Architecture: Problems of Translation
Dr. Livio Dimitriu
Pratt Institute School of Architecture, 200 Willoughby Avenue

Brooklyn, NY 11205, USA
usainst@gmail.com

Abstract: For the past few centuries, architecture has been systematically discussed in Western culture as a “language”,
autonomous from other disciplines and yet influenced by them. Architects study the complexity of culture that surrounds
them and attempt to make their work a mirror of it: geometry, biology, all of the arts, philosophy, sociology, etc. The
predicament in transforming such an enormous variety of interests in a built form that is to be inhabited involves a process
of translation from one “language” into another. For example, geometry is not architecture, yet architecture employs it; poetry
is not architecture, yet architecture makes use of it. The paper examines a few case studies concerned with the methodology
of translation among poetry, painting, sound, sculpture and architecture: Rimbaud, Apollinaire, and Juan Gris, and Livio
Dimitriu’s Stairwells volume (1974-1979) inside the New York avant-garde movement Pamphlet Architecture; the sculptor’s
Constantin Brancusi’s Targu Jiu Complex in Romania (1936-1937); Le Corbusier’s Maison Cook in Paris (1927). What
makes for an act of translation to fail? What makes for an act of translation to succeed? It involves moving from one discipline
to another, and similarly from one language to another. Where literalness does stop, and where does “creative intuition” take
over? The conclusion involves the extraordinary impact of Marcel Duchamp inside Twentieth Century, as best exemplified
in architecture by the most original oeuvre of the Carlo Scarpa.
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