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EDITORIAL

Let us consider man in his first origin without any other help, without 
other guide, than the natural instinct of his wants. He wants an abid-
ing place. Near to a gentle stream he perceives a green turf, the grow-
ing verdure of which pleases his eye, its tender down invites him, he 
approaches, and softly extended upon this enameled carpet he thinks 
of nothing but to enjoy in peace the gifts of nature: nothing he wants, 
he desires nothing; but presently the Sun’s heat which scorches him, 
obliges him to seek a shade. He perceives a neighbouring wood, which 
offers to him the coolness of its shades: he runs to hide himself in its 
thickets and behold him there content. In the mean time a thousand 
vapours raised by chance meet one another, and gather themselves 
together; thick clouds obscure the air, a frightful rain throws itself 
down as a torrent upon this delicious forest. The man badly covered 
by the shade of these leaves, knows not how to defend himself from 
this invading moisture that penetrates on every part. A cave presents 
itself to his view, he slides into it, and finding himself dry applauds 
his discovery. But new defects make him dislike his abode, he sees 
himself in darkness, he breathes an unhealthful air; he goes out if 
it resolved to supply by his industry the inattentions and neglects of 
nature. The man is willing to make himself an abode which covers 
but not buries him. Some branches broken down in the forest are the 
proper materials for his design . . .

This monotonous fable is recounted at the beginning of the first chap-
ter of Laugier’s Essai sur l’architecture (1753) and, consequently, at 
the very beginning of modern architecture. In its sublime lack of in-
spiration, the fable is impeccable: no antagonists, no encounters, no 
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drama, no plot, no sex, no anecdotes, no noise, no ambiguity, no jokes. 
There is just primitive man and nature, nothing else. Primitive man is 
perfectly alone, just like Crusoe on his deserted island. His problems 
are limited to meteorological conditions: the sun’s heat, rain, humidity. 
Still, as silly as it may at first seem, this fable is not all that innocent. 
Some of its curious presuppositions are crucial for the understanding 
of modernism. Indeed, according to Laugier, primitive man has needs 
but no companions, and he possesses a logic (a pretty utilitarian one) 
but not a language. The atmosphere is remarkably silent: in the tale, 
architecture is born in complete isolation, without words, without 
lies. Consequently, for Laugier, architecture is just a matter of shelter. 
Functionalism is the logical consequence of these (quite surreal) as-
sumptions. Houses come before temples. And so private architecture 
is the model for public architecture. Pragmatism comes before ritual. 
Structure comes before space. The fundamental element of architec-
ture is the pillar, not the wall, and its fundamental device is the sec-
tion, not the plan. Against all evidence, engineering precedes rhetoric. 
Laugier’s narration of the supposed beginnings of architecture an-
ticipates Adam Smith’s minimal recounting of the supposed origin 
of exchange. In Wealth of Nations (1776), Smith describes this un-
likely, sober Urszene: “one man . . . has more of a certain commodity 
than he himself has occasion for, while another has less. The former 
consequently would be glad to dispose of, and the latter to purchase, 
a part of this superfluity” (Book I, 4). 
In both of these un-innocent fables, primitives are anything but 
primitive: their strictly capitalistic behaviour implies a very precise 
agenda for contemporary society. Yet if Smith’s version of the origin 
of exchange has been systematically criticized by thinkers like Ma-
linowsky, Mauss, Polanyi and Sahlins (to mention just a few), Lau-
gier’s fable has perhaps been forgotten but remains one of the cor-
nerstones of the clumsy theoretical building of contemporary archi-
tecture. In the end, over the last 260 years there have been very few 
critics of the French abbot. If we were to cite theories of architecture 
that consciously refused to buy Laugier’s story, we would be left with 
a pretty short list, including a few hermetic statements by Adolf Loos, 
the fragmentary intuitions distributed throughout Rossi’s The Archi-
tecture of the City, Koolhaas’s Delirious New York and little else.
Most importantly, all of these authors (except maybe Loos) quit their 
endeavours immediately after beginning them in favour of more 
profitable business, leaving the work entirely unfinished.
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It might sound bizarre and retro, but Vitruvius has a little help to offer 
here. Indeed, in his very short and commonsensical narration of the 
origins of architecture (Book II, 1, 1–7), Vitruvius manages to men-
tion human evolution (“non proni sed erecti ambularent mundique 
et astrorum magnificentiam aspicerent”), the invention of fire and 
the beginnings of language and society (“in eo hominum congressu 
cum profundebantur aliter spiritu voces, cotidiana consuetudine vo-
cabula ut obtingerat constituerunt, deinde significando res saepius 
in usu ex eventu fari fortuito coeperunt et ita sermones inter se pro-
creaverunt”). Compared to Laugier’s strict individualism and utili-
tarianism, Vitruvius’s reference to society and language sounds quite 
refreshing (as much as generic common sense is preferable to more 
precise nonsense). And in particular, as seen through the animated 
multitude represented in the engraving of Cesariano (ed. of 1521, p. 
XXXII), Vitruvius seems to suggest a completely different idea of ar-
chitecture, one in which origins are complicated from the outset, the 
shared precedes the private and cities come before houses. The sub-
ject that builds is not an individual but a society, and consequently 
architecture is a technology not of shelter but of memory – a shared 
deposit of the unconscious. Cesariano’s wonderful image recalls the 
atmosphere of the initial sequence of 2001: A Space Odyssey, with the 
wild apes dancing around the monolith: men gather and carry stones 
for their first buildings, domesticated dogs appear in the background 
(greyhounds!) and family scenes are tucked in between. The way men 
move stones around is not without violence, and the woman showing 
her breast to her child is rather sexy (and by the way, the son looks 
like he’s ten years old . . . ). Origins are not that clear, not that reas-
suring, not that safe, but at least they’re not as boring or sad as Smith 
and Laugier would like us to think.
A discourse of man’s origins resurfaces every time we are confronted 
with great transformations. San Rocco 8 is no exception to this. We 
would like to ask you to reach back to our most distant past and dis-
cuss how contemporary architecture is still a prisoner of liberal theo-
ries about primitive man. 
Might it be possible to develop a more realistic idea of our origins 
and, through this, a more realistic idea of what to do with contempo-
rary architecture? Might it be possible to criticize Laugier’s tale from 
Latour’s point of view? Is there any way to take up the work that Rossi 
left unfinished? 


