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BUILDER OF DREAMS 

By Bruce C. Webb 

Sanctuaries: The !.iist Works <ij John 
Hejduk, The Menil Collection, 
May 7-August 31 

REDISCOVERING THE WORK of the late archi-

tect-poet John Hejduk in this small 
exhibit of some 100 ink and gouache 
drawings and archnecuir.il models from 
the Canadian Centre tor Architecture, 
on view at the Menil Collection, recalls 
a defining moment in late modernism 
during the 1970s and the publication of 
Five Architects. The book featured early 
work by Hejduk and then comparative 
youngsters Peter Kiscnman, Michael 
d r a w s , Charles ( iwathmey, and Richard 
Meier — a group thai became known as 
the New York l ive. They were a radical 
(chic) bunch; in the wake of the turbulent 
sixties they li.ul abandoned functionalism 
and the apologetics of social concerns 
for the cool, modern, neo-Corbusian 
aesthetics of the 1920s and '30s. The 
work of the five looked similar enough 
in the book, especially those soon-to-be 
ubiquitous inked line drawings and stand-
up .lxonometrics. But each went on to 
develop a personal style of his own. And 
to build. Everyone, that is, hut I lejduk, 
who became the odd man out. Praise for 
I lejduk usually included the qualifier 
"built almost nothing." 

So while most architects leave behind 
a legacy of built work, I lejduk is remem-
bered tor a collection of speculative draw-
ings, models, .1 ml poems. It's work ideally 
suited to the gallery. I lejduk was an archi-
tectural magus; in the elusive language ol 
the subconscious he created pictures of 
architectural ideas that were as profound 
and affecting as poems. I'here was never 
anything impossible about his ideas; they 
were clearly architectural possibilities. 
I hi \ could In built, l u n the daring Wall 
I louse with cantilevered pods affixed to 
a shear wall, for a time the near-iconic, 
pedagogical example of architecture-
as-idea, was constructed after Hejdtlk's 
death by a group in the Netherlands. But 
tor (he most part what I lejduk designed 
belonged to the category of allegories, the 
"what ils." 

The Wall House is the earliest of 
the exhibited work, presented here in 
several variations both in drawings and 
cxqmsifcK crafted little models. This 
seminal design became deeply embedded 

in the image bank ol most students of 
architecture in the 1970s .mi.\ 'SOs land 
the teachers of students in the '90s). It 
showed how a rational part! could morph 
into Stylized surrealism through Hejduk's 
creative figurations. 

There is also a small-scaled white 
model and several drawings ol the Berlin 
Masque project, a festival of fantastic 
architectural typologies, the dramatis 
personal* for an allegorical performance. 
The two most recent architectural designs, 
i sin.ill "Christ Chapel" and a large 
cathedral, are more deeply personal, 
almost to the point of solipsism. Like a 
cabinet of curiosities, the cathedral rounds 
up many of f lejduk's architectural themes 
and unselfconsciously affixes them to the 
inside space and outside walls of a rect-
angular box. Faltering the artistic world 
of the two religious buildings requires the 
same suspension ol disbelief asked tor by 
a novel. But the effort is worthwhile. 

The oilier pan ol the show, tilled 
"Enclosures," is a collection ot some 32 
drawings depicting dramatic encounters 
between animals, men, and angels. The 
colorful drawings that are in (he perma-
nent collection of the Menil have a primi-
tive quality reminiscent of the stained 
glass windows by artist Marc Chagall or 
earb Spanish illuminated manuscripts. 
I lejduk was a prolific writer; his design 
work frequently explored linkages 
between poetic narratives and architec-
tural space, l o r example, in "The 13 
Watchtowers ot Cannarcgio ," the elabo-
rate sectional drawings are animated by 
a story of "the inhabitant who refused 
to participate." This combination of 
architectural suggestion and verbal speci-
fication presented architecture as a kind 
of dramatic fiction. In the "Knclosures" 
drawings the sense ot architecture 
becomes less tangible, as though a section 
had been drawn through a vision. But the 
drawings portray the same internal rest-
lessness and forceful penetrations thai till 
the cathedral with mystery. 

I lejduk is best known tor his role as 
the protector and animator of the archi-
tectural school at Cooper Union, where 
for a remarkable period ol 25 years be 
served as dean. His artistic work is a 
pedagogical extension ol a great educa-
tor. It was as a teacher that he visited 
the University ot Houston College ol 
Architecture as a critic in Professor [ohn 
Perry's famous I lonors Studio in the 
I.ill ol l'J""4. Before arriving he issued. 
In mail, an unusual preliminary set ot 
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instructions to the students that included 
bringing to the first class meeting a cigar 
box. a full-sized ink drawing of a musical 
instrument, and a painting depicting the 
playing ot a musical instrument. 

At that lirsi meeting 1 lejduk handed 
OUt the second part of his brief: "Imagine 
and invent a structure and place at which 
to play the instrument incorporating both 
painting and instrument. Represent (hav-
ing imagined ,\m\ invented| the structure 
and place in cigar box. When finished it 
should reflect those things in a sensitive 
and beautiful way. Eloquent. Elegant." 

When the end of the week arrived the 
students tiled in and sat in a circle hold-
ing their cigar boxes. One by one, 1 lejduk 
asked them to open them. He didn't 
say much, but he let them know he was 
deeply moved by their efforts. The stu-
dents loved it. Some of them wrote poems 
about i lejduk. One such read, "l earning 
h\ . is inns is/Seeing with the sudden clarity/ 
Of his transcendent vision." 

But this was back in 1979, and not 
everyone was convinced that this had 
much to do with being an architect. 
Maybe even less so when I lejduk sent his 
former student Daniel l.ibeskind (head 
ol architecture at Craubrook Academy 

and ai ib.it time the quintessential "paper 
architect"! and artist Raymond Slursky 
to follow him in the I ' l l I lonors Studio. 
And l.ibeskind in turn sent his own bril-
liant students Ben Nicholson, Bahram 
Shirdel, and \\ illii I n loi to teach .it I I I. 
Outsiders called it a cabal. Bui lor a peri-
od of ten or so years, the ideas broached 
by Hejduk and fueled by others wen a 
big pan of the creative dynamics ot the 
college. It was a time when there was not 
much professional work, and jobs in an 
architecture office were difficult to find. 
The computer was just entering the scene 
and the old, defining skills of hand draw-
ing, model making, and drafting were on 
the verge ol being displaced in architec-
tural practice. The school was everything. 
Sometimes it seemed like a sanctuary 
— almost a monastic place — tor protect-
ing and practicing a deserted art against 
a lime when it would again, maybe, be 
needed and desired. 

In an age ol cynicism, Hejduk's 
visions may seem hopelessly innocent. 
But they helped to make it possible for 
students and architects to dream. And to 
the extent that dreaming is still sanctioned 
as a part of knowing, they continue to 
do so. • 


