries that have been a model for

  museums ever since. In the twentieth century the K2 and K6 red telephone boxes, which once covered Britain, were directly inspired by Soane’s architecture.




  As the historian John Summerson recorded, he could be ‘courteous and gentle, even with a spice of humour’, but these pleasant touches were overwhelmed by what a pupil called:




  

    

      

        an acute sensitiveness, and a fearful irritability, dangerous to himself if not to others; an embittered heart, prompting a cutting and sarcastic mind; uncompromising

        pride, neither respecting nor desiring respect; a contemptuous regard for the feelings of his dependants; and yet himself the very victim of irrational impulse; with no pity for the trials of

        his neighbour, and nothing but frantic despair for his own.


      


    


  




  Soane started by building no. 12 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, before acquiring and remodelling another house, Pitzhanger Manor in Ealing, for himself, his wife, Eliza, and his two sons, John and

  George. He had dreams of founding a dynasty, and Pitzhanger was conceived, as Summerson put it, as an ‘ideal environment for a classic breed of architects’. He started collecting art

  and antiquities, and installed them in exquisite rooms, of his own design, for the boys’ inspiration and instruction.




  In 1808 he bought no. 13 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, and over the next few years he rebuilt it as both his main family residence and as a museum. He brought his collection

  from Pitzhanger (which he sold in 1810) and continued to grow it, still holding to his dream of an edifying environment. In 1823–4 he redeveloped no. 14, expanding his museum to its rear and

  rebuilding and reselling the house at the front.




  Put like this, Soane’s creation sounds like the outcome of four decades of steady productive work, and of a happy and balanced union of professional and domestic life. The reality was

  different. His sons disliked architecture and, George especially, warred with their father. Both married unsuitably – to spite their parents, George said; he would also get his wife’s

  sister pregnant, publish an anonymous attack on his father’s architecture as mediocre and plagiaristic, and enter a debtors’ prison. Eliza died in 1815, which Sir John blamed on

  George-induced stress. John junior died in 1823, while George lived on as an embittered and unsuccessful novelist. In 1833 Sir John arranged a private Act of Parliament, a more certain and final

  instrument than a mere will, under which his house and its contents would become a national institution. It was a device to make absolutely sure that, in what the writer and MP William Cobbett

  called ‘so unnatural an act’, Soane’s son would be disinherited in favour of a wider posterity. For a quarter-century, then, the buildings at Lincoln’s Inn Fields, now a

  monument of domestic architecture, were the home of a widower, alone with his collections, and his ruined hopes for his family.




  A painting of 1794 suggests some causes of the troubles to come. It is a view of the breakfast room at no. 12, by J. M. Gandy, the artist Soane preferred for representing his work. The four

  people in the picture are shrunk, relative to the architecture, to make the little room look bigger than it is. Seen through the window is a lusher landscape than would ever have been possible in

  what is a narrow London court at the rear of the house. The room is lined with edification: books in glazed cases, framed pictures, antiquities in niches. Furniture is kept in

  place against the wall, except two chairs in use by the diminished figures of the architect and his wife, as they take a stiff breakfast. The design is characteristically Soanic, with thin, incised

  lines or reeded decoration, and a shallow vault, lightened with a ceiling decoration of painted trellis and flowers, as if this room were really outside.




  Gandy renders it with a ruthless if naive single-point perspective, with Soane’s rectilinear architecture converging on a vanishing point placed dead centre, on a horizon line above the

  human heads. And within it are the two boys, identically dressed in smart, adult-looking britches and tailcoats, scuttling about like mantises inside the elegant but rigid grid. One is drawn

  bending over a toy, so as not to obscure a view of a piece of furniture. Eliza makes a small gesture of tenderness to the other. John Senior, seen from behind, seems to stare ahead over his teacup.

  All the shrivelled figures, especially the children, fit awkwardly into the composition, and you sense that the artist would be happier if they were not there. Gandy’s picture, in other

  words, can be seen as a picture of young George and John imprisoned by architecture, from which they would make a violent escape.




  The image is also a premonition of the architectural themes of the later stages of the house. The decorative style is already there, as are the improving cultural artefacts. The breakfast room

  demonstrates a form of miniaturization that would reappear. Not only does Gandy’s view through the window make a park out of flowerpots, but the space borrows motifs from grander buildings;

  the arches and vaults are forms from masonry construction, when really they are made of wood and plaster.




  In later stages the artefacts multiplied. Spaces were encrusted with plaster casts of the Apollo Belvedere or of fragments of temple entablature, and genuine antiquities like the

  alabaster sarcophagus of Pharaoh Seti I. Like Larry Dean, Soane was ravenous for history. There was a ‘Monk’s Parlour’, and displays of Medieval, Renaissance,

  and oriental objects. Paintings and portraits from Soane’s own time jostled with images of the ancients. A set of Hogarth canvases hangs in the picture gallery, part of the later development

  of no. 14. These can only be seen in full by opening a succession of shutters on which they hang, in an erudite striptease, the last of which reveals a statue of an undressing nymph. There was an

  impressive collection of architectural drawings and models, for the education of future generations of architects.
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  Breakfast Room of no. 12 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London, by Sir John Soane, 1792. Drawing by J.M. Gandy. © Sir John Soane’s Museum




  

    Into this relatively small site Soane compresses the plans and forms of palaces and Roman baths. He derived concealed lighting effects from the high altars of baroque churches, and applied

    them to bourgeois interiors. Roman ruins and monuments, which he had studied on a travelling scholarship when young, are reduced and brought indoors.


  




  The Soane Museum is mostly interior. Its facade is fairly sober, telling you nothing of the artificial landscape within. Once inside, you lose sense of the world you have left. Instead you are

  taken into Soane’s universe of architecture and archaeology, an effect heightened by his constructional devices. You see little of the sun, but rather indirect lighting from hidden sources:

  light, that is, arrives on his terms. He uses mirrors, screens, and openings to create layers of space and dissolve the boundaries of rooms. You are always looking from one place into another, into

  another. The limits of the building’s standard London plots melt. You are disoriented, until Soane’s architecture, with its little domes, axes, and framing pairs of columns, restores

  your sense of direction: as with the light, on his terms. The mirrors, sometimes distorting and sometimes true, give you a strange sense of yourself: you keep being arrested by fragments and

  warpings of your reflection, enmeshed in the architect’s many-layered collage.




  It’s possible that Soane was more unhappy than Larry, but like Dean Gardens his house is a personal cosmos, an image of a world he would have rather had, than the one

  in which he found himself. Both houses are examples of an enduring metaphor in architecture, of the building as a microcosm of the world, to be found in the Palace of Agamemnon at Mycenae, or in

  Hadrian’s villa in Tivoli. Or in the writings of the fifteenth-century architect and theorist Leon Battista Alberti, who said that a house is a miniature city, by which he meant that both are

  links in a chain of resemblances that runs from the human body to the universe. When Leonardo da Vinci drew his famous image of a naked man, arms stretched, and inscribed in a circle and square, he

  wanted to show the underlying proportions of the human body, which were also thought to structure all things.
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  The Dome Area of no. 13 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London, by Sir John Soane, 1812. © Sir John Soane’s Museum/ Richard Bryant /

  Arcaid.co.uk




  

    The idea of home as cosmos can be expressed abstractly, as a geometrical order underlying all things, or physically and explicitly. It is present in Renaissance theory, and in the fantastical

    structures hand-built out of broken china and other debris by untutored obsessives that occur rarely but persistently around the world. It is in the gathering of family photographs and mementoes

    on a mantelpiece, and in the promise made by interiors magazines: choose the products shown in articles and advertisements, and you can form them into your own personal universe.
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