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Frank Lloyd Wright's View of Space, by Arata Isozaki
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One day I went to my study at Taliesin to sit down and rest. I
picked up a little book just received from the ambassador to
America from Japan. It was called “The Book of Tea", by Kakuzo
Okakura. I wonder how many of you have read it? Well, in that little
book I came upon quotations from the great Chinese poet-prophet
Lao tzu, things he had said five hundred years before Jesus. As I
turned the pages I suddenly came across this: “The reality of the
building does not consist in the four walls and the roof but in the
space within to be lived in." Strange! Never had I seen it before. I
could scarcely believe my eyes and reread it several times.

Well ... well ... for a day or two I walked about disillusioned of
my former self: felt something like a sail looks when coming down.
Then, being well, I began to think again. I thought ... now ... wait a
minute: Lao-tzu said it. Yes. But, I built it. Then I began to come up
again to former size and have been doing quite well ever since,
arrogance unimpaired—thank you.*

To Frank Lloyd Wright, space itself was the object of the
architect’s quest. As early as 1904 he realized a concrete suggestion
of the kind of space he sought in the Larkin Company Building, and
two years later he appeared with an almost eloquent articulation of
that view of space in the Unity Temple. By this time Wright had
already begun to come to methodological terms with ways of
organizing space

Kakuzo Okakura’s The Book of Tea was published in 1906, but it
was not until 1952, in an address entitled “The Destruction of the
Box,” delivered to a meeting of the AIA, that Wright confessed this
episode, and so it is extremely difficult to pinpoint the exact date of
Wright’s encounter with Lao-tzu. It may be said with reasonable
certainty, however, that the encounter probably dates from some
time after the completion of the Unity Temple in 1906.

Wright had just come through a long and bitter struggle with
box-style architecture. This is particularly notable in the Larkin
Company Building, where Wright made the stairwells independent
by forcing them out from the four corners of the building. With this,
Wright discovered his own personal method of forming space. At the
same time, he made communication and service areas subordinate to
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the primary space of the building and anticipated by nearly sixty
years the solution to this problem, illustrated well by Louis I. Kahn’s
Richards Medical Research Building at the University of Pennsyl-
vania, which was to lead the 1960’s.

Wright’s sense of space, it would seem, crept up on him from
behind. Wright had a feeling for the existence of space as it had been
developed up to that time. As the child of an age virtually flooded
with post-Renaissance syncretic forms, Wright perhaps felt himself
something of a prophet. His insights into the concrete reality of
space began with his encounter with Lao-tzu. The idea that Wright
derived his crucial ability to define the essence of space from his
encounter with Lao-tzu is entirely plausible, but it does not
necessarily follow that the object of his quest was *“Oriental.”

In all of Lao-tzu’s 5000 aphorisms, physical space is mentioned in
only one place, and even that is not a discussion of space itself but
rather a single line in the eleventh chapter of the Tao T Ching, which
discusses the permeation of the cosmos by vacuity or nothingness.
Perhaps we should be less concerned, then, with Lao-tzu himself
than with The Book of Tea, which illuminated this passage and
presented it as a statement of the recognition of space. In order to
interpret the tea as practical, incorporating within itself a total
aesthetic tradition, Okakura places it alone on a stage with Taoism
and Zen as backdrops. In Okakura’s time the reference works and
definitive descriptions of the tea we have today were not available.
In a Japan where moralistic Confucianism, mystic esoteric Bud-
dhism, and animistic Shinto pervaded every aspect of life, and,
furthermore, where the tea itself was a morass of all but indistin-
guishable schools, where the worlds of religion and art were as yet in
a fluid state, Okakura’s farsighted abstraction of Taoism and Zen
was an act which remains impressive to this very day. In his
autobiography and elsewhere, Wright refers to Lao-tzu, but the
quotation is always the same as that referred to above. Its nuance,
however, differs slightly from the quotation.to be found in
Okakura’s The Book of Tea.

This Lao-tzu illustrates by his favourite metaphor of the Vacuum,
He claimed that only in vacuum lay the truly essential. The reality of
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a room, for instance, was to be found in the vacant space enclosed
by the roof and walls, not in the roof and walls themselves. The
usefulness of a water pitcher dwelt in the emptiness where water
might be put, not in the form of the pitcher or the material of which
it was made. Vaccum is all potent because all containing. In vacuum

~ alone motion becomes possible. One who could make of himself a
vacuum into which others might freely enter would become master
of all situations. The whole can always dominate the part.**

By quoting Lao-tzu, Okakura secks to explain the reality of
empty space through the metaphor of “vacuity.” Here the empty
space of a building, in contrast to the outer walls which form its
vessel, does not exist solely for the purpose of being empty, but
because, as a visible presence relative to its context, it alone is
capable of demonstrating the comprehensive quality of vacuity, its
ability to permeate the entirety of existence. Wright, however, did
not understand this metaphor, but went about making space his
object, trying to physically come to grips with it. I have no intention
of accusing Wright of misunderstanding Lao-tzu. Rather, it seems to
me that Wright's idea of “nature” as it appears in his organic
architecture was more greatly influenced by Lao-tzu’s tao than by
Thoreau and Whitman, and what interests me most is the fact that
Wright seems to have consciously freed empty space from the bonds
of metaphor and reinterpreted it, making it a realizable end in itself.
As Okakura knew, the space of the tea room, insofar as it manifests
vacuity, is part of the revolving universe and is thus in constant
motion. Utensils and ornamental objects may be moved about, and,
on occasion, the entire building may disappear. The tea room is
characterized by complete astructurality, which forces it to support
immanent senses of reality and insubstantiality simultancously.

A sense of insubstantiality or process does not appear in Wright’s
space, for he i y materials in with the
formative laws internal to nature. “Form follows function.” Horatio
Greenough followed this rule in the formation of things, as Louis
Sullivan did in architectural ornamentation, and as does Wright in
the creation of architectural space.

It was Lao-tzu that stimulated this insight into space. Yet Wright
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did not move toward space that concretely embodied the concept of
the vacuum as it appears in the tea room, as one might have
expected him to. To the last his mind was occupied, as is stated at
the head of his testament, with the escape from early twentieth
century architecture, that architecture where Renaissance forms had
already declined and which, sunk to the neck in the swamp of
eclecticism, worked without reservation to swell the streams that fed
it. Perhaps the East was only a springboard for Wright. It is clear that
his latitudinally expanding prairie houses are an extension of Japan’s
traditional architecture, but the later use of patterned concrete
block and spirals worked into centripetally organized arabesques
resulted from contact with the anti-Hellenistic traditions of Aztec,
Maya, Inca, and Islam civilizations.

Even if Wright .had been impressed by Japanese Ukiyo-E
woodblock prints, the refined exoticism of which had influenced
European art toward the end of the nineteenth century, he was not
completely overwhelmed by his encounter, as the California homes
built by the Green brothers demonstrated they had been. Rather, he
digested the experience, manipulating it into his own personal
framework, and devoted himself to the creation of solid space,
textured with stone and brick, that could by no means be identified
as “Oriental.”

It is thus that any attempt to discuss Wright’s space in terms of its
multifarious historical and cultural antecedents is doomed to failure,
for their vestiges, exemplified by Wright’s reworking of Lao-tzu’s
fundamental principle, are rephrased and irretrievably buried in
every aspect of his work.

In order to understand Frank Lloyd Wright there seems very little
need to examine the numerous currents of twentieth century
architecture or the development of the concept of space since the
Renaissance. It would seem much more to the point to investigate
Wright’s unique process of refining each of the methodological
discoveries he made, beginning with his work with Louis Sullivan.
The incomparably individual process of Wright's work is the
unprejudiced incorporation of the legacy of every civilization, of
Whitman and Lao-tzu, of Aztec and Momoyama Japanese. Of the
many works born of this creative process, the Johnson Wax Building
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represents a pinnacle of qualitative maturity. Here is space to which
no civilization can lay claim. But in order to understand its
architecture, we would be best advised to begin our discussion thirty
years earlier, with the Larkin Company Building.

Completed in 1904, the Larkin Company Building was Wright's
first project intended for purposes other than individual housing,
and it appears as a kind of manifesto, the embodiment of the
concept of space which Wright was henceforth to develop.

In 1950 the Larkin Company Building fell victim to a dynamite
explosion. To peruse the photographic record of that moment is to
identify in a most human way with the building, its mammoth,
expressionless walls reduced to clods of earth plummeting through
the air.

Through the 1880’s, the most important aim of the Chicago
school was the heightening of spatial expression in multistoried
office buildings through the use of structural steel, which at the time
represented a revolution in engineering. It can be assumed that
Wright, who spent his apprenticeship with Louis Sullivan, leader of
this , became well i with the potential of steel
construction. Nevertheless, he used brick and not steel in the Larkin
Company Building and produced an effect entirely different from
the solid lattice-work achieved by Sullivan in the Carson, Pirie, Scott
Store by revealing the steel-beam substructure in its outer walls. Of
all the works of the Chicago school, which, for the most part,
concentrated its energies on creating an approach to light, trans-
parent space, Wright’s Larkin Company Building was most closely
related to the sense of mass achieved in the Chicago school’s only
example of stonework construction, the Monadnock Building by
John W. Root. The outer walls were completely covered with a thick
layer of brick. The interest in horizontal lines, which Wright had
already expressed in his prairie houses, is here nowhere to be found.
There are only massive walls towering in unadulterated perpen-
dicularity. It is quite possible that, had steel beam construction been
uncompromisingly employed, it would have been equally possible to
realize the characteristic quality of horizontally expanding space in
this sort of office architecture; but space perpendicularly partitioned
became the hallmark of this structure. Financial reasons probably
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lay behind Wright's decision against using steel at the time.
Neverthless, this building was of singular importance in giving
direction to his grasp on space. In a sense, the five central levels of
the Larkin Company Building comprise one enormous room.
Through the use of overhead lighting, illumination seeps down from
above, brightening the building from the inside. The offices on the
gallery, too, are lit from the top and sides, having no visual contact
with the outside whatsoever.

Wright set up the total design of the building, not as a simple
box-like structure, but as a conscious attempt to deny the reign of
corners. Strange though it may seem, the solid lattice-work space, of
which the Chicago school had been the foremost proponent, was
here critisized through the use of the old and long since mastered
techniques of construction with brick. In other words, Wright
discarded steel construction, which could have produced a kind of
architectural expression similar to the Japanese wooden architecture
he found so attractive, and set off on his career with the massive
medium of brick and with a sense of space more immediate, more
traditionally European. It was only two years, however, before the
Unity Temple replaced brick with concrete. In short, Wright began
to move away from wood and steel in favor of the integrated
construction made possible by brick and concrete. Inevitably, his
space took on a pronounced plasticity.

Wright’s initial choice of a direction played an extremely
important role in determining his later progress. Wright, who
possessed a keenness of insight that enabled him to bring out the
strengths inherent in each material and technique, focused his
attention less on the universal applicability of technique than on
plasticity, and began to develop structure based upon his own
individual image of space.

The Larkin Company Building was constructed of brick, and so it
ended its life reduced by an explosion to enormous pieces of falling
debris, but the Imperial Hotel, which similarly ended its life after a
half century of service, was dismantled by gradually peeling away
each decorative ornament, each concrete slab, with the utmost
caution. Wright discovred that concrete, used in cantilever fashion,
was capable of achieving a quality of expression entirely different
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from brick, as he went about developing the earthquake-resistant
flexibility of the Imperial Hotel.

The Larkin Company Building was completely closed off from
the outside world, or, conversely, implicit in the Larkin Company
Building was the necessity to create entirely artificial space where all
contact with the outside world had been cut off. The construction
of the building itself was brick, but lighting, ventilation, and steel
dffice furniture represented technical solutions to problems the
times had hardly had the chance to pose. The stairwells. forced out
of the four corners of the building. set the ventilating system off
from the purposeful internal environment. All interest in design
came to be concentrated on the artificially structured interior space.

It might be said, then, that Wright sought a technical approach to
the immaterial body of interior space, to Lao-tzu’s vacuum, rather
than to the tangible, visible object of structure itself. Wright's stance
as an environmentalist was made clear at this early point in his
career.

If we accept the Larkin Company Building. completed when
Wright was 37, as his spatial manifesto, then the Johnson Wax
Building, its administration wing completed in 1936, 32 years later,
and its research tower completed in 1947, eleven years after that,
might well be called the most monumental of all his works. It was a
work created when Wright was between the ages of 69 and 80. The
most impressive thing about the Johnson Wax Ruilding is that the
entire language of its architecture was of Wright’s own invention.
Each of his ideas, which had been partially applied in most of his
drafts and finished works in the thirty years since the Larkin
Company Building, were here brought together on a vast scale with
almost inconceivable precision. To fully comprehend this precision,
one really is compelled to visit and see for oneself.

The approach to this fortresslike masterpiece, completely en-
veloped in a fagade of hard, pale brick, requires one to weave one’s
way around an entire unit of the building. Each brick wall is capped
with a ridge of beige sandstone, its entire face laterally divided by a
buried belt of glass tubirig. This outer wall, conceived as a perfectly
smooth fagade, reveals not a hint of the resilient power of dense
stone or brick, but is impressive for its lightness and membranelike
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independence. The horizontal, flowing fagade has, almost exclusive-
ly, rounded. curving corners and, if for only a moment, gives one the
sense of the 30s penchant for streamlining. Because this membrane
reveals unchanged the form of the interior, folded in on itself in
innumberable layers, it is free of the heavy sense of resistance solid
fagades call forth in us. It seems almost as if the space of the interior
had begun to expand like an enormous bubble, then had frozen in
midair. The rounding of the tubular glass corners enhances this
effect

One’s natural line of vision runs along the wall. The indentations
of the wall hint at the existence of interior space completely cut off
from the outside world like the inside of a cave, and they set this
building in diametric opposition to the architecture which, since the
Renaissance, had demanded that buildings have formal frontage.
Even though the walls are here boldly forced outward to face the
street, they are both provocative and inviting.

In the administration building, the most exciting spatial expe-
rience comes the moment one passes through the backdoor-like
entrance and steps into the foyer. A few steps up from the low
carport, this hall suddenly reveals an open forum three levels high.
Natural light pours down through the skylights wedged between the
circular slabs of the ceiling. Galleries border the three-leveled
structure, and there are things about the dramatic integration of
space just inside the foyer that again bring the Larkin Company
Building and the treatment of its entrance to mind. Yet, aside from
the fact that the basic elements appearing here are communicated
through the medium of brick, the two buildings are entirely
different. The convex corners are rounded, pillars stand independ-
ent, and the brick waisting the space seems light and flowing.

There is a bridge cutting through space at the mezzanine level.
Beyond it a forest of spreading dendriform columns stands, soaring
high above one’s head. The inside of the dome of the Roman
Pantheon, the sky blue ceiling of Istanbul’s Blue Mosque, Fatehpur
Sikuri’s inner garden, and the veranda of the Daisenin: this hall
alone seems able to rival a ination of the finest i of
every civilization. It bears the undeniable seal of the twentieth
century, its design belonging to no previous civilization, but its
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spatial density made it, almost upon its conception, part of the
continuum of history.

The dendriform pillars were more than enough to set meek
architectural bureaucrats shaking in their boots. The pillars are
carefully anchored in cast iron, with the anchorage itself left
exposed. Only nine inches at their base, the pillars expand to three
feet at their upper limits, twenty-four feet above the ground, and are
capped by a round disc twenty feet in diameter. The pillars look
top-heavy and seem to have far exceeded the limits of stability, but
they actually represent a most radical achievement in the pursuit of
the plasticity of concrete through the use of cantilevers. Wright’s
achievement may only be explained by pointing out that he
succeeded in blending together the linear materials of pillars, girders,
and concrete slabs with flawless precision, giving them a totally
organic form, that of the dendriform column.

It is altogether possible that this form relates back to the original
conception of the longitudinal structure of the two wings of the
Imperial Hotel. Concrete pillars form the core, then concrete slabs
are introduced on both sides in a symmetrical cantilever arrange-
ment, and this configuration is applied with roller joints to the
stonework base in a structural format that is both exquisitely well
balanced and supremely resistant to shock. Wright explains this idea
with the metaphor of a waiter supporting a tray on the fingers of
one hand, and the dendriform column seems to be the ultimate
expression of this architectural form.

As elsewhere in the building, the discs which cap these columns
are circumambiated by glass tubing, and natural light is refracted and
pours down from above. The strange thing is that the air enveloping
these pillars, though illuminated by light filtering down through
green-tinted glass, appears with slight yellow-green tones. One even
gets the sense of looking up at the diffuse reflection of the surface of
the sea from twenty-four feet below, of being surrounded by a
permeable colloid medium.

“The pale light of an evergreen forest.” “The bottom of a
subtropical sea.” Poetic images, indeed, but so long as the space here
remains incapable of supporting such images, the strangely shaped
rows of dendriform columns are nothing more than cantilever
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acrobats, the glass tubing nothing more than a picturesque optical
game.

Fortunately this is not the case. The rows of pillars, the use of
glass and brick never offends in this enormous—228 square foot—
office. There is nothing here but a single room. Components do not
obstruct the unity of composition, but are subsumed by it, so that
one is left with a very tangible sense of the total existence of the
space. This sense is ample proof of the methodological efficacy of
the interpretation Wright gave Lao-tzu, as a target for living interior
space. It is in no way Oriental vacuity. It is rather the Cordoba
Mosque, invested with an utterly concrete, pure texture, and
provided with the ultimate expansion of its form. But even such
similes are unnecessary. It represents, without any question, the
realization in a single unit of the goal of Wright’s forty years of
work.

Guided up to the mezzanine via a round lift, created from a
constellation of brass pipes, one suddenly feels oneself floating in a
sea of air passed through numberless filters. The dispersed light
pouring down from the ceiling and cornices is refracted, reaches the
floor, and then is once again reflected softly back into the space of
the room. It is on the mezzanine level that one realizes most
immediately that one’s sense of standing in a colloidal medium
derives directly from this dispersion of natural light. It is a light wave
ballet. The dendriform columns spread before one’s eyes, their
circumvolving pattern reinforced by layer upon layer of rippled
light. It is altogether possible that one will forget for a moment that
one is standing in the administration building of the Johnson Wax
factory. Spreading across the ground level, the mass of desks seems
to be sunk at the bottom of a deep sea, and the sense that here is a
drama of forms, like the malleable flora of a subtropical sea, floats
to the surface of one’s it To Wright, archi was,
the natural growth and extension of the innate characteristics of the
materials chosen; within the terms of their own unique form. Design
is the process of discovering the characteristics of materials, in other
words their inherent natural qualities, and space, while mixing these
materials, is the process of forming a unitary environment.

It is not only the enormous main office but also the complex of




M E A NI R o TTHEGH SRR MRS
B0 BRI RAOME 5 T 22 MHIE 8 SE L AR LA S —
BB EHRAE

SEAR AR AT R — LR K O 2 BB e
BRIV B RS  ERAE  EEE S RARE
PIZ R3S B RAGE 2 BLA 48 » T HLE LR 4 i 9B 4 B
i BEMBHEEZBIEVN  AREE— R B DRIEE I
BOBREEE o MBI R » —RIBOREKFRBETF o
R > BB LME A D BB BB - BLBIRAERER
[BESLLIE RSN C £ e Tiop it DRoTE Rl S 2P
E ORI » B e — B TR A 9 A 5 B B e
BRI © T HL » 7650 R 7R IR 2 Mo 7 St — ek T
LASE 22 o BUR MR AER S T3 » JE Ay B HEAET A B o R
e i 8L L AE BOR R AE R FTAR R BB » B BRI
BT —MEEEOEE S AR RBE > RBEZ2E S
SBAEARIBN | o SR BRI H S R T — R o SRR - A
IR RO T A 0 A AT TR B B — AP
SERMMMEMREER o B BURNE FM AN AW RABR - TR A
RAMALE » KR EERHIFRET o

REAS R » Heh—E BN QSR © — B
RHBRAEE T EASRE - 53 (858 2 0 & NN L A5 e TN 9 365
BB ERLA o REREMAANHREDE > sikeREL
R B LA B AR VR 9B - SREOERR R R %
s BRT BRI o B MM A e - R RBE
AR AR ST IR — 2 A SR 25 B8 - 5B BAE I AE SR R
PRI 5 FY N BE 0 o A SEH HOTE G R AT 35 7R 0 S BE 66 ) 2
A — IR RLAR — T > ERHBT FHRE » %

smaller superintendant rooms, executive offices, and meeting
facilities, comprising the link with the research tower and beginning
on the balcony level which, from the outside, appears as an
intricately convoluting, membrane-like surface and displays superbly
environmental characteristics. The lighting for these smaller rooms,

" too, is done entirely through glass tubing. At the same time, this
glass is used, as may also be seen around the entrance, in room
‘partitions as well. One is enveloped and clothed in dispersed light. In
the entirety of this maze-like space, the only thing that seems real is
the light dispersed through the tubular glass screen, and, in, the
passage to the research tower, where it is possible to accept light
from the entire surface of its vaulted ceiling, the theatre of light is
pushed to its furthest extreme. By simply covering the vaulted
ceiling with two layers of parallel glass tubing, it has become possible
to lend light a dense texture. One senses the light with more than
one’s eyes, for it coats the skin and seems to permeate one’s very
core. At the same time, one’s consciousness of the real materials
used is extinguished, and one’s feelings are refined to an almost
completely tactile experience. There has been a transformation in
the quality of material reality, for it is reality, in fact, that has been
denied.

One of the pervasive characteristics of Wright’s architecture is
that once a decision has been made in the choice of materials or
particular forms, that choice is applied with tireless repetition and
almost obsessive persistence. In the Jonhson Wax Building, dendri-
form concrete structure, independent brick membranes, and tubular
glass, light dispersing surfaces, represeat the choices Wright made.
The relentless application of these choices provides the basis for an
architectural entity with uninterrupted continuity. This effect is
most easily traced in the use of ornament. In Wright’s work there are
examples of the excessive application of patterned ornament and its
extrapolation into arabesques, but for some reason all ornament was
denied in the work Wright did during the 1930’s. Wright devoted
himself almost entirely to the pursuit of the special qualities
inherent in his materials themselves. In this sense, too, the Johnson
Wax Building is characterized by a straightforward application of
materials and the dismissal of ornament. The decision, for instance,
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to use only glass tubing to form a light dispersing membrane, instead
of transparent plate glass or glass block, lends the architecture a
truly contemporary air.

As I record my experience of the Johnson Wax Building, I realize
that there is still one question I have not been able to answer. After
this project, Wright once more began using intricate arabesques, but,
strangely enough, the works of the 1930’s are completely free of
ornamentation. Just as Wright was guided by the Maya-Inca mode in
the 1920’s and, in the 1950’s by the Islamic world, he might likewise
have been deeply influenced by his first encounter with the plain,
machine-like structure of modern European architecture in the
1930’s. The theory that the Johnson Wax Building was the logical
extension of the formative elements that had characterized Wright’s
work for the forty years leading up to its construction is not without
justification, but where did the impulse to banish ornament come
from? What troubles me most is this seemingly inexplicable impulse,
observable only in the works of the 1930’s, especially since 1 find
the density of the space of the Johnson Wax Building, that is, the
density of its enviornmental effect, so deeply impressive. Or is it,
perhaps, that we have been so indoctrinated with the prejudiced
view of the ity of or ion in i that we
have lost the basis for understanding the totality of Wright’s work?

Translate into English by David Goodman

*Edgar Kaufmann, ed., An American Architecture: Frank Lloyd Wright (New
York: Horizon Press, 1955) p. 80.

**Kakuzo Okakura, The Book of Tea (1906; reprinted ed., Tokyo: Charles E.
Tuttle, 1956) p. 45.
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