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Summary

This course critically interrogates the connection of modern architecture with its hypothetical origins by setting it
alongside new accounts of the dawn of humanity.

Content

This course proposes an alternative to the understanding of architecture's history as a linear sequence of stages of
development of mostly Western civilisations (Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Greek, Roman, etc...) with a series of questions
located in different regions and times, suggesting a multiplicity of potential origins. How, when, where, who, and most
importantly, why do we begin to question architecture's relationship to its own past? Is there a year zero, an origin or a
beginning of architecture? Moreover, can we even think of ourselves as human beings without architecture? At least
since the Renaissance, a persistent feature of modern architecture has been an obsession with its origins. Generations
of architectural thinkers over the last five hundred years have sought to find the essence of architecture in its origins.
Hoping to illuminate or reorient the present, they have juxtaposed it with fabricated ideas of a distant past. In close
dialogue with experts working in complementary fields, this course is designed to open and broaden our understanding
of the past by interrogating it in relation to what is meaningful in our present and, in so doing, broadening what we can
imagine as possible futures. Asking about the beginnings of architecture will do little to help us uncover its supposed
essence. Instead, this course offers to open a pluralistic historical record by exposing students to the view of several
experts in earlier stages of humanity. By so doing, students will be confronted with critical questions about our
connection to different notions of what society, ecology, technology, and politics have been, are, and could be.

The connection of modern architecture with its hypothetical origins has its own history. This class will critically interrogate
that history by setting it alongside new accounts about the dawn of humanity. Looking back, Renaissance intellectuals
saw antiquity as an undeniable point of reference and, thus, understood architecture as closely connected with
archaeology. Since the eighteenth century, appeals to prehistory consistently sought to relate architecture to its origins to
heighten its formal, social, or technical dimensions. Ever since, ideas about modern architecture have often entailed the
invention of a prehistorical past. Abe Marc-Antoine Laugier, to cite a famous example, found in the "primitive hut" an
ideal for architecture to move away from the formal excesses of the Baroque. For his part, Gottfried Semper, writing
amidst growing industrialisation, saw the origins of architecture in continuity with the development of techniques and
technologies of subsistence. Even in the twentieth century, modernist architects and historians such as Bernard
Rudofsky, Siegfried Giedion, and Reyner Banham evoked images of a distant past to complicate, justify, or simply
observe contemporary developments. The fabrication of these images of prehistory--along with the prejudices they often
harboured--should be understood as part and parcel of the modern architectural ideologies from which they emerged.
These intellectual constructions were less a definitive settling of historical questions than a reflection on architecture's
always difficult relationship to the present. The study of architecture's beginnings tells us little about its past and more
about our place in relationship to an ever-changing present.

Contemporary urgencies and anxieties have not only given way to modernist ideologies but also cleared paths to new
ways of understanding the beginnings of our species and its relationship to the environment. Climate change has opened
the eyes of historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists to the extended history of our involvement in transforming
nature. Agriculture, domestication, socialisation, accumulation, terraforming, ritualisation, and other longstanding
processes of change that define our place in the world seem ever more prescient, particularly now, when our relationship
with nature is more critical and fragile than ever. Did we really make architecture, or did architecture make us? What
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pre-human ecological processes made the spread of humanity possible in the first place? How did the domestication of
wild species turn humans into largely domesticated animals? How did the discipline of agriculture, in turn, discipline
cultivators? Moreover, looking at social experiences in the distant past will help us destabilise received ideas about what
society should be and what place architecture should have in them. Are humans inherently unkind, or does society
corrupt them? Anthropologists have recently suggested that this well-known modernist dilemma--one that has
long-informed hypotheses about the origins of architecture--may have trapped us in an unnecessary impasse. Is
collective housing a by-product of industrialisation? Archaeologists of pre-Columbian civilisations in the Americas
suggest otherwise. Are cities modern machines for distributing power and inequality? Anthropologists studying
non-hierarchical human settlements in the Caucasus have recently argued against this standard view. Is civilisation a
process of permanent secularisation? Experts on religion and ritual will argue differently, pointing instead to the
entanglement of enlightenment and myth from prehistory to the present. These and other urgent questions will be
debated in this class to introduce students to the relevance of architectural history in our own time.

Learning Outcomes

By the end of the course, the student must be able to:

• Defend Ideas

• Identify Sources

• Elaborate Texts

• Construct a Historical Consciousness

Teaching methods

The course will be taught in collaboration with weekly guests who are experts in the fields of archaeology, anthropology,
architectural history, and ecology. The first lecture will introduce the course and its unique organisation. In weekly
lectures, students will receive a brief introduction from the course instructor that will situate the weekly guest's work and
how it challenges, confirms, or extends a dominant narrative about the origins of architecture. This hybrid and dialogic
organisation serve two distinct purposes. Firstly, it will allow us to learn about deep history and architecture with some of
the world's leading experts in their fields. Secondly, it will demonstrate that plurality is inherent to the study of history,
illustrating its malleable and ductile materiality in opposition to rigid textbook explanations.

Assessment methods

The examination consists of a written test to verify the knowledge acquired by the student during the course and through
the study of the compulsory bibliography. The essential condition for passing the exam is that the student demonstrates
that they have studied the bibliography and have acquired a critical knowledge of the themes discussed in the course by
all the presenters involved.

Resources

Moodle Link

• https://go.epfl.ch/AR-123

2023-2024 COURSE BOOKLET

History of Architecture I,II Page 2 / 2

https://go.epfl.ch/AR-123

