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“Building Time is a graceful, timely, and purposeful walk through a garden of architectural knowledge, offering an account—in all, a theory—not just of human spatial experience through time (first we go here, then we go there...), but of the world experiencing itself through the medium of buildings, especially buildings which, in having long-term ethical projects as well as complexities of their own, are works of architecture. With Proustian intimacy and often dizzying insight, Leatherbarrow enlarges the very language we use to understand architecture. Buildings are indifferent only apparently. In marking time, in accommodating the fleeting, in witnessing and in suffering, they bring up the future.”

Michael Benedikt, The University of Texas at Austin, USA

“Leatherbarrow focuses his meditative attention on lasting works of art and architecture. Discussing paintings and projects with particular sensitivity to light and material, he perceptively reveals changes wrought by three kinds of time. Working like a clockmaker, patiently disassembling architectural mechanisms into their component parts, he explains how buildings operate in time.”

John Tuomey, O’Donnell + Tuomey Architects, Ireland

“When Leatherbarrow writes about time he is also writing about the slow and then ever faster passage of our own lives. Even as we visit the Pantheon to watch time literally move before our eyes and we are reminded that it also measures the span of our own existence. This is a dense, lyrical, and heartbreaking book about our lives and our buildings.”

Billie Tsien, Tod Williams Billie Tsien Architects, USA

“Linger, return, and remember rhythm this meditation on the interactions of time, space and place for both author and reader. Not since the romantic writers of the early 19th century has the temporal dimension of architecture been viewed patiently from so many facets.”

Barry Bergdoll, Meyer Schapiro Professor of Art History, Columbia University, USA

“Building Time suggests that architecture matters partly because architecture weathers orienting and grounding us: by keeping its identity amidst contextual change, inevitable decay, and eventual renewal, as well as recording its own creation and survival. The world stage, the active body and the project script frame the close reading of chosen modern masterpieces in time and as time. Sound, serviceable, and delightful.”

Carlos Eduardo Comas, Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil
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Dedicated to the memory of my father, whose time was entirely full of life.
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Part One

Introduction


1.1

Making Space for Time

Forever—is composed of Nows—

‘Tis not a different time—

EMILY DICKINSON, n. 624, c. 1860

Architecture, it is said, results from the thoughtful making of space.1 But time is the dimension in which buildings actually come to life: how their shadows and steel engage the days and seasons of the world, how they guide the movements of people and things, and how they project the past into the future, the once-was into the could-be. Time is not a contingent attribute of the places intended in design and realized through construction but a key dimension of their structure and significance.

Perhaps it’s no surprise that time gets little direct attention in an art dedicated to permanence. Once they’re built, we expect rooms, houses, and offices to remain as they were, as if time hadn’t passed or didn’t matter—here they are, still ready for use, available now as before, rather like one’s body. Although much in life changes, buildings seem not to. When we stop to think about it, probably some differences between appearances then and now will be allowed, changes that result from deterioration, refinishing, alterations, and so on. These are of course changes of state, not position. Even so, when compared to the aspects of furnishings and rooms that are presently apparent, qualities that once were and will be, former and future phases hardly matter—and that’s by design. An architectural work is complete when what’s meant to remain
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