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Abstract
In 1967 structuralism underwent a theoretical acceler-
ation, establishing its scientific basis through linguistics 
and semiotics, which allowed it to question its meta-
physical and anti-historical premises through its critique 
of anthropocentrism, and it began to enter into rela-
tions with other disciplines, including architecture. Peter 
Eisenman’s interest in the conceptual began with the 
various versions of his manifesto ‘Notes on Conceptual 
Architecture: Towards a Definition’, published between 
1970 and 1974; in all these texts, he speaks of ‘formal 
universals’, ‘deep structures’, ‘conceptual structures’ 
and ‘sign systems’ capable of generating meaning. 
Conceptual architecture was immediately criticised by 
Diana Agrest and Mario Gandelsonas, who denounced 
this structuralist appropriation as an ideological con-
sumption of theory. From 1974 onwards, conceptual 
architecture began to show signs of weakness, but it 
was only after Agrest and Gandelsonas’s critique, which 
questioned both its assumptions and its entire intellectual 
trajectory, that Eisenman’s theoretical agenda evolved 
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towards a new, hermetic and unknowable code: the 
exact opposite of what had been advocated.
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One Sentence Summary
The linguistic turn in structuralism in the late 1960s influ-
enced Eisenman’s approach to conceptual architecture; 
this was later challenged by Agrest and Gandelsonas, 
whose critique prompted Eisenman to abandon it.

The history of structuralism, which argues that meaning 
emerges from relationships and connections between 
elements, that structures govern social and artistic prac-
tices, and which prioritises analysing the system at a 
given moment rather than its history, is a long and con-
troversial one. It is made up of accelerations, appropria-
tions, disciplinary transitions, shifts both in its own goals 
and in its relations with other scientific paradigms, entries 
into the academy, disillusions and misunderstandings.1 In 
its first phase, structuralism found its most fertile fields 
of application in the human sciences, anthropology and 
linguistics, where, amid rapid success and mutual influ-
ences, it established its own real basis, in the open crit-
icism of existentialism. Then, between 1967 and 1968, 
we observe its development, with the positions of Claude 
Lévi-Strauss, Roland Barthes, Jacques Lacan and Michel 
Foucault changing radically, as did the objects of their 
criticism. As François Dosse noted:

Were there many structuralisms or simply one structuralism? 

… In the mid-sixties, both Louis Althusser and Michel Foucault 

were trying to bring together the most modern social science 
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research … In 1966, these efforts reached their apex. By 

1967, cracks started to appear … This period of deconstruc-

tion, dispersion, and ebb, however, only quite superficially 

affected the rhythm of structuralist research. Research contin-

ued elsewhere, in the university, and obeyed another temporal 

logic. May 1968 had contributed to structuralism’s institutional 

success.2

During these years, architectural theory moved away 
from the analysis of structure through historical narra-
tives, which were problematic both because of their het-
erogeneity and for being subjective and focused on the 
human dimension. Structure is sought in topology, in the 
logical arrangement of forms and in the configurations 
of spatial systems, where the relationships between ele-
ments are the true data of reality; the meaning of archi-
tecture as a spatial-textual system therefore no longer 
lies in the communicative intention of the author, but 
in its relations to social, political, economic and formal 
codes. Thus space, not as a place but as a network of 
topological relations, has a dual role: on the one hand, 
it is the ontological basis of the structure, its condition 
of existence; on the other hand, space allows the struc-
ture itself to manifest, to be thought and perceived. In 
the 1950s, both philosophers such as Jacques Derrida 
and Marxist-structuralist intellectuals such as Henri 
Lefebvre and Louis Althusser criticised the foundations 
of structuralism, targeting its critical positions on history 
and anthropocentrism.3 Between the rejection of the his-
torical dimension and the death of the author, aspects of 
the militancy of certain authors such as Foucault can be 
discerned, aspects which they also propose as ways of 
rethinking bourgeois ideology.4

But these were also the years in which, on the one 
hand, the French cultural scene witnessed a kind of 
decline in the figure of the intellectuel engagé à la Jean-
Paul Sartre and, on the other hand, structuralist thought 
became institutionalised with its entry into the academia. 
It was here that the movement broadened and articu-
lated its scientific objectives and met those disciplines 
that had hitherto remained outside the debate, such as 
architecture, with which intellectual borrowings, transpo-
sitions of definitions and conceptual applications began 
to be defined. By entering academia, however, Barthes, 
Lévi-Strauss, Lacan and others also began to define the 
differences between their positions and to consider the 
movement itself as something episodic rather than a true 
philosophical current.

From 1967 onwards, the relationship with architec-
tural theory became more persistent, also facilitated 
by the rupture that had opened up between academia 
and the profession. This kind of epistemological break 

is confirmed by the gradual distancing between the pro-
fession, with its social and political tensions, and the 
repositioning towards intellectual autonomy of academia, 
directed towards areas protected from the chaos of pro-
fessional events.

Peter Eisenman and the formal basis of architecture
Peter Eisenman’s 1963 PhD dissertation at Cambridge 
is an analysis of the formal basis of modern architec-
ture carried out with the tools of structuralist analysis.5 
Starting from the autonomy of formal elements, whether 
visual, geometric or compositional, Eisenman empha-
sises the rules of form generation, the internal logical 
structures of transformation, their grammar, relations, 
repetitions, hierarchies. Eisenman shows here how for-
mal production does not consist of an abstract or fixed 
idea of form, but is configured by what remains after 
the iterations of a design process based on the coher-
ent structure of the dynamic rules of transformation of 
the system itself: ‘Any ordering or organization of archi-
tectural form within the design process can be called a 
system: more explicitly a formal system.’6 It was then, 
in 1969, at the suggestion of the linguist Max Block 
and thanks to the texts he sent him from Cornell, that 
Peter Eisenman began to take a direct interest in Noam 
Chomsky’s structuralism and in the concepts of deep 
structure, surface structure and the transformative rules 
that keep them in relation.7 Syntactic Structures, a minor 
text in Chomsky’s oeuvre, thus becomes a guide to the 
world of architectural criticism for Eisenman, who began 
to use these terms in the definition of a theory of formal 
orders in a specific sense. 8 He would call it ‘Conceptual 
Architecture’ and theorise the existence of a superficial 
perceptual order and a deep conceptual order.9

In this way, Eisenman adheres to what Barthes 
describes as the central principle of structuralism: ‘The 
goal of all structuralist activity, whether reflexive or 
poetic, is  to reconstruct an “object” in such a way as to 
manifest thereby the rules of functioning (the “functions”) 
of this object.’10 Influenced by these approaches, in 1970 
Eisenman published in Architectural Forum a review of 
‘Meaning in Architecture’, edited by Charles Jenks and 
George Baird, in which he polemically described how 
this anthology consists only of critical texts enclosed 
within the semantic paradigm, highlighting the interpre-
tive problems of a theory of meaning not applicable to 
architectural criticism.11 On the contrary, citing Chomsky 
as a source for the possible construction of an alterna-
tive point of view based on syntax, he proposes a lin-
guistic-structuralist approach as the most appropriate 
theoretical framework capable of constituting the horizon 
within which a theory of architectural composition can be 
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founded: ‘This in itself leaves unexpressed the problem 
of basic regularities which pertain to particular languages 
as well as to language in general. Syntax in this view of 
language becomes a rather trivial matter.’12

Eisenman’s Manifesto in fieri: the ‘Notes’
Eisenman’s decision to define his theory as concep-
tual came during discussions with the art critic Rosalind 
Krauss, whom he met at the events organised for the 
May 1969 CASE 7 symposium: as is well known, the 
term was already circulating in New York art circles, 
while the two often worked closely together until the late 
1960s.13 He consolidates his conceptual architecture the-
ory primarily through his interest on the work of Terragni 
culminated in the two texts published in 1970 and 1971, 
the various slightly different versions of his manifesto 
‘Notes on Conceptual Architecture: Towards a Definition’, 
all published between 1970 and 1974, and the articles 
published in Oppositions since its founding in 1973.14 

The work carried out on the versions of ‘Notes’ itself con-
stitutes an internal debate lasting at least four years, in 
which Eisenman procedurally modified his point of view 
as a function of both experience and close dialogue with 
Diana Agrest and Mario Gandelsonas, who both had 
studied anthropology and linguistics in Buenos Aires 
between 1964 and 1966, attended the Barthes seminars 
in Paris in 1968 and then moved to New York in 1971, 
where, in contact with Emilio Ambasz and the Graham 
Foundation, they began to collaborate with the Institute 
for Architecture and Urban Studies.

Briefly, we can say that the first version was ‘Notes 
on Conceptual Architecture: Towards a Definition’ pub-
lished in Design Quarterly: conceptual architecture is 
here first defined in fifteen footnotes, of which the main 
text has been blanked out.15 The second version was 
published in Casabella a few months later and was enti-
tled ‘Appunti sull’Architettura Concettuale. Verso una 
definizione’, a text this time consisting of thirty-eight 
notes, arranged in a different order.16 The third, Spanish 
version was never translated into English, entitled ‘Notas 
sobre arquitectura conceptual: estructura profunda dual’, 
was presented at the symposium Arquitectura, histo-
ria y teoria de los signos organised by Tomàs Llorens 
in Castelldefels in March 1972. After receiving criticism 
in the following months for applying Chomsky’s theory 
too literally, Eisenman corrected the text and sent the 
fourth version, with the same title, for publication in the  
conference proceedings in 1974: here, anyway, he reaf-
firms his conviction of the inseparability of idea and form, 
whose dialectic defines their syntactic dimension.17 The 
fifth version, entitled ‘Notes on Conceptual Architecture 
II: Double Deep Structure’, is unpublished, and was later 

released as a sixth version with further modifications 
under the title ‘Notes on Conceptual Architecture II A’.18 
This would be republished in Japanese, with minor mod-
ifications to the contents, as the seventh and last ver-
sion, under the title ‘Notes on Conceptual Architecture 
(II): Double Deep Structure’ in 1974.19 The text was used 
in part on other occasions; starting from both his initial 
presentation of the logic of House I at CASE 7 and the 
opening section of the ‘Notas’, Eisenman expands upon 
the two texts ‘House I, 1967’ and ‘House II, 1969’, which 
were published in Five Architects in 1972, republished 
with additional modifications under the title ‘Cardboard 
Architecture/Castelli di carte’ in Casabella the following 
year.20

What is interesting about this incessant work is per-
haps both the monological and dialogical dimensions of 
the content of the ‘Notes’, which change in a constant 
search for a well-founded and credible definition. In all 
versions Eisenman speaks of ‘formal universals’ capa-
ble of generating meaning. It is here that Eisenman 
defines the notion of conceptual architecture, despite 
the acknowledged difficulty of being truly effective in the 
design phase: indeed, it will always remain problematic 
to develop purely transformative methods, such as ana-
lytical diagrams, while reducing semantic contexts to a 
pure system of signs. He arrives at a radical definition of 
conceptual architecture as a system of signs capable of 
communicating exclusively syntactic relations in their total 
transparency, based on the innate capacity of the human 
mind to understand rational rules. From a philosophical 
point of view, this is nothing new: innatism is a classi-
cal position typical of the seventeenth-century debate 
between rationalists and pragmatists on the nature and 
possibility of knowledge and its cognitive value, and 
thus the basis of a possible modern science and epis-
temology. The definition of conceptual architecture thus 
revolves around that of a formal universal, which in turn 
seems a generically understood formal archetype; in 
any case, a certain ambiguity remains in the definition, 
as Eisenman would gradually describe such formal uni-
versals as ‘deep structures’, ‘conceptual structures’ and 
‘sign systems’ capable of generating meanings.21

Agrest and Gandelsonas: knowledge and ideology
In the same months of 1970 in which Eisenman began 
to publish his ‘Notes’, Agrest and Gandelsonas pub-
lished an article in Spanish in the Argentine architectural 
periodical Summa in which they related semiology to 
material inequalities, rather than focusing on signifiers, 
while offering their own interpretation of two concepts 
that would be fundamental to their critique: ideology and 
knowledge in the field of architectural criticism.22 These 
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are two classic terms that echo what Barthes called lit-
erature, the ideologisation of Western writing in general, 
and what he had already defined as the ‘degree zero 
of writing’, the attempt to free writing from structures of 
hierarchy and power.23

For Agrest and Gandelsonas, by contrast to 
Eisenman, any introduction of theories and concepts 
from other disciplines, such as semiotics or structuralist 
philosophy, into the critical architectural debate is in itself 
a production of ideology, or what they call an ideolog-
ical consumption of theory, that is, a negative and illu-
sory invasion from outside the discipline of architecture.24 
Importing the concept of function into architecture, for 
example, would prevent a genuine and original non-ideo-
logical scientific development of disciplinary scientific 
knowledge (or ‘the knowledge’). This critical approach to 
the ideological consumption of theory is explicitly Marxist 
and close to Manfredo Tafuri’s critique of capitalism, 
while echoing Althusser’s Ideology and Ideological State 
Apparatuses (1970).25 This is unlike their later New York 
work in which they abandoned the notion of perverse 
objects for syntactic structures, and move from an ideo-
logical critique to a formal analysis. It is a shift typical 
of the Barthes of S/Z (1970) and then of The Pleasure 
of the Text (1973), in which the critique of structuralism 
is increasingly articulated and politicised, and would find 
ample echo and theoretical-critical consonance in Agrest 
and Gandelsonas’s later work.

Agrest and Gandelsonas immediately criticised con-
ceptual architecture based on these initial but clear 
premises. In 1972, Gandelsonas worked on his first 
American article, ‘On Reading Architecture’, an attempt 
to critique the system of meaning that Eisenman was 
developing. Shortly thereafter, between 1972 and 1973, 
Agrest and Gandelsonas published  a series of articles 
on the misunderstandings arising from the use of con-
cepts derived from linguistics and structuralism in the 
field of architecture.26 The theses expressed in these 
texts oscillate between ideological consumption in gen-
eral and the dangers implicit in ideology in Eisenman’s 
work in particular. They constitute the theoretical core of 
the first texts in which a structuralist-based architectural 
critique of Eisenman’s conceptual architecture developed 
in the United States, accusing it of being ideological.

Then, on the clear and original basis expressed in 
‘Linguistics in Architecture’ (1973), Gandelsonas offers 
a second critique of Eisenman’s conceptual architecture, 
confirming the need to distinguish between ideology and 
theory: the concepts ‘syntax’ and ‘deep structure’ need to 
be carefully defined when transferred from linguistics to 
architecture. This ultimately led to Eisenman’s work being 
seen as a phenomenon within Western architectural 

ideology. Thus, in the space of a few months, the archi-
tectural debate took on the complexity of a debate tra-
ditionally confined to philosophical and linguistic struc-
turalist circles. While Diana Agrest introduced Marxist 
categories borrowed from Althusser and Balibar, such 
as the dialectic between knowledge and ideology, Mario 
Gandelsonas drew on Julia Kristeva’s semiotics, both by 
applying distinctions such as that between the semiotics 
of communication and semanalysis, and by re-reading 
studies on Saussurian anagrams.27 This broad investiga-
tion allowed them to transpose notions such as intertex-
tuality and alternative systems of signification, freed from 
the direct referentiality between sign and object.

Finally, in the background, the influence of Jacques 
Derrida, whose deconstruction of meaning, understood 
as an unstable phenomenon in constant tension between 
repetition and difference, soon paved the way for a rad-
ical redefinition of the relationship between space, lan-
guage and meaning.28

The demise of conceptual architecture
From 1973 onwards, Eisenman responded to such crit-
icism by embarking on a reconnaissance of what was 
still lacking in his rational theory of architecture, elimi-
nating all direct references to Chomsky and recognising 
the impossibility of translating his insights into the for-
mal structures of language into architecture. He would 
continue to define the conceptual structure of his theory 
as rational, but without mentioning it, abandoning the 
linguistic analogy and referring only to the conceptual 
aspects of his theory.

Thus conceptual architecture began to show symp-
toms of weakness and diminished cohesion, while 
Eisenman continued to engage with questions of the 
autonomy of form, albeit from a critical position, appropri-
ating the concept of ideology. A use, however, emptied of 
its capacity to embody a conflict, whether social, political 
or even simply formal, given that Eisenman’s conception 
of dialectics is foreign to any Marxist instance.

The final step in the definitive overcoming of concep-
tual architecture took place in November 1974 with the 
publication of Eisenman’s ‘Conceptual Architecture: From 
the Perception of Form to its Hidden Meaning’, then pub-
lished in Casabella the next year, in which he defined a 
new concept of form as the result of a set of archetypal 
relationships that influence our sensitivity in relation to 
the environment.29 In this critical turn and in line with the 
radical change of tone, this is the last time he speaks of 
conceptual architecture.30

In the meantime, the critical debate became more 
international, also as a function of the almost con-
temporary new theoretical approaches aimed at 
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Fig. 1: ‘Architecture and Urban Planning Round Table ‘Theory’, held on 24 April 1974 at Princeton University’s Architecture Building. A 

round table discussion on theory from the special spring lecture series organised by Diana Agrest. From left: Peter Eisenman (Director of 

the Institute for Architecture and Urban Studies), Rodolfo Machado (Assistant Professor of Architecture at Carnegie-Mellon University), 

Mario Gandelsonas (moderator, Fellow at Institute for Architecture and Urban Studies), Manfredo Tafuri (Director of the Istituto di Storia, 

Istituto Universitario di Architettura Venezia), Antony Vidler (Associate Professor of Architecture at Princeton University). Photo courtesy of 

Princeton University Library, Special Collection.
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redefining the foundations of the discipline. This hap-
pened in September 1973 in Milan at the XV Triennale 
in the section ‘Rational Architecture’ by Aldo Rossi and 
Massimo Scolari, and in New York with the founding of 
the magazine Oppositions, in April 1974 in Princeton with 
the cycle of conferences Practice, Theory and Politics 
in Architecture organised by Agrest, and in Los Angeles 
with the last CASE conference, and later in June in 
Milan, with the first IASS organised by Umberto Eco and 
in Paris, with the symposium Histoire et théories de l’ar-
chitecture organised at the Institut de l’environnement.

In May 1974, Eisenman defined the beginning of a 
new cycle of his work, beyond any reference to linguistic 
structures, conscious or unconscious, in the article ‘Haus 
III: To Adolf Loos and Bertolt Brecht’.31 This new cycle, 
not by chance, was born immediately after Eisenman’s 
meeting with Manfredo Tafuri the previous month, which 
would open up new critical horizons. The new direction 
was favoured by Diana Agrest, who had invited Tafuri 
first to Princeton and then to the IAUS.32

As a result of this fierce debate, which lasted from 
1969 and 1974, challenging the assumptions of the prob-
lematic intellectual trajectory on which conceptual archi-
tecture was founded, both Eisenman’s approach and his 
critical language would henceforth be inscribed in a new, 
hermetic and unknowable code. The sign was no longer 
a transparent object in a conceptual system comprehen-
sible to reason, but had become its opposite.
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