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Architectural culture today seems to be haunted by the desire for the ever new. It is as if the preoccup-
ation of teachers and students alike swing from one fascination to the next, with no time for reflection
or serious assessment. Against this heuristic program of rapid and unmotivated change, we want to
defend the value of memory in architectural culture – memory as a critical and prospective capacity,
which allows forging a connection in the present between the past and the future. We want our 
students to adopt a critical attitude, based upon a well-informed knowledge of architectural discourses
and projects of the (recent) past. To that end, we rely upon two didactical tools that have been developed
in Leuven. The first is a major anthology of 20th century key-texts on architecture, the second a 
digital database which stores documentary material (plans, pictures, drawings, texts) on a variety of
architectural cases. Both tools are used in courses and seminars on architectural theory, allowing for a
process that goes back and forth between textual discourses and architectural projects. The interaction
between texts and projects should become an integral part of the skills that the students acquire 
during their education. They should not only be able to understand and analyze theoretical texts, but
they should also be capable of critically linking them with specific projects or buildings. 

The need for a critical memory
Architectural culture today seems to be haunted by the desire for the ever new. It is as if the preoccup-
ation of teachers and students alike swing from one fascination to the next, with no time for reflection
or serious assessment. One can observe a sequence of more or less valuable paradigms that hold the
attention for a while, but that necessarily makes way for new ones. The ‘reconstruction of the city’
from the early 1970s made way for the ‘culture of congestion’ and a fascination for the metropolis,
followed by the short-lived deconstructivist paradigm, which was forced to exit the scene in favour of
virtual reality and blob architecture, recently followed by exercises in ‘folding’ and ‘datascaping’. 

All these paradigms, it seems, come and go without serious assessment. They are denounced not so
much because their flaws have been amply demonstrated, nor because their promises have proved to
be false, but simply because they lost sex-appeal due to the fact that a newer and more attractive rival
appeared on the scene. This unmotivated and all too rapid cycle of the new is, to us, reason for 
concern. We think that such a heuristic program, that equates the valuable with the new and the
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worthless with the old, causes a substantial loss of energy, knowledge and skills. In perpetually starting
over again, architects seem to be incapable of accumulating a certain body of critical knowledge,
which would allow them to build the future on the foundation of the past.

[It would be interesting to investigate the reasons behind this specific heuristic culture of architecture.
These might have to do with the double bind in which architects tend to find themselves. On the one
hand, they have to accommodate programs and needs that threaten to over-determine the 
design. On the other hand, this over-determination cannot replace the design process itself, which
also takes its cue from ‘outside’, from elements that do not belong to the brief. Given this combination
of over- and under-determination, architects negotiate their designs through a complicated process
that draws upon a multitude of sources. It seems plausible to assume that the predominance at a 
certain moment of a specific paradigm facilitates this process, because it allows for a rapid identification
of ‘clues’ and ‘sources’.]

Against this heuristic program of rapid and unmotivated change, we want to defend the value of
memory in architectural culture – memory as a critical and prospective capacity, which can forge 
connections in the present between the past and the future. We do not hold that all architectural
problems have already been solved in the past, or that historical forms and typologies are worthwhile
just because they are old. This is certainly not our argument. Our advocacy of memory rather considers
memory as an active and flexible tool of architecture, that allows one to look for ‘clues’ and ‘sources’
in a wider and more appropriate field than merely the one coinciding with the latest tendency of 
fashionable and flashy forms. We advocate here something that is close to what Tafuri called 
typological criticism, referring to the work of the Smithsons as well as De Carlo, Aymonino and
Rossi.q Tafuri states that in this approach ‘historical analysis, critical examination, critical function of
the image and demonstrative value of planning are all indissolubly connected’, supported by ‘the 
interaction between literary instruments and graphical instruments’. 

It is such a critical attitude, based upon a well-informed knowledge of architectural discourses and
projects of the (recent) past that we want to teach our students. We envision hereby a very broad
field, encompassing not only the texts and buildings that have become canonical in architectural 
history and theory, but also material that cannot claim such wide acceptance. Our considerations in
selecting the material that we want our students to become knowledgeable about are manifold. First
of all we think it important that students acquire a serious knowledge foundation concerning the
canon, as this allows them to build up an understanding of the main issues and concerns within the
discipline of architecture as it evolved over recent decades. Second, however, we also intend to bring
about a questioning of the canon: students should not simply accept at face value that such or such
person is a good architect because he (or more rarely she) happens to be famous, but they should be
able to critically position these persons and to discuss whether or not their reputation is correct.
Moreover, they should become sensitive towards issues of power, gender and ethnicity that inform
the canon and modify its contents. A third consideration, lastly, has to do with our interest in the 
local context, and with our conviction that students should also learn about architecture through
bodily experiencing it. For these reasons, we encourage students to get intimately acquainted with
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buildings and urban projects that they can visit themselves.
In order to enable students to build up their architectural memories and in order to stimulate them

to enrich their architectural literacy, teachers at the Department of Architecture, Urbanism and
Planning of the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven have developed two didactical tools. The first is a 
major anthology of 20th century key-texts on architecture, the second a digital database which stores
documentary material (plans, pictures, drawings, texts) on a variety of architectural cases.

The anthology
In 2001 Hilde Heynen and André Loeckx published the anthology Dat is architectuur: Sleutelteksten uit
de 20e eeuw [This is architecture: Key texts from the 20th century].w This major volume contains more than
150 texts on architecture written by architects, theorists, historians, philosophers or sociologists, each
with an introduction situating author and theme. The texts were selected according to their historical
relevance, their topicality and their clarity. Unlike other similar anthologies (such as those by Hays or
Nesbite), we explicitly aimed at including texts by practicing architects (Loos, Le Corbusier, Kahn,
Van Eyck, De Carlo, Kollhoff, etc.) in order to stimulate students to study the theoretical ideas of such
figures as well as their buildings and projects. 

What is also specific to this anthology is that it contains a series of thematic critical essays by the
editors that weave a series of theoretical threads through the historical sequence in which the key
texts are presented. There is, for instance, an essay that focuses on ‘dwelling’, in the philosophical
meaning of the term (referring to Heidegger, Levinas, Norberg-Schulz, among others) as well as 
its more pragmatic dimension (referring, for example, to discussions on housing in the CIAM 
congresses). Another essay deals with the representations of city and urbanity, and how these 
representations influence architectural thinking (from Frank Lloyd Wright writing on the big city as
the monster ‘Leviathan’ to Koolhaas on the generic city). Other themes dealt with in these essays are
monumentality, utopia, gender, figures of contradiction and synthesis, rationalism and functionalism. 

The thematic essays provide a very practical way for tutors to structure a course in architectural 
theory, by following the argument made in one or more essays, expanding it by focusing more in 
detail upon the key texts referred to in these essays. At the same time the essays show students that
some of the themes they are struggling with in their own design projects are not unprecedented, but
have a history – the idea being, of course, that students would learn to develop their own ideas not
just with reference to fashionable discourses and images, but also in critical dialogue with ideas and
discourses prominent in earlier decades.

DYNAMO
The second tool – DYNAMO – is an interactive database designed by Ann Heylighen.r It is a Case-
Based Design tool, in that it was inspired by the cognitive view underlying Case-Based Reasoning.
Case-Based Reasoning is a paradigm within the field of Artificial Intelligence that is based on the idea
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that people’s knowledge does not only consist of abstract, generally applicable principles, but also of
concrete, specific experiences (cases). In the context of architecture, these ‘cases’ can be taken to be
concrete design projects – built or unbuilt – known by architects and relied upon as an input to 
future design projects. If memory is dynamically changing with each new experience, the acquisition
of knowledge of new cases is an important input to this process, as is the capacity to apply already 
acquired knowledge in new ways (by understanding, for example, that a specific case is relevant in
several different contexts) or the creation of new generalisations based upon the familiarization of
new cases resulting in a new ordering of knowledge.

DYNAMO provides in the first place a platform for the ordered storage of different kinds of 
information with respect to specific design projects: plans, axonometries, cross-sections, drawings,
photos, texts and hyperlinks. This information is accessible through a core web of indices that allows
retrieving and browsing between design cases in multiple ways. Every project is labelled with several
features and linked to projects with common characteristics. There is for example an index featuring 
‘programme’ (school, museum, library...). Another one provides access through focusing on ‘spatial
configuration’, in which users can opt for a wide series of possibilities, ranging from ‘atrium’ through
‘plan libre’ to ‘superblock’. Other entrances are based upon the use of materials, or illumination. And
of course the procedure allows one to search for names of architects, for cities or dates.

From a technical point of view, DYNAMO can be thought of as a learning content management
system. The platform is designed to support the creation, storage, use and reuse of learning content in
the granular form of building projects.t All learning content is organized by means of a dynamic
metadata classification system and stored in a data repository embodied by a relational (MySQL)
database. The user interface is on-line accessible via a standard Web browser and allows for users to
both consult and modify the repository. As we write, DYNAMO serves 789 registered users with 540
projects, documented by a mix of 7331 files (including graphics, photos, 3D-models and text), labelled
by 1847 keywords (index values).y

The tool is interactive in the sense that it allows users to do more than just browse through the 
cases already stored. Users can also change and improve the database by adding new projects, making
new links between them, creating extra indices, etc. This interactive feature is highly important in
several respects. In the first place it allows for a continuous expansion of the database that is getting
more and more input from its users, thus storing more and more information on an ever-wider range
of cases. It is moreover an important tool within the educational process, because it provides the 
possibility to strengthen the interaction between theoretical courses and the design studio. By focusing
the analytical exercises required in seminars on typology, for example, on programs that are 
relevant for the design studio that is running at the same time, students are encouraged to feed the
database with new information (coming forth from their analysis of a specific case) that forms at the
same time highly relevant background information for their design. Thus DYNAMO serves as a 
collective external memory, enabling students and teachers to store and share knowledge, expertise
and insights. 
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Interaction between texts and projects
As mentioned already by Manfredo Tafuri, ‘the interaction between literary instruments and graphical
instruments’ is a very important aspect of the whole idea of nurturing a critical memory of architecture.
Our ultimate aim is to provoke students to make as many connections as possible between the very
different kinds of knowledge they are supposed to acquire during their education. Ideally, of course,
students should be capable of integrating technical skills, historical knowledge and theoretical 
insights into their design activities. As is well known by studio teachers, students seldom reach this
level of integration. In a curriculum like the Leuven one, in which the studio is only one educational
component, next to several other courses that follow their own logic, this integration is all the more
difficult.uWe are nevertheless convinced that, as far as architectural theory and design studio are 
concerned, this integration is a major objective. The first step towards that integration demands that
students are capable of critically understanding the multiple interactions that can go on between
texts and projects. Within the courses of architectural theory we continuously work therefore with a
confrontation between theoretical texts and related design projects. 

Take for example a text like ‘Human Associations’ by the Smithsons (1952).i This is a fairly abstract
text, talking about the notions of house, street, district and city. It claims for example: ‘It is the idea of
the street not the reality of the street that is important – the creation of effective group-spaces fulfilling
the vital function of identification and enclosure, making the socially vital life-of-the-streets possible.’
This phrase, which in itself is not so striking, will acquire much more meaning when confronted 
with the Smithsons’ design project for Golden Lane, in which they propose the new idea of a 
‘street-in-the-air’. [Figure 1].

It is by presenting to the students an analysis which goes back and forth between the theoretical
text and the actual design project that the multiple and interconnected meanings of both come to the
fore.

There are also examples where text and project, instead of straightforwardly reinforcing one another,
substantially modify one another’s significance. Rem Koolhaas’s (in)famous text on the Generic
City,  for example, is not easy to interpret, because it is not clear how one should read it (is it ironical,
cynical or simply filled with straightforward admiration?). Koolhaas’s masterly use of literary 
techniques (it is no coincidence that S M L XL is called a ‘novel’) prohibits any straightforward 
understanding of its meaning. When confronted, however, with the design project for the Seacenter
for Zeebrugge, it can be seen that the seemingly celebratory tone of the text is not supported by the
project. [Figure 2]. 

As Hilde Heynen argues elsewhere, the project embodies a certain ambiguity that contradicts the
tendencies described in ‘Generic city’.qp It is a sorting machine as befits its function as a traffic 
confluence point, thus making a contribution to the general trend towards the homogenization of
space resulting from the increasing dominance of networks. At the same time however it represents a
unique locus so that this particular intersection within the network is different from any other, giving
character to the nondescript, incoherent area that Zeebrugge is at present. If it is modifying the
theme of the ‘Generic city’, the Seacenter project at the same time takes up the topic of the ‘culture of
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Figure 1. Alison and Peter Smithson, Sketch for the Golden Lane project. DYNAMO.
Figure 2. Rem Koolhaas, Project for a Seacenter, Zeebrugge. DYNAMO.
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congestion’, which Koolhaas elaborated earlier in Delirious New York (1978).qq
It is by going back and forth between textual discourses and architectural projects, that we believe

that students can better understand architectural theory and can begin to grasp its relevance for the
practice of designing. To that end, the interaction between texts and projects should not be limited to
presentations by the tutor, but should become an integral part of the skills that the students acquire
during their education. They should not only be able to understand and analyze theoretical texts, but
they should also be capable of critically linking them with specific projects or buildings. 

Experiences to date
The anthology was published in 2001; DYNAMO has been operational since 1998. Ideally, both tools
should be used together in a series of courses and seminars, such as courses in architectural theory,
seminars on building typologies and seminars preparing students for specific design assignments.
This ideal objective has not been reached so far. Because of technical and practical limitations, both
tools are at this moment being used separately, in different courses. Nevertheless they both seem to
contribute to a significant improvement of the students’ ability to acquire a substantial architectural
literacy, although it is too early to draw definite conclusions.

The anthology is the main didactic tool for the course on architectural theory for second year 
students. In this course, students are encouraged to read extensively in the anthology, and to reflect
upon the connections between the texts they are reading and architectural projects and buildings
that they know from other sources. This reflection is facilitated by the PowerPoint presentations of
the tutors, who clarify the thinking represented in the texts of the anthology and who link this think-
ing to concrete architectural works. The initial result of this intensive course seems to be that students
indeed do a lot more reading than previously, because their access to architectural texts is now much
easier than it used to be. 

DYNAMO, on the other hand, has thus far been used mainly in an experimental context – not yet
as a well-established and permanent tool that all teachers in Leuven are familiar with. It is therefore
rather early to assess its impact on the quality of what student architects design. Nevertheless, various
experiments with student architects provide every reason for optimism. The design teachers of a 
design studio dealing with urban housing, for instance, had the impression that thanks to DYNAMO
students gained a better grasp of the assignment.qw In a studio on building reuse, detailed analysis of
students’ results indicated that using the platform is positively related to the overall quality of their
design, as well as to specific aspects such as concept, form, function, reuse strategy and degree of 
creativity.qe

In addition to pure design tasks, DYNAMO has been (and is being) employed in the context of
building analysis.qr Although not explicitly conceived for this purpose, various experiments have 
revealed the platform to be an excellent vehicle for exchanging material and insights within (part of)
an architecture school, i.e. among student architects and their teachers. Providing students with basic
project documentation saves them time-consuming search and scan work, so that more time and 
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energy can be spent on the analysis itself. Using a template or predefined format forces students to
shift attention from the form, or layout, to the content of the analysis. Last but not least, students
seem particularly motivated by the fact that their work serves a useful purpose rather than ending up
on their teacher’s shelf: ‘It’s really great to see afterwards what you’ve achieved on the Web!’ Yet in
the context of building analysis it is still too early to draw conclusions about the impact of using 
DYNAMO. Applications like these can only be assessed after they have been offered repeatedly, so
that students can profit from an accumulation of analyses and references. 

As to the objective to improve students’ architectural literacy, both in terms of texts and projects,
the impact of using the anthology and the DYNAMO platform is difficult to measure. Nevertheless,
students who took the new second year course on architectural theory, and who were involved in 
the experiments with the database, undoubtedly became acquainted with a more substantial set of 
architectural texts and projects – both in quantitative and, especially, qualitative terms, as the anthology
and the platform offer them more elaborated materials. Moreover, they can study texts and projects
in greater detail, at their own pace and supported by their tutors’ and colleagues’ analyses and 
interpretations. The cumulative effect, in the context of the didactic experiments as well as in other
parts of the curriculum, is evident.qt
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