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U Tesa:
The Urban Enviroment as
“The Democracy of the Dead.”

Hyegjung Chang(Chang): | will start by asking about your experiences
with architecture and cities in Europe. You were born, you grew up, and
you first studied architecture in Vienna (Wien). Do you think that growing
up in one of the old European capitals had any influence on how you think
about architecture and urbanism today?

Paul Tesar: Oh yes, of course—how could it not? Environments
“teach” and shape us, perhaps more profoundly than any school ever will.
Looking back from where | am now, | have to say it was a great fortune to
grow up in an old European city, because it naturally exposed me to a great
variety of values and world views. As acultura environment Viennawas a
“multi-cultural melting pot,” because it was the capital of the Habsburg
Empire, the center of a large multi-ethnic country for many centuries. As a
physical environment, it was the visibility and presence of the major
historical periods, and dramatic differences between them that shaped my
mind and my body just in the course of everyday living. If we just take the
three most important periods of urban development of many Central
European cities—the Middle Ages, the Baroque period, and the 19th
century —one could not think of three more different worldviews, visions
of architecture, and conceptions of urban space. | am afraid if we do not

recognize the developmental and social benefits of such multi-dimensional
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environments, rich in the complexities and contradictions of values and world views, we may not
be able to see the shortcomings and dangers of the many of the one-dimensional environments we

are so busy creating today.

Chang: After completing your studies in the US, you went back to Vienna for an academic
position at the Institute for Housing at the Technical University, and you did research on urban
renewal and consulting work for the planning department of the city. What was the new vision you
brought into these projectsin terms of social or cultural concernsin architecture and urbanism?

Tesar: Urban renewal was and is a big problem in many European cities, simply because of
the enormous number of old buildings and monuments, and also because so many cities were
destroyed during the WWII. Unfortunately, however, it seems that the destruction that happened
during the war was replaced by another kind of destruction under the name of reconstruction.
Much of early reconstruction was further destroying the cities through brutal interventions in the
form of urban freeways, out-of-scale office and commercial structures, and vast medium-to high-
rise housing developments at the edges of the city, which were completely disconnected from the
existing fabric and lacking most infrastructures. These kinds of developments soon became the
new problem areas of many European cities.

In my research and my work with the city in the early seventies | became interested in policies
of urban renewal and principles of urban design. One of the things we did was to conduct an urban
image study for the city by looking at assets, liahilities, and things we thought the city should be
proud of, protect, and develop, and strategies to reverse the mistakes that were made. In the early
seventies we used for the first time some of the principles Kevin Lynch articulated in The Image
of City, such as understanding the experienced city as composed of districts, edges, paths, nodes,
and landmarks, and made proposals to define an reinforce these characteristics and elements in
many areas of the city. Many of these were clearly issues | became aware of while studying in the

United States, and | was pleased that | could make a contribution in my hometown.

Chang: Like most industrialized countries, Koreans have emphasized urbanization and new
construction without paying much attention to the traditional environments we inherited. These

environments are being replaced by high-rise apartment buildings and uniform commercial
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buildings, and all cityscapes now start to look alike. I can hardly remember the particular scenes
and places in which | lived and grew up, and | am sure | am not unique in this respect, which is
very sad. It seems to me that the memories of my childhood are all gone because they are no
longer associated with the physical environment. We used to speak about our 5000 year old
history, but now this history exists mostly as a number in a textbook, not in the everyday
experience of cities and places, particularly in the city like Seoul.

Tesar: Yes, | think we agree that the history of a city, the cultural connection to our past and
our roots, remains alive only if experienced in everyday living. Maybe even more importantly, the
urban environment constitutes a shared experience and frame of reference, an externalized
collective memory in material form, which reinforces our identity and cohesion as a society and
culture. We are clearly in danger of losing this dimension today, in a more and more globalized
world, and many people seem to think that this is unavoidable and perhaps even desirable. But the
success of multi-cultural cross-fertilization will depend on the strength and identity of cultures,
otherwise everything just will end up as a bland, homogenized, pseudo-cultural soup, largely
indistinguishable from one place to another. But, | am afraid, that is exactly what is happening all
around the globe today. In so many places we can observe a struggle to maintain a balance
between a sense of national and local identity on the one hand, and the forces of expanding
markets of international capitalism as well as the need for international political and
environmental cooperation on the other. | think that the physical environment of our cities can and
should play an important part on the “identity” side of that balance, because it has more inertia and
is generally more resistant and stable than the cultural and social environment, which seems to

change more and more rapidly.

Chang: The recent wave toward neo-traditional principles in urban design claims to address
some of the issues you mention. | cannot help but feel, however, that they are more inspired by
respect and nostalgia for the old European cities and the older American communities, without
really acknowledging the perplexing conditions of today. There is a growing criticism that the
protagonists of so-called “ New Urbanism” are trying to implant old and inappropriate models
and urban typologies into contemporary cities at the surface level, without addressing the social

and cultural substrate. What are your thoughts on that?
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Tesar: For the reasons | mentioned | think it is very important to preserve the structure and
substance of inherited vernacular environments in any culture, because today more than ever they
are threatened by rapidly expanding new development, and their obliteration is almost comparable
with the extinction of a natural species: it is irreversible. But your question implies a concern for
what we should do in the many places where they indeed have disappeared. One of the many
things so-called “New Urbanism” is trying to do, is to build new developments patterned after
these older traditional environments. It isinteresting to note that New Urbanism started in the US,
not in Europe, in other words in a country where many cities do not have this sense of
environmental continuity. It appears that its proponents are trying to recover and to re-introduce
the traditional patterns they regard as more human, because they feel that the “evolutionary
process’ has been disrupted by simplistic and bureaucratic planning principles and their physical
conseguences. | can agree with their goals, but not always with their methods. What bothers me
most about them is perhaps that they somehow present a frozen and too perfect image, and that

they again are essentially one-dimensional, both socially and architecturally.

Chang: But architects and urban designers have played, and should always play important
roles in representing cultural substance and layers of history in the everyday environment. You
seem to be rather critical of some of the post-war developments that were based, at least in part,
on the principles of Modernism in architecture and urban design, such as those articulated by Le
Corbusier, for instance. Do you think that the architects and urban designers of Modernism had
any ambition to appropriately reflect cultural continuity in the environments they created?

Tesar: | don't think that | am overstating my case if | say that one of the explicit aims of
Modernism was to take architecture out of the flow of inherited culture and to put it on a new
platform. It promoted a functionalist and rational aesthetic, largely abstract and therefore also
elitist and separated from life, whereas the historically grown means of architectural expression
represented an evolved aesthetic, a language of architecture and urban space that people had a
chance to get to know and understand through time. This level of abstraction certainly was also
true for the modernist visions of urban space, which wiped away traditional urban typologies of
blocks, streets, squares, and neighborhoods, and replaced them with the rational and reductionist

principles of city planning that were based on functional, hygienic, and economic parameters, but
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had very little to do with cities as we knew them.

Chang: Right, but while some of these questionable modernist developments are still happening
in other parts of the world today, in Europe it seems to have been mostly a phenomenon of the two
or three decades after the war and has been overcome. Don’'t you think that post-modern
architecture attempted to address such criticisms and that its proponents tried to propose theories
and strategies to reverse cultural losses and recover cultural substance?

Tesar: Yes, on the surface that seemed to be the case. One of the good things about post-
modernism was to remind us of architecture and cities as cultural artifacts. However, in spite of
their differences, what both Modernism and Post-modernism had in common was that they were
to some extent self-referential, an autonomous way of thinking, and thus discontinuous from the
culture that surrounded them. Modernism became discontinuous based on its different premises,
arguments, and theories that were too abstract and largely irrelevant to the vast majority of people.
Postmodernism pretended to be interested in cultural continuity, but in reality this post-modern
project quickly deteriorated into superficial games with architectural history, which robbed it of its
credibility. If architectural expression does not engage our fellow human beings in some
meaningful form of social and cultural intercourse, then it becomes nothing but a form of public

masturbation as far as | am concerned (laughter).

Chang: Okay, | guess most of us would not want to see that... What then could be a more
desirable way of looking at architecture in the social and cultural context?

Tesar: | think that today architecture still tends to be interpreted as a persona and private art
form by some of its most celebrated practitioners. One can question, of course, whether
architecture should be seen as an art at all, or whether it is simply a professional service to a
client, like law or medicine, for instance. If we can accept it as a form of “art,” as | think we
should, and if we don’'t want to reduce it to an intersection of technical, bureaucratic, and
economic determinants, then certainly not as a “fine art” but as a unique and special kind of art, a
practical and collaborative art that defines public space. In other words, | see architectural
structures primarily as components of cities, as constituents of collective urban experience, not as

autonomous aesthetic objects. If we can accept this definition, then the question of meaning in
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architecture needs to be posed from that point of view as well, not from what a designer intends or
some interpreter proclaims, but what buildings mean from the point of view of the people who
inhabit them, people who do not know about the intentions of architects, do not read architectural
theory, but experience them from their own frame of reference, which is based on what they know

and what they are familiar with.

Chang: You have referred several times to architecture as a social and public art. It seems
strange to meto refer to the field of the built environment in that way, because, as you said - many
people would argue that architecture is not really an art, but rather a matter of planning or
professional service, and that public sculptures or objects of visual art, or even some “land art,”
would appear to be more appropriate to this notion. Could you tell me how you see the differences
between architecture and the other artsin this social aspect?

Tesar: Architectural objects or designed urban environments exist in the perceptual and
semantic space between the designer on the one hand, and an unspecified public on the other.
They connect two realms of meaning: the meaning of “making,” which designers experience in
the form of their ambitions and intentions, and the meaning of the “things made,” as defined by
their position in pre-existing systems of meaning, which exist in society. The work of fine art
exists, and is predominantly experienced, in specialized environments, like museums or galleries,
where people go voluntarily, attentively, and informed, which is not the case with architecture and
urban space. Architecture does not select its audience, it forces itself upon us. It is the
“unavoidable art” that speaksto all of us. Perhaps most importantly, architecture and urban space
are the stage for our communal and social life, asit happensin public spaces and public buildings.
That is why fedl it is justified to cal it a “socia” art. It is by definition an expressive act that
happens in a public and socia context, which is not necessarily true for other works of art in the

public realm.

Chang: To me, keeping a balance between the social and the artistic dimension in architectural
form is not easy for most architects and urban designers, because most social concerns have
something to do with collective, functional, scientific, and economic perspectives, and artistic

thinking is considered as subjective, expressive, and even personal. How could we generate
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architectural form as an expressive and social act?

Tesar: The separation of science from the arts is a relatively recent phenomenon in the history
of cultures. If we look at architecture historically and culturally, these two realms tended to be
integrated with one another for thousands of years. The consequence of the age of Enlightenment,
and of our emphasis on rational and analytical methods, is that we have segregated art and science
from each other, and | think this separation particularly has damaged the fields of architecture,
landscape architecture, and urban design. For a long time | have been searching for a theoretical
framework that does not chop architecture into parts. Thisis why | became interested in typology
as a design method, because types refuse this separation and actually represent integration.
Typology is aview that says that we have “solutions’ that already exist and that design it ismore a
notion of adjusting known things to new circumstances—an act of trans-formation. The other
advantage of a typological approach to architecture and urbanism is that types are not
individualistic inventions by singular architects, but that they are social constructs that exist in the
minds of people in society. We have experienced them in a variety of manifestations. Types link
culture to our cognitive structure through language. Types and their variations are more or less
self-explanatory and “naturally” meaningful, because they operate within a shared expressive

system.

Chang: Your notion of types as a design method sounds very refreshing to me, because types
are generally understood as repetitive and material appearances, rather than meanings or ideas,
as you seemto suggest.

Tesar: Yes, types are indeed functional, material, and aesthetic “packages’ that have a name.
They exist as generalizations like the categories of language, not as real specific things. They are
indeed ideas. They have evolved over time, as the result of cultural selection, and of improvement
and refinement over time. Types should not be copied, but need to be interpreted and transformed
in light of changed circumstances. They represent knowledge and understanding that aready has
taken on a material form. They are literally embodied cultural knowledge. They should be seen as
the points of departure for a design process, but not as a destination. We cannot “design types,” we
can only use them to design specific things.

Anyway, | think it is simply foolish to throw it away the wisdom and accomplishments of the
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previous generations. The element of continuity is extremely important in every culture, if we do
not want to lose our identity and our roots. Human memory is kept alive by constantly using,
referring, and adding to it. Without our active memory we would be pathetic vegetables. | think the
same holds true for our environment, because our environment isin away our externalized social
and collective memory that exists in physical and public space, where we all can experience it
together. It reinforces our sense of collective identity, who we are as a people and who we are as a

culture. Amnesiais a dangerous disease in people as well asin environments.

Chang: Much of what you are talking about seems to have to do with the notion of tradition. |
would like to ask you to make a concluding comment on how you see the role of tradition in our
modern age, and its relation to the notion of progress. Isn't tradition holding us back?

Tesar: Well, | don’t think so. Quite on the contrary, it gives us a place to stand from which we
can tackle the future, a sense of where we have been and where we might be going. Tradition
unfortunately has become a negative term in the minds of many contemporary architects and
planners, and yet no culture would ever have been possible without it. Tradition prevents cultural
amnesia. Neglecting traditions robs what we do today of a connection to the past generations, and
of the enormous contributions they have made to our life today. Nobody stated it better, in my
opinion, than G.K. Chesterton, when he called it “the democracy of the dead.” He said something
likethis:

“Tradition means giving votes to the most obscure of all classes, our ancestors. It is the
democracy of the dead. Tradition refuses to submit to the small and arrogant oligarchy of those
who merely happen to be walking about. All democrats object to men being disqualified by the
accident of birth; tradition objects to their being disqualified by the accident of death.”

| think heisright: ignoring tradition is aform of supreme arrogance!

Chang: Thank you for taking the time to talk with me.

Tesar: Thank you for your perceptive and intelligent questions. It was a pleasure!
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