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Introduction

It does not seem particularly controversial to mark the beginning of contemporary
architecture theory in “the sixties” (with all the changes in political theory and prac-
tice, the history of philosophy, the world economy, and general cultural production
that the date connotes), for since then architecture, both built and projected, has
notoriously been discussed and debated according to theoretical categories, from
such blunt oppositions as “white” versus “gray” or “rationalist” versus “historicist”
to more sophisticated and articulate -isms. And, since 1968, “architecture theory” has
all but subsumed “architecture culture,” for the prevailing sentiment in these years has
been that cultural production in its traditional sense—especially the sense of culture
as something that one both belongs to and possesses, culture as some precipitate that
saturates from top down everthing in its domain, culture as a boundary between
legitimacy and disestablishment—can no longer be expected to arise spontaneously,
as a matter of social course, but must now be constantly constructed, deconstructed,
and reconstructed through more self-conscious theoretical procedures.'

This collection confirms the unprecedented transformation of
architectural discourse in which theory displaced architectural criticism and rivaled
the methodological importance of traditional architectural historiography (though it
has in no way diminished considerations of history as a determinate factor of archi-
tectural production; as Marx taught us, the affirmation of the primacy of theory just is
the affirmation of history). It also seeks to show the prevailing contours and not a
few conceptual details of what many readers still take to be a dim and shapeless mass
of texts, for even if the importance of theory can hardly be denied, its historical
configuration has not been charted. The chronological rather than thematic ordering
of texts here allows the attentive reader to see the weaving of themes, overlaps, starts,
and stops that are inevitably reduced by imposed rubrics. My introductions to the
texts, which may often be better read as afterwords, attempt to draw out some of
their prevalent concepts. And the marginal references point to crossings of ideas.

Certain criteria guided the choice of material in this anthology
and, equally, characterize what I take to be the distinguishing features of architecture
theory since 1968. First and foremost, architecture theory is a practice of mediation.
In its strongest form mediation is the production of relationships between formal
analyses of a work of architecture and its social ground or context (however nonsyn-
chronous these sometimes may be), but in such a way as to show the work of archi-
tecture as having some autonomous force with which it could also be seen as
negating, distorting, repressing, compensating for, and even producing, as well as
reproducing, that context. Fredric Jameson, speaking of the production of theory
generally, has given a slightly modulated version of this: transcoding, “the invention of
a set of terms, the strategic choice of a particular code or language, such that the
same terminology can be used to analyze and articulate two quite distinct types of
objects or ‘texts,” or two very different levels of structural reality.”* Or again: “New
theoretical discourse is produced by the setting into active equivalence of two preex-
isting codes, which thereby, in a kind of molecular ion exchange, become a new one.
What must be understood is that the new code (or metacode) can in no way be



considered a synthesis between the previous pair. . . . Itis rather a question of linking
two sets of terms in such a way that each can express and indeed interpret the other.”?

From Marxism and semiotics to psychoanalysis and rhizomat-
ics, architecture theory has freely and contentiously set about opening up architec-
ture to what is thinkable and sayable in other codes, and, in turn, rewriting systems
of thought assumed to be properly extrinsic or irrelevant into architecture’s own
idiolect. And while it is correct to point out that today there still remain vestiges of
older, “philosophical” criticisms that simply apply various philosophical systems to
architecture in occasional and opportunistic ways, architecture theory has been, in
part, a displacement of traditional problems of philosophy (“truth,” “quality,” and
the like) in favor of attention to distinctly and irreducibly architectural ideas, and an
attempt to dismantle the whole machinery of master texts, methods, and applica-
tions, putting in its place concepts and codes that interpret, disrupt, and transform
one another.

Thus, for example, Manfredo Tafuri’s work on modernism and
contemporary architectural production, which I take as initiating one important tra-
jectory of architecture theory, enfolds the old Marxian terms of base and superstruc-
ture and makes architecture when it is most itself—most pure, most rational, most
attendent to its own techniques—the most efficient ideological agent of capitalist
planification and unwitting victim of capitalism’s historical closure. In a certain
sense, this is just the maximization of the classical mediating term of critical theory,
reification (or Verdinglichung, as used from Georg Luckacs to Theodor Adorno to Fredric
Jameson), but now with the twist that architecture’s utopian work ends up laying the
tracks for a general movement to a totally administered world.*

Or semiology, another dominant paradigm of architecture the-
ory, links architecture and the social city (often including popular culture and con-
sumerism) through the fraction of the sign (signifier/signified), setting off a fission
that leads to the theorization of postmodernism itself, whose dust lingers on almost
all subsequent discourse. But it should be clear that, while architecture theory pre-
serves the fundamental structuralist apparatus of the sign, and language as the pre-
dominant model of that apparatus, it also, early on, mobilized its mediatory
techniques in order to query of semiological systems how, by what agents and insti-
tutions, and to what ends they have been produced. Theory'’s situating of architecture
in history and production—or, to use different terminology, its interrogation of the
structurality of semiological structures®—ensures that any simple distinction be-
tween structuralism and poststructuralism in architecture theory cannot easily be
maintained. One should note, too, that, while the logics of communication and type
were the first products of theorizing the architectural sign, the concept of media—
understood as including specific technologies and institutions as well as forms—
would by the 1980s become the logical elaboration of that of the sign.®

Architecture theory’s mediatory function releases unnoticed
complicities and commonalities between different realities that were thought to
remain singular, divergent, and differently constituted. Mediating among different



discourses has sponsored a rich literature that addresses itself to a whole range of
practical issues—the role of the unconscious, the socially constructed body, ecology,
the politics of spatial relations—which connoisseurs of unmediated form neverthe-
less regard as an occultation of architecture’s original object and seekers of certainty
find maddeningly frustrating. But a primary lesson of architecture theory is that what
used to be called the sociohistorical contexts of architectural production, as well as
the object produced, are both themselves texts in the sense that we cannot approach
them separately and directly, as distinct, unrelated things-in-themselves, but only
through their prior differentiation and transmutation, which is shot through with
ideological motivation. The world is a totality; it is an essential and essentially practical
problem of theory to rearticulate that totality, to produce the concepts that relate the
architectural fact with the social, historical, and ideological subtexts from which it
was never really separate to begin with.

There are other criteria, mentioned in no particular order, that
guided the selections for this anthology. Though I believe that the most important
texts of architecture theory are included here, I have not tried to reproduce the most
used texts, or anthologize history “as it really happened.” Rather I have rationally
reconstructed the history of architecture theory in an attempt to produce (as Louis
Althusser recommended) the concept of that history—which is a quite different matter.
I have chosen what I regard as the most robust texts of the authors represented, the
ones with the most explanatory power and richness of implication, rather than the
best known. Moreover, however influential they may have been on architecture the-
ory, I have not included texts that have as their primary object of study other aesthetic
modes (Rosalind Krauss’s “Grids” and “Sculpture in the Expanded Field” are widely
read examples, as are Hal Foster’s and Andreas Huyssen’s different works on post-
modernism); on the other hand, essays do appear here by many authors who are not
exclusively or even primarily architecture theorists, but all of whom have had a spe-
cific and sustained engagement with architectural material. As a corollary to this, I
have tried to find entries that treat specific architectural objects, texts, and design
practices even while producing generalizable concepts. One of my aims is to show
how architecture enables certain ways of thinking that are irreducible to other modes
of thought. While any theory that talks about architecture only—that does not relate
architecture to the larger social, material field—is practically useless, at the same
time any theory that does not articulate the concrete specificity and semi-autonomy
of architecture’s codes and operations misses a major medium of social practice.

But if theory’s vocation is to produce the concepts by which
architecture is related to other spheres of social practice, architecture, too, can be
understood as the construction of new concepts of space and its inhabitation; which
is to say that buildings and drawings can be theoretical, seeking a congruence be-
tween object and analysis, producing concepts as fully objective and material as built
form itself. It is one of the characteristics of architecture since 1968 that a few key
projects and exhibitions have explicitly sought to do just that. I have entered what I
take to be the most important ones.

This anthology is not an introduction to architecture theory
(which, if you've gotten this far, you must already know). At least some general
background knowledge of the intellectual history of the twentieth century is as-
sumed. Moreover, it is necessary to accompany this volume with some knowledge of
the built and projected architecture of the same period, for that is the object on
which these texts beat their heads and gnash their teeth. With that knowledge, not
only does this anthology become a reconstruction of the history of architectural dis-
course, but further, the contradictions and aporias, intellectual failures as well as suc-
cesses of the now highly specialized discipline of architecture theory become also
rather precise calibrations of the history of architecture itself. The much decried split
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between theory and practice, and the tedious laments about theory’s relevance, then
lose much of their threat.

For the work in architecture theory written before 1977, it is
especially helpful to understand the importation and deployment of both structural-
ist and phenomenological thought as militating against the received models of mod-
ernist functionalism and the positivist analyses that had reemerged in the guises of
behaviorism, sociology, and operations research in the 1960s. Against these, struc-
turalism and phenomenology each projected questions of “meaning” (it is a preva-
lent word in the essays presented here) into a structure of sheer relations among
architectural elements within a field of signification. Ferdinand de Saussure’s discon-
nection of the sign from the referent may be said to be analogous, in its architecture
theoretical versions, to Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological bracketing. Both opera-
tions suspend the commonsense perception of architecture as a vessel of meaning
filled from the outside, or as a collection of behaviors and uses considered as its
content. They both install a code of intrinsically and irreducibly architectural ele-
ments or phenomena that are related within a generalized system and that individual
buildings or projects partially instantiate. In both structuralist and phenomenological
thought, architectural signification is autonomous, at a distance from reality, but an
architectural concept is still a concept of something; an idealized or total system of
architecture is still a kind of map of reality, even if the particular coordinates of that
map lack a one-to-one correspondence with the everyday world. At the same time,
structuralism and phenomenology come down differently on the status of the sub-
ject. Structuralism characteristically liquidates the subject, construing it as no more
than an effect of the signifying system, while phenomenology relies on concepts like
consciousness and presence and tends to privilege the signified over the signifier,
interiority over exteriority, subject over system. In the texts presented here, structur-
alism and phenomenology weave a difficult pas de deux that finishes around 1983
with the emergence of interpretive techniques that cut across such oppositions and
open to a more radical heterogeneity.

To those who take the ambition of this anthology to be to ren-
der victorious one discourse over all others (that is, the discourse of those included
here over those not), it must quickly be replied that the importance of the period in
question, from 1968 to 1993, is not one of competing styles or group allegiances
(Marxism versus formalism, structuralism versus phenomenology, or the like) but
rather of the collective experience of an objective situation to which diverse re-
sponses emerged, all attempting to provide maps of the possibilities for architectural
intervention, to articulate the specific limiting conditions of architectural practice. I
have suggested elsewhere that that historical experience sponsored, among other
things, a very particular attitude toward commodification and consumption. For ar-
chitecture theory during the past quarter of a century seems to have been produced
and read mostly by individuals nurtured on popular culture, schooled on contradic-
tion and paradox, and instilled with the belief that things can be changed, that theory
can and must make a difference. Highly competent cultural consumers all, these are
individuals with some remaining faith in an engaged resistance to “the system” yet
still able to be titillated by the ecstatic surrender of the architectural subject to the
very forces that threaten its demise.” But the almost manic mood swings of those of
us who do theory, between exhilaration and contempt for the absolute ease with
which signs can be redistributed, the blending of euphoria and bleakness with regard
to commercial culture, and the desires and pleasures of things, images, and events,
which we ingest, it sometimes seems, through almost mindless consumption—all
these cannot, I suggest, be dismissed ofthand. They are but a reaction formation
against what history has dealt us—a totally reified life—and they are but one side of
a demand for something different, the other side of which is theory itself.



It may well turn out that a different, younger audience, whose
relation to consumption is altogether altered, whose memories may not include any
notions of resistance or negation, may have to produce another kind of theory prem-
ised on neither the concept of reification nor the apparatus of the sign, both of which
have their ultimate referent in the vexatious territory of reproducibility and com-
modity consumption. Indeed, since 1993, there have been important developments
in architecture theory not covered by this anthology.® I still believe, however, that the
texts included here will then constitute the necessary history on which those new
theories will be built. Theory is a practice explicitly ready to undertake its self-
critique and effect its own transformation. And, like architecture itself, theory is an
appetite for modifying and expanding reality, a desire to organize a new vision of a
world perceived as unsatisfactory or incomplete—such will always be architecture
theory’s proper utopia.

During the course of this book’s preparation, I have probably mentioned it to every
colleague and student I have passed, many of whom have made helpful comments. I
regret that I can formally thank only those who have contributed substantially to the
book’s formation. Bernard Tschumi has enthusiastically supported the project from
the start, made valuble suggestions regarding its contents, and facilitated its develop-
ment in every way. Special thanks to Renata Hejduk, who helped with the research
and coordination of the entire project. Michael Speaks steadied my hand through
numerous theory shakes. Luis Carranza, Mary Lou Lobsinger, and Felicity Scott
helped research specific areas. Helpful suggestions and information about the general
field and particular subjects came from Diana Agrest, George Baird, Micha Bandini,
Jean-Louis Cohen, Beatriz Colomina, Peter Eisenman, Rodolphe el-Khoury, Kenneth
Frampton, Catherine Ingraham, Jeffrey Kipnis, Sandro Marpillero, Robert McAnulty,
Rafael Moneo, Joan Ockman, Colin Rowe, Robert Somol, and Mark Wigley. Marshall
Brown and Michael Gamble researched the illustrations and prepared them for publi-
cation. Marshall Brown and Leah Ray scanned the texts. Special thanks to Peter Rowe,
who has helped create a structure and an atmosphere at Harvard’s Graduate School
of Design supportive of theoretical work in every way. I am grateful to students who
have participated in my courses at the GSD for their insights and provocations. The
MIT Press has been particularly supportive of this project and tolerant of its size. I
would particularly like to thank Roger Conover for his editorial acumen, advice, and
thoughtfulness about the topic, Matthew Abbate for his tireless attention to every
detail, Jean Wilcox for the deployment of her extraordinary design talent, and Julie
Grimaldi for facilitating this publication.

Notes
1. Itis not uninteresting but also not that useful to debate the exact year in which contempo-
rary architecture theory’s predominance began. Robert Venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction
in Architecture and Aldo Rossi’s L'architettura della citta both appeared in 1966; one could rightly
start there, even though neither of these texts looks much like what goes by the name of
theory now. A different trajectory might begin with Christian Norberg-Schulz’s Intentions
in Architecture of 1963. Colin Rowe’s “Mathematics of the Ideal Villa” of 1947 already enun-
ciated issues of Gestalt formalism, typology, and the proliferation of formal effects, and
even anticipated two camps of postmodern formalism, the “white” rigorists and the
“gray” inclusivists. But in the long run, the coupling of Marxian critical theory and post-
structuralism with readings of architectural modernism has been what has dominated
theory in the main, subsuming and rewriting earlier texts; and “since 1968 covers that
formation.
It should be apparent that Architecture Theory since 1968 also claims to be both a
continuation and a modulation of Joan Ockman’s Architecture Culture 1943—1968 (New York:
Columbia University and Rizzoli, 1993); in a certain sense, this is a companion volume.
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And yet, however much I may have tried to emulate Joan's effort, I have not made a
sequel, for this is a very different time and this had to be a very different kind of book.
Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981), 40.
Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke Univer-
sity Press, 1991), 394-395.

The concept of reification, in convergence with the enormous importance of the work of
Aldo Rossi, also spurred a rehabilitation of a realist paradigm that played out in the texts
of Bernard Huet, Martin Steinmann, and Jorge Silvetti.

I am, of course, referring to the classic essay of Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and
Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,” in The Structuralist Controversy, ed. Richard
Macksey and Eugenio Donato (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1972).

The mention of the legacies of Marxian critical theory and structuralism immediately
brings to mind the most influential conjunction of these in the work of Louis Althusser.
And, indeed, a loose kind of “Althusserianism” can be found in much of architecture
theory, as my introductions to the essays by Mario Gandelsonas, Diana Agrest, Bernard
Tschumi, Jorge Silvetti, and later Fredric Jameson show.

K. Michael Hays, “Architecture Theory, Media, and the Question of Audience,” Assemblage
27 (August 1995).

Feminism and identity politics are only the most obvious of themes that have produced
massive numbers of studies since 1993 not primarily concerned with reification.



This was the moment when language invaded the universal
problematic, the moment when, in the absence of a center or
origin, everything became discourse.

JACQUES DERRIDA, Writing and Difference

The critical act will consist of a recomposition of the frag-
ments once they are historicized: in their “remontage.”

MANFREDO TAFURI, The Sphere and the Labyrinth
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1969

Manfredo Tafuri

see Jameson (442
ff) and Cohen
(508 ff)

compare 392-393
and Cacciari
(397 ff)

“Toward a Critique of Architectural Ideology” “Per una critica dell’ideologia
architettonica,” Contropiano 1 (January-April 1969); translated for this anthology

by Stephen Sartarelli

Contemporary architecture’s situation was never more radically theorized than by
Manfredo Tafuri. Locating architecture’s intellectual project in the historical matrix of
the bourgeois metropolis, Tafuri formulates the entire cycle of modernism (he refuses
any periodization of a postmodernism) as a unitary development in which the avant-
gardes’ visions of utopia come to be recognized as an idealization of capitalism, a
transfiguration of the latter’s rationality into the rationality of autonomous form —
architecture’s “plan,” its ideology. Gathering up the threads that link the sociology of
Georg Simmel and Max Weber, the critical theory of Georg Lukacs, Walter Benjamin,
and Theodor Adorno, the structuralism of Louis Althusser and Roland Barthes, and the
negative thought of Massimo Cacciari, Tafuri identifies what for him is contemporary
architecture’s only condition of possibility: to collapse into the very system that as-
sures its demise or retreat into hypnotic solitude.

Substitute “bourgeois art” for “the individual,” and the first
lines of Simmel’s “The Metropolis and Mental Life” disclose the same problematic as
those of Tafuri’s essay reprinted here: how the subject —the individual or art — seeks
to protect its internal integrity and, at the same time, accommodate itself to the shock
of metropolitan experience. Simmel: “The deepest problems of modern life derive
from the claim of the individual to preserve the autonomy and individuality of his
existence in the face of overwhelming social forces, of historical heritage, of external
culture, and of the technique of life.”* Tafuri: “To dispel anxiety by understanding and
internalizing its causes: this would seem to be one of the principal ethical imperatives
of bourgeois art. It matters little whether the conflicts, contradictions, and torments
that create anxiety are absorbed into a comprehensive mechanism capable of recon-
ciling those differences, or whether catharsis is achieved through contemplative
sublimation.”

Following Simmel, Tafuri understands the metropolis as the
general form assumed by the process of technical rationalization and objectification
of social relations brought about by the monetary economy. This process dissolves
individuality into a flow of weightless impressions, abstracts and levels down all par-
ticularity and quality, and restructures subjectivity as reason and calculation.z The
result, at the level of the individual, is the metropolitan subject, what Simmel called
the blase type: the neurasthenic who survives the increase in nervous life by becom-
ing totally intellectualized and indifferent. (“There is perhaps no psychic phenomenon
which has been so unconditionally reserved to the metrgpolis as has the blase atti-
tude,” wrote Simmel.)> The conflicted nature of the blase type fully reflects the me-
tropolis’s structure of functional contradictions — contradictions that include a close
confrontation with objects and people (shock) and an excessive distance from them
(agoraphobia), stimulation as the cure for overstimulation, the ascendancy of the life
of the intellect (Verstand or Vergeistigung) only through the life of the nerves
(Nervenleben), the emergence of extreme individuality in the social totality and the
simultaneous internalization of the social totality in the individual. All of which is to
say that the blase type reflects the metropolis from the perspective of the subject’s
negated autonomy.# As Tafuri puts it, “The problem now became that of teaching not



how one should ‘suffer’ that shock, but how one should absorb it and internalize it
as an inevitable condition of existence.”

Like the blase personality, bourgeois art and architecture essen-
tially and contradictorily register the very forces that assure their ineffectuality. Hav-
ing first been exploded by the shock and distress of the metropolis (expressionism),
and then, with a sardonic detachment, taken an inventory of its surrounding remains
(dadaism), bourgeois architectural thought must conclude that the subject itself is
the only impediment to the smooth development of the fully rationalized technocratic
plan that was to become the total system of capital. One had to pass from Edvard
Munch’s cathartic Scream to Ludwig Hilberseimer’s metropolitan machine —the ulti-
mate architectural sign of self-liquidation through the autonomy of formal construc-
tion, its homeostatic regulation of urban form understood as the ideological training
ground for life in the desacralized, distracted, posthumanist world. Tafuri again:

To remove the experience of shock from all automatism, to use that experience as the foundation
for visual codes and codes of action borrowed from already established characteristics of the
capitalist metropolis —rapidity of change and organization, simultaneity of communications, ac-
celerated rhythms of use, eclecticism —to reduce the structure of artistic experience to the sta-
tus of pure object (an obvious metaphor for the object-commodity), to involve the public, as a
unified whole, in a declaredly interclass and therefore antibourgeois ideology: such are the tasks
taken on, as a whole, by the avant-gardes of the twentieth century.

The problem, then, was to plan the disappearance of the sub-
ject, to dissolve architecture into the structure of the metropolis, wherein it turns into
pure object. Thus does architectural ideology resolve the contradiction between the
internal, subjective resistance to metropolitan shock and the external, structural to-
tality of the production system: this is its utopia. For Tafuri, that utopianism — what-
ever other aims and local concrete effects it may have — ends up ushering into being
the universal, systematic planification of capitalism, all the while concealing this fun-
damental function behind the rhetoric of its manifestos and within the purity of its
forms. The struggle of architecture to rationalize itself through autonomous formal
operations alerts us not to architecture’s success, but to the historical moment of
modernity as a limiting condition, one that shuts down certain social functions that
architecture had previously performed.

Tafuri’s theory takes ideology as its object (it is an ideology of
ideologies), and, from his point of view, in modernity all aesthetic ideologies are
equivalent if not interchangeable. As such they are equally useless for social produc-
tion: this is architecture’s destiny. Such a thesis was received at the time of its first
publication as the pronouncement of the death of architecture, to which Tafuri
responded:

What is of interest here is the precise identification of those tasks which capitalist development
has taken away from architecture. That is to say, what it has taken away in general from ideological
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prefiguration. With this, one is led almost automatically to the discovery of what may well be the
“drama” of architecture today: that is, to see architecture obliged to return to pure architecture,
to form without utopia; in the best cases, to sublime uselessness. To the deceptive attempts to
give architecture an ideological dress, | shall always prefer the sincerity of those who have the
courage to speak of that silent and outdated “purity”; even if this, too, still harbors an ideological
inspiration, pathetic in its anachronism.s

Notes

In its original form this essay had no section headings; as an aid to the reader, they have been

added here following the Spanish version of the essay in De la vanguardia a la metropoli: Critica

radical a la arquitectura (Barcelona: Gustavo Gili, 1972).

Tafuri expanded the essay as Progetto e Utopia (Bari: Laterza & Figli, 1973), which
appeared in English as Architecture and Utopia: Design and Capitalist Development, trans. Bar-
bara Luiga La Penta (Cambridge; MIT Press, 1976).

1. Georg Simmel, “Die Grosstadte und das Geistesleben” (1903); translated as “The Metropolis
and Mental Life,” in The Sociology of Georg Simmel, ed. Kurt H. Wolff (New York: Free Press,
1950), P. 409.

2. “The essence of modernity as such is psychologism, the experiencing and interpretation of
the world in terms of the reactions of our inner life and indeed as an inner world, the dissolu-
tion of fixed contents in the fluid element of the soul, from which all that is substantive is
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filtered and whose forms are merely forms of motion.” Georg Simmel, “Rodin,” in Philoso-
phische Kultur: Gesammelte Essais (Leipzig: W. Klinkhardt, 1911), p. 196.

Simmel, “The Metropolis and Mental Life,” p. 413.

“In the blase attitude the concentration of men and things stimulates the nervous system of
the individual to its highest achievement so that it attains its peak. Through the mere quanti-
tative intensification of the same conditioning factors this achievement is transformed into
its opposite and appears in the peculiar adjustment of the blase attitude. In this phenome-
non the nerves find in the refusal to react to their stimulation the last possibility of accommo-
dating to the contents and forms of metropolitan life. The self-preservation of certain
personalities is bought at the price of devaluing the whole objective world, a devaluation
which in the end unavoidably drags one’s own personality down into a feeling of the same
worthlessness.” Simmel, “The Metropolis and Mental Life,” p. 415.

Simmel’s truth, for Tafuri and Massimo Cacciari, is the recognition of metropoli-
tan experience as a form of negative thought. His mistake (the same as Lukacs’s) was his
anachronistic humanism —“man’s ‘diabolical’ insistence on remaining man, on taking his
place as an ‘imperfect machine’ in a social universe in which the only consistent behavior is
that of pure silence.” Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia, p. 74. Also see Cacciari, Architecture
and Nihilism: On the Philosophy of Modern Architecture, trans. Stephen Sartarelli (New Ha-
ven: Yale University Press, 1993).

Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia, p. ix.



1969

Manfredo Tafuri  Toward a Critique of Architectural Ideology

To dispel anxiety by understanding and internalizing its causes: this would seem to
be one of the principal ethical imperatives of bourgeois art. It matters little whether
the conflicts, contradictions and torments that create anxiety are absorbed into a
comprehensive mechanism capable of reconciling those differences, or whether ca-
tharsis is achieved through contemplative sublimation. We recognize, in any case,
the “necessity” of the bourgeois intellectual in the imperative significance his “so-
cial” mission assumes: in other words, there exists, between the avant-gardes of
capital and the intellectual avant-gardes, a kind of tacit understanding, so tacit in-
deed that any attempt to bring it into the light elicits a chorus of indignant protest.
Culture, in its intermediary role, has so defined its distinguishing features in ideo-
logical terms that in its shrewdness it has reached the point—beyond all intellectual
good faith—of imposing forms of contestation and protest upon its own products.
And the higher the formal level of the sublimation of conflicts, the more the struc-
tures confirming and validating that sublimation remain hidden.

If we are to confront the subject of the ideology of architecture
from this perspective, we must attempt to shed light on how one of the most func-
tional proposals for the reorganization of capital has come to suffer the most humil-
iating frustrations, to the point where it can be presented today as objective and
transcending all connotations of class, or even as a question of alternatives, a terrain
of direct confrontation between intellectuals and capital.

I must say straightaway that I do not believe it an accident that
so many of the recent cultural theories in the architectural debate are devoted to a
somber reexamination of the very origins of modern art. Assumed as an indication
of a thorough, self-regarding uneasiness, architectural culture’s increasingly gener-
alized interest in the Enlightenment has, for us, a precise significance, beyond the
mystified manner in which it is explained. By returning to its origins—correctly
identified in the period of strict correspondence between bourgeois ideologies and
intellectual advances—one begins to see the whole course of modern architecture
as a unitary development.

Accepting this approach, we can consider the formation of ar-
chitectural ideologies comprehensively, particularly as regards their implications for
the city.

Moreover, a systematic exploration of the Enlightenment de-
bate will also enable us to grasp, on a purely ideological level, a great many of the
contradictions that accompany the development of modern art.

Reason’s Adventures: Naturalism and the City in the Century of

the Enlightenment

The formation of the architect as ideologue of the “social”; the individuation of
the proper area of intervention in the phenomenology of the city; the role of form
as persuasion in regard to the public, and as self-criticism in regard to its own
concerns; the dialectic—on the level of formal investigation—between the role of
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the architectonic “object” and that of urban organization: On what level, and with
what sort of awareness, do these abstract constants of the modern means of visual
communication become concretized in the currents of Enlightenment thought?

When Laugier, in 1765, formulated his theories on the design
of the city, officially inaugurating Enlightenment architectural theory, his words
betrayed a twofold influence: on the one hand, the desire to reduce the city itself
to a natural phenomenon, on the other, the wish to go beyond all a priori ideas of
urban organization by extending, to the urban fabric, the formal dimensions associ-
ated with the aesthetics of the Picturesque.

“Anyone who knows how to design a park well,” writes Lau-
gier in his Observations, “will draw up a plan according to which a City must be built
in relation to its area and situation. There must be squares, intersections, streets.
There must be regularity and whimsy, relationships and oppositions, chance ele-
ments that lend variety to the tableau, precise order in the details and confusion,
chaos, and tumult in the whole.”"

Laugier’s words perceptively capture the formal reality of the
eighteenth-century city. It is no longer a question of archetypal schemas of order,
but of accepting the anti-perspective character of the urban space. Even the park, as
reference point, has a new meaning: in its variety, the nature called upon to form
part of the urban structure supplants the comforting rhetorical and didactic natural-
ism that had dominated the episodic narrativity of Baroque arrangements through
the seventeenth century and for the first half of the eighteenth.

Thus Laugier’s appeal to naturalism implies, at once, an appeal
to the original purity of the act of ordering the environment, and an understanding
of the eminently anti-organic character typical of the city. But that is not all. The re-
duction of the city to a natural phenomenon clearly corresponds to the aesthetics
of the Picturesque that English Empiricism had introduced in the first decades of
the eighteenth century, for which Alexander Cozens, in 1759, had provided a very
rich and important theoretical foundation.

We do not know to what degree Cozens’s theory of “blots”
may have influenced Laugier’s notion of the city. What is certain is that the French
abbot’s urban invention and the English painter’s landscape theory share a method
based on selection as a tool for critical intervention in a “natural” reality.?

Now, taking for granted that for the theorists of the eighteenth
century, the city fell within the same formal domain as painting, selectivity and
criticism implied the introduction, into urban planning, of a fragmentary approach
that places not only Nature and Reason, but the natural fragment and the urban
fragment, on the same level.

As a human creation, the city tends toward a natural condition,
in the same way that the landscape, through the critical selection made by the
painter, must necessarily bear the stamp of a social morality.



It is significant that while Laugier, like the English Enlighten-
ment theorists, pointedly grasps the artificial character of the urban language, neither
Ledoux nor Boullee, who were far more innovative in their works, are willing to
relinquish a mythical, abstract view of Nature and its organic quality. Boullee’s po-
lemic against Perrault’s perceptive insights into the artificial nature of the language
of architecture is very revealing in this respect.

It may be that Laugier’s city as forest was modeled on nothing
more than the varied sequences of spaces that appear in Patte’s plan of Paris, which
brought together, in a single, comprehensive framework, the projects for the new
royal squares. We shall therefore limit ourselves to noting Laugier’s theoretical per-
ceptions, which become all the more significant when we recall that Le Corbusier
leaned on them in delineating the theoretical principles of his Ville Radieuse.?

What does it mean, on the ideological level, to liken the city to
a natural object? On the one hand we find, in such an assumption, a sublimation of
physiocratic theories: the city is not interpreted as a structure that, with its mecha-
nisms of accumulation, transforms the processes of land exploitation and agricultural
and property revenues. As a phenomenon likened to a “natural” process, ahistorical
because it is universal, the city is freed from any structural considerations whatsoever.
At first, formal “naturalism” served to advocate the objective necessity of the processes
set in motion by the pre-Revolutionary bourgeoisie; later it was used to consolidate
and protect these achievements from any further transformation.

On the other hand, this naturalism fulfills its function by ensur-
ing artistic activity an ideological role in the strict sense. It is no accident that at the
very moment in which the bourgeois economy began to discover and establish its
own categories of action and judgment, assigning “values” contents directly measur-
able with the gauges dictated by the new methods of production and exchange, the
crisis of the former systems of “values” was immediately covered up by new sublima-
tions made artificially objective through an appeal to the universality of Nature.

This was why Reason and Nature now had to be unified. En-
lightenment rationalism was unable to take upon itself full responsibility for the op-
erations it was carrying out, and believed it necessary to avoid a direct confrontation
with its own premises.

It is clear that, throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, this ideological smokescreen played on the contradictions of the ancien re-
gime. Nascent urban capitalism and the economic structures based on precapitalist
exploitation of the land butted up against one another. It is significant that the theo-
rists of the city, rather than emphasize this contradiction, attempt to hide it, or rather
to resolve it by dissolving the city in the great sea of Nature and focusing their atten-
tions entirely on the city’s superstructural aspects.

Urban naturalism, the imposition of the Picturesque on the city
and its architecture, and the emphasis on landscape in artistic ideology, all served to
negate the now manifest dichotomy between urban and rural reality, to pretend that
there was no gap between the valorization of nature and the valorization of the city
as a machine for producing new forms of economic accumulation.

The rhetorical, Arcadian naturalism of seventeenth-century cul-
ture was now replaced by a different, but equally persuasive naturalism.

It is important, however, to point out that at first, the deliberate
abstraction of Enlightenment theories of the city served to destroy the planning and
development schemas of the Baroque city; it later became a way of avoiding, rather
than conditioning, the formulation of new, consistent models of development.

Thus, in a manner entirely anomalous with the general trends in Enlightenment criti-
cism, architectural culture played a predominantly destructive role in the eighteenth
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and nineteenth centuries. Not having at its disposal a mature substratum of produc-
tion techniques corresponding to the new conditions of bourgeois ideology and
laissez-faire economics, architecture was forced to channel its self-critical efforts in
two directions:

First of all, for polemical reasons, it tended to glorify everything
that might assume an anti-European significance. Piranesi’s fragmentationism is a
product of the new bourgeois science of historical criticism, which is also, paradoxi-
cally, criticism of criticism. The whole fashion of invoking Gothic, Chinese, and
Hindu architecture, and the Romantic naturalism of landscape gardens in which fan-
tasies of exotic pavilions and false ruins are inserted without irony, is theoretically
connected to the atmosphere of Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes, Voltaire's Ingenu, and
Leibniz’s caustic anti-Western positions. To integrate rationalism and critical philoso-
phy, one confronted the European myths with anything that might, by contradicting
them, reconfirm their validity. In the English landscape garden, the annulment of
historical perspective is consummated. But in that accumulation of little temples,
pavilions and grottoes, which seem to summon together the most disparate testimo-
nies of human history, it was not really an escape into a fairy-tale world that was
sought. Rather, the “picturesque” of Brown, Kent, and Wood, and the “horrid” of
Lequeu, pose a question: with the tools of an architecture that has already given up
the making of “objects” in becoming a technique of organizing premade materials,
they demand a verification extraneous to architecture.

With the utter detachment typical of the great Enlightenment
critics, these architects began a systematic and fateful autopsy of architecture and all
its conventions.

Secondly, even while bracketing its own formative role in regard
to the city, architecture presented an alternative to the nihilistic prospect clearly dis-
cernible behind the hallucinatory fantasies of a Lequeu, a Belanger, or a Piranesi.

Renouncing a symbolic role, at least in the traditional sense,
architecture—in order to avoid destroying itself—discovered its scientific vocation.
On the one hand it could become an instrument of social equilibrium; in which case
it would have to confront the question of types head-on—which Durand and Dubut
in fact did. On the other hand it could become a science of sensations; and this is the
direction in which Ledoux and, more systematically, Le Camus de Mezieres, would
steer it. Typology, then, and architecture parlante: the same themes that Piranesi brought
into conflict with each other, and which, instead of leading to solutions, would ac-
centuate, throughout the nineteenth century, the internal crisis of architectural
culture.

Architecture now accepted the task of “politicizing” its own
handiwork. As agents of politics, architects had to take up the challenge of continu-
ously inventing advanced solutions at the most generally applicable levels. Toward
this end, ideology played a determinant part.

The utopianism that modern historiography has chosen to see
in the works of Enlightenment architecture should therefore be precisely defined ac-
cording to its authentic meanings. In fact, the architectural propositions of eigh-
teenth-century Europe contain nothing that cannot be realized, and it is no accident
that among all the theorizing of the philosophes of architecture one can find no social
utopia in support of the urban reformism advocated at the purely formal level.

. The very introduction to the entry under Architecture, written by
Quatremere de Quincy for the second edition of the great Encyclopedie, is a masterpiece
of realism, even in the abstract terms in which it is expressed.

“Among all the arts,” writes Quatremere, “those children of
pleasure and necessity in which man has participated to help him bear the trials of
life and pass on his memory to future generations, one cannot deny that architecture



must hold a most eminent place. Even considered only from the point of usefulness,
it surpasses all the other arts. It sees to the salubrity of cities, guards the health of
men, protects their properties, and works only for the safety, repose and orderliness
of civic life.”*

Nor is Enlightenment realism belied by the gigantic-scale archi-
tectural dreams of a Boullee or the pensioners of the Academie. The glorification of
size, geometric distillation, and ostentatious primitivism that are the constants of
those projects assume concrete meaning when read in the light of what they want to
be: not so much dreams that can never be realized, but experimental models of a
new method of design.

From the unbridled symbolism of Ledoux or Lequeu to the geo-
metrical silence of Durand’s typology, the process followed by the architecture of
the Enlightenment remains consistent with the new ideological role it has assumed.
Architecture must redefine itself as it starts to become part of the structures of the
bourgeois city, dissolving into the uniformity ensured by preconstituted typologies.

But this dissolution was not without its consequences. The one who took Laugier’s
theoretical insights to their extreme limit was Piranesi: his ambiguous evocation of
the Iconographia Campi Martii is a graphic monument to late Baroque culture’s openness
to the late revolutionary ideologies, just as his Parere sull architettura is its most pointed
literary testimony.®

In Piranesi’s Campo Marzio there is no longer any loyalty to the
late Baroque principle of variety. Since Roman antiquity is not only a reference charged
with ideological nostalgia and revolutionary expectation, but a myth to be contested,
every form of classicist derivation is treated as mere fragment, deformed symbol,
broken hallucination of an “order” wasting away.

The order in the details does not, therefore, lead simply to tu-
multe dans I'ensemble, but indeed to a monstrous pullulation of symbols bereft of mean-
ing. The Piranesian forest, like the sadistic atmospheres of his Prisons, shows that it is not
only the “sleep of reason” that produces monsters; “reason awake” can also create
deformity, even when the goal at which it aims is the Sublime.

There is a prophetic quality to the criticism implicit in Piranesi’s
Campo Marzio. In it, the most advanced point of the Enlightenment imagination
seems to warn, with sorrowful emphasis, of the danger lurking in the definitive loss
of organic form: it is now the ideal of the Whole and the universal that has come
into crisis.

Architecture, however, could also strive to preserve a fullness
that would save it from total dissolution. Yet such an effort was undermined by all the
pieces of architecture assembled in the city. These fragments, in the city, were pitilessly
absorbed and deprived of all autonomy, despite their obstinate wish to assume articu-
lated, composite configurations. In the Iconographia Campi Martii we witness an epic rep-
resentation of the battle waged by architecture against itself. Typology is asserted as
an instance of superior organization, yet the configuration of the individual types
tends to destroy the very concept of typology; history is invoked as an inherent
“value,” yet the paradoxical rejection of the archaeological reality casts its civilizing
potential into doubt; formal invention seems to proclaim its own primacy, yet the
obsessive repetition of the inventions seems to reduce the whole urban organism to
a sort of gigantic “useless machine.”

Rationalism would seem thus to reveal its own irrationality. In
attempting to absorb all of its own contradictions, architectural “reasoning” uses the
technique of shock as its own foundation. The individual architectural fragments col-
lide with one another, indifferent even to the clash, while their accumulation attests
to the uselessness of the inventive effort made to define their form.
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The city, here, remains an unknown quantity. Piranesi’s Campo
Marzio fools nobody as to its reality as an experimental design hidden behind an
archaeological mask. Nor is it possible to define new constants of order through the
act of designing. This colossal bricolage reveals only a single truth: that the rational and
the irrational must cease to be mutually exclusive. Piranesi does not have the tools to
translate the dialectics of contradiction into form; he must therefore limit himself to
proclaiming, emphatically, that the great, new problem is that of balancing opposites,
the appointed place for which must be the city, lest the very notion of architecture
itself be destroyed.

Essentially, it is the struggle between architecture and the city
that assumes an epic tone in Piranesi's Campo Marzio. Here the “dialectics of the En-
lightenment” attains an unsurpassed potential, as well as an ideal tension so violent
that contemporaries could not grasp it as such. Piranesian excess—Ilike the excesses of
libertine Enlightenment literature in other respects—became, as such, the revelation
of a truth: a truth that the architectural culture and urban planning of the Enlighten-
ment would hasten, as they developed, to cover up.

Nevertheless, the urban fragmentationism introduced on the ideological level by Lau-
gier would make itself felt once again in the eclectic theorizations of Milizia, in his
Principi di architettura civile. Milizia writes:

A city is like a forest, whence it follows that the organization of a city is like that of a park.
One must have squares, intersections and broad, straight streets in great numbers. Yet this is
not enough; the plan must be designed with taste and verve, so that order, whimsy, eurythmy
and variety may coexist in equal measure: here the streets must radiate starlike, there like a
goose-foot, on one side in herringbone pattern, on the other like a fan; farther on they should
be parallel, with three-street and four-street crossroads everywhere and in different positions,
and a multitude of squares of entirely different shape, size and decoration.®

It is impossible not to see the influence of a refined sensism in
what Milizia says next:

He who knows not how to vary our pleasures, will never give us pleasure. [The city,] in short,
should be a varied picture of an infinity of chance occurrences; with great order in the details,
and confusion, chaos and tumult in the whole.”

He continues:

The city’s plan must be so arranged that the magnificence of the whole will be subdivided into
an infinity of beautiful details, each so different from the other that one never encounters the
same objects, and that, covering it from one end to the other, one always finds something new,
something singular and surprising, in each quarter. Order must reign, but amidst a kind of
confusion . . . and this multitude of regular parts must create, in the whole, a certain sense of
irregularity and chaos, of the sort that so befits great Cities.?

Order and chaos, regularity and irregularity, organic unity and
inorganic disunity. This is a far cry from the late Baroque precept of unity in variety,
which had taken on mystical resonances in Shaftesbury.

What the writings of Laugier, Piranesi, Milizia, and—somewhat
later, in a more moderate tone—Quatremere de Quincy contributed to the architec-
tural debate was precisely this notion of control over a reality lacking organic structure.
Such control was to be achieved by acting upon that very lack, not in order to change
its structure, but to elicit from it a complex array of simultaneously present meanings.



Yet immediately the pressures of a rigorous traditionalism rose up against these
hypotheses. Giovanni Antolini, in his commentary on Milizia’s Principi, did not fail to
launch a few salvoes against the latter’s theories, defending the authority of Vitruvius
and the ideal example set by Galiani. And to counter the glorification of empiricism
and the picturesque implicit in the Woods, in Palmer’s Bath, in the Edinburgh cres-
cents and in the 1803 plan for Milan, there was the strict rationalism of Muratti’s
Bari and the new plans for St. Petersburg, Helsinki, and Turku.

Of particular interest to our analysis is the intellectual opposi-
tion that occurred between Antolini and the members of the commission for the
Napoleonic plan for Milan.

The commission had agreed to work dialectically with the city’s
structure, as it had evolved over the course of history. The problem was that in so
doing, they implicitly cast judgment on it. As a product of forces and events deter-
mined by prejudice, myth, and the structures of feudalism and the Counter-
Reformation, the complex historical fabric of the Lombard capital was, for them,
something to be rationalized and clarified in terms of its functions and its form. It
was also something to be appraised in such a way that from the clash between the
ancient, preexisting parts—centers of obscurantism—and the new demolitions and
interventions—centers of clarte and lumieres—there would emerge an obvious and
valid choice corresponding to a clear and unequivocal hypothesis of the city’s destiny
and physical structure.

It is no accident that Antolini was among those opposed to the
Napoleonic plan. While the Napoleonic commission in some fashion was open to a
dialogue with the historical city and managed to dilute, in the city’s fabric, the ideol-
ogy informing their interventions, Antolini was against such a dialogue. His project
for the Foro Bonaparte is, at once, a radical alternative to the history of the city, a
symbol loaded with absolute ideological values, and an urban locus which, as a totaliz-
ing presence, sets itself the goal of transforming the entire urban structure while
giving back to architecture a communicative role of a peremptory nature.’

The antithesis is not incidental: indeed, it involves every aspect
of the city’s communicative role. For the 1803 commission, the protagonist of the
new intellectual and functional message was the urban structure in and of itself.

For Antolini, on the other hand, the restructuring of the city
must be achieved by introducing a disruptive urban locus, capable of radiating in-
duced effects that resist all contamination, into the network of its contradictory val-
ues. The city as a universe of discourse or system of communications can be summed
up, for Antolini, in an absolute, peremptory “message.”

Thus we see the two paths of modern art and architecture already
delineated. The dialectic is the same as that inherent in all of modern art over the
course of its history, which pits those attempting to dig down into the very bowels
of reality in order to know and assimilate its values and shortcomings, against those
who want to push beyond reality, to construct, ex novo, new realities, new values, new
public symbols.

The difference between the Napoleonic commission and An-
tolini is the same as that which will later distinguish Monet from Cezanne, Munch
from Braque, Schwitters from Mondrian, Haring from Gropius, Rauschenberg from
Vasarely.

Between Laugier’s “forest” and Antolini’s aristocratic reserve, however, there was a
third way, and it was destined to become the main force behind a new way of interven-
ing in and controlling urban morphology. L'Enfant’s plan for Washington and William
Penn’s for Philadelphia, for example, use new tools compared to European models.
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The relationship between these pragmatic schemas of develop-
ment and the value structure typical of American society from its very beginnings
has already been analyzed on several different occasions, and this is clearly not the
place to reexamine this subject.'’

The great historical merit of the urban planning adopted by
American cities since the mid-1700s is to have explicitly sided with the forces that
spurred the morphological transformation of the cities, controlling these forces with
a pragmatic approach entirely foreign to European culture.

Using a regular grid of arteries as the simple, flexible support
for an urban structure whose perpetual changeability is to be safeguarded, allowed
the Americans to achieve a goal that the Europeans had been unable to realize. In the
United States, absolute freedom is granted to the single architectural fragment, which
is situated in a context that is not formally conditioned by it. The American city
gives maximum articulation to the secondary elements that shape it, while the laws
governing the whole are strictly upheld.

Here urban planning and architecture are finally separated from
each other. The geometric design of the plan does not seek—in Washington, Phila-
delphia, and later, New York—an architectural counterpart in the forms of the in-
dividual buildings. Unlike what happened in St. Petersburg or Berlin, here the
architecture was free to explore the most diverse and remote areas of communica-
tion. The urban system was given only the task of asserting to what degree this free-
dom of figuration could be exploited, or rather, of ensuring, through its formal
rigidity, a stable frame of reference. In this way the urban structure spurred the in-
credible wealth of expression that, especially in the second half of the nineteenth
century and thereafter, found its way into the open grids of US cities. Free-trade
ethics thus met up with the pioneer myth.

Form as Regressive Utopia

Thus far, what emerges most clearly from our summary analysis of the experiences
and expectations of eighteenth-century architectural culture is the crisis of the tradi-
tional concept of form. This arises from an awareness of the problem of the city as an
autonomous field of communicative experiences.

From the very beginnings, the architecture of the Enlighten-
ment had already managed to formulate one of the principles that the path of con-
temporary art would follow: the disarticulation of form and the inorganic nature of
structure. And it is not insignificant that the perception of these new formal values
was linked from the start to the problem of the new city that was soon to become
the institutional site of modern bourgeois society.

Yet the theorists’ calls for a revision of formal principles led not
so much to a true revolution of meaning, as to an acute crisis of values. The new
dimensions presented by the problems of the industrial city over the course of the
nineteenth century would only aggravate the crisis, in the face of which art struggled
to find the proper paths by which it might follow the developments of urban reality.

On the other hand, the fragmentation of organic form occurred
predominantly in architectural activity, without managing to find an outlet in the
urban dimension. When, looking at a “piece” of Victorian architecture, we are struck
by the exasperation of the “object” there before us, we rarely take into consideration
that eclecticism and linguistic pluralism, for nineteenth-century architects, repre-
sented the proper response to the multiple disruptive stimuli produced by the new
environment that technology’s “universe of precision” had created.

The fact that architects were unable to respond to that “universe
of precision” with anything more than a confused “more or less” should not come



as a surprise. In actuality it was the urban structure—precisely insofar as it registered
the conflicts that witnessed the victory of technological progress—that violently
changed dimension, becoming an open structure in which any search for a point of
equilibrium became a utopian proposition.

Architecture, however, at least according to the traditional no-
tion, is a stable structure, which gives form to permanent values and consolidates an
urban morphology.

Those who may wish to shatter this traditional notion and link
architecture with the destiny of the city, can only conceive of the city itself as the
specific site of technological production and as a technological product in itself,
thereby reducing architecture to a mere moment in the chain of production. And yet
in some way, Piranesi’s prophecy of the bourgeois city as an “absurd machine” comes
true in the nineteenth-century metropolises, which were organized as primary struc-
tures of capitalist economy.

The “zoning” that presided over the growth of those metropo-
lises did not trouble, at first, to mask its own class character. Ideologies of radical or
humanitarian derivation might well shed light on the irrationality of the industrial
city, but they forgot (not coincidentally) that such a world appeared irrational only
to the observer who entertained the illusion of being au dessus de la realite. Humanitarian
utopianism and radical critiques had one unexpected result: they convinced the pro-
gressive elements of the bourgeoisie themselves to pose the question of reconciling
rationality and irrationality.

For all of the reasons elaborated thus far, this question would
appear to be intrinsic to the formation of urban ideology. Taken in the abstract, it
is also familiar to the figurative arts of the nineteenth century in general, since the
very origin of Romantic eclecticism was a reassertion of ambiguity as a critical value
in and of itself—the very same ambiguity that Piranesi had taken to its highest
level.

What had allowed Piranesi to give voice, through primitivistic
nostalgias and flights into the Sublime, to the terrifying prophecy of the eclipse of
the sacred, is the same thing that allowed Romantic eclecticism to become the
mouthpiece of the merciless concreteness of the commodified human environment,
filling it with particles of already entirely worn-out values presented as such: as voice-
less, false, bent in two, as if to show that no subjective force would ever again succeed
in recovering an authenticity forever lost.

Nineteenth-century ambiguity lies entirely in the unrestrained
exhibition of a false conscience that strives for final ethical redemption by displaying
its own inauthenticity. If the mania for collection is the sign and tool of this ambigu-
ity, then the city is its specific field of application: Impressionist painting, in at-
tempting to redeem this ambiguity, will have to place itself at an observation point
immersed in the urban structure but far removed from its meanings by the subtle
distortions of lenses imitating an objective, scientific detachment.

While the first political responses to this situation had their roots in a recovery of the
traditional utopianism that the Enlightenment seemed to have eclipsed, the specific
responses of visual communication methods introduced a new type of utopia: that
implicit in realized events, in the concreteness of constructed, verifiable “things.”
For this reason, the relationships between the whole current of nineteenth-century
political utopianism and the ideas of the “modern movement,” though plentiful,
would remain very indirect. Indeed, we must consider the links normally established
by modern historians between the utopias of Fourier, Owen, and Cabet, and the
theoretical models of Unwin, Geddes, Howard, and Stein, on the one hand, and
those of the Garnier-Le Corbusier current on the other, as hypotheses in need of
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careful verification. In all likelihood, they will eventually be recognized as dependent
upon and integral to the very phenomena they are supposed to explain.''

It is clear, in any case, that the specific responses given by Marx-
ist scholarship to the problem around which utopian thought is forever condemned
to revolve, had two immediate effects on the formation of the new urban ideologies:

(1) By bringing the general questions back into a strictly struc-
tural framework, it made evident the concrete failure to which utopias condemn
themselves, revealing as well the secret desire for ruin implicit in the very birth of
the utopian notion;

(2) by annulling the Romantic dream of subjective action’s hav-
ing any direct effect on social destiny, it made it clear to bourgeois thinkers that the
very concept of destiny was a creation linked to the new relations of production; as a
sublimation of real phenomena, the virile acceptance of destiny—a cornerstone of
bourgeois ethics—could redeem the misery and impoverishment that this same
“destiny” had produced at all levels of social life and above all in its quintessential
form: the city.

The end of utopianism and the birth of realism are not auto-
matic moments in the formative development of the ideology of the “modern move-
ment.” On the contrary, around the 1830s, realist utopianism and utopian realism
begin to overlap and complement each other. The decline of social utopianism con-
firmed ideology’s surrender to the politics of things created by the laws of profit. Archi-
tectural ideology, in both its artistic and urban forms, was left with the utopia of
form as a project for recuperating the human Totality in the ideal Synthesis, as a way
of mastering Disorder through Order.

Architecture, therefore, insofar as it was directly linked to the
reality of production, was not only the first discipline to accept, with rigorous lucid-
ity, the consequences of its already realized commodification. Starting from problems
specific to itself, modern architecture, as a whole, was able to create, even before the
mechanisms and theories of Political Economy had created the instruments for it, an
ideological climate for fully integrating design, at all levels, into a comprehensive
Project aimed at the reorganization of production, distribution and consumption
within the capitalist city.

Analyzing the course of the modern movement as an ideological instrument of capi-
tal (from around 1901, the year of Tony Garnier’s “industrial city” project, to around
1939, the year in which its crisis became palpable at all levels and in all sectors), thus
implies tracing a history that can be broken down into three successive phases:

(1) the first, which witnesses the formation of an urban ideol-
ogy as a way of overcoming architectural Romanticism;

(2) the second, which witnesses the rise of the artistic avant-
gardes as ideological projects and foregroundings of “unsatisfied needs” that are then
handed over in that form—that is, as advanced goals that painting, poetry, music and
sculpture can realize only on an ideal level—to architecture and urban planning, the
only disciplines capable of realizing them in concrete form;

(3) the third, in which architectural ideology becomes the ideol-
ogy of the Plan. This phase was, in turn, put into crisis and surpassed when, after the
crash of 1929, with the formulation of anticyclical theories and the international
reorganization of capital, the ideological function of architecture began to appear
superfluous, or at least limited to fulfilling rearguard tasks of marginal importance.

The observations that follow do not pretend to any exhaustive
treatment of this process; my intention was only to highlight a few of its salient
points, in the hope of providing a methodological framework for future investiga-
tions and more detailed analyses.



The Dialectic of the Avant-Garde
It is very important to underscore that in criticizing Engels’s “moral reaction” to the
urban crowd, Benjamin used the latter’s observations as a way of introducing the
subject of the spread of working-class conditions into the general urban structure.'?
One may disagree with the partiality with which Benjamin
reads The Situation of the Working Class in England. What interests us is the way in which
he moves from Engels’s description of the masses to his thoughts on Baudelaire’s
relationship with the masses themselves. In judging Engels’s and Hegel’s reactions to
be vestiges of a detachment from the new qualitative and quantitative aspects of ur-
ban reality, Benjamin notes that the ease and nonchalance with which the Parisian
flaneur moves through the crowd have become natural modes of conduct for the mod-
ern user of the metropolis.

No matter how great the distance which [Baudelaire] cared to keep from it, he still was colored
by it and, unlike Engels, was not able to view it from without. . . . The masses had become so
much a part of Baudelaire that it is rare to find a description of them in his works. . . . Baude-
laire describes neither the Parisians nor their city. Forgoing such descriptions enables him to
invoke the ones in the form of the other. His crowd is always the crowd of a big city, his Paris
is invariably overpopulated. It is this that makes him so superior to Barbier, whose descriptive
method caused a rift between the masses and the city. In [Baudelaire’s] Tableaux parisiens the
secret presence of a crowd is demonstrable almost everywhere.'?

This presence—or rather, this immanence—of the real rela-
tions of production in the conduct of the “public,” who use the city while being
unknowingly used by it, can be identified in the very presence of an observer, like
Baudelaire, who is forced to recognize his own untenable position as participant in an
ever more generalized commodification at the very moment in which he discovers,
through his own production, that the only unavoidable necessity for the poet hence-
forth is prostitution.'*

The poetry of Baudelaire, like the products exhibited at the uni-
versal expositions or the transformation of the urban morphology set in motion
by Haussmann, marks a newly discovered awareness of the indissoluble dialectic
existing between uniformity and diversity. It is still too early yet to speak of a ten-
sion between the exception and the rule, especially as regards the structure of the
new bourgeois city. But one may speak of the tension between the forced commo-
dification of the object and the subjective attempts to recuperate—falsely—its
authenticity.

The problem is that now the only way left in the search for the
authentic is the search for the eccentric. It is not only the poet who must accept his
lot as mime—and this, incidentally, may explain why all the art of the time presents
itself simultaneously as a deliberately “heroic” act and as a bluff, conscious of its
own self-mystification—but the city itself, objectively structured as a machine for
extracting social surplus value, reproduces, in its own conditioning mechanisms, the
reality of the industrial modes of production.

Benjamin closely links the decline, in industrial labor, of skill and experience—still oper-
ative in handicrafts—to the experience of shock typical of the urban condition. He
writes:

The unskilled worker is the one most deeply degraded by the drill of the machines. His work
has been sealed off from experience; practice counts for nothing there. What the Fun Fair
achieves with its Dodgem cars and other similar amusements is nothing but a taste of the drill
to which the unskilled laborer is subjected in the factory—a sample which at times was for
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him the entire menu; for the art of being off center, in which the little man could acquire
training in places like the Fun Fair, flourished concomitantly with unemployment. Poe’s text
[Benjamin here is referring to The Man of the Crowd, translated by Baudelaire] makes us under-
stand the true connection between wildness and discipline. His pedestrians act as if they had
adapted themselves to the machines and could express themselves only automatically. Their
behavior is a reaction to shocks. “If jostled, they bowed profusely to the jostlers.”'s

There is, therefore, a profound affinity between the code of con-
duct connected to the experience of shock and the technique of the game of chance.
“Since each operation at the machine is just as screened off from the preceding opera-
tion as a coup in a game of chance is from the one that preceded it, the drudgery of
the laborer is, in its own way, a counterpart to the drudgery of the gambler. The work
of both is equally devoid of substance.”!®

Despite the pointedness of his observations, Benjamin does not
link—either in his essays on Baudelaire or in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechan-
ical Reproduction”—this invasion of the urban morphological structure by the
modes of production with the response of the avant-garde movements to the ques-
tion of the city.

The arcades and large department stores of Paris, like the uni-
versal expositions, were clearly places in which the crowd, in becoming its own
spectacle, found a spatial and visual instrument for self-education from the point of
view of capital. But throughout the nineteenth century, such recreational-pedagogical
experiences, being centered around exceptional architectural typologies, continued
to reveal the partiality of their propositions. The ideology of the public is not, in fact,
an end in itself. It is but one aspect of the ideology of the city as a productive unit in
the proper sense of the term, and as an instrument for coordinating the cycle of
production-distribution-consumption.

This is why the ideology of consumption, far from constituting
an isolated or subsequent moment of the organization of production, must offer itself
to the public as an ideology of the correct use of the city. (It might be pertinent to recall
here how important the question of conduct was to the European avant-gardes, and
to the symptomatic example of Loos, who in 1903, upon his return from the United
States, published two issues of the review Das Andere devoted to introducing, in an
ironic, polemical tone, new, “modern” modes of urban conduct into the Viennese
bourgeoisie.)

Until the moment the experience of the crowd was translated—
as in Baudelaire—into a painful awareness of participation, it served to generalize an
operative reality, but did not contribute to its advancement. It was at this moment,
and only at this moment, that the linguistic revolution of modern art was summoned
to make its own contribution.

To remove the experience of shock from all automatism, to use that experience as the
foundation for visual codes and codes of action borrowed from already established
characteristics of the capitalist metropolis—rapidity of change and organization, si-
multaneity of communications, accelerated rhythms of use, eclecticism—to reduce
the structure of artistic experience to the status of pure object (an obvious metaphor
for the object-commodity), to involve the public, as a unified whole, in a declaredly
interclass and therefore antibourgeois ideology: such are the tasks taken on, as a
whole, by the avant-gardes of the twentieth century.

To repeat: as a whole—that is, beyond any distinction between
constructivism and protest art. Cubism, Futurism, Dada, De Stijl, all the historic
avant-gardes arose and followed one another according to the laws typical of indus-
trial production: continuous technical revolution is their very essence. For all the



avant-gardes—and not just in painting—the law of assemblage was fundamental.
And since assembled objects belong to the real world, the painting became the neu-
tral field into which the experience of shock, suffered in the city, was projected. Indeed,
the problem now became that of teaching not how one should “suffer” that shock,
but how one should absorb it and internalize it as an inevitable condition of
existence.

The laws of production thus came to form part of a new uni-
verse of conventions explicitly posited as “natural.” Herein lies the reason why the
avant-gardes did not raise the question of appealing to the public. Indeed, the ques-
tion could not even be raised: since they were interpreting something necessary and
universal, the avant-gardes could easily accept being temporarily unpopular, know-
ing full well that their break with the past was the fundamental condition for their
worth as models for action.

Art as model for action: this was the great guiding principle of the artistic uprising
of the modern bourgeoisie, but at the same time it was the absolute that gave rise to
new, irrepressible contradictions. Life and art having proved antithetical, one had to
seek either instruments of mediation—and thus all artistic production had to accept
problematics as the new ethical horizon—or ways by which art might pass into life,
even at the cost of realizing Hegel’s prophecy of the death of art.

It is here that the links holding the great tradition of bourgeois
art together in a single whole become more concretely manifest. We can now see
how our initial consideration of Piranesi as both theorist and critic of the conditions
of an art no longer universalizing and not yet bourgeois serves to shed light on the problem.
Criticism, problematics, programmatics: such are the pillars on which was founded
the “modern movement,” which as a program for modeling the “bourgeois man” as
an absolute “type” undoubtedly had its own internal consistency (even if this is not
the same consistency recognized by current historians).

Both Piranesi’s Campo Marzio and Picasso’s Dame au violon are “pro-
grams,” even though the first organizes an architectural dimension and the second a
mode of human behavior. Both use the technique of shock, even though Piranesi’s
etching uses preformed historical materials and Picasso’s painting, artificial materials
(as later Duchamp, with greater rigor, would also do). Both discover the reality of
a machine-universe, even though the eighteenth-century urban project makes that
universe abstract and recoils in horror from its discovery, while Picasso’s canvas works
entirely within it.

More importantly, however, both Piranesi and Picasso “univer-
salize,” through an excess of truth attained with the tools of a profoundly critical
elaboration of form, a reality that could still have been considered wholly particular.
But the “program” inherent in the Cubist painting goes well beyond the canvas itself.
The “ready-made” objects introduced in 1912 by Braque and Picasso, and codified
as new means of communication by Duchamp, ratify the self-sufficiency of reality
and the definitive repudiation, by reality itself, of all representation. The painter can
only analyze this reality. His supposed dominion over form merely covers up some-
thing that he does not want to accept: that henceforth it is form that dominates the
painter.

Except that now “form” has to be understood as the logic of
subjective reactions within the objective universe of production. Cubism, as a whole,
tends to define the laws of these reactions: it is symptomatic that Cubism began with
the subjective and led to an absolute rejection of it (as Apollinaire would realize,
with apprehension). As a “program,” what Cubism wanted to create was a mode of
behavior. Its antinaturalism, however, contained nothing that might persuade the
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public; we persuade someone only when we maintain that the object of persuasion
is outside of and superimposed upon the one to whom we are addressing ourselves.
Cubism’s intention was instead to demonstrate the reality of the “new nature” cre-
ated by capital, and its necessary, universal character, in which necessity and free-
dom coincide.

This is why the canvases of Braque, Picasso, and to an even
greater extent Juan Gris adopt the technique of assemblage: to give absolute form to
the linguistic universe of the civilisation machiniste. Primitivism and antihistoricism are
consequences, not causes, of their fundamental choices.

As techniques for analyzing a totalizing universe, both Cubism
and De Stijl are explicit invitations to action. In writing about their artistic products,
one could easily speak of the fetishization of the art object and its mystery.

The public had to be provoked. That was the only way people could be inserted
actively into the universe of precision dominated by the laws of production. The passivity
of Baudelaire’s flaneur must be overcome and translated into active participation in the
urban scene. The city itself is the object to which neither the Cubist paintings, nor the
Futurist “slaps,” nor the nihilism of Dada referred specifically, but which remained—
precisely because it was continually presupposed—the reference value to which the
avant-gardes tried to measure up. Mondrian would later have the courage to “name”
the city as the final object at which Neoplasticist composition aimed; yet he would
be forced to acknowledge that once it was translated into the urban structure, paint-
ing—now reduced to a mere model of behavior—would have to die.

Baudelaire discovered that the commodification of the poetic
product could be accentuated by the poet’s very attempt to free himself from his
objective conditions: the prostitution of the artist follows the moment of his greatest
human sincerity. De Stijl and, to an even greater extent, Dada, discovered that there
were two paths for the suicide of art: silent immersion in the structures of the city
through the idealizing of its contradictions, or the violent insertion of the irratio-
nal—it, too, idealized, and drawn from the city—into the structures of artistic
communication.

De Stijl became a mode of formal control of production, while
Dada wanted to give apocalyptic expression to its inherent absurdity. The nihilist
critique formulated by Dada, however, ended up becoming a tool for controlling
design. It should come as no surprise when one encounters, even in a philological
context, the many points of tangency between this most destructive of twentieth-
century movements and the more “constructive” ones.

Indeed what are Dada’s ferocious dismantling of linguistic ma-
terials and its anti-programmatic position, if not sublimations, in spite of everything,
of the automatism and commodification of “values” now spread to all levels of exis-
tence by capitalist advancements? De Stijl and Bauhaus—the former in a sectarian
manner, the latter in eclectic fashion—introduced the ideology of the plan into a design
method that was ever more deeply linked to the city as a productive structure. Dada,
through absurdity, demonstrated the necessity of the plan without ever naming it.

All the historic avant-gardes, moreover, adopted the political
parties’ model of action as their own. While Dada and Surrealism can be seen as
particular expressions of the anarchic spirit, De Stijl and Bauhaus did not hesitate to
present themselves as global alternatives to political praxis. Alternatives that, it should
be noted, assumed all the characteristics of an ethical choice.

De Stijl opposed Chaos, the empirical, and the everyday with the principle of Form.
Theirs was a Form that takes into account the thing that concretely renders reality



formless, chaotic and impoverished. The horizon of industrial production, which
spiritually impoverishes the world, was dismissed as a value in itself, but subse-
quently transformed into a new value through its sublimation. The Neoplasticist dis-
mantling of elementary forms corresponded to the discovery that the “new wealth”
of the Spirit could no longer be sought outside of the “new poverty” subsumed by
the civilization of the machine; the disjointed recomposition of those elementary
forms then sublimated the mechanical universe, demonstrating that there can no
longer be any form of recovery of the whole (of being as of art) that does not derive
from the problematics of form itself.

Dada, on the other hand, plunged into Chaos. Representing
chaos confirmed its reality; by mocking it, they posited a need and decried the fact
that it was unfulfilled. This need was the very same control of the Formless that De
Stijl, all the various European constructivist currents, and even nineteenth-century
formalist aesthetics—from Sichtarbeit on—had embraced as the new frontier of visual
communications. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that Dada’s Anarchy and De Stijl’s
Order should have met and converged, in a theoretical context, in the review Mecano,
and in an operative context, in the formulation of the instruments of a new syntax.

Chaos and Order were thus sanctioned by the historic avant-
gardes as the “values,” in the proper sense of the term, of the new city of capital.

Chaos, of course, is a given, while Order is a goal. Yet Form
henceforth should not be sought beyond Chaos, but within it: it is Order that confers
meaning on Chaos and translates it into value, into “freedom.” To redeem the form-
lessness of the city of profit-ruled consumption, one must draw upon all its progres-
sive valences. And it is the Plan that the avant-gardes called upon to carry out this
maieutic task, before discovering at once that they were incapable of giving it any
concrete form.

It was at this point that architecture was able to enter the scene,
by absorbing and overcoming all the demands of the historic avant-gardes—and in-
deed by throwing them into crisis, since architecture alone was in a position to pro-
vide real answers to the demands made by Cubism, Futurism, Dada, De Stijl, and all
the various Constructivisms and Productivisms.

The Bauhaus, as the decantation chamber of the avant-gardes,
fulfilled this historic task: it selected from among all the contributions of the avant-
gardes, testing them against the demands of the reality of industrial production. De-
sign, as a method of organizing production more than of configuring objects, did
away with the utopian vestiges inherent in the poetics of the avant-gardes. Ideology
was no longer superimposed on activity—which was now concrete because it was
connected to real cycles of production—but was inherent in the activity itself.

But design too, despite its realism, presented unsatisfied de-
mands; and in the impetus it gave to the organization of enterprises and production,
it too contained a hint of utopianism. (This utopia, however, served the goal of re-
organizing production, a goal its promoters fully intended to achieve.) The Plan em-
braced by the leading architectural movements (the term “avant-garde” is no longer
applicable), starting with Le Corbusier’s Plan Voisin (1925) and the stabilization of the
Bauhaus (around 1921), contained the following contradiction: starting from the
building sector, architectural culture discovered that only by linking that sector to
the reorganization of the city could preestablished goals be satisfactorily met. But this
was equivalent to saying that, just as the demands presented by the avant-gardes had
pointed to the visual communications sector most directly entrenched in the eco-
nomic process (i.e., architecture and industrial design), so the planning formulated
by architectural and urban theorists likewise pointed toward something other than
itself: to wit, toward a restructuring of production and consumption in general—
toward a plan for capital, in other words. In this sense, architecture—starting with it-
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self—mediated between realism and utopia. The utopia lay in stubbornly continuing
to hide the fact that the ideology of planning could be realized in building produc-
tion only by making clear that the true Plan could only take shape beyond this sector;
and that, indeed, once the Plan came within the scope of the general reorganization
of production, architecture and urban planning would become its objects, not its
subjects.

Architectural culture, in the 1920s, was not ready to accept such
consequences. What it understood most clearly was its own “political” task. It was a
question of architecture (read: the planned reorganization of building production
and the city as a productive organism) over Revolution. Le Corbusier articulated this
choice very clearly, and it is also implicit in the writings of others such as Mondrian
and Gropius.

In the meanwhile, starting with the most politically engaged circles—from the
Novembergruppe, to the review G, to the Berlin Ring—architectural culture defined
itself technically. Accepting with lucid objectivity all the avant-garde’s apocalyptic
conclusions as to the “death of art” and the purely “technical” role of the intellectual,
the Central European Neue Sachlichkeit adapted the very method of design to the
idealized structure of the assembly line. The forms and methods of industrial labor
became part of the organization of design and were reflected in the proposed use of
the object.

From the standardized part and the cell to the single block, the
Siedlung, and finally to the city: such is the assembly line that architectural culture
devised between the wars with exceptional clarity and consistency. Each “piece” in
the line is fully resolved and tends to disappear or, better yet, to dissolve formally in
the assembly.

The result of all this was the revolutionization of the aesthetic
experience itself. No longer is it objects that presented themselves for appraisal, but an
entire process, to be experienced and used as such. The user, called upon to fill the
“open” spaces of Mies van der Rohe or Gropius, is the central element in this process.
Architecture, in calling upon the public to participate in the design—since the new
forms were no longer individualistic absolutes but proposals for organizing commu-
nity life, as in Gropius’s integrated architecture—forced the ideology of the public to make
a leap forward. The dream of Morris’s romantic socialism—an art made by all for
all—here takes ideological form within the ironclad laws of profit. In this respect,
too, the ultimate test for the theoretical hypothesis would be the city.

“Radical” Architecture and the City
In his fundamental work Grossstadtarchitektur, Ludwig Hilberseimer writes:

The architecture of the large city depends essentially on the solution given to two factors: the
elementary cell and the urban organism as a whole. The single room, as the constitutive ele-
ment of the dwelling, will determine its appearance, and since the dwellings in turn form
blocks, the room will become a factor in the urban configuration, representing architecture’s
true goal. Likewise the planimetric structure of the city will have a substantial influence on the
design of the dwelling and the room."’

The large city is, therefore, a true unity. Reading beyond the
author’s actual intentions, we may translate his assertions as follows: It is the whole
modern city itself which has structurally become an enormous “social machine.”
This is the aspect of urban economics that Hilberseimer, like almost all the German
theorists of the twenties and thirties, chose to isolate in order to analyze and resolve
its component parts separately. What he writes on the relationship between the cell



and the urban organism is exemplary for its lucidity of exposition and for its skillful
reduction of problems to their essential aspects. The cell is not only the first element
in the continuous production line whose ultimate product is the city; it is also the
element that determines the dynamics of building aggregations. Its value as type
allows it to be analyzed and resolved in the abstract: the building unit, in this sense,
represents the foundational structure of a production program from which all further
typological components have been excluded. The single building [unita edilizia] is no
longer an “object” now. It is only the place in which the individual cells, through
elementary assembly, assume physical form. As infinitely reproducible elements,
these units conceptually embody the primary structures of a production line that
dispenses with the ancient concepts of “place” and “space.” In keeping with his own
assumptions, Hilberseimer posits the entire city organism as the second term of his
theorem. The shape of the cell predetermines the planning coordinates of the urban
whole; the city’s structure may then alter, by dictating the rules of its assemblage, the
typology of the cell.'®

In the rigid articulation of the production plan, the specific di-
mension of architecture, in the traditional sense of the term, disappears. As an “ex-
ception” to the homogeneity of the city, the architectural object has been completely
dissolved. Hilberseimer writes:

As great masses have to be shaped according to a general law, dominated by multiplicity, . . .
the general case, the rule, is emphasized while the exception is set aside, the nuance obliter-
ated. Measure reigns, forcing chaos to become form, logical, univocal, mathematical form.*?

And again:

The need to shape a heterogeneous and often gigantic mass of materials in accordance with a
formal law equally valid for each element implies a reduction of architectural form to its most
formal, necessary, general need: a reduction, that is, to cubic, geometrical forms, which repre-
sent the basic elements of all architecture.?®

This is not a “purist” manifesto, but a logical conclusion drawn
from hypotheses that hew stubbornly to the scientific method in their conceptual
elaboration. By not offering “models” for design, but rather presenting the coordi-
nates and dimensions of the design at the most abstract (because the most general)
level possible, Hilberseimer reveals—more than do Gropius, Mies, or Bruno Taut
around the same time—to what new tasks the capitalistic reorganization of Europe
was summoning its architects.

In the face of modernized production techniques and the
expansion and rationalization of the market, the architect, as producer of “objects,”
became an incongruous figure. It was no longer a question of giving form to single
elements of the urban fabric, nor even to simple prototypes. Once the true unity of
the production cycle has been identified in the city, the only task the architect can
have is to organize that cycle. Taking the proposition to its extreme conclusion, Hil-
berseimer insists on the role of elaborating “organizational models” as the only one
that fully reflects the need for Taylorizing building production and the new task of
the technician, who is now completely integrated into this process.

On the basis of this position, Hilberseimer was able to avoid
involvement in the “crisis of the object” so anxiously articulated by such architects
as Loos or Taut. For Hilberseimer, the “object” was not in crisis because it had already
disappeared from his spectrum of considerations. The only emerging imperative was
that dictated by the laws of organization, and therein lies what has been correctly
seen as Hilberseimer’s greatest contribution.
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What, on the other hand, has not been appreciated is Hilber-
seimer’s utter refusal to consider architecture as an instrument of knowledge. Even
Mies van der Rohe was divided on this issue. In the houses on the Afrikanische Strasse
in Berlin, he is rather close to Hilberseimer’s positions, while in the Weissenhofsiedlung
of Stuttgart, he wavers in his approach. In the project for the curvilinear, glass and
steel skyscraper, however, and in the monument to Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxem-
burg, the 1935 housing project, and finally even in the Tugendhat house, he explores
what margins of the reflective approach still remained to the architect.

It is of little interest to us, here, to follow the inner workings of
this dialectic, which was rife throughout the modern movement. We should, how-
ever, note that a good number of the contradictions and obstacles that the movement
found in its path arose from the attempt to separate technical propositions and cogni-
tive aims.

Ernst May'’s plan for Frankfurt, Martin Wagner’s Berlin, Fritz Schumacher’s Hamburg,
and Cornelis van Eesteren’s Amsterdam are the most important chapters in the history
of modern urban planning. Yet beside the oases of order that were the Siedlungen—
true constructed utopias, on the margins of an urban reality little affected by them—the
old cities continued to accumulate and multiply their contradictions. And for the
most part, these contradictions would soon appear more vital than the tools estab-
lished by the architectural milieu to control them.

The architecture of Expressionism succeeded in absorbing the
ambiguous vitality of these contradictions. The Viennese Hofe and the public build-
ings of Poelzig or Mendelsohn were clearly foreign to the new methodologies of
urban intervention of the avant-garde movements. These experiences refused in nu-
merous ways to be situated within the new horizons discovered by an art that ac-
cepted its own “mechanical reproduction” as a means toward bearing upon human
behavior. Still, like such art, they seemed to assume a critical value, specifically in
regard to the growth of the modern industrial cities. ;

Works such as Poelzig’s Schauspieltheater in Berlin, Fritz Ho-
ger’s Chilehaus and other Hamburg buildings, and the Berlin buildings of Hans Hert-
lein and Ernst and Gunther Paulus, certainly did not constitute a new urban reality.
But by exasperating already existing forms through an excess of pathos, they com-
mented on the contradictions of the operative reality.

The two poles of Expressionism and the Neue Sachlichkeit once
again symbolized the inherent rift in European culture.

Between the destruction of the object, its replacement by a process
intended to be experienced as such (a transformation effected by the artistic revolu-
tion brought about by the Bauhaus and the Constructivist currents) and the exaspera-
tion of the object (typical of the lacerating but ambiguous eclecticism of the
Expressionists), there could be no real dialogue.

Yet let us not be deceived by appearances. This was a clash between intellectuals who
reduced their own ideological potential to the orchestration of up-to-date programs
for a production system in the process of reorganization, and intellectuals whose
work involved exploiting the backwardness of European capitalism. The subjectivism
of Haring or Mendelsohn, in this sense, assumes a critical import in regard to the
Taylorism of Hilberseimer or Gropius; but objectively speaking, it is a critique made
from a rearguard position that is therefore incapable, by its very nature, of proposing
universal alternatives.

Mendelsohn'’s self-publicizing architecture involved the creation
of persuasive “monuments” in the service of commercial capital, while Haring’s inti-
mism played on the late Romantic tendencies of the German bourgeoisie. Still, to



present the dialectic of twentieth-century architecture as a unitary cycle is not en-
tirely off the mark, even if such a point of view is tenable only from within this cycle.

The rejection of contradiction as a premise for objectivity and
the rationalization of planning revealed its own partiality at the very moment when
architecture came closest to the political power structures. The very goal of the social
democratic architects of central Europe was the unification of administrative power
and the intellectual project. In this sense, it is no accident that May, Wagner, and Taut
should have assumed political offices in the administrations of social democratic
cities. If the entire city was now to assume the structure of an industrial machine,
different categories of problems should find their solutions in it: first and foremost
the conflict between parasitic mechanisms of ground rent, which impeded the
expansion and technological revolutionization of the building market, and the need
to organize, comprehensively, the machine-city by giving it a role in stimulating its
own functions.

The architectural project, the urban model it spawned, and the
economic and technological premises on which it was based—public ownership of
the land and systems of industrialized construction modeled on production cycles
programmed within the urban sphere—were indissolubly interconnected. Architec-
tural science became fully integrated into the ideology of the plan, while formal
choices themselves were only variables dependent on it. All of May’s work in Frank-
furt can be read as the highest expression of this concrete “politicization” of architec-
ture. The industrialization of the construction site conformed to the minimum unit
of production identified in the Siedlung. The primary element of the industrial cycle
within this system was centered around the service nucleus (the Frankfurter Kuche). The
modeling of the Siedlungen and their displacement within the city to lands directly
administered by the city government were made possible by city policies. It was at
this point that the formal model of the Siedlung, because of its flexibility, granted cul-
tural approval to, and made “real,” the political objectives wholly embraced by
architects.

Nazi propaganda would later speak of the Frankfurt quarters as
constructed socialism. We, instead, should read them as realized social democracy. It must
be noted, however, that the task befalling this concurrence of political and intellectual
authority was merely that of mediating between structures and superstructures. This
was clearly reflected in the structure of the city itself: the closed economy of the
Siedlung was mirrored in the fragmented nature of the intervention, which left intact
the contradictions of a city that had not been regulated or restructured as an or-
ganic system.

The utopianism of the Central European architectural culture of
the 1920s lay precisely in the fiduciary relationship established between leftist intel-
lectuals, advanced sectors of capital, and political administrations. While solutions
restricted to specific areas tended, in this relationship, to present themselves as highly
generalized models—policies of eminent domain and expropriation, technological
experiments, formal elaborations of the Siedlung typology—they revealed their limited
efficacy when put to the test. .

May’s Frankfurt, like Machler’s and Wagner’s Berlin, certainly
tended to reproduce the factory model at the social level, to give the city the “shape”
of a production machine, and to produce the appearance of universal proletarianiza-
tion within the urban structure and the mechanisms of distribution and consump-
tion. (The interclassism of central European urban planning projects was a goal
continually proposed by theorists.)

But the unity of the urban image, a formal metaphor of the pro-
posed “new synthesis” and an obvious sign of the thrilling collective dominion over
nature and those means of production confined within the sphere of a new “human”
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utopia, was never realized by the German and Dutch intellectuals. Strictly integrated
into specific urban and regional planning policies, they fashioned models of inter-
vention to be applied universally. The model of the Siedlung is one such example. Yet
a theoretical constant of this sort reproduced in the city the disaggregate form of the
early technological production line: the city remained an aggregate of parts function-
ally unified at the lowest level, and even within each single “piece”—the working-
class quarter—the unification of methods soon proved to be a rather uncertain tool.

The crisis, in the specific area of architecture, came to a head in
1930, in Berlin’s Siemensstadt. It is quite incredible that modern historians have not
yet acknowledged the famous Berlin Siedlung, planned by Scharoun, as a crucial histor-
ical moment in which one of the most serious ruptures within the “modern move-
ment” occurred.

Siemensstadt revealed the utopian character of the premise that
design, in its different dimensional scales, could possess methodological unity. On
the basis of an urban design that some, perhaps correctly, have ascribed to the ironic
deformations of Klee, such architects as Bartning, Gropius, Scharoun, Haring, and
Forbat showed that the dissolution of the architectural object within the formative
process of the whole reflects the contradictions of the modern movement itself. In
contrast to Gropius and Bartning, who remained loyal to the conception of the Siedlung
as an assembly line, there are the allusive ironies of Scharoun and the ostentatious organ-
icism of Haring. If, to use Benjamin’s terminology, “the destruction of the aura”
traditionally associated with the “piece” of architecture was consummated in the
ideology of the Siedlung, Scharoun’s and Haring’s “objects” aimed instead at recuperat-
ing an “aura,” however much this aura might be conditioned by the new modes of
production and formal structures.

The Siemensstadt episode, moreover, was merely the most clam-
orous of its kind. In fact, with the exception of Cornelis van Eesteren’s plan for Amster-
dam, between 1930 and 1940 the ideal of the European constructivist movements—
that of founding a city of a single tendency—decidedly entered a state of crisis.

All the contradictory aspects assumed by the modern capital-
ist city—improbability, polyfunctionality, multiplicity and lack of organic structure
—remained outside the analytical rationalization pursued by central European
architecture.

The Crisis of Utopia: Le Corbusier at Algiers

To absorb that multiplicity, to temper the improbable with the certainty of the plan,
to reconcile organic structure and disorganization by exacerbating the dialectical re-
lationship between them, to demonstrate that the highest level of productive plan-
ning coincides with the maximum “productivity of the spirit”: such were the
objectives that Le Corbusier delineated, with a lucidity unparalleled within progressive
European architectural culture at the time, ever aware of the triple front on which
modern architecture had to fight. If architecture was now synonymous with organi-
zation of production, it was also true that distribution and use were also determinant
factors of the cycle, in addition to production itself. The architect is an organizer, not a
designer of objects. This statement of Le Corbusier’s was not a slogan, but an impera-
tive linking intellectual initiative and la civilisation machiniste. As the advance guard of
this civilisation, architects, in anticipating and determining its plans (however limited
to specific sectors), must articulate their activity in three different directions: (1) by
addressing an appel aux industriels, and a choice of building typologies, to business and
industry; (2) by pursuing the search for an authority capable of reconciling construc-
tion and urban planning with civil reorganization programs through the institution
of the CIAM; (3) by exploiting the articulation of form at its highest level in order
to make the public an active and conscious user of the architectural product.



To be more precise: form assumed the task of making the unnat-
ural world of technological precision authentic and natural. And since this world tended
to subjugate nature as a whole in an ongoing process of transformation, the entire
anthropogeographic landscape became, for Le Corbusier, the living subject on which
the reorganized cycle of building production must lay its emphasis.

But Le Corbusier also discovered that financial prudence, indi-
vidualism in enterprise, and the persistence of archaic income mechanisms such as
ground rent, perilously obstructed the development of civilization, the expression
and appraisal of production, and the “human” yield of this expansion.

With the typological formulation of the Dom-ino unit, the Immeuble-villa, the City for
Three Million Inhabitants, and the Plan Voisin for Paris, Le Corbusier, in a “patient
search” conducted between 1919 and 1929, arrived at precise scales and tools of
intervention, tested general hypotheses in partial realizations—seen as laboratory ex-
periments—and went beyond the models of German “rationalism,” intuiting the
correct dimension in which the urban question must be considered.

. Between 1929 and 1931, with the plans for Montevideo, Bue-
nos Aires, Sao Paulo, and Rio, and finally with the Obus plan for Algiers, Le Corbusier
formulated the most advanced theoretical hypothesis of modern urbanism, which to
this day remains unsurpassed on both the ideological and formal levels.

In contrast to Taut, May, and Gropius, Le Corbusier broke the
unbroken associative chain of architecture-neighborhood-city. The urban structure
in itself, as a physical and functional unity, became the repository of a new scale of
values; it was to the dimension of the landscape itself that one should look for the
meaning of its communications.

At Algiers, Corbusier took the old Casbah, the hills of Fort-
I Empereur and the coastal inlets as raw materials to be reused, veritable, gigantic
ready-made objects to which the new structure redefining them would offer a pre-
viously nonexistent unity, overturning their original significations. Yet this maximum
conditioning must be accompanied by a maximum of freedom and flexibility. The
economic premise of the entire operation was clear: the Obus plan would not limit
itself to demanding a new “territorial statute” that, by overcoming the early capitalist
anarchy of land accumulation, would make the whole area available for the unitary,
organic reorganization of what would thereby become an urban system in the proper
sense of the term.

The industrial object does not presuppose any univocal situation in space. Underly-
ing the concept of mass production is the radical notion of overcoming all spatial
hierarchy. The technological universe does not distinguish between the here and the
there; its natural sphere of operations is the whole human environment—a purely
topological field (as the Cubists, Futurists, and Elementarists well understood). In
the reorganization of the city, the full availability of the terrain is no longer enough:
it is now the whole three-dimensional space that must become available to be shaped
by a planned technologization. Thus two levels of intervention within the unified
city must be distinguished: the cycles of production and consumption.

The restructuring of the entire urban space and surrounding
landscape thus corresponds to the need to rationalize the total organization of the
urban machine: on this scale, technological structures and transportation systems must
constitute a unitary “image” in which the antinaturalism of the terrains artificiels laid out
at various levels, and the exceptional nature of the road network—the superhighway
running at the highest level of the serpentine block designed for the workers’ resi-
dences—take on a symbolic meaning. The housing blocks of Fort-I'Empereur, in
their formal freedom, assume the values emblematic of the Surrealist avant-garde;
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the rounded buildings—like the free forms inside the Villa Savoye or the ironic assem-
blages of the Beistegui attic on the Champs-Elysees—are enormous objects that enact
an abstract, sublimated “dance of contradictions.”?'

Even at the level of the urban structure—here finally resolved
into an organic unity—what emerges is the positive nature of the contradictions, the
reconciliation of the problematic with the rational, and the “heroic” resolution of
violent tensions. Only through the structure of the image, and in no other way, can the
reign of necessity merge with the reign of freedom—even though the former is
identified with the rigor of the plan and latter with the recuperation, within the plan,
of a higher human consciousness.

Le Corbusier, too, uses the technique of shock: the ob]ets a reactlon
poethue however, are now connected with one another within a dialectical, organic
whole. The formal and functional dynamic is inescapable: at every level of use and
interpretation, Le Corbusier’s Algiers entails the total involvement of the public. It is
worth noting, however, that here this involvement is predicated on a critical, reflec-
tive, intellectual participation. An “inattentive reading” of the urban images would
in fact produce an obscure result—although there is certainly no saying that Le Cor-
busier did not perhaps intend this secondary effect as well, as a necessary moment of
indirect stimulus.”

Le Corbusier’s point, however, cannot be reduced to “dispelling
anxiety by internalizing its causes.” At the lowest level of production—that of the
single residential cell—the goal is to gain a maximum flexibility, interchangeability,
and possibility of rapid use. The broadest freedom of insertion of preformed residen-
tial elements is made possible within the meshes of the larger structures, which are
made up of superimposed terrains artificiels. To the public, this is an invitation to be-
come active planners of the city: in one illustrative sketch, Le Corbusier actually goes
so far as to imagine the insertion of eccentric, eclectic elements within the meshes
of fixed structures. The “freedom” granted to the public must be pushed so far
that it will allow this same public—the proletariat, in the case of the serpentine
edifice uncoiling itself along the sea, and the bourgeoisie, up on the hills of Fort-
I'Empereur—to express its own “bad taste.” Architecture thus becomes both a peda-
gogical act and a tool of collective integration.

For industry, on the other hand, this freedom assumes even
greater significance. Unlike May in his Frankfurter Kuche, Le Corbusier does not crystal-
lize the minimum production unit in standard functional elements. On the level of
the individual object, one must consider the need for continuous technological revo-
lution, styling, and rapid use—needs dictated by an active capitalism in the process
of expansion. The residential cell, theoretically usable in a very short time, can
be replaced with every change that occurs in individual needs—the needs, that is,
created by the renovation of the residential models and standards dictated by
production.”

In this light, the significance of the project becomes quite clear.
The subject of the urban reorganization is a public that is called upon and made
a critical participant in its own creative role. Through theoretically homogeneous
functions, the vanguard of industry, the “authorities,” and the users of the city be-
come involved in the impetuous, “exalting” process of continuous development and
transformation. From the reality of production to the image and the use of the image,
the whole urban machine pushes the “social” potential of the civilisation machiniste to
the most extreme of its implicit possibilities.

An obvious question now arises: Why is it that the Algiers project, the subsequent
plans for European and African cities, and even the smaller projects advanced by Le
Corbusier, remain a dead letter? Is there not perhaps a contradiction between what



we have said—that is, that these projects should be seen as the most advanced and
formally elevated hypothesis of bourgeois culture in the field of design and urban
planning to this day—and the failures experienced firsthand by Le Corbusier?

Many answers may be given to this question, all of them valid
and complementary. Above all, however, we should remember that Le Corbusier
worked as an “intellectual” in the strict sense. He did not become associated—Tlike
Taut, May, or Wagner—with local government powers. His hypotheses start from
specific realities (the physical geography and historical stratification of Algiers are, of
course, exceptions, and the form of the plan taking these into account is unique to
those circumstances); but the method guiding them is broadly applicable on a gen-
eral scale. From the particular to the universal: the exact opposite of the method
followed by the intellectuals of the Weimar social democracy. Nor is it coincidental
that in Algiers, Le Corbusier worked without a commission and without pay for more
than four years. He “invented” his commission and made it universal, ever willing
to finance his own active and creative role.

As a result, his models have all the characteristics of laboratory
experiments: and in no case can a laboratory model be translated tout court into reality.
But that is not all. In this case, the universal applicability of the hypothesis clashed
with the backward structures that it was supposed to stimulate. When what is needed
is a revolutionization of architecture in keeping with the most advanced functions of
an economic and technological reality still incapable of giving it coherent, organic
form, it should hardly come as a surprise if realistic hypotheses are seen as utopian.

But the failure of Algiers, and Le Corbusier’s “failure” in gen-
eral, cannot only be correctly understood when seen in the context of the interna-
tional crisis of modern architecture.

Capitalist Development Confronts Ideology

It is interesting to look at how modern historians have attempted to explain the crisis
of modern architecture. They place the beginnings of the crisis in the years around
1930, and generally consider its exacerbation to continue to this day. Nearly all the
initial “blame” for the crisis they lay at the feet of the Fascisms of Europe on the one
hand, and Stalinism on the other. In so doing, they systematically ignore the intro-
duction, throughout the world, immediately after the economic crisis of 1929, of a
new and decisive factor: the international reorganization of capital and the establish-
ment of anti-cyclical planning systems.

It is significant that almost all the economic objectives formu-
lated by Keynes in his General Theory can be found, in purely ideological form, at the
basis of the poetics of modern architecture. The foundation of Keynesian interven-
tionism is the same as that of the poetics of all modern art: “To free oneself from the
fear of the future by eyeing that future as present” (Negri). And in a strictly political
sense, this also underlies the urban planning theories of Le Corbusier. Keynes comes
to terms with the “party of catastrophe,” and aims at coopting its threat by absorbing
it at ever new levels;?* Le Corbusier notes the reality of class in the modern city and
takes its conflicts to a higher level, giving shape to the most advanced plan for inte-
grating the public, whom he involves as operator and active user of the urban mecha-
nism of development, now rendered organically “human.”

Thus is our initial hypothesis confirmed. Architecture as the ide-
ology of the Plan is swept away by the redlity of the Plan the moment the plan came down
from the utopian level and became an operant mechanism.

The crisis of modern architecture begins at the precise moment
when its natural target—Ilarge industrial capital—makes architecture’s underlying
ideology its own, setting aside the superstructures. As of that moment, architectural
ideology has exhausted its own functions: its obstinate insistence on seeing its
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hypotheses realized will become either a springboard for going beyond backward
conditions, or a troublesome disturbance.

The regression and anxious struggles of the modern movement
from 1935 to the present day can be read in this light. The most general demands
for the rationalization of cities and outlying areas remain unmet, continuing to act
as indirect stimuli for realizations compatible with the partial goals established along
the way by the system.

At this point something inexplicable, at least at first glance, occurs. The ideology of
form seems to abandon its own vocation to realism, turning to the second pole inher-
ent in the dialectic of bourgeois culture. Although the “utopia of the project” is not
abandoned, an attempt is made to counteract the processes that have concretely risen
above the ideological level by recuperating Chaos, by contemplating the very same
anxiety that Constructivism seemed to have forever overcome, and by sublimating
Disorder.

Having arrived at an undeniable impasse due to the inherent
contradictions of capitalist development, architectural ideology gives up its role as
stimulus to the structures of production and hides behind ambiguous slogans con-
testing the “technological civilization.”

Incapable of analyzing the real causes of the crisis of design, and
concentrating all its attention on the internal problems of design itself, contemporary
criticism has been accumulating symptomatic ideological inventions in an attempt
to give new substance to the alliance between techniques of visual communication
and industrial production. It is no accident that the area singled out for the redemp-
tion of this alliance—now postulated in terms of an ambiguous “neo-humanism”
which, compared to the Neue Sachlichkeit of the 1920s, has the serious drawback
of mystifying its own role as mediator between Utopia and Production—is the image
of the city itself.

City as superstructure, then. Actually, art is now called upon to
give the city a superstructural face. Pop Art, Op Art, analyses of the city’s imageability,
and esthetique prospective, all these things converge toward a single objective: that of dis-
simulating the contradictions of the contemporary city, resolving them in polyvalent
images, figuratively glorifying that formal complexity which, when read with the
proper parameters, proves to be nothing more than the explosion of the incurable
conflicts that elude the plans of advanced capitalism. The recuperation of the concept
of art is thus useful to this new task of covering up. Just when industrial design as-
sumes the lead in technological production, influencing its quality for the purpose
of increasing consumption, Pop Art, by recycling its residues, places itself at its rear
guard. This, however, corresponds precisely to the twofold demand now made of the
technologies of visual communication. An art that refuses to place itself in the van-
guard of the cycles of production, demonstrates, well beyond all verbal challenges,
that the consumption process extends to infinity, and that even rubbish, when subli-
mated into useless or nihilistic objects, can assume a new use value, thus reentering, if
only by the back door, the cycle of production and consumption.

Yet this rear guard is also an indication of the capitalist plan’s
refusal—perhaps only temporary—to fully resolve the contradictions of the city and
transform the city into a totally organized machine without archaic forms of waste
or generalized dysfunctions.

In such a phase as this, one must act to convince the public that
the contradictions, imbalances, and chaos typical of the contemporary city are inevi-
table—that such chaos in itself, in fact, contains unexplored riches, unlimited possi-
bilities to be turned to account, bright and shining values to be presented as new
social fetishes.



Carnaby Street and the new utopianism are thus different aspects
of one phenomenon. Architectural and supertechnological utopianism; the rediscov-
ery of the game as a condition for the public’s involvement; the prophecies of “aes-
thetic societies”; invitations to establish the primacy of the imagination: such are the
proposals of the new urban ideologies.?®

There is one text in particular that manages to synthesize and balance all the different
exhortations for art to assume a new, persuasive rather than operative role. And it is
significant that this book, the Livre blanc de I'art total, by Pierre Restany, explicitly brings
up all the same themes that arise from a concerned awareness that the objectives
pursued until now have been eroding. The result of such erosion is that the “new”
proposals for rescuing art have taken on the very same connotations, in different
words, as those of the early-century avant-gardes, without possessing any of the clar-
ity or self-confidence that the latter could quite justifiably flaunt. Restany writes:

The metamorphosis of languages is but the reflection of the structural changes of society. Tech-
nology, by increasingly reducing the gap between art (the synthesis of new languages) and
nature (modern, technical, urban reality), plays a determinant role as catalyst of a sufficient,
necessary process.

Beyond its vast potential and the limitless worlds it opens up, technol-
ogy also displays a flexibility indispensable in a period of transition: it allows the conscious
artist to act not upon the formal effects of communication, as before, but upon its very terms:
the human imagination. Contemporary technology, in short, allows the imagination to take power. Freed of all
normative impediments, of all questions of realization or production, the creative imagination
can identify itself with global consciousness. Prospective aesthetics is the vehicle of man’s greatest hope: the
collective liberation of humanity. The socialization of art represents the convergence of the forces of
creation and production toward a goal of dynamic synthesis and technical metamorphosis: it
is through such restructuring that man and reality find their true, modern face, that they be-
come natural again, having overcome all alienation.*

Thus the circle closes. Marcusian mythology is used to demon-
strate that it is possible to achieve a vaguely defined “collective freedom” within the
current relations of production, and not through their subversion. One need only
“socialize art” and put it at the head of technological “progress”: never mind that the
entire course of modern art demonstrates the utopianism—perhaps understandable
yesterday, merely backward today—of such a proposition. Thus it actually becomes
legitimate to assimilate even the most ambiguous slogans of May 1968. Limagination
au pouvoir sanctions the reconciliation between revolt and conservation, between sym-
bolic metaphor and productive process, between diversion and Realpolitik.

And that is not all. With the reassertion of art’s role as mediator
one may again assign it the naturdlistic attributes that Enlightenment culture had given
it. The avant-garde critique thus reveals its role as ideological tool of the current
critical phase of the capitalist world. Indeed, it is even imprecise to call it a “critique”
any longer, since its function, in this sense, is entirely obvious: the confusion and
ambiguity that it advocates for art—using all the conclusions of semantic analysis to
this end—are only sublimated metaphors for the crisis and ambiguity informing the
structures of the present-day city. The critique’s refusal to stand outside the circle of
planning-production-consumption is therefore symptomatic. Restany goes on:

The critical method must contribute to a generalization of aesthetics: superseding the work
and multiple production; making a fundamental distinction between the two complementary
orders of creation and production; systematizing operational research and technical coop-
eration in every domain experimenting with synthesis; structuring the notion of game and
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spectacle in psycho-sensorial fashion; organizing ambient space with a view to mass commu-
nications; inserting the individual environment into the collective space of urban well-being.?’

Criticism must therefore function within the cycles of produc-
tion; it must, by becoming operative, serve as stimulus in order to shift the Plan to
increasingly advanced levels.

But what real novelty is there in all this with respect to the his-
toric avant-gardes? It would not be difficult to demonstrate, through technical analy-
sis, that aside from a relaunching of ideology, the novel elements are extremely
limited. Indeed, in propositions of this sort—once we have set aside the Marcusian
utopia of redeeming the future dimension through the Great Refusal enacted by the
imagination—there is clearly something less with respect to the coherence of the
historic avant-gardes.

So how does one explain all this insistence on the waste of form
and the recovery of a specific dimension of artistic themes, in the light of the need
for increasing integration of formal elaboration into the cycle of production?

There is no denying that we are faced with two concurrent phenomena. On the one
hand, the fact that building production remains confined to broad, comprehensive
plans continues to reduce the functionality of architecture’s ideological role. On the
other, the economic and social conflicts exploding with ever greater frequency
within urban and outlying areas seem to be imposing a pause on capitalism’s Plan.
Faced with the notion of the rationalization of the urban milieu—a central, determi-
nant theme—capital seems, for the moment, unable to find within itself the strength
and means necessary to fulfill the tasks rightly pointed out by the ideologies of the
modern movement.

This has forced a return to activism—to strategies of stimulus,
critique, and struggle—on the part of the intellectual opposition, and even of class
organizations, which to this day have assumed the task of fighting to resolve such
problems and conflicts. The harshness of the struggle over urban-planning laws (in
Italy as well as the US), over the reorganization of the building industry, over urban
renewal, may have given many the illusion that the fight for planning could actually
constitute a moment in the class struggle.

Architects now work in a climate of anxiety, owing to the dis-
covery of their decline as active ideologues, the realization of the vast potential of
technology in the rationalization of the city and outlying areas together with the
daily awareness of its waste, and the obsolescence of specific planning methods even
before they have had a chance to be tested. All this points to a concrete development
on the horizon, feared as the worst of all evils: the proletarianization of the architect,
and his insertion—with no more neo-humanistic delays—within the planning pro-
grams of production.

When this new professional situation—already realized in ad-
vanced capitalist countries like the US or in countries of socialized capital such as the
USSR—is feared by architects and avoided with the most neurotic sorts of formal and
ideological contortions, it shows only the political backwardness of that particular
intellectual group.

Having ideologically anticipated the iron law of the Plan, archi-
tects, unable to interpret historically the distance traveled, are now rebelling against
the extreme consequences of processes that they themselves helped to set in motion.
What's worse, they are attempting pathetically to relaunch modern architecture “eth-
ically,” assigning it political tasks suitable only for temporarily calming abstract, un-
justified frenzies.



We must realize one thing: that the entire course of modern
architecture and the new systems of visual communication was born, developed and
brought into crisis in a grandiose attempt—the last of bourgeois culture—to resolve,
on the level of an ideology all the more insidious because it lies entirely within con-
crete activities and real production cycles, the imbalances, contradictions and delays
typical of the capitalistic reorganization of the world market.

Order and disorder, in this light, cease to be in opposition to
each other. If we interpret them according to their true historical significance, it
becomes clear that there is no contradiction between constructivism and “protest
art,” between the rationalism of building production and informal subjectivism or
Pop irony, between the capitalist plan and the urban chaos, between the ideology of
planning and the poetics of the object.

The destiny of capitalist society, in this interpretation, is not at all
extraneous to the project. The ideology of the project is as essential to the integration
of modern capitalism, with all its structures and superstructures, into human exis-
tence, as is the illusion of being able to oppose that project with the tools of a different
project or with those of a radical “anti-project.”

It may even be that many marginal and rearguard roles exist for
architecture and planning. Of primary interest to us, however, is the question of why,
until now, Marxist-oriented culture has very carefully, and with an obstinacy worthy
of better causes, denied or concealed the simple truth that, just as there can be no
such thing as a political economics of class, but only a class critique of political eco-
nomics, likewise there can never be an aesthetics, art or architecture of class, but only
a class critique of aesthetics, art, architecture and the city.

A coherent Marxist critique of architectural and urbanistic ide-
ology can only demystify the contingent, historical—and in no way objective or
universal—realities that lie hidden behind the unifying categories of the terms “art,”
“architecture,” and “city.”

In assuming its historic, objective role as class critique, architec-
tural criticism must become a critique of urban ideology, and avoid in every way the
danger of entering into “progressive” dialogue with the techniques for rationalizing
the contradictions of capital.

And first among the intellectual illusions to be dispelled is that
which strives to anticipate, through mere imagery, the conditions of an architecture
“for a liberated society.” Anyone who proffers such a slogan avoids the question of
whether, even leaving aside its manifest utopianism, such an objective could ever be
sought without a linguistic, methodological and structural revolution reaching well
beyond the simple subjective will or the simple updating of a syntax.

Modern architecture has marked the paths of its own destiny by becoming the bearer
of ideals of progress and rationalization to which the working class is extraneous, or
in which it is included only in a social democratic perspective. One might well recog-
nize the historical inevitability of this phenomenon; yet having done so, one may
no longer hide the ultimate reality that makes the choices of “leftist” architects so
uselessly anguished.

Uselessly anguished because it is useless to struggle when one
is trapped inside a capsule with no exit. The crisis of modern architecture does not
issue from “weariness” or “dissipation.” Rather, it is a crisis of the ideological func-
tion of architecture. The “fall” of modern art is the ultimate testimony of bourgeois
ambiguity, poised as it is between “positive” goals—the reconciliation of contradic-
tions—and the merciless exploration of its own objective commodification. There is
no more “salvation” to be found within it: neither by wandering restlessly through
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“labyrinths” of images so polyvalent that they remain mute, nor by shutting oneself
up in the sullen silence of geometries content with their own perfection.

This is why there can be no proposals of architectural “anti-
spaces”:*® any search for an alternative within the structures determining the mysti-
fication of planning is an obvious contradiction in terms.

Reflection on architecture, as a critique of the concrete ideology
“realized” by architecture itself, can only push further, and strive for a specifically
concrete dimension in which the systematic destruction of the mythologies sus-
taining its development is only one of the objectives. But only the future conditions
of the class struggle will tell us whether the task we are setting ourselves is that of an
avant-garde or a rearguard.
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“‘La Dimension Amoureuse’ in Architecture” From Charles Jencks and George

Baird, Meaning in Architecture (New York: George Braziller, 1969)

Modern architecture’s envy of the theories and methods of the “exact sciences” lasted
well into the 1960s, in the form of operational research and design methodologies
that held that a careful description of any building’s program —the physical condi-
tions required for the performance of specific functions —and a systematic adherence
to that description in the process of design should result in a direct transposition of
functional demands into built form.* A sufficiently minute description of the requisite
functions would allow a design solution of singular correctness, free from mediating
conventions and the arbitrary choice from among alternative formal organizations —
a one-to-one matching of function and form in which the problem of representation or
translation seems to disappear. Against the vestiges of this scientism, George Baird’s
preliminary semiotics of architecture elaborates the basic structuralist insight that
buildings are not simply physical supports but artifacts and events with meaning, and
hence signs dispersed across some larger social text. That insight is then trained
on two of the most enduring of modernist myths, the building as a totally designed
environment (exemplified by Eero Saarinen’s CBS Building, New York) and the build-
ing as a value-free servo-mechanism (exemplified by Cedric Price’s Potteries
Thinkbelt project).

Price diverts architecture to purely utilitarian ends, toward the
regenerative potential of accessible education in the economically depressed English
Midlands. His commitment is not to architecture but to some value or effect outside
architecture, which architecture is to serve. Saarinen’s object is “architecture itself,”
capital A, but likewise distanced from any common sense of the legible physical envi-
ronment. As total designer, Saarinen claims to purvey no particular local message.
Yet, as Baird shows in a dialectical reversal, Saarinen communicates just by the force
of his refusal to do so, for the paternalistic totality of his authorship becomes its own
message. And Price, society’s would-be servant, similarly fails if he succeeds, for if
his architecture says nothing, then it has no audience to serve.

The repercussions of the textualization of architecture as a cri-
tique of modernist dogma would prove enormous, of course, extending over the next
decade of architecture theory. But if the linguistic analogy was perhaps inevitable
(semiotics is designed to manage all cultural phenomena, including architecture) and
in certain ways already latent in earlier models of architectural interpretation (those
of Emile Kaufmann, John Summerson, or Rudolf Wittkower, for example), one must
still decide on the most pertinent and fruitful level of homology between architecture
and language. Is the individual work or group of works like a language, or is architec-
ture as a whole like a language? The first view has affinities with traditional treat-
ments of buildings as organic units whose origins and intentions of formation must
be elucidated, whereas the second view, which Baird adopts, shifts the interpretive
vocation considerably. No longer is the interpreter’s task to say what the individual
work means (any more than it is the linguist’s task to render the meanings of individ-
ual sentences) but rather to show how the conventions of architecture enable works
to produce meaning. Questions are raised about users’ and readers’ expectations,



about how a structure of expectation enters into and directs the design of a work,
about how any architectural “utterance” is a shared one, shot through with qualities
and values, open to dispute, already uttered — questions, in short, about architec-
ture’s public life.

In semiotic terms, if architecture as a whole is like a language
(langue) then the individual work is like a speech act (parole), which entails that the
architect cannot simply assign or take away meaning and meaning cannot be axiom-
atic.2 Rather architecture becomes a readable text, and the parameters of its legibility
are what we mean by rhetoric. Rhetoric operates within the structure of shared expec-
tations and demands an ethical, even erotic relationship with the reader, an “amorous
dimension.” But rhetoric is not subjective expression. Its procedures are inseparable
from processes of argument and justification with respect to the social function of
making architectural sense.

But the most fruitful dimension of Baird’s essay is his setting of
Claude Perrault’s concepts of positive and arbitrary beauty into active equivalence
with the langue/parole system — a strong example of the vocation of transcoding that
is fundamental to architecture theory after 1968. For what is achieved should not be
understood as a simple simile of architecture as a language but rather as the creation
out of two previous codes of an entirely new one, capable of recoding vast quantities
of discourse, from eighteenth-century French theory’s concern with the natural basis
of architecture, to modernism’s mimetic relationship with industry, to postmodern-
ism’s loosening of the components of the classical order.

Within the relatively closed circles of traditional architectural
discourse, the perennial dilemmas of taste and style, of eclecticism and the “moral-
ity” of materials, of technological determinism, and the like, have been worked
through most often without much interference from the discordant claims of other
disciplines, even if architecture has its own versions of the philosophical questions of
“nature,” “beauty,” and “truth.” Rewriting such dilemmas as components in a complex
fraction — positive beauty/arbitrary beauty : langue/parole —enables the enlarge-
ment of architectural interpretation to include the social communicative function of
architecture’s handling of style, materials, and technology and to measure the social
unconscious of different, competing architectural representations in their specific
contexts.3 Further, it enables the classification of architecture into the different opera-
tions based either on the selection-substitution of elements (what in semiotics is
called the paradigmatic axis of a language, associated with the langue and with meta-
phor) or on the combination-correlation of elements (the syntagmatic axis, associated
with parole and metonymy).4 Indeed, as Baird uses it, this feature seems to anticipate
postmodernism’s classification as a kind of revenge of the parole — of the specific
utterance, of dialectics, and idiolects, of the shimmering metonymic surface — against
general autotelic and self-reflexive techniques. Finally, though Baird does not men-
tion it, his semiotic fraction is capable of generating a third term out of its binaries
that might articulate the reciprocal exchanges between the limiting system of archi-
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tectural conventions and the individual instances of that system. The reemergent no-
tion of architectural typology, as represented by Alan Colquhoun’s essay in the same
volume as Baird’s, attempted to do just that.s Henceforth, worry about empirical
method and total design would be completely eclipsed by concerns with the contexts
and processes of meaning.

Notes
This is an extensively revised version of a paper that originally appeared in Arena 33 (June 1967),
the journal of the Architectural Association in London.

1.

Christopher Alexander, Notes on the Synthesis of Form (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1964),
was the paragon of this renewed positivism, but versions flourished in many schools of
architecture.

As defined by Ferdinand de Saussure, langue (connoting “language” but also a particular
“tongue”) is the specific but abstract linguistic system that preexists any individual use of it
and exists perfectly only within a collectivity; parole, the individual speech act, is the manip-
ulation of that system to produce concrete utterances and includes localized contingencies
and “accidents” like accent or personal style. See Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General
Linguistics (1916), ed. Charles Bally and Albert Sechehaye in collaboration with Albert Reid-
linger, trans. Wade Baskin (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1959).

It should be remembered that this homology is as susceptible as any to vulgar reduction and
can be used to generate and identify numerous facile “meanings” in architecture, wherein
architecture becomes a mere illustration of concepts in other fields.

The classic text that treats these associations is Roman Jakobson, “Two Aspects of Language
and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances,” in On Language, ed. Linda R. Waugh and Monique
Monville-Burston (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990).

Alan Colquhoun, “Typology and Design Method,” first published in Arena 33 (June 1967).
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George Baird  “La Dimension Amoureuse” in Architecture

La rhetorlque qui n’est rien d’autre que la techmque de I'in-

formation exacte, est hee non seulement a toute htterature

N

mais encore a toute communication, des lors qu’elle veut faire
entendre a 'autre que nous le reconnaissons; la rhetorique est
la dimension amoureuse de 1’ecriture.

ROLAND BARTHES, Essais critiques

It is not unprecedented to suggest that architecture occupies its place in human
experience through some kind of communication. By the mid-eighteenth century,
Germain Boffrand had already speculated that “the profiles of mouldings and the
other parts which compose a building are to architecture what words are to
speech.”!

Nowadays we know all too well that Eero Saarinen’s TWA ter-
minal at Kennedy Airport symbolizes “flight”; we have heard him say that the
“beauty” of his CBS building “will be, I believe, that it will be the simplest sky-
scraper statement in New York.”? In fact, even discussions of “symbolism” and
“statement” provoke vigorous protest today. The young English architect, Ced-
ric Price, for instance, recently criticized architects’ preoccupation with “the role
of architecture as a provider of visually recognizable symbols of identity, place
and activity.” Call it a fix or the “image of a city,” said Price, “such overt self-
consciousness is embarrassing only to a few—in general, it is both incomprehen-
sible and irrelevant.”® Familiar as it may be, then, the issue is a contentious one.

Now Saarinen’s and Price’s importance for this paper does not
only lie in their having made their positions as clear as that. As Saarinen was, so
Price is a designer of facility and sophistication. As one might expect, then, both of
them have produced designs which aptly reflect their respective views. This means
that it is possible to see even more clearly in their work than in their remarks,
just how fundamentally they have both misconceived the question which presently
concerns me; the question of just how it is that architecture occupies its place in
human experience. The designs I mean to discuss are Saarinen’s CBS building,* and
Price’s “Potteries Thinkbelt” project for a technical university in the English Mid-
lands.® There is no doubt that CBS, the prominent seat of a prestigious American
corporation, is a definitive example of what Robert Venturi calls “establishment
Modern architecture”;® it is well-known that the Thinkbelt, conceived in terms of
minimum cost and maximum efficiency, has been proposed as the antithesis of a
building like CBS. Yet the designs’ similarities are really more extensive and more
important than their differences. That CBS and the Thinkbelt are thought of as anti-
thetical seems to me only to show the shallowness of the controversy they repre-
sent; the depth of their designers’ misconception of architecture’s place in human
experience.
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This misconception is neatly summed up in the respective ap-
proaches of the two designs to the detailed organization of human occupation of
space. In the Thinkbelt project, the designer stops well short of offering the occu-
pant, say, an ash-tray (on the grounds that there is no guarantee that the designer
and the occupant have the same cultural values), while at CBS, the designers only
allow him one approved by Florence Knoll (since there is no guarantee that the de-
signers and the occupant have the same cultural values). But this is just an ironic
illustration of my point. To grasp the full scale of the misconception involved re-
quires examination of these designs’ historical context. After all, the concept of
“total design”” underlying CBS, following Gropius’s “total theatre” and “total archi-
tecture,” is nothing more nor less than a Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk. And Price’s idea
of architecture as “life-conditioning”® rests on essentially the same view of human
experience as Jeremy Bentham's Panopticon. Both designs’ conceptual premises then,
lie deep in the intellectual history of the nineteenth century. What we ought eventu-
ally to understand, is how CBS and the Thinkbelt, as manifestations of Gesamtkunst-
werk and “life-conditioning,” show the bizarre consequences which even today
follow from that century’s loss of faith in rhetoric.

The first of those consequences is that modern designers, es-
pecially those like Saarinen and Price, become caught up in partly conscious, partly
unconscious attempts to assume privileged positions with respect to the groups of
people who will occupy the environments they design. The architectural Gesqmt-
kunstler assumes a stance towards those groups analogous to that of Wagner vis-a-vis
his audiences. He takes quite for granted his capacity to enhance the lives of the
occupants of his buildings; he believes that enhancement ultimately depends upon
the occupants’ conscious experience of their environment being dramatically
heightened; he is thus committed to a “total” predetermination of their experience
of the environment, from every conceivable point of view. In short, were he suc-
cessful, he would occupy a privileged position in the sense that he would stand
utterly over and above his fellows’ experience of the environment he had designed.

The “life-conditioner,” on the other hand, is not paternalistic,
but scientistic. He assumes a stance towards his fellows analogous to that of a nine-
teenth century natural scientist towards an experiment he is conducting. He is anx-
ious to take nothing for granted, to sustain an absolute neutrality with respect to
the experience the occupants have of the environment he has designed. He believes
his neutrality precludes his taking any account of their experience of it and he
thus resorts to a designed anonymity, the purpose of which is a “total” non-
determination of the occupants’ experience of that environment. Were the life-
conditioner successful, he would occupy a privileged position in the sense that
he would stand utterly outside his fellows’ experience of the environment he had
designed. To sum up, the Gesamtkunstler treats his fellows as children; the life-
conditioner treats them as objects.



Cedric Price,
Potteries Thinkbelt,
Staffordshire, 1964

Now I introduced this matter of the attempt to assume a privi-
leged position, as one of the bizarre consequences of the nineteenth century’s loss of
faith in rhetoric. What I should really in the first instance say is that the Gesamtkunstler
and the life-conditioner forget—or else take completely for granted—just how
inescapably the design act is always a gesture in a social context. Their oversight can
be seen to have been part of a loss of faith in rhetoric only in the light of the current
revival of interest in the ancient subject, which surrounds the work of men such as
Roland Barthes, Ernst Gombrich, Claude Levi-Strauss, and Marshall McLuhan.® This
revival is due, of course, to the fact that all of these men have attempted to analyze
and understand various kinds of gesture-in-a-social-context, by means of either the
traditional categories of rhetoric, or the concepts of modern communication theory.

In criticizing Saarinen’s and Price’s misconceptions, in dis-
cussing how it is that architecture occupies its place in human experience, I shall rely
most heavily upon the ideas of Levi-Strauss. The reason is that he has staked the most
audacious, yet most intellectually tenable claim of the four, proposing anthropology
as the intellectual discipline of most comprehensive human relevance, and doing so
in an expansive fashion which appears to accommodate many of the others’ most
impressive ideas. Levi-Strauss has explained his claim for anthropology, by calling it
the “bona-fide” occupant of the domain of semiology. This, the comprehensive theory
of communications, the linguist Ferdinand de Saussure introduced half a century
ago as the study of the life of signs at the heart of social life.'® Taking its cue from
Levi-Strauss’s “structural” anthropology, modern semiology looks on dll social phe-
nomena as communication systems; not just the obvious ones such as literature and
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films, but also kinship systems, culinary customs, clothing habits, and, of course,
architecture.

The part of semiological theory which bears most directly on
the problem of modern designers’ attempts to assume privileged positions, is the
part Saussure described by means of the langue/parole distinction. For semiology, any
social phenomenon is made up of both a langue and a parole. In the first of three senses,
the langue is the collective aspect of the phenomenon, and the parole the individual
aspect. Thus, semiology incorporates the fundamental sociological insight that hu-
man experience, in so far as it is social, is simultaneously collective and individual.

In the second of the three senses, semiology sees the langue as
the unconscious aspect of a social phenomenon, and the parole as the conscious aspect.
In this way, it incorporates one of the most obvious insights of post-nineteenth cen-
tury psychology, and posits that any conscious gesture in a social context always in-
volves an unconscious component. With respect to these two senses of the langue/
parole distinction in language, Barthes has said: “The langue is both a social institution
and a system of values. As a social institution, it is never an act; it utterly eludes
premeditation; it is the social part of language; the individual can, by himself, neither
create it, nor modify it; it is essentially a collective contract, which, if one wishes to
communicate, one must accept in its entirety. What is more, this social product is
autonomous, like a game which has rules one must know before one can play it. . . .
As opposed to the langue, institution and system, the parole is essentially an individual
act of selection and actualization.”!!

In the most modern sense of the distinction, the langue of a social
phenomenon is considered to be its “code,” and the parole its “message.” In some
respects, this new sense of the distinction is the most interesting, because it intro-
duces into semiology a number of precise mathematical techniques of analysis, com-
monly grouped under the name “information theory.” In terms parallel to the
collective/individual and unconscious/conscious senses of the distinction, we may
say that the particular “message” which any gesture in a social context constitutes,
necessarily involves the use of the “code” which that context entails.

Of course, information theory goes even further than that now-
adays, viewing communication systems as dynamic. While the relation holding between
the langue and the parole is necessarily constant, the system as a whole is in a continuous
process of development. More specifically, “information” occurs as a function of
“surprise” within a matrix of “expectancy.” In order to register, a message must be
somewhat surprising, yet not utterly unexpected. If it is too predictable, the message
won't register at all. It is in this sense that “background noise” tends to slip below
the threshold of awareness, and that we speak of cliches as not having enough “infor-
mation value.” Conversely, if the message is too unpredictable, the result is the same.
As Paul McCartney has said, “if music . . . is just going to jump about five miles
ahead, then everyone’s going to be left standing with this gap of five miles that
they’ve got to all cross before they can even see what scene these people are on.”!* '3

We can now, I think, begin to see how the Gesamtkunstler and the
life-conditioner become involved in their attempts to assume privileged positions. If,
for example, we examine their stances in the light of the collective/individual sense
of the langue/parole distinction, the following becomes apparent. In undertaking “total
design,” the Gesamtkunstler presumes ipso facto, either individually, or as part of a small
elite, to take over comprehensive responsibility for the langue of architecture, and to
do so, moreover, in a fashion which leaves the langue’s collective validity unimpaired.
In other words, “total design” amounts to an attempt to shift the impact of the indi-
vidual design act from the level of parole to that of langue. On the other hand, in making
his individual design gesture, the life-conditioner pretends to act altogether indepen-
dently of the langue of architecture. But of course, since he, like the Gesamtkunstler, is



only an individual acting in a social context, his pretense really amounts to a single-
handed attempt at a radical modification of the langue. And that is just another way of
saying that he too attempts to shift the impact of the individual design act from the
level of parole to that of langue.

Then, too, the unconscious/conscious sense of the langue/parole
distinction throws further light on their attempts at privileged positions. As I have
said above, the Gesamtkunstler makes his attempt for the purpose of dramatically height-
ening the occupants’ conscious experience of the environment he has designed. The
life-conditioner, on the other hand, makes his for exactly the opposite purpose.
But what they both do, in this respect, is to take for granted their own capacity for
consciously manipulating their fellows’ threshold of awareness of the environment in
question.

An examination of such designers’ attitudes in terms of code
and message only confirms the picture now emerging. Neither sees fit to modulate
his design gesture in terms of either its “surprise” or its “expectancy.” Indeed, were
it not the case of architecture under consideration, I would say that the emphatic
manner in which the CBS environment has been imposed upon its occupants would
no doubt result in its being sensed only as “background noise,” while Price’s look-
no-hands gesture would leave the Thinkbelt’s occupants with their own gap of five
miles to cross before they could make any sense of the environment in which they
found themselves. But alas, it is the case of architecture under consideration, and
analogies from music don’t apply perfectly straightforwardly. Unlike music, architec-
ture is inescapably operative in human experience. When music becomes “back-
ground noise,” its unconscious impact is incidental; when architecture becomes
“background noise,” its unconscious impact is still far from incidental.

The illumination provided by the langue/parole distinction is also
capable of graphic representation. Extracting from it two of its particular senses, un-
conscious/conscious, and code/message, one can portray the field of meaning of any
social phenomenon, as shown in the following diagram.

information flow

increasing
expectancy

“message”

the threshold of maximum awareness

“code”

the threshold of minimum awareness

increasing
surprise
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The line across the top of the diagram represents increasing ex-
pectancy, and that across the bottom, increasing surprise. In terms of the capacity for
registering messages which I described above, the extent of the overlap between the
line indicating the threshold of minimum awareness, and that indicating maximum
awareness, defines the field of meaning. The length of the bottom line then, from
the one threshold to the other, represents the scope of articulation of the social phe-
nomenon in question.

In the language of information theory, the langue of architecture
is the gamut of conceivable perceptible articulations, while the parole comprises the
possibility of selective combination across that gamut. But that is only the abstract
formulation of the relation. Since, as Barthes says, the langue is a “social institution
and a system of values,” one can say much more. Take as examples those very con-
cepts “house,” “overcoat,” “commuter service,” and “shop,” whose “existing defi-
nitions” Price deprecated in his introduction to the Thinkbelt.'* We can consider the
langue as the gamut of articulation defined in such complex environmental concepts
as those. The parole, then, comprises the selective possibility of variation implicit in
that gamut. To suggest that the langue comprises such a gamut is not to imply that
there is anything inherently significant or stable about those particular, or any partic-
ular concepts. For the langue lies in the gamut of articulation, and not in any primary
functional category those concepts might be thought to represent. To suggest that
there were such categories would be to fall into the historicism and/or the functional
Platonism which, one presumes, have provoked Price’s objections.

On the other hand, to suggest that the langue comprises such a
gamut is very much to claim that the place as “social institution,” which such albeit
nonprimary concepts hold, can be ignored only at the risk of diminishing the scope
of articulation of the whole of the environment. In short, as langue, such concepts
establish the fixes which allow the corresponding variability of parole. The greater the
scope of the langue, the greater the possible variation of parole.

In fact, Price’s attack on the “ephemerality” of those definitions
is most noteworthy in the way it recalls the linguistic crusade which was launched
in immediately postrevolutionary Russia, and which has been described by Roman
Jakobson.'* In that case, a number of theorists argued that phrases such as “the sun
is setting” ought to be expunged from Communist speech, on the grounds that they
were obsolete remnants of a non-scientific mentality. Obviously, a success in either
of these cases would have as its chief result simply an impoverishment of the existing
cultural situation.

Up to this point, I have concerned myself with modern design-
ers’ attempts to assume privileged positions. But that is only the first of the conse-
quences of the nineteenth century’s loss of faith in rhetoric. For the premises
underlying the Gesamtkunstwerk and life-conditioning also involve such designers in a
belief that their designs embody what we might call an absolute perceptual transparency; a
belief that they can take for granted their fellows’ capacity to see each design “as it
in itself really is.”'® And, of course, the corollaries of that belief, typical of both the
Gesamtkunstwerk and life-conditioning, are an aversion to ambiguity, and an incapacity
for ever sustaining irony.

Consider again Saarinen’s conviction concerning the CBS build-
ing. “Its beauty will be,” he said, “that it will be the simplest skyscraper statement in
New York.” Later on, he continued, “when you look at this building, you will know
exactly what is going on. It is a very direct and simple structure.”!” What Saarinen
has done, it seems to me, is to take the “objectivist” aesthetic of orthodox modernism
in its most literally expressionist sense, and then to assume that his design was capa-
ble, through its transparent “simplicity,” of rendering directly accessible to his fel-
lows an ultimate, universal, even metaphysical reality.



Price, for his part, looks on all such concerns with considerable
contempt. He prefers, like his Utilitarian predecessors, to affect a matter-of-fact prag-
matism with respect to all aspects of human experience. Nevertheless, his pragma-
tism rests on an assumption of architecture’s perceptual transparency which is just as
absolute as Saarinen’s. For he takes for granted the capacity of a configuration of built
form as elaborate as the Thinkbelt, to unfold itself in his fellows’ experience as noth-
ing more nor less than a “servicing mechanism,” that is to say, as unambiguously
and unobtrusively as, say, a coffee-vending machine.

If, however, we take seriously the proposition put above, that
there is nothing inherently significant, or stable, about any particular environmental
condition then we must at the same time recognize the impossibility of taking it for
granted that architecture can be perceptually transparent, or that people can a priori
perceive any environment “as it in itself really is.” Indeed, it has been one of the
preoccupations of modern philosophers to indicate that we do not even possess any
criteria for deciding in advance how to measure our fellows’ estimates of reality “as it
in itself really is.” To use Merleau-Ponty’s words, “the phenomenological world is
not pure being [as Saarinen and Price assume], but rather the sense which is revealed
where the paths of my various experiences intersect, and also where my own and
other people’s intersect and engage each other like gears.”'®

Semiology takes account of these matters in defining the langue
of a social phenomenon as a set of signs, each of which comprises a signifier and a
signified. That is to say, each signifier is something, which stands for something else. It is
because social phenomena are coded as such sets of signs, that the reality of human
experience is socially representable. In the most general perspective, one can say that
the ultimate signifier is the social phenomenon’s set of signs itself, and the ultimate
signified is the “reality” which that set of signs discloses, and which is accessible to us
only through those signs. In other words, for semiology, there is no “getting to the
bottom of” any social phenomenon.

Furthermore, semiology looks on the relations holding between
signifiers and signifieds as having been established arbitrarily, or non-isomorphically. For
instance, it is not necessary for the purposes of communication, that the signifier
“tree” be the most “tree-like” signifier to describe the phenomenon “tree.” So long
as once a tree is called a “tree,” everyone involved agrees to call it that (or at least to
call it that sufficiently frequently that occasional ironic, or humorous exceptions will
still make sense). Alternatively, it is this same non-isomorphism that accounts for
the simultaneous precision and flexibility of a signifier such as “spring,” which can,
depending on its context, have as its signified either “the season of the year following
winter,” “a natural source of fresh water,” or “a mechanical device for providing
flexible support for weight.” In short, semiological theory holds that the relations of
signifiers and signifieds depend on both a conceptual arbitrariness and an operative
nonarbitrariness. And that means, of course, that it is exactly the extent to which
signs are capable of misinterpretation, that they are also capable of re-interpretation.
To return to the case of architecture, it is just this fact that enables Aldo van Eyck to
say that “it is not merely what a space sets out to define in human terms that gives it
place-value, but what it is able to gather and transmit.”"”

We can now see why the beliefs underlying the Gesamtkunstwerk
and life-conditioning both entail such an aversion to ambiguity, such an incapacity
for ever sustaining irony. In so far as either conception still allows any appreciation
of the fact that the environment consists of a set of signs, it involves designers in an
attempt to cut through all that, to “get to the bottom of the situation” in exactly the
fashion I have just described as impossible.

Take the case of Saarinen. In assuming that the “ultimate reality”
which he intended his design to reveal depended so completely upon its “directness”
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and “simplicity,” he would obviously feel that he could not afford to leave any part
of the detail of that design “unsimplified,” that is to say unclear or less than utterly
straightforward. On the other hand, in taking for granted the capacity of the
Thinkbelt to unfold itself in human experience “as it in itself really is,” Price would
obviously see no reason to concern himself with such “ephemeral” matters. The life-
conditioner, like the Gesamtkunstler, always sees ambiguity as compromise, and irony
as hypocrisy.

The irony of ironies is that there is no ambiguity less controlled,
no irony less sustained, than that which follows from these naivetes. But to show that
requires two further tenets of semiological theory. I have already quoted Merleau-
Ponty to the effect that what we perceive is “the sense which is revealed where the paths
of my various experiences intersect, and also where my own and other people’s inter-
sect and engage each other like gears.” In other words, not only are we able to per-
ceive only in terms of a past and present context, we inevitably do perceive in such
a context, if we perceive at all. Semiology takes account of this by positing that the
signs which make up the langue of a social phenomenon carry meaning through the
fact of their total mutual interrelatedness. It is in this sense that Colin Cherry said: “signals
do not convey information as railway trucks carry coal.”*” That is, any individual sign
in a code has a particular meaning by virtue of its distinctiveness from every other
sign in that code. To understand a sign means in this sense to be aware of the set of
alternative possible signs from the code that could conceivably take that sign’s place.
This dimension of meaning Saussure characterized as “the relationship of substitu-
tion” between the signs in the code.

However, the distinctiveness of all the signs in the code—one
from another—needn’t be absolute. For a sign, or to be more precise, a signifier, can
stand for, or substitute for, a range of signifieds, the precise reference to be estab-
lished through the actual context of the sign in question. (Recall again the example
“spring” discussed above.) To understand a sign in this sense means to be aware
of the extent to which the signs surrounding a particular sign qualify its particular
significance. This dimension of meaning Saussure characterized as “the relationship
of contiguity” between the signs assembled in any particular message.

Saussure illustrated this distinction by an actual architectural
analogy himself, saying: “Each linguistic unit is like a column of an antique temple:
this column is in a real relation of contiguity with other parts of the building, the
architrave for example; but if this column is Doric, it reminds us of the other archi-
tectural orders, Ionic or Corinthian; and this is a relation of substitution.”?'

Jakobson has subsequently argued that Saussure’s distinction be-
tween contiguity and substitution is capable of further elucidation.?* While, in Saus-
sure’s sense of the distinction, any message would necessarily be defined in terms of
both contiguity and substitution, Jakobson thought that at the level of “style,” one
could point to a possibility of emphasis on one or other of the two poles. He claimed
that certain works of art were characterized primarily through relations of substitu-
tion (metaphor, in his terminology) while others are characterized more through
relations of contiguity (metonymy, in that terminology). Thus, he saw romanticist
and symbolist poetry, and Chaplin’s films, as emphasizing the pole of metaphor, and
realist literature and Griffith’s films as emphasizing metonymy. In architecture, one
can point to a work like Mies’s Farnsworth house as emphasizing the pole of meta-
phor, not only because of the reductive substitution from the norm “house” which
that design involves, but also because each element which remains is thereby super-
charged with metaphorical significance. On the other hand, works like Carlo Scarpa’s
renovation of the mediaeval palace of Verona, or an interior by Alexander Girard,
emphasize the role of metonymy, since they do not substitute reductively from their



norms, nor powerfully metaphorize their individual elements, but rather build up
their significance out of the assembly of relatively diverse parts.

When, however, in this perspective, we get to designs like CBS
and the Thinkbelt, we encounter what can only be described as a radical polarization
between metaphor and metonymy. The Thinkbelt makes a radical substitution, both
reductive (through the complete elimination of anticipated academic elements), and
non-reductive (through a major shift from academic to industrial iconography),
from the norm “university.” CBS on the other hand, undertakes a radical intensifica-
tion of the assembly of all its diverse elements (from the details of the window wall
right down to the relations of the already-mentioned ash trays and potted plants).

It is this radical polarization which results first in the uncon-
trolled ambiguity and unsustained irony and eventually in the impoverishment of the
existing cultural situation, which I referred to above. The first result occurs because
polarization has the effect of eroding the occupants’ capacity for detecting in the partic-
ular design itself any very helpful evidence of its relation to the historic and present
context in which it has taken its place. Thus, the occupants are obliged all by them-
selves to bring to their experience of the environment an awareness of alternative
possible environments on which that particular environment’s whole distinctiveness
rests. Far from being perceptually transparent then, CBS and the Thinkbelt are in fact
highly opaque; they tend to confront occupants in the first instance as uncontrollably
ambiguous, except in so far as those occupants’ previous experience lends any stabil-
ity to the situation. Subsequently, of course, when that previous experience is no
longer so effectively operative, the second result of polarization occurs. The precari-
ous ambiguity and irony of the first stage collapse altogether, and the occupants are
no longer even able to conceive of those alternative possible environments. And that,
effectively, amounts to an impoverishment of the existing cultural situation.

Of course, in discussing the results of this polarization, I have
moved on a stage in my general argument, from a consideration of the consequences
of the nineteenth century’s loss of faith in rhetoric, to a consideration in turn, of
those consequences’ own effects. Let me briefly go back over my argument so far, so
that I may try to indicate, in the light of semiological theory, just what those effects
might be. R

My first conclusion in these terms was that both the Gesamtkunst-
ler and the life-conditioner attempt to shift the impact of the individual design gesture
from the level of parole to that of langue. Just what that involves is neatly illustrated in
the now-so-fashionable quotations from Through the Looking-Glass.

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said in a rather scornful
tone, “I mean just what I choose it to mean, neither more nor less.” “The question
is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so many different things.” “The
question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “who is to be master.”*?

Now;, short of establishing a dictatorship which is either ruled
or managed by designers, neither the Gesamtkunstler nor the life-conditioner is likely
to have much success on this front. Nor would it seem that their failure in this respect
would have any serious consequences. But there is the assumption that they are in a
position to consciously manipulate their fellows’ threshold of conscious awareness.
In this case, it seems to me, the situation is more complicated. After all, it is possible
to manipulate others’ thresholds of awareness, at least to some extent. And not only
that. An attempt at such manipulation which fails has consequences almost as serious
as one which succeeds.

Take the case of CBS. To the extent that its designers fail to
heighten the occupants’ conscious awareness of their environment, the occupants
will end up in the position described above, their capacity to conceive of, let alone
to respond to alternative possible environments having been correspondingly re-
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duced. On the other hand, to the extent that the designers succeed, they beg the
question as to what those occupants will be so dramatically conscious of. After all,
the chief part of their extraordinary effort at intensification has been devoted to mak-
ing the building a ruthlessly simplified symbolic “object” as a whole, and a highly
formalized continuum in its minutest details. No effort of equivalent power has been
devoted to a reconsideration of peoples’ experience of the environment at the cru-
cially important level intermediate between those extremes, the level of workaday
experience of an “office-building” in central Manhattan. At the same time, as I indi-
cated above, the designers’ extraordinary effort (at the levels where it has been made)
erodes the occupants’ capacity for detecting in the building itself any evidence of its
relation to its context. In other words, it erodes that evidence at every level but the
workaday one. This combination of circumstances will guarantee that any heightened
awareness of the environment of CBS will reveal not an “ultimate reality” at all, but
rather just a monumentalization of the already familiar phenomenon of mass
bureaucracy.

In the case of the Thinkbelt, the situation is slightly different. If
Price were to fail to leave the Thinkbelt’s occupants unconscious of their environ-
ment, those occupants would become consciously aware of their environment. The
question then arises, what would they perceive? Well, they would perceive a config-
uration of built form which, in the terms of both the historic and the present kinds
of context we have discussed, would demonstrate a quite particular and identifiable
set of characteristics. Among those characteristics, as I see it, would be the following:
first, a fundamental organizational scheme in terms of a mechanical flow pattern;
second, a pattern of human occupation of built form, which is itself articulated
mechanistically; third, the restriction upon the potential psychological intensity of
any particular space to a maximum level of a “zone”; fourth, a construction tech-
nique which formalizes the actual temporariness of the built form involved. In short,
although Price claims to have succeeded in devising an environment which stands
for no particular “values” at all, what he has in fact done is simply to exchange one
set of values for another. What the occupants of the Thinkbelt would consciously
perceive would, in my view, be the most concrete symbolization there has yet been
of bureaucracy’s academic equivalent, the “education-factory.”

On the other hand, what of the consequences if Price were to
succeed, to some extent, in leaving those occupants unconscious of their environ-
ment? The environment would correspond to “background noise,” in the sense I
discussed above. But of course, as I said at that point, when architecture becomes
“background noise,” its unconscious impact is still far from incidental. To cite one
of the most apt recent McLuhanisms, “the most successful television commercial is
the one you are least aware of.” So if Price were successful the Thinkbelt’s occupants
would be processed without realizing that was what was happening to them. Faced with
an “educational service” which made no claims on their values, the students would
be unable to make any claim on that education’s values. They would, in short, have
become part of the “servicing mechanism.”

B It seems unnecessary, in conclusion, to do more than repeat: the
Gesamtkunstler treats his fellows as children; the life-conditioner (and we can see now
with what unwitting aptness Price chose that term) treats them as objects.

Part Two

The question that now arises is why, in the mid-twentieth century, there should arise
two such strikingly distinctive architectural schemes, which both betray a conception
of architecture’s place in human experience, and which do so in terms I have de-
scribed as the bizarre consequences of the nineteenth century’s loss of faith in rheto-
ric. To answer that question, or at least to try to answer a part of it, will require an



even larger historical context than that I have used so far. But here as before, the
precepts of semiological theory offer illumination.

The issues at stake really began to be unmanageable two centu-
ries before the concepts of Gesamtkunstwerk and life-conditioning gained their defini-
tive, nineteenth century formulations. It was at that particular time in European
history when, to use Pascal’s terms, the relation of “nature” and “custom” in human
experience was first seen as such an urgent philosophical question. In 1683 Claude
Perrault’s Treatise on the Five Orders was published, a work which outlined the particularly
architectural implications of that question, with astonishing clarity and foresight.

Perrault was convinced that the twin tenets of traditional archi-
tectural theory, the authority of classical precedent, and the assumption that “beauty”
was a kind of Platonic absolute, were too seriously discredited to guide contemporary
practice any longer. Regarding the traditionally acknowledged authority of ancient
precedent, he said: “we cannot find, either in the remains of the Buildings of the
Ancients, or among the great Number of Architects that have treated of the Propor-
tions of the Orders, that any two Buildings, or any two Authors, agree, and have
followed the same rules.”**

So much then, for classical precedent. As for the assumption of
“beauty” as a Platonic absolute, Perrault was so unconvinced of that as to speculate
“whether that which renders the proportions of a building agreeable be not the same
thing as that which makes a modish Habit please on account of its Proportions,
which nevertheless have nothing positively beautiful, and that ought to be loved for
itself; since when Custom, and other reasons not positive, which induc’d this Love,
come to change, we affect them no longer, tho’ they remain the same.”**

Perrault’s controversial suggestion, based on that argument,
was: To judge rightly in this case suppose two sorts of Beauties in Architecture,
namely those which are founded on solid convincing Reasons (positive beauties, in
that terminology, corresponding to nature in Pascal) “and those that depend only on
Prepossession and Prejudice (arbitrary beauties for Perrault, corresponding to custom
in Pascal).”?¢

It is this argument in terms of a relationship between “positive”
and “arbitrary” beauty, which can instructively be set alongside Saussure’s distinction
of langue and parole, where the langue is the “invariant” and the parole the “variant” aspect
of a communication system. I have said that in information theory, “information” is
a function of “surprise” within a matrix of “expectancy.” Or, to return to Perrault’s
terminology, “architecture has no Proportions true in themselves; it remains to be
seen whether we can establish those that are probable and likely [ ‘vraysemblable’, in
the original French text], founded upon convincing Reason, without departing too
far from the Proportions usually received.”?’

As well-known as Perrault’s argument is the extraordinary theo-
retical dispute that followed it. For over a century after its publication, Perrault’s trea-
tise dominated French architectural writing. Each successive writer from Blondel to
Boullee established his own position primarily with respect to the concepts of “posi-
tive” and “arbitrary” beauty as originally discussed by Perrault. However, no influ-
ential contributor to that dispute attempted to sustain his concern for “those
[proportions] that are probable and likely.” Rather, each laid a particular emphasis on
either “positive” or “arbitrary” beauty.

Although, as I have said, Perrault’s argument and the ensuing
dispute are well-known, the consequences of the split emphasis laid by his important
successors are not, as far as I can see, well-known at all. If they were, I do not think
we should be faced with such designs as CBS and the Thinkbelt. Generally speaking,
we seem to be as yet too much a product of that split to recognize the extent of
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its influence upon our thinking. All the same, I would suggest that all subsequent
architectural theory lies in the shadow of this distinction.

Consider the school of thought which, upon following Perrault,
chose to assert the primacy of “positive” beauty.® Their commitment involved them
in a moral obligation to “get to the bottom of " architecture, an effort whose modern
guises I have already discussed in Part One. In the three centuries since Perrault, there
have of course been numerous proposals put forward, purporting to reveal what that
solid “bottom” was, among them Laugier’s ethnological primitivism, Choisy’s tech-
nological determinism, Guadet’s elemental geometry, and Hannes Meyer’s dialectical
materialism. However, as Perrault knew quite well, it is not possible to lay such an
exclusive emphasis upon the “positive” aspects of architecture, to the exclusion of
the “arbitrary” Indeed, for those who wished to see, the persistent quest for a solid
bottom for architecture was shown to be pointless before the eighteenth century
was half over. The philosophical experience of David Hume demonstrated that such
skeptical rationalism as the advocates of a solid bottom to reality were required to
exercise towards the whole of apparent reality would end up leaving indubitable virtu-
ally no aspect of human experience whatsoever.*’

Alternatively, consider the school of thought which chose to as-
sert the primacy of “arbitrary” beauty. Their commitment involved them in reso-
lutely sticking close to the diverse surface of architecture as they saw it in all its forms.
Once again, three centuries have produced various approaches to the “arbitrary,”
ranging through early versions of cultural relativism, such as Fischer von Erlach’s,
Louden’s and Schinkel’s calculated eclecticism, Gilbert Scott’s uncalculated eclecticism,
and Philip Johnson’s “Camp.” But of course, here again, by the mid-eighteenth century,
the theoretical premises of the position were already (albeit inadvertently) demol-
ished in Hume’s claim that “beauty is no quality in things themselves: it exists merely
in the mind which contemplates them, and each mind sees a different beauty.”*°

With that celebrated remark, Hume both out-flanked and super-
seded the advocates of arbitrary beauty. For were he correct—and all he did was to
take the argument for “arbitrary” beauty to its radically subjective conclusion—then
the result was not just that there was no such thing as “positive” beauty, but that
there was no such thing about which one could generalize at all. From the time of
Hume, until that of Marcel Duchamp and John Cage, the unqualified commitment
to the “arbitrary” has always ended in utter silence.

Now semiology does not only offer us a simulacrum of the rela-
tion of “positive” and “arbitrary” beauty, in terms of langue and parole. It also suggests
a means of correlating the approaches of the various theorists that succeeded Perrault.
I have discussed the semiological poles of metaphor (the relationship of substitution)
and metonymy (the relationship of contiguity). In the light of those concepts, I think
we can see that the three-centuries-old drive to “get to the bottom of” architecture,
has been characterized by a continual, radically reductive pattern of substitution for
the given architecture at any particular time; while the corresponding effort to stick
close to the given architecture’s diverse surface has been equally characterized by a
pattern of radically inclusive correlation of the forms of that given architecture.

Consider again the first tradition. As each successive proposal of
a truly solid “bottom” for architecture was made, the very force of exclusion of some
factor previously taken for granted was what imbued the new proposal with a certain
plausibility, not to say moral authority. Thus, Laugier proposed to substitute for the
accepted architecture of his day a new one which excluded arches, niches, and ap-
plied pilasters. And the force of that exclusion lent his argument sufficient plausibility
to dominate the development of architecture (especially in France) for several years.
In his turn, Choisy proposed to substitute for the history of architecture which was



accepted in his day a new one which excluded legitimate formal intention, and that
exclusion lent his argument its conviction. And, of course, Hannes Meyer proposed
to substitute for architecture in his day simply “building,” deriving his moral author-
ity from the exclusion of “architecture” altogether. Thus, the quest for the solid “bot-
tom” has proceeded. In every case, only the passage of time revealed that the
particular reductive substitution involved was insufficient to guarantee the indubita-
bility of the new proposal.

As for the second tradition, the defenders of “arbitrary” beauty
have taken the opposite tack. Instead of effecting reductive substitutions for the given
architecture at a particular time, they have always attempted to correlate all that archi-
tecture’s forms to the greatest extent possible. Both Louden and Schinkel, for ex-
ample, devised theoretical systems in which the various stylistic motifs used in their
period were carefully correlated, so that each would have a particular program sig-
nificance (Gothic style for churches, Greek style for public buildings, etc.).*! For that
matter, Saarinen’s well-known effort to find the “style for the job” is only another
version of the Louden-Schinkel approach. But this school of thought has never estab-
lished any real authority, since, in the face of its adversaries’ reductive skepticism, it
has continually failed to demonstrate any conclusive “authenticity” for its elaborate
sets of stylistic distinctions.

Now, what I suggest, in the face of designs such as the CBS
building and the Thinkbelt, is that we regard both of those traditions as bankrupt.
The attempt to “get to the bottom” of architecture has now clearly shown that there
is no such “bottom.” In this respect, it is only appropriate that Price, who has in the
Thinkbelt taken radical reduction to one of its extremes, should himself have been
publicly chastised by Reyner Banham, for his unwarranted presumption in taking it
for granted that he could even describe himself as “in the enclosure business.”** In its
latest stages, “getting to the bottom of” architecture has turned into a game of nihil-
ist oneupmanship. At the same time, the parallel struggle to stick close to architec-
ture’s diverse surface would seem to have shown itself as finally self-defeating. When
the commitment to the “arbitrary” has been serious, it has always fallen into the trap
of making “comprehensibility” an end in itself. In seeking “the style for the job,” and
in undertaking a Gesamtkunstwerk such as CBS, Saarinen has in just this way promoted a
kind of petrification of architecture’s communicativeness. On the other hand, frivo-
lous commitment to the “arbitrary” has always tended to dissolve that communica-
tiveness. To see this, one has only to think of any modern hotel interior, with its Bali
Hai Room, its Charles Dickens Pub, its Old West Saloon, etc., etc. As William Bur-
roughs puts it: “Nothing is true; everything is permitted.”*

The bankruptcy of both those traditions, and the illumination
cast upon them by semiological theory, suggest to me that there would be good reason
to look again at Perrault’s long-forgotten query as to “whether we can establish those
[proportions in architecture] that are probable and likely, without departing too far
from the proportions usually received.” If Perrault’s tone seems cautious, it is no more
so than Paul McCartney’s. The pointis simply the abstract one made by Norbert Wiener:
“The essence of an effective rule for a game . . . is that it be statable in advance, and
that it apply to more than one case. . . . In the simplest case, it is a property which is
invariant to a set of transformations to which the system is subject.”3*

The possibilities for architecture which open up in the perspec-
tive of semiological theory are numerous and even exhilarating. Consider again the
diagram which I used above to illustrate the “field of meaning” of a social phenome-
non. As I'said at that point, one dimension of that field can be considered to represent
the “scope of articulation” of architecture. Then too, in terms of the overall “social
context” of which I spoke, that “scope of articulation” is co-extensive with our soci-
ety’s total social awareness of architecture, both historically and geographically.
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Take the case of our relation to architecture which is distant in
time, yet nearly within our own cultural tradition. A semiological perspective reveals
how it is that so long as we take the trouble to observe the buildings of the past, they
will assume a greater and greater distinctiveness, simply by virtue of the “perceptual
distance” as it were, which separates us from, yet connects us to them. In other
words, semiology provides a kind of theoretical apparatus to back up T. S. Eliot’s
famous remark: “what happens when a new work of art is created is something that
happens simultaneously to all the works that preceded it.”** We may even conclude
that there is a sense in which Wiener’s “effective rule” applies to history. Like the
human unconscious, it is inexhaustible, since present action perpetually transforms
it. At the same time, an acknowledgment that the distinctiveness of our architectural
heritage is so largely a function of “perceptual distance,” has an important reverse
implication. For example, once we recognize that the “visual coherence” which we
admire in mediaeval towns is so much due to our own historical perceptual position,
then we can see that attempts to reproduce that coherence are really attempts to seize
hold of our own shadows.

On the other hand, if we take the case of our relation to an
exotic architecture which is remote geographically, and therefore completely incom-
mensurable with our own historically, such as that of a “primitive” society, then
the implications are even more interesting. As Levi-Strauss has said; “the paradox is
irresolvable; the less one culture communicates with another, the less likely they are
to be corrupted one by the other; but, on the other hand, the less likely it is, in such
conditions, that the respective emissaries of these cultures will be able to seize the
richness and significance of their diversity.”** In other words, if it is the case that
there exists no overlap at all between the architectural “fields of meaning” of our
own society, and those of the “primitive” society in question, then what we can say
that we perceive in their architecture will be nothing but a shallow (if diverting)
reflection of our own. If, on the other hand (the more likely possibility nowadays),
there is a partial overlay between the two “fields of meaning,” then what we perceive
of their architecture may indeed bear some relation to that society’s own perception
of it. However, in such circumstances, our threshold of conscious awareness of that
architecture still does not coincide with that society’s threshold. There will be a large
area of meaning of which the society is conscious, but which we can only take for
granted; there will be another area, which we will consciously perceive, but which
they will take for granted. It is exactly this discrepancy which, in my view, prompts
certain observers, such as Bernard Rudofsky, to extol the formal precocity of primi-
tive architecture,® and others, such as Christopher Alexander, to savor its “well-
adaptedness” and “unself-consciousness.”*® One hopes the realization that both of
these characteristics are so largely a function of our own position as observers, that
it will indicate how condescending it is of Alexander to attribute such “well-
adaptedness” to an “unself-conscious design process.”*

For that matter, while it is not possible here to examine Alexan-
der’s views in a general way, it is, I think, important to point out that semiological
theory sees virtually all current versions of functionalism, whether “organicist™ like
Alexander’s, or not, as inadequate to explain or generate any social phenomenon.
Since those social phenomena are socially representable structures of reality, they ob-
viously “go far beyond any possible considerations of utility.”*® Indeed, although
semiology nowhere yet includes a full-scale refutation of functionalism, it does very
strongly imply the kind of critique which Hannah Arendt has formulated. “The per-
plexity of utilitarianism,” according to Arendt, “is that it gets caught in the unending
chain of means and ends without ever arriving at some principle which could justify
the category of means and ends, that is, of utility itself. The “in order to” has become



the content of the “for the sake of”’; in other words, “utility established as meaning
generates meaninglessness.”*!

Arendt’s point is particularly important in my present context,
for in continuing her argument, she then charged that utilitarian ideas had become
so pervasive in the late eighteenth century as to affect even the thinking of Kant. His
characterization of the only objects that are not “for use,” namely works of art, can-
not, in her view, deny its origins in utilitarian thinking, since he describes them as
objects in which we take “pleasure without any interest.” That charm has the most
remarkable implications for architecture, for in the perspective of the subsequent
century, it shows that the attitudes of “arts for art’s sake,” and “utilitarianism” are
really two sides of the same coin. In the light of that revelation, we could conclude
that the Gesamtkunstler and the life-conditioner do not only follow parallel paths, but
in fact derive their design attitudes from the same philosophical premises.

But we must not be too surprised at this revelation. After all, to
have understood that, we need not have turned to anthropology, communication
theory and social philosophy. All we need to have done is to remember the eloquent
statement (well within the normal scope of our discipline) by this century’s greatest
interpreter of “meaning in architecture,” in defense of the ideas of Marsilio Ficino
and Pico della Mirandola. What concerned Erwin Panofsky was their “conviction of
the dignity of man, based on both the insistence on human values (rationality and
freedom) and the acceptance of human limitations (fallibility and frailty); from this,”
argued Panofsky, “two postulates result—responsibility and tolerance. Small won-
der,” he continued, “that this attitude has been attacked from two opposite camps
whose common aversion to the ideas of responsibility and tolerance has recently
aligned them in a common front. Entrenched in one of these camps are those who
deny human values: the determinists . . . the authoritarians. . . . In the other camp
are those who deny human limitations in favor of some sort of intellectual or politi-
cal libertinism.”*

Responsibility and tolerance. At the intersection of those two
postulates lies the role of the architect who attempts to take the measure of “la di-
mension amoureuse.” In assuming that role, in designing in his fellows’ experience,
rather than above it, or outside it, such an architect will devise forms analogous to
those of Levi-Strauss’s projected anthropology; forms, that is, which “correspond to
a permanent possibility of man.”** In short, that architect will offer, with neither the
arrogance of the Gesamtkunstler, nor the indifference of the life-conditioner, “ideal”
images of human existence, “ideal” frames for human action.
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The carrying out of a social organization of labor by means of Planning eliminates
the empty space in which Capital expanded during its growth period. In fact, no
reality exists any longer outside the system itself: the whole visual relationship
with reality loses importance as there ceases to be any distance between the sub-
ject and the phenomenon. The city no longer “represents” the system, but becomes
the system itself, programmed and isotropic, and within it the various functions are
contained homogeneously, without contradictions. Production and Consumption

possess one and the same ideology, which is that of Programming. Both hypothe-
size a social and physical reality completely continuous and undifferentiated. No
other realities exist. The factory and the supermarket become the specimen models
of the future city: optimal urban structures, potentially limitless, where human
functions are arranged spontaneously in a free field, made uniform by a system of
micro-acclimatization and optimal circulation of information. The “natural and

spontaneous” balance of light and air is superseded: the house becomes a well-

equipped parking lot. Inside it there exist no hierarchies nor spatial figurations of a
conditioning nature.

Andrea Branzi, “No-Stop City, Residential Parking, Climatic Universal System,”
Domus 496 (March 1971)
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Denise Scott Brown

compare Lefebvre
(181-186)

“Learning from Pop” Casabella 359—360 (December 1971)

“But Today We Collect Ads,” an essay by Alison and Peter Smithson published in Ark
18, November 1956, together with the exhibition “This Is Tomorrow,” mounted by the
Independent Group at the Whitechapel Art Gallery in London in August of the same
year, marked architecture’s entry into an overt relationship with pop culture. Empha-
sizing the technology of reproduction, the transparency of information, and the sheer
abundance and vividness of images as manifest in 1950s advertising, the Smithsons
sought to displace the monofunctional grain silo-steamship—design object paradigm
of Gropius, Le Corbusier, and Perriand with the mass consumerist ideals of diversified
fabrication, interchangeability, novelty, and disposability: “For us it would be the ob-
jects on the beaches, the piece of paper blowing about the street, the throw-away
object and the pop-package. For today we collect ads.”

Such interests characterized the London milieu of Denise Scott
Brown’s intellectual formation. After 1958 and her move to the University of Pennsyl-
vania, they converged with another important current (which was part of the distinc-
tion between her and Archigram, for example) comprising the populism of Herbert
Gans, the “advocacy planning” of Paul Davidoff, and the “probabilistic planning” of
Melvin Webber, which, together with the first current, found their ultimate topos in
Las Vegas, Levittown, and the architecture of the Venturi-Scott Brown office.

“Learning from Pop” —commissioned by the Institute for Archi-
tecture and Urban Studies for publication in a special issue of Casabella*— synthe-
sizes these two currents, pop culture and populist planning, develops the theses of
“A Significance for A&P Parking Lots, or Learning from Las Vegas” (with Venturi, Archi-
tectural Forum, March 1968) and “On Pop Art, Permissiveness and Planning” (Journal
of the American Institute of Planners, May 1969), and anticipates the publication of
Learning from Las Vegas (1972). The essay states two fundamental propositions: first,
that the communication of social values across space has superseded mere function
and even space itself as the primary substance of architecture; second, that permis-
siveness, deferred judgment, and the separation of variables for independent study
(such as affective properties of artifacts separated from functional and economic cri-
teria) are part of a necessary transitional moment away from the unreflective accep-
tance of received forms, and in particular of those forms presumed to arise from
functional criteria alone.

Behind both propositions lies a powerful conceptual reversal of
modern architecture’s emphasis on the production of objects, via a diagnosis of mo-
dernity through its ephemeral, surface-born appearances and modes of reception.
Learning from Las Vegas developed that reversal into a full-blown analysis, complete
with a Smithson-like matrix of desiderata for the new architecture. But “Learning from
Pop” is an early signal of a shift that would become fundamental to much of architec-
ture theory after 1968: the motivation for new interventions would no longer be the
clearing of space for some bright, new, functionally efficient utopia that architecture
might help install, but rather the affirmation of the preexisting context in all its messy
heterogeneity and informational flux.?



Notes

“Learning from Pop” was reprinted in Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown, A View from the
Campidoglio: Selected Essays, 1953-1984, ed. Peter Arnell, Ted Bickford, and Catherine Bergart
(New York: Harper & Row, 1984).

1.

Among other articles in the same issue, these are noteworthy: Peter Eisenman, “Notes on
Conceptual Architecture: Towards a Definition”; Joseph Rykwert, “The Necessity of Arti-
fice”; Stanford Anderson, “Environment as Artifact: Methodological Implications”; Thomas
Schumacher, “Contextualism: Urban Ideals + Deformations”; and Emilio Ambasz, “Institu-
tions and Artifacts for a Post-technological Society.”

In the same issue of Casabella, Kenneth Frampton made the point that the absolute efface-
ment of the distinction between architecture and the popular culture would be a far from
untroubling development, harboring the prospect of an architecture cynically fused with
the degradation of daily life. “Is it that the inevitability of kitsch is only to be transcended
through such a perverse exultation of our industrial capacity to induce and satisfy mass
taste in the endless promotion and repetition of kitsch? Or is it that the present triumph of
kitsch is testament in itself, without the illuminations of Pop Art, that our urban society is
organized towards self defeating ends, on a sociopolitical basis that is totally invalid?”
Frampton, “America 1960-1970: Notes on Urban Images and Theory,” Casabella 359-360
(1971), p. 36.
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Denise Scott Brown  Learning from Pop

Las Vegas, Los Angeles, Levittown, the swinging singles on the Westheimer Strip,
golf resorts, boating communities, Co-op City, the residential backgrounds to soap
operas, TV commercials and mass mag ads, billboards, and Route 66 are sources
for a changing architectural sensibility. New sources are sought when the old forms
go stale and the way out is not clear; then a Classical heritage, an art movement, or
industrial engineers’ and primitives’ “architecture without architects” may help to
sweep out the flowery remains of the old revolution as practiced by its originators’
conservative descendants. In America in the sixties an extra ingredient was added
to this recipe for artistic change: social revolution. Urban renewal, supplier of work
for architects for two decades and a major locus of the soft remains of the Modern
movement, was not merely artistically stale, it was socially harmful. The urgency
of the social situation, the social critique of urban renewal and of the architect as
server of a rich narrow spectrum of the population—in particular the criticism of
Herbert Gans—have been as important as the Pop artists in steering us toward the
existing American city and its builders. If high-style architects are not producing
what people want or need, who is, and what can we learn from them?

Needs, Plural

Sensitivity to needs is a first reason for going to the existing city. Once there, the
first lesson for architects is the pluralism of need. No builder-developer in his right
mind would announce: I am building for Man. He is building for a market, for a
group of people defined by income range, age, family composition and life style.
Levittowns, Leisureworlds, Georgian-styled town houses grow from someone’s es-
timation of the needs of the groups who will be their markets. The city can be seen
as the built artifacts of a set of subcultures. At the moment, those subcultures which
willingly resort to architects are few.

Of course learning from what’s there is subject to the caveats
and limitations of all behavioristic analysis—one is surveying behavior which is
constrained, it is not what people might do in other conditions. The poor do not
willingly live in tenements and maybe the middle classes don’t willingly live in
Levittowns; perhaps the Georgian-styling is less pertinent to the townhouse resident
than is the rent. In times of housing shortage this is a particularly forceful argument
against architectural behaviorism since people can’t vote against a particular offer-
ing by staying away if there is no alternative. To counteract this danger one must
search for comparison environments where for some reason the constraints do not
hold. There are environments which suggest what economically constrained
groups’ tastes might be if they were less constrained. They are the nouveau riche
environments; Hollywood for a former era, Las Vegas for today, and the homes of
film stars, sportsmen, and other groups where upward mobility may resemble ver-
tical takeoff, yet where maintenance of previous value systems is encouraged.
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Another source is physical backgrounds in the mass media,
movies, soap operas, pickle and furniture polish ads. Here the aim is not to sell
houses but something else, and the background represents someone’s (Madison
Avenue’s?) idea of what pickle buyers or soap opera watchers want in a house. Now
the Madison Avenue observer’s view may be as biased as the architect’s, and it
should be studied in the light of what it is trying to sell—must pickle architecture
look homey like my house or elegant like yours if it is to sell me pickles? But at
least it’s another bias, an alternative to the architectural navel contemplation we so
often do for research; i.e., ask: What did Le Corbusier do? Both Madison Avenue
and the builder, although they can tell us little of the needs of the very poor, cover
a broader range of the population and pass a stiffer market test than does the archi-
tect in urban renewal or public housing, and if we learn no more from these sources
than that architecture must differ for different groups, that is a great deal. But an
alternative to both is to examine what people do to buildings—in Levittowns, Soci-
ety Hills, gray areas and slums—once they are in them. Here, costs and availability
are less constraining forces since the enterprise is smaller. Also, changes tend often
to be symbolic rather than structural, and aspirations can perhaps be more easily
inferred from symbols than from structures.

Attention to built sources for information on need does not
imply that asking people what they want is not extremely necessary as well. This is
an important topic, as is the relation between the two types of survey, asking and
looking; but it is not the subject of this enquiry, which is on what can be learned
from the artifacts of pop culture.

Formal Analysis as Design Research

A second reason for looking to pop culture is to find formal vocabularies for today
which are more relevant to people’s diverse needs and more tolerant of the untidi-
nesses of urban life than the “rationalist,” Cartesian formal orders of latter-day
Modern architecture. How much low-income housing and nineteenth-century ar-
chitecture has been cleared so some tidy purist architect or planner could start with
a clean slate?

Modern architects can now admit that whatever forces, pro-
cesses, and technologies determine architectural form, ideas about form determine
it as well; that a formal vocabulary is as much a part of architecture as are bricks
and mortar (plastics and systems, for futurists); that form does not, cannot, arise
from function alone, newborn and innocent as Venus from her shell, but rather
that form follows, inter dlia, function, forces, and form. Formal biases, if they are
consciously recognized, need not tyrannize as they have done in urban renewal;
and formal vocabularies, given their place in architecture, can be studied and im-
proved to suit functional requirements, rather than accepted unconsciously and un-
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suitably—some old hand-me-down from some irrelevant master. The forms of the
pop landscape are as relevant to us now as were the forms of antique Rome to the
Beaux Arts, Cubism and Machine Architecture to the early Moderns, and the indus-
trial Midlands and the Dogon to Team 10, which is to say extremely relevant, and
more so than the latest bathysphere, launch pad, or systems hospital (or even, pace
Banham, the Santa Monica pier). Unlike these, they speak to our condition not only
aesthetically, but on many levels of necessity, from the social necessity to rehouse the
poor without destroying them to the architectural necessity to produce buildings and
environments that others will need and like. The pop landscape differs from the ear-
lier models in that it is also the place where we build; it is our context. And it is one
of the few contemporary sources of data on the symbolic and communicative aspects
of architecture, since it was untouched by the Modern movement’s purist reduc-
tion of architecture to space and structure only. But formal analysis presents a prob-
lem. First, since form has for so long been an illegitimate topic, we have lost the
tradition of analyzing it, and second, the forms we are dealing with are new and
don't relate easily to traditional architectural or planning techniques of analysis and
communication. Orthographic projection hardly covers the essence of the Stardust
sign, and, although this sign is a block long and has an overpowering visual impact
in situ, it doesn’t show well on a land use map. Suburban space, being automobile
space, is not defined by enclosing walls and floors and is therefore difficult to portray
graphically using systems devised for the description of buildings. In fact, space is
not the most important constituent of suburban form. Communication across space
is more important, and it requires a symbolic and a time element in its descriptive
systems which are only slowly being devised.

New analytic techniques must use film and videotape to convey
the dynamism of sign architecture and the sequential experience of vast landscapes;
and computers are needed to aggregate mass repeated data into comprehensible pat-
terns. Valuable traditional techniques should also be resuscitated by their application
to new phenomena; for example, when Nolli’s mid-eighteenth-century technique
for mapping Rome is adapted to include parking lots, it throws considerable light on
Las Vegas. It could also lend itself fairly easily to computer techniques.

Formal analysis should be comparative, linking the new forms,
by comparison, to the rest of the formal tradition of architecture thereby incorporat-
ing them into the architectural discipline and helping us to understand our new ex-
perience in the light of our formal training. By suggesting that form should be
analyzed, I do not imply that function (the program), technologies, or forces (urban
social processes or land economics) are not vital to architecture, nor indeed, that
they too can'’t serve as sources of artistic inspiration to the architect. All are necessary
and they work in combination. The others are merely not the subject of this particu-
lar enquiry.

LY
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The Soup Can and the Establishment

There is an irony in the fact that the “popular” culture and the “popular” landscape
are not popular with those who make the decisions to renew the city and rehouse
the poor. Here is John Kenneth Galbraith, an important and influential liberal, quoted
in Life magazine:

For the average citizen there are some simple tests which will tell him when we have passed
from incantation to practical action on the environment. Restriction of auto use in the large
cities will be one. Another will be when the billboards, the worst and most nearly useless
excrescence of industrial civilization, are removed from the highways. Yet another will be
when telephone and electric wires everywhere in the cities go underground and we accept the
added charge on our bills.

My own personal test, for what it may be worth, concerns the gasoline
service station. This is the most repellent piece of architecture of the past two thousand years.
There are far more of them than are needed. Usually they are filthy. Their merchandise is
hideously packaged and garishly displayed. They are uncontrollably addicted to great strings
of ragged litte flags. Protecting them is an ominous coalition of small businessmen and large.
The stations should be excluded entirely from most streets and highways. Where allowed,
they should be franchised to limit the number, and there should be stern requirements as to
architecture, appearance and general reticence. When we begin on this (and similar roadside
commerce), I will think that we are serious.'

He does not even mention the need for low-income housing as
an urgent environmental problem, and in my opinion he should stick to economics.
But the conventional wisdom which Galbraith expounds is shared by his colleagues,
the elderly architectural radicals who man America’s fine arts commissions, the “de-
sign” departments of HUD and the planning and redevelopment agencies, who plan
and build for the larger public and private corporations and have the ear of the city
makers. If the public is to be well served by their decisions, these members of the
architectural establishment must learn to separate out for a different type of scrutiny
their aesthetic from other preoccupations with “environmental pollution.” Fouled
water and billboards are not of the same magnitude or order of problem. The first
cannot be done well, but the second can; particularly if we are given the opportunity
to study them for awhile, nonjudgmentally.

When “blighted” neighborhoods are swept away together with
billboards and gasoline stations in the name of the avoidance of “visual pollution,”
the social harm can be irreparable. However, an old aesthetic formula, even though
it is shown to be obstructive, will not be relinquished until it is replaced by a new
one, since, as we have seen, form depends on form for its making. And, for the
architectural establishment, the new vocabulary must have a respectable lineage.
Hence, if the popular environment is to provide that vocabulary, it must be filtered
through the proper processes for its acceptance. It must become a part of the high-
art tradition; it must be last year’s avant garde. This is another reason to submit the
new landscape to traditional architectural analysis: for the sake of its acceptance by
the establishment. They can’t learn from pop until Pop hangs in the academy.

Hop on Pop
I have recommended an investigation of the forms of the new, existing city on both
social and aesthetic grounds for architects who hope to hone their skills to a sharp
new edge. High art has followed low art before and vice versa; in fact, where did the
McDonald’s parabola and the split-level ranch come from in the first place?

In the movement from low art to high art lies an element of
the deferral of judgment. Judgment is withheld in the interest of understanding and



receptivity. This is an exciting heuristic technique but also a dangerous one since
liking the whole of pop culture is as irrational as hating the whole of it, and it calls
forth the vision of a general and indiscriminate hopping on the pop bandwagon,
where everything is good and judgment is abandoned rather than deferred. Yet art-
ists, architects, actors, must judge, albeit, one hopes, with a sigh. After a decent
interval, suitable criteria must grow out of the new source. Judgment is merely de-
ferred to make subsequent judgments more sensitive.

Note
1. John Kenneth Galbraith: “To My New Friends in the Affluent Society—Greetings,” Life,
March 27, 1970.
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Together, all of the buildings read as a city in which the private relationship with death happens to be the
civil relationship with the institution. Thus the cemetery is also a public building with an inherent clarity in
its circulation and its land use. Externally, it is closed by a fenestrated wall. The elegiac theme does not
separate it much from other public buildings. Its order and its location also contain the bureaucratic aspect
of death. The project attempts to solve the most important technical issues in the same manner as they are
solved when designing a house, a school, or a hotel. As opposed to a house, a school, or a hotel, where life
itself modifies the work and its growth in time, the cemetery foresees all modifications; in the cemetery,
time possesses a different dimension. Faced with this relationship, architecture can only use its given ele-
ments, refusing any suggestion not born out of its own making; therefore, the references to the cemetery
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are also found in the architecture of the cemetery, the house, and the city. Here, the monument is analo-
gous to the relationship between life and buildings in the modern city. The cube is an abandoned or unfin-
ished house; the cone is the chimney of a deserted factory. The analogy with death is possible only when
dealing with the finished object, with the end of all things: any relationship, other than that of the de-
serted house and the abandoned work, is consequently untransmittable. Besides the municipal exigencies,
bureaucratic practices, the face of the orphan, the remorse of the private relationship, tenderness and indif-
ference, this project for a cemetery complies with the image of cemetery that each one of us possesses.
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Colin Rowe

| compare 146—147 |

Introduction to Five Architects (New York: Wittenborn, 1972)

If the historical architectural avant-garde shared common ideological roots with Marx-
ism, it also shared a Marxian philosophical ambition to interfuse form and word —
variously articulated as expression and content, system and concept, practice and
theory, building and politics. That the fusion process ultimately failed entailed a shift
in the terms in which the experience of modernity itself was thought, a shift from
modernity, fully developed, as the essential desired achievement of architecture to
modernity as architecture’s limiting condition.

Feeling the force of this shift, Colin Rowe, in his introduction to
the work of five of the American neo-avant-garde, forthrightly exposes what seems to
be the only possible choice: adhere to the forms, the physique-flesh of the avant-
garde and relegate the morale-word to incantation. For if the latter has been reduced
to “a constellation of escapist myths,” the former “possess an eloquence and a flexi-
bility which continues now to be as overwhelming as it was then.” The measure of
architecture no longer lies in the efficacy with which it prefigures a new and better
world, but rather in its achievement, within the contingent conditions of the modern,
of meeting the demands of the flesh, as it were, of elevating form as its own language
without reference to external sentiments, rationales, or indeed social visions: “the
great merit of what follows lies in the fact that its authors are not enormously self-
deluded as to the immediate possibility of any violent or sudden architectural or so-
cial mutation.” The plastic and spatial inventions of cubism and constructivism, Ter-
ragni and Le Corbusier, remain the standard specific to the ideologically indifferent
medium of architecture itself. The neo-avant-garde are “belligerently second hand,”
Scamozzis to modernism’s Palladio, a series of simulacra. But it is through acceptance
of that standard and the repetition of just those simulacra that the architect aspires
to be intelligible. From this position, the true potential of architecture lies not in the
prospect of its popular or technological relevance, but in the possibility of its
autonomy.

While Rowe’s later project, Collage City, has received more criti-
cal attention, this short introduction has proved more theoretically powerful. For his
argument entails his final question: “Can an architecture which professes an objective
of continuous experiment ever become congruous with the ideal of an architecture
which is to be popular, intelligible, and profound?” And that question fixes the oppo-
sition that has haunted most of subsequent architectural practice.
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Colin Rowe  Introduction to Five Architects

What you should try to accomplish is built meaning. So get
close to the meaning and build.

ALDO VAN EYCK, Team 10 Primer, p. 7

When, in the late 1940s, modern architecture became established and institutional-
ized, necessarily, it lost something of its original meaning. Meaning, of course, it
had never been supposed to possess. Theory and official exegesis had insisted that
the modern building was absolutely without iconographic content, that it was no
more than the illustration of a program, a direct expression of social purpose. Mod-
ern architecture, it was pronounced, was simply a rational approach to building; it
was a logical derivative from functional and technological facts; and—at the last
analysis—it should be regarded in these terms, as no more than the inevitable result
of twentieth century circumstances.

There was very little recognition of meaning in all this. Indeed
the need for symbolic content seemed finally to have been superseded; and it was
thus that there emerged the spectacle of an architecture which claimed to be scien-
tific but which—as we all know—was in reality profoundly sentimental. For very
far from being as deeply involved as he supposed with the precise resolution of
exacting facts, the architect was (as he always is) far more intimately concerned
with the physical embodiment of even more exacting fantasies.

Fantasies about ineluctable change were combined in his mind
with further fantasies about imminent and apocalyptic catastrophe and with still
others about instant millennium. Crisis threatened; but hope abounded. A change
of heart was therefore required—for, if a new world might still rise, like a phoenix,
from out of the ashes of the old, it was up to all men of good will to help bring
this about; and thus while a holocaust of conventional vanities now ensued, the
architect called upon himself simultaneously to assume the virtues of the scientist,
the peasant and the child. The objectivity of the first, the naturalness of the second
and the naivete of the third indicated the values which the situation required; and
the architect, transformed in terms of this image, could now assume his proper
role—part Moses, part St. George—as the leader and the liberator of mankind.

The idea was grand and, for a time, the messianic program
was productive. The architect found himself to be an enthusiast for speed and for
sport; for youth, sunbathing, simple life, sociology, Canadian grain elevators, Atlan-
tic liners, Vuitton trunks, filing cabinets and factories. And his buildings became
the illustrations of these enthusiasms. But they became also the outward and visible
signs of a better world, a testament in the present as to what the future would
disclose; and there was always the proviso that his buildings were the agents of this
future, that the more modern buildings were erected the more the hoped for condi-
tion would ensue.
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The hoped for condition did not ensue. For, when modern
architecture became proliferated throughout the world, when it became cheaply
available, standardized and basic, as the architect had always wished it to be, neces-
sarily there resulted a rapid devaluation of its ideal content. The intensity of its
social vision became distanced. The building became no longer a subversive propo-
sition about a possible Utopian future. It became instead the acceptable decoration
of a certainly non-Utopian present. The ville radieuse—that city where life would be-
come intelligent, educated and clean, in which social justice would be established
and political issues resolved—this city was not to be built. Compromise and ac-
commodation were therefore in order; and hence, with deflation of conviction,
there followed divergence of interest.

The scene was now ripe for the cheap politician and the com-
mercial operator. The revolution had both succeeded and failed. The cautious and
the careful could, therefore, now emerge; but, while they could acclaim revolution-
ary success and repudiate suggestion of failure, there still remained the predicament
of “the true believer” who, above all else, was obliged to detach himself from
success.

The camp of success—always eclectic, facile and agreeable—
proceeded to modify and to use the revolution. The camp of “the true believer”—
always anxious for authenticity—attempted to work over the results of the revolu-
tion so as to make them strange, arcane, difficult; interesting to the few and inacces-
sible to the many. And both parties were prone, as advantage seemed to dictate, to
employ sometimes the polemics of revolution and sometimes its forms.

Thus there ensued that succession of fractional style phases:
the cult of townscape and the new empiricism, Miesian neo-classicism, neo-Liberty,
the New Brutalism, Team X, the Futurist Revival, Archigram, in terms of which
involutions any consideration of architecture in the 1970s must be based, and, in-
deed, the two camps—of success and “the true believer”—have, by now, so much
interpenetrated, so infected one another, so much exchanged arguments and apolo-
getic, appearances and motifs, that to discriminate either is becoming a major
operation.

So much is largely true today of modern architecture in gen-
eral; but it should go without saying that these remarks do not wholly describe its
modus vivendi—either past or present—within the United States. Thus, while with
regard to Europe, it is possible to argue that modern architecture was conceived as
an adjunct of socialism and probably sprang from approximately the same ideologi-
cal roots as Marxism, in America an indigenous modern architecture was very con-
spicuously unequipped with any such implicit social program or politically critical
pedigree. That is: an indigenous modern architecture was the result of no largely
obtrusive collective social concern and its exponents seem scarcely to have been
obsessed by any overwhelming vision of either impending cataclysm or of unitary



future world. These visions were distinctively European and, in extreme form, per-
haps more specifically Germanic; but, whatever their place of origin and concentra-
tion, rooted as they were in the circumstances of World War I and the Russian
Revolution, they qualified European production as they never could American. In
post—World War I Europe, the combined promise and threat of Architecture or Revolution
could seem to many important innovators to be a very real one; but, in the United
States, the presumption that only architecture could turn a “bad” revolution into
a “good” one, that only a Wagnerian recourse to “total” design could avert social
catastrophe, this could never seem to be very highly plausible. For in the United
States the revolution was assumed to have already occurred—in 1776, and it was
further assumed to have initiated a social order which was not to be superseded by
subsequent developments. In other words, with the revolutionary theme divested
by circumstances of both its catastrophic and futurist implications, with this theme
rendered retrospective, legalistic and even nationalist, an indigenous modern archi-
tecture in America deployed connotations quite distinct from its European coun-
terparts. Its tacit assumptions were infinitely less grand. It was clean, efficient,
empirically reasonable, simple, evidently to be related to the time-honored Yankee
virtues; and while a Frank Lloyd Wright could—and did—claim revolutionary ante-
cedents, could represent his buildings as the natural sequel to something latent and
libertarian in American air, as the Usonian efflorescence of a politically democratic
society; still, in doing so, he proposed no intrinsic challenge to the social order and
inferred no scheme of radical social reconstruction. Instead, such an architecture as
his was essentially a call for a particular political society to become more com-
pletely itself.

But, if the Architecture-Revolution confrontation (whatever
value is attached to either of its components) is one of the more obviously unex-
plored ingredients of modern architecture’s folklore, and if any attempt to explore it
would, almost certainly, meet with the most strenuous disavowal of its significance,
and if it might be possible to demonstrate the action or the inaction of this fantasy,
for present purposes it should be enough simply to reiterate that the revolutionary
theme was never a very prominent component of American speculation about build-
ing. European modern architecture, even when it operated within the cracks and
crannies of the capitalist system, existed within an ultimately socialist ambiance:
American modern architecture did not. And it was thus, and either by inadvertence
or design, that when in the 1930s, European modern architecture came to infiltrate
the United States, it was introduced as simply a new approach to building—and not
much more. That is: it was introduced, largely purged of its ideological or societal
content, and it became available, not as an eyident manifestation (or cause) of social-
ism in some form or other, but rather as a decor de la vie for Greenwich, Connecticut or
as a suitable veneer for the corporate activities of “enlightened” capitalism.

Depending on our values, this was either triumph or tragedy;
but the presentation of modern architecture primarily in terms of formal or techno-
logical construct, its disinfection from political inference, its divorce from possibly
doubtful ideas, in other words, its ultimate American qualification, should be recog-
nized as being important—both inside and outside the United States—and as having
direct bearing upon developments at the present day. For, by these means, and for
better or worse, the message of modern architecture was transformed. It was made
safe for capitalism and, with its dissemination thereby assisted, the products of a
movement which became crystallized in the stress and the trauma of the central Euro-
pean 1920s became agreeably available to be catalogued—on either side of the Atlan-
tic—among the cultural trophies of the affluent society.

The ironies of a European revolution which, perhaps, tragically
failed to make it, do not comprise the most gratifying of spectacles. When these are



ROWE | 1972 | 77

compounded with the further ironies of trans-Atlantic architectural interchange and
their physical results, in America, Europe and elsewhere, we find ourselves con-
fronted with an evidence—an adulteration of meaning, principle and form—which
is far from easy to neglect. The impeccably good intentions of modern architecture,
its genuine ideals of social service, above all the poetry with which, so often, it has
invested random twentieth century happening may all conspire to inhibit doubts as
to its present condition, to encourage a suppression of the obvious; but, conspire as
they may, and however reluctantly we recognize it, the product of modern architec-
ture compared with its performance, the gap between what was anticipated and what
has been delivered, still establishes the base line for any responsible contemporary
production and, in doing so, introduces the context for consideration of such build-
ings and projects as are here published.

These, had they been conceived c. 1930 and built in France,
Germany, Switzerland or Italy, had then they been illustrated by Alberto Sartoris or
even F. R. S. Yorke, would today very likely be approached as ancient monuments;
and as exemplary of the heroic periods of modern architecture, they would be visited
and recorded. Indeed one can imagine the tourists and almost concoct the historical
evaluations. But these buildings were not conceived c. 1930. They are of compara-
tively recent origin; they are built in, or proposed for, the vicinity of New York City;
and therefore, whatever their merits and demerits, such is the present constellation
of critical ideas, they can only be regarded as constituting a problem.

For we are here in the presence of what, in terms of the ortho-
dox theory of modern architecture, is heresy. We are in the presence of anachronism,
nostalgia, and, probably, frivolity. If modern architecture looked like this c. 1930
then it should not look like this today; and, if the real political issue of the present is
not the provision of the rich with cake but of the starving with bread, then not
only formally but also programmatically these buildings are irrelevant. Evidently they
propound no obvious revolution; and, just as they may be envisaged as dubiously
European to some American tastes, so they will seem the painful evidence of Ameri-
can retardation to certain European and, particularly, English judgments.

Now these evaluations will not be made to go away. A grass
roots Neo-Populist Americanism will approve of these buildings no more than a Pop-
inspired and supercilious European, or English, neo-Marxism; and, given the situa-
tion in which opposite but sympathetic extremes will, alike, both smell abomination,
it might be best to address arguments to neither of these two states of mind but,
instead, to withdraw attention to that body of theory, alleged or otherwise, of which
these buildings, like so many of their predecessors of the twenties and thirties, may
be construed as violation.

With the establishment and institutionalization of modern ar-
chitecture, not only was much of its original meaning lost; but it also became appar-
ent that it was scarcely that synthesis it had so widely been proclaimed to be. It
became apparent that never had it been so much the limpid fusion of content and
form, that famous integration of feeling and thinking, which Sigfried Giedion had
supposed—a symbiosis of highly discrete and ultimately incompatible procedures;
and, if the incompatibility between the form of modern architecture and its pro-
fessed theoretical program, however apparently happy was their brief co-existence
some thirty to forty years ago, has now long been evident, it has also been the subject
of, in general, sardonic comment. The configuration of the modern building was
alleged to derive from a scrupulous attention to particular and concrete problems, it
was supposed to be induced from the empirical facts of its specific case; and yet
modern buildings looked alike whether their specific case was that of a factory or an
art museum. Therefore there was no one to one correspondence between practice
and theory. Thus it could come to be argued that, from almost the beginning, the
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buildings erected in the name of modern architecture had comprised an enormous
series of misunderstandings; that they had represented no intrinsic renewal; that,
ultimately, they had constituted no more than a simultaneously sophisticated and
naive rearrangement of surfaces. Reyner Banham's Theory and Design in the First Machine Age
celebrated just this problem and it concluded with what amounted to a repudiation
of modern architecture’s forms and an endorsement of what the modern movement,
theoretically, was supposed to be. And this is a style of critique which, for obvious
reasons, has now become very well known. For, at one and the same time, it allows
its exponents the pleasures of condemning, or of patronizing, most of modern archi-
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tecture’s classic achievements and, also, of annexing that revolutionary tone which,
though it may be ancient, can still posture as new.

But, if it is possible to speak of the theoretical program of mod-
ern architecture and to observe how, almost invariably, it was largely honored in the
breach, then, by now, the logical contradictions within this alleged theory itself
should, equally, be glaring—though, perhaps, it would be more correct to speak of
this theory not in terms of its logical contradictions. For in the light of any critical
perspective, what we have here is very little more than an incoherent bundle of highly
volatile sentiments, not so much the stipulation of a consistent dogma as the registra-
tion of a general tendency of thought and the evidence of a highly pronounced cli-
mate of feeling.

As already suggested, in its theory, modern architecture was
conceived to be no more than a rational and unprejudiced response to twentieth
century enlightenment and its products; and, if we subject this theoretical concep-
tion to a slight caricature, we might distinguish what is still a prevalent and orthodox
position. It may be outlined as follows:

Modern architecture is no more than the result of the age; the age is creating a style which is
not a style because this style is being created by the accumulation of objective reactions to
external events; and hence, this style is authentic, valid, pure and clean, self-renewing and
self-perpetuating.

Thus compressed and rendered absurd, it becomes, of course, difficult to understand
how passion could, and can still, revolve around such a statement as this one; that is
until we recognize that what we have here is the conflation of two powerful nine-
teenth century tendencies of thought. For here, in varying degrees of disguise, we
are presented with both “science” and “history.” We are provided with the Positivist
conception of fact (without any great epistemological reservations as to what does
constitute a fact) and we are provided with the Hegelian conception of manifest des-
tiny (without any doubts as to the substantial reality of the inexorable zeitgeist) and
then, as a corollary, we have the implicit assertion that when these two conceptions
are allied, when the architect recognizes only “facts” and thus, by endorsing “sci-
ence,” becomes the instrument of “history,” then a situation will infallibly ensue in
which all problems will vanish away.

But again, although in these notices we may touch upon one of
the central motivations of twentieth century architecture, it is only when we intro-
duce subsidiary arguments into this scene that it fully begins to acquire color and
momentum. And thus, the idea of relying upon the “facts,” however ill determined
these may be, the idea that when once the relevant data are collected then the control-
ling hypothesis will automatically divulge itself, becomes very easily allied with the
so many attacks upon “art” (the gratuitous transformation of private concern into
public pre-occupation) which, even though “art” is bought and consumed to its
destruction, is typically conceived to be a reprehensible activity. And, correspond-
ingly, attacks upon “architecture” conducted by the architect have always expressed
irritation at the continued existence of the institution and dismay that the item is still
to be found available. For architecture, so it is consistently inferred, is only morally
acceptable so long as the architect suppresses his individuality, his temperament, his
taste and his cultural traditions; and unless, in this way, he is willing to win through
to “objectivity” and to a scientific state of mind, then all his work can do is to ob-
struct the inexorable unrolling of change and thereby, presumably, retard the progress
of humanity.

However, if we are here presented with what might seem to be
an argument for pure passivity, with an argument that the architect should act simply



as the midwife of history, then we might also recognize an entirely contrary strand
of thought which no less urgently clamors for attention. The idea that any repetition,
any copying, any employment of a precedent or a physical model is a failure of cre-
ative acuity is one of the central intuitions of the modern movement. This is the
deep seated idea that repetition establishes convention and that convention leads to
callousness; and thus, almost constitutionally, modern architecture has been opposed
to the dictatorship of the merely received. Opposed to the imposition of a priori pat-
tern upon the multifariousness of events, instead it has set pre-eminent value upon
“discovery”—which, characteristically, it has been unwilling to recognize as “inven-
tion.” Without an unflagging consciousness of flux and of the human efforts which
this implies, without a continuous ability to erect and to dismantle scaffolds of refer-
ence, then—so proceeds an argument—it is entirely impossible to enter and to oc-
cupy those territories of the mind where, alone, significant creation moves and
flourishes.

The idea can only deserve respect; but, if it is pressed, then like
so many ideas which also deserve respect, it can only become something doctrinaire
and destructive of its own virtues; and, with its heroic emphasis upon the architect
as activist, the notion of architecture as ceaseless moral experiment must now be
subjected to the presence of yet another equally coercive but contrary proposition.
This, quite simply, is the idea that modern architecture was to instigate order, that it
was to establish the predominance of the normative, the typical and the abstract.

However we may estimate the record of nineteenth century
building, it is not hard to see how ideas of order and type should have recommended
themselves to the modern movement. For, in contrast to the products of Romantic
individualism and political laissez faire, there was always the evidence of previous cen-
turies, of Bath or Potsdam, Amsterdam or Nancy; and, if there was always involved
some sort of fantasy concerned with a contemporary simulacrum of just such cities
as these, then, in the Siedlungen of Frankfurt or at Siemenstadt, among the early tri-
umphs of modern architecture, one may presumably discern the influence of this
intention.

But such developments belonged to the age of innocence; and
while in them the reasonable demands of the particular versus the abstract, of specific
function versus general type might seem to have been approximately met, there still
remained to prevent the multiplication of such achievements the overriding inhibi-
tion as to repetition, the conviction that to reproduce something, to allow precedent
to enforce itself, was to betray the forces of change and to deny the drive of history.

Now whether it was thus that the demand for order became
vitiated by the competing necessity to illustrate the action of experiment or the be-
havior of first principles, it should be enough to state that it seems likely—whatever
value we may wish to attribute to change and order—that a high valuation of change
must, in the end, cancel out a high valuation of order, that, given the perpetual re-
definition of a situation, no theory of types can survive, that, if the terms of a prob-
lem are constantly altered before approaching solution, then that problem never can
be solved. But if, with this statement, though it is rarely made, there is nothing re-
markable announced, then attention might usefully be directed towards another of
those paradoxes which sprout so irresistibly the more the theory of modern architec-
ture is, even casually, scrutinized.

Modern architecture professed to address itself to the great pub-
lic. What was believed to be its intrinsic rationality was never overtly intended for
the delectation of minor professional interest groups; but rather the architect was to
address himself to the natural man. Enlightenment won by bitter struggle was to speak
to enlightenment which was innate. As simply a scientific determination of empirical
data modern architecture was to be understood by the natural man; and hence the mod-
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ern building, believed to be purged of mythical content, became conceivable as the
inevitable shelter for a mythical being in whose aboriginal psychology myth could
occupy no place.

The notion, of course, continues to possess a certain eighteenth
century decency. Without rhetoric the truth will be accepted as the truth. But, in
practice, it has always allied with an alternate ambition. The modern building
should—and can—act as a prophetic statement. Retrospection is to be tabooed; the
memory is to be exercised no more; nostalgia can only corrupt; and it is with refer-
ence to this ambition, perhaps never explicitly uttered, that we revert again to the
thesis of an architecture which does not involve itself with minor sophistications,
which is no way concerned with local ambiguities, ironical references and witty
asides, which is absolutely not at all addressed to the few, but which, of its nature, is
absolutely available and intelligible to the uninstructed (or to the however instructed)
many. For there should be no doubt whatsoever that this was the objective, and it is
here, when the ideal of public intelligibility makes its extreme claim, that it might
be proper to obtrude the issue of prophecy versus memory.

The concept of the modern building as a compilation of recog-
nizable empirical facts is, evidently, immediately compromised by the more sup-
pressed concept of the building as a prophetic statement (for are prophetic
speculations empirical facts?); but the simultaneous orientation towards both the
prophetic and the intelligible should now be related to modern architecture’s em-
phatic anathema of retrospection and its products. And it should not be necessary to
itemize the details of this anathema. Simply it should be enough to ask the question:
How to be intelligible without involving retrospection?; and, without being unduly sententious,
it should be enough to observe that except in terms of retrospection, in terms of
memory upon which prophecy itself is based, upon recollection of words with
meaning, mathematical symbols with values and physical forms with attendant over-
tones, it is difficult to see how any ideal of communication can flourish. In a better
world, no doubt, the problem would not exist; but if, in conceiving a better world,
modern architecture here conceived no problem, then we might abruptly conclude
this issue by suggesting that, unless a building in some way or other evokes some-
thing remembered, it is not easy to see how it can enlist even a shred of popular
interest. The ideal of order based upon public understanding, if it is to be insisted
upon, requires some suppression of both experimentalist and futurist enthusiasm.

The foregoing remarks have been an attempt, admittedly over-
compressed and far too generalized, to identify—mnot without critical asides—the
complex of sentiments about architecture in terms of which the buildings here pub-
lished are likely to be condemned—for formalism, bourgeois lack of conscience,
esoteric privacy and failure to keep pace with the social and technological movement
of the age. But the moment that this body of ideas is subjected to even the most
casual skeptical analysis, the moment that it ceases to be unexamined gospel, then it
also becomes evident that, while it may serve to illustrate what was once a creative
state of mind, it can no longer very seriously serve the purposes of useful criticism.
The theoretical presumptions of modern architecture, located as they once were in a
matrix of eschatological and utopian fantasy, began to mean very little when the
technological and social revolution whose imminence the modern movement had as-
sumed failed to take place. For with this failure, if it became obvious that theory and
practice were disrelated, it could also become apparent that theory itself was never
so much a literal directive for the making of buildings as it was an elaborately indirect
mechanism for the suppression of feelings of guilt: guilt about the products of the
mind—felt to be comparatively insignificant, guilt about high culture—felt to
be unreal, guilt about art—the most extreme anxiety to disavow the role of private



judgment in any analytical or synthetic enterprise. In the end what is understood as
the theory of modern architecture reduces itself to little more than a constellation of
escapist myths which are all active in endeavoring to relieve the architect of responsi-
bility for his choices and which all alike combine to persuade him that his decisions
are not so much his own as they are, somehow, immanent in scientific, or historical,
or social process.

And this realization breeds another. For if these once convincing
and still seductive doctrines—with their strong determinist and historicist bias—are
very readily susceptible to demolition, and if that they are not yet demolished is
surely a tribute to modern architecture’s public virtues, then one might still ask why
it is that an attitude of mind which places so much emphasis upon change, which
sets such a high value upon exploration and discovery, itself continues not to change.
The sense of what was said some fifty years ago prohibits repetition; but then the
repetition of what was said persists. . . .

Now, either statements made about architecture in the 1920s
comprise an immutable revelation valid for all time (which is contrary to the mean-
ing of these statements), or they do not. But if, logically—in terms of the principle
which it tends to stipulate—the use and re-use of a verbal or polemical model deriv-
ing from the 1920s should be conceived as subject to the same reservations as the
use of a physical model belonging to the same years, then that such logic does not
widely apply is easy to explain. For, while the forms of words can still seem to pro-
vide an heroic litany of revolution, the form of buildings does not so readily offer
itself as any religious intoxicant; and, if the steady incantation of, now, very old revo-
lutionary themes will encourage the further joys of rhetorical excursion into areas of
assumed social and technological relevance, the recapitulation of the themes of build-
ing offers no present career so blissful and free from trouble: and thus, while the
derivative argument continues to thrive, its exponents, conceiving themselves to be
the legitimate and sole heirs of the modern movement, display very little tolerance
for what ought to be recognized as the absolutely parallel phenomenon of the deriva-
tive building.

Which is again to establish that the physique and the morale of
modern architecture, its flesh and its word, were (and could) never be coincident;
and it is when we recognize that neither word nor flesh was ever coincident with
itself let alone with each other, that, without undue partiality, we can approach the
present day. For under the circumstances what to do? If we believe that modern archi-
tecture did establish one of the great hopes of the world—always, in detail, ridicu-
lous, but never, in toto, to be rejected—then do we adhere to physique-flesh or to
morale-word?

To repeat: this choice became visible once it became almost too
evident to bear that the central and socialist mission of modern architecture had
failed—or alternatively that this mission had become dissolved in the sentimentali-
ties and bureaucracies of the welfare state. The simple fusion of art and technology,
of symbolical gesture and functional requirement was now not to be made: and in
default of this fusion, a variety of alternatives have offered themselves.

These have included what has already been listed: Miesian neo-
classicism (with some kind of dependent theory of Platonic form); the New Bru-
talism (with the inference that self-flagellation may elicit the better world); the Futur-
ist Revival (with the very popular supposition that science fiction might provide the
ultimate hope), and the neo-art nouveau (which, both in its Shingle Style and Italian
ramifications, insists that if we only retreat to the 1890s—and also simulate a na-
ivete—then health will inevitably ensue.

And, to this catalogue, there must also be added the notion that
we ignore the situation altogether: that, in default of that convenient anti-“art” entity
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of the twenties called the “machine,” we substitute the equally useful entities desig-
nated “the computer” and “the people” and that, if these two abstractions are abso-
lutely at variance with each other, we will not indulge ourselves in too many scruples
about this problem. It is a problem which exists only in the minds of the far too
sensitive; and if research and data-collection are the wave of the future—if the public
wisdom so indicates—then it is certainly to the future we belong.

It is in this context of choices (none of them very agreeable)
that we should place what is here published; and, having recognized this context, we
should not then be too ready to impute charges of irresponsibility. It is difficult to
generalize the work of these five architects. Eisenman seems to have received a revela-
tion in Como; Hejduk seems to wish affiliation both to Synthetic Cubist Paris and
Constructivist Moscow. Nor will the more obviously Corbusian orientation of Graves,
Gwathmey and Meier so readily succumb to all encompassing observations. But, for
all this, there is a point of view shared which is quite simply this: that, rather than
constantly to endorse the revolutionary myth, it might be more reasonable and more
modest to recognize that in the opening years of this century, great revolutions in
thought occurred and that then profound visual discoveries resulted, that these are
still unexplained, and that rather than assume intrinsic change to be the prerogative
of every generation, it might be more useful to recognize that certain changes are
so enormous as to impose a directive which cannot be resolved in any individual
life span.

Or, at least, such would seem to be the argument. It concerns
the plastic and spatial inventions of Cubism and the proposition that, whatever may
be said about these, they possess an eloquence and a flexibility which continues now
to be as overwhelming as it was then. It is an argument largely about the physique
of building and only indirectly about its morale: but, since it should also be envisaged
as some sort of interrogation of the mid-twentieth century architect’s capacity to
indulge his mostly trivial moral enthusiasm at the expense of any physical product,
it might also be appropriate to conclude what has been a largely negative introduc-
tion—an attack upon a potential attack—with a series of related questions which
might, ambiguously, help to establish the meaning—if any—in Aldo van Eyck’s terms,
of what is here presented.

*  Isit necessary that architecture should be simply a logical derivative from func-
tional and technological facts; and, indeed, can it ever be this?

* Isitnecessary that a series of buildings should imply a vision of a new and better
world; and, if this is so (or even if it is not) then how frequently can a significant
vision of a new and better world be propounded?

*  Is the architect simply a victim of circumstances? And should he be? Or may he
be allowed to cultivate his own free will? And are not culture and civilization the
products of the imposition of will?

*  What is the zitgeist; and, if this is a critical fiction, may the architect act contrari-
wise to its alleged dictates?

*  How permissible is it to make use of precedent; and therefore, how legitimate
is the argument that the repetition of a form is a destruction of authenticity?

*  Can an architecture which professes an objective of continuous experiment ever
become congruous with the ideal of an architecture which is to be popular,
intelligible, and profound?
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These are reasonably important questions which it is ostrich-like not to consider.
They propound problems which are not any less real because the “theory” of modern
architecture failed to give them attention; and, by the introduction of such problems,
there is immediately implied a concept of society very radically different from that
which modern architecture presumed. This is the concept of society and building
implied by our five architects. It is all indisputably bourgeois (but what, in the United
States, is not?); most of it makes a parade of cosmopolitan erudition (but, given the
information explosion, how to avoid?); and it is all of it belligerently second hand,
what Whitehead called “novelty in the use of assigned pattern” (but, assuming a
present hiatus so far as creative breakthrough is concerned, how do otherwise?).
However, perhaps the great merit of what follows lies in the fact that its authors are
not enormously self-deluded as to the immediate possibility of any violent or sudden
architectural or social mutation. They place themselves in the role, the secondary
role, of Scamozzi to Palladio. Their posture may be polemical but it is not heroic.
Apparently they are neither Marcusian nor Maoist; and, lacking any transcendental
sociological or political faith, their objective—at bottom—is to alleviate the present
by the interjection of a quasi-Utopian vein of poetry. There could be less worthy
objectives, less tolerable options; and, in a truly pluralist society (supposing such a
society could ever exist) what is here published would no doubt receive acknowledg-
ment—as one possibility among many. It is what some people and some architects
want; and therefore, in terms of a general theory of pluralism, one must wonder
how, in principle, it can be faulted. Faults in detail may perhaps be recognized; but faults
in principle? For, in terms of a general theory of pluralism, how can any faults in prin-
ciple be imputed?

Which is to suggest that these five architects (who sometimes
seem to regard buildings as an excuse for drawing rather than drawings as an excuse
for building) are highly likely to be crudely manhandled by an allegedly pluralist,
but, intrinsically, a determinist, technocratic and historicist establishment; and which
is further to suggest that the apologetic which has here been made is by way of being
a critical umbrella almost too catholic in its functions—an umbrella which is not
only intended to protect the graphic contents of this book but which is also to be
understood as outspread to protect a good deal else which is by no means necessarily
comparable in maniera.
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This project is the result of a twenty-year
effort and search into generating princi-
ples of form and space. There is an
attempt to understand certain essences in
regard to an architectural commitment
with the hope of expanding a vocabulary.
The discovery of the workings and dic-
tates of an organic development of spe-
cific ideas becomes a necessary function
of the search. It was from the understand-
ing of these projects that | hoped to estab-
lish a point of view, a belief; the belief that
through self-imposed discipline, through
intense contained study, through an aes-
thetic, a liberation of the mind and hand
would be possible leading to certain
visions and transformations of form
regarding space.

The realization that profound works in
the arts are the embodiment of specific
plastic points of view, that the hand and
mind are one, working on first principles,
and on filling these principles with mean-
ing through juxtaposition of basic rela-
tionships such as point, line, plane,
volume opened up the possibility of argu-
mentation. The mind played a most signif-
icant part in the support of the creative
act. The first gropings were arbitrary; but
once the arbitrary beginning was commit-
ted, once the initial intuitions were experi-
enced, it was necessary that the organism
go through its normal evolution—and
whether the evolution of form continued
or stopped depended on the use of the
intellect not as an academic tool, but as a
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passionate living element. The problems of
point-line-plane-volume, the facts of
square-circle-triangle, the mysteries of cen-
tral-peripheral-frontal-oblique-concavity-
convexity, of right angle, perpendicular,
perspective, the comprehension of sphere-
cylinder-pyramid, the questions of slab,
vertical-horizontal, the arguments of two
dimensional-three dimensional space, the
extent of a limited field, of an unlimited
field, the meaning of plan, of section, of
spatial expansion—spatial contraction-spa-
tial compression-spatial tension, the direc-
tion of regulating lines, of grids, the
meaning of implied symmetry to asymme-
try, of diamond to diagonal, the hidden
forces, the ideas of configuration, the static
with the dynamic, all these begin to take on
the form of a vocabulary.

The project started not knowing the
above, but knowing that basic orders need-
ed to be searched for, becoming known as
the work progressed, as the work was ana-
lyzed, as the work was criticized, as the
work was formed. In order to have a-priori
principles meaningful, and to give up and
put forth organic revelations, there had to
be a given form. The arguments and points
of view are within the work, within the
drawings; it is hoped that the conflicts of
form will lead to clarity which can be useful
and perhaps transferable.

1972



1973

Colin Rowe and

Fred Koetter

From Collage City Manuscript in circulation from 1973; published later

(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1978)

On the occasion of the publication of Collage City, Colin Rowe delivered the 1979
Cubitt Lecture in London. The lecture began with an obituary for modern architecture,
whose characteristic use of conceit (here unabashedly gendered) as much as its con-
cise autopsy merits reporting in full:

We may ascribe her death (Modern architecture is surely a she) to the ingenuousness of her
temperament. Displaying an extraordinary addiction to towers and completely unconstructed
spaces, when young she possessed a high and romantically honorable idea of life and her excess
of sensibility could only lead to later chagrin. Like one of Jane Austen’s more extreme heroines —
though she was simultaneously morally reserved, passionate, and artless —it was her juvenile
notion that, once she was perfectly wedded to society, this so much desired husband would, by
the influence of her example, become redeemed of errors, tractable, pliant, and ready to act
with her in any philanthropy which she might have in mind. But the marriage did not prove to
be a success. Modern architecture was admired by society but not for what she conceived to be
her inherent virtues. Her spouse was attracted by her many external charms but was utterly
unwilling to award recognition of what she conceived to be the ethical principle of her being.
And, in spite of the elevated model which she offered, he remained stubbornly confirmed in his
old ways. Moral regeneration he did not seek. For him the ethical posture of modern architecture
was too much like that of a Victorian heroine and, correspondingly, he looked for his delinquent
pleasures elsewhere. He, society, was in no way ready to envisage those limpid possibilities of
the New Jerusalem which she so enthusiastically advertised and, as she continued, he increas-
ingly became fatigued. Indeed, he (society) came to discover that, though admired, he too was
not accepted; and, gradually, the rift became irretrievable. Not surprising, therefore, should be
modern architecture’s agitated and long decline; but, though this death was to be expected, it
is greatly to be regretted and the extinction of this once pristine creature (with her elaborately
Victorian standards) has been desperately sad to witness. But, a late nineteenth-century charac-
ter and never fully knowing it, she addressed herself to a moral condition of permanent rapture,
to an ecstatic condition which could only endanger her frail physique; and, to repeat, excessive
sensibility abused by inadequate experience, motivated by a quasi-religious sentiment not well
understood and complicated by the presence of physics envy, Zeitgeist worship, object fixation,
and stradaphobia must be considered the greatest factors contributing to the demise.:

Rowe’s critique of modern architecture, far more accessible than
Tafuri’s and exactly counter to Tafuri’s politics, could easily claim to be the most in-
fluential of the period here documented. What is more, the “therapies” that emerged
out of his etiology of modernism were developed by generations of architects and
students, well before and after the publication of Collage City.> Among his prescrip-
tions (“stimulants” they are called) are (1) reconsider the dense texture of traditional
cities such as Rome “in order to reduce the mental inflammation which has always
demonstrated itself as moral excess and undue preoccupation with over-articulated
solids”; (2) invert objects to obtain figurative voids, as Vasari’s Uffizi palace is the
inversion of Le Corbusier’s Marseilles Unite; (3) play “the long skinny building game,”
using continuous thin set pieces either as “filters” or facades in order to discriminate



certain conditions of building texture or landscape; (4) look to the French hotel for
“habitable poche” and Soane’s Bank of England for a collision of set pieces; (5) use
“magically useless stabilizers” and “nostaglia-producing instruments”; and (6) recon-
stitute the urban garden.

Rowe’s concept of collage — conjoining as it does a critique of
modern utopianism (as in his obituary) and a proposal for a radical heterogeneity
of appropriated form (as in his prescriptions) —would seem to summarize much of
architectural postmodernism, which, indeed, may partly account for the concept’s in-
fluence. Yet Rowe’s theory of collage city is specified by its incorporation of Claude
Levi-Strauss’s distinction between the bricoleur and the scientist, Karl Popper’s anti-
utopianism and fallibilism, and the law as a model for architecture, even if that litera-
ture was in circulation well before Rowe and Koetter’s early published condensation
of their 1973 text, “Collage City,” Architecture Review 158 (August 1975).3

Rowe construes each of these references as components in an
ostensibly ideologically neutralized technique of composition that might balance
scaffold and exhibit, structure and event, the ideal and the empirical, to achieve, in
short, both the autonomy and the heterogeneity of architectural form —form under-
stood as the foremost sign and support of culture itself. The city as museum, along
with Mondrian’s Victory Boogie-Woogie, stand as adequate tropes for Rowe’s political
liberalism and cultural relativism as well as his collage aesthetic. In his own words,
“it is because, to my mind, the relationship of figure to matrix in Victory-Boogie Woo-
gie is the relationship of object to texture, solid to void, randomness to order, incident
to norm, even individual to state — because Boogie-Woogie allows figures to augment
and to contract, to congeal and to dissolve, to erupt from matrix and to return to it
again —that, in terms of the imaginary city which | have been examining, | feel com-
pelled to cite this Mondrian performance as what | believe to be the instigation of
anything useful which might have been said here.”«

To establish his system of autonomous grid and heterogeneous
fragments, Rowe must expel any history other than architectural history from his ac-
count, must eschew any material external to the architectural language itself. In an
effort to avoid any sort of historical determinism, the architecture of collage becomes
transhistorical even if historically motivated, collapsing its categories into a set of
repetitive variations on the themes of scaffold and exhibit. Rowe’s earlier separation
of the physique-flesh from the morale-word of architecture here reaches its fullest
development even as the ideology of his nonideological liberal-legal humanism is
revealed.

Which is not to deny to subtle power of Rowe’s liberal formal-
ism, but only to mark it as such. For it is a formalism born of a certain architecture
coming to grief against a desire for social relevance. In the same year as his Cubitt
Lecture, criticizing the city proposed by architettura razionale, Rowe allows as much:

With the nitty-gritty of the Welfare State and the appalling bureaucratic details of pseudo-
Capitalist administration we will have nothing to do; instead we will simplify, abstract, and
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project to the degree of extravagance a highly restricted, private, and not very hospitable version

of what the good society might be assumed to be.s

Collage City is presumably Rowe’s attempt at a more consensual and hospitable version
of the same.
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Colin Rowe, “The Present Urban Predicament: Some Observations,” The Second Thomas Cu-
bitt Lecture at the Royal Institution, London (London: Thomas Cubitt Trust, 1979); reprinted
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University after 1963, whose tenets were grouped under the construct of “contextualism.”
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the use of law as a model for architecture.

Rowe knew Popper (through Ernst Gombrich) while in Cambridge, England, in
1958-1962. In a letter to this editor in May 1996, Rowe indicated that, along with Popper’s
work, crucial to the formation of the ideas that would be developed in Collage City were
Michael Polanyi, Beyond Nihilism (1960); Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium
(1957); Judith N. Shklar, After Utopia: The Decline of Political Faith (1957); and P. B. Medawar,
The Art of the Soluble (1967).
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Colin Rowe, foreword to Rob Krier, Urban Space (London: Academy Editions, 1979); reprinted
in As | Was Saying, vol. 3, p. 262. Rowe continues: “We will give a nod to Kaufmann; we will
give three muted cheers for the Stalinallee; we will adore the manifesto pieces of Boullee;
we will (mostly) refuse to observe the built work of Soane; instead we will unroll a few
hundred yards of neutral Adolf Loos facade, build a lot of little towers and stand around on
top of them a quantity of Ledoux villas, wave quietly but not too exuberantly to Louis Kahn

., insinuate a reference to the metaphysic of Giorgio de Chirico, display a conversance
with Leonidov, become highly enthusiastic about the more evocative aspects of Art Deco,
exhibit the intimidation of curtains waving in the wind, and, then, gently warm up the ensu-
ing goulash in the pastoso of Morandi.”
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Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter =~ From Collage City

from “Crisis of the Object: Predicament of Texture”
To summarize: it is here proposed that, rather than hoping and waiting for the
withering away of the object (while, simultaneously manufacturing versions of it
in profusion unparalleled), it might be judicious, in most cases, to allow and en-
courage the object to become digested in a prevalent texture or matrix. It is further
suggested that neither object nor space fixation are, in themselves, any longer repre-
sentative of valuable attitudes. The one may, indeed, characterize the “new” city
and the other the old; but, if these are situations which must be transcended rather
than emulated, the situation to be hoped for should be recognized as one in which
both buildings and spaces exist in an equality of sustained debate. A debate in which
victory consists in each component emerging undefeated, the imagined condition
is a type of solid-void dialectic which might allow for the joint existence of the
overtly planned and the genuinely unplanned, of the set-piece and the accident, of
the public and the private, of the state and the individual. It is a condition of alerted
equilibrium which is envisaged; and it is in order to illuminate the potential of
such a contest that we have introduced a rudimentary variety of possible strategies.
Cross-breeding, assimilation, distortion, challenge, response, imposition, superim-
position, conciliation: these might be given any number of names and, surely, neither
can nor should be too closely specified; but if the burden of the present discussion
has rested upon the city’s morphology, upon the physical and inanimate, neither
“people” nor “politics” are assumed to have been excluded. Indeed, both “politics”
and “people” are, by now, clamoring for attention; but, if their scrutiny can barely
be deferred, yet one more morphological stipulation may still be in order.
Ultimately, and in terms of figure-ground, the debate which is here postulated
between solid and void is a debate between two models and, succinctly, these may be typified as acropolis
and forum.

from “Collision City and the Politics of ‘Bricolage’”

“There still exists among ourselves,” says Claude Levi-Strauss, “an activity which
on the technical plane gives us quite a good understanding of what a science we
prefer to call “prior’ rather than ‘primitive’ could have been on the plane of specula-
tion. This is what is commonly called ‘bricolage’ in French”;' and he then proceeds
to an extended analysis of the objectives of “bricolage” and of science, of the re-
spective roles of the “bricoleur” and the engineer.

In its old sense the verb “bricoler” applied to ball games and billiards, to hunting, shooting
and riding It was however always used with reference to some extraneous movement: a ball
rebounding, a dog straying or a horse swerving from its direct course to avoid an obstacle.
And in our time the “bricoleur” is still someone who works with his hands and uses devious
means compared to those of the craftsman.?

Now there is no intention to place the weight of the argument
which follows upon Levi-Strauss’s observations. Rather the intention is to promote



ROWE AND KOETTER | 1973 | 93

an identification which may, up to a point, prove useful and, so much so, that if
one may be inclined to recognize Le Corbusier as a fox in hedgehog disguise, one
may also be willing to envisage a parallel attempt at camouflage: the “bricoleur”
disguised as engineer. “Engineers fabricate the tools of their time. . .. Our engi-
neers are healthy and virile, active and useful, balanced and happy in their
work. . . . Our engineers produce architecture for they employ a mathematical cal-
culation which derives from natural law.”*

Such is an almost entirely representative statement of early
modern architecture’s most conspicuous prejudice. But then compare Levi-Strauss:

The “bricoleur” is adept at performing a large number of diverse tasks; but, unlike the engi-
neer, he does not subordinate each of them to the availability of raw materials and tools
conceived and procured for the purpose of the project. His universe of instruments is closed
and the rules of his game are always to make do with “whatever is at hand,” that is to say
with a set of tools and materials which is always finite and is also heterogeneous because
what it contains bears no relation to the current project, or indeed to any particular project,
but is the contingent result of all the occasions there have been to renew or enrich the stock
or to maintain it with the remains of previous constructions or destructions. The set of the
“bricoleur’s” means cannot therefore be defined in terms of a project (which would presup-
pose besides, that, as in the case of the engineer, there were, at least in theory, as many sets
of tools and materials, or “instrumental sets,” as there are different kinds of projects. It is to
be defined only by its potential use . . . because the elements are collected or retained on the
principle that “they may always come in handy.” Such elements are specialized up to a point,
sufficiently for the “bricoleur” not to need the equipment and knowledge of all trades and
professions, but not enough for each of them to have only one definite and determinate use.
They represent a set of actual and possible relations; they are “operators,” but they can be
used for any operations of the same type.*

For our purposes it is unfortunate that Levi-Strauss does not
lend himself to reasonably laconic quotation. For the “bricoleur,” who certainly
finds a representative in “the odd job man,” is also very much more than this. “It
is common knowledge that the artist is both something of a scientist and of a ‘bri-
coleur’”;® but, if artistic creation lies mid-way between science and “bricolage,”
this is not to imply that the “bricoleur” is “backward.” “It might be said that the
engineer questions the universe while the ‘bricoleur’ addresses himself to a collec-
tion of oddments left over from human endeavors”;® but it must also be insisted
that there is no question of primacy here. Simply, the scientist and the “bricoleur”
are to be distinguished “by the inverse functions which they assign to event and
structures as means and ends, the scientist creating events . . . by means of struc-
tures and the ‘bricoleur’ creating structures by means of events.””

But we are here, now, very far from the singular notion of an
exponential increasingly precise “science” (a speedboat which architecture and



urbanism are to follow like highly inexpert water-skiers); and, instead, we have not
only a confrontation of the “bricoleur’s” “savage mind” with the “domesticated”
mind of the engineer, but also a useful indication that these two modes of thought
are not representatives of a progressive serial (the engineer illustrating a perfection
of the “bricoleur,” etc.) but that, in fact, they are necessarily coexistent and comple-
mentary conditions of the mind. In other words, we might be about to arrive at some
approximation of Levi-Strauss’s “pensee logique au niveau du sensible.”

There could, of course, have been other routes followed. Karl
Popper might have put us down in, very approximately, the same place; Jurgen Ha-
bermas might have helped to somewhat equivalent conclusions; but we have pre-
ferred Levi-Strauss because, in his discussion, with its emphasis upon making, it is
far more possible for the architect to recognize something of himself. For, if we can
divest ourselves of the deceptions of professional amour propre and accepted academic
theory, the description of the “bricoleur” is far more of a “real-life” specification of
what the architect-urbanist is and does than any fantasy deriving from “methodol-
ogy” and “systemics.”

Indeed, one could fear that the architect as “bricoleur” is, today,
almost too enticing a program—a program which might guarantee formalism, ad
hocery, townscape pastiche, populism and almost whatever else one chooses to
name. But . . . The savage mind of the bricoleur! The domesticated mind of the engi-
neer/scientist! The interaction of these two conditions! The artist (architect) as both
something of a bricoleur and something of a scientist! These evident corollaries
should alleviate such fears. However, if the mind of the bricoleur should not be ex-
pected to sponsor universal ad hocery, it must still be insisted that the mind of the
engineer need not be imagined as supporting the idea of architecture as part of a
unified comprehensive science (ideally like physics). And, if Levi-Strauss’s concep-
tion of “bricolage,” which patently includes science, may now be placed in some
relationship with Popper’s conception of science, which evidently excludes “meth-
odology,” there is here the illustration of some more restrictive intention in the pres-
ent argument. For the predicament of architecture—which, because it is always, in
some way or other, concerned with amelioration, by some standard, however dimly
perceived, of making things better, with how things ought to be, is always hopelessly
involved with value judgments—can never be scientifically resolved, least of all in
terms of any simple empirical theory of “facts.” And, if this is the case with reference
to architecture, then, in relation to urbanism (which is not even concerned in mak-
ing things stand up) the question of any scientific resolution of its problems can
only become more acute. For, if the notion of a “final” solution through a definitive
accumulation of all data is, evidently, an epistemological chimera, if certain aspects
of information will invariably remain undiscriminated or undisclosed, and if the in-
ventory of “facts” can never be complete simply because of the rates of change and
obsolescence, then, here and now, it surely might be possible to assert that the prospects
of scientific city planning should, in reality, be regarded as equivalent to the prospects of scientific politics.

For, if planning can barely be more scientific than the political
society of which it forms an agency, in the case of neither politics nor planning can
there be sufficient information acquired before action becomes necessary. In neither
case can performance await an ideal future formulation of the problem as it may, at
last, be resolved; and, if this is because the very possibility of that future where such
formulation might be made depends upon imperfect action now, then this is only once
more to intimate the role of “bricolage” which politics so much resembles and city planning surely should.

Indeed, if we are willing to recognize the methods of science
and “bricolage” as concomitant propensities, if we are willing to recognize that they
are—both of them—modes of address to problems, if we are willing (and it may be
hard) to concede equality between the “civilized” mind (with its presumptions of
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logical seriality) and the “savage” mind (with its analogical leaps), then, in reestab-
lishing “bricolage” alongside science, it might even be possible to suppose that the
way for a truly useful future dialectic could be prepared.

A truly useful dialectic?® The idea is simply the conflict of con-
tending powers, the almost fundamental conflict of interest sharply stipulated, the
legitimate suspicion about others’ interests, from which the democratic process—
such as it is—proceeds; and then the corollary to this idea is no more than banal: if
such is the case, if democracy is compounded of libertarian enthusiasm and legalistic
doubt, and if it is, inherently, a collision of points of view and acceptable as such,
then why not allow a theory of contending powers (all of them visible) as likely to
establish a more ideally comprehensive city of the mind than any which has, as yet,
been invented.

And there is no more to it than this. In place of an ideal of uni-
versal management based upon what are presented as scientific certainties there is
also a private, and a public, emancipatory interest (which, incidentally, includes
emancipation from management); and, if this is the situation and, if the only out-
come is to be sought in collision of interest, in a permanently maintained debate of
opposites, then why should this dialectical predicament be not just as much accepted
in theory as it is in practice? The reference is again to Popper and to the ideal of
keeping the game straight; and it is because, from such a criticist point of view,
collision of interest is to be welcomed, not in terms of cheap ecumenicism which is
only too abundantly available, but in terms of clarification (because, in the battlefield
engendered by mutual suspicion, it is just possible that—as has been usual—the
flowers of freedom may be forced from the blood of conflict) that, if such a condition
of collisive motives is recognizable and should be endorsable, we are disposed to say:
why not try?

The proposition leads us (like Pavlov’s dogs) automatically to
the condition of seventeenth century Rome, to that collision of palaces, piaze and
villas, to that inextricable fusion of imposition and accommodation, that highly suc-
cessful and resilient traffic jam of intentions, an anthology of closed compositions
and ad hoc stuff in between, which is simultaneously a dialectic of ideal types plus a
dialectic of ideal types with empirical context; and the consideration of seventeenth
century Rome (the complete city with the assertive identity of its subdivisions: Tras-
tevere, Sant Eustachio, Borgo, Campo Marzio, Campitelli . . .) leads to the equivalent
interpretation of its predecessor where forum and thermae pieces lie around in a
condition of inter-dependence, independence and multiple interpretability. And im-
perial Rome is, of course, far the more dramatic statement. For, certainly with its
more abrupt collisions, more acute disjunctions, its more expansive set pieces, its
more radically discriminated matrix and general lack of “sensitive” inhibition, impe-
rial Rome, far more than the city of the High Baroque, illustrates something of the
“bricolage” mentality at its most lavish—an obelisk from here, a column from there,
a range of statues from somewhere else, even at the level of detail the mentality is
fully exposed; and, in this context, it is amusing to recollect how the influence of a
whole school of historians (Positivists, no doubt!) was, at one time, strenuously ded-
icated to presenting the ancient Romans as inherently nineteenth century engineers,
precursors of Gustave Eiffel, who had somehow, and unfortunately, lost their way.

So Rome, whether imperial or papal, hard or soft, is here
offered as some sort of model which might be envisaged as alternative to the disas-
trous urbanism of social engineering and total design. For, while it is recognized that
what we have here are the products of a specific topography and two particular,
though not wholly separable, cultures, it is also supposed that we are in the presence
of a style of argument which is not lacking in universality. That is: while the physique
and the politics of Rome provide perhaps the most graphic example of collisive fields



and interstitial debris, there are calmer versions of equivalent interests which are not
hard to find.

However this is to introduce conjecture; and, rather than dwell
upon Rome, London, Houston and Los Angeles as differing versions of the same
paradigm, it might, once more, be useful to return to the Cartesian co-ordinates of
happiness, to the neutral grid of equality and freedom—and the reference must be
to Manhattan.

Some two thousand blocks were provided, each theoretically two hundred feet wide, no more,
no less; and ever since, if a building site was wanted, whether with a view to a church or a
blast furnace, an opera house or a toy shop, there is, of intention, no better place in one of
these blocks than in another.’

But, like all despairing observations, Frederick Law Olmsted’s
was never completely true. For if, in Manhattan, the unrolling of the blanket grid
simultaneously extinguished local detail and illustrated the expertise of the land mar-
keteer in action, it was impossible that the operation could ever be complete. For,
while the grid remains belligerently “neutral” and while its major qualifiers are only
to be found on the most general and crude levels (continuous waterfront, Central
Park, lower Manhattan, the West Village, Broadway . . .), in spite of circumstance,
the evidences of idiosyncratic coagulation present themselves and demand to be ex-
ploited; nor is the situation—which was clearly visible to Mondrian—one of total
defeat. But if; in offering a highly energetic scaffold for fluctuating and casual event,
New York City might constitute the best of apologias for the all-prevailing grid, the
satisfactions which its grid provides are, perhaps, principally of a conceptual and
intellectual order. The, apparently, infinitely extended field, just as it tends to defeat
politics, tends to defeat perception; and it is presumably in an effort to institutionalize
what can only be a felt and a necessary presence that there have emerged such pro-
positions as “what a democratic New York would look like”'°>—demands for the
political cantonization of unrealistically centralized government, demands which, in-
terestingly, tend to align themselves with what might be the results of more purely
morphological analysis.

Somewhat irrationally the ongoing tradition of modern archi-
tecture would now tend to look with favor upon such proposals as these. Somewhat
irrationally because, however democratic such cantonization can only appear, the bias
which the architect has inherited from long indulgence of total design fantasies tends
to make him incapable of following through to where such alternative propositions
might lead. For, while there has emerged an awareness of the untenable prospects of
total politics, there remains, or so it would seem, a large lack of interest or belief in
the analogous prospects of any physical counterpart to such a conclusion. In other
words, while in politics the existence of finite fields (interacting with each other but
all protected from ultimate infringement) is once more to be considered profitable
and desirable, this message seems not, as yet, to have been fully translated into the
language of perception; and thus the production of any spatial or temporal equivalent
of the finite field is, characteristically, liable to be received with mistrust—again as a
blockage of the future and as a dangerous impediment to the freedoms of open-
endedness.

Whatever survives of the present argument is now inconsider-
able and will carry no conviction whatever for those who, as a basis of operation, are
still obliged to conceive of a totally integrated world society, a combination of innate
goodness and scientific savoir faire, in which all political structures, major or minor,
will have become dissolved. We concede the values of this persuasion; but we are



ROWE AND KOETTER | 1973 | 97

also obliged to suggest that the ideally open and emancipated society is not likely to
be made this way, that the open society depends upon the complexity of its parts,
upon competing group-centered interests which need not be logical but which, col-
lectively, may not only check each other but may, sometimes, also serve as a protec-
tive membrane between the individual and the form of collective authority. For the
problem should remain that of a tension between quasi-integrated whole and quasi-
segregated parts; and, lacking the segregated parts, one can only imagine that “open
society” where, in despite of the theorems of liberty and equality, all the compulsions
of fraternity—elective affinities, team sweatshirts, group dynamics, revolutionary
communes providing the joys of pleasurable alienation, the Society of Jesus, Lambda
Chi, annual conventions, regimental dinners—would break out yet again.

But the issue may, and without extravagance, be equipped with
a far more literal illustration; and such words as integration and segregation (related
to both politics and perception) can scarcely lead us elsewhere than to the predica-
ment of the American black community. There was, and is, the ideal of integration
and there was, and is, the ideal of segregation; but, if both ideals may be supported
by a variety of arguments, proper and improper, there remains the evidence that,
when gross injustice begins to be removed, the barriers which were formerly main-
tainable from the outside are just as reconstructable from within. For, whatever fanta-
sies of the ideally open society are maintainable (and Popper’s “open society” may
be just as much a fiction as the ideally “closed society” which he condemns), in spite
of the abstract universal goals demanded by theoretical liberalism, there still remains
the problem of identity, with its related problems of absorption and extinction of
specific type; and it is yet to be proved that such problems should be considered
temporary. For the truly empirical order was never liberty, equality, fraternity; but it
was rather the reverse: a question of the fraternal order, a grouping of the equal and
like-minded, which, collectively, assumes the power to negotiate its freedoms. Such
is the history of Christianity, continental freemasonry, the academic institution,
trades’ unionism, women’s suffrage, bourgeois privilege and all the rest. It is a history
of the open field as an idea, the closed field as a fact; and it is because, in this continu-
ous eruption of closed fields which has contributed so much to genuine emancipa-
tion, the recent history of black liberties in the United States is so illuminating (and
surely so “correct” in both its aggressive and protective attitudes) that we have felt
compelled to cite it as a classical—perhaps the classical—illustration of a general
predicament.

The argument, such as it is, may now be condensed. It certainly
concerns the theological extremes of predestination versus free will; and, just as cer-
tainly, it is both conservative and anarchistic in its drive. It supposes that, beyond a
point, protracted political continuities should neither be postulated nor hoped for
and that, correspondingly, the continuities of hyper-extended “design” should also
be viewed with doubt. But it does not suppose that, in the absence of total design
merely random procedures can be expected to flourish. Instead, whatever may be the
empirical and whatever may be the ideal (and both positions can be distorted by
intellectual passion or self-interest to appear their opposites), the ongoing thesis pre-
sumes the possibility and the need for a two-way argument between these polar ex-
tremes. To a point it is a formalist argument; but, then, to the degree that it contains
formalist characteristics, this is not without intention.

“Men living in democratic ages do not readily comprehend the
utility of forms.” The date is the early 1830s and the author of the statement is Alexis
de Tocqueville who continues:

Yet this objection which the men of democracies make to forms is the very thing which ren-
ders forms so useful to freedom; for their chief merit is to serve as a barrier between the strong



and the weak, the ruler and the people, to retard the one and to give the other time to look
about him. Forms become more necessary in proportion as the government becomes more
active and powerful, while private persons are becoming more indolent and feeble. . . . This

deserves most serious attention.!

And, if it still may deserve at least some attention, it is with such a statement as this,
a curiously pragmatic base for a theory of forms, that we again propose the analogue
of politics and perception.

To terminate: rather than Hegel’s “indestructible bond of the
beautiful and the true,” rather than ideas of a permanent and future unity, we prefer

‘

to consider the complementary possibilities of consciousness and sublimated con-
flict; and, if there is here urgent need for both the fox and the “bricoleur,” perhaps
it can only be added that the job ahead should be envisaged as no matter of making
the world safe for democracy. It is not totally different; but, certainly, it is not this.
For, surely, the job is that of making safe the city (and hence democracy) by large
infusions of metaphor, analogical thinking, ambiguity; and, in the face of a prevailing
scientism and conspicuous laissez-aller, it is just possible that these activities could pro-
vide the true Survival Through Design.

from “Collage City and the Reconquest of Time”

To move now from the consideration of a collision of physical constructs to the fur-
ther consideration of collision, this time on a psychological and, to some degree, a
temporal plane. The city of collisive intentions, however much it may be presentable
in terms of pragmatics, is evidently also an icon, and a political icon signifying a
range of attitudes relating to historical process and social change. So much should be
obvious. But, if Collision City, as so far discussed, has only incidentally betrayed an
iconic intention, questions of symbolic purpose or function begin now increasingly
to rise to the surface.

For one mode of thought it is a psychological necessity that
things are what they are; for another something like the reverse is true: things are
never what they seem to be and the phenomenon always disguises its own essence.
For the one state of mind facts are readily ascertainable, concrete and always suscep-
tible to laconic description. For the other facts are essentially fugitive and will never
yield themselves to specification. The one intellectual party requires the supports of
definition, the other the illuminations of interpretation; but, if neither attitude enjoys
a monopoly of empirical understanding or idealist fantasy, their characterization
need not be unduly prolonged. Both mental conditions are only too familiar; and, if
it is all too simple (and not completely accurate) to speak of the one attitude as
iconoclast and the other as iconophile, it is just such an elementary distinction that
is here proposed.

Iconoclasm is and should be an obligation. It is the obligation
to expurgate myth and to break down intolerable conglomerates of meaning; but, if
one may perfectly well sympathize with the type of the Goth and the Vandal in his
efforts to free the world from a stifling excess of reference, one is also obliged to
recognize the ultimate uselessness—in terms of original intentions—of any such
endeavors. Temporarily they may induce elation, self-gratification and a whole re-
lease of hyper-thyroid excitements; but permanently—and as one knows—such
efforts can only contribute to yet another iconography. For, if one can agree with
Ernst Cassirer and the many of his following'? that no human gesture can be wholly
free from symbolic content, this is only to acknowledge that, while we go through
all the public motions of expelling myth through the front door, then, even while
(and because) we are doing so, myth is still effecting an insidious re-entry via the
kitchen. We may claim rationality. We may insist that reason is always simply reason-
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able—no more and no less; but a certain stubborn totemic materiel will still refuse to
go away. For, to iterate Cassirer’s primary intuition, however much we may aspire to
logic, we are still confronted with the circumstance that language, the prime instru-
ment of thought, inevitably antedates and casts a cloud over all elementary programs
of simple logical procedure.

It has been the splendor and the tragic limitation of the revolu-
tionary tradition to have disregarded (or to have affected to disregard) this predica-
ment. Revolutionary light will banish obscurity. With the revolution achieved human
affairs will become located in the full radiance of enlightenment. Such, again and
again, has been the revolutionary presumption; and, deriving from it, again and
again there has ensued an almost predictable disillusion. For, whatever the abstract
height of the rational project, the totemic stuff has simply refused to be expunged.
Merely it has discovered for itself a new disguise; and in this way, concealing itself in
the sophistications of freshly invented camouflage, it has invariably been enabled to
operate quite as effectively as ever.

Such has been the history of twentieth century architecture and
urbanism: the overt expulsion of all deleterious cultural fantasy and the simultaneous
proliferation of fantasy not conceived to be such. On the one hand, the building
and the city were to advertise no more than a scientifically determined pattern of
performance and efficiency: but, on the other, as the evidence of a complete inte-
gration of subject and content, either imminent or already achieved, they could only
be charged with an emblematic role. Their covert purpose was sententious; they
preached; and indeed so much so that, if one must think of the city as inherently a
didactic instrument, then the city of modern architecture will surely long survive in
the critical literature of urbanism as a prime illustration of an irrepressible tendency
to edify.

The city as didactic instrument. It is not then a question as to
whether it should be so. It is rather a matter that it cannot be otherwise. And, this
being so, it is therefore a question of the nature of the instructive information which
is deliverable, of approximately how a desirable discourse is to be formulated, of
what criteria are to determine the city’s preferred ethical content.

Now this is an issue involving the highly uncertain roles of cus-
tom and innovation, of stability and dynamism, of—in the end—coercion and
emancipation which it would be happiness to evade; but the lines of the much trav-
elled escape routes— “Let science build the town,” “Let people build the town”—
have already been delineated and dismissed. For, if an allegedly cool rationale of
“facts” and numbers may disclose an ethical tissue full of dubieties, may justify not
only the city of deliverance but also the moral catastrophes of an Auschwitz or a
Vietnam, and if the lately resurrected “power to the people” can only be preferred to
this, this too cannot be without massive qualification. Nor, in the context of a model
city, a city of the mind, can simply functional or simply formal preoccupations be
allowed to suppress questions relating to the style and substance of discourse.

Which is to notice that in the arguments which follow it is sup-
posed that, in a final analysis, there are only two reservoirs of ethical content available
for our use. These are: tradition and utopia, or whatever intimations of significance our notions of tradition
and utopia may still provide. These, whether separately or together, positive or negative,
have been the ultimate servicing agents of all the various cities of “science” and
“people,” of “nature” and “history” already noticed; and, since there is no doubt
that, practically, they have acted as a very coherent litmus of action and reaction (per-
haps the most coherent of any) they are here cited as final, though far from abso-
lute, references.

This is not entirely to proclaim paradox. We have already stated
reservations about utopia. We shall go on to stipulate reservations about tradition;



but it would be facetious further to indulge speculation in this area without first
directing some attention to the still insufficiently regarded evaluations of Karl Pop-
per."* Popper, the theorist of scientific method who believes that objective discernible
truth is not available, who proposes the necessity of conjecture and the subsequent
obligation towards every degree of refutation, is also the Viennese liberal long domi-
ciled in England and using what appears to be a Whiggish theory of the state as
criticism of Plato, Hegel and, not so incidentally, of the Third Reich. The philosophe
engage, dedicated via experience to attack upon all doctrines of historical determinism
and all assumptions of the closed society: it is in terms of this background that Pop-
per, the apostle of scientific rigor, further presents himself as the critic of utopia and
the exponent of tradition’s usefulness; and it is in these identical terms that he may
also be seen to emerge as, by implication, the greatest of critics of modern architec-
ture and urbanism (though in practice it might be doubted whether he possesses the
technical capacity, or the interest, to criticize either).

So Popper’s theory of traditional value may seem, logically, to
be unfaultable; and it may also seem, emotionally, to be unpalatable. Tradition is
indispensable—communication rests upon tradition; tradition is related to a felt
need for a structured social environment; tradition is the critical vehicle for the bet-
terment of society; the “atmosphere” of any given society is connected with tradi-
tion: and tradition is somewhat akin to myth, or—to say it in other words—specific
traditions are somehow incipient theories which have the value, however imperfectly,
of helping to explain society.

But such statements also require to be placed alongside the con-
ception of science from which they derive: the largely anti-empirical conception of
science not so much as the accumulation of facts but as the criticism, in terms of
their non-performance, of hypotheses. It is hypotheses which discover facts and not
vice versa; and, seen in this way—so the argument runs—the role of traditions in
society is roughly equivalent to that of hypotheses in science. That is: just as the
formulation of hypotheses or theories results from the criticism of myth,

Similarly traditions have the important double function of not only creating a certain order or
something like a social structure, but also of giving us something on which we can operate;
something that we can criticise and change. [And] . . . just as the invention of myth or theories
in the field of natural science has a function—that of helping us to bring order into the events
of nature—so has the creation of traditions in the field of society.'*

And it is, presumably, for such reasons that a rational approach
to tradition becomes contrasted by Popper with the rationalist attempt to transform
society by the agency of abstract and utopian formulations. Such attempts are “dan-
gerous and pernicious”; and, if utopia is “an attractive . . . an all too attractive idea,”
for Popper it is also “self-defeating and it leads to violence.” But again to condense
the argument:

1. It is impossible to determine ends scientifically. There is no scientific way of
choosing between two ends. . . .

2. The problem of constructing a utopian blueprint [therefore] cannot possibly be
solved by science alone. . . .

3. Since we cannot determine the ultimate ends of political actions scientifically
.. . they will at least partly have the character of religious differences. And there
can be no tolerance between these different utopian religions . . . the utopianist
must win over or else crush his competitors. . . . But he has to do more . ..
[for] the rationality of his political action demands constancy of aim for a long
time ahead. . . .
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4. The suppression of competing aims becomes even more urgent if we consider
that the period of utopian construction is liable to be one of social change. [For]
in such a time ideas are liable to change also. [And] thus what may have appeared
to many as desirable when the utopian blueprint was decided upon may appear
less desirable at a later date. . . .

5. If'this is so, the whole approach is in danger of breaking down. For if we change
our ultimate political aims while attempting to move towards them we may soon
discover that we are moving in circles . . . [and] it may easily turn out that the
steps so far taken lead in fact away from the new aim. . . .

6. The only way to avoid such changes of our aims seems to be to use violence,
which includes propaganda, the suppression of criticism, and the annihilation
of all opposition. . . . The utopian engineers must in this way become omni-
scient as well as omnipotent.'®

Such is the real burden of Popper’s position. Simply that, in so
far as the form of the future depends upon future ideas this form is not to be antici-
pated; and that, therefore, the many future-oriented fusions of utopianism and his-
toricism (the ongoing course of history to be subject to rational management) can
only operate to restrain any progressive evolution, any genuine emancipation.

And perhaps it may be at this point that one does distinguish
the quintessential Popper, the libertarian critic of historical determinism and strictly
inductivist views of scientific method who surely more than anyone else has probed
and discriminated that crucial complex of historico-scientific fantasies which, for
better or worse, has been so active a component of twentieth century motivation.

But we here approach Popper, who it has already been suggested
is—inferentially—the most completely devastating critic of almost everything which
the overtly twentieth century city has represented, with the anxiety to salvage at least
something from the results of his analysis. We approach him, that is, with some of the
surviving prejudices (or from the traditional point of view) of what used to be called
the modern movement; and our own disagreements with his position are compara-
tively easy to state. Briefly: his evaluations of utopia and tradition seem to present
irreconcilable styles of critical involvement; the one is heated, the other cool, and his
distinctly abrupt denunciations of utopia are slightly less than pleasing when they are
brought into conjunction with the sophistications of his endorsement of tradition.
Apparently much can be forgiven tradition; but, if nothing can be forgiven utopia,
one may still feel disturbed by this evidence of special pleading. For the abuses of
tradition are surely not any less great than the abuses of utopia; and, if one may feel
obliged to concede the accuracy of Popper’s condemnation of a prescriptive utopia,
one may also ask: How is it that, if enlightened traditionalism may be distinguished from blind tradition-
alist faith, the concept of utopia cannot be comparably articulated?

For, if Popper is able to attribute a sort of proto-theoretical status
to tradition and if he is able to envisage social progress as ensuing from a continuous
criticism of tradition, that he cannot make these accommodations with reference to
utopia can only be considered unhappy.

Utopia has achieved great universality by evincing great understanding and sympathy with all
men. Like tragedy it deals with the ultimates of good and evil, virtue and vice, justice and
continence and the judgment that is to come. The whole is suffused with two of the tenderest
of all human feelings: pity and hope.'®

But Popper, with his admirable condemnation of political ex-
cess, finding literal utopia to promise nothing more than sociological nightmare,



seems deliberately to render himself obtuse to the promptings of that great body of
manifestations which, particularly in the arts, the myth of the absolutely good society
has engendered. He condemns utopian politics and seems unprepared to make any
accommodation of utopian poetics. The open society is good, the closed society is
bad; therefore utopia is bad and let us have no thought for its by-products. Such
would seem to be a very crude digest of his position which we would wish to qualify
in the following terms: utopia is embedded in a mesh of ambiguous political conno-
tations and this is to be expected; but, since utopia is something perhaps by now
ingrained (and certainly ingrained in the Hebreo-Christian tradition), it cannot, and
should not, be something wholly made to go away. A political absurdity, it might
remain a psychological necessity. Which, translated into architectural terms, could
be a statement concerning the ideal city—for the most part physically insufferable,
but often valuable to the degree that it may involve some kind of dimly perceived
conceptual necessity.

But, if Popper’s rejection of utopia (while he seems surrepti-
tiously to posit a tacit utopian condition in which all citizens are involved in rational
dialogue, in which the accepted social ideal is that of a Kantian self-liberation
through knowledge) might seem strange, the twentieth century architect’s compar-
able rejection of tradition (while, not so surreptitiously, he maintains a tacit affiliation
to what is by now a distinctly traditional body of attitudes and procedures) is surely
more explicable. For if, as Popper has surely demonstrated, tradition is unavoidable,
then, among the definitions of the word, there is one to which traditionalists do not
often refer. A tradition is “a giving up, surrender, betrayal.” More particularly it is “a
surrender of sacred books in times of persecution”; and this involvement of tradition
with treachery is quite possibly some deeply rooted thing which js given in the ori-
gins of language. Traduttore-traditore, translator-traitor, traiteur-traite, traitor-treaty: in
these senses the traditionalist traitor is always that person who has abandoned a pu-
rity of intention in order to negotiate meanings and principles, perhaps ultimately
to treat or to trade with hostile circumstances. An etymology which is eloquently
indicative of social prejudice. By the standards of aristocratic, military, or merely in-
tellectual rationalism the traditionalist, in these terms, ranks very low. He corrupts
and he accommodates; he prefers survival to the intransigence of ideas, the oases of
the flesh to the deserts of the spirit; and, if not criminally feeble, his capacities for
the most part are at the level of the mercantile and the diplomatic.

These are among the aspects of tradition which explain the
twentieth century architect’s loudly paraded distaste for it; but, if much the same
distaste may also be felt for utopia (though it has rarely been felt by the architect),
these largely uncritical or all-encompassing reactions have, in some way, to be over-
come. For, in the end (or so it is here assumed), one is still obliged to struggle with
the manifold emanations, legitimate and illegitimate, positive and negative, of both
tradition and utopia.

But to introduce a concrete illustration of the problem (not
wholly unlike the problem of today) which is presented by a utopia in which one
has ceased completely to believe and a tradition from which one is critically de-
tached. Napoleon I entertained the project of turning Paris into a species of museum.
The city was, to some degree, to become a sort of habitable exhibition, a collection
of permanent reminders which were to edify both the resident and the visitor; and
the substance of the instruction, one guesses right away, was to be some kind of
historical panorama not only of the greatness and continuity of the French nation
but, also, of the comparable (though surely slightly less) contributions of a mostly
subservient Europe.'’

So, instinctively one recoils from the idea; but, if it must for the
present day command something less than enthusiasm (one is apt to think of Albert
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Speer and his unfortunate sponsor), one is still, with Napoleon’s idea, presented with
the fantasy of a great emancipator, still provided with the embryonic program for
what, in its day, could be regarded as a genuinely radical gesture. For this is perhaps
one of the first appearances of what was to be a recurrent, and maybe not a repressive,
nineteenth century theme: the city as museum.

The city as museum, the city as a positive concert of culture and
educational purpose, the city as a benevolent source of random but carefully selected
information, was perhaps to be most abundantly realized in the Munich of Ludwig I
and Leo von Klenze, in that Biedermeier Munich with its supremely conscientious
profusion of references—Florentine, medieval, Byzantine, Roman, Greek—all of
them looking like so many plates from Durand’s Precis des Legons. But, if the idea of this
city, which seems to have found its time in the decade of the 1830s, is surely implicit
in the cultural politics of the early nineteenth century, its significance has remained
unassessed.

But, if this is some attempt to identify the city as museum, the
city of precisely presented discrete objects/episodes, then what to say about it? That,
in mediating the residue of classical decorum and the incipient optimism of the lib-
eral impulse, it operates as interim strategy? That, though its instructive mission is
paramount, it addresses itself to “culture” rather than technology? That it still incor-
porates both Brunelleschi and the Crystal Palace? That neither Hegel, Prince Albert
nor Auguste Comte were strangers to this city?

These are all questions which the equivocal and eclectic concep-
tion of city as museum (the first sketch for the city of a ruling bourgeoisie?) may
elicit; and they are probably all to be answered in the affirmative. For whatever our
reservations (this city is a rattling of dead bones, a mere anthology of historical and
picturesque high spots), it is difficult not to concede its amiability and its hospitality.
An open city and, to a degree, a critical one, receptive—in theory at least—to the
most disparate stimuli, hostile to neither utopia nor tradition, while by no means
value free the city as museum discloses no intimations of urgent belief in the value
of any all-validating principle. The reverse of restrictive, implying the entertainment
rather than the exclusion of the manifold, by the standards of its day it surrounds itself
with the minimum of customs barriers, of embargoes, of restraints upon trade; and,
accordingly, the idea of the city as museum, felicitous in spite of many valid objections,
may, today, be not so readily dismissible as one at first imagines. For, if the city of mod-
ern architecture, open though it has always professed to be, has displayed a lamentable
lack of tolerance for any import foreign to itself (open field and closed mind), if its ba-
sic posture has been protectionist and restrictive (tight controls to stimulate more of
the same), and if this has resulted in a crisis of internal economy (increasing poverty of
meaning and decline of invention), then the presumptions of formerly unquestionable
policy can no longer provide any plausible framework for exclusion.

As a public institution the museum emerged consequent to the
collapse of classical visions of totality and in relation to the great cultural revolution
which is most dramatically signified by the political events of 1789. It came into
existence in order to protect and display a plurality of physical manifestations repre-
senting a plurality of states of mind—all assumed to be in some degree valuable;
and, if its evident functions and pretensions were liberal, if the concept of museum
therefore implied some kind of ethical ballast, hard to specify but inherent in the
institution itself (again the emancipation of society through self-knowledge?), if, to
repeat, it was a mediating concept, then it is in terms analogous to the museum
that one might postulate a possible solution for the more eminent problems of the
contemporary city.



It is suggested that the museum predicament, a predicament of
culture, is not readily to be overcome; it is further suggested that its overt presence
is more readily to be tolerated than its surreptitious influence; and it is obviously
recognized that the designation “city as museum” can only be repulsive to contem-
porary sensibility. The designation city as scaffold for exhibition demonstration almost certainly
introduces a more palatable terminology; but, whichever designation is the more
useful, both of them in the end are faced with the issue of museum-scaffold versus
exhibits-demonstrations; and, depending upon the working up of the show, this can
first lead to two major questions. Does the scaffold dominate the exhibits? Or do the
exhibits overwhelm the scaffold? i

This is a matter of Levi-Strauss’s precarious balance: “between
structure and event, necessity and contingency, the internal and the external-—con-
stantly threatened by forces which act in one direction or the other according to
fluctuation in fashion, style and general social conditions”;'® and, in general, modern
architecture resolved its understanding of these questions in favor of an all-pervasive
scaffold which largely exhibited itself, a scaffold which pre-empted and controlled
any incidentals. This being the case, one also knows, or can imagine, the opposite
condition in which the exhibits take over, even to the degree of the scaffold being
driven underground or wished away (Disney World, the American romantic suburb,
etc.). But, apart from these alternatives which both exclude the possibilities of com-
petition, if the scaffold tends to simulate necessity and the exhibited object freedom,
if one of them might simulate utopia and the other tradition, there remains the obli-
gation—for those who are predisposed to envisage architecture as dialectic—further
to conceive of a two-way commerce between scaffold and object, “structure” and
“event,” between the fabric of the museum and its contents, a commerce in which
both components retain an identity enriched by intercourse, in which their respec-
tive roles are continuously transposed, in which the focus of illusion is in constant
fluctuation with the axis of reality.

The tradition of modern architecture, always professing a dis-
taste for art, has characteristically conceived of society and the city in highly conven-
tional artistic terms—unity, continuity, system; but the alternative and apparently far
more “art”-prone method of procedure has, so far as one can see, never felt any need
for such literal alignment with “basic” principles. The alternative and predominant
tradition of modernity has always made a virtue of irony, obliquity and multiple
reference. We think of Picasso’s bicycle seat (Bull’s Head) of 1944:

You remember that bull’s head I exhibited recently? Out of the handlebars and the bicycle seat
I made a bull’s head which everybody recognized as a bull’s head. Thus a metamorphosis was
completed; and now I would like to see another metamorphosis take place in the opposite
direction. Suppose my bull’s head is thrown on the scrap heap. Perhaps some day a fellow will
come along and say: “Why there’s something that would come in very handy for the handle-

bars of my bicycle. . .” and so a double metamorphosis would have been achieved."’

Remembrance of former function and value (bicycles and mi-
notaurs); shifting context; an attitude which encourages the composite; an exploi-
tation and re-cycling of meaning (has there ever been enough to go around?);
desuetude of function with corresponding agglomeration of reference; memory; an-
ticipation; the connectedness of memory and wit; the integrity of wit: this is a laun-
dry list of reactions to Picasso’s proposition; and, since it is a proposition evidently
addressed to people, it is in terms such as these, in terms of pleasures remembered
and desired, of a dialectic between past and future, of an impacting of iconographic
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content, of a temporal as well as a spatial collision, that resuming an earlier argu-
ment, one might proceed to specify an ideal city of the mind.

With Picasso’s image one asks: what is false and what is true,
what is antique and what is “of today”; and it is because of an inability to make half
way adequate reply to this pleasing difficulty that one, finally, is obliged to identify
the problem of composite presence in terms of collage.

Collage and the architect’s conscience, collage as technique and
collage as state of mind: Levi-Strauss tells us that “the intermittent fashion for ‘col-
lages’, originating when craftsmanship was dying, could not . . . be anything but the
transposition of ‘bricolage’ into the realms of contemplations”*° and, if the twentieth
century architect has been the reverse of willing to think of himself as a “bricoleur”
itis in this context that one must also place his frigidity in relation to major twentieth
century discovery. Collage has seemed to be lacking in sincerity, to represent a cor-
ruption of moral principles, an adulteration. One thinks of Picasso’s Still Life with Chair
Caning of 1911-12, his first collage, and begins to understand why.

In analyzing this, Alfred Barr speaks of:

the section of chair caning which is neither real nor painted but is actually a piece of oilcloth
facsimile pasted on the canvas and then partly painted over. Here in one picture Picasso juggles
reality and abstraction in two media and at four different levels or ratios . . . [and] if we stop
to think which is the most “real” we find ourselves moving from aesthetic to metaphysical
contemplation. For what seems most real is most false and what seems most remote from

everyday reality is perhaps the most real since it is least an imitation.*'

And the oilcloth facsimile of chair caning, an objet trouve snatched from the underworld
of “low” culture and catapulted into the superworld of “high” art, might illustrate
the architect’s dilemma. Collage is simultaneously innocent and devious.

Indeed among architects only that great straddler Le Corbusier,
sometimes hedgehog, sometimes fox, has displayed any sympathy towards this kind
of thing. His buildings, though not his city plans, are loaded with the results of a
process which might be considered more or less equivalent to that of collage. Objects
and episodes are obtrusively imported and, while they retain the overtones of their
source and origin, they gain also a wholly new impact from their changed context.
In, for instance, the Ozenfant studio one is confronted with a mass of allusions and
references which it would seem are all basically brought together by collage means.

Disparate objects held together by various means, “physical, op-
tical, psychological,” “the oilcloth with its sharp focussed facsimile detail and its
surface apparently so rough yet actually so smooth . . . partly absorbed into both the
painted surface and the painted forms by letting both overlap it.”** With very slight
modifications (for oilcloth caning substitute fake industrial glazing, for painted sur-
face substitute wall, etc.) Alfred Barr’s observations could be directly carried over
into interpretation of the Ozenfant studio. And further illustrations of Le Corbusier
as collagiste cannot be hard to find: the too obvious De Beistegui penthouse, the
roofscapes—ships and mountains—of Poissy and Marseilles, random rubble at the
Porte Molitor and the Pavillon Suisse, an interior from Bordeaux-Pessac and, particu-
larly, the Nestle exhibition pavilion of 1928.

But, of course, beyond Le Corbusier the evidences of this state
of mind are sparse and have been scarcely well received. One thinks of Lubetkin at
Highpoint II with his Erectheion caryatids and pretended imitations of the house
painter imitating wood; one thinks of Moretti at the Casa del Girasole—simulated
antique fragments in the piano rustico; and one thinks of Albini at the Palazzo Rosso,
also one may think of Charles Moore. The list is not extensive but its briefness makes



admirable testimony. It is a commentary upon exclusiveness. For collage, often a
method of paying attention to the left-overs of the world, of preserving their in-
tegrity and equipping them with dignity, of compounding matter of fastness and
cerebrality, as a convention and a breach of convention, necessarily operates unex-
pectedly. A rough method, “a kind of discordia concors; a combination of dissimilar
images, or discovery of occult resemblances in things apparently unlike,” Samuel
Johnson’s remarks upon the poetry of John Donne,** which could also be remarks
upon Stravinsky, Eliot, Joyce, upon much of the program of Synthetic Cubism, are
indicative of the absolute reliance of collage upon a juggling of norms and recollec-
tions, upon a backward look which, for those who think of history and the future as
exponential progression towards ever more perfect simplicity, can only prompt the
judgment that collage, for all its psychological virtuosity (Anna Livia, all alluvial), is
a willfully interjected impediment to the strict route of evolution.

It is suggested that a collage approach, an approach in which
objects are conscripted or seduced from out of their context, is—at the present day—
the only way of dealing with the ultimate problems of, either or both, utopia and
tradition; and the provenance of the architectural objects introduced into the social
collage need not be of great consequence. It relates to taste and conviction. The ob-
jects can be aristocratic or they can be “folkish,” academic or popular. Whether they
originate in Pergamum or Dahomey, in Detroit or Dubrovnik, whether their implica-
tions are of the twentieth or the fifteenth century, is no great matter. Societies and
persons assemble themselves according to their own interpretations of absolute refer-
ence and traditional value; and, up to a point, collage accommodates both hybrid
display and the requirements of self-determination.

But up to a point: for if the city of collage may be more hospita-
ble than the city of modern architecture, it cannot more than any human institution
pretend to be completely hospitable. The ideally open city, like the ideally open society,
is just as much a figment of the imagination as its opposite. The open and the closed
society, either envisaged as practical possibilities, are both of them the caricatures of
contrary ideals; and it is to the realms of caricature that one should choose to relegate
all extreme fantasies of both emancipation and control. The arguments of Popper and
Habermas may be conceded; the desideratum of the open society and the emancipa-
tory interest is evident; the need for the reconstruction of an operative critical theory
after its long negation by scientism, historicism, psychologism should be equally so;
but one may still be concerned, in this Popperian area, with an imbalance comparable
to that in his critiques of tradition and utopia. This can seem to be a too exclusive
focus upon concrete evils and a corresponding reluctance to attempt any construction
of abstract goods. Concrete evils are identifiable—there can be consensus about
them, but abstract goods (apart from the highly abstract emancipatory interest) re-
main a difficult commodity—they evade agreement; and therefore, while the criticist
pursuit and eradication of concrete evil becomes libertarian, all attempts to stipulate
abstract good—Dbecause of their inevitable foundation in dogma—begin to be envis-
aged as coercive.

So it is with the problems of dogma (hot dogma, cool dogma,
mere dogma), all abundantly segregated by Popper, that the issue of ideal type again
emerges. The Popperian social philosophy is an affair of attack and detente—of attack
upon conditions and ideas not making for detente; and it is, up to a point, sympathetic.
But this intellectual position which simultaneously envisages the existence of heavy
industry and Wall Street (as traditions to be criticized) and then also postulates the
existence of an ideal theatre of argument (a Rousseau version of the Swiss canton
with its organic Tagesatzung?) may also inspire skepticism.
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The Rousseau version of the Swiss canton (which had very little
use for Rousseau), the comparable New England town meeting (white; paint and
witch hunt?), the eighteenth century House of Commons, the ideal academic faculty
meeting (and what to say about that?): undoubtedly these—along with miscellane-
ous soviets, kibbutzim and other references to tribal society—belong to the few the-
atres of logical and equal discourse so far projected or erected. But, if there should
obviously be more of them, then, while one speculates about their architecture, one
is also compelled to ask whether these are simply traditional constructs. Which is
first to intrude the ideal dimension of these various theatres; and which is then to
ask whether specific traditions (awaiting criticism) are in any way conceivable with-
out that great body of anthropological tradition involving magic, ritual and the cen-
trality of ideal type, and presuming utopia as an incipient presence.

In other words, conceding the criticist argument and conceding
the categorical imperative of emancipation, we return to the problems of scaffold and
exhibit, the problems of the exhibit/demonstration/critical act which will remain
invisible (and unprovoked) so long as not supported by a far from auxiliary apparatus
of isolation, framing and light. For, just as utopia has traditionally been a mandala, a
device for concentrating and protecting ideas, so—and equally—tradition has never
been without its utopian component. “This is a government of laws not men,” an
important, a dogmatic and a highly American statement which is both absurd and
eminently comprehensible—absurd in its utopian and classical protestation, com-
prehensible (in despite of “people™) in its appeal to a magical efficacy which, occa-
sionally, may even serve pragmatic purpose.

And it is the notion of the law, the neutral background which
illustrates and stimulates the particular (“the law entered that the offense might
abound”),** the notion of the law, inherently a matter of precedent but also conceiv-
ing itself to be an ideal formulation, either given in nature or imposed upon it by
divine will—in any case magically sanctioned and not man made, it is the constitu-
tion of this sometimes incredible but always necessary fiction, which equips itself
with both empirical and ideal, traditional and utopian overtones, which operates
with a double ethic, which evolves in history but which insists on platonic reference,
it is this very public institution which must now be gainfully employed in commen-
tary upon the scaffold-exhibit relationship.

Renato Poggioli speaks of “the failure of the attempt to realize
a modern marvelous (almost always scientific in content, almost exclusively urban
in ambiance)”;?* and, in the concept of “modern marvelous,” we can easily recog-
nize the presence of those visions of a permanently limpid social order by which the
modern city was to be animated and sustained, visions of a social order that was to
derive and maintain its value by means of a wholly accurate and automatically self-
renewing perception of fact, a perception at once scientific and poetic, which could
only assign to fact the role of miracle. This is the type of miracle scaffold of the measurable
which presents itself as benign (a government of neither laws nor men), as a cathedral
of popular faith in the scientific imagination (excluding the need for both imagina-
tion and faith), as an edifice where all contingencies have been taken care of (where
questions no more remain). But it is also the type of miracle-marvel, the icon whose
presence speaks for itself, which, presuming its legality, eradicates the requirements
of both judgment and debate, which can neither accept nor be accepted by any de-
gree of reasonable scepticism, and which is infinitely more dreadful than any legal
construct. Certainly the government of neither laws nor men: at this stage Hannah
Arendt’s “most tyrannical government of all . . . the government of nobody, the total-

itarianism of technique”?¢

can only enter the picture.
The overt proclamation of liberty and the surreptitious in-

sistence that liberty (founded in fact) must exist apart from human volition, the



determination to leave unconsidered such structures of mediation as are obviously
man made (“I do not like the police™),?’ the nihilistic gesture which is rooted in
misunderstood, and misinterpreted, abundance: it is in connection with all this that
we have proposed a contemplation of the elementary and enlivening duplicities of
law, “natural” and traditional, of that conflict between an ethical and a “scientific”
ideal which, so long as maintained, at least facilitates interpretation.

But all of this, proposing an order of release through the media
of both utopia and tradition, through the city as museum, through collage as both
exhibit and scaffold, through the dubieties and duplicities of law, through the precar-
iousness of fact and the eel-like slipperiness of meaning, through the complete ab-
sence of simple certainty, is also to propose a situation (which may seem utopian) in
which the demands of activist utopia have receded, in which the time bomb of his-
torical determinism is at last defused, in which the requirements of composite time
have become finally established, and in which that strange idea, the eternal present,
becomes effectively reinstated alongside its equally strange competitors.

The open field and the closed field: we have already suggested
the value of the one as a political necessity, of the other as an instrument of negotia-
tion, identity, perception: but, if the conceptual functions of both of them should
not require to be emphasized, it might still be noticed that the predicament of the
open spatial field and the closed temporal field must, of necessity, be as absurd as
that of its opposite. It was the lavish perspectives of cultural time, the historical
depths and profundities of Europe (or wherever else culture was presumed to be
located) as against the exotic insignificance of “the rest,” which most furnished the
architecture of previous ages; and it has been the opposite condition which has dis-
tinguished that of our own day—a willingness to abolish almost all the taboos of
physical distance, the barriers of space, and then, alongside this, a corresponding
determination to erect the most relentless of temporal frontiers. One thinks of that
chronological iron curtain which, in the minds of the devout, quarantines modern
architecture from all the infections of free-wheeling temporal association; but, while
we recognize its former justification (identity, incubation, the hot house), the rea-
sons for artificially maintaining such a temperature of enthusiasm can now only be-
gin to seem very remote.

For when one recognizes that restriction of free trade, whether
in space or time, cannot, forever, be profitably sustained, that without free trade the
diet becomes restricted and provincialized, the survival of the imagination endan-
gered, and that, ultimately, there must ensue some kind of insurrection of the senses,
this is only to identify one aspect of the situation which may be conceived. Like the
open society as a fact, the ideal of unrestricted free trade must be a chimera. We are
apt to believe that the global village will only breed global village idiots; and it is in
the light of this supposition that the ideal Swiss canton of the mind, trafficked but
isolated, and the New England village of the picture postcard, closed but open to all
the imports of mercantile venture, begin again to clamor for attention. For an accep-
tance of free trade need not require complete dependence upon it and the benefits
of free trade are not entirely obliged to lead to a rampage of the libido.

In issues such as these the ideal Swiss canton of the mind and
the New England community of the picture postcard are reputed to have always
maintained a stubborn and calculated balance of identity and advantage. That is: to
survive they could only present two faces; and, if to the world they became exhibit,
for themselves they could only remain scaffold. Which, because it is a qualification
that must be laid upon the idea of free trade, could, before conclusion, allow occa-
sion to recall Levi-Strauss’s precarious “balance between structure and event, neces-
sity and contingency, the internal and the external . . .”
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Now a collage technique, by intention if not by definition, in-
sists upon the centrality of just such a balancing act. A balancing act? But:

Wit, you know, is the unexpected copulation of ideas, the discovery of some occult relation
between images in appearance remote from each other; and an effusion of wit, therefore,
presupposes an accumulation of knowledge; a memory stored with notions, which the imagi-
nation may cull out to compose new assemblages. Whatever may be the native vigor of the
mind, she can never form many combinations from few ideas, as many changes can never be
rung upon a few bells. Accident may indeed sometimes produce a lucky parallel or a striking
contrast; but these gifts of chance are not frequent, and he that has nothing of his own, and
yet condemns himself to needless expenses must live upon loans or theft.?®

Samuel Johnson, again, provides a far better definition of something very like collage
than any we are capable of producing; and surely some such state of mind should
inform all approaches to both utopia and tradition.

We think of Hadrian. We think of the “private” and diverse
scene at Tivoli. At the same time we think of the Mausoleum (Castel Sant’Angelo)
and the Pantheon in their metropolitan locations. And particularly we think of the
Pantheon, of its oculus. Which may lead one to contemplate the publicity of neces-
sarily singular intention (keeper of Empire) and the privacy of elaborate personal
interests—a situation which is not at all like that of ville radieuse versus the Villa Stein
at Garches.

Habitually utopia, whether platonic or Marxian, has been con-
ceived of as axis mundi or as axis istorige; but, if in this way it has operated like all totemic,
traditionalist and uncriticized aggregations of ideas, if its existence has been poeti-
cally necessary and politically deplorable, then this is only to assert the idea that a
collage technique, by accommodating a whole range of axes mundi (all of them vest
pocket utopias—Swiss canton, New England village, Dome of the Rock, Place Ven-
dome, Campidoglio, etc.) might be a means of permitting us the enjoyment of uto-
pian poetics without our being obliged to suffer the embarrassment of utopian
politics. Which is to say that, because collage is a method deriving its virtue from its
irony, because it seems to be a technique for using things and simultaneously dis-
believing in them, it is also a strategy which can allow utopia to be dealt with as
image, to be dealt with in fragments without our having to accept it in toto, which is
further to suggest that collage could even be a strategy which, by supporting the
utopian illusion of changelessness and finality, might even fuel a reality of change,
motion, action and history.
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here cited.

Particularly, Karl Popper, “Utopia and Violence,” 1947; and “Towards a Rational Theory
of Tradition,” 1948. Published in Conjectures and Refutations (London and New York, 1962).
Popper, Conjectures and Refutations, pp. 120-135.

Thid., pp. 355-363.

Edward Surtz, S.J., St. Thomas More: Utopia (New Haven and London, 1964), pp. vii—viii.

At least such an idea, or so we believe, is reported in one of the earlier volumes of La Revue
Generale de I’ Architecture—though at the time of writing this note, the exact location of the
source seems to evade our retrieval. In any case, a reading of such a document as Emma-
nuel de Las Cases, Memorial de Sainte Helene will provide at least some intimations of such a
meditated policy. Napoleon’s conversations at Longwood were mostly of a military or
political concern; but, from time to time, matters of architecture and urbanism did arise
and, then, the drift of thought is characteristic. Napoleon is concerned with “practical”
performance (harbors, canals, water supply); but he is concerned, quite as much, with
“representational” gesture. And thus from Las Cases (ed. Paris, 1956), the following quo-
tations may be suggestive:

On Paris, vol. 1, p. 403,

Si le ciel, alors, continuait-il, m’eut accorde quelques annees, assurement j aurais
fait de Paris la capitale de 'univers et de toute la France un veritable roman.

On Rome, vol. 1, p. 431,

L'Empereur disait que si Rome fut restee sous sa domination elle fut sortie de ses
ruines; il se proposait de la nettoyer de tous ses decombres, de restaurer tout ce qui
eut ete possible, etc. Il ne doutait pas que le meme esprit s’etendant dans le voisi-
nage, il eut pu en etre en quelque sorte de meme d'Herculaneum et de Pompeia.

On Versailles, vol. 1, p. 970,

De ces beaux bosquets, je chassais toutes ces nymphes de mauvais gout . . . et je les
remplacais par des panoramas, en maconnerie, de toutes les capitales ou nous
etions entres victorieux, de toutes les celebres batailles qui avaient illustre nos
armes. C’eut ete autant de monuments eternels de nos triomphes et de notre gloire
nationale, poses a la porte de la capitale de I'Europe, laquelle ne pouvait manquer
d’etre visitee par force du reste de I'univers.

And, finally, vol. 2, p. 154,

Il regrettait fort, du reste, de n’avoir pas fait construire un temple egyptien a Paris:
C’etait un monument, disait-il, dont il voudrait avoir enrichi la capital, etc.

But the notion of the city as museum, as a monument to the state and a representative of
its culture, is an index and an instrument of education, which might seem to be implicit
in Neo-Classical idealism also receives a microcosmic reflection in the notion of the house
as museum: and we think here of Thomas Hope, Sir John Soane, Karl Friedrich Schinkel
and, possibly, John Nash. For the Egyptian temple which Napoleon wished to have built
in Paris, and which would have “enriched” the capital, substitute the sarcophagus of Seti I
with which Soane succeeded in “enriching” his own domestic basement and the analogy
begins to take shape. Add Soane’s Parlour of Padre Giovanni and his Shakespeare Recess
to Hope’s Indian Room and Flaxman Cabinet (see David Watkin, Thomas Hope and the Neo-
Classical Ideal [London, 1968]) and the traces of what Schinkel was to attempt in Berlin
and Potsdam are abundantly present. Indeed we are surprised that the category: city as
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museum, with its sub-category the “museum street” (visible in places so far apart as
Athens and Washington) has, so far, remained unidentified.

Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, p. 30. Also refer to Claude Levi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked
(New York, 1969; London, 1970).

Alfred Barr, Picasso: Fifty Years of His Art (New York, 1946), p. 241.

Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, p. 11.

Barr, Picasso, p. 79.

Ibid.

“Abraham Cowley,” in Lives of English Poets, Works of Samuel Johnson L1.D. (London, 1823), vol.
9, p. 20.

St. Paul, Epistle to the Romans, 5:20.

Renato Poggioli, The Theory of the Avant-Garde (Cambridge, Mass., and London, 1968), p.
219.

We are indebted to Kenneth Frampton for this quotation from Hannah Arendt. He is
unable to specify its source.

O. M. Ungers, a much repeated remark addressed to students at Cornell University, c.
1969-70.

Samuel Johnson, The Rambler, no. 194 (Saturday, 25 January 1752).
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“Linguistics in Architecture” Casabella 374 (February 1973)

Strongly marked by their experience of the Parisian intellectual scene around 1968,
Mario Gandelsonas and Diana Agrest were_ the first architecture theorists to admix
the French model of the intellectual engage with Italian semiotics and the American
neo-avant-garde. In its post-Sartrean version, the radical intellectual can appreciate
the art of the avant-garde (think of Julia Kristeva’s work, much admired by Gandelso-
nas), is anti-humanist and anti-empiricist (concerned to avoid any naivete about rep-
resentations of an unconstructed “reality”), and often tries to effect a triple alliance
with Marxism, psychoanalysis, and structuralist linguistics. The provenance of one
such alliance is the work of Louis Althusser, to which Agrest and Gandelsonas explic-
itly turn in “Semiotics and Architecture,” their critique of Charles Jencks and George
Baird. The clearer exposition of Gandelsonas’s position, however, is the present essay
of the same year, which uses what Gandelsonas had already termed Peter Eisenman’s
experiments in “syntactic structures” to make its general points.* And it is Gaston
Bachelard as read by Althusser that guides the argument.

According to Althusser, Marxist philosphy is a “theory of the
production of knowledges” and knowledge is an intratheoretical affair. Some theoreti-
cal practices are scientific, producing scientific knowledge, while others are ideologi-
cal, producing ideological “knowledge.” To theorize this distinction, Althusser
adopted Bachelard’s concept of epistemological break, which maintained that there
was a complete disjunction, une rupture epistemologique, between scientific knowl-
edge and connaissance commune, the aconceptual, unconscious common sense that
is scattered with “epistemological obstacles.” Althusser conceived ideology as a kind
of knowledge, but an inferior one. As a representation of an “imaginary” relation to
reality, ideological theory is not mere false consciousness or error but an objective
reality, a material practice. Yet ideological theory is governed by adventitious factors,
a “practico-social function” that is external to science; it designates existences but
does not give the concepts by which they can be understood; and it is therefore a
repetition of its own ideological closure rather than a transformation or development.
Scientific knowledge can be obtained only by first breaking with the immediate exis-
tences in order to produce the knowledge of real objects by first producing adequate
concepts of the objects. Thereafter, the scientific theoretical practice achieves a radi-
cal inwardness, a cognitive autonomy, its verifiability being internal to the theory,
requiring no external confirmation. “For theoretical practice is indeed its own crite-
rion. . . . [Scientific practices] have no need for verification from external practices to
declare the knowledges they produce to be ‘true, i.e. to be knowledges.”>

Gandelsonas links the prescientific or ideological theoretical
practice to the vestigial “semantic” dimension of Eisenman’s work, which aids in the
reproduction of Western social formations even as it works as an obstacle to real
knowledge. A theory of the production of knowledge in architecture can proceed only
“through methodically erasing the boundaries separating different practices within a
culture and through looking towards other cultures and situated at other points in
time”3 —which is to say, given that even highly autonomized architectural practices



like Eisenman’s still exhibit an internal discontinuity between episteme and doxa, that
a fully adequate account of the transformation of concepts must be a historical one.

Notes

1.

See Diana Agrest and Mario Gandelsonas, “Semiotics and Architecture: Ideological Con-
sumption or Theoretical Work,” Oppositions 1 (September 1973); Mario Gandelsonas and
David Morton, “On Reading Architecture,” Progressive Architecture 53 (March 1972), re-
printed in Signs, Symbols, and Architecture, ed. Geoffrey Broadbent (New York: Wiley,
1980). Gandelsonas returned to Eisenman’s work in “From Structure to Subject: The Forma-
tion of an Architectural Language,” Oppositions 17 (Summer 1979).

Louis Althusser and Etienne Balibar, Reading Capital, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Pan-
theon, 1971), pp. 59-60.

Agrest and Gandelsonas, “Semiotics and Architecture,” p. 99, emphasis added. Agrest
would elaborate the possibility of traveling across boundaries of practices in her essay
“Design and Non-Design,” Oppositions 6 (Fall 1976), reprinted in this volume. The historical
imperative entailed in their proposal was never fully developed.

compare ]ameson
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Mario Gandelsonas  Linguistics in Architecture

Linguistics, Social Sciences, Architecture

In the last ten years linguistics has played a fundamental role in the field of the so-
called social sciences: anthropology, psychoanalysis, aesthetics and philosophy have
been, among others, the disciplines most profoundly influenced by linguistics,
adopting it as a model and therefore accepting its role as a “pilot science.” From
this position linguistics has provoked theoretical production in these disciplines
of which both its positive aspects and its limitations have been widely discussed.'
Architecture has also been affected by linguistics. But in comparison to these other
fields, with the exception of very limited attempts, this effect cannot be referred to
in positive terms.” First, because there is the problem of the limited knowledge in
architecture about linguistics and semiotic concepts derived from linguistics, and
consequently about their transference to architecture. Second, there is in architec-
ture itself a confusion between what is technical practice and what is theoretical
practice; that is, between the introduction of theoretical models either to solve tech-
nical problems, or to produce descriptive or explicative theories as an activity in
itself:® Finally, and the most important for articulating our position on current ar-
chitectural theory, is the necessity to distinguish between what we shall call ideo-
logical functioning and theoretical functioning in these theories, which can be seen
specifically in the transference of theoretical models from one field to another. From
the analysis of this transference a new fact comes to light: one must choose between
building ideology or producing theory. It is on the basis of both this particular
choice and also the more general problem of transference that we will base our
critique of Peter Eisenman'’s approach to what he terms syntactic structures, or more
generally, Conceptual Architecture.*

Proposition

This problem of ideology and theory is in reality nothing but the general problem
of the relationship of science to ideology. It will be my position that the clarification
of this point must precede any work of theoretical development.

The dialectical relationship between theory and ideology is a
problem common to any science and for that reason should be redefined in the
specific case of architecture before any theoretical work may begin. As a first step
in the redefinition, recall Gaston Bachelard’s proposition about the nature of the
relationship between theory and ideology.” In analyzing this relationship in Bache-
lard’s terms, it is possible to say first that any scientific theory seen as the production
of knowledge is built on the basis of a dialectical relationship with an ideology—
that is, on the basis of an ideology and at the same time radically opposing it. It is
this dialectical relationship which separates scientific theory from ideology. Second,
that ideology functions as an obstacle in the production of knowledge.®

We will call architectural ideology the summation of Western
architectural “knowledge” considered as a whole, from commonplace intuition to
sophisticated theories and histories of architecture. What has been called up to now
theory in architecture has presented itself as having a practical purpose, such as the
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ordering and amelioration of the environment or the development of aesthetic
codes. Explicitly or not, these theories aim to renovate and revitalize architecture.
In our terms, theories have an ideological function inasmuch as they contribute to
the survival and continuity of architecture.

To these essentially ideological theories we will oppose a the-
ory of architecture which must be placed outside ideology. This second type of
theory must expose, describe and explain architectural ideologies as they exist as
part of a bourgeois society and culture.” This type of theory defines an Architecture
with a capital A as the theory of many different architectural ideologies or architec-
tures with a small q, e.g, the history of Chinese architecture between 1500 and
1600. Ideology provides a type of knowledge whose major effect is the preservation
of existing social systems and their institutions rather than the explanation of that
reality. For example, the Church supported for centuries Ptolemy’s theory of the
universe which corroborated biblical texts against any other models which could
explain more accurately the same reality, i.e., Galileo’s theory, as opposed to Ptole-
my’s ideology. We will say that any analysis of architecture which shows its function
as a mechanism which distorts and hides knowledge about reality—the world out
there—should also be considered as part of this second type of theory. Thus, in
order to make the separation or distinction between an architectural ideology and
Architecture (theory), one needs to define the former as the object of study of the
latter. It must be accepted that no theory of architecture exists. Therefore, if one
wants to analyze Peter Eisenman’s work it must be seen in such an ideological con-
text. First because there is no dialectical relationship between his theory and the
ideological context, and second because the definition of the theoretical object is
lacking. In other words, his work is neither opposed to nor outside of the existing
architecture, and therefore it is linked to its continuation.® Nevertheless, his work
must be considered as a particular approach within Western architectural ideology,
and as such is a useful model for our critique. But more importantly, and quite by
accident, since he is not aware of it, some of his propositions could be used to
formulate a more purely theoretical context. For us it will be important to attempt
to show the conditions which would be necessary in order to do this. We will
start by isolating the aspects of his approach which are particular within Western
architecture. We will see that some of these aspects could be related under certain
conditions to what we have called a theory of architecture.

To this end we will point out one of the characteristics of ar-
chitecture that is the semantic dimension which is implied by his approach. From
this we will be able (1) to locate his work within Western architecture; (2) to de-
termine what existent “materials” in terms of “ideas” and “forms” he uses;® and
(3) to isolate the particular characteristics of his approach such as the definition of
a deep structure which may be reformulated to lead us to this more theoretical
context.



Critique

Architecture as a technical practice was instituted in the Renaissance. It is mainly
articulated in what we will call the “semantic dimension.”'* We mean by this that
any description or interpretation of either a whole building or parts of a building is
made by linking physical “indicators” to functional or expressive meanings. For ex-
ample, a column is a physical indicator which, while it has the structural meaning
of support, may have at the same time the expressive meaning of, for example,
“Ionic.” While the functioning of the semantic dimension is not as simple as this
example of the column would at first suggest, it indicates the fundamental role of
the relationship between a building (either in terms of its elements or as a whole)
and an “external” meaning “residing” in that object whether it is an aesthetic, a
functional, or a structural meaning."'

The production of this external meaning has always been con-
sidered as the first step in any building—that is its program. But as we have seen, it
is also its final objective. It becomes then both the determining and resulting aspect
of the building itself,'* and perhaps for this reason it has been predominant over
other aspects of building such as syntactics. It would also be possible to define the
syntactic dimension in architecture from the Renaissance onwards in a way in which
certain procedures such as the alignment of windows and columns, considerations
of symmetry and proportions would probably be included.® But these considera-
tions have always been thought of, with a few, rare exceptions, as secondary to the
semantic dimension, in that they are not done as ends in themselves but to convey
meaning.'*

The relationships in the semantic dimension between a physical
indicator such as a building and meaning are not fixed. There are many possible types
of modifications of meanings or functions attributed to buildings which themselves
are unchanged through time. The superficial modifications of the semantic dimen-
sion could be understood by analyzing Robert Venturi’s work. For example, he intro-
duces into architecture some elements such as new shapes and meanings belonging
to a mass culture which are implicitly considered by him as outside of high culture
and thus, in his terms, outside of architecture. However, by this gesture Venturi only
changes certain elements which are integrated within the traditionally dominant se-
mantic dimension, but this does not affect the structure of the semantic dimension
itself. This process of modification, or more appropriately of assimilation of new
ideas without changing the whole is characteristic of an architectural ideology. By
means of this kind of modification, architecture has survived for five hundred years,
“adapting” to the changes which have occurred in Western society.

In the case of Peter Eisenman’s work, this traditional play of
modifications within a semantic dimension has been abandoned. In our judgment,
one of the most interesting and original aspects in the work of Eisenman is the dis-
covery of the possibility of modifications within architecture which are the result of
a shift in the dominant characteristic of architecture from the semantic to the syntac-
tic. By “paralyzing” the semantic dimension, the syntactic dimension is seen in a
new light. In this way both the syntactic and the semantic dimensions of architecture
stand uncovered, thus permitting not only new access to their makeup but also a
potential point of departure for the development of a nonideological theory. The fact
that this type of approach appears now seems not to be by chance. It is instead the
result of an historical process—a situation which can be seen as the apparent exhaus-
tion of the possibilities for semantic variation and modification which have served to
characterize and vitalize architectural production throughout the 1960s. In exploring
the mechanisms and the limits of Western architectural ideology, Eisenman’s work is
interesting to us mainly because of its capacity to serve both as a mark and a
touchstone.
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Eisenman’s work has been in development since the mid-1960s.
His first works, however, were not published until the 1970s, during the decline of
avant-garde attitudes—attitudes which themselves had resulted from the perpetua-
tion, in the semantic dimension of architecture, of the classic vicious circle of intu-
ition versus reason or art versus technique. Art and intuition are represented by the
utopian formalism of Archigram or the “reformist” formalism of Venturi’s attempt
to incorporate and absorb the mass culture into architecture. Technique and reason
are represented in the direct rejection of forms per se expressed by the adoption of
computer methods and the primacy of the “design process.”

Eisenman’s work stands in opposition to the impasse described
above and within a line of thinking first proposed by Colin Rowe, which considers
the Modern Movement and the Renaissance for the analysis of some essential charac-
teristics of architecture which are no longer seen in terms of two poles of compari-
son. Further, he has also taken from Reyner Banham the hypothesis of rereading the
Modern Movement in terms of separating what is really new from what is only a
continuation of classical themes. These two propositions allow Eisenman to regard
the Modern Movement as a process which has been “stopped” or sidetracked and
which must be restarted, became this process is thought by both Rowe and Banham
to have been invested with something which can be best called the “classical” nature
of architecture. As we will see below, Eisenman interprets this “classical” nature as
something which is archetypal or universal. From Rowe’s and Banham’s hypotheses,
Eisenman draws a rationale for his own approach to architecture. The works of Sca-
mozzi and Palladio contrasted with those of Le Corbusier and Terragni as models: in
his article “Notes on Conceptual Architecture” he separates his own work from the
mainstream of the Modern Movement. In a sense Terragni has been “reinvented” by
Eisenman to represent a model of the syntactic aspect of architecture. This is then
contrasted with Le Corbusier who is taken to represent the semantic aspect. Such a
formulation, while deforming the actual record, allows Eisenman to see their work
in a new way, and in turn to use this way as a basis for his own theoretical construct.
In a sense both Le Corbusier and Terragni are made to stand for a “monolithic” or
traditional conception of architecture, which Peter Eisenman then breaks down. The
first move in this break is when he defines two aspects of form. In “Notes” he puts
forward the term semantic to indicate those aspects of building which can be ex-
plained in cultural terms, and the term syntactic to indicate those aspects which ex-
clude the notion of culture—aspects which, therefore, can be seen as universal. The
exclusion of the notion of culture or of the cultural aspects is the basis for a model
which considers the perceived phenomena as only the manifestation of a system
which defines two structures called “deep” structure and “surface” structure.'

The deep structure in Eisenman'’s terms is similar to the linguis-
tic concept of deep structure as defined by Noam Chomsky, who says that deep struc-
ture is partly defined by “universal rules . .. which specify an abstract underlying
order of elements that makes possible the functioning of transformational rules . . .
that map deep structures into surface structures.”'® Eisenman postulates a syntactic
component in architecture which, as in linguistics, would be capable of generating
deep and surface structures. “The deep structure is made up of syntactic integers
which are a set of irreducible formal oppositions which become manifest in an actual
environment (surface structure) via a set of transformational rules and operations.” !’

From a more detailed analysis of Eisenman’s model in relation
to Chomsky we can see two things happening: first, what in Chomsky’s model is
changed after it is transposed into an architectural context; second, some of the ele-
ments of Peter Eisenman’s notion of deep structure upon which our critique will
be focused.



Deep structure as defined by Eisenman is a duality, a “dialectic”
of two categories which he calls conditions and qualities. “Conditions are concerned
with the relationships in architectural space which are abstract and thus with syntac-
tic information which is notational. Within the conditions of deep structures it is
possible to identify from the above two irreducible sets of formal integers. The first
is solid and void; the second, centroidal and linear. These conditions do not exist
without each other; they are interdependent.”'® “Qualities are concerned with the
relationships in architectural space which are three-dimensional, physical, and thus
with syntactical meaning which is spatial. The qualities of an architectural deep
structure are linear, planar and volumetric (and not line, plane and volume which are
the actual forms in a specific physical environment). Linear, planar and volumetric in
the sense in which they are being used here are not objects or elements, but again
relationships between elements.”"”

From the above, one could conclude that Noam Chomsky’s
model—specifically the linguistic rewriting rules and the lexicon—have been
explicitly transformed by Peter Eisenman in their transposition to architecture.
Chomsky’s concepts are substituted by a new set of categories and notions, which,
according to Eisenman, could serve to describe some aspects of the specific nature
of architecture. However, the categories of notational and spatial would represent a
structural characteristic of architecture which could not be perceived in a direct way,
by simply looking at existing buildings, and which have no particular corollary in
Chomsky’s model, or in linguistics. It is this distortion of deep structure from Chom-
sky to Eisenman which we feel might be used as a beginning point in the generation
of theoretical concepts. If such a model is to work theoretically, the use of a concept
such as deep structure must be distinguished from a mechanical importation of such
a concept. This distinction has not been made by Eisenman. But equally it has not
been made by anyone else. The theoretical development of a concept implies among
other things the act of transferring it from its original context. This process also
presupposes its modification in its comprehension and extension and its generaliza-
tion by the incorporation of external features which originally were not part of the
concept.?® Furthermore, in transposing a concept such as deep structure from one
field to another, the relation between it and other concepts in the original context
also has to be modified. If this distinction is not made, one implicitly carries over
other concepts from the original context.

It is this implicit transposition of linguistic notions into archi-
tecture which is one of the limitations of Eisenman’s work. Three concepts which
are implicitly imported by him have to be analyzed: creativity, intuition, and the
universal. The distinction between the idea of creativity from intuition and the uni-
versal is important because there are some aspects of the notion of creativity which
could be used in order to produce a non-ideological theory of architecture. But there
are aspects of the terms intuition and the universal which function as ideological
obstacles.

The most important characteristic of Chomsky’s model which
Eisenman preserves, in an implicit way, is the concept of a system which permits
creative action. This concept describes in language the capability of the speaking sub-
ject to generate an unlimited number of utterances, making infinite use of finite
means. In our opinion there is a particular type of creativity in architecture which is
different from language. This difference should be considered in terms of the differ-
ences between the nature of language and the nature of architecture. Language con-
tains a supra-institutional level, explained in Chomsky’s model as the syntactic
component, which is probably linked to the biological characteristics of man. This
allows each child to incorporate at a similar age and in a short period of time a
grammatical mechanism which he or she retains forever. This does not, obviously,
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happen in architecture. Only a few persons learn the architectural mechanisms in a
process which, as opposed to the acquisition of grammar in childhood, starts in their
adolescence and may continue throughout their whole lives. This process might be
seen as a sociological process rather than as coming from a biological characteristic
of man.

We think that it is therefore of major importance to distinguish
between a linguistic syntactic component which explains creativity in language and
an architectural syntactic dimension which accounts for creativity in architecture.
This syntactic dimension of architecture is comparable to the rhetorical mechanism
of the literary discourse more than to the syntactic component of language. For litera-
ture, like architecture, is performed by a few in a community of users of language.

Rhetoric must be understood here without any of the pejorative
connotations with which “modernity” has loaded this term during this century. This
term is more appropriately used in the sense in which it is used in semiotics;*' as an
analytic concept to designate a certain practice in language in the Western world
from the fifth century to the nineteenth, and that has been reintroduced recently in
the study of literature as well as in the study of other fields removed from language,
such as advertising,’” cinema,”* etc. Rhetoric indicates a discourse built upon another
discourse. For example, in the novel in Western culture it is possible to distinguish
two superimposed “discourses”: (a) a narration which can be abstracted in a few
pages (e.g., the classic love triangle) but which is stretched and sustained by (b) a
rhetorical discourse. The rhetorical discourse allows the rewriting of the same narra-
tion in various ways.**

Architectural ideological theories never thought of architecture
as rhetoric but in terms of creation or invention. However, it is possible to recognize
in architecture a similar rhetorical mechanism not in the sense in which Alison and
Peter Smithson define rhetoric, but as a discourse built on a discourse. The term
“house,” for instance, has a constant meaning, while houses may be given different
forms. That the meaning “house” is present in the beginning and the end of the
design process is one discourse. The form of the house meanwhile is transformed,
distributed, combined, done and undone. This process, which is typical of architec-
ture, is a second discourse. The functioning of the two discourses in architecture
can be considered similar to their functioning in literature. They are a product of
complementary but contradictory discourses. The first one, the functional meaning,
which is not changed during the process—the house is always a house—insures a
first and more obvious level of communication. Meanwhile, the second meaning, the
rhetorical, which is totally outside of the first and in a sense autonomous to it, coex-
ists with the first without destroying its original meaning. This second meaning rep-
resents an aspect of what we call the syntactic dimension of architecture. This
rhetorical meaning defines a certain type of creativity in architecture; a creativity in
terms of an integral system which is purely syntactic, which has been recognized by
Peter Eisenman and which is a first step in defining a rhetorical mechanism. For
example, his use of a numeric game, or the movements of displacement and rotation,
or the transformations which allow one to pass from column to wall and from wall
to volume, respond to a system that has nothing to do with a use, structure, or aes-
thetic. By doing this, Eisenman is stretching to its limit the existing rhetorical mecha-
nisms of Western architecture developed since the Renaissance. Inasmuch as his work
consistently exposes the limitations of these existing mechanisms, it furnishes a point
of departure to develop a theoretical model. However, there are problems which de-
rive from the simultaneous importation of other notions, specifically intuition and
the universal. These notions are linked with concepts of syntax and deep structure in
language, but must be carefully distinguished and separated from them when trans-
ferred to architecture. The function of these notions in architecture is ideological and



they can only play the role of epistemological obstacles inasmuch as they imply two
other ideological notions that characterize Western architecture: the theological
notion of creation in classical aesthetics and the “ethnocentrist” notion of history of
architecture. This latter is a retrospective projection in a linear time of a particular
“architecture,” namely Western architecture, which is seen as having precedence over
all other architectures.

Concerning the problem of intuition, we find first that the intu-
ition of the speaking subject who develops an “objective creativity” by means of an
unmodifiable mechanism, such as the Chomskyan syntactic component, should be
distinguished from the subject of design in architecture whose intuition can be
“worked.” The implications of the lack of such a distinction between intuition in
language and intuition in architecture can be seen in Peter Eisenman’s work. This is
reflected by his assumption that the term linear is an intuition inherently possessed
by any subject of architecture. How would we characterize the term linear, which
appears both as condition and as quality in his deep structure, and which also struc-
tures the movements according to an ordered series which link the planes in layers
or the transitions between qualities (linear/planar/volumetric)? We have seen that
linear is not a line but a type of relationship. This relationship produces a virtual state
only when “conceived” by a subject starting from notions such as shear, compression
or tension. We deny, from our materialistic standpoint, any autonomous concept.
Therefore, the term linear cannot be autonomous as an intuition or imaginary forma-
tion. We will propose that line is linked to philosophic categories, ideological notions
or scientific concepts. And as each of those three classes has a history, it is possible to
indicate that the conception of “linearity” in the work of Eisenman has more to do
with Euclidean geometry and mechanical physics than with topology, microphysics
or nuclear physics.”® When Eisenman speaks about linear, he presupposes that the
architect has an inbuilt conception of linearity. But this conception is nothing but an
intuition linked to the particular concept. As Gaston Bachelard demonstrates in the
“elementary spatial connections,”?® a scientific activity upon a common intuition can
produce a worked intuition loosening the hierarchies imposed by common intuition,
thus allowing the construction of finer structures in an unlimited process. “The com-
mon intuition of the line is a ‘totalitary” intuition which has wrongly accumulated
an excess of teleology on the trace of the line: the line is thus determined not only
step by step as it should be but from its origin to its end.”*”” A primary task in the
work of the constitution of a theory of architecture would be to transform the Euclid-
ean or, at most, a Cartesian conception of geometry into a worked intuition.

We think, however, that besides the introduction of the notion
of worked intuition to define more precisely the subject of design, it would be neces-
sary to introduce also the notion of various deep structures, even “deeper” than the
one defined by Eisenman in his work. Such deep structures would be defined by
mechanisms such as those which are linked to the unconscious, and whose role is
impossible to ignore in the production of the architectonic object. This deep struc-
ture (with a capital D), which functions by means of displacements and condensa-
tions, is analogous to the work of the dream as explained by Freud.”® These are
operations of another productive mechanism directly linked to the “matter” they
work with—phonic, graphic, and “material.”** This concept of materiality is ex-
cluded in Eisenman’s approach. The ideological bonds that link his conceptual system
to the traditional notion of creation will begin to dissolve by mutating the notion of
intuition into the notion of worked intuition, and by considering Eisenman’s deep
structure as only one within a series of mechanisms.

The notion of universality—the classical nature of architec-
ture—which is linked with the other notions in the syntactic structures of Eisenman,
is one of the key constructions in bourgeois ideology. Any notion which is linked to



GANDELSONAS | 1973 | 121

the idea of “man” as an ecological or communicative animal which hides, among
other things, the concept of social class and the particularity and limits of Western
culture to which this notion is related must be considered ideological. Furthermore,
the transposition of the notion of man’s innate capacity to master languages from
linguistics to architecture carries with it the notion of a universal inbuilt ability for
man to master architecture. This notion of universal intuition has the complementary
function of erasing the fact that architectural knowledge is owned and produced by
a limited sect for the service of a certain social class. It is the notion of culture as
private which functions in a way to “exclude” other cultures. For example, in the
West “primitive” cultures named savage and/or barbarian are excluded from the no-
tion of culture, as are cultures from the Orient, named “chinoiserie.” This exclusion
is a double one: of culture and of “other” cultures.*® The exclusion of culture implied
by the notion of the universal can only reinforce the ideological machinery built over
centuries by the histories of art and architecture. These histories have always been an
indispensable support of architectural ideology, inasmuch as they permit the imposi-
tion of the values of a given culture upon other cultures through the notion of an
ever-present “human artistic activity” of a supracultural nature. History orders build-
ings and objects in a hierarchical way through its uses of the implied opposition
between Western culture and the rest of the world. The latter is always thought of as
the inferior replica of the former, without even the slightest suspicion that the inferi-
ority might only reflect the inadequacy of a conceptual apparatus.®' The options seem
to be quite clear: to collaborate in the maintenance of architecture or to work outside
of architecture not only by refusing to serve, to adorn, to justify but also by pointing
out constantly the nature of these functions. Hence, the role of theoretical produc-
tions is a primary one in this task.

The work of Peter Eisenman is situated in terms of this option
within an architectural ideology, but with the potential of being displaced towards
the outside. The “form” of Peter Eisenman is still related to function and to the no-
tions which are tied together with it in architecture. Eisenman’s form is a “deep”
form of an architectural surface form—form which is what remains of function. The
work of Peter Eisenman has for us the virtue of accentuating even to a level of antago-
nism the internal contradictions of the existing architectural ideology. We believe that
this antagonism is a potential, which despite its ideological character, can serve as a
basis for a theoretical work of articulation with historic and dialectical materialism.
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“The New Architecture and the Avant-Garde” “Avanguardia e nuova architettura,”
from Massimo Scolari et al., Architettura razionale, XV Triennale, international
session of architecture (Milan: Franco Angeli, 1973); translated for this anthology

by Stephen Sartarelli

Surely the architects assembled in the fifteenth Triennale of Milan, 1973, under the
formula “Rational Architecture,” were not the only ones pursuing an autonomous ar-
chitecture made out of architecture’s own purified elements and its elements only.*
But to construct out of that gathering a new international program of architectural
research —the “Tendenza,” in Massimo Scolari’s resonant appellation — put the theo-
retical fine point on a contradiction that was paramount in the architecture theory
of the 1970s: the contradiction between the universality of architecture’s historical
contingency and the universality of its autonomy. For by 1973, against historical con-
structions like Manfredo Tafuri’s —which understood formal autonomy as a sublima-
tion of architecture’s guilty relation to capitalist rationality, a reaction formation that
removes architecture from its functional and economic contexts — practicing archi-
tects were experimenting with disciplinary autonomy as a form of counterideological
resistance to, or liberation from, the very rationalized, consumption-driven society
that Tafuri saw as autonomy’s sponsor.

While semiotics and structuralist linguistics had already been
enlisted as models for a nonhistoricist, epistemic analysis of architecture, Scolari
finds in the new experiments “principles [that] guide the formal choices through a
genealogy of reference spanning the typologies of history and materials projected,
written, and thought.” These typological principles (the revived interest in which was
due in large part to Aldo Rossi’s L’ architettura della citta of 1966) enable architecture
to reflect on its own self-generated, internally coherent laws or norms, and to display
these, or at least their visible traces, as constitutive elements of a building or architec-
tural drawing. The logic of types is a classificatory operation that produces objects
specific to the discipline of architecture, logically distinct from everything that is not
architecture. The object must be understood, then, not as determined by some histor-
ical imperative but rather as a cognitive object, one that, through the nuances of its
very form, gives epistemic access to the defining conventions or limiting conditions
of architecture. Scolari:

For the Tendenza, architecture is a cognitive process that in and of itself, in the acknowledgment
of its own autonomy, is today necessitating a refounding of the discipline; that refuses interdisci-
plinary solutions to its own crisis; that does not pursue and immerse itself in political, economic,
social, and technological events only to mask its own creative and formal sterility, but rather
desires to understand them so as to be able to intervene in them with lucidity — not to determine
them, but not to be subordinate to them either.

The cognitive object is not a representation of some sociohistorical condition that
precedes and determines it and can be interrogated in other than purely architectural
terms, but an image of the interrogative process itself. Architectural design becomes
a mode of research in its own right.

Pitting the new architecture against both the anti-avant-gardist
dogma of continuity and the architettura radicale of groups like Archizoom, Super-
studio, and 9999 —who alternatively appealed to the historical avant-garde for its



culturally destructive strategies or twisted the procedures of pop art into ironically
liberating therapies — Scolari offers a rational reconstruction of a contemporary archi-
tecture’s relation to the history of modernism. Whether or not Scolari was himself
“making an ironic Dadaist ‘gesture’” in his construction of the Tendenza,> both his
notions of the fading of the avant-garde and of a disciplinary refunctioning through
autonomous research reverberated through architecture theory for nearly a decade.
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Massimo Scolari  The New Architecture and the Avant-Garde

To define contemporary Italian architecture, there is probably no more accurate
description than the one Camillo Boito gave in response to the whimsy and confu-
sion of late nineteenth-century architecture: “Nowadays,” said Boito, “there is no
architecture, only buildings and architects. Architecture, except in rare cases, is a
plaything of the imagination, a clever combination of forms, a game of pencils,
compasses, lines and squares.”!

In 1973, almost a century later, the observations one may
make concerning the “misery of recent architecture,” as it is designed and realized,
are the same, except in rare cases.

Current Italian architectural history is entirely incapable of ex-
plaining this misery or of suggesting a way to overcome it. Bruno Zevi and Leo-
nardo Benevolo, in their histories of architecture (1952 and 1960, respectively),
do not manage to shed any light on the present; and if they do manage in their
occasional “updatings” of the topic, it is only in a defensive capacity.

In rebutting the pluralistic theses of Christian Norberg-Schulz,
Zevi provides us with the paradigm of this defensive support: “The alternative to
the harsh responsibility of remaining faithful to the modern tradition lies not in
pluralism, but in the open, courageous suicide proposed by Pop architecture. Re-
jecting all cultural models, all open or closed order, and returning to the primordial
chaos, to triviality and artifice. Whoever decides to abandon the modern movement
can choose between Versailles and Las Vegas, between sclerosis and drugs.”?

While recognizing the consistency and seriousness of Zevi's
ongoing cultural commitments, we cannot accept these “operative instructions” as
the only alternatives to the dogma of the modern movement. The modern move-
ment'’s legacy is still rife with unexplored possibilities, deep strata to be investi-
gated, and the potential heresies that may arise from it will have to be grounded in
the recognition of that doctrinaire legacy, or at least in its utilization.

Zevi is right when he asserts (in 1965) that no new architec-
tural avant-garde has emerged,® and that the anti-avant-garde (neoliberty, neoreal-
ism, environmental perceptionism, historicism, mannerism) had produced no
substantial shifts, but only works of regressive retreat.

It must be said, however, that it is incorrect to preclude any
sort of critical advance along the modern movement’s track, with the only alterna-
tive being derailment. The interesting debate, in the review Controspazio, that pitted
the dogma of the modern movement against “pure architecture” demonstrated
how arid the defensive strategy is, and pointed out just how many and what sort of
real alternatives exist to chaos and “pop suicide.”*

Zevi’s conclusion constitutes a dangerous, and useless, en-
couragement of “triviality” in architecture: of that picturesque disorder which in
the name of the imagination chooses, in planning, only chaos, “as a redemption
from the methodological discipline of rationalism and as an alibi for the sociopoliti-
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cal goals of urbanism”™*

—or which, for dubious demands of objectivity, opts for
the placeless, cultureless formalism of geometrical exercises.

Opposed to this rigid “conservative” front, which bands to-
gether the “secular arm of functionalism” and the “organicism” now overflowing
with the uncontrolled imagination, are the few but clear voices of heresy.

The present essay seeks to clarify the meaning of this heresy,
which informs the most vital works of the new Italian architecture. It aims to estab-
lish, that is, a sense of avant-garde, progress and architecture within the opacity in
which we are immersed, in an attempt to grasp those few centimeters of difference
that, as Le Corbusier used to say, separated a good architect from a bad one.

We shall therefore have to give up the idea of tracing a precise,
distinctive movement, not because this would be too arduous or simplistic, but
because it would prove too inadequate to describe the Alexandrian situation of contempo-
rary Italian architecture.

The wide range of historicistic recuperations and the breadth
of figurative interest would render pointless any attempt at systematization using
the normal tools of architectural criticism. Moreover, even the recent theoretical
contributions of Manfredo Tafuri, Vittorio Gregotti, and Nino Dardi fail to reassure
us about the death of architecture as much as they convince us of its programmatic
ambiguity and complexity and encourage us about the assumptions of a relaunch-
ing inferred from penetrating readings of international architecture.

We shall therefore proceed according to differences, nega-
tively, seeking to remain as farsighted as possible, without the comfort of European,
American, or Japanese examples.

We shall begin by saying that there is no avant-garde in Italy,
or that if there is, and such is what we wish to call it, it has nothing to do with
architecture.

It is rather in the field of design and its most recent extensions
into the utopias of the city and its outlying areas that such a term, with all its cul-
tural ambiguities, may be applied. The recent promotion of Italian design at the
clamorous fair of the Museum of Modern Art in New York (1972) certainly pro-
vided positive and useful publicity to Italian industrial crafts; it did not, however,
produce clarity.

The “killing fields” of the most politically ruthless designers
(the Strum group), Rosselli’s accordions, or Zanuso’s caravans have been associated,
with typical commercial cynicism, with the offerings of the Florentine groups
(9999, Archizoom, Superstudio), which some time ago, with their Anglo-Saxon
companions, had won their place in the confused organs of the avant-garde, such
as AD and Casabella.

It is therefore necessary to state precisely the terms of this
avant-garde and the reasons for its absence in the world of architecture.



Usually anything that regresses, in this case Italian architecture,
implies the logic of progress in a state of pause, the formulation, sometimes purely
negative, of a new order of theoretical values and principles. This pause or change of
mind, which is often and improperly singled out as the locus of the avant-garde, may
present two different and contrasting paths of development: the utopia of the avant-
garde, and the refounding of the discipline.

The first takes shape with the formulation of a negative thought
that projects into the future all the figurative potential triggered by the rejection of
the past. In its will to start over again from nothing, it denies history in order to find
another point of departure, however illusory; and in so doing it easily achieves utopia
and its isolation from reality. In short, it plays an essentially reactionary role since,
with its self-exclusion, it helps to reinforce the situation it wanted to destroy.

Thus the groups of the Florentine avant-garde are of assistance
to us the way dreams, not science, may be of assistance to us: they constitute a stimu-
lus, a judgment, an apprehension, but they are unable, in fact, “to link together, as
required, analysis and rapture.” Pursuing a critique of social practice with essentially
romantic slogans and attitudes, they arrive at an analysis that in its depth grasps the
most corrosive sort of darkness but shrinks from the most evident necessities.

A typical example is provided by the “academics” of the Archi-
gram group, who have a large following in Florence: the Plug-In City, which piles
together traditional typologies, in disorderly fashion and with a bent for “disrup-
tion,” in open organizational systems, producing nothing more than a rather unfor-
tunate metaphor for the traditional figurations already in crisis.

In fact, in seeking new truths, these figurational experiences
disperse, in the immediate, didactic image—which is not, at times, without a certain
artistic appeal—the real raison d’etre of scientific research: that is, the refutation of
mistakes, which requires a vastly greater amount of time than that needed to know
new realities.

Even if the pronouncement of new truths involves an area typi-
cal of the discipline, in asking itself the question of what the new city will be like
and how it should be inhabited—and thus in advancing hypotheses of formal or
purely cultural prefiguration—this avant-garde aspires to architecture without man-
aging to be structured by it. Thus the urbanistic propositions of Archizoom converge,
even while coming from the opposite side, with the abstractions of the most far-
flung, second-rate prefigurations, such as those exhibited in the architecture section
of the recent Kassel show (“Dokumenta 5,” 1972).

Louis Kahn, with whom one might well not share certain for-
malistic “contaminations,” has expressed an opinion, with considerable irony, con-
cerning these positions. In a conversation with the students of Rice University, he
emphasized how certain utopian propositions are nothing more than transpositions
of language from other more scientifically advanced disciplines already capable of
technically resolving the projected image. “When we set about planning the future,”
Kahn said, “something rather ridiculous might come out, because it is all that can be
done at the present time. Some are able to concretize an image. But it is what is
possible today, not a foreshadowing of how things will be tomorrow.” And Paolo
Soleri’s termitariums in the Arizona desert are obvious proof of this.

The world of advanced technologies becomes the reference
point, even if it is only romantically felt, for getting smoothly beyond utopianism.
It is therefore natural that the most technologically advanced countries serve as the
continuous reference point for this avant-garde, which in Italy is particularly well
entrenched in Florence.

Although it would be simpler to single out the reasons for these
sympathies in the provincialism of Italian culture, and of Florentine culture in partic-
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ular, it is perhaps more useful to attempt briefly to discuss the historical assumptions
of this attitude, which one also encounters, with more disconcerting results, in the
professional activity of certain Tuscan architects.

To Michelucci we owe the revival, in 1925, of the need for the
fantastic in Florentine architectural culture, which was launched in a magazine bearing
the significant name of Fantastica. At a time when rationalism had not yet consolidated
itself in Italy, Michelucci wrote: “For reasons of environment and tradition we feel
the need for melodious, musical movements. . . . Modern constructions should con-
quer a few illogical, unexpected elements. . . . Movement is an indication of inner
life and of lasting conquest.” Later, after rationalism had acquired an indisputable
authority and diffusion, “rationalist Florence” managed to absorb and neutralize the
very same open rejection of historicism and naturalism that rationalism championed.
Thus Pagano, in 1931, speaking of the exhibition of drawings at the School of Archi-
tecture at the University of Florence, could say: “In modern architectural history
Florence has slept in the shadow of the eternal construction of the Biblioteca Nazio-
nale, or has racked her brains in the disciplines of restoration, or has resigned herself
to the nonchalant stylism of Piazza Vittorio Emanuele; San Miniato was left to the
observations of Berenson, and the arcade of the Badia of Fiesole was downright lack-
ing in ‘details’ for having taken a lesson in parsimony from the former church.”

The experiences of Ricci, and those of Savioli and his pictur-
esque school, are the autobiographical episodes of a culture that through history,
local traditions, and the overcoming of rationalism by the fantastic and by infor-
malism, would culminate in the later Michelucci’s “fables” in his church along the
Autostrada del Sole.® (“If under the guise of fables—si sub velamento fabuloso—there lies
a meaning, it is not useless to compose fables.”)

In this cultural hinterland, the Florentine avant-gardes develop
in accordance with the typical Italian model, which, in Edoardo Persico’s words, “is
shaped in imitation of the foreign and resorts to every trick in the book to hide the
fact that it has no doctrine.””

These Florentine groups (with the exception of Superstudio,
given their special attention to disciplinary debates), after a quick pass through those
sciences that are supposed to verify them, fall apart when the technological cloud
dissolves in the “final unmasking”: the production of graceful, disruptive objects.
Technology, apparently exorcised in comic-book shrieks, thus reveals itself to be the
crude ideological expression of the very same system one had wanted to negate. The
stylistic seal, as presupposition of commodification, reduces these formal prefigura-
tions to the world of objects, consumption, and obsolescence.

The definition of style and its “variations” resolves the utopian
tension simply in a kind of design that is different from the rest, perhaps more costly,
but equally petulant and banal.

The clarity and simplicity of the mechanism linking the arrow
with its target run undramatically through the “histories” of Archizoom, Super-
studio, and 9999. Their stage lies above reality, even if a few of its most disturbing
fragments appear in reality. But nothing is dramatic: everything is capable of slipping
into the everydayness of a Superstudio checked table, or refreshing itself with the
vegetables of 9999, or arousing our curiosity with the candidness of Archizoom’s
No-Stop City.

But it is actually not the images that disturb, but their motiva-
tions; the images remain silent before the progress of the discipline, since they under-
stand progress simply as change, mutation, diversity, and not as active, operative
clarification. If in some way they happen to be stimulating or thought-provoking, this
occurs, in the best of cases, as if by way of a Sironian suburb or a De Chirican
Piazza d’Italia.



These positions are of interest not so much for their contents,
then, as for their raisons d’etre, for the conditions that they implicitly denounce.

Their cultured infantilism provides us with useful information
toward an understanding of the difficulty of architecture and, on a more culturally prob-
lematic level, of its impossibility, in certain respects. Toward an understanding, that
is, of how, nowadays, the figure of the architect sees the possibility of collective salvation,
especially in the professional sphere, as forever receding; and of how the strategy of
confusion, which mixes commodity and culture, works continually and daily on the
scale of values with the imitative mobility typical of talent that always accompanies
any attempt to surpass this scale, thus leading one to identify, as the target disappears,
that which one wishes to combat as the combat itself.

In this colossal intellectual waste the avant-garde manages not
even to be harmful, but simply to be useless. It is, however, a uselessness that is not
a subtraction, but an ideological begging of the question, which finds the quality of
art to be the most stimulating autobiographical goal.

This “artistic” uselessness, which one can also trace in the new
architecture, is subtended, in the avant-garde, by a refusal; architecture, on the other
hand, attains it through the necessity that binds the image to reality. And it is precisely
on the basis of a common feeling of the times, of the futility sensed in the face of cultural
and political irrationalism, that the two positions each choose a different road.

Valery’s Eupalinos evokes, in exemplary fashion, what the avant-
garde alternative is for us: the constructive will-to-form that logically orders life’s
spontaneity. “Tam niggardly of musings,” says Eupalinos, “I conceive as though I were
executing. No more now, in the shapeless void of my soul, do I contemplate those
imaginary edifices, which are to real edifices what chimaeras and gorgons are to true
animals. But what I think, is feasible, and what I do, is related to the intelligible.”*

What Eupalinos is describing is the tautology of architecture,
the necessity of its logical clarity, its simplicity and its operative rationality: the image
that describes itself. Naturally, however, it is a real image, built from real materials,
for a real world: the place of the possible, today.

But if on the one hand we deny the evasiveness of art, the sterile
abstractness of geometrical exercises, or the planning of the metropolis “in a single
stroke,” then what sort of operative field do we have? And in what way can we realis-
tically set in motion impulses of renewal of the discipline?

It must be said at once that there is no precise answer, since
solutions are not the exclusive domain of our will. They depend fundamentally on
the fate of the democracy and civic progress of a country: they are collective, not
individual choices.

The “will-to-form” is, in architecture, a necessary and autono-
mous condition, but it does not in itself constitute a need for more effective political
action; and even if it did, one would have to show in what way a certain type of
architecture projects onto a given society and vice versa.

Thus it is not a question of “recognizing an autonomy alongside
the social function of architecture, but an autonomy as a corollary to the social func-
tion of architecture.””

Thus once we have dismissed the possibility of prefiguring a
new reality only through the power of ideas or images, all that is left is to refuse
compromise, take cognizance of the social reality in which we are immersed, and
prepare ourselves technically with properly “honed” tools and forms.

Italian architecture, which is sullying our suburbs and ruining
our historic city centers, is “tired”; it is unable to answer our questions because polit-
ical and interdisciplinary compromise have used up whatever stimulus to renewal it

might have had.
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The new architecture’s “renunciation” is actually a full historical
awareness. The many projects designed in the universities or for the sham of compe-
titions clearly exhibit instances of disciplinary renewal in those alternative settings
that are the universities and the competitions. The new architecture’s will to progress,
though it has little chance of being realized in construction, gives rise to patient,
precise research, without compromises but also without dreams.

The wait for better times and better tools, which in the 1950s
saw Italian progressivist architectural culture delegate its own activity to professional-
ism, and which today is proposing that one abandon the discipline for political
involvement or avant-garde escapism, is the most present of historical traps today.
And if much of the new architecture is still only designed or written, the reason
should be sought in that operative trap which since the days of Fascist dictatorship
has created a deep split between intellectuals and politicians. This is why the so-called
reconstruction of the postwar period “had no experience in willing, projecting or
even constructing the physical city, because there no longer existed that idea of the
city—the moral city, the political city, the economic, social, human city—by means
of which alone, and by measure of which alone, it is possible to build the city of
architects, made up of houses, streets, ports, factories, and other such things.”'

This situation of profound mistrust and inherent cultural crisis,
which separates, as we have said, the destinies of the avant-garde from those of the
new architecture, still has an area of light: those rare cases mentioned at the start of
this essay. Today the healthiest architectural culture, the one that concretely defends
architecture as an autonomous fact, as a discipline, works both individually in its
search for congenial themes and techniques, and collectively in those free zones that
certain university architecture departments (as in Venice) manage to maintain for the
hope of many and the benefit of few.

Architecture thus quietly carries on, even though, despite all the
drama of its insolvency, it is becoming only a will-to-planning and a “memory”
of architecture, and the architect’s situation has been reduced to that of a man at a
drafting table.

With the geometric locus where it was formed and developed (the
university) having been destroyed, progressivist architectural culture continues to
consolidate its own logical locus through writings, competitions, conferences and the
creative imagination as free human experience.

Even though government repression after 1968 led to the forced
diaspora of the best professors, their intentions, programs, ideas and images have
remained, even in the minds of individuals, and they have constituted the most de-
pendable reference-point for the sort of pause and change of mind that, at the start
of this essay, I juxtaposed with the bombast of the avant-garde.

This second sort of critical attitude, which in its analysis is creat-
ing the new architecture, opts not for invention or the great idea, but rather moves
patiently and perhaps more surely through a process of clarification. Like every truly
scientific attitude, this position, which for the sake of brevity we shall call the “Ten-
denza,” does not discover new truths, but aims at the elimination of errors in a pro-
cess of knowledge centered on historical and formal analysis, on the study of the city
as a product, and on the characteristics that lead a certain kind of architecture to be
projected onto a certain part of society.

For the Tendenza, architecture is a cognitive process that in and
of itself, in the acknowledgment of its own autonomy, is today necessitating a re-
founding of the discipline; that refuses interdisciplinary solutions to its own crisis;
that does not pursue and immerse itself in political, economic, social, and technolog-
ical events only to mask its own creative and formal sterility, but rather desires to



understand them so as to be able to intervene in them with lucidity—mnot to deter-
mine them, but not to be subordinate to them either.

This cultural position, which has its roots in the legacy of the
modern movement as handed down by such masters as Giuseppe Samona and Ludo-
vico Quaroni, defines itself negatively, opposing what Nino Dardi calls the “Picturesque
International,” which, in accordance with optico-perceptual evaluations, “brings to-
gether the secondary derivatives of expressionism and constructivism—Sacripanti’s
proposals and Moshe Safdie’s associations, Michelucci’s plasticisms and Scharoun’s
huts, Archigram’s pop architecture, Candilis’s inlaid plates, Venturi’s geometrisms,
Frei Otto’s structures, Paolo Soleri’s anamorphisms, Gunnar Bikerts’s constructions,
St. Florian’s space capsules—and inevitably reduces the experience of architecture to
a series of formal preconceptions in which the apparent freedom of the gesture is
actually a limitation to unmotivated choices.”!"

Yet the Tendenza's recognition of a heritage in the modern
movement does not mean mechanically absorbing it: the Tendenza accepts all history
as event, as a “pile of simulacra,” and perceives “our architectural culture as a static
twilight bathing all forms, all styles, in an equal light.”'?

In this sense, one cannot recognize the Tendenza in the general
principles “around which modern architecture has come to be developed, according
to the content-oriented and ethical interpretation of it provided by Giulio Carlo Ar-
gan: (1) the priority of urban planning over architectural planning; (2) a maximum
of economy in the use of the terrain and construction, for the purpose of resolving,
if only at the level of a minimum of existence, the problem of housing; (3) the rigorous
rationality of the architectural forms, which are seen as logical deductions (effects)
from objective needs (causes); (4) the systematic use of industrial technology, stan-
dardization, mass prefabrication—that is, the progressive industrialization of the
production of things having to do with everyday life (industrial design); (5) the con-
ception of architecture and industrial production as factors conditioning the progress
and the democratic education of the community.”'* The gap between, as Montale
puts it, “the roaring thirties and the rattling fifties,” prompts the new generations to
look critically on the legacy of the modern movement, particularly on its choice of
antihistoricism.

In this way, the book of architectural history, next to the univer-
sal drafting device, can become a real image for representing a new critical attitude
and a new relationship with history, which for some has actually become the painful
stuff of planning, if not the project itself.

The discussion of history thus assumes, for some of the most
representative architects, a veritable unit of measure, not only for evaluating mutual
differences, but also for calculating the individual heretical distances separating contem-
poraries from the modern movement.

Sigfried Giedion, recapitulating the architectural development
of the 1920s in eight points, foregrounded, in the architects of the “third genera-
tion,” a very strong relationship with the past. It might therefore be interesting to
gauge the extent of this relationship in the work of Italian architects. But given the
occasion for this essay, we would do well to limit ourselves to certain significant
positions as examined by the Tendenza.

Manfredo Tafuri, one of the liveliest architectural historians in
Italy, is, on this subject, at least as categorically defensive in his position as Bruno
Zevi. Tafuri unequivocally asserts that “even today, we are obliged to recognize his-
tory not as a great reservoir of codified values, but as a vast collection of utopias,
failures and betrayals.” On the subject of its new instrumentalization, Tafuri’s judg-
ment leaves no way out: “As a tool of planning, history is sterile; all it can offer are
solutions already taken for granted.”
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Tafuri, though an architect, is an excellent historian—that is,
an architect who has chosen history as his field of autobiographical research. And he
has done so with such dramatic, trenchant emphasis that in him, the historian’s mask
has taken on the dignity of the face. In a certain sense Tafuri can be considered one
of the most passionate “planners” of the Tendenza, since the relationship to history,
though “forbidden” in the designed architecture that he personally does not practice,
contains a well-defined project, entirely thought out but no less important or sugges-
tive than those that are “only” designed: a kind of meta-project that extends to all
the architecture that is thought, designed and written.

One could say paradoxically that Tafuri is the Italian architect
most “dripping with history.” In fact Tafuri, who in Venice has succeeded in creating
an important, aristocratic school of historians, does not claim tout court the death of
architecture, as is commonly believed.

In a recent updating of an essay of his,'* he partially withdrew
the apocalyptic prophecy born of the complex cauldron of 1968. The drama of archi-
tecture today, for Tafuri, is that of “seeing ourselves forced to turn back to ‘pure
architecture,’ an instance of form devoid of utopia, a sublime uselessness in the best
of cases. Yet to the mystified attempts to dress architecture in ideological clothing,
we shall always prefer,” says Tafuri, “the sincerity of those who have the courage to
speak of that silent, unrealizable purity.” The reference to the planned and written
work of Aldo Rossi is quite explicit here.

Aldo Rossi has the merit of having succeeded in lucidly formu-
lating a Tendenza position which, in the Italian debate, constitutes, if not the only
one, at least the most precise, and the one most pregnant with possible developments.

In defining the architecture of Aldo Rossi, the relationship to
history is quite useful: “Roman monuments,” says Rossi, “Renaissance palaces, cas-
tles, Gothic cathedrals, constitute architecture. They are part of its construction. As
such they shall always return, not only and not so much as history and memory, but
as elements of planning”'* With a new kind of “operative critique,” which Tafuri
defines as “typological critique,” Rossi assumes history as an uninterrupted event to
be studied and explored, to be drawn and written; a world pregnant with magical
evocations and inscrutable correspondences.

In planning, Rossi looks to history with an attitude that we shall
define as laconic. As Ezio Bonfanti acutely noted in his fine essay on Rossi, we find
ourselves “before an architecture that underscores its own sectionality and the exis-
tence of a limited number of elements”; and “the fact of using finished parts, veri-
table architectures, as elements, is the very precise choice of an architecture.” '

By other routes, somewhat more tortuous and twisting, we find
the relationship to history in the architectures of an “enlightened” professional such
as Vittorio Gregotti.

His very situation as a mannerist compels him to look at history
but not to touch it; the anxiety of contemporaneity, consumed in the lacerating con-
vulsions of professional compromise, requires novelty, mutation; every imitation is
closely watched. “History,” says Gregotti, “presents itself . . . as a curious tool, the
knowledge of which is indispensable; but once this is attained, it is not directly us-
able. It is a kind of corridor through which one must pass in order to gain access,
but which teaches us nothing about the art of walking.”!”

Unlike Rossi, who composes parts and pieces of history without
preclusions of time, Gregotti seems more ready to assume history by grasping its
possible variations, digging out and eroding its most recent and sedimented layers, as
in a refined collage using fragments with which we are already familiar.

History, for Gregotti, is above all the history of the modern
movement, analyzed with the impatience of the gaze more than with the calm of



the collector. Gregotti constructs contemporary ambiguity and complexity through
complex erosions of form. He starts with the tautological and crystalline, at the very
point, that is, where Rossi’s project ends.

The true essence of comparison, most useful in tracing the
paths of the new architecture, is thus to be found between simplicity and complica-
tion, between evocation and description, between the possibilities of the type and the
repeatability of the model.

Complexity and ambiguity are qualities that Gregotti describes and
Rossi evokes. With the historians lies the task of evaluating which road will have
proved more fertile.

In the architectures of Gregotti and Rossi, beyond all autobio-
graphical differences, we find echoed and measured all the observations that Man-
fredo Tafuri had made about the competition for the new offices of the Chamber of
Deputies (1968).

“One thing,” said Tafuri, “is certain: between experimentalism,
whether positive or negative, and professionalism, no mediations are any longer pos-
sible.” The order and disorder that characterized the projects presented [in the competi-
tion] were unable, in the dialectics between rationality and irrationality, to create a
new order: “Wrapping oneself in silence and diving into the amusement park now
confront each other, hermetic, disillusioned, abstracted. . .. Chaos and geometry:
the two paths of modern art once again present themselves severed from each other,
in a state of tension, searching for complementarity. In Berlin they confront one an-
other symbolically: Scharoun’s Philharmonie and Mies van der Rohe’s pure prism
seem, in their contrary absoluteness, to close the dialectic first opened by the German
avant-gardes in the early decades of this century.”'®

For Italian architectural culture, the 1970s began with the grad-
ual extinction of the debate and the pronounced decline of collective commitment.
After the shameful government repression of 1970, 1971, and 1972, and the paraly-
sis of the architectural departments hardest hit (Milan, Pescara, Rome, Florence,
etc.), the cultural debate that had been most tenaciously rooted in such faculties is
also now undergoing a long and dangerous apnea. And the outpatient coalition of
rare and exhausted architectures is not enough to keep it alive. The rare projects given
form or designed by the new generation of architects are not enough to constitute a
new logic or to produce a sufficiently compact and substantial front to create a clash.
Yet even if such were possible, one might ask: a clash with whom? The old guard
formed by the likes of Albini, BPR [Belgiojoso-Peressuti-Rogers], Gardella, Ridolfi,
Quaroni, and Samona has not, in recent years, produced any works likely to spur the
discipline, and the respect that the new generations do not hesitate to show them
once again demonstrates how they have gradually “lost the center.”

It is therefore no accident that the clearest voices are to be heard
today in the avant-garde, despite all the mistakes we have seen, or else they are com-
ing from the surviving bastions that progressive architectural culture is still able to
maintain in the architecture faculties at Venice (Aymonino, Tafuri) and Palermo (Gre-
gotti, Benevolo, Alberto Samona) and around certain individual personalities barred
from the universities after the repression (such as Aldo Rossi in Milan).

Quite rightly Vittorio Gregotti devoted the last paragraph of his
pamphlet on Italian architecture to the “revolt of the architecture faculties”: in 1969,
Gregotti could still say that “it is no longer in the magazines, the factional groups, or
professional production, but in the faculties that the discussion and even the planning
of Italian architecture is carried forward, however laboriously, the little that it is carried
forward today.”?

And in the geography of university architecture departments, it
is Milan that in the late 1960s made the most fundamental contribution to carrying
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forward the debate and realization of a school of thought bearing the characteristics
of disciplinary autonomy.

It will therefore be useful to dwell a moment on the experience
of the Milanese Sperimentazione (experimentation), since it was there, more than in
other venues, that democratic instruction and student engagement were best able to
create, if only for a few short years, a singular and perhaps unique meeting-point.

By 1967-68, at Milan, a number of well-defined politico-
cultural positions emerged and faced off against each other, positions which for their
exemplary nature managed to echo within the school of architecture the most con-
spicuous elements of the ongoing national debate.

Ernesto N. Rogers, Guido Canella, Aldo Rossi, Vittorio Gregotti,
Franco Albini, Lodovico Belgiojoso, and Piero Bottoni are the cultural spearheads
around which the most vital forces of the student movement took up positions.

In particular, the multi-chair course given by Rogers, Rossi, and
Canella, centered around the planning-related subject of the “Theater in the City,”
gave rise to a clash of ideas that managed for the first time to involve architectural
discourse in political engagement, and the analysis of the system of production in a
profound critique of the university institutions themselves. And it succeeded in clari-
fying individual positions in the facts of planning, overcoming programmatic ambigu-
ities and laying down the foundations for the institution of a Tendenza faculty.

What clearly emerges from this is first of all an overall critical
vision. One realizes that in the university architecture departments—because of, on
the one hand, the objective marginality of their institutional and economic role and
the subsequent lack of development of an explicit demand for research aimed in this
direction, and on the other, the cultural backwardness of professional arrangements
within the discipline—no comprehensively organized and systematic work of re-
search has ever been developed that might fit into the whole as a way of advancing
the dispositions of the discipline.

Thus in 1967—-68 the architecture faculty of Milan was the first
to individuate, in dismantling the program of studies, the tool most essential for
overturning the institutional relationships of power and thereby opening up a politi-
cal space for establishing a new work of cultural and scholarly production.

The dialectical confrontation of forces, following diversified
roles, brought out a series of politico-cultural positions, a development that outlined
the direction of research in which to articulate the new organization of university
labor.

This new articulation gave rise to three general, highly differen-
tiated orientations that one still encounters today in the architectural debate.

The first denies disciplinary discourse in the specific sense in
order to address itself to more general political problematics. The second is the one
that may be defined as professionalism. The third attempts to posit the establishment
of a school of architecture by restoring dignity and specificity to the disciplinary
problem of architecture.

Of the first orientation, we may say that it is positive in those
instances where it denounces the academic character of the disciplines and brings
the themes of our society as a whole back into the university. Fatefully, however, it
presumes a generality of intents, since it must make a choice even as it is spelling
itself out.

Thus, beyond a series of motifs based on the “feelings of the
times,” this current ends up lacking in substance.

Professionalism, instead, represents the commodification of
culture and establishes its objectives in the area of personal profit within a traditional
bourgeois society, considered the model in which one should acritically insert



oneself. From this derive, on the one hand, the processes of rationalization of the
system (planning, industrialization, etc., considered in themselves to be absolute res-
olutions of architecture), and on the other, the didactic codification of the profes-
sional routine.

Lastly, the third orientation, the one informing the actions of
the group directed by Aldo Rossi, proposes a global refounding of architecture in the terms
set forth by the Tendenza; they want to give free rein to architecture without political,
sociological or technological subordination or tutelage.

Within the Sperimentazione, the Tendenza broke down ac-
cording to positions echoed in the nationwide architectural debate.

The position of those who had brought the need for a refound-
ing of the architectural discipline into the schools, as its proper venue, clashed in
programmatic fashion with the other two positions present in the Sperimentazione.

It is on the basis of these positions, which I have described, that
the most substantial line of research was developed within the university in the late
1960s and early 1970s. In other faculties as well, the argument for the refounding of
the discipline assumes ever greater import, though sometimes with a more “urbanis-
tic” slant or with more attention being paid to the planning of the urban territory.
In a special issue of the review Controspazio (nos. 5—6, 1972), an attempt was made
for the first time to provide a framework for these researches, which could, with due
caution, be considered the main vehicle of a renewal of the discipline.

I have, thus far, attempted to present a series of arguments that
might shed light on what I consider to be the red thread of contemporary architec-
ture in Italy: the Tendenza.

We have discussed the reactionary character of both the avant-
garde and the dogmatism of the modern movement. And these critiques, in their
mutual difference, have informed the discourse of the concept of architecture as dis-
cipline and of progress as a will to clarification and not simply change.

The discourse of history has been positively introduced not only
to characterize the need for a foundational rethinking of the new progressivist forces,
but also as the measure of an autobiographical relationship with architecture. Thus
we have come to speak of that geometrical locus that played such a large, important
part in the debates of the late 1960s: the architecture departments in the universities.

It might, at this point, seem logical to attempt to complete the
picture and present the situation of contemporary Italian architecture with a vast
panorama of works and ideas.

But this will not happen, for two reasons. First of all because the
need for clarity cannot really be satisfied with descriptive digression; and one would
run the risk of seeing the few theories in the process of formation debased by so
many ridiculous attempts at application.

And secondly because, to use the words of Francesco Milizia, in
every art reason dictates few rules, while pedantry multiplies them. Rules and models
must therefore possess a maximum typicality in order to be comprehensible, to be able
to acquire that didactic, transmissible value that becomes a necessity in scientific
progress.

This conclusion will therefore be extremely partial and “ten-
dentious” in the sense referred to by Baudelaire: in other words, “partial, passionate,
political; that is, a point of view that opens the most horizons.”?°

We shall first discuss just what the Tendenza is in the new archi-
tecture. In confronting this difficult task I shall use few examples and a number of
historical references. I shall also attempt to point out in what way the Tendenza situates
itself on the progressivist front of the New Architecture that Nino Dardi has recently
brought together and defined in his interesting book.?!
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Dardi, however, dwells predominantly on the international pan-
orama, thus losing an opportunity to concretize a number of Italian resonances that
deserved perhaps to be treated more centrally.

It would therefore be useful to outline briefly, with all the injus-
tices that brevity implies, the configuration of the progressivist front, which can, in
a certain sense, bear directly on the New Architecture. .

In 1963 Francesco Tentori (editor-in-chief of Casabella-Continuita,
under the direction of E. N. Rogers) presented a group of architects from Milan,
Udine, and Trieste, who had joined together in an association under the name of
“Incontri del Biliardo™ (The Billiard Encounters).?

The group—which was actually very heterogeneous (A. Rossi,
N. Dardi, V. Gregotti, C. Pellegrini, P. L. Crosta, G. U. Polesello, F. Tentori, G. Canella,
E. Mattoni, etc.)—revolved around Rogers’s Casabella and presented itself in the Italian
debate with a profoundly critical attitude toward the 1950s, which had been “a dis-
tressing example, for architects, of the Italian path to arrivisme.”

In subsequent years, many of them made significant con-
tributions as professors (in Milan and Venice) and as the central figures of the most
important architectural competitions (the Administrative Center of Turin, the Recon-
struction of the Teatro Paganini at Parma, etc.). What they had in common was a mili-
tant critical engagement, aimed at calling into question, in the praxis of planning as in
university teaching, the entire “doctrine” of the modern movement. This engagement
succeeded in bringing the discipline, through the measure of politics, into a broader
confrontation with the realities of the whole country, using “the written page not as
occasional, detached activity, but as an expression fully consistent and commensur-
able with the planned work, almost the extension of a single cognitive process.”*?

On the occasion of his survey, Nino Dardi underscored, in the
prospects for renewal, the need for a “reinvention of the architectural organisms,”
proposing the recuperation of certain fundamental moments in modern architecture.
Guido Canella, like Vittorio Gregotti already active professionally, posited the need
for “overturning the conventional relationship between abstraction and reality, where
in the name of reality we are accustomed to accepting the brutal conditioning of an
improvident, rapacious society, labeling all radical alternatives as abstract, and where
what prove to be abstract are those propositions . . . in which one achieves an effec-
tive view of the essential politico-cultural themes of our age that await decisive
revolutions.”**

In more or less explicit ways, the common perspective was that
of architecture as a cognitive problem, whether specifically as the “conscious call to the city
on the part of the most recent modern architecture” (Canella) or as an autobiograph-
ical or personal matter (Rossi).

Already at that time, the work of Aldo Rossi (based on studies
in Lombard neoclassicism, in Antonelli, Ledoux, Loos, and Le Corbusier, and in the
urban morphology and building typologies of Milan) appeared to be the leanest, the
most linear, unbendingly aiming at a process of essentialization. “In my projects,”
said Rossi, “or in what I write, I seek to focus on a rigid world, with few objects, a
world already established in its givens. . . . A position of this sort denies, and is un-
aware of, the whole process of redemptive attribution that the modern movement
wanted to impute, as both attitude and formal result, to architecture and art. For
this reason I personally—not polemically, but because the problem has a different
dimension for me—nhave never distinguished between modern and non-modern ar-
chitecture, with the understanding that it is simply a question of making a choice
between certain types of models.”

And on the subject of urbanism and the city, Rossi continued:
“I wonder, and have wondered from the start, what urbanism really is. For now I am



unable to see it as anything other than a morphological problem whose field of study
is the cities and, in part, other territories. The description of the city’s forms, and
thus the invention—that is, the new formulation—of these forms, can help us to
know and understand something extremely useful.”?*

Yet beyond the individual declarations that we have presented
here, what “markings,” what “pedigree” precedes the majority of these architects?

For many, Ernesto N. Rogers was an invaluable reference point.
Director, of one of the most prestigious international architectural reviews (Casabella-
Continuita from 1953 to 1963), Rogers at the time was the only Italian architect with
any international stature.

A friend of Gropius, Wright, and Le Corbusier and an active
member of the CIAM, he brought the method and maieutic system of Gropius to
his magazine and later to the architecture faculty of Milan (1953). His profound
commitment to civil society and democracy, together with his acute syncretic intelli-
gence, found in teaching a particularly congenial field of action. His editorials and
lectures serve as the central argument for the most advanced sector of Italian architec-
tural culture.

In the classroom, in particular, Rogers shaped the best of the
latest generation. His lectures on the problems of the modern movement, on Wright,
Behrens, van de Velde, Pagano, and Terragni, on democratic commitment in the uni-
versity, remain exemplary; as does his slogan—the utopia of reality—utopia as “the tele-
ological charge that projects the present into the possible future,” and reality as the
reasonable surpassing of contingent boundaries.®

Equally important is the second reference point, represented by
the “culture” and irrepressible action of Giuseppe Samona. Author of a book of fun-
damental importance to Italian architectural culture,”” he was the outstanding dean,
professor, and teacher of that miraculous creation that since 1945 has been the Isti-
tuto Universitario di Architettura di Venezia.

Alongside these two masters, an unusual and in some ways
unique role was played by the “urbanist” Ludovico Quaroni, who, together with the
typological studies of Saverio Muratori,*® the formal rigor of Luigi Moretti and the
solitary civic engagement of Mario Ridolfi, constitutes the most incisive point of
reference that the Roman school has to offer to the “Incontri del Biliardo.”

Here one could extend the “genealogical” picture of this group
by discussing the refinement of Ignazio Gardella and the subtle poetics of Franco
Albini rather than the rationalism of Piero Bottoni, but I shall resist this nevertheless
tempting prospect in order to limit this brief portrait to the essential.

It should suffice to add that the “Incontri del Biliardo™ have had
increasing difficulty taking place, and that personal affairs and the passage of time
have gradually led some away, pushed others to the background, and brought still
others to the foreground.

The internal struggles at Casabella, followed by the liquidation of
the “Rogers staff,” eventually shattered that syncretism that had already begun to crack
with the polemics over neoliberty and the departure of Vittorio Gregotti in 1961.

This is a good point at which to make an observation. The scat-
tering of the group into various university sites (Rossi, first to Venice and then Milan,
Canella to Milan, Aymonino to Venice, Gregotti to Palermo) slowly led to the eclipse
of their genealogical references, due to the emphasis of the different directions of
their research. Thus when speaking today of the Tendenza, we can no longer include
Gregotti’s research on the environment or Canella’s studies of the “consolidation and
integration of several functions,” and scarcely, and only because of the common theo-
retical foundations, can we liken the researches of Carlo Aymonino and Aldo Rossi,
though they are now clearly differentiated from each other on the planning level.
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The “scuola di Rossi” in Milan, for example, became wide-
spread. One could say that the numerous thesis projects appearing in architectural
reviews” and exhibition catalogues starting in 1967 bear witness to an unusual con-
sistency and homogeneity that acquires the dignity of “contribution,” freeing itself
from the formal mimesis of the epigone. Moreover, from his array of assistants have
come some theoretical and planning contributions of great value: one need only
mention Giorgio Grassi’s book*® and his didactic role first as Rossi’s assistant in Milan
and later as professor in the department of architecture at the University of Pescara.

It is therefore necessary to realize that the Tendenza has by now
achieved an unquestionable presence and authority thanks to the precision of its forms
and to the clarity of its principles. From Aldo Rossi’s book?! to the contributions of
Giorgio Grassi and Carlo Aymonino,** to the work of diffusion conducted after 1969
by a few editors of Controspazio (up to the dissolution of the Milanese editorial staff in
1973), the Tendenza succeeded in providing a real alternative to the facile utopias,
to the abstraction of “revolutionary” discourse, and to geometrical research as an
end in itself, and in finally confronting the sovereignty of the most accredited Italian
professionalism in the field (Gio Ponti, P. L. Nervi).

An early attempt to historicize the Tendenza was made in Vitto-
rio Gregotti’s book.** In defining the three new orientations of Italian architecture,
Gregotti individuated the Tendenza in the orientations present in Milan and Venice.
Its “center of attention [lies] in the relationship between urban typology and mor-
phology and especially in that aspect which defines the idea of architecture” as testi-
mony and persistence. This follows a line of reasoning that through the notion of
monument tends to link the neoclassical architects of the French Revolution with the
example of Loos and one side of Le Corbusier, and manages (via the most rigorously
objective German rationalists such as Hannes Mayer and Klein) to include as well one
aspect of Kahn.”

This attitude, which Tafuri defined more precisely as one of “ty-
pological critique,” contrasts with the other two singled out by Gregotti (the “envi-
ronmentally” oriented one, and that concerning “methods” of planning).

From Gregotti’s description emerge a number of elements that
constitute some, if not all, of the principles to which one may legitimately link the
concept of Tendenza: the strict relationship to history, the predominance of urban
studies, the relation between building typology and urban morphology, monumen-
tality, and the importance of form.

Actually, certain particularly important concepts are left out of
this classification, and even those listed might seem insufficient if we did not explain
them in greater depth.

The concept of monument, which Italian critics have savagely
and naively attacked, has a specific tradition within the progressive ranks of the mod-
ern movement.

Giedion himself, who can rightly be considered the “founder”
of the modern movement, had already found a “new monumentality” to be the re-
quirement and most advanced element of certain kinds of progressivist architecture.
And one could go back to the criticism and projects of Edoardo Persico (at the Salone
d’Onore of the 6th Triennial) to better understand how the “question of monumen-
tality” presented itself to Italian rationalist architecture in the 1930s.

Persico himself, in a 1934 article, warned against the dilettant-
ism of content-oriented critics who, faced with the monumental style of the Palace of the
Soviets and the similar Palazzo del Governo in Taranto, found themselves forced to
express a paradox: “Does a Fascist house have the same ‘content’ as a house for the
Soviets?”3* This paradox still has its latter-day supporters today, who counter the “re-
actionary content” of the “monument” with the democracy of formal emptiness,



and in simplistic, banal fashion distinguish between the “free” plan and the “closed”
(central) plan, between monolithism and formal mushiness, placing each on opposite
ideological sides in almost Manichean fashion.

We shall not pause to refute these paradoxical positions, since
good sense prevents us from doing so. A few clarifications might, however, be in
order.

Monumentality is based above all on a need that emerges from a
more than superficial examination of the urban phenomenon. Indeed, the destiny of the
community seems to express itself “with characteristics of permanence” at those
physically and psychologically pivotal points that are urban monuments. One of the
most important contributions of the “scuola di Rossi” to the foundation of an urban
science is having individuated within the city as product the dialectic between primary
elements (monuments) and residential areas. In particular, says Rossi, “monuments,
signs of the collective will expressed through the principles of architecture, seem to
present themselves as primary elements, fixed points of the urban dynamic.”**

This conception of the city as work of art has specific reference
points in the work of Levi-Strauss and even more in the thought of Maurice Halb-
wachs, who finds the typical nature of urban reality to lie in the characteristics of
imagination and collective memory.*®

In this conception of the city, the monumental highlights above
all the outgrowths (dimensional and qualitative) around which the urban topogra-
phy revolves. For the Tendenza, however, its role, which might be seen only to con-
cern the results of historical and formal analysis, lies also and above all in planning
as an indication of simplicity and formal rarefaction.

The choice of monumentalism thus comes to convey a new vi-
sion of the city. It critiques the undifferentiated expansion and misery of quantity
deceptively guided by the tools of zoning, in a city in which one might instead recog-
nize and design the parts organically related to its structure: city parts within which the
relationship between urban morphology and building typology would isolate and foreground those
collective fixed points around which the private city builds and transforms itself.

What the city today is in danger of losing forever is its own
consciousness, its individuality, its character of civilization. It is on the verge of losing
(like Milan) its historic center, devastated by the service-industry invasion, which has
destroyed those precious signs that once culturally anchored the city’s transforma-
tions and development to an awareness of its own history.

The new monumentality thus implies a demand for unity and simplic-
ity. It is a response that is supposed to counter the disorder of the modern city with
the clarity of few but decisive rules. It expresses a wish to recuperate definitively a character
of the city, by starting with simplicity of the needs of the collective spirit and with the
feeling of unity in the means used to satisfy them.

The concept of monumentality also aims to recuperate a new
dignity for art, whether it is the art identifiable in the city plan, in the city’s texture
as product [manufatto], or in the single building. Moreover, “the monument” fore-
grounds the collectivity dominant in the very structure of the city and controls it, so
to speak, “democratically”” On a more broadly social level, the choice of monumen-
talism opposes the consumerism of the private city, the artificial demand for the
new—since, with the growth of the needs of capitalist society, private interests tend
to search for minute combinations unable to satisfy real needs but efficient in continually
creating new ones, both on the physical and psychological levels. And satisfying the
desire for novelty seems in the end to be one of those circumstances shaped by the few
to the detriment of the many.

But as we said at the start, progress is not novelty and change,
or at least it does not necessarily presuppose them. If anything, progress is clarifica-
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tion, a passage from the complicated to the simple. In architecture it implies simplic-
ity, unity, symmetry and correct proportions, typological clarity, homogeneity
between plan and elevation, and negation of disorder, however justified it may be to
represent symbolically the crisis of a culture.

Here we have attempted to present a new meaning of “monu-
ment” (mnema): that concept which in architecture has always expressed, in the solid-
ity and size of the edifice, the collective character as a demonstrative property of the common
goal by means of formal expression.

A particularly convincing definition of monumentality as com-
positional and theoretical system is presented in Dardi’s book: “The systematic use
of geometry, the frequent manipulation of scale and distortion of dimension, and the
renewed attention paid to orchestrating the different materials within the disciplinary
sphere of composition, constitute the distinctive features of the monumentalist ten-
dency; but they are also, at the same time, the elements that make up the research of
the most interesting currents in the architectural production of recent years. This is
why the only way to spur the monumentalist revival, if we wish to avoid the shoals
of an aberrant idealism . . . must be based on the conviction, to quote Aldo Rossi
once again, that architecture is a permanent, universal, and necessary fact.”3’

It must be pointed out, however, that Dardi offers a definition
deduced from readings of architectural objects, objects not his own: the “distinctive
features” he singles out are eminently formal and scarcely theoretical at all.

I instead would like to foreground the fact that the Tendenza,
despite its “distinctive features,” cannot make up its mind, and wears itself out in the
search for a style, methodologically sought. The Tendenza, in its methods, denies the
determinism between form and function, which is based on a faith in the “positive”
objectivity of the givens. It sets itself up as a system, with its own geography of choices
and theoretical principles that style measures and brings into form.

It is therefore useful to proceed with an analysis of the prin-
ciples we singled out above.

We have seen that the city as product, and the relationship be-
tween residential areas and monuments, define the main field of interest of the Ten-
denza. We have attempted to explore the concept of monument. Now we shall discuss
a second aspect of this conception of the city: the foregrounding of typological questions.

In this second perspective, typology is singled out as the foun-
dation of architecture. And type is defined as “something permanent and complex, a
logical proposition that is prior to form and comes to constitute it.”*®

The notion of type, for the Tendenza, represents one of the prin-
ciples of architecture, a rule that is far more important in ordering images than in
creating them, and which in any case helps to keep “violations” within the path of
the discipline. .

Quatremere de Quincy has given an exemplary definition of
type, one worth quoting here to shed light on our discussion:

The word “type” presents less the image of a thing to copy or imitate completely than the idea
of an element which ought itself to serve as a rule for the model. . . . The model, as understood
in the practical execution of the art, is an object that should be repeated as it is; the type, on
the contrary, is an object after which each [artist] can conceive works of art that may have no
resemblance. All is precise and given in the model; all is more or less vague in the type. At the
same time, we see that the imitation of types is nothing that feeling and intellect cannot recog-
nize, and nothing that cannot be opposed by prejudice and ignorance. . . . In every country,
the art of regular building is born of a preexisting source. Everything must have an antecedent.
Nothing, in any genre, comes from nothing, and this must apply to all of the inventions of
man. Also we see that all things, in spite of subsequent changes, have conserved, always visibly,



always in a way that is evident to feeling and reason, this elementary principle, which is like a
sort of nucleus about which are collected, and to which are coordinated in time, the develop-
ments and variations of forms to which the object is susceptible. Thus we have achieved a
thousand things in each genre, and one of the principal occupations of science and philosophy,
in order to understand the reasons for them, is to discover their origin and primitive cause.
This is what must be called “type” in architecture, as in every other field of inventions and

human institutions.>®

The idea of architecture that arises from this definition is an
unequivocal one, and its clarity may be of great help to us in developing, on the one
hand, an historico-analytical discourse, and on the other, the discourse of greatest
interest to us at the moment, that is, that of planning.

In confronting the problem of planning we must thus give up
the idea of treating the problems of history, type, and monument with the methods of
historical and formal analysis—those, that is, that rely on scientific knowledge and
experimentation (observation, classification, and Comparison).

The persistence of the central plan or the elongated lot (as in
Gothic mercantile building) over the different urban forms (radiocentricity, linear-
ity) constitute, in the project, not objects for classification, comparison and observa-
tion, but possibilities on the basis of which one may make real choices.

Of essential concern to planning, therefore, is a theory of architec-
ture in which the theoretical principles guide the formal choices through a genealogy of
reference spanning the typologies of history and materials projected, written, and
thought. This genealogy reaches the project through the techniques that extend beyond
the autobiographical moment without excluding it.

In this complex gamut of elaboration lies a dialectic between
the generality that practical thought tends to maintain and the breakdown of prin-
ciples that art stimulates as it approaches the object.

The relationship to history is resolved as a scenario in which the ob-
ject is perceived against a background of other objects, and in relation to them. The
range of techniques is expressed in the variations with respect to the type, just as the
techniques distort the formal vocations of the model.

The type, on the other hand, can be rationalized and defined
according to its rules; the more it evokes form, the more it tends to elude the crystal-
lization of the model, enriching itself with unforeseen experiences and attributions.
And if it is true that the fundamental content of form is formal, and that beauty is
what best adapts to the useful, it can also be asserted that the formal content of a
beautiful form is, so to speak, functional. Reversing the terms of a noted axiom, the
New Architecture may show that function follows form. Indeed, form as tangible
manifestation of type, of norm, is either itself functional (in all its variations) to the
norm, finding its usefulness in the beautiful, or else typological form embraces the
utilitarian dimension through its openness to the transformations of use—i.e., to
function.

By way of concluding this essay, I shall attempt to explore a
number of “established” compositional rules on the basis of which further research
may be pursued. In short, the goal of these final considerations should be to outline
a treatise of composition, but given the limitations of space, I shall only set forward a
number of assertions.

We have seen how history can be viewed from different angles
(Tafuri, Gregotti, Rossi) and how, in particular, having established its necessity, the
Tendenza opted for a relationship with a history understood as the history of types and of
constitutive elements, and not as a training ground for stylistic and formal imitation
(contaminatio) or as a demonstration of its uselessness. From this angle one may note
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a characteristic intrinsic to the concept of type: I am referring to its migratory possibili-
ties in time and space, and thus to its openness to transformations of use. We are well
aware, in fact, of how, in leaping over certain sacred, privileged areas (like the mod-
ern movement), history may tend to reassert types whose use derived from remote
social conditions and different or no longer current functions. One need only think
of how, in the New Architecture, the classical has recovered, with varying degrees of
success, a centrality that would have been unthinkable to the dogma of the modern
movement; or of those compositional procedures aimed at inserting elements and
entire individuated architectures into new logical and functional contexts.

In many of his projects, Aldo Rossi has demonstrated the correct-
ness of this procedure, which he calls distributive indifference and juxtaposes with typological
indifference, i.e., disorder.

“Distributive indifference,” explains Rossi, “is proper to archi-
tecture; the transformation of ancient buildings . . . is factual proof of this. It has the
power of law; such examples as the transformations of the amphitheaters (Arles, the
Coliseum, Lucca, etc.), even more than urban transformations, show that maximum
architectonic specification—in this case the monument—~potentially offers maximum
distributive freedom, and in a more general sense, maximum functional freedom. Ar-
chitecture’s independence of function is demonstrated by many different paths.”*

It seems clear that the point of transfer between history and
planning can be summarized in the conception of type as architectural principle, and
that invention in design can be practiced from a perspective indifferent to functions
and references of time and place—that is, through andlogies.

A further observation can be made concerning the migratory
nature of the type through history. In the gamut of projects the type, as a rule, is
carried to the point where, once a formal choice has to be made, it precipitates of
necessity into a model. It is at this point that a process of rarefaction occurs, similar
to that which presided over the formation of a logical universe of principles (theory
of architecture).

The project thus acts upon the hypothetical model by at-
tempting to bring it back as closely as possible to the type. With a procedure typical
of art, it attempts—to use Paul Klee’s words—to liberate the crystalline from the
murkiness of the real.

In the best of cases what the project gives back is a new description
of the type; but it is in this very description that we realize the analogical role played
by creative individuality.

Without entering too deeply into the difficult terrain of creativ-
ity, we can observe, by looking once again at the architecture of Aldo Rossi, that
distributive indifference is not only a different way of using the type, but also involves
a graduated selection from among the constituent elements of architecture. What
happens, in other words, is that in Rossi’s architecture the additive approach, pro-
ceeding by pieces and parts, exhibits techniques that are differentiated in the descrip-
tion of like or contiguous elements.

The off-scale, the repetition of like elements, the juxtaposition of a
gigantic order with a dwarf order, the use of like objects in different logical contexts, all
this acts upon the objects of history with a laconic astonishment, as though they
were being encountered for the first time.

We shall call this method estrangement—with reference to the lit-
erary procedure, proper to the Russian formalist school (Shklovsky), that consisted
of describing a familiar object or situation as though it were being seen for the very
first time, without acknowledging or naming it.

By way of summary, we may thus suggest some elements to
serve as guides for planning.



Once a theory of architecture, based on logically interconnected
principles (monument, type, city as product, and their interrelationships, etc.), has
been formulated, we may move on to the definition of a treatise of composition for which
we have, for now, isolated several rules: distributive indifference as to the type as principle of
architecture; the migratory characteristics of types, with “types” intended as recurrent
themes; and the estrangement of models or their parts.

One final consideration is in order here. I would like to under-
score the importance ascribed to architecture as form and to recapitulate, from a com-
positional point of view, the implications underlying the concept of monument. The
concept of monument of interest here is not that which one might encounter in the
range of the plan, the elevation of masses, the solidity of the construction, the sym-
metry and beauty of the proportions; or at least it is not only and exclusively this.

I have already pointed out its implications on an urban level
(monument as opposed to residential area); now I would like to define it in terms of
the programmatic character that naturally underlies the monument.

The image of the monument is the one perhaps most easily
grasped by everyone, and for this very reason we shall use its redlism as an indication
of simplicity.

From the compositional point of view, the monument immedi-
ately hearkens to a demand for simplicity and compactness of form: what we might call the
conciseness of beauty.

Leonidov, who will one day take his rightful place alongside Le
Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe, has said: “If, in spite of everything, form is neces-
sary (content must have a form), then form too must be perfect.”*!

The monumentalist choice lies in this search for the perfection
that is classicism in architecture. It would be too easy to renounce these affirmations
for fear of being accused of neoclassicism and neo-Enlightenmentism. I shall say only
that what classicism the monumental expresses lies in the simplicity and dignity of
the volumes, or better yet, in “the assumption of a given logical structure, the rational
consideration of the fundamental rules of architecture.”*?

The architectural works of Oud, Behrens, or Tessenow would

thus be attributable to “a monumental simplification . . . that draws them from its
essentiality, that is, from its absolute focus on expressing itself as intelligible and
rational . . . as the stimulus of a fundamental idea.”*3
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“L’Architecture dans le Boudoir: The Language of Criticism and the Criticism of
Language” Oppositions 3 (1974); expanded in Manfredo Tafuri, The Sphere and
the Labyrinth: Avant-Gardes and Architecture from Piranesi to the 1970s, trans.

Pellegrino d’Acierno and Robert Connolly (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987); slightly

modified here

Though Tafuri’s position on contemporary architecture had already been enunciated
in his 1969 Contropiano essay, it was necessary that he elaborate his thesis in an
explicit engagement with the most advanced architecture of the American neo-avant-
garde and of the Italian experiments of Rossi and others —necessary because the
formation of his own theoretical and historiographic position owed a great deal to a
confrontation with those contemporaneous architectural practices. First presented as
a lecture, “A Theory of Criticism,” in April 1974 at the conference “Practice, Theory
and Politics in Architecture,” organized by Diana Agrest at Princeton University,* “L’Ar-
chitecture dans le Boudoir” was first published the same year in Oppositions as the
introduction of Tafuri’s work to an American audience.

For Tafuri, the historical avant-garde was a premonitory aesthet-
icization of precisely the subjective alienation and dispersion that would arrive fully
geared up (or wound down to nothing) in the postwar consumer culture of America;
and the advanced architecture of the present is little but a bathetic replay of the
avant-garde’s self-destructive project, now relegated to the boudoir. Though his title
is taken from the Marquis de Sade’s Philosophie dans le boudoir, and the theme of
the return of language from Michel Foucault’s readings of Sade, Tafuri’s conceptual-
ization of the estranged, eroticized space of a self-isolated language could equally
have come from Roland Barthes. Throughout the first paragraphs of his essay rever-
berates the painful discovery in Barthes’s “Myth Today” of counterideologies’ utter
uselessness against the hegemony of bourgeois culture and of critical language’s im-
possible alternation between the destruction and the mystification of its object.?

“The return to language is a proof of failure,” asserts Tafuri; but
that return is not so much chosen by the architect as it is imposed by the regressive
conditions of present consumer society, “bored and in need of sedatives.”3 The “re-
moval of form from the sphere of the quotidian” is not “because of any incapacity on
the part of the architect, but rather because this ‘center’ [of discourse, of order] has
been historically destroyed.” Erlebnis, the space of life as actually experienced, now
excludes the space of form; architecture’s position in the relations of production is
limited, if, indeed, it has any influence at all. And thus architecture faces the aporia
of the desire to communicate and the awareness that communication is no longer
possible. An architectural language that takes itself as its object is the experience of
this historical limiting condition.

The result is an architecture of excess and emptiness; criticism
must violate and pass through the object of such an architecture to the system that
gives the object’s meaning. A passage from Foucault aptly summarizes Tafuri’s
problematic:

Words are like so many objects formed and deposited by history; for those who wish to achieve
a formalization, language must strip itself of its concrete content and leave nothing visible but
those forms of discourse that are universally valid; if one’s intent is to interpret, then words
become a text to be broken down so as to allow that other meaning hidden in them to emerge



and become clearly visible; lastly, language may sometimes arise for its own sake in an act of
writing that designates nothing other than itself.

And yet, the lesson of Barthes is that there is a certain legitimate pleasure to be
taken in the neo-avant-garde’s architecture of the boudoir. Tafuri, citing Barthes’s The
Pleasure of the Text, allows as much in the final passages of “The Ashes of Jefferson,”
his last statement on the neo-avant-garde.

The pleasure of the subtle mental games that subjugate the absoluteness of forms . .. : there
is clearly no “social” value in this. And, in fact, is not pleasure perhaps on the whole egoistic
and private? It is too easy to conclude that these architectures perpetrate a “betrayal” vis-a-vis
the ethical ideals of the modern movement. They register, rather, the state of mind of someone
who feels himself betrayed; they reveal to the very depths the condition in which he who still
wants to make “Architecture” is confined.>
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Criticism and the Criticism of Language

To work with degraded materials, with refuse and fragments extracted from the
banality of everyday life, is an integral part of the tradition of modern art: a magical
act of transforming the formless into aesthetic objects through which the artist real-
izes the longed-for repatriation in the world of things. It is no wonder, then, that
the most strongly felt condition, today, belongs to those who realize that, in order
to salvage specific values for architecture, the only course is to make use of “battle
remnants,” that is, to redeploy what has been discarded on the battlefield that has
witnessed the defeat of the avant-garde. Thus the new “knights of purity” advance
onto the scene of the present debate brandishing as banners the fragments of a
utopia that they themselves cannot confront head-on.

Today, he who wishes to make architecture speak is thus forced
to resort to materials devoid of all meaning; he is forced to reduce to degree zero
every ideology, every dream of social function, every utopian residue. In his hands,
the elements of the modern architectural tradition are all at once reduced to enig-
matic fragments—to mute signals of a language whose code has been lost—shoved
away haphazardly in the desert of history. In their own way, the architects who from
the late fifties until today have tried to reconstruct a universe discourse for their
discipline have felt obliged to resort to a new “morality of restraint.” But their pur-
ism and their rigorism are those of someone who is aware that he is committing a
desperate action whose only justification lies in itself. The words of their vocabulary,
gathered from the lunar wasteland remaining after the sudden conflagration of their
grand illusions, lie precariously on that slanting surface that separates the world of
reality from the solipsism that completely encloses the domain of language.

It is precisely several of these salvage operations that we wish
the language of criticism to confront: after all, to historicize such deliberately anti-
historical projects means nothing more than to reconstruct, as rigorously as pos-
sible, the system of ambiguity of metaphors that are too clearly problematic to be
left isolated as disquieting monads.

We must immediately point out that we have no intention of
reviewing recent architectural trends. We shall, instead, focus attention on a few
particularly significant attitudes, questioning ourselves about the specific tasks that
criticism must assume in confronting each case. It is necessary, however, to bear in
mind that every analysis that seeks to grasp the structural relations between the
specific forms of recent architectural writing and the universe of production of
which they are functions requires doing violence to the object of analysis itself.
Criticism, in other words, finds itself forced to assume a “repressive” character, if
it wishes to liberate all that which is beyond language; if it wishes to bear the brunt
of the cruel autonomy of architectural writing; if it wishes, ultimately, to make the
“mortal silence of the sign” speak.

As has been perceptively pointed out, to Nietzsche’s question
“Who speaks?” Mallarme answered “the Word itself.”! This would seem to preclude
any attempt to question language as a system of meanings whose underlying dis-
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course it is necessary to “reveal.” Therefore, wherever contemporary architecture
ostensibly poses the problem of its own meaning, we can discern the glimmering
of a regressive utopia, even if it simulates a struggle against the institutional func-
tions of language. This struggle becomes evident when we consider how, in the
most recent works, the compositional rigorism hovers precariously between the
forms of “commentary” and those of “criticism.”

The most striking example of this is the work of the British
architect James Stirling. Kenneth Frampton, Reyner Banham, Mark Girouard, Alvin
Boyarsky, Joseph Rykwert, and Charles Jencks have all contributed to the difficult
task of determining the meaning of Stirling’s enigmatic and ironic use of the “quo-
tation.”* But in some of his more recent works such as the headquarters of the
Siemens A.G. near Munich, the Olivetti Training Centre in Haslemere, and the hous-
ing development for Runcorn New Town, one has wanted to detect a change of
direction, a breaking away from the disturbing composition of constructivist, futur-
ist, Paxtonian, and Victorian memories of his university buildings at Leicester, Cam-
bridge, and Oxford and of the Civic Centre designed with Leon Krier for Derby.*
And vyet, the parabola covered by Stirling does possess a high degree of internal
coherence. It clearly demonstrates the consequences of reducing the architectural
object to a syntax in transformation, to a linguistic process that wishes, neverthe-
less, to challenge the tradition of the Modern Movement, that is, to be measured
against a body of work strongly compromised in an “antilinguistic” sense. Stirling
has rewritten the “words” of modern architecture, constructing an authentic “ar-
chaeology of the present.”

Let us examine the design of the Civic Centre in Derby. An
ambiguous and wry dialogue with history is established by the old Assembly Hall
facade, tilted at a forty-five-degree angle and serving as the proscenium for the
theatrelike space created by the U-shaped gallery. In fact, the entire architecture
of Stirling has this “oblique” character. The shopping arcade at derby echoes the
Burlington Arcade in London. But it also recalls the bridge of Pyrex glass tubing
in the Johnson Wax Building by Frank Lloyd Wright and, even more strongly, an
architectural scheme that was never built nor even designed: the shopping arcade
in the form of a circular Crystal Palace, which, according to the description of Ebe-
nezer Howard, was to have surrounded the central space of the ideal Garden City.
In fact, the Civic Centre in Derby is also an urban “heart.” Except that it is part of a
real city, not a utopian model, and, consequently, the allusion to Paxton takes on
the flavor of a disenchanted but timely repechage.

Unlike Kevin Roche and I. M. Pei, for whom every formal ges-
ture is a hedonistic wink addressed to the spectator, Stirling has revealed the possi-
bility of an endless manipulation of the grammar and the syntax of architectural
signs, exercising with extreme coherence the formalist procedures of contrast and
opposition: the rotation of axes, the montage of antithetical materials, and the use
of technological distortions.* With Stirling’s work a new ars rhetorica is installed at



the heart of an investigation that has very little to do with those of Denis Lasdun or
Leslie Martin, both of whom are also committed to employing hermetic metaphors
under the sign of a self-satisfied “Englishness.” Stirling’s “symbolism,” in fact, is
based upon the extenuation of form, an extenuation that, as in his most recent works,
can very well reach the point of deforming language, of exhausting it. But it always
remains an exhaustion that stops short of a complete shattering of language. The
works of Stirling are “texts,” not explosions of an imaginary utopia. The results of
such an operation of controlled bricolage can be seen in a metaphoric reference to
one of the subjects most dear to the English architect: the architecture of ships.

James Stirling and
Leon Krier, Derby Town
Centre, 1970
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“A dream with marine associations” is how Kenneth Frampton
has accurately described the Leicester University Engineering Laboratory, a virtual
iceberg that navigates in the sea of the park in which it is casually placed, according
to a mysterious course.® And even though Stirling does not seem to enjoy the “fishing
for references” on the part of the critic, the porthole that emerges ironically from the
podium of the laboratories at Leicester, alongside the jutting Melnikovian halls,
would seem to confirm that constructivist poetics are one of his occasional sources—
an all-too-obvious reference to the design for the Palace of Labor (1923) by the Ves-
nin brothers. But the theme of the ship returns, this time freighted with literary
allusions, in the terracing, in the overall organization, and in the planning of the
common passageways of the Andrew Melville Hall of St. Andrews University. It is
again Frampton who observes that here the naval metaphor has a deeper meaning:*
the ship, like the phalanstery, is the symbol of a community will that proves unattain-
able. (Is it mere coincidence that the fourth meeting of CIAM was held aboard a
ship?) The ship, the monastery, and the phalanstery are thus equivalent; in striving
to reach a perfectly integrated community, they isolate themselves from the world.
Le Corbusier and Stirling seem—at La Tourette and St. Andrews respectively—to set
forth a painful discovery: social utopia is only worthwhile as a literary document and
can enter into architecture only as an element, or better, as a pretext. The dynamic
atmosphere of the English “angry young men” of the fifties and of the Independent
Group, of which Stirling was a member from 1952 to 1956, thus has a coherent
result. Stirling’s articulation of language, based on the interweaving of complex syn-
tactic valences and ambiguous semantic references, also includes the “function,” the
existential dimension of the work. The problem is that it deals only with a “virtual
function” and not an effective function. Andrew Melville Hall “represents” in theatri-
cal form the space of community integration that—from the Spangen superblock
(1912-21) of Michael Brinckman to the Narkomfin housing project (1927) of
Moisei Ginzburg, to the postwar plans of Le Corbusier and of Alison and Peter Smith-
son, to the construction of the Park Hill residential complex (1957-65) in Sheffield
and the Robin Hood Gardens complex (1960—64) in London’—the orthodoxy of
the Modern Movement had hoped to make act as a nucleus of social precipitation.

Suspending the public destined to use his buildings in the limbo
of a space that oscillates between the emptiness of form and a “discourse on func-
tion” —that is, architecture as an autonomous machine, as is announced in the li-
brary of the history faculty building at Cambridge and made explicit in the project
for the Siemens A.G.—Stirling executes the cruelest operation possible by violating
the sacred canons of the semantic universe of the modern tradition. Neither attracted
nor repelled by the autonomous articulation of Stirling’s formal machines, the spec-
tator is compelled, in spite of himself, to recognize that this architecture does indeed
speak a language of its own, one that is, however, perversely closed within itself. It is
impossible to participate in this language “by living it”; instead, one can only tread
water or swim in it, forced into a vacillating course, itself just as vacillating as the
sadomasochistic game the architect plays with his linguistic materials. Stirling, usu-
ally so reluctant to “explain” his own architecture, confirms these last observations
in some notes written in 1974 as an outline for a lecture delivered at Carnegie Mellon
University in Pittsburgh:

The combination of neutral forms and significant forms, sometimes focusing on a central
significant point with neutral extensions (Olivetti Training Centre), or vice versa (Andrew
Melville Hall, St. Andrews), sometimes placing a projection that “acts as a facade” against a
neutral background, even when an urban context is involved (Civic Centre, Derby; the Arts



Centre, St. Andrews). The “causal” exhibition of maintenance tools, such as ladders, tracks,
cranes, etc.®

Neutral forms juxtaposed against evocative images, then, and
attributions of semantic depth—the “casual exhibition” —to accessories elevated to
the rank of protagonists: a full-fledged poetics of the objet trouve is contained in the
words of Stirling, who confirms his intention to “clear away” the traditional logic of
structures in order to allow them to fluctuate in a metaphysical play.® This claim is
borne out by the close reading, deliberately confined to the syntactic level, that Peter
Eisenman has performed on the Leicester Engineering Building.'® According to Eisen-
man, Stirling carries out at Leicester a systematic “conceptual destruction”: where
the nature of the materials seems to call for a “full” iconic figure—the laboratory
tower, composed of brick cut into by bands of raked glass windows—Stirling re-
duces the solid volume to a paper-thin surface; where the glass would seem to sug-
gest a dematerialization—the block of sheds or the office tower—he treats the glass
as a prism, thereby making it contradict its “natural” evanescence. Thus a process of
erosion appears to pervade the “strong” forms—typical is the handling of the ce-
ment columns of the office tower, emphasized just at the point at which they are
about to be absorbed by the glass prism—whereas the “weak” forms undergo an
inversion of their function. But in the cantilevered struts that support the body of the
sheds, this play of programmatic inversions reveals itself in all its ironic force: their
“literal void,” as Eisenman points out,'! is, at the same time, a conceptual solid.”

Eisenman contends that the writing of the building for Leicester
University represents a unicum in the work of Stirling and cannot be placed in a
unhistorical continuum with the writings employed by him at Cambridge or Ox-
ford."? And yet, all of Stirling’s work takes place under the sign of distortion. That which
at Leicester appears the product of conceptual inversion takes form elsewhere as the
opposition between linguistic elements and the context, an opposition no less po-
lemical than those inversions. The problem is always how to mediate the hermetic
metaphors, intrinsic to the finds uncovered by his archaeological excavations of the
tradition, and their assemblage. Not only in the Florey Building at Oxford, but also
in the projects for the Olivetti headquarters in Milton Keynes, the Wallraf-Richartz
Museum in Cologne, and the Landesgalerie Nordrhein-Westfalen in Dusseldorf,? the
reassemblage follows two seemingly divergent laws: on the one hand, it imitates
the mechanical world; on the other, it reduces the formal assemblages, obtained by
the accumulation of forms, to a succession of “events.” The “casual exhibition” is
not limited to secondary elements, but applies as well to principal structures. The
objets trouves are set into astonishing juxtapositions, either through their surreal en-
counter with the landscape—the Olivetti headquarters in Milton Keynes—or their
no less surreal encounter with preexisting seventeenth-century and Victorian struc-
tures—the Arts Centre of St. Andrews University or the Olivetti Training Centre in
Haslemere. Here irony turns into self-irony, as if to demonstrate that a rewriting
based on fragments of other texts requires the use of a hieroglypics whose code can
be cracked only by a chain of subjective associations.

This explains in large part why many of Stirling’s formal ma-
chines appear to be crystallized in the moment of their collapse. The projects for
Selwyn College, for the Florey Building, for the Olivetti headquarters at Haslemere
assume the aspect of structures violated and fixed by a photographic lens an instant
before their explosion. The aggregation follows, then, the path of uncertainty and
alliteration. Like Raymond Roussel, Stirling is imprisoned within the chains of associ-
ations evoked by the “available words” selected by him: in this light, the frequent
references to the architecture of Hawksmoor take on a new significance.'*
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Commentary and criticism, as we have previously mentioned,
prove to be superimposed in such an operation. Commentary takes the form of a
repetition desperately in search of the origins of signs; criticism takes the form of an
analysis of the functions of the signs themselves, once that search for the pristine
meaning of signs has been abandoned. The operation carried out by Stirling is exem-
plary: it condemns the utopia inherent to the attempt to salvage an architecture as
“discourse.” In this light, the criticisms that are constantly leveled at Stirling in the
name of functionalism are at the same time correct and unwarranted.'* Once having
artificially reconstructed the autonomous system of linguistic structures, these criti-
cisms can only play themselves out in an interplay of tensions between the world of
signs and the real world.

All of this leads us back to our initial problem: in what manner
does criticism become compromised in such a “perverse play,” under whose ambig-
uous sign the entire course of modern architecture wavers? At the origins of the
critical act, there always lies a process of destroying, of dissolving, of disintegrating
a given structure. Without such a disintegration of the object under analysis—as we
have already made clear in the introduction to this book—no further rewriting of
the object is possible. And it is self-evident that no criticism exists that does not
retrace the process that has given birth to the work and that does not redistribute the
elements of the work into a different order, if for no other purpose than to construct
typological models. But here criticism begins what might be called its “doubling” of
the object under analysis. The simple linguistic analysis of architecture that confines
itself to speaking only of the work’s status as language laid bare would result in mere
description. Such an analysis would be unable to break the magic circle that the work
has drawn around itself, and, consequently, it would only be able to manipulate the
very process by which the text produces itself, thereby repeating the laws of this
productivity. The sole external referent of such a completely “intrinsic” reading of
the object under analysis would have to be found in the gaps, in the interstices of the
linguistic object. Thus, this “doubling” engendered by criticism must go beyond the
mere construction of a “second language” to be kept floating above the original text,
as theorized by Barthes and realized by Stirling.'

The discourse on language requires still further elaboration.
Criticism must determine with precision its tasks with regard to architectural propos-
als that fold in upon themselves, that refer to and reflect themselves, if only because
today they are the most apparent. We arrive at the limit-case: wherein the nonlinguis-
tic residues in the architecture of Stirling and Louis Kahn—those aspects of the real
world that have not been converted into form—are suddenly eliminated; wherein
the absolute presence of form renders “scandalous” the presence of chance—and
even that expression par excellence of chance, human behavior. The work of Rossi is an
excellent litmus paper for checking the effects of a problematic that inexorably di-
vides the entire course of contemporary art.'” Rossi answers the poetics of ambiguity
of a John Johansen, of a Charles Moore, or of a Robert Venturi with the freeing of
architectural discourse from all contact with the real, from all incursions by chance
or by the empirical into its totally structured system of signs.

The “scandal” of Stirling’s architecture is constituted by man, as
he is forced to ricochet between architecture as pure object and the redundancy of
hermetic messages, deranged by a “rhetoric of interruption.” The architecture of
Aldo Rossi eliminates such a scandal. Its reliance upon form excludes all justifications
from outside. The distinctive features of architecture are inserted into a world of
rigorously selected signs, within which the law of exclusion dominates. From the
monument of Segrate (1965) to the projects for the cemetery in Modena (1971) and
for student housing in Chieti (1976), Rossi elaborates an alphabet of forms that re-
jects all facile articulation. As the abstract representation of the inflexibility of its own



Aldo Rossi, The
Analogous City, 1976

arbitrary law, it makes artifice into its own domain. By such means, this architecture
reverts to the structural nature of language itself. By deploying a syntax of emptied
signs, of programmed exclusions, of rigorous limitations, it reveals the inflexibility
of the arbitrary—the false dialectic between freedom and norm inherent to the lin-
guistic order.

The emptied sign is also the instrument of the metaphysics of
De Chirico, of the oneiric realism of the neue Sachlichkeit, and of the mute enigma pro-
jected onto the object by the Ecole du Regard.'® “The world is neither significant
nor absurd”—writes Robbe-Grillet, placing himself anachronistically before Weber,
Wittgenstein, and Mies—“It is, quite simply. . . . And suddenly the obviousness of
this strikes us with irresistible force.” This gives rise to the poetics of the inhuman
declaimed with a contradictory anguish, barely disguised: “to construct from noth-
ing a world that stands on its own feet without having to lean on anything external
to the work.” With these three attempts, Rossi has in common only a sort of frus-
trated nostalgia for the structures of communication. But for him it is a communica-
tion that has nothing to speak about except the finite character of language as a closed
system.'® Mies van der Rohe had already experimented with the language of empti-
ness and silence—the unio mystica of solipsism. But for Mies, the reification of the sign
still occurred in the presence of the real, that is, in direct confrontation with the
“swamp of the cities.” In Rossi’s work, however, the categorical imperative of the
absolute estrangement of form is in effect, to the point of creating an emptied sa-
crality: an experience of fundamental immobility and of the eternal recurrence of
geometrical emblems reduced to ghosts.?® There is a specific reason for this phenom-
enon. The result at which Rossi arrives is that of demonstrating, conclusively, that his
removal of form from the sphere of the quotidian is forced continually to circumnav-
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igate the central point from which communication springs forth, without being able
to draw from that primary source. This is not so because of any incapacity on the
part of the architect, but rather because that “center” has been historically destroyed,
because that “source” has been dispersed into multiple streams, each without begin-
ning or end. It is precisely this “revelation” that Rossi’s architecture seems to offer;
the superimposition of the triangular hollow on the emptied cube, in the courtyard
of the De Amicis School (1971) in Broni, is clearly emblematic of this. Around those
“cuttlefish bones” circles the question that they disdainfully drive away from
themselves.

If a neo-Enlightenment attitude is discernible in Rossi, it can be
understood as a mode of compensating for the irreparable act perpetrated in the
eighteenth century: the fragmentation of the “order of discourse.” Only the ghost of
that lost order can be held up today. And the accusations of “fascism” hurled at Rossi
mean nothing, given that his attempts to recover an aristocratic ahistorical status for
forms preclude naive verbalizations of content and all compromise with the real.”!
Through such attempts, this research loses itself in one last endeavor to save a human-
istic ordinance for architecture. The thread of Ariadne with which Rossi weaves his
typological research does not lead to the “reestablishment of the discipline,” but
rather to its dissolution, thereby confirming in extremis the tragic recognition of Georg
Simmel and Gyorgy Lukacs: “a form that preserves and is open to life, does not oc-
cur.”?? In his search for the Being of architecture, Rossi discovers that only the “limit”
of Being there is expressible.

This gives rise to a theoretical result of fundamental impor-
tance, one that has, in fact, been taken for granted by contemporary culture, but that
is continually laid aside. The rejection of the naive manipulation of forms, main-
tained by Rossi, concludes a debate that was fought personally by Loos in his early
years and that in Karl Kraus has its strongest spokesman. Kraus writes in 1914:

In these great times, which I knew when they were small, which will become small again,
provided they have time left for it . . . in these loud times, which boom with the horrible
symphony of deeds that produce reports, and of reports that cause deeds; in these unspeakable
times, you should not expect any word of my own from me—none but these words which
barely manage to prevent silence from being misinterpreted. Respect for the immutability, the
subordination of language before this misfortune is too deeply rooted in me. In the empires
bereft of imagination, where man is dying of spiritual starvation while not feeling spiritual
hunger, where pens are dipped in blood and swords in ink, that which is not thought must be
done, but that which is only thought is inexpressible. Expect from me no word of my own.
Nor should I be capable of saying anything new; for in the room where someone writes the
noise is so great, and whether it comes from animals, from children, or merely from mortals
shall not be decided now. He who addresses deeds violates both word and deed, and is twice
despicable. This profession is not extinct. Those who now having nothing to say because it is the turn of deeds
to speak, talk on. Let him who has something to say step forward and be silent!**

If it is the turn of deeds to speak, then nothing else remains
except to let deeds speak and to preserve in silence the holy ark of great values: of
these—Kraus, Loos, and Tessenow all agree on this—“one cannot speak,” at least
not without contaminating them. Loos expresses it clearly. Only that which evades
life can elude the refusal to speak through architecture: the monument (the artificial
creation of a collective memory, the true “parallel action” of men “without quali-
ties”) and the tomb (the illusion of a universe beyond death).** One can construct such
virtual spaces, only in the service of virtual, that is, illusory functions.

It is useless to dismiss Kraus and Loos from such considerations
with too much haste, while it is even more harmful to make Kraus and Loos serve as



the introit to the thought of Wittgenstein.”* He who must “step forward” to “be
silent” certainly has nothing in common with the lapidary proposition seven of the
Tractatus logico-philosophicus: “What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence.”
If the Krausian critique of language is only a beginning, if it is still part of the ethicdl
sphere, it is also true that its lucidity—"T am only one of the late followers, who
inhabits the old house of Language”—makes Kraus “our contemporary” by virtue
of its excessiveness. Much more Krausian than one thinks is the caustic irony of the
“architects without architecture,” or the silent manipulators of their own modesty.
Contemporary architecture, in fact, is far too fascinated with not wanting or not
knowing how to decide whether the noise that enters the room “comes from ani-
mals, from children, or merely from mortals” not to follow Kraus'’s ineluctable com-
mand to make out of keeping silent the new, last word. It is certainly true, as Brecht
cruelly remarked in On the Rapid Fall of an Ignoramus, that Kraus always “spoke about the
ice at the North Pole to those who already were cold” or showed “how useless is the
desire to proclaim the truth when one does not know what is true.” And yet, our
neo-avant-gardes, more or less knowingly, operate today under the sign of Kraus. This
obliges us to come to terms with their “indecent” fascination.

“The word is indecent”: Hugo von Hofmannsthal had come to
this conclusion already in his youth, only to repeat it later in The Difficult Man (1918).
In the Letter to Lord Chandos (1902), he declared: “In truth, the language in which I
would have wished not only to write but also to think is not Latin, nor English,
Italian, or Spanish, but the language in which mute things speak to me and in which perhaps
one day from the tomb I will be able to exculpate myself in front of an unknown
judge.” The language in which “mute things” speak is the one spoken by the “islands
of the air” that Hofmannsthal writes about in Andreas: it is the language that Rossi
would like to hear and to make heard.

The ineffable attracts all the more strongly the less we are con-
scious that words which are unpronounceable and yet utterable “do not produce,”
precisely because they cancel—by wishing to make it manifest—the mystical of Witt-
genstein. For this reason, the late followers who delude themselves into thinking
themselves able to inhabit “the old house of Language” believe that the “return to
nature”—the tristes tropiques of Aldo van Eyck or the landscapes inhabited by the silent
witnesses of Hejduk—involves, as an inevitable consequence, biting into the apple of
knowledge offered by an Eve eager to accept the serpent’s invitation. They find them-
selves “beyond good and evil,” and for their mute writing, the “beyond” is proposi-
tion seven. The wearing out of material suffered by Klimt, by Mahler, by Mies has
apparently taught them nothing. Or better, they think they can remain in that state of
suspended animation which accompanies that wearing out. But if the long voyages
of no return that, from Piranesi to Mahler’s Lied von der Erde, mark the stages of the long
goodbye to the ancient homeland of certitudes have enabled us to recognize the neces-
sity of the lie, it would be a grave error to mistake for one’s new “duty” the standing at
the edge of the dock to wave goodbye perpetually to the “friend” who is leaving. To
split oneself in two, to make oneself at the same time the friend who departs and the
friend who remains behind: and yet, this is certainly not the plurality to accept or, at
any rate, not the one to celebrate. However, it is also useless to hand lighted matches
to a man who is freezing. The instancy of form is nothing but such a “match”: time
consumes it rapidly, without offering an Erlebnis to redeem the suffering.

The aforementioned statement by Lukacs, at this point, could
very well be inverted: the space of life, of time as it is actually experienced, excludes
the space of form or, at least, holds it constantly in check. In the Gallaratese Quarter
in Milan, in opposition to the moderated expressionism of Carlo Aymonino, who
articulates his residential blocks as they converge upon the hub of the open-air theatre
in a complex play of artificial streets and tangles, Rossi sets the hieratic purism of his
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geometric block, which is kept aloof from every ideology, from every utopian pro-
posal for a “new lifestyle.”

The complex designed by Aymonino wishes to underscore each
solution, each joint, each formal artifice. Aymonino declaims the language of super-
imposition and of complexity, in which single objects, violently yoked together, in-
sist upon flaunting their individual role within the entire “machine.” These objects
of Aymonino’s are full of “memories.” And yet, quite significantly, Aymonino, by
entrusting to Rossi the design for one of the blocks in this quarter, seems to have felt
the need to stage a confrontation with an approach utterly opposed to his own, that
is, with a writing in which memory is contracted into hieratic segments. It is here
that we find, facing the proliferation of Aymonino’s signs, the absolute sign of Rossi,
involuntarily and cunningly captured by the play of that proliferation.

The position taken by Kraus and Loos is not negated; it is only
rendered more ambiguous. Since it is the turn of deeds to speak, form may keep
silent: the new word, the “eternal lament,” is condensed into allusive symbols. The
coexistence of objects, heaped together in constructivist fashion and obstinately
forced to communicate impossible meanings, and a mute object, closed within its
equally obstinate timidity, recapitulates in an exemplary fashion the entire “drama”
of modern architecture. Architecture, once again, has fashioned a discourse on itself.
But, this time, in an unusual way: as a dialogue, that is, between two different modes
of architectural writing that arrive at the same result. Not by chance, in the liceo in
Pesaro, Aymonino pays homage to his silent friend. The noise of Aymonino and the
silence of Rossi: two ways of declaiming the guttural sounds of the yellow giants in
which, as we have already noted, Kandinsky had personified the “new angels” of
mass society.

These observations are validated by a significant document: the
illustration presented by Aldo Rossi at the Biennial of Venice in 1976, a graphic meta-
phor of his theory of the “analogous city” For that matter, Rossi had already ac-
customed us to evaluate as formal machines designs based on the combinatory
manipulation of real and ideal places.?® Analogical thought as an archaic symbolism
only expressible through dehistoricized images? And why, now, such a belated pro-
posal for an itinerary in the labyrinth of an urban dream, within which the fragment
of a Renaissance treatise is equivalent to an eighteenth-century design or to one of
Rossi’s?

Even for Rossi’s “analogous city,” there is no real “site.” Beneath
the composition, there could very well appear the inscription, scrawled in childish
handwriting, ceci n’est pas une ville, which would produce the same discursive slippage
that occurs in Magritte’s Pipe.”” Nothing else remains except to play out the game
proposed by the architect, throwing oneself into the deciphering and the recognition
of the elements of his puzzle. As logbooks of elliptical voyages into temps passe, the
montages of Aldo Rossi renew the desire for an ecumenical embrace with the dreamt-
of reality. Yet such a wish to take in the whole of reality—object and subject, history
and memory, the city as structure and the city as myth—expresses a state of mind
that Michelstaedter has defined as “the anxiety of the persecuted beast.” The “colossal
humming” coming from the social machine (is it not the same noise heard by
Kraus?), “which creaks in all its joints . . . but does not breakdown [because] this is
its way of being, and there is no change in this smog,”?® provokes, in the interlocutor
of the Dialogue on Health, written by Michelstaedter in 1910, the anguishing question:
“How can this cursed smog be broken through?” The answer offered by the Triestine
writer is concise and concedes no alternatives either to the aloof flaneur, deluded into
thinking he can pose as a “new Baudelaire,” or to the man who would “save himself”
by making his own stream of consciousness into the object of his own voyeurism:



Do you understand? The path is no longer a path, because paths and ways are the eternal
flowing and colliding together of things that are and things that are not. But health belongs to
the man who “subsists” in the midst of all this; who lets his own need, his own desire flow
through himself and still “subsists”; who even if a thousand arms seize him and try to drag
him along with them still “subsists,” and through his own stability imparts stability to others.
He has nothing to keep from others and nothing to ask from them, since for him there is no

future, because nothing “awaits.”*

“Subsisting” is thus elevated into a symbol for the contem-
plation of pain: the course of the real is immutable, but in such an acceptance of
suffering, in such a negation of utopian alternatives, there lives the duty of being aware.
Of this “duty” —the highest expression of upper-middle-class introspection—per-
haps only Mies, in the architecture of our century, speaks by making of silence a
mirror. Such a road excludes every further “voyage.” Why take a “path that is no
longer a path,” especially if it only leads to self-description?* If, as Rossi has writ-
ten,*' “the lucidity of the design is always and only the lucidity of thought,” there is
no longer any room for those disturbing heterotopias that “shatter and entangle com-
mon names.” Rossi, in his allegory of the “analogous city,” attempts a magical opera-
tion: to unite the declaration of his own “subsisting” to a dried-up nostalgia. Trieste
and @« Woman is how he titles in 1974 his own project for the regional building in
Trieste, explicitly alluding to those aspects of the city immortalized by Umberto Saba.
But the Trieste of Saba had already been set into crisis by Svevo. The “woman” of
Rossi is the Angiolina that Emilio creates for himself as a lie in Senilita (As a Man
Grows Older). In this sense, the “subsisting” of Aldo Rossi is, contradictorily, in
desperate search of a place in which to deposit its own “stability.”

That such a place should be the labyrinth of “many beauties”
gathered together in an ideal montage has an equally contradictory meaning. It indi-
cates the need of a public to which to “ask something” and from which to expect
responses. It is necessary to restore these reciprocal roles to their rightful places. It
behooves one not to respond to those who seek a conscious “stability,” yet actually
wish at all costs to solicit assent. The keeping silent of criticism means, in such a
case, rejecting the fragility of the poet, who expresses, coram populo, his own desire to
stretch himself out, in front of his public, on a comforting Freudian couch.

To expose oneself even more than Rossi has done means to
transfer architecture into a realm dominated by the “Icarus complex”; it means re-
newing Breton’s dream of a purity entrusted to a waiting without hope. But then
architecture would have to levitate, to take off and fly, like the Sanity of Malevich, like
the Letatlin, like the utopian projects of Krutikov, or like, with greater coherence, the
oneiric landscapes of Massimo Scolari.

Having lost its roots, the contaminatio between architectural
graphics and dream deposited on paper indicates, in Scolari’s work, that the “dwell-
ing” place no longer is the city. The detailed watercolors of Scolari reveal neither the
cynical play of Koolhaas nor the utopian tensions of the Krier brothers. Writing is
everything in them; therefore, they speak of nothingness. The architectural landscape
lives on as a private memory within which forms regain, without the use of subter-
fuges, a Kantian “beauty without purpose.” Such coherence has an unquestionable
critical value, even if it does not coincide with the one spelled out by the author:** it
demonstrates that the incessant transformation of language, in the absence of mat-
ter—once the “spirit of the old mole” has been accepted®*—is presented solely as
an evocation of autres labyrinths. One can exit from these labyrinths only by agreeing
to “sullying oneself” without restraint; the anxiety of purity is completely dissipated
in them. Even the boudoir of Scolari is crowded with portraits of De Sade, but there is
no place in it for the De Sade of Bataille.
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Throughout this discussion, we have deliberately intertwined
the analysis of specific phenomena with the search for a correct use of the instru-
ments of critical inquiry. The examples chosen have proven useful precisely because
in confronting them the very function of criticism becomes problematic and because,
as limit-cases, they encompass a great part of the current debate on architectural
language, as it extends from the work of Louis Kahn to that of the American neo-
avant-gardes and of the Italian experimentalists such as Vittorio De Feo, Franco Pu-
rini, and Vittorio Gregotti.**

In writing about De Feo, Dal Co has spoken of “architecture as
a suspended form.”* And, in fact, the works of De Feo oscillate between the creation
of virtual spaces and mannered typological exercises. The experimentation with the
deformation of geometric elements is his dominant concern. From the project for
the new House of Representatives in Rome, devised with the Stass Group (1967), to
the Technical School at Terni (1968-74), the competition for an Esso service station
(1971), and the project for the new communal theatre in Forli (1976), De Feo treats
geometry as a primary element to be made to clash with the chosen functional order.
Compared with the purism of Rossi, the architecture of De Feo certainly appears
more empirical and more open to chance. However, in its attempt to lay bare the
intrinsic qualities of form, his architecture possesses a self-critical and self-ironic
force that manifests itself most clearly in the exorbitant Pop image, in which the
exasperated geometric play of the project for the Esso station is resolved. One can
detect a warning here: once form has been “liberated,” the geometric universe be-
comes the site of the most uncontrollable “adventure.”

Certainly, similar works come about historically from reflections
upon the new thematics introduced by Louis Kahn; but, in the particular case of the
Italians, the exploration of linguistic instruments is conducted without any mystic
aura and without any misplaced faith in the charismatic power of institutions. We
find ourselves, therefore, faced with an apparent paradox. Those who concentrate on
linguistic experimentation have lost the old illusions about the innovative powers of
communication. Yet by accepting the relative autonomy of syntactic research, they
must then own up to the arbitrary nature of the original choice of a reference code.
Neither De Feo nor Purini are willing, however, to link that choice of reference code
to an act of engagement, when such a social commitment can be more fully expressed
through other means. It is perhaps not by chance that Gregotti and Purini have “met”
on several schemes for large-scale projects; even though for Gregotti the “dimen-
sion,” the inscription of a sign-structure onto a regional geography appears to be the
primary objective, while for Purini the question of dimension is unimportant. But it
is no accident that in 1968 Purini undertook a “classification by sections of architec-
tural systems.” Was not the abstract typology of Durand in effect a reductive instru-
ment capable of placing architecture “on hold,” with respect to the new programmatics,
stemming from “other technologies”? Furthermore, the studies on the relationship
of the Dasein of the sign, which Purini continues to elaborate, express a similar “plac-
ing on hold.” Without doubt, his signs are in search of articulation; their purism is
always dangling between eloquence—the desire for metaphoric “transparencies”—
and the retreat into self-contemplation. In a project from 1976, a pavilion in cement
and glass, Purini alludes to the Farnsworth house by Mies, the pavilion as a forest of
columns in a garden by Tessenow, the glass house by Figini, and the Victory Room by
Persico; but no direct “quotation” is present in the project, which seems to call for a
comparison between history and a form impervious to all external forces.

For Gregotti, form is not absolute. And yet his projects on a
regional scale adopt a poetics of rigorous structural definition as a “defense” against
that which they intend to assault. To show and then to withdraw, to create new thresh-
olds and then to load them with “incidents,” to wall up “places” and then to make



them visible tombs: Purini and Gregotti have also met on this. Nor is it insignificant
that Gregotti has arrived at such a position only after feverish recherches for subjective
and collective memories. But today there is no Academie des Sciences to intervene
by offering to the typological openness of current architectural writing, contracted
as it is into essential alphabets, the kind of overall program that is translatable into
typologies. That architecture which is made only of “relations” continues “on hold”:
its experimentalism produces “models” unwittingly.

And yet neither Gregotti’s project for the Zen Quarter in Pa-
lermo nor those for the University of Calabria and the University of Florence cast a
glance toward heavenly expanses. Instead, this architecture that seeks to saturate the
landscape with techniques contracts into atonal narrations: it recites its own “con-
traction.” But even this architecture is “on hold.” It waits, first of all, to make itself
into matter—but perhaps this is not its primary concern—and, ultimately, to force
its “suspended tonality” into a resolution. But this is impossible. The formal play that
wishes to present itself as thoroughly “calculable” and verifiable, that wishes to im-
pose its own ratio upon the infinity of nature, condemns itself once again to hetero-
topia, and this time in a deceitful way. The calculability of Gregotti’s architecture is
still an evasion. Certainly, it attempts to play/transform the “great city” or the “great
land.” In this lies the merit of its having made architecture into a managerial product.
But too great a desire for synthesis is contained in those “bridges” and in those exces-
sively transparent grids: their serenity, their desire to go beyond the “tragic vision”
of the “disquieting Muses”—the Italian masters of the fifties and sixties**—is im-
bued with hidden nostalgia. Distortions are still present in the project for the Rina-
scente Department Store in Turin; the utopias of “radical” architecture clearly
flourish in the Zen Quarter, closed into itself like a “new Jerusalem” (in fact, the
biblical theme is even mentioned in a report by Gregotti);*” and the axis of multiple
expansions in the project for the University of Calabria alludes to possible adventures
of forms, beginning with the inflexible sign that restrains them. On the same open
page, but on the two facing leaves, Euclid and Breton try to shatter the difference that
the page imposes on their messages.

To what degree are these attitudes comparable to those of such
architects as Peter Eisenman, Michael Graves, and John Hejduk, who, in the pan-
orama of international architecture, appear to be closest to a conception of architec-
ture as a means of reflecting upon itself and upon its internal articulations? Is it really
possible to speak of their work as a “mannerism amongst the ruins”? Mario Gandel-
sonas has correctly singled out the specific areas of concern in the work of Michael
Graves: the classicist code, cubist painting, the traditions of the Modern Movement,
and nature.*® However, it should be remarked that we are again dealing with closed
systems, within which the themes of polysemy and pluralism are already “orches-
trated” and controlled, and within which the possession of the aleatory is made to take on
a form that, to say the least, is “monumental.” The only source that seems to defy
such an interpretation is the one that refers to the Modern Movement; nevertheless,
it is read nonproblematically by Graves as meaning “metaphysical” and “twentieth-
century,” thus permitting the previous schema to stand intact. Having established a
system of limitations and of exclusions, Graves can manipulate his materials in a
limited series of operations; but at the same time, this system permits him to demon-
strate how a clarification or explication of his own linguistic procedures exerts an
indirect control of the plan, always from within the system of predetermined exclusions.

In other words, both Graves and Hejduk renew a method based on the “laying bare”
of syntactic procedures. The essence of formalism— “formalism” understood in its original sense—is perpet-
uated in their work. “Semantic distortion,” the priem (device) of the Russian formalists, is thus
taken up again in a most obvious way in works like Graves’s Benacerraf and Sny-
derman houses. And these works as well as the more hieratic and atemporal syntactic
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decompositions of Eisenman should be regarded as a sort of analytic laboratory dedi-
cated to experimentation on select stylemes, rather than merely as reworkings of
Terragni’s rationalism or as expressions of a taste for the abstract.

We cannot try to analyze here the meaning of such research
within the context of American culture. Their objective function, however, is without
doubt to provide a well-tested catalogue of design approaches, applicable to predeter-
mined situations. It is useless then to ask if their “neopurist” tendencies are actual or
not.* As instances of the baring of linguistic structures, they are asked simply to be
rigorous in their absolute ahistoricity. Only in this way can their nostalgic isolation
be neutralized, thereby permitting the recognition of the necessity of their estrange-
ment to emerge from those meticulous exercises. (A recognition, by the way, that
would never spring from the self-satisfied stylistic gestures of Philip Johnson or from
the equally self-satisfied fragmentism of Paul Rudolph.)

But what is the meaning of this isolation of pure design, not only,
or not so much, for the latest work of Stirling and Gregotti—which is “obligated”
to it—nbut rather for the work of Rossi, Scolari, the Kriers, Pichler, Purini, Hejduk,
and Eisenman? Leo Castelli, in New York, immediately seized the opportunity to
merchandise the images consigned to the sheets on which our “untimely ones” de-
posited “images as deeds.” Those designs wish to resist the attack of time; they demon-
strate in their absoluteness the sole possibility of “narrating clearly.” In this sense,
they are texts in which form lies inert; it “reposes”; it narrates its own fractures attempting
to possess them totally. They do not represent “interrupted architectures,” but rather
universes that attempt to heal the radical rift that Le Corbusier had originally estab-
lished between painting and constructing. Now, the “clear narration”—which
Graves and Stirling renounce voluntarily—is there to declare that real differences are
expressible only at the price of an absolute reification. The path taken by Lissitzky
with the Proun is thus followed in reverse.

Let us try to synthesize the argument made so far. It requires a
specific reading of the languages under examination as well as a use of diverse critical
approaches. For example, in treating the work of Stirling and Gregotti, it is necessary
to refer to technological aesthetics and to information theory, for they prove to be
instruments essential to a full understanding of the rationale behind the semantic
distortions employed by both architects. But information theory sheds very little light
on Rossi’s study of typological invariants, especially since Rossi’s formalism seems to
want to contest the original formulation of linguistic formalism by Shklovsky and
Eichenbaum.

To dismantle and reassemble the geometric metaphors of “the
compositional rigorists” may prove an endless game, which may even become use-
less when, as in the case of Peter Eisenman, the process of assemblage is all to explicit
and presented in a highly didactic form. In the face of such products, the task of
criticism is to begin from within the work only to break out of it as quickly as pos-
sible in order not to remain caught in the vicious circle of a language that speaks
only of itself, in order not to participate guiltily in the “infinite entertainment” that
it promises.

Clearly, the problem of criticism is of another order. We do not
give credence to the artificial “New Trends” attributed to contemporary architec-
ture.*® But there is little doubt that a widespread attitude does exist that is intent upon
reclaiming the dimension of the object and its character as unicum by removing it
from its economic and functional contexts; by marking it as an exceptional—and
thus surreal—event by placing it between parentheses within the flux of “things”
generated by the system of production. One could describe such acts as an architecture
dans le boudoir. And not simply because, as we have already emphasized in treating the
opposed but complementary examples represented by the work of Stirling and Rossi,



we find ourselves facing an “architecture of cruelty” —the cruelty of language as a
system of exclusions—but further because the magic circle drawn around linguistic
experimentation reveals a significant affinity with the structural rigor of the texts of
the Marquis De Sade. “Where sex is involved, everything must speak of sex”: that is,
the utopia of eros in Sade culminates in the discovery that the maximum liberty leads
to the maximum terror and indifference, while that utopia itself remains completely
inscribed within the supreme constriction of the inflexible geometric structures of
narrativity. But as we have already pointed out with respect to Piranesi, this means
making nonlinguistic forces break into the domain of language. And yet the boudoir
of the great new writers of architecture, however well furnished with mirrors and
instruments of pleasure it may be, is no longer the place where the maximum degree
of “virtuous wickedness” is consummated. The modern libertines become horrified
when faced with the theme of the inflexibility of the limit. Their vivisections are
performed after they have skillfully anesthetized the patients. The torturer now works
in padded operating rooms; the boudoir is aseptic and has too many safety exits. The
recovery of the border of discourse,” after its destruction by the historical avant-
gardes in their struggle against the techniques of mass communication and the disso-
lution of the work of art into the assembly line, serves today to safeguard the possibil-
ity of salvation for the “nouvelles Justines” attracted by the recesses in which “gentle
tortures” are consummated.

There are two contradictions, however. On the one hand, as
with the Enlightenment utopia, such attempts to recover a discursive order are forced
to discover that those exits from the castle serve only to make silence speak. On the
other hand, they try to go beyond this aporia by offering themselves as the founda-
tion for a new institutional format for architecture. These contradictions are actually
given theoretical form in Louis Kahn's work from the mid-fifties on. But, with his
work, we have already exited from the hermetic game of language that collapses
upon itself.

The questions that criticism ought to ask at this point are: what
makes these “gentle tortures” possible? In what contexts and in what structural con-
ditions are they rooted? What is their role within the present-day system of produc-
tion? We have responded in part to these questions in the course of our discussion.
But we can add, however, that these works are the by-products of a system of produc-
tion that must, simultaneously: (a) renew itself on a formal level, by delegating to
marginal sectors of its professional organizations the task of experimenting with and
developing new models (in fact, it would prove useful to analyze the way in which
the models devised by the isolated form makers come to be introduced within the
process of mass production); and (b) consolidate a highly diversified public, by as-
signing the role of “vestals of the discipline” to figures bent on preserving the con-
cept and the role of architecture, in its accepted meaning as a traditional object
endowed with certain permanent and inalienable powers of communication.

As you see, we pass from the object itself to the system that gives
meaning to it. What we meant in affirming that the task of criticism is to do violence
to the object under analysis now becomes clear. From the examination of the most
contrary attempts to bring architecture back into the realm of “discourse,” we have
passed to pinpointing the role of architectural discourse itself, thereby casting serious
doubt on the overall function of those attempts. Now, we must even go further.

On several occasions we have tried to demonstrate that through-
out the adventures of the historical avant-gardes the alternatives that appear as oppo-
sites—order and disorder, law and chance, structure and formlessness—are in reality
completely complementary. We have seen this exemplified in the Gallaratese Quarter,
within which the dialectic between purism and constructivism is fully manifest. But
the historical significance of such complementarity extends well beyond this specific
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example. To degrade the materials of communication by compromising them with
the commonplace, by forcing them to be reflected in the agonizing swamp of the
world of merchandise, by reducing them to emptied and mute signs: this is the pro-
cess that leads from the tragic buffoonery of the Cabaret Voltaire to the Merzhau of
Kurt Schwitters, to the constructivist pictures of Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, and to the false
constructions of Sol LeWitt. Yet the result is surprising. The desecrating immersion
into chaos permits these artists to reemerge with instruments that, by having ab-
sorbed the logic of that chaos, are prepared to dominate it from within.

Thus we have the form of formlessness as both conquest and project.
On the one side, the manipulation of pure signs as the foundations of an architectural
constructivism; on the other, the acceptance of the indefinite, of dissolution. The
control of chaos and of chance requires this twofold attitude. As Rudolf Arnheim has
keenly observed, “the earlier insistence on minimal shapes of the utmost precision
(in the work of Jean Arp, which is illustrative of our argument) and the subsequent
display of corrosion, seemingly at extreme opposites, were in fact symptoms of the
same abandonment.”*' But it is the testimony of Arp himself that makes clear the
process binding the affirmation of form to the “death wish” of form itself:

About 1930 the pictures torn by hand from paper came into being. . .. Why struggle for
precision, purity, when they can never be attained. The decay that begins immediately on
completion of the work was now welcome to me. Dirty man with his dirty fingers points and
daubs at a nuance in the picture. . . . He breaks into wild enthusiasm and sprays the picture
with spittle. A delicate paper collage of watercolor is lost. Dust and insects are also efficient in
destruction. The light fades the colors. Sun and heat make blisters, disintegrate the paper, crack
the paint, disintegrate the paint. The dampness creates mould. The work falls apart, dies. The
dying of a picture no longer brought me to despair. I had made my pact with its passing, with
its death, and now it was part of the picture for me. But death grew and ate up the picture and
life. . . . Form had become Unform, the Finite the Infinite, the Individual the Whole.*?

The formlessness, the risk of existence, no longer generates
anxiety once it is accepted as linguistic material, as in the “combine-paintings” of
Rauschenberg, as in Homage to New York by Jean Tinguely (1960), as in the corrosive
manipulations of sound by John Cage. And vice versa: language can speak of the
indeterminate, the casual, the transient, since in them it greets the advent of the
Whole. Yet this is but an endeavor to give a form of expression to the phenomenon
of mass consumption. It is not by chance that a great many of such celebrations of form-
lessness take place under the banner of a technological utopia. The ironic and irritat-
ing metaphors of the Archigram and Archizoom groups, or Johansen’s and Gehry’s
notion of architecture as an explosion of fragments (not to mention the cynicism of
the Site group) have their roots in the technological myth. Technology can thus be
read mystically, as a “second nature,” the object of mimesis; indeed, it may even
become the object of formalist small talk, as in some of the work of Russian Con-
structivism in which the form self-destructs in order to emit messages stemming
from the same process of self-contestation. There are even those who, like Bruno
Zevi, try to construct a code for such programmed self-destruction.** What remains
hidden in all of these “abstract furors” is the general sense of their agreeable maso-
chism. And it is precisely to such experiences that a critical approach inspired by the
technological aesthetics of Max Bense or by the information theory of Abraham
Moles may be fruitfully applied. But this is only possible because, much more than
Stirling, these architects attempt to convert into discourse the indeterminacy of the
technological world: they attempt to saturate the entire physical environment with
excessive amounts of revved-up information in an effort to reunite “words and
things” and impart to commonplace existence an autonomous structure of commu-



nication. It is no accident, then, that the already outmoded images of Archigram and
the artificial and deliberate ironies of Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown or of
Hans Hollein simultaneously expand and restrict the sphere of architectural interven-
tion. They expand it insofar as they introduce the theme of dominating visible space
in its entirety; they restrict it insofar as they interpret that space solely as a network
of superstructures.

A definite result, however, emerges from projects like the one de-
signed by Venturi and Rauch for Benjamin Franklin Avenue in Philadelphia.** Here, the
desire to communicate no longer exists; architecture is dissolved into a deconstructed
system of ephemeral signals. In place of communication, there is a flux of information; in
place of architecture as language, there is an attempt to reduce it to a mass medium,
without any ideological residues; in place of an anxious effort to restructure the ur-
ban system, there is a disenchanted acceptance of reality, bordering on extreme
cynicism.

In this manner, Venturi, placing himself within an exclusively
linguistic framework, has arrived at a radical devaluation of language itself: the mean-
ing of the Plakatwelt, of the world of publicity, cannot be sought in referents external
to it. Venturi thus obtains a result that is the exact opposite of that reached by the
compositional rigorists. For the latter, it is the metaphysical recovery of the “being”
of architecture extracted from the flux of existence; for Venturi, it is the process of
rendering language useless, having discovered that its intrinsic ambiguity, upon con-
tact with reality, makes any pretext of autonomy purely illusory.

Note well: in both cases, language undeceives itself. We shall
return to this problem in the next chapter. It should now be observed that if the
protagonists of contemporary architecture often take on the role of Don Quixote,
such a posture has a less superficial meaning than is readily apparent.

Language has thus reached the point of speaking about its own
isolation, regardless of whether it chooses to retraverse the path of rigorism by focus-
ing on the mechanisms of its own writing, or to explode outward toward the Other,
that is, toward the problematic space of existence. But does not such a journey, which
was originally undertaken in the period that extends from the early fifties to the
present, simply repeat an adventure already lived out? Is not Mallarme’s reply to the
question regarding the subject of discourse, “It is the Word itself that speaks,” com-
plementary to that at once tragic and comforting recognition of Kraus and Loos, “it
is the turn of deeds to speak, and that which is only thought is inexpressible?” And
furthermore, has not the destiny of the historical avant-gardes been to dissolve into
a project—a historically frustrated one at that—for the intellectual management of
the Whole? The homecoming to language constitutes a roof of failure. But it remains
necessary to determine the extent to which such a failure is due to the intrinsic char-
acter of the discipline of architecture and the extent to which it is due to uncertain
causes not yet fully understood.

Michel Foucault has pointed out the existence of a kind of gra-
dation between different types of discourses:

Discourse “uttered” in the course of the day and in casual meetings, and which disappears
with the very act which gave rise to it; and those forms of discourse that lie at the origins of a
certain number of new verbal acts, which are reiterated, transformed or discussed; in short,
discourse which is spoken and remains spoken, indefinitely, beyond its formulation, and which
remains to be spoken.**

It is a question of a gap clearly not absolute, but sufficiently
defined to permit a distinction between levels of linguistic organization to be made.
The Modern Movement, overall, had tried to eliminate that gap: here we are thinking
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specifically of the polemical position of Hannes Meyer, the radicalism of Hans
Schmidt, the stances of magazines like ABC and G, and the aesthetic theories of Karel
Teige, Walter Benjamin, and Hans Mukarhovsky.*® But it is Foucault himself who
recognizes the final results of such an attempt:

The radical denial of this gradation can never be anything but play, utopia or anguish. Play, as
Borges uses the term, in the form of commentary that is nothing more than the reappearance,
word for word (though this time it is solemn and anticipated) of the text commented on; or

again, the play of a work of criticism talking endlessly about a work that does not exist.*’

Is this not, in fact, the position upon which not only Stirling
and Kahn converge, but also those whom Jencks has called the “Supersensualists”**—
namely Hans Hollein, Walter Pichler, and Ricardo Bofill—who were preceded, how-
ever (and Jencks makes no note of this), by much of the late work of Frank Lloyd
Wright and the imposing prefigurations of the technological avant-gardists (Leo Lud-
wig and Piano & Rogers)? The elimination of the gap between the discourses “which
are uttered” and those “which are spoken” cannot be realized at the level of language.
The tight-lipped humor that emanates from the architecture of Hollein or from
the formal paradoxes of Arata Isozaki—the Fujimi Country Clubhouse (1972-74),
the Kitakyushu Central Library (1973-75), and even the chair Marilyn on the Line
(1972)*—may contrast with the equally sophisticated but more genuine humor of
Carlo Scarpa; but for all of them, it is a question of the “comical that does not make
anyone laugh,” of “play as utopia and anguish.”

On the other hand, the explosion of architecture outward to-
ward the real contains within it a comprehensive project that becomes evident once
we take into consideration that the tradition of this sector of research is based on the
activity of such figures as Raymond Unwin, Barry Parker, Clarence Stein, Henry
Wright, and Martin Wagner. There is, nevertheless, a certain undercurrent in such a
shifting of the discipline of architecture from form to reform that might lead to a pos-
sible overcoming of its own equivocations. In fact, at least the start of a trend is
discernible in this body of attempts: the premise for a “new technique,” submerged
within the organizations that determine the capitalistic management of building and
regional planning.

But this forces us to abandon almost entirely the paraphernalia
of the traditional categories of judgment. Since an individual work is no longer at
stake, but rather an entire cycle of production, critical analysis has to operate on the
material plane that determines that cycle of production. In other words, to shift the
focus from what architecture wishes to be, or wishes to say, toward what building
production represents in the economic game means that we must establish parame-
ters of reading capable of penetrating to the heart of the role played by architecture
within the capitalist system. One could object that such an economic reading of
building production is other than the reading of architecture as a system of communi-
cation. But we can only reply that it will never be repeated too often that, when
wishing to discover the secret of a magician’s tricks, it is far better to observe him
from backstage than to continue to stare at him from a seat in the orchestra.

Clearly, however, to interpret architectural ideology as an ele-
ment—secondary perhaps, but an element nonetheless—of the cycle of production
results in the overturning of the pyramid of values that are commonly accepted in
the treatment of architecture. Indeed, once such a criterion of judgment is adopted, it
becomes absolutely ridiculous to ask to what extent a linguistic choice or a structural
organization expresses or tries to anticipate “freer” modes of existence. What criti-
cism ought to ask about architecture is, instead, in what way does it, as an organized
institution, succeed or not in influencing the relations of production.



Massimo Scolari,
La macchina
dell’ oblio, 1978

We regard it, then, as absolutely crucial to take up the questions
that Walter Benjamin posed in one of his most important essays, “The Author as
Producer”:

Instead of asking, “What is the attitude of a work to the relations of production of its time?
Does it accept them, is it reactionary—or does it aim at overthrowing them, is it revolution-
ary?”—instead of this question, or at any rate before it, I should like to propose another.
Rather than ask, “What is the attitude of a work to the relations of production of its time” I
should like to ask, “What is its position in them?” This question directly concerns the function
the work has within the literary relations of production of its time. It is concerned, in other
words, directly with the literary technique of works.*°

This viewpoint, by the way, represents for Benjamin a radical
surpassing of the more ideological positions he had expressed in the conclusion to
“The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” In the questions posed
in “The Author as Producer,” there are no concessions made to proposals for salvation
by means of an “alternative” use of linguistic techniques; there is no longer any
ideological distinction between a “communist art” as opposed to a “fascist art.”
There is only a genuinely structural consideration of the productive role of intellec-
tual activities and, consequently, a series of questions regarding their possible contri-
bution to the development of the relations of production. Certainly, Benjamin'’s text
still contains many dubious points concerning the political value of certain techno-
logical innovations—here we are thinking of the connections drawn between dada-
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ism and the content of a political photomontage by Heartfield, considered by
Benjamin to be “revolutionary.” But the substance of his argument remains pro-
foundly valid today, so much so as to point the way to a radical revision of the criteria
for determining the fundamental problems of the history of contemporary art and
architecture. By keeping in mind the central question—what is the position of a
work of art in the relations of production—many of the so-called masterpieces of
modern architecture come to take on a secondary or even marginal importance,
while a great many of the current debates are relegated to the status of peripheral
considerations.

The judgment we have advanced regarding the present research
aimed at restoring to architecture its original “purity” therefore proves to be valid.
These attempts are confirmed as “parallel actions,” bent on building an uncontami-
nated limbo that floats above (or below) the real conflicts in the social formation of
which it only picks up a distant echo. ,

Lart pour I'art has been, in its own way, a form of blase upper-
class protest against the universe of Zivilisation. In defending Kultur against “civilization
and its discontents,” Thomas Mann found it necessary to formulate “the reflections
of a nonpolitical man,” which, if carried to their extreme, reassert the kinship be-
tween art and play posited by Schiller. After all, “the courage to speak of roses” can
always be appreciated, provided that the courage is true enough to confess and to
bear witness to a deeply felt inadequacy.

We do not, however, wish to be misunderstood: the critic is also
an “angel with dirty hands.” The very same questions that criticism puts to architec-
ture it must also put to itself: that is, in what way does criticism enter into the process
of production? How does it conceive its own role within that process? As is evident,
the knotty problems set out in the introduction to this book return intact and with
full force. Only with great difficulty can such questions be answered theoretically. They
are beyond any “general theory.” The “project” that they designate places the present-
day formation of intellectual work on trial, even if, for the time being, only a line of
march can be pointed out, one that lacks a fully formed and expressible telos.

The conclusion of our discourse can only be problematic. Once
again, it is the questions posed by Benjamin—by the same Benjamin, mind you,
who wrote about his experiences with hashish—that present themselves to us as an
obstacle to be confronted. And to the architect (or to the critic) who accepts the new
roles that today’s difficult reality proposes, we shall never desist from asking:

Does he succeed in promoting the socialization of the intellectual means of production? Does
he see how he himself can organize the intellectual workers in the production process? Does
he have proposals for the Umfunktionierung [ transformations] of the novel, the drama, the poem?
The more completely he can orient his activity toward this task, the more correct will the
political tendency, and necessarily also the higher technical quality, of his work.*!

“The disenchanted avant-garde,” completely absorbed in ex-
ploring from the comfort of its charming boudoirs the profundities of the philosophy
of the unexpected writes down, over and over again, its own reactions under the
influence of drugs prudently administered. Its use of hashish is certainly a conscious
one: but it makes of this “consciousness” a barrier, a defense. Of the “perfidious
enchantment” of the products that come out of the new laboratories of the imaginary
it is good to be distrustful. With a smile, we have to catalogue them in the imaginary
museum of the bad conscience of our “small age,” to be used as rearview mirrors by
whoever recognizes himself to be caught in the midst of a crisis that obliges him to
remain stuck in the minefield of the “evil present.”
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Cambridge,” Domus 491 (1969), pp. 8—15; “Stirling in Scozia,” Domus 491 (1970), pp.
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Stirling, however, contradicted himself when he stated at the Second International Iranian
Architectural Congress (Persepoli-Shiraz, September 1974): “It seems essential to me that
a building contain a whole series of forms, which the general public can relate to, be
familiar with, and identify with. These forms will stem from staircases, windows, corri-
dors, statues, entranceways, etc., and the entire building will be thought of as a composi-
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tion of everyday elements which can be recognized by the average man and not only an
architect” (see the catalogue James Stirling, pp. 28—29). This contradiction is not in itself
significant, but rather shows how, for architects like Stirling, formal writing follows laws
that cannot be verbalized or translated into other writings.

Peter Eisenman, “Real and English: The Destruction of the Box. I,” Oppositions 4 (1974),
pp. 6-34.

Thid., p. 20.

Ibid., pp. 27-31.

On these projects, see Lotus International 15 (1977), pp. 58 fI. See also David Stewart, “Three
Projects by James Stirling,” A+ U 67 (1976), pp. 55-56, with graphic and photographic
documentation on pp. 22 ff. Stewart examines the Town Centre Housing of Runcorn New
Town, as well as the projects for the new Gallery on Grabbeplatz in Dusseldorf, and for
the Wallraf-Richartz Museum, finding in them echoes of Schinkel and of Hadrian’s Villa
at Tivoli. .

See Cesare De Seta, “La storicita dialettica di Stirling,” in James Stirling, pp. 22-24.

See, for example, Alan Johnson and Stephen N. Games, “Florey Building, Oxford” (Letters
to the Editors), Architectural Review 152, no. 910 (1972), pp. 384—385.

Roland Barthes, Critique et verite.

We shall consider Aldo Rossi here only as an architect, pointing out that his theoretical
works are but “poetics” in the strictest sense. It is useless to contest a literary work of his:
it has but one use, that of helping to understand the spiritual autobiography that the
author inscribes within his formal compositions. The bibliography on Rossi suffers in
general from partiality; we will thus cite only these texts: Ezio Bonfanti, “Elementi e
costruzione: Note sull’architettura di Aldo Rossi,” Controspazio 2, no. 10 (1970), pp. 19
ff.; Massimo Scolari, “Avanguardia e nuova architettura,” in (various authors) Architettura
razionale: XV Triennale di Milano, Sezione internazionale di architettura (Milan: Franco Angeli, 1973),
pp. 153—187; the catalogue Aldo Rossi, Bauten Projekte (with Martin Steinmann’s introduction
“Architektur”) of the exhibition held in Zurich in November-December 1973; Renato
Nicolini, “Note su Aldo Rossi,” Controspazio 4 (1974), pp. 48—49; Vittorio Savi, Larchitettura
di Aldo Rossi (Milan: Franco Angeli, 1976), with an ample bibliography; the special issue
dedicated to Rossi by the Japanese magazine A + U 65 (1976), pp. 55 ff;; and the cata-
logue Aldo Rossi (Florence: Centro Di, 1979).

Fossati writes of the “metaphysical” De Chirico using words that could also be applied to
the architecture of Rossi: “The play of contradictions and suspensions of meaning from
the network of common relationships by and of objects is not just an ordinary technical
expedient: it is the expedient par excellence, the ritual, with its preparatory and evocative
minute details, the epiphany as sublimation, its healing and miraculous effects. Sublima-
tion, par excellence, the play hides the game, and each slowly and deliberately reveals the
other, with painting as a thing in itself, as a counterpoint to the crisis between appearance
and substance, and as an alternative as well. . . . The line having been severed between
reality and its objects, the game is completed; faith in making, in knowing, in concealing,
becomes an object more objective than the real objects at stake with which it should
concern itself, a truth truer than actual exigencies and relationships, a thing in itself”
(Paolo Fossati, La pittura a programma: De Chirico metafisico [Venice: Marsilio, 1973], pp.
24-25).

We are obviously referring to the noted passage by Walter Benjamin in “Theses on the
Philosophy of History,” which Frampton places at the beginning of his essay in Oppositions
1 (1973). And yet the theme of Klee’s Angelus Novus is found throughout Benjamin’s mature
works: “The average European has not succeeded in uniting his life with technology,
because he has clung to the fetish of creative existence. One must have followed Loos in
his struggle with the dragon ‘ornament,” heard the stellar Esperanto of Scheerbart’s cre-
ations or have escorted Klee's New Angel, who preferred to free men by taking from
them, rather than make them happy by giving to them, to understand a humanity that
proves itself by destruction. . . . Like a creature sprung from the child and the cannibal
his conqueror stands before him: not a new man; a monster, a new angel.” Walter Benja-
min, “Karl Kraus,” in Reflections, ed. Peter Demetz, trans. Edmund Jephcott (New York:
Schocken, 1986), pp. 272-273; originally in Frankfurter Zeitung (10, 14, 17, and 18 March
1931), reprinted in Schriften, vol. 2 (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1955), pp. 159-195.
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This can achieve notable poetic effects, as in the “magical” bursting through of a trun-
cated cone into the grid, forcing it apart, at the City Hall in Muggio in 1972. This project
perhaps explains what Aldo Rossi means when he speaks of an “analogous city”—a kind
of “magical realism,” related to a conceptual experience, resonant with memories: “We
can utilize the reference points of the existing city, placing them on a vast, illuminated
surface: and thereby let architecture participate, little by little, in the creation of new
events.”
Numbers 21-22 (1973) of the magazine Parametro, dedicated to the XV Triennale of Mi-
lan, and edited by Rossi, Franco Raggi, Massimo Scolari, Rosaldo Bonicalzi, Gianni Bra-
ghieri, and Daniele Vitale, bear the title La Triennale modello Starace (Starace was a leading
Fascist party official); harsh criticism in the same vein appears in Glauco Greslieri’s article,
“Alla XV Triennale di Milano,” on p. 6 of the same issue; in the letter sent by Giovanni
Klaus Konig to the magazine Architettura: cronache e storia 19, no. 8 (1973), pp. 456—467;
and in Joseph Rykwert’s article, “XV Triennale,” Domus 530 (1974), pp. 1-15. We cannot
agree with these criticisms. There are far stronger reasons for criticism than those found
in the above-mentioned articles: evidently no one has observed how objectively “reac-
tionary” were the city-scale projects drawn up by obviously “nonacademic” architects
for Rome and Venice. But to attack the Triennale to strike at Rossi—his “school” is some-
thing else again—is simply inadmissible. The enthusiasm of the historian has nothing to
do with that of the sports fan. We have long ceased to wonder about whose body is buried
in the cellar, or to hurl curses at a too-partial referee even if our friend Rykwert, with a
superficiality that oddly enough we do not find in his studies on nudist paradises, attri-
butes to us ideas and preferences that we have never expressed. The point is another. If
“fascism” is thought to mean dedicating oneself to the “scandalous” autonomy of art,
then one should have the courage to break with sclerotic and ambiguous criteria of judg-
ment, which directly influence the destiny of the Modern Movement. But once having
agreed to descend to infantile criteria of judgment, is it really necessary to recall that it
was Gropius who explained to Goebbels that modern architecture was the only kind capa-
ble of expressing the supremacy of the Germanic race? And why has it not occurred to
anyone that if the mute symmetries of Rossi can be labeled “a la Starace,” then the con-
structivist products of the Kennedy era—of Kallmann and Kevin Roche, for example—
should be thought of as symbols of American democracy and of its “civil” colonization
of Vietnam? Only by avoiding the use of such puerile parallels is it possible to make
history. Personally, we feel obliged to advise Rossi not to teach architecture: not out of a
hysterical and conformist desire to ostracize him, but rather to help him to be more
consistent in his fascinating, albeit superfluous, silence. On the XV Triennale, see also the
issue of Controspazio dedicated to it (no. 6, 1973), especially the estimable article in defense
of the basic choices of the exhibit, by Renato Nicolini, “Per un nuovo realismo in archi-
tettura,” pp. 12—15. From today’s vantage point, however, we may thank the XV Triennale
for having instigated the debate, and affording the occasion for international criticism to
reveal its inhibitions and its naivete. A prime example of this is Charles Jencks’s article,
“Irrational Rationalists: The Rats since 1960. Part 1,” A+U 76 (1977), pp. 110-113, with
its simplistic concept of “rationality” and of the epistemological debate on the crisis of
dialectic thought.
See Gyorgy Lukacs, “Georg Simmel,” 1918, reprinted in Buch des Dankes an Georg Simmel, ed.
Kurt Gassen (Berlin: Duncker & Humbolt, 1958), p. 173.
Karl Kraus, In These Great Times (Montreal: Engendra Press, 1976); “In dieser grossen Zeit
. was originally given as a speech on 19 November 1914. See Benjamin, “Karl Kraus,”
pPp- 242-243.
See Adolf Loos, Spoken into the Void (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1982); original ed., Architektur,
1910 (conference), reprinted in Samtliche Schriften, Adolf Loos, vol. 1 (Vienna and Munich:
Herold Verlag, 1962), pp. 302 ff. But Loos’s position is anything but an isolated one; in a
certain way it is linked to the teachings of Theodor Fischer and to the elementarism of
his pupils, and even more so to the deeply felt purism of Heinrich Tessenow (see Hein-
rich Tessenow, Hausbau und dergleichen [Berlin: B. Cassirer, 1920]; Italian trans., introduction
by Giorgio Grassi [Milan: Franco Angeli, 1974]). On the other hand, the position of an
artist like Georg Muche, in the midst of the Weimar Bauhaus, proves to be very close to
that of Loos: see Georg Muche, Memorandum of 18 February 1922 to the college of
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professors of the Bauhaus, and “Bildende Kunst und Industrieform,” Bauhaus 1, no. 1
(1926), pp. 5-6; English trans. in Hans M. Wingler, The Bauhaus: Weimar, Dessau, Berlin, Chicago
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1969), pp. 113—114. See also Marcel Franciscono, Walter Gropius
and the Creation of the Bauhaus in Weimar (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1971); and, on
the relationship among Loos, Kraus, and Wittgenstein, the volume Letters from Ludwig Witt-
genstein: With « Memory by Paul Engelmann (Oxford: Blackwell, 1967), as well as Francesco
Amendolagine and Massimo Cacciari, Oikos: Da Loos « Wittgenstein (Rome: Officina, 1975).
Useful only as a documentary source is Bernhard Leitner, The Architecture of Ludwig Wittgenstein
(New York: New York University Press, 1976).

We refer to Albert Janik and Stephen Toulmin, Wittgenstein’s Vienna (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1973), which, with disconcerting naivete, connects Kraus’s preservation of
“values,” once they are separated from the “facts,” to the solipsism of the early Witt-
genstein; and, conversely, to the too-hasty dismissal of Kraus on the part of Cacciari, in
Krisis and in the article “La Vienna di Wittgenstein,” Nuova corrente 72—73 (1977), pp. 59
ff., but particularly in the passage “American Kraus,” pp. 101-106. Benjamin’s essay “Karl
Kraus,” on the other hand, seems to be a highly reflective text, in which the new “mes-
sengers of the old engravings” can find infinite material upon which to meditate.

The ultimate referent of this coexistence of real and imaginary spaces, which Rossi sym-
bolizes by invoking a “world rigid and with few objects,” is the museum. In Larchitettura
di Aldo Rossi, pp. 126—127, Savi writes: “For Rossi, the word museum conveys a carefully
ordered arrangement, in which all the elements converge in a single direction. Rossi has
not designed a project for a museum. . . . He has made numerous sketches on the subject
and its installations for the XV Triennale. The basic scheme in the design is the skeleton.
A cutout dividing wall—already seen along the one side of the piazza of Segrate used as
a quint, and in the axonometric drawing of the project, similar to a stele—is repeated
along the entire wing of the palazzo of the Triennale. Even Zevi in L'Espresso noted that the
cells divided by the walls were reminiscent of the cells of a convent. In fact, typologically,
there is little difference between a convent and a museum. The only difference: Rossi
places an opening in the center of the single wall, obtaining, by repetition, an effect
of central perspective, Weinbrunner-like. The cross axis that intersects the partitions is
analogous to the spinal cord. From one partition to the next, the exposition space is eaten
up. The exhibitors cannot fill the exhibition structure. The result is disconcerting for
everyone when it is realized that the iconographic model of the skeleton dominates the
installations. Thus, if in the House of the Dead Rossi portrays architecture abandoned by
life, here he shows architecture abandoned by things. Only the row of rooms of a deserted
house gives the same sensation. Rossi feels that a true museum is a void and that therefore
a museum symbolizes isolation, and that every time we think of a museum, in reality we
are thinking of museification, that is, of a void, of squalor.” Savi's observations can be
compared with the two essays by Aldo Rossi, “Adolf Loos, 1870—1933,” Casabella continuita
233 (1959), pp. 5-12, and “Architettura per i musei,” in (various authors) Teoria della
progettazione architettonica (Bari: Dedalo, 1974), pp. 122—137. This comparison confirms
how “Krausian” is the musing upon the void that Rossi proposes, and how far it is, by
contrast, from Mies’s “theater of absence,” as we described it in chapter three of the
present volume.

See Michel Foucault, This Is Not a Pipe (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983); orig-
inal ed., Cecin’est pas une pipe (Montpellier: Fata Morgana, 1973).

Carlo Michelstaedter, “Dialogo sulla salute,” (1910) in Opere (Florence: Sansoni, 1958),
p- 356.

Ibid., p. 366. See Alberto Abruzzese, “Da Trieste a Firenze: Lavoro e tradizione letteraria,”
in (various authors) La classe dei colti (Bari: Laterza, 1970), pp. 236 ff.

See Savi, Larchitettura di Aldo Rossi, pp. 150—152.

Aldo Rossi, introduction to Hans Schmidt, Contributi all’architettura: 1924-1964 (Milan:
Franco Angeli, 1974), p. 17; original ed., Beitrage zur Architektur (Berlin: Verlag fur Bauwe-
sen, 1965).

See Massimo Scolari, “Les apories de I'architecture,” Architecture d’Aujourd’hui 190 (1977),
Pp- 82—93. Extremely unconvincing is the interpretation of Scolari’s watercolors found in
M. Gandelsonas, “Massimo Scolari: Paesaggi teorici” Lotus International 11 (1976), pp.
57-63.
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We are obviously referring here to the dispute between Breton and Bataille, the latter
accusing Breton, in the name of the “spirit of the old mole” of “baseness”and “dirtiness,”
of gross and physical corporeity, of having an “Icarus complex,” of wanting to fly to a
lofty spot where the “full word,” unsullied and pristine, flies toward a happy but nonexis-
tent land, where “the words make love” in ecstatic moments far from the physicality of
the real.

It is obvious that we mention these widely dissimilar experiments in the same breath
merely for convenience’s sake. More than a mere trend, today they are part of a vaguely
defined “climate,” examined in Francesco Dal Co and Mario Manieri-Elia, “La generation
de I'incertitude,” Architecture d’Aujourd’hui 181 (1975), pp. 948 ff.

Francesco Dal Co, “Architettura come forma sospesa,” in Vittorio De Feo, Il piacere dellarchi-
tettura (Rome: Magma, 1976), pp. 13—17. A useful, if somewhat schematic, summing-up
of the most recent tendencies in Italian architecture, can be found in the volume by Cina
Conforto, Gabriele De Giorgi, Alessandra Muntoni, and Marcello Pazzaglini, II dibattito ar-
chitettonico in Italia 1943—1973 (Rome: Bulzoni, 1977), particularly pp. 177 ff. On Purini’s
projects, see Franco Purini, Luogo e progetto (Rome: Kappa, 1976); the catalogue of the
exhibition of his engravings published by the Centro Di (Florence, 1977); the article
“Doppio tempo,” Controspazio 9, nos. 4=5 (1977), pp. 54-55; and the article by Paolo
Melis, “II ‘timore’ e il ‘bisogno’ dell’architettura,” ibid., pp. 61-63. .

See M. Tafuri, “Les ‘muses inquietantes, ou le destin d'une generation de ‘Maitres,”’
Architecture d’Aujourd’hui 181 (1975), pp. 14-33.

See the report concerning the project for the Zen Quarter in Palermo in Controspazio 3
(1971), pp. 12—17: “This reduction to elementary clarity of the general structure of the
design of the district is in marked contrast to the attempt . . . to complicate, stratify, and
differentiate the image of the district itself, to actually create a historical depth, a Biblical story, an
interior monologue . . . established by means of a critical reflection on its own condition of
social utilization, of its distance from and immersion in the present model of culture and its
contradictions” (ibid., p. 12; the italics are mine). See also the article by Massimo Scolari,
“Tre progetti di Vittorio Gregotti,” Controspazio 3, no. 3 (1971), pp. 2—6, in which he
offers an early interpretation of Gregotti’s “turnabout in his projects.” The Zen Quarter is
illustrated extensively in Lotus International 9 (1975), pp. 6—27, and the designs for the
University of Calabria appear in the same magazine in issue 11 (1976), pp. 146—153,
with a note by Pierluigi Cerri. There is a vast documentary bibliography on the works of
Gregotti, but we know of no critical study on them worth mentioning. Observations of a
general nature can be found in Oriol Bohigas, “Vittorio Gregotti,” in Once arquitectos (Bar-
celona: La Gaya Ciencia, 1976), pp. 67—82. See also M. Tafuri, “Le avventure dell’oggetto:
Architetture e progetti di Vittorio Gregotti,” in the catalogue of the traveling exhibition
dedicated to the artist (Milan: Electa, 1982).

M. Gandelsonas, “On Reading Architecture,” Progressive Architecture, no. 3 (1972), pp. 68—
87. On Graves'’s architecture, and particularly on the Gunwyn Office in Princeton (1971-
72), see also Peter Carl’s article, “Towards a Pluralist Architecture,”” Progressive Architecture,
no. 2 (1973), pp. 82—89; on one of his most notable works, the Medical Office of Ear,
Nose, and Throat Associates, in Fort Wayne, Indiana (1971), see C. Ray Smith, “Painterly
Mlusion and Architectural Reality,” Interiors (September 1974). Finally, see the chapter
“Michael Graves: I'immagine e il suo doppio,” on pp. 20-22 of the essay by M. Tafuri,
“Les bijoux indiscrets,” in the catalogue Five Architects, New York (Rome: Officina, 1976). We
might point out, incidentally, that what Argan has sought to identify in the architecture of
Louis Kahn is perhaps more applicable to this type of research: “Today, the currents that
are most strongly committed, most aware of the crisis, adopt a methodical, almost scien-
tific, and in any event, critical, analysis of the structural components of the artistic ‘phe-
nomenon’: in order to establish whether art can still ‘phenomenize’ itself, they try to
discover why a surface is a surface, a volume a volume, a building a building, a painting
a painting. Recognizing that art cannot be defined by its position and its function within
the system, they ask whether it can be defined as a system unto itself, an autonomous
structure” (Giulio Carlo Argan, “I due stadi della critica,” in “Dove va l'arte,” the special
issue of Ulisse 13, no. 76 [1973], pp. 14-26; citation on p. 25). On these topics, see also
Filiberto Menna, La linea analitica dell’arte moderna: Le figure e le icone (Turin: Einaudi, 1975).
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See Walter Segal, “The Neo-Purist School of Architecture,” Architectural Design 42, no. 6
(1972), pp. 34—45.

We refer here both to “Nuova Architettura,” defined with a capital N and 4, if not with
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From The Production of Space From La production de I’ espace (Paris: Editions

Anthropos, 1974); trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Cambridge: Blackwell, 1991)

Henri Lefebvre launched his search for a unitary theory of physical, mental, and social
space with this declaration: “The fact is that around 1910 a certain space was shat-
tered. It was the space of common sense, of knowledge (savoir), of social practice, of
political power, a space thitherto enshrined in everyday discourse, just as in abstract
thought, as the environment of and channel for communications. . .. Euclidean and
perspectivist space have disappeared as systems of reference, along with other for-
mer ‘commonplaces’ such as the town, history, paternity, the tonal system in music,
traditional morality, and so forth. This was truly a crucial moment.”

The very concept of moment is crucial for Lefebvre. Moments
are points of rupture —ephemeral, euphoric, revelatory of the total, radical, some-
times revolutionary possibilities latent in everyday life (or the quotidien as he called
it, a condition that emerged with the competitive capitalism of the nineteenth century,
where new types of alienation were most blatant and oppressive, but which alone
could measure the dialectical progress of alienation and becoming). Around 1910 Pi-
casso, Frank Lloyd Wright, and the artists and architects later associated with the
Bauhaus all heralded the new space of modernity that was entangled with imperial-
ism, social revolution, a world market, and the explosion of the historical city — her-
alded, in Lefebvre’s phrase, “abstract space,” with all its attendant limitations as well
as contradictions and possible openings. By around 1950 the process of global urban-
ization of society completely absorbed and superseded the aspects of social life for-
merly marked by distinctions between city and country, center and periphery, industry
and agriculture, commodity and art, and precipitated the passage from the production
of things in space to the production of space itself. Around 1968, the moment of a
“new praxis” of urbanism emerged within abstract space, in which “the term ‘political’
is restored to its oldest meaning — the theoretical and practical knowledge of the so-
cial life in the community.”>

Lefebvre’s conception of the historical specificity and originality
of the production of space, which is lived distinctively and differently from other
modes of production, counters the Kantian treatment of space and time as universal,
empty containers whose forms stand as frameworks that structure experience but are
not themselves part of that experience. The production of space is the way in which
the capitalist mode of production maintains itself, creates more space for itself; and
urbanization is capitalism’s primary extension. The abstract space of capitalism de-
pends on global networks of banks and businesses, on highways and airports, on
flows of energy, raw materials, and information. “Natural space” and its particularities
like climates and topographies are irrevocably reduced to materials on which society’s
productive forces operate: ground, underground, air, even light become products that
can be manipulated, exchanged, and controlled; space is utilized to produce surplus
value; space is consumed in tourism and leisure. Like equipment in factories, the
spatial arrangements of cities, regions, nations, and continents increase production
and reproduce the relations of production. Even time is spatialized in capitalism’s
repetition, circularity, and immobility; distances between things (in the sense of



Benjamin’s “aura”) are collapsed and our felt perception of our own place in history
is distorted.

Abstract space is at once fragmented and homogeneous; capi-
talism compartmentalizes and routinizes all activity, yet relentlessly saturates any
remaining voids with its wavelike flows. Abstract space is pulverized by private prop-
erty relations, but as a productive force it is global. Such contradictions cause differ-
ences to assert themselves even as abstract space tends to dissolve all difference.
And it is precisely the instability of abstract space that produces the potential to resist
its domination, to produce an “other” space, by what Lefebvre calls the “appropria-
tion” of space from its alienation in capitalism — “the ‘real’ appropriation of space,
which is incompatible with abstract signs of appropriation serving merely to mask
domination.”s

The Production of Space is a philosophy of history, not an archi-
tecture theory. Yet contained within it is an architecture theory properly understood
as a mediation between architecture, broadly conceived, and social practice; indeed,
this mediation is primary to Lefebvre’s thesis that space is a social product whose
particularity is revealed only to the extent that it is distinguished from epistemologi-
cal space (the “absolute” space of philosophy and mathematics) and physical space
(as defined by purely practical activities or the perception of “nature”). What is more,
architecture theory is credited with an adumbration of a history of space (Giedion), a
notion of the body as a totality with spatial qualities and energetic properties (Zevi),
and a perception of the ascendancy of the logic of visualization (Panofsky). What
architecture theory has not grasped, however, is the ideology of such a logic based
only on speech and writing or vision. For when communication and the spectacle (De-
bord) displace social practice, the twin illusions of innocent transparency and sub-
stantiality of meaning rush in to fill the void. Lefebvre here speaks directly to the
semiotic theories of architecture prevalent in the early 1970s when he insists that
spatial practice is, precisely, acted and not read.

Despite his acute criticism of abstract space, Lefebvre remained
optimistic (if vague) that the very contradictions of abstract space could be deployed
against it to produce a differential space in the future. “Insofar as we can conceive it,
given certain current tendencies, socialist space will be a space of differences.” In
his existentialist, utopian version of the role of Marxism, according to which ideology
might project some future, he directly counters the bleak prognosis of Tafuri. Yet his
program has not been fully developed in architecture theory.

1 see x—xii |

1 compare 146—147 |
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It might be asked if there is any way of dating what might be called the moment of
emergence of an awareness of space and its production: when and where, why and
how, did a neglected knowledge and a misconstrued reality begin to be recognized?
It so happens that this emergence can indeed be fixed: it is to be found in the
“historic” role of the Bauhaus. For the Bauhaus did more than locate space in its
real context or supply a new perspective on it: it developed a new conception, a
global concept, of space. At that time, around 1920, just after the First World War, a
link was discovered in the advanced countries (France, Germany, Russia, the United
States), a link which had already been dealt with on the practical plane but which
had not yet been rationally articulated: that between industrialization and urbaniza-
tion, between workplaces and dwelling places. No sooner had this link been incor-
porated into theoretical thought than it turned into a project, even into a program.
The curious thing is that this “programmatic” stance was looked upon at the time
as both rational and revolutionary, although in reality it was tailor-made for the
state—whether of the state-capitalist or the state-socialist variety. Later, of course,
this would become obvious—a truism. For Gropius or for Le Corbusier, the pro-
gram boiled down to the production of space. As Paul Klee put it, artists—painters,
sculptors or architects—do not show space, they create it. The Bauhaus people un-
derstood that things could not be created independently of each other in space,
whether movable (furniture) or fixed (buildings), without taking into account
their interrelationships and their relationship to the whole. It was impossible simply
to accumulate them as a mass, aggregate or collection of items. In the context of
the productive forces, the technological means and the specific problems of the
modern world, things and objects could now be produced in their relationships,
along with their relationships. Formerly, artistic ensembles—monuments, towns,
furnishings—had been created by a variety of artists according to subjective crite-
ria: the taste of princes, the intelligence of rich patrons or the genius of the artists
themselves. Architects had thus built palaces designed to house specific objects
(“furniture™) associated with an aristocratic mode of life, and, alongside them,
squares for the people and monuments for social institutions. The resulting whole
might constitute a space with a particular style, often even a dazzling style but it
was still a space never rationally defined which came into being and disappeared
for no clear reason. As he considered the past and viewed it in the light of the
present, Gropius sensed that henceforward social practice was destined to change.
The production of spatial ensembles as such corresponded to the capacity of the
productive forces, and hence to a specific rationality. It was thus no longer a ques-
tion of introducing forms, functions or structures in isolation, but rather one of
mastering global space by bringing forms, functions and structures together in ac-
cordance with a unitary conception. This insight confirmed after its fashion an idea
of Marx’s, the idea that industry has the power to open before our eyes the book of
the creative capacities of “man” (i.e. of social being).
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The Bauhaus group, as artists associated in order to advance
the total project of a total art, discovered, along with Klee,' that an observer could
move around any object in social space—including such objects as houses, public
buildings and palaces—and in so doing go beyond scrutinizing or studying it under
asingle or special aspect. Space opened up to perception, to conceptualization, just as
itdid to practical action. And the artist passed from objects in space to the concept of
space itself. Avant-garde painters of the same period reached very similar conclu-
sions: all aspects of an object could be considered simultaneously, and this simultane-
ity preserved and summarized a temporal sequence. This had several consequences.

1. A new consciousness of space emerged whereby space (an object
in its surroundings) was explored, sometimes by deliberately reducing it to its out-
line or plan and to the flat surface of the canvas, and sometimes, by contrast, by
breaking up and rotating planes, so as to reconstitute depth of space in the picture
plane. This gave rise to a very specific dialectic.

2. The facade—as face directed towards the observer and as a
privileged side or aspect of a work of art or a monument—disappeared. (Fascism,
however, placed an increased emphasis on facades, thus opting for total “spectacu-
larization” as early as the 1920s.)

3. Global space established itself in the abstract as a void waiting
to be filled, as a medium waiting to be colonized. How this could be done was a
problem solved only later by the social practice of capitalism: eventually, however,
this space would come to be filled by commercial images, signs and objects. This
development would in turn result in the advent of the pseudoconcept of the envi-
ronment (which begs the question: the environment of whom or of what?).

The historian of space who is concerned with modernity may
quite confidently affirm the historic role of the Bauhaus. By the 1920s the great
philosophical systems had been left behind, and, aside from the investigations of
mathematics and physics, all thinking about space and time was bound up with
social practice—more precisely, with industrial practice, and with architectural and
urbanistic research. This transition from philosophical abstraction to the analysis of
social practice is worth stressing. While it was going on, those responsible for it,
the Bauhaus group and others, believed that they were more than innovators, that
they were in fact revolutionaries. With the benefit of fifty years of hindsight, it is
clear that such a claim cannot legitimately be made for anyone in that period except
for the Dadaists (and, with a number of reservations, a few surrealists).

It is easy enough to establish the historic role of the Bauhaus,
but not so easy to assess the breadth and limits of this role. Did it cause or justify a
change of aesthetic perspective, or was it merely a symptom of a change in social
practice? More likely the latter, pace most historians of art and architecture. When it
comes to the question of what the Bauhaus’s audacity produced in the long run,
one is obliged to answer: the worldwide, homogeneous and monotonous architec-
ture of the state, whether capitalist or socialist.



How and why did this happen? If there is such a thing as the
history of space, if space may indeed be said to be specified on the basis of historical
periods, societies, modes of production and relations of production, then there is
such a thing as a space characteristic of capitalism—that is, characteristic of that
society which is run and dominated by the bourgeoisie. It is certainly arguable that
the writings and works of the Bauhaus, of Mies van der Rohe among others, outlined,
formulated and helped realize that particular space—the fact that the Bauhaus sought
to be and proclaimed itself to be revolutionary notwithstanding.?

The first initiative taken towards the development of a history
of space was Sigfried Giedion’s.® Giedion kept his distance from practice but worked
out the theoretical object of any such history in some detail; he put space, and not
some creative genius, not the “spirit of the times,” and not even technological prog-
ress, at the center of history as he conceived it. According to Giedion there have
been three successive periods. During the first of these (ancient Egypt and Greece),
architectural volumes were conceived and realized in the context of their social rela-
tionships—and hence from without. The Roman Pantheon illustrates a second concep-
tion, under which the interior space of the monument became paramount. Our own
period, by contrast, supposedly seeks to surmount the exterior-interior dichotomy
by grasping an interaction or unity between these two spatial aspects. Actually, Gie-
dion succeeds here only in inverting the reality of social space. The fact is that the
Pantheon, as an image of the world or mundus, is an opening to the light; the imago
mundi, the interior hemisphere or dome, symbolizes this exterior. As for the Greek
temple, it encloses a sacred and consecrated space, the space of a localized divinity
and of a divine locality, and the political center of the city.* The source of such confu-
sion is to be found in an initial error of Giedion’s, echoes of which occur throughout
his work: he posits a pre-existing space—Euclidean space—in which all human
emotions and expectations proceed to invest themselves and make themselves tan-
gible. The spiritualism latent in this philosophy of space emerges clearly in Giedion’s
later work The Eternal Present.® Giedion was indeed never able to free himself from a
naive oscillation between the geometrical and the spiritualistic. A further problem
was that he failed to separate the history he was developing from the history of art
and architecture, although the two are certainly quite different.

The idea that space is essentially empty but comes to be occu-
pied by visual messages also limits the thinking of Bruno Zevi.® Zevi holds that a
geometrical space is animated by the gestures and actions of those who inhabit it.
He reminds us, in a most timely manner, of the basic fact that every building has an
interior as well as an exterior. This means that there is an architectural space defined
by the inside-outside relationship, a space which is a tool for the architect in his
social action. The remarkable thing here, surely, is that it should be necessary to recall
this duality several decades after the Bauhaus, and in Italy to boot, supposedly the
“birthplace” of architecture. We are obliged to conclude that the critical analysis of
the facade mentioned above has simply never taken hold, and that space has remained
strictly visual, entirely subordinate to a “logic of visualization.” Zevi considers that the
visual conception of space rests upon a bodily (gestural) component which the
trained eye of the expert observer must take into account. Zevi's book brings this
“lived” aspect of spatial experience, which thanks to its corporal nature has the ca-
pacity to “incarnate,” into the realm of knowledge, and hence of “consciousness,”
without ever entertaining the idea that such a bodily component of optical (geomet-
rico-visual) space might put the priority of consciousness itself into question. He
does not appear to understand the implications of his findings beyond the pedagogi-
cal sphere, beyond the training of architects and the education of connoisseurs, and
he certainly does not pursue the matter on a theoretical level. In the absence of a
viewer with an acquired mastery of space, how could any space be adjudged “beauti-
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ful” or “ugly,” asks Zevi, and how could this aesthetic yardstick attain its primordial
value? To answer one question with another, how could a constructed space subju-
gate or repel otherwise than through use?”

Contributions such as those of Giedion and Zevi undoubtedly
have a place in the development of a history of space, but they herald that history
without helping to institute it. They serve to point up its problems, and they blaze
the trail. They do not tackle the tasks that still await the history of space proper: to
show up the growing ascendancy of the abstract and the visual, as well as the internal
connection between them; and to expose the genesis and meaning of the “logic of
the visual”—that is, to expose the strategy implied in such a “logic” in light of the
fact that any particular “logic” of this kind is always merely a deceptive name for
a strategy.

Historical materialism will be so far extended and borne out by
a history so conceived that it will undergo a serious transformation. Its objectivity
will be deepened inasmuch as it will come to bear no longer solely upon the produc-
tion of things and works, and upon the (dual) history of that production, but will
reach out to take in space and time and, using nature as its “raw material,” broaden
the concept of production so as to include the production of space as a process whose
product—space—itself embraces both things (goods, objects) and works.

As for dialectical materialism, it also is amplified, verified—and
transformed. New dialectics make their appearance: work versus product, repetition
versus difference, and so on. The dialectical movement immanent to the division of
labor becomes more complex when viewed in the light of an exposition of the rela-
tionship between productive activity (both global labor—i.e. social labor—and di-
vided or parceled-out labor) and a specific product, unique in that it is also itself a
tool—namely, space. The alleged “reality” of space as natural substance and its al-
leged “unreality” as transparency are simultaneously exploded by this advance in our
thinking. Space still appears as “reality” inasmuch as it is the milieu of accumulation,
of growth, of commodities, of money, of capital; but this “reality” loses its substan-
tial and autonomous aspect once its development—i.e. its production—is traced.

There is one question which has remained open in the past be-
cause it has never been asked: what exactly is the mode of existence of social relation-
ships? Are they substantial? natural? or formally abstract? The study of space offers an
answer according to which the social relations of production have a social existence
to the extent that they have a spatial existence; they project themselves into a space,
becoming inscribed there, and in the process producing that space itself. Failing this,
these relations would remain in the realm of “pure” abstraction—that is to say, in
the realm of representations and hence of ideology: the realm of verbalism, verbiage
and empty words.

Space itself, at once a product of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion and an economico-political instrument of the bourgeoisie, will now be seen to
embody its own contradictions. The dialectic thus emerges from time and actualizes
itself, operating now, in an unforeseen manner, in space. The contradictions of space,
without abolishing the contradictions which arise from historical time, leave history
behind and transport those old contradictions, in a worldwide simultaneity, onto a
higher level; there some of them are blunted, others exacerbated, as this contradic-
tory whole takes on a new meaning and comes to designate “something else”—
another mode of production.

It is not certain that systems of non-verbal signs answer to the
same concepts and categories as verbal systems, or even that they are properly sys-
tems at all, since their elements and moments are related more by contiguity and



similarity than by any coherent systematization. The question, however, is still an
open one. It is true that parts of space, like parts of discourse, are articulated in terms
of reciprocal inclusions and exclusions. In language as in space, there is a before and
an after, while the present dominates both past and future.

The following, therefore, are perfectly legitimate questions.

1. Do the spaces formed by practico-social activity, whether
landscapes, monuments or buildings, have meaning?

2. Can the space occupied by a social group or several such
groups be treated as a message?

3. Ought we to look upon architectural or urbanistic works as a
type of mass medium, albeit an unusual one?

4. May a social space viably be conceived of as a language or
discourse, dependent upon a determinate practice (reading/writing)?

The answer to the first question must, obviously, be yes. The
second calls for a more ambiguous “yes and no”: spaces contain messages—but can
they be reduced to messages? It is tempting to reply that they imply more than that,
that they embody functions, forms and structures quite unconnected with discourse.
This is an issue that calls for careful scrutiny. As for the third and fourth questions,
our replies will have to include the most serious reservations, and we shall be re-
turning to them later.

We can be sure, at any rate, that an understanding of language
and of verbal and non-verbal systems of signs will be of great utility in any attempt
to understand space. There was once a tendency to study each fragment or element
of space separately, seeking to relate it to its own particular past—a tendency to pro-
ceed, as it were, etymologically. Today, on the other hand, the preferred objects of
study are ensembles, configurations or textures. The result is an extreme formalism,
a fetishization of consistency in knowledge and of coherence in practice: a cult, in
short, of words.

This trend has even generated the claim that discourse and
thought have nothing to express but themselves, a position which leaves us with no
truth, but merely with “meaning”; with room for “textual” work, and such work
only. Here, however, the theory of space has something to contribute. Every language
is located in a space. Every discourse says something about a space (places or sets of
places); and every discourse is emitted from a space. Distinctions must be drawn
between discourse in space, discourse about space and the discourse of space. There are
thus relationships between language and space which are to a greater or lesser extent
misconstrued or disregarded. There is doubtless no such thing as a “true space,” as
once postulated by classical philosophy and indeed still postulated by that philoso-
phy’s continuation, namely epistemology and the “scientific criteria” it promotes.
But there is certainly such a thing as a “truth of space” which embodies the move-
ment of critical theory without being reducible to it. Human beings—why do we
persist in saying “man”?—are in space; they cannot absent themselves from it, nor
do they allow themselves to be excluded from it.

Apart from what it “remarks” in relation to space, discourse is
nothing more than a lethal void—mere verbiage. The analogy between the theory of
space (and of its production) and the theory of language (and of its production) can
only be carried so far. The theory of space describes and analyses textures. As we shall
see, the straight line, the curve (or curved line), the check or draftboard pattern and
the radial-concentric (center versus periphery) are forms and structures rather than
textures. The production of space lays hold of such structures and integrates them
into a great variety of wholes (textures). A texture implies a meaning—but a mean-
ing for whom? For some “reader”? No: rather, for someone who lives and acts in the
space under consideration, a “subject” with a body—or, sometimes, a “collective



LEFEBVRE | 1974 | 183

subject.” From the point of view of such a “subject” the deployment of forms and
structures corresponds to functions of the whole. Blanks (i.e. the contrast between
absence and presence) and margins, hence networks and webs, have a lived sense
which has to be raised intact to the conceptual level.

Semiology is the source of the claim that space is susceptible of
a “reading,” and hence the legitimate object of a practice (reading/writing). The
space of the city is said to embody a discourse, a language.®

Does it make sense to speak of a “reading” of space? Yes and no.
Yes, inasmuch as it is possible to envisage a “reader” who deciphers or decodes and
a “speaker” who expresses himself by translating his progression into a discourse.
But no, in that social space can in no way be compared to a blank page upon which
a specific message has been inscribed (by whom?). Both natural and urban spaces
are, if anything, “over-inscribed”: everything therein resembles a rough draft,
jumbled and self-contradictory. Rather than signs, what one encounters here are di-
rections—multifarious and overlapping instructions. If there is indeed text, inscrip-
tion or writing to be found here, it is in a context of conventions, intentions and
order (in the sense of social order versus social disorder). That space signifies is incon-
testable. But what it signifies is dos and don’ts—and this brings us back to power.
Power’s message is invariably confused—deliberately so; dissimulation is necessarily
part of any message from power. Thus space indeed “speaks”—but it does not tell
all. Above all, it prohibits. Its mode of existence, its practical “reality” (including its
form) differs radically from the reality (or being-there) of something written, such
as a book. Space is at once result and cause, product and producer; it is also a stake,
the locus of projects and actions deployed as part of specific strategies, and hence also
the object of wagers on the future—wagers which are articulated, if never completely.

As to whether there is a spatial code, there are actually several.
This has not daunted the semiologists, who blithely propose to determine the hierar-
chy of levels of interpretation and then find a residue of elements capable of getting
the decoding process going once more. Fair enough, but this is to mistake restrictions
for signs in general. Activity in space is restricted by that space; space “decides” what
activity may occur, but even this “decision” has limits placed upon it. Space lays
down the law because it implies a certain order—and hence also a certain disorder
(just as what may be seen defines what is obscene). Interpretation comes later, almost
as an afterthought. Space commands bodies, prescribing or proscribing gestures,
routes and distances to be covered. It is produced with this purpose in mind; this is its
raison d’etre. The “reading” of space is thus merely a secondary and practically irrelevant
upshot, a rather superfluous reward to the individual for blind, spontaneous and
lived obedience.

So, even if the reading of space (always assuming there is such
a thing) comes first from the standpoint of knowledge, it certainly comes last in the
genesis of space itself. No “reading of the space” of Romanesque churches and their
surroundings (towns or monasteries), for example, can in any way help us predict
the space of so-called Gothic churches or understand their preconditions and prereq-
uisites: the growth of the towns, the revolution of the communes, the activity of the
guilds, and so on. This space was produced before being read; nor was it produced in
order to be read and grasped, but rather in order to be lived by people with bodies and
lives in their own particular urban context. In short, “reading” follows production in
all cases except those in which space is produced especially in order to be read. This
raises the question of what the virtue of readability actually is. It turns out on close
examination that spaces made (produced) to be read are the most deceptive and
tricked-up imaginable. The graphic impression of readability is a sort of trompe-1'oeil
concealing strategic intentions and actions. Monumentality, for instance, always



embodies and imposes a clearly intelligible message. It says what it wishes to say—
yet it hides a good deal more: being political, military, and ultimately fascist in char-
acter, monumental buildings mask the will to power and the arbitrariness of power
beneath signs and surfaces which claim to express collective will and collective
thought. In the process, such signs and surfaces also manage to conjure away both
possibility and time.

We have known since Vitruvius—and in modern times since
Labrouste, who was forever harping on it—that in architecture form must express
function. Over the centuries the idea contained in the term “express” here has grown
narrower and more precise. Most recently, “expressive” has come to mean merely
“readable.”” The architect is supposed to construct a signifying space wherein form
is to function as signifier is to signified; the form, in other words, is supposed to
enunciate or proclaim the function. According to this principle, which is espoused
by most “designers,” the environment can be furnished with or animated by signs
in such a way as to appropriate space, in such a way that space becomes readable (i.e.
“plausibly” linked) to society as a whole. The inherence of function to form, or in
other words the application of the criterion of readability, makes for an instanta-
neousness of reading, act and gesture—hence the tedium which accompanies this
quest for a formal-functional transparency. We are deprived of both internal and ex-
ternal distance: there is nothing to code and decode in an “environment without
environs.” What is more, the significant contrasts in a code of space designed spe-
cifically to signify and to “be” readable are extremely commonplace and simple. They
boil down to the contrast between horizontal and vertical lines—a contrast which
among other things masks the vertical’s implication of hauteur. Versions of this con-
trast are offered in visual terms which are supposed to express it with great intensity
but which, to any detached observer, any ideal “walker in the city,” have no more
than the appearance of intensity. Once again, the impression of intelligibility conceals
far more than it reveals. It conceals, precisely, what the visible/readable “is,” and
what traps it holds; it conceals what the vertical “is”—namely, arrogance, the will to
power, a display of military and police-like machismo, a reference to the phallus and
a spatial analogue of masculine brutality. Nothing can be taken for granted in space,
because what are involved are real or possible acts, and not mental states or more or
less well-told stories. In produced space, acts reproduce “meanings” even if no “one”
gives an account of them. Repressive space wreaks repression and terror even though
it may be strewn with ostensible signs of the contrary (of contentment, amusement
or delight).

This tendency has gone so far that some architects have even
begun to call either for a return to ambiguity, in the sense of a confused and not
immediately interpretable message, or else for a diversification of space which would
be consistent with a liberal and pluralistic society.'® Robert Venturi, as an architect
and a theorist of architecture, wants to make space dialectical. He sees space not as
an empty and neutral milieu occupied by dead objects but rather as a field of force
full of tensions and distortions. Whether this approach can find a way out of func-
tionalism and formalism that goes beyond merely formal adjustments remains (in
1972) to be seen. Painting on buildings certainly seems like a rather feeble way of
retrieving the richness of “classical” architecture. Is it really possible to use mural
surfaces to depict social contradictions while producing something more than
graffiti? That would indeed be somewhat paradoxical if, as I have been suggesting,
the notions of “design,” of reading/writing as practice, and of the “signifier-
signified” relationship projected onto things in the shape of the “form-function” one
are all directed, whether consciously or no, towards the dissolving of conflicts into a
general transparency, into a one-dimensional present—and onto an as it were
“pure” surface.
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I daresay many people will respond to such thinking somewhat
as follows.

Your arguments are tendentious. You want to re-emphasize the signified as opposed to the
signifier, the content as opposed to the form. But true innovators operate on forms; they invent
new forms by working in the realm of signifiers. If they are writers, this is how they produce
a discourse. The same goes for other types of creation. But as for architects who concern

»

themselves primarily with content, as for “users,” as for the activity of dwelling itself—all

these merely reproduce outdated forms. They are in no sense innovative forces.
To which my reply might be something like this:

I have no quarrel with the proposition that work on signifiers and the production of a language
are creative activities; that is an incontestable fact. But I question whether this is the whole
story—whether this proposition covers all circumstances and all fields. Surely there comes a
moment when formalism is exhausted, when only a new injection of content into form can
destroy it and so open up the way to innovation. The harmonists invented a great musical
form, for instance, yet the formal discoveries about harmony made by the natural philosophers
and by theorists of music such as Rameau did not take the exploration and exploitation of the
possibilities that far. Such progress occurred only with the advent of a Mozart or a Beethoven.
As for architecture, the builders of palaces worked with and on signifiers (those of power).
They kept within the boundaries of a certain monumentality and made no attempt to cross
them. They worked, moreover, not upon texts but upon (spatial) textures. Invention of a for-
mal kind could not occur without a change in practice, without, in other words, a dialectical
interaction between signifying and signified elements, as some signifiers reached the exhaus-
tion point of their formalism, and some signified elements, with their own peculiar violence,
infiltrated the realm of signifiers. The combinatorial system of the elements of a set—for our
purposes a set of signs, and hence of signifiers—has a shorter life than the individual combi-
nations that it embraces. For one thing, any such combinatorial system of signs loses its interest
and emotional force as soon as it is known and recognized for what it is; a kind of saturation
sets in, and even changing the combinations that are included or excluded from the system
cannot remedy matters. Secondly, work on signifiers and the production of a discourse facili-
tate the transmission of messages only if the labor involved is not patent. If the “object” bears
traces of that labor, the reader’s attention will be diverted to the writing itself and to the one
who does the writing. The reader thus comes to share in the fatigue of the producer, and is
soon put off.

It is very important from the outset to stress the destructive (be-
cause reductive) effects of the predominance of the readable and visible, of the abso-
lute priority accorded to the visual realm, which in turn implies the priority of
reading and writing. An emphasis on visual space has accompanied the search for an
impression of weightlessness in architecture. Some theorists of a supposed architec-
tural revolution claim Le Corbusier as a pioneer in this connection, but in fact it was
Brunelleschi, and more recently Baltard and then Eiffel, who blazed the trail. Once
the effect of weightiness or massiveness upon which architects once depended has
been abandoned, it becomes possible to break up and reassemble volumes arbitrarily
according to the dictates of an architectural neoplasticism. Modernity expressly re-
duces so-called “iconological” forms of expression (signs and symbols) to surface
effects. Volumes or masses are deprived of any physical consistency. The architect
considers himself responsible for laying down the social function (or use) of build-
ings, offices, or dwellings, yet interior walls which no longer have any spatial or
bearing role, and interiors in general, are simultaneously losing all character or con-
tent. Even exterior walls no longer have any material substance: they have become



mere membranes barely managing to concretize the division between inside and out-
side. This does not prevent “users” from projecting the relationship between the
internal or private and a threatening outside world into an invented absolute realm;
when there is no alternative, they use the signs of this antagonism, relying especially
on those which indicate property. For an architectural thought in thrall to the model
of transparency, however, all partitions between inside and outside have collapsed.
Space has been comminuted into “iconological” figures and values, each such frag-
ment being invested with individuality or worth simply by means of a particular
color or a particular material (brick, marble, etc.). Thus the sense of circumscribed
spaces has gone the same way as the impression of mass. Within and without have
melted into transparency, becoming indistinguishable or interchangeable. What
makes this tendency even more paradoxical is the fact that it proceeds under
the banner of structures, of significant distinctions, and of the inside-outside and
signifier-signified relationships themselves.

We already know several things about abstract space. As a prod-
uct of violence and war, it is political; instituted by a state, it is institutional. On first
inspection it appears homogeneous; and indeed it serves those forces which make a
tabula rasa of whatever stands in their way, of whatever threatens them—in short, of
differences. These forces seem to grind down and crush everything before them,
with space performing the function of a plane, a bulldozer or a tank. The notion
of the instrumental homogeneity of space, however, is illusory—though empirical
descriptions of space reinforce the illusion—because it uncritically takes the instru-
mental as a given.

Critical analysis, by contrast, is immediately able to distinguish
three aspects or elements here, aspects which might better be described—to borrow
a term from the study of musical sounds—as “formants.” These formants are unusual
(though not unique) in the following respect: they imply one another and conceal
one another. (This is not true of bipartite contrasts, the opposing terms of which, by
reflecting each other in a simple mirror effect, illuminate each other, so to speak, so
that each becomes a signifier instead of remaining obscure or hidden.) What, then,
are these three elements?

1. The geometric formant. This is that Euclidean space which philo-
sophical thought has treated as “absolute,” and hence a space (or representation of
space) long used as a space of reference. Euclidean space is defined by its “isotopy”
(or homogeneity), a property which guarantees its social and political utility. The
reduction to this homogeneous Euclidean space, first of nature’s space, then of all
social space, has conferred a redoubtable power upon it. All the more so since that
initial reduction leads easily to another—mnamely, the reduction of three-dimensional
realities to two dimensions (for example, a “plan,” a blank sheet of paper, something
drawn on that paper, a map, or any kind of graphic representation or projection).

2. The optical (or visual) formant. The “logic of visualization” identi-
fied by Erwin Panofsky as a strategy embodied in the great Gothic cathedrals now
informs the entirety of social practice. Dependence on the written word (Marshall
McLuhan) and the process of spectacularization (Guy Debord) are both functions of
this logic, corresponding respectively to each of its two moments or aspects: the first
is metaphoric (the act of writing and what is written, hitherto subsidiary, become
essential—models and focal points of practice), and the second is metonymic (the
eye, the gaze, the thing seen, no longer mere details or parts, are now transformed
into the totality). In the course of the process whereby the visual gains the upper
hand over the other senses, all impressions derived from taste, smell, touch and even
hearing first lose clarity, then fade away altogether, leaving the field to line, color and
light. In this way a part of the object and what it offers comes to be taken for the
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whole. This aberration, which is normal—or at least normalized—finds its justifica-
tion in the social importance of the written word. Finally, by assimilation, or perhaps
by simulation, all of social life becomes the mere decipherment of messages by the
eyes, the mere reading of texts. Any non-optical impression—a tactile one, for ex-
ample, or a muscular (thythmic) one—is no longer anything more than a symbolic
form of, or a transitional step towards, the visual. An object felt, tested by the hands,
serves merely as an “analogon” for the object perceived by sight. And Harmony, born
through and for listening, is transposed into the visual realm; witness the almost total
priority accorded the arts of the image (cinema, painting).

The eye, however, tends to relegate objects to the distance, to
render them passive. That which is merely seen is reduced to an image—and to an icy
coldness. The mirror effect thus tends to become general. Inasmuch as the act of
seeing and what is seen are confused, both become impotent. By the time this pro-
cess is complete, space has no social existence independently of an intense, aggressive
and repressive visualization. It is thus—not symbolically but in fact—a purely visual
space. The rise of the visual realm entails a series of substitutions and displacements
by means of which it overwhelms the whole body and usurps its role. That which is
merely seen (and merely visible) is hard to see—but it is spoken of more and more
eloquently and written of more and more copiously.

3. The phallic formant. This space cannot be completely evacuated,
nor entirely filled with mere images or transitional objects. It demands a truly full
object—an objectal “absolute.” So much, at least, it contributes. Metaphorically, it
symbolizes force, male fertility, masculine violence. Here again the part is taken for
the whole; phallic brutality does not remain abstract, for it is the brutality of political
power, of the means of constraint: police, army, bureaucracy. Phallic erectility be-
stows a special status on the perpendicular, proclaiming phallocracy as the orienta-
tion of space, as the goal of the process—at once metaphoric and metonymic—
which instigates this facet of spatial practice.

Abstract space is not homogeneous; it simply has homogeneity as
its goal, its orientation, its “lens.” And, indeed, it renders homogeneous. But in itself
itis multiform. Its geometric and visual formants are complementary in their antithe-
sis. They are different ways of achieving the same outcome: the reduction of the
“real,” on the one hand, to a “plan” existing in a void and endowed with no other
qualities, and, on the other hand, to the flatness of a mirror, of an image, of pure
spectacle under an absolutely cold gaze. As for the phallic, it fulfills the extra function
of ensuring that “something” occupies this space, namely, a signifier which, rather
than signifying a void, signifies a plenitude of destructive force—an illusion, there-
fore, of plenitude, and a space taken up by an “object” bearing a heavy cargo of
myth. The use value of a space of this kind is political—exclusively so. If we speak
of it as a “subject” with such and such an aim and with such and such means of
action, this is because there really is a subject here, a political subject—power as
such, and the state as such.

Thus to look upon abstract space as homogeneous is to embrace
a representation that takes the effect for the cause, and the goal for the reason why
that goal is pursued. A representation which passes itself off as a concept, when it is
merely an image, a mirror, and a mirage; and which, instead of challenging, instead
of refusing, merely reflects. And what does such a specular representation reflect? It
reflects the result sought. “Behind the curtain there is nothing to see,” says Hegel
ironically somewhere. Unless, of course, “we” go behind the curtain ourselves, be-
cause someone has to be there to see, and for there to be something to see. In space,
or behind it, there is no unknown substance, no mystery. And yet this transparency
is deceptive, and everything is concealed: space is illusory and the secret of the illu-
sion lies in the transparency itself. The apparatus of power and knowledge that is



revealed once we have “drawn the curtain” has therefore nothing of smoke and mir-
rors about it.
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“Architectural Metaphors” From La prise de la Concorde (Paris: Editions Gallimard,

1974), translated as Against Architecture, trans. Betsy Wing (Cambridge: MIT Press,

1989)

“We shall begin with architecture,” Denis Hollier tells us in the first line of Against
Architecture, his study of the writings of Georges Bataille. It is one of two beginnings,
an exegesis of Hegel’s aesthetics and its privileging of architecture as a model for an
entire philosophical system. The second beginning is an analysis of Bataille’s earliest
text — Notre-Dame de Rheims, a religious meditation on that cathedral and a plea for
its restoration after its bombing in World War | —a text that reproduces unawares
Hegel’s initial architecture metaphor and a Hegelian three-part progression. The ca-
thedral is the symbol of continuity, goodness, whiteness and youth, safety and faith.
The war, destroyer of the cathedral, is connected to contemporary materialism, to the
negation of the cathedral. The exhortation to restore the cathedral is the negation of
the negation, Hegel’s Aufhebung.

Bataille did not write again for ten years after this first pub-
lished text, at which point he began his “labyrinthian,” surrealist work that aimed at
the undoing of structures both linguistic and architectural —erotic, excessive, radi-
cally incomplete and formless. Hollier sees this hiatus as a slow burial in which the
early text on architecture is covered over with layers of silence. The task of the subse-
quent work is against the first, against the self-constituting and repressive hierarchies
of systems building, against the architectural metaphor of the cathedral —writing
against architecture.

In some ways all of Bataille’s work will be a rewriting of this initial text, a reworking intended to
dismantle such a beginning and draw out its silences . . . not because of a paralyzed guilt; rather
because this text itself is the almost anonymous (and for this reason negligible) result of the
vast ideological system symbolized and maintained by architecture. In order to loosen the struc-
ture that is hierarchical and at the same time creates hierarchy, Bataille will introduce the play of
writing. Writing in this sense would be a profoundly antiarchitectural gesture, a nonconstructive
gesture, one that, on the contrary, undermines and destroys everything whose existence de-
pends on edifying pretensions.*

In his article “Architecture,” published in Documents in 1929,
Bataille began his denunciation of architecture’s complicity with authoritarian hierar-
chies. As Hollier puts it, “Architecture is society’s authorized superego; there is no
architecture that is not the Commendatore’s.” In his article “Informe,” Bataille used
the term besogne — job, with connotations of drudgery —to designate the work of a
word in terms not of its meaning but of the effects it induces. In “Architectural Meta-
phors,” Hollier considers the work of the word architecture and its constitutive-
constraining functions, the critique of which might then be accomplished through the
polyphonic, intertextual play of writing.

Hollier’s essay represents an indictment of architecture’s funda-
mental and unavoidable confinement and violence that would later, with the writings
and projects of Bernard Tschumi, Rem Koolhaas, Mark Wigley, and others, be seen as
a potential for new areas of investigation, for an architecture that undoes itself.



Notes

1. Denis Hollier, Against Architecture, trans. Betsy Wing (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989), pp.
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2. Ibid., p.ix.
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Books are not made like children but like pyramids.

FLAUBERT TO FEYDEAU, 1858

The “jobs™ taken on by the word “architecture” certainly have more import than
its meaning. When architecture is discussed it is never simply a question of architec-
ture; the metaphors cropping up as a result of these jobs are almost inseparable
from the proper meaning of the term. The proper meaning itself remains somehow
indeterminate, which is all the more surprising since it is associated with jobs that
are strikingly clear and urgent. Architecture refers to whatever there is in an edifice
that cannot be reduced to building, whatever allows a construction to escape from
purely utilitarian concerns, whatever is aesthetic about it. Now this sort of artistic
supplement that, by its addition to a simple building, constitutes architecture, finds
itself caught from the beginning in a process of semantic expansion that forces what
is called architecture to be only the general locus or framework of representation, its
ground. Architecture represents a religion that it brings alive, a political power that
it manifests, an event that it commemorates, etc. Architecture, before any other
qualifications, is identical to the space of representation; it always represents some-
thing other than itself from the moment that it becomes distinguished from mere
building This encroachment by an irreducibly metaphorical situation, with archi-
tecture defined as the representation of something else, extends to language, where
architectural metaphors are very common. There is the facade, generally concealing
some sordid reality; there is the secret, hidden architecture itself that one discovers
in seemingly the freest works of art, in living beings, indeed in the universe itself
where one acknowledges the creator’s unified plan; pillars are not all literally pillars
of the church; keystones prevent systems (whether political, philosophical, or sci-
entific) from collapsing; to say nothing of foundations, etc., etc. These metaphors
seem too inevitable for us to see them as sought-after literary effects. Their cliche
nature and their anonymity are, however, an indication that they are not innocent,
but rather surreptitiously accomplishing some ideological task for which they are
the instruments. Never mind if the proper meaning of architecture remains subject
to discussion. What is essential is that it always do its job. No metaphor is innocent;
and the less it is contrived the less it is innocent. Its self-evidence is the ground
floor where thought can safely walk in its sleep.

Hubert Damisch has shown that Viollet-le-Duc’s Dictionnaire de
Parchitecture frangaise followed a structuralist analytical method (one since developed
by Saussure and the linguists) before the term was invented.' This homology is not
purely coincidental. Instead of seeing the architect’s discourse as a preformation of
the linguist’s, the homology requires in fact that linguistic analysis be thought of as
dominated by the importation of an architectural vocabulary. The term “structure”
itself is not the least of the evidence. That it is used today to describe practically all
organizations and all systems shows just how far the domination extends.
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(In memoriam. The metaphor here will be borrowed from
Jacques Lacan in his praise for an “edifice”: the theoretical work of Ernest Jones, to
contrast it with the pragmatism reigning in what he calls the professional psychoan-
alytic “building.” “This edifice is appealing to us. For, metaphoric though this may
be, it is perfectly constructed to remind us of what distinguished architecture from
building: that is a logical power organizing architecture beyond anything the build-
ing supports in terms of possible use. Moreover no building, unless reduced to
a shack, can do without this order allying it with discourse. This logic coexists
harmoniously with efficacy only when dominating it, and in the art of construction
their discord is not just a possibility.”)?

There is consequently no way to describe a system without
resorting to the vocabulary of architecture. When structure defines the general form
of legibility, nothing becomes legible unless it is submitted to the architectural grid.
Architecture under these conditions is the archistructure, the system of systems.
The keystone of systematicity in general, it organizes the concord of languages and
guarantees universal legibility. The temple of meaning, it dominates and totalizes
signifying productions, forcing them all to come down to the same thing, to con-
firm its noologic system. Architecture is a compulsory loan burdening all of ideol-
ogy, mortgaging all its differences from the outset.

It is as if, by allowing themselves to be named metaphorically
by a vocabulary borrowed from architecture, the various fields of ideological pro-
duction uncovered a unitary vocation. This metaphor provides the system’s form in
every area where it appears. Which results in the repression of anything resembling
play, exteriority, or alterity. The system tends to be monodic: it has only one voice,
the other voice is not heard there. There is a sort of gigantic internal monologue
that it organizes. Otherness is excluded; it has no other place than outside. In an
exterior which, reduced to silence, has no voice in the matter.

(Felibien counts Noah'’s ark as a work of architecture and sug-
gests the tight connection between this art and religion. “This people,” he writes,
speaking of the Jewish people, “held architecture in special esteem, no doubt be-
cause this art has some divine element, and because God not only is called in the
Scripture the sovereign architect of the Universe, but because he was willing him-
self to teach Noah how the Ark should be built.”)?

The great architect is, by metaphor, God, or to use the ratio-
nalist litotes, the Supreme Being. Starting with the activity of the architect conceiv-
ing his work as its analogon, ideology gives hints of what the final word will be,
the word on which its entire meaning hangs. But the impact of the analogy is not
limited to cause, it is equally valid for effect. The image of the world itself is caught
in the architectural analogy. But this analogy programs architecture in advance in a
religious and theological perspective, imposing a cosmic function on it. The world
is legible only if one starts with the temple’s dome, and God is the great architect



only because the temple the architect has constructed celebrates the divine work.
Such a metaphor only functions on the basis of the architect’s commitment to the
economy of faith. In other words, it is faith that makes the architect. Cosmic symbol-
ism is not self-evident and the homology between temple and cosmos is not a given
but a requirement, a must with which the architect must comply. But faith is what
upholds the resemblance.

Let’s not forget this shattering of the economy of mimesis that
defines the ideology function of architecture: it does not produce copies, but models.
It produces itself as model. It does not imitate an order but constitutes it: whether
the order of the world or of society.

In Quatremere de Quincy’s Dictionnaire d’architecture the autopro-
duction of architecture produces a similar breakaway beyond mimesis. The structure
of mimesis is called into question there by “accomplished” architecture, which has
no existing model anywhere for itself and which thus must itself produce what it
is to imitate. In fact Quatremere says: If architecture begins by imitating itself, by
mechanically reproducing its own origins (as it still does for mere buildings—sheds,
houses, etc.); and if then it imitates the human body, doubtless not as sculpture
(which only deals with external forms) does, but by studying and drawing on its
knowledge of the proportions and the organization that make up its beauty, whose
relationships it will reproduce in its edifices; in its most accomplished stage architec-
ture “imitates” nature itself, it “reproduces” the harmonious system of cosmic laws:

It is no longer from wooden frames or huts that it will obtain its origins, nor from the human
body whose proportions it will use to regulate its relationships; it is nature itself, in its abstract
essence, that it takes for its model. It is nature’s order par excellence that becomes its archetype
and its genius. . . . It is thus that this art, seemingly more materially dependent than others, in
this last respect was able to become more ideal than they, that is, more fitted to exercise the
intelligent side of our soul. Nature, in fact, beneath its material exterior, provides only intellec-
tual analogies and relationships for it to reproduce. This art imitates its model less in material
than in abstract qualities. It does not follow it but goes alongside. It does not make things
it sees, but watches how they are made. It is not interested in the results but in the cause
producing them.

As nature’s emulator, its efforts are bent to the study of nature’s means
and to reproducing its results on a smaller scale. Thus, whereas other arts of delineation have
created models that they imitate, architecture must create its own, without being able to seize
upon it anywhere in reality.*

Architecture, consequently, has no “created” model; it must
create this. It follows an archetype, but one that does not exist independent of itself.
Far more importantly, it must itself produce this archetype. Which is how the unity
of plan between architecture and nature is guaranteed. By constituting itself as a mi-
crocosm, architecture delineates the world and projects the shadow of the great ar-
chitect behind it. Without architecture the world would remain illegible. Nature is
the archetype of architecture only insofar as architecture is the archetype of nature.
It is less that architecture is cosmic than that the cosmos itself is architectured.

Taine in Philosophie de I'art defines architecture as the production
of a harmonious whole whose example is not found in nature: “In every art there
must be a whole made up of connected parts modified by the artist so as to manifest
some character; but it is not necessary in every art that this whole correspond to real
objects; it is enough for it to exist. Hence, if it is possible to encounter wholes made
of connected parts that are not imitative of real objects, there will be arts that do not
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have imitation as their point of departure. This does happen, and thus architecture
and music are born. In fact, apart from the connections, proportions, organic and
moral dependencies copied by the three imitative arts, there are mathematical rela-
tionships worked out by the other two that imitate nothing.”)*

Vitruvius begins his book (in some ways the bible of architec-
ture) with this definition: “Architecture is a science that must be accompanied by a
great diversity of studies and knowledge, by means of which it judges all the works
of the other arts.” Omniscience is the architect’s greatest virtue. It is the quality per-
mitting him, whether he is “great” or of lesser stature, according to Boullee, to
“make himself the one who implements nature,”® which is what distinguishes his
art from the simple art of building, which concerns merely the execution of a plan:
first it must be conceived. Conception as a precondition implies recourse to all
branches of knowledge, so as to judge, for example, the appropriateness of the math-
ematical proportions of the edifice to its purpose, as well as its geographical sur-
roundings or its insertion into communal life, etc. All branches of knowledge
converge thus in architecture, which for this reason occupies a position that can be
very exactly defined as encyclopedic. And, if we are to believe Perrault, in his edition of
Vitruvius, this would even be the word’s etymological sense: “Architecture is of all
the sciences the one to which the Greeks gave a name signifying superiority and
stewardship over the others.”

The primacy of architecture is assured by its unifying function.
It constitutes the unity of the sciences, no matter if following a theological or mathe-
matical inspiration: it sets unity as the required vocation. Locus of peace, Place de la
Concorde. .

(Alberti, in Della tranquillita dell’animo [ 1442 ], recommends that, to
flee anxiety and pain, one devote oneself to mathematics or to architectural reverie:
“Sometimes I have designed and built finely proportioned buildings in my mind,
arranging their orders and numerous columns with cornices and panels. And I have
occupied myself with constructions of this kind until overcome by sleep.”” Architec-
ture restores peace to the soul.)

Architecture represents this silent, homologous, gravitational
mass that absorbs every meaningful production. The monument and the pyramid are
where they are to cover up a place, to fill in a void: the one left by death. Death must
not appear, it must not take place: let tombs cover it up and take its place. Death
comes with time as the unknown borne by the future. It is the other of everything
known; it threatens the meaning of discourses. Death is hence irreducibly heteroge-
neous to homologies; it is not assimilable. The death wish, whose action Freud rec-
ognized whenever a return to the inanimate could be noted, whenever difference
was denied, wears the elusive face of this expanding homology that causes the place
of the Other to be imported into the Same. One plays dead so that death will not
come. So nothing will happen and time will not take place.

Notes

1. Hubert Damisch spoke of “the specifically structural—one would say today, structural-
ist—notion formed by Viollet-le-Duc concerning the relationship between the architec-
tural whole and its constituent elements.” If only the Dictionnaire de I'architecture frangaise were
read, he continues, “with attention to the dialectic of the whole to its parts and the parts
to the whole which is the avowed motivation for this ‘descriptive’ dictionary it will inevi-
tably seem to be the manifesto, or at least the oddly precocious, definite outline of the
method and ideology of the sort of structural thought that is famous today in linguistics
and anthropology.” Introduction to Larchitecture raisonnee, extracts from the Dictionnaire de I'ar-
chitecture frangaise of Viollet-le-Duc (Paris: Hermann, 1964), p. 14.
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“Design versus Non-Design” Paper presented at the First International Congress of

Semiotic Studies, Milan, July 1974; published in Oppositions 6 (Fall 1976)

Among the five essays in the inaugural issue of Oppositions, the last, Diana Agrest
and Mario Gandelsonas’s “Semiotics and Architecture: Ideological Consumption or
Theoretical Work,” stood out for its intense theoretical language adopted from the
Parisian Tel Quel group, its thoroughgoing European approach based on structuralist
Marxist principles, and its searing criticism of the Anglo-American absorption of semiot-
ics into architectural theory.* The essay advanced what would become a primary theme
for Diana Agrest: the structure of the exchange between architecture and ideology, of
architecture as ideology, which was based on the pivotal work of Louis Althusser.

“Design versus Non-Design,” the centerpiece of her theoretical
oeuvre, continues the elaboration of this theme within an Althusserian paradigm, but
now avoids the problematic distinction of the earlier essay between ideology and
theory or “science,” concentrating instead on the discursive specificity of architectural
codes which are nevertheless permeable to other cultural codes—what Althusser
called the relative autonomy of levels in a social formation organized in a structured
but decentered totality. Borrowing the Freudian concept of overdetermination, Althus-
ser insisted that no instance or practice (architecture, say) was ever determined by
one or even a set of other instances or practices (economy and politics, say); neither
was any instance ever fully autonomous. Rather, each was determined by the effects
and interactions of all the other instances at once —a set of insides and outsides
enfolded in the structural totality.> Agrest sees the interaction of these zones as an
exchange of ideological codes, each of which has its own designations of relevance,
propriety, regularity, and so forth, but which can transcode, that is, act as a kind of
commutation device, moving and sorting among other discourses and levels in the
cultural field. A code is like an ideological prospect, constantly shifting its point of
view, constantly being produced, constantly seeking to compare itself to the concep-
tual possibilities of other codes. And architecture is therefore not confined to its own
narrow idiolect of design, but rather transcodes between design and non-design,
throwing discursive forces into multiple play.

Design can achieve a certain plurality. Within its necessary en-
closure of specificity —its cultivation of its own autonomous techniques and occlusion
of other cultural codes —it is unconstrained by an imperative of representation; it can
combine multiple networks of self-reflexive meaning and provide various points of
access for filtering material from outside, as Agrest’s examples of metaphor attest.
Nevertheless, design classically conceived produces what Roland Barthes called a
lisible text (classical and lisible are synonyms for Barthes), in which the whole range
of institutionalized techniques and habits necessary for its legibility —and that make
it an integral whole, a traditionally “good” design— limit the pluarality of the text.
Non-design, in contrast, produces a scriptible text, permeable, fluctuating, giving no
indications as to how it is to be read, demanding that its reading be in effect its
rewriting. To maintain the architectural text’s plurality, a reading is called for that
refuses to make hierarchies, integrations, or syntheses of the heterogeneous constit-
uent codes, that instead simply juxtaposes fragment by fragment — a productive read-
ing, Agrest’s mise-en-sequence.



New theoretical discourse is produced in this active exchange
between design and non-design. The rewriting of the Althusserian structure in terms
of codes allows Agrest to construct a powerful if still skeletal model of the line of
impingement between the autonomy of architectural discourse as it was understood
in the mid-1970s and the larger sociocultural field from which it was emergent and
whose structures were immanent in its forms. Both the causal model of an economic-
technological base determining an architectural superstructure and the formalist
model of a unified, freestanding architectural object can be rejected when it becomes
“possible to discern the mode of articulation between the various systems and, in
this way, to define the cultural and ideological overdetermination of the built envi-
ronoment, or rather the process by which culture is woven into it.”

Notes
“Design versus Non-Design” was reprinted in Agrest, Architecture from Without: Theoretical
Framings for a Critical Practice (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1991).

1. Diana Agrest and Mario Gandelsonas, “Semiotics and Architecture: Ideological Consumption
or Theoretical Work,” Oppositions 1 (September 1973). “In opposition to ideology, we pro-
pose a theory of architecture, which is necessarily placed outside ideology. This theory de-
scribes and explains the relationships between society and the built environments of
different cultures and modes of production. . . . The relationships between theory and ideol-
ogy might be viewed as a continuous struggle where ideology defends a type of knowledge
whose major effect is the preservation of existing social systems and their institutions, rather
than the explanation of reality.” This is a concise summation of the distinction made by Alt-
husser between ideology and knowledge or “science” —what Agrest and Gandelsonas call
theory —differentiating the imaginary political function of ideologies, whose purpose is to
secure the conditions for reproducing the forms of social domination, from the epistemologi-
cal function of science, which is to produce descriptions of the real nature of objects. This
means neither that we can do without ideology nor that science is more valuable than ideol-
ogy. Rather the two are different registers of social being, with different vocations and differ-
ent material conditions of existence. See Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State
Apparatuses,” in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New York:
Verso, 1971); and For Marx, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Pantheon, 1969).

2. The conception implies, of course, that each instance is not simply determined by the eco-
nomic level, as in reductionist Marxism. Althusser does not allow this conception of the so-
cial formation to mean an equality of interaction between all instances, however; rather he
affirms that in each social formation there is one instance that is dominant, thus securing a
certain kind of unity.

Note, too, that the shift in Agrest’s language from “instance” to “discourse” is
not inconsistent. Althusser regarded the work on medical and psychiatric discourses pro-
duced by his student, Michel Foucault, as exemplary investigations of the conditions of the
production of knowledge.

3. Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. Richard Miller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1974). Agrest attended
Barthes’s lectures on Honore de Balzac’s Sarrasine at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes
in Paris, 1968, lectures that became S/Z.
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Diana Agrest Design versus Non-Design

The specific relationship of architecture to ideology has been generally excluded
from consideration in traditional architectural criticism. Concerned only to relate
architecture formally, or internally, to itself, or at best to relate architecture exter-
nally to society in general, criticism has failed to truly incorporate the cultural prob-
lematic of architecture into its domain of concern. When the cultural dimension
has been introduced, it has more often been as a simple explanation of architecture
as “reflecting” a particular culture—the notion of style as the expression of the
spirit of the age—than as a problem to be confronted independently from a consis-
tent theoretical standpoint.

Practicing architects and critics of architecture have repeatedly
emphasized the need to relate architecture to its social or cultural context. Positions
have been developed around such concepts as “contextualism” and “ugly and ordi-
nary” by writers like Colin Rowe and Denise Scott Brown and Robert Venturi. Rowe,
for example, speaks of an architectural contextualism that situates the object of de-
sign or analysis in its physical-historical surroundings in terms of formal elements
and relations; Venturi and Scott Brown speak of the need to recognize mass culture
as the necessary cultural product of our time and as a new source of inspiration for
designers. However, rather than attempting to appeal to the notion of collage—a
familiar architectural strategy in periods of transition—or to the simulation of the
objects of mass culture, this analysis will attempt to investigate the mechanisms of
the built environment at this specific historical moment.

I wish to explore here the external or cultural relations of archi-
tecture—that is, between architecture and its social context—by means of a theo-
retical model that posits two distinct forms of cultural, or symbolic, production.
The first, which I shall call design, is that mode by which architecture relates to cul-
tural systems outside itself; it is a normative process and embraces not only archi-
tecture but also urban design. The second, which is more properly called non-design,
describes the way in which different cultural systems interrelate and give form to
the built world; it is not a direct product of any institutionalized design practice but
rather the result of a general process of culture.

In thus examining the mechanisms which relate architecture
to culture—the processes by which meaning is produced, not only within architec-
ture or design, but also in the domain of non-design—we are, of course, analyzing
ideology itself. For ideology is no more than the social production of meaning.
Thus, all cultural production, such as architecture, when articulated at the eco-
nomic and political levels, manifests the ways in which ideology is produced as
part of a given social structure.'

In this sense, it is unnecessary to compare one type of archi-
tecture to any other type of architecture—as in the accepted mode of “formal,”
internal criticism—or to compare it to society in general. Rather, one must oppose
the notion of architecture as design to the notion of a radically different kind of sym-
bolic configuration—non-design. This opposition allows a reading of the built envi-
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ronment in terms of the relationship between different cultural systems. Design and
non-design, in fact, can be seen as two modes of social discourse; and to consider
them in this way opens up the question of what might be called the “active relation-
ship” between design, as one cultural system, and other cultural systems.

Design and Culture

Design, considered as both a practice and a product, is in effect
a closed system—not only in relation to culture as a whole, but also in relation to
other cultural systems such as literature, film, painting, philosophy, physics, geom-
etry, etc. Properly defined, it is reductive, condensing and crystallizing general cul-
tural notions within its own distinct parameters. Within the limits of this system,
however, design constitutes a set of practices—architecture, urban design, and in-
dustrial design—unified with respect to certain normative theories. That is, it pos-
sesses specific characteristics that distinguish it from all other cultural practices and
that establish a boundary between what is design and what is not. This boundary
produces a kind of closure that acts to preserve and separate the ideological identity
of design. This closure, however, does not preclude a certain level of permeability
toward other cultural systems—a permeability which nevertheless is controlled and
regulated in a precise way.

Culture, on the other hand, is understood to be a system of
social codes that permit information to enter the public domain by means of appro-
priate signs. As a whole, culture can be seen as a hierarchy of these codes, mani-
fested through various texts.?

The relationship between design and culture may, then, be
stated as the mode by which design is articulated as one cultural system in relation
to other cultural systems at the level of codes. The transformations in these articula-
tions are historically determined, and they display themselves as changes in the
structures of meaning. Thus, the development of specific forms of articulation be-
tween design and other cultural systems can be seen as a dynamic process, the study
of which opens up the problem of the production of meaning.

The relationship between design and other cultural systems
is heightened and intensified at certain moments in this process, and its precise
articulations become clearer. In architecture, this occurs when new economic, tech-
nical, functional, or symbolic problems force the production of new formal reper-
tories, or the expansion and transformation of existing vocabularies.

Thus, during the French Enlightenment, elementary geomet-
rical figures (the sphere, the pyramid, the cube, etc.) were introduced as the pri-
mary constituents of a new formal vocabulary by the “revolutionary” architects
Boullee and Ledoux. For Ledoux these forms expressed the new notions of the sub-
lime, while for Boullee they represented the universe and its scientific explanation
developed in the context of profound social and political change.’



Specificity

This recognition of articulations between design and other cultural systems also im-
plies the recognition of differences between them—differences which may be under-
stood through the notion of specificity.* This is a notion which permits the clarification
of codes according to their relation to design or to other cultural systems.

Three types of codes regulate the interpretation and production
of texts in design. First, there are those codes which may be seen as exclusive to
design, such as codes establishing relationships between plans and elevations or plans
and cross-sections. Second, there are those codes which are shared by various cultural
systems, among which design is included (i.e., spatial, iconic). Third, there are those
which, while they are crucial to one cultural system (such as rhythm to music),
participate—albeit transformed—in another (such as architecture) by virtue of a
shared characteristic, i.e., in the case of rhythm, the temporality of the sequence,
auditory in one case and visual in the other. In a decreasing order of specificity, the
first type of codes are specific to design, the second have a multiple specificity, and
the third are non-specific.

The specificity of a signifying system is not, however, defined
solely by the specificity of its codes, but also by the form in which those codes are
articulated; that is to say, the combination of codes may be specific, although the
codes themselves may or may not be specific to the system in question.® Examples of
specific code articulation in architecture are found in classical theories of harmony
that utilize the articulation of musical codes and arithmetical proportional series for
the invention of specific architectural codes, which are then used to determine the pro-
portions of and relationships among the different elements of a building.

Specificity manages to maintain the limits of architecture de-
spite the apparent changes that occur under the pressures of history, technology, so-
cial action, or symbolic change. On the one hand, the most specific codes remain
within the system of architecture; on the other hand, the less specific codes link
design with other systems through the opening and closing of its limits. This mecha-
nism allows for the articulation of design with some systems and not with others, a
process which operates according to the “internal” determinations of design—that
is, according to the rules of architectural language, to the logic of the configuration,
and to the meaning proper of the “text” of design.’

The Mannerist inversion of the established architectural rules—
by which each element is used in contradiction to what should be its prevailing ideo-
logical function—is an excellent example of such internal determination, in which
the inversions so weaken the limits of architecture as to allow an opening to codes
external to it; thus the “painterly” architecture of the sixteenth century in Italy.®

This process of articulation might, however, take place ac-
cording to “external” determinations—to the forces of economics, politics, or other
ideologies foreign to design. The influence of hermetic thought on the design of
the Escorial Palace, for example, demonstrates the role of such external factors in
architecture. Both the plan and the general configuration seem to have been derived
from mystical or hermetic geometric regulating lines, based partly on parallel devel-
opments in quantitative mathematics, and partly on chapters eliminated from Renais-
sance editions of Vitruvius,” but not, as might be assumed, directly from classical
architectural theory. Magic codes were thus substitutes for the Albertian geometric
codes. Geometry, while represented by similar figures, was imbued with an entirely
different meaning. At the same time, these geometric magic codes remained dis-
tinctly separate from other magic codes, such as those based on verbal or gestural
practices which never entered in their physical-spatial implications into architecture.
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Metaphoric Operations in Design

The concept of the closing and opening of limits introduces the notion of an ideolog-
ical filtering in the production of design, which takes place by means of certain pro-
cesses of symbolization. In this case an equivalence, or exchange, of sense is
produced by restricting the access of certain codes and figures from other systems
into architecture.

The notions of metaphor and metonymy allow for a more systematic
analysis of this symbolic functioning. These should be considered as the mechanisms
of opening and closure, ultimately revealing the way in which design maintains its
limits in relation to culture and acts as a filter in relation to meaning.'

Metaphor and metonymy are, of course, notions that have been
used principally in the analysis of discourse and text. Since in this context we are
analyzing the production of meaning and not its structure, the reference in general will
be to metaphoric or metonymic operations rather than to these figures as they are ap-
plied to classical rhetoric."!

These tropes or rhetorical figures represent the most condensed
expression of two basic kinds of relationship in discourse: the relation of similarity,
which underlies the metaphor, and the relation of contiguity, which determines the
metonymy. Each may exist in the relationship between the figure and the content or
in the relation between figure and figure.

The development of any discourse (not necessarily a spoken
one, and in this case the architectural discourse) may develop along two semantic-
syntactic lines; one theme in the expression or content may lead to another either by
means of similarity or by means of contiguity.'* The most appropriate term for the
former relation is “metaphoric” while the latter might be termed “metonymic.” '3

In its relationship to other cultural systems, a necessary condi-
tion for the regeneration of sense, architecture takes part in a game of substitutions
which, thought of in terms of metaphoric or metonymic operations, explains at
the most specific level of form the translation from extra-architectural to intra-
architectural systems in a recoding which, by means of reducing meanings, main-
tains the limits of architecture.

The well-known nautical metaphor in Le Corbusier’s Villa Sa-
voye exemplifies this functioning. Here, two different signifying systems are related:
dwelling and ocean liner. The necessary condition for this relationship is provided
by the existence of an element common to both, in this case the window. Through
a metaphoric operation, a figurative substitution of the signifying element com-
mon to both systems is produced (dwelling/window—Iliner/window), carrying
and transferring codes from one system (liner) to the other (house). The new form
is thus loaded with the new meanings required to translate into figures the proposed
new architectural ideology.

The operation involved may be explained by the following
propositions:



Housing Code: House ~ Window - Wall

: :etc.
Inhabit Passage of Light Boundary, Protection
Liner Code: Boat Window Decks .
: : s etc.
Sail + Inhabit + Passage of Light + Promenade
Movement + View + Seat + Sun
Technology
Metaphor: House Window % Liner Window _ House Window
Liner Window Light + View Light + View + Movement
+ Movement + + Technology + . . .

Technology + . ..

The similarity of functions—in this case, both liner and house are forms of habita-
tion—makes the metaphor possible.

To these metaphoric transpositions other metonymic operations
are added—for example, the promenade architecturale—which also carry further mean-
ings related to the liner.

Functionalist Metaphors

At an urban scale, where the system of architectural design co-exists with many oth-
ers almost by definition, the role of the metaphor as a filtering device becomes partic-
ularly evident, especially in the functional approach to urban design.

At the moment when urbanism was constituted as an institu-
tionalized practice in the first decade of this century, urban formal codes were devel-
oped on the basis of the prevailing architectural codification. From the set of possible
systems that give meaning to form, the functional approach was emphasized almost
exclusively. Le Corbusier may serve once more to exemplify the type of functionalism
that is at work in a filtering operation in the substitutive relation between architecture
and other systems.

In Le Corbusier’s texts Vers une architecture (1923) and Urbanisme
(1925), these metaphoric operations function clearly as a mechanism for contact
between different cultural systems and, on other levels, as a means to architectural
recodification.'*

At the building scale, Le Corbusier establishes a connection be-
tween architectural systems and other systems, such as technology, tourism, sports,
and geometry. This connection is established through a metaphor based on similarity
of function.'

Geometry, for example, had acted as an internal code for formal
control from the classical period of Greek architecture. It had not, however, func-
tioned as the provider of the formal vocabulary itself, geometric regulating lines
being the “invisible” elements in the construction. For Le Corbusier, however, geom-
etry became not only an instrument of formal control, but also the provider of the
formal vocabulary itself in two and three dimensions. The instrument (tool) for rep-
resentation, that is, drawing, became first the project itself, and then the construc-
tion, without alteration.

At the urban scale, Le Corbusier’s metaphoric operation estab-
lishes a relation between geometry as a signifying system and the city by means of
the common element of “order,” which is manifested as a “grid”; a system of equiva-
lences is established between the geometric grid with its connoted codes and the city
grid with the set of values ascribed to it by Le Corbusier.
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Thus, in Urbanisme, the existing city is seen as equivalent to disor-
der, chaos, illness, and irrationality. On the other hand, the grid, the geometric order,
is seen as equivalent to order, health, beauty, reason, modernity, and progress. “Ge-
ometry is the foundation. . . . It is also the material basis on which we build those
symbols which represent to us perfection and the divine.”'®

In the plans for the Ville Contemporaine, and later for the Ville
Radieuse, Le Corbusier establishes the equivalence between those two systems by
means of the common element of grid-order. The appropriate connoted codes of the
geometric grid are transferred through a figurative substitution to the city plan and
become the codes of the city itself.

It can be seen, in this case, that while there is an initial opening
of the system, its closure is produced by means of a metaphorical equivalence by
which the means of representation are imposed as ideological filters in order to de-
velop an architectural recodification. In this substitution, meanings are limited and
filtered by a system (geometry) which, while it may not be specific to architecture,
will, in its recoding, become specific to urban design. This is made possible by the
fact that a system such as geometry may participate in a double “game”: symbolic at
a formal-cultural level, and instrumental, or representative, at the level of the specific
practice where physical configuration becomes the device that allows for translation
and recoding.

The relationship between geometry as a symbolic system on the
one hand, and as a basic organizational system on the other, is not, of course, a new
problem and may be found at other points in the history of architecture. In the work
of Piranesi, for example, the figurative and the geometric coexist, juxtaposed in a
clear dialectical relationship. The rear of the altar of S. Maria del Priorato, for ex-
ample, crudely displays the set of geometric volumes which serve as its support,
while the face presents itself as almost pure allegory. The architectural contradiction
between geometry and symbolism is here critically posed.'’

When Boullee and Ledoux adopted geometry in itself as a for-
mal system, the sacred symbology was substituted for a more secular symbology—
that of man. In Le Corbusier, however, there is no longer a separation between the
geometric and the symbolic; rather geometry itself represents the symbolic aspect of
form, and carries with it an entire set of implicit values.

The Critique of Functionalism

With the waning of the enthusiasm for functionalism in the late 1940s, a series of
works appeared which, conscious of the cultural reductivism of the heroic period,
were explicitly concerned with the cultural rather than the functional aspects of de-
sign. This cultural concern was demonstrated by an intention to make explicit the
articulation between architecture and other cultural systems.'® The work of the active
members of Team 10 (Alison and Peter Smithson) reintroduces culture in this sense,
and again new openings and closures are produced by means of metaphoric opera-
tions: openings to incorporate “the culture”; closures to preserve the specificity of
the system.

However, while in Le Corbusier the metaphor was reductive in
terms of the possible inclusion of other cultural systems—a product of the exclusive
nature of geometry and its concomitant modernism—the intention of Team 10 was
to establish relations between architecture and other systems. “Our hierarchy of asso-
ciations,” they stated, “is woven into a modulated continuum representing the true
complexity of human associations. . . . Wemust evolve an architecture from the fabric of life itself,
an equivalent of the complexity of our way of thought, of our passion for the natural

world and our belief in the ability of man.”*



This criticism addresses itself precisely to the functionalist re-
ductivism of the 1920s and to its elimination of cultural aspects, here described as
“human associations” and “the fabric of life itself.” These aspects were considered as
an intrinsic aspect of architecture by Team 10.

Once more, metaphor is being used as the substitutive opera-
tion to incorporate “vital” aspects into design. Two types of metaphor are used. The
one, which accounts for urban form in general, resembles Le Corbusier’s use of ge-
ometry at an urban scale. The other, which accounts for the realization of ideas at a
building scale, is itself conceived as a fundamental element of urban design.

The first metaphoric operation links two systems through the
common element “life,” and thus relates the city to nature (a tree). Hence the plans
for Golden Lane. The city is overlaid with the attributes of a tree and given qualities
of growth, organicity, movement; at the level of form, the city is understood as a tree
possessing a stem, branches, and leaves.

city/life tree/life

tree/life branches, leaves, etc.

The second type of metaphoric operation articulates the relationship between design
and life at the scale of the building and operates on the basis of a common function:
circulation of people (street). In the proposal for Sheffield, the corridor is trans-
formed through substitution into a street, carrying with it the urban codes which,
when transferred to the building, give it “life.”

Despite the explicit intent of Team 10 to open the system of
architecture to culture, however, the result does not, in the end, differ much from
the reductive system they criticize. The type of substitution utilized—the recodifica-
tion of architecture by means of yet another formal analogy—is fundamentally simi-
lar to that effected by Le Corbusier. The process by which the Smithsons assimilate
“life” to design is described exclusively in socio-cultural terms, even though “na-
ture” is invoked, while the form adopted is taken directly from nature, that is, from
organic, physical life. The other systems to which architecture is supposed to be
actively linked (in this case, life or nature) are, in this way, filtered and reduced
through the metaphor of one system, that of architectural forms. Thus, there is little
real difference between the street in the air and the open corridor; the symbolic func-
tioning which would make an architecture “out of life itself” is in fact absent. We
may now see that metaphoric operations, rather than functioning to open the design
system beyond its limits, in fact operate as filtering mechanisms which precisely de-
fine those limits.

It is paradoxical that the metaphor which allows for the inter-
relation of different codes is here used as a closing mechanism. Design is once again
a sieve which allows the passage of certain meanings and not others, while the meta-
phor, which is used as a translating device from other codes to architecture, provides
a mechanism by which ideology operates through design. In the infinite field of
signifying possibilities, the metaphor defines, by a complex process of selection, the
field of “the possible,” thus consolidating itself in different regions by means of a
language or languages.

Design/Non-Design

There is, however, another possible way of stating the relationship between design
and culture. Rather than seeing systems of culture from a point of view that imposes
a hierarchical relationship in which architecture or design is dominant, we may posit
a notion of the “non-designed” built environment— “social texts,” as it were, pro-
duced by a given culture.



AGREST | 1974 | 207

The act of placing design (that is, both architecture and urban
design) in relation to the rest of the built environment—the non-designed environ-
ment—immediately changes the level at which the problem is formulated. While in
the work of Team 10 the problem is stated as internal to a single cultural system
(architecture or urban design)—the relating of architecture to the city in such a way
that the former acquires the “life” of the latter, here the signifying function of design
is considered to relate to and, in relating, to oppose the rest of the built environment.
Itis regarded as a problem internal to culture, and thus to an entire set of cultural systems.

In these terms, architecture is no longer either implicitly or ex-
plicitly seen as the dominant system, but simply one of many cultural systems, each
of which, including architecture, may be closed or “designed.” But it is the entire
set of different cultural systems configuring the built environment which we call
non-design.

In the world of non-design, that no-man’s-land of the symbolic,
the scene of social struggle, an internal analysis of single systems is revealed as inade-
quate and impossible to apply. Here there is no unique producer, no subject, nor is
there an established rhetorical system within a defined institutional framework. In-
stead there is a complex system of intertextual relationships.

The opposition between design and non-design is fundamen-
tally defined by three questions: first, the problem of institutionality; second, the prob-
lem of limits and specificity; and third, the problem of the subject. While the first
establishes the relationship between design and non-design, the second establishes
their respective types of articulation within culture (ideology), and the third estab-
lishes the processes of symbolization.

Design may be defined as a social practice that functions by a
set of socially sanctioned rules and norms—whether implicit or explicit—and there-
fore is constituted as an institution. Its institutional character is manifested in the
normative writings and written texts of architecture, which fix its meaning and,
therefore, its reading. These texts insure the recording of the codes of design and
guarantee their performance as filters and preservers of unity. They assure the homo-
geneity and closure of the system and of the ideological role it plays. The absence of
a normative written discourse in non-design, on the other hand, precludes defining
it as an institution and makes possible the inscription of sense in a free and highly
undetermined way; we are here presented with an aleatory play of meaning. Thus,
while design maintains its limits and its specificity, these defining aspects are lost in
the semiotically heterogeneous text of non-design.*’

Non-design is the articulation—as an explicit form—between
different cultural systems. This phenomenon may be approached in two ways: as
empirical fact—the actual existence of such systems found, for example, in the
street, where architecture, painting, music, gestures, advertising, etc. coexist—and
as a set of related codes. In the first instance, at the level of “texts,” each system
remains closed in itself, presenting juxtaposed manifestations rather than their rela-
tionships. At the level of codes, on the other hand, it is possible to discern the mode
of articulation between the various systems and, in this way, to define the cultural
and ideological overdetermination of the built environment, or rather the process by
which culture is woven into it.?' The predisposition of non-design to openness im-
plies permeable limits and an always fluctuating or changing specificity.

Finally, if design is the production of an historically determined
individual subject which marks the work, non-design is the product of a social sub-
ject, the same subject which produces ideology. It manifests itself in the delirious, the
carnivalesque, the oneiric, which are by and large excluded or repressed in design.

To study the reality of non-design and its symbolic production
in relation to culture, it is necessary to perform an operation of “cutting” — “cutting”



and not “deciphering,” for while deciphering operates on “secret” marks and the
possibility for discovering their full depth of meaning, cutting operates on a space of
interrelations,* empty of meaning, in which codes substitute, exchange, replace, and
represent each other, and in which history is seen as the form of a particular mode
of symbolizing, determined by the double value of use and exchange of objects, and
as a symbolic modus operandi which may be understood within that same logic of sym-
bolic production and which is performed by the same social subject of ideology and
the unconscious.”?

The moment one object may be substituted for another beyond
its “functional” use-value, it has a value added to it which is the value of exchange,
and this value is nothing but symbolic. Our world of symbolic performances is com-
prised of a chain of such exchanges in meaning; that is how we operate within the
realm of ideology. Non-design leaves this ideology in a “free state,” while design
hides it.

The mode of analysis for these two phenomena of design and
non-design (at least from the first moment that the difference between them is recog-
nized) must therefore vary.

Reading. Mise-en-Sequence

As a complex social text, a semiotically heterogeneous object in which many different
signifying matters and codes intervene, non-design has a disposition to be open to a
situation which we will call here a mise-en-sequence.

We propose here for non-design a productive reading, not as
the re-production of a unique or final sense, but as a way of retracing the mechanisms
by which that sense was produced.?* Productive reading corresponds to the expansive
potential of non-design and permits access to the functioning of meaning as an inter-
section of codes. The object of analysis is not the “content,” but the conditions of a
content, not the “full” sense of design but, on the contrary, the “empty” sense which
informs all works.?* Instead of reading by following a previously written text, the
reading starts from a “signifier of departure,” not only toward an architectural text
but toward other texts in culture, putting into play a force analogous to that of the
unconscious, which also has the capacity to traverse and articulate different codes.

The metaphoric operation participates asymmetrically in both
readings, design and non-design. While in design the metaphor is not only the point
of departure but also the final point of the reading, in non-design the metaphoric and
metonymic operations function similarly to dreams, as chains which permit access to
meanings that have been repressed, thus acting as expansive forces. This expansive
mechanism may be seen to be a device used for the purpose of criticism in the work
of Piranesi. His opposition to the typological obsession of his time is an indication
of his perception of the crisis of architecture and the consequent need for change
and transformation. His Campo Marzio is a true architectural “explosion” that antici-
pates the destiny of our Western cities.* Piranesi’s “explosive” vision comprises not
just the architectural system per se but rather a system of relationships, of contiguity
and substitution.

Non-design may also be seen as an explosive transformation of
design. This kind of explosion implies in some way the dissolution of the limits of
architecture, of the ideological limits which enclose different architectural practices.

In front of two drawings of Piranesi’s Carceri, one of the Carcere
Oscura of 1743 from the series of the Opere varie and the other of the Carceri Oscure
from the Invenzioni, the Russian filmmaker Eisenstein makes a reading which may be
considered as an example of this type of analysis. Eisenstein applies a cinemato-
graphic reading to the first prison, his reading producing displacements with respect
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to the limits imposed by pictorial and architectural codes, thereby making it “ex-
plode” in a kind of cinematographic sequence.?” This is the starting point of a reading
that travels across literary, political, musical, and historical codes, multiplying in this
way perceptions which are potential in the Piranesian work. A proof of this potential
lies in Eisenstein's reading of Piranesi’s second engraving, done eighteen years later,
in which Eisenstein finds that the second is actually an explosion of the first prison,
done by Piranesi himself.?® It should be noted that Eisenstein is here dealing with a
closed cultural system, such as architecture or painting. What Eisenstein takes, how-
ever, is not just any closed work from these fields but rather the work of someone like
Piranesi, who poses the problem of the explosion in form (or form as explosion) in
his Carceri, or in his Campo Marzio, which is a delirium of typological chaining. Al-
though this Piranesian strategy touches problems specific to architecture, it also
comes very close to the problem of the explosion of sense in architecture, to the
problem of meaning as signifying chaining. In creating this extreme situation, Pi-
ranesi is implicitly assessing the problem of the limits of architecture as a “language,”
that is, as a closed system.

Fragments of Reading

One evening, half asleep on a banquette in a bar, just for fun I tried to enumerate all the languages within
earshot: music, conversations, the sounds of chairs, glasses, a whole stereophony of which a square in Tangiers
(as described by Severo Sarduy) is the exemplary site. That too spoke within me, and this so-called “interior”
speech was very like the noise of the square, like that amassing of minor voices coming to me from the outside:
I myself was a public square, @ sook; through me passed words, tiny syntagms, bits of formulae, and no
sentence formed, as though that were the law of such a language. This speech, at once very cultural and
very savage, was above all lexical, sporadic; it set up in me, through its apparent flow, a definitive discontinuity:
this non-sentence was in no way something that could not have acceded to the sentence, that might have
been before the sentence; it was: what is eternally, splendidly, outside the sentence.?

The urban environment as the object of reading is not “seen”
as a closed, simple unity but as a set of fragments, or “units of readings.” Each of these
units may be replaced by others; each part may be taken for the whole. The dimen-
sion of the built environment, empirically determined, depends upon the density of
meanings, the “semantic volume.”

Since these fragments appear as an articulation of different texts
belonging to various cultural systems—e.g., film, art, literature—it is possible to
read them by starting from any of these systems, and not necessarily from design.

Certain types of configurations, like public places (streets, pla-
zas, cafes, airports), are ideal “fragments of readings,” not only for their “semantic
volume,” but also for the complexity they reveal as to the signifying mechanisms in
non-design. They may be characterized as signifying “nodes,” where multiple codes
and physical matter are articulated, where design and non-design overlap, and where
history and the present are juxtaposed.*

The reading that can be produced by these places is not a linear
discourse but an infinite and spatialized text in which those levels of reading, orga-
nized along various codes, such as theater, film, fashion, politics, gesture, are com-
bined and articulated. The reading example we choose to present below is in itself
metaphorical. It is the metaphor of architecture as theater. It is not a specific detailed
analysis, but rather it exemplifies the mechanisms of chains and shifters.

Chains:

A metaphor begins to function by articulating the referential codes in relation to other
codes by means of replacing the referential codes in the signifier of departure with an-
other code. In this way, a chain linking the codes is developed. Once the intersemiotic



metaphor, such as that between architecture and theater, is produced and a possible
level of reading is established, the chain of signifiers along the codes and subcodes
of that cultural system is organized by “natural association” —that is metonymically.

Signifiers appear and disappear, sliding through other texts in a
play that moves along the codes of, for instance, the theater (i.e., scenic, gestural,
decorative, acting, textual, verbal, etc.) in an intertextual network. This play contin-
ues until some signifier becomes another departure signifier, opening the network
toward new chains through what we have called the mise-en-sequence, thus starting other
readings from other cultural systems like film, fashion, etc. These signifiers which
open to other systems may be called shifters.*!

Shifters:

Such a reading presents a symbolic structure of a “decondensed” kind. By deconden-
sation we refer to an operation which is the reverse of that in the elaboration of
dreams. Condensation and displacement are the two basic operations in the work of
elaboration of dreams. By them, the passage is produced from the latent level to the
manifest level of the dream. These two operations of condensation and displacement
are two ways of displacing meanings, or of overdetermining, or giving more than
one meaning to, some elements; they are produced precisely by means of the two
operations already discussed, namely metaphor and metonymy. The metaphor corre-
sponds to condensation, and metonymy to displacement.** In this way, it is possible
to see the relationship between ideology (cultural codes) and subject (of ideology
and of the unconscious) in the logic of symbolic production in the environment as
determined by a particular mode of production.

Some signifier fragments function as “condensers” from which
decondensation is possible through a network of meanings. These will be called
“shifters.” A set of readings could be regarded as a musical staft in which various
signifiers are situated in a polyphonic organization with each voice at a different level
of reading. Certain of these signifiers organize several different readings and allow
for the intercrossing of codes and for the shifting from one to the next. These are the
shifters; they are part of a process of exchange of codes. They are the conditions of
the probability of producing different readings; they are structures of transition, the
organizers of symbolic space. These connective, condensing structures are the key to
the understanding of the complexity of the built environment as an infinite text.
They are not concerned with signification but with the linking of signifiers. They are
the key to an intertext where meanings are displaced, thereby forming a network in
which the subject of the reading, the laws of the unconscious, and the historico-
cultural determinants are articulated. The importance of this notion of shifter is that
it accounts for the process of configuration and for the dynamic aspect of a configu-
ration, rather than for objects and functions. It accounts for the symbolic aspect of
exchange. It provides an insight into the problem of the mode of operation of ideol-
ogy within the built world. It allows us to enter into a mechanism of production of
sense that corresponds to an ideology of exchange.

If the system of architecture and of design, even when we play
with it, is always closed within a game of commentaries of language—a metalingual
game—it is interesting to speculate on the outcome of a similar “game” of non-design,
a game of the built world. For non-design is a non-language, and by comparison
with a language, it is madness since it is outside language, and thus outside society.
This non-language, this non-sense constitutes an explosion of the established lan-
guage in relation to a sense already established (by conventions and repressive rules).
It is symbolic of the built world outside the rules of design and their internal “lin-
guistic” games. It permits us finally to understand another logic which informs the
significance of building.
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The Productive Reading
The outdoor part of the “cafe-terrace” establishes the relationship cafe/street and is organized in terms of the
opposition sidewalk as passage or circulation/sidewalk as cafe; another element in the sidewalk-circulation is
introduced; people link the first opposition with the second one. Some people walk in the sidewalk/ street; some
people sit in the sidewalk/ cafe. People are distributed in a field of objects that may be distinguished as objects
for use and objects for background. Buildings are objects and fagades; the background is a continuous fagade;
the fagade of the cafe stands out as a mediating element which because of its transparency creates a relationship
between the exterior cafe or cafe/street and the interior cafe. The interior cafe repeats the same oppositions
between people/ objects and background/mirrors, which themselves now become mediators between exterior
and interior in a reflection in which objects, sidewalk, people, street, and interior space are superimposed. . . .
The seats, which are distributed in rows and in which people are clustered, resembles
a pit. This substitution produces a point of departure, from cafe/street to cafe/pit.

Cafe seats Pit seats

— X

Pit seats Theater

Background plane cafe Background plane scene
X

Background plane scene Theater

New readings may be produced:

The Gaze:
The gaze from the cafe as pit transforms the street into a scene and sweeps through the codes both of the cafe
and the theater. Codes organize the gaze: the people from whom and to whom they are directed—Observer/
Observed; the places from where and to where they are directed—DPublic/ Private; the desire which generates
them—Voyeurism/Exhibitionism. In their interrelation, places configure the gaze: frontal—oblique—side
view. Scene and pit are confused in a general scene where gaze and desire are structured and articulated together.
The pleasure in the realization of desire is generated not only at the visual level but also at the level of language
in action: that is, discourse.

Discourse within the “theater” is fragmented, dispersed among various actors and
spectators, articulating itself without either dominating or subordinating, with the body in action, with the
gesture.

Gesture:

Gesticulating bodies form a chain with clothes as a second skin, requlated by the gestures of fashion which
play a role in the marking and disguising of sex differences. Cafe, the domain of men, is incorporated in the
city as theater, articulated with fashion, the domain of women, as costume. The two together transform the
visual codes, which link cafe/masculinity and fashion/femininity, thereby confounding them.

The gesture is not only that of a static pose, but the multiplied gesture of the body in movement, engaged in
entries and exits from the scene.

Discourse and gesture configure the scene; meanwhile, time and volume perforate the plane of decoration and
configure the space.

The scene in the streets:
The scene in the streets is in turn the explosion of the cafe/ theater.

The street as a scene of scenes:
The street as a scene of scenes in turn projects into the cafe, opening it up to new paradigms and their codes.



The system of cafes:
Each cafe is not a cafe in itself but is part of a system of cafes, which speaks of its history, of its origins, of its
transformations, thus establishing the paradigm of the cafe.

The system of the fragments of public places:

The cafe belongs to the paradigm of streets, plazas, monuments. In turn, each of these is not only physically
juxtaposed but also textually juxtaposed. This transforms these places into complex entities: cafe-square, cafe-
market, cafe-street. The street is transformed into a new point of departure. We are again in the street, but
now the street is a scene.

Street:
A scene in movement. The street is the scene of struggle, of consumption, the scene of scenes; it is
infinitely continuous, unlimited in the motion of objects, of gazes, of gestures.

It is the scene of history.

It is a scene, but it is also what is behind the scene, what is not seen, or not allowed to be seen. When
what is behind the scene is shown, it produces a demystifying effect, like that of exposing the reasons for the
split between individual and social, between private and public.

The fagades frame the street. They function as scenery or decoration and control the demystifying effect.
The decoration may or may not correspond to the content of representation. This accentuates its mask-like
character.

People as decoration:
Fashion transforms people into objects, linking street and theater through one aspect of their common ritual
nature.

Rituals:
People meet at corners, people promenade, defining a ritual space, participating in ceremonies, and. . . .
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Bernard Tschumi
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“The Architectural Paradox” Studio International, September-October 1975; revised

in Bernard Tschumi, Architecture and Disjunction (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994)

“The concept of space is not a space”: Bernard Tschumi begins with an Althusserian
distinction between space as the object of knowledge and actually existing spaces in
order then to superimpose several other distinctions on this first one, all mobilized
toward a theory of “the pleasure of architecture.” Tschumi textualizes architecture
by obliquely registering the post-’68 languages of Henri Lefebvre and situationism,
Philippe Sollers and the Tel Quel group, Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida, as well
as the earlier critical theory of the Frankfurt School, and dragging these, in turn,
across a firsthand knowledge of Italian architettura radicale, conceptual art, and per-
formance art, all of which creates one of the more startlingly expansive intertexts of
architecture theory.*

The Althusserian formula is, of course, based on the older Marx-
ian distinction of science and ideology and reaffirms that, while we can conceptualize
the world and its totality in an abstract way, there is a rift between that knowledge
and the here and now of immediate perception and practice. But Tschumi further
associates this distinction with Georges Bataille’s economy of the pyramid and the
labyrinth, which does not oppose the two spaces of conception and perception so
much as infold them. The pyramid is a substantive; it is proof of architecture’s power
and its limitations. It names the entire tradition of architecture, all the recognizable
categories and entities and their “proper” concepts, but in a void —the conceptual
knowledge of the pyramid can never be positioned or actualized in any concrete way.
The labyrinth, on the other hand, is a copula. It has no substantive meaning but only
a function of circulating signs in an erotic interplay — copulation — which serves to
undermine the “proper” identities of conceptual entities in order to break through to
everything that that sameness excludes. And yet the labyrinth produces the pyramid;
we can reach the experience of the new and of the other only through conceptuality:
“This flight toward the summit (which, even dominating empires, is the composition
of knowledge) is but one of the routes of the ‘labyrinth.’ Yet this route, which we must
follow, false lead after false lead, in search of ‘being,’ cannot be avoided by us, no
matter how we try.”> Architecture, being both conceptual and perceptual, in its very
nature is both pyramid and labyrinth. That is its paradox.

The only “solution” to the paradox produced in architecture the-
ory thus far, Tschumi reminds us, is “silence, a final nihilistic statement that might
provide modern architectural history with its ultimate punchline, its self-annihilation.”
But Tschumi suggests a possible alternative to silence, one that might accelerate and
instensify the architectural paradox rather than negate it: “experienced space,” which,
more than a concept or a perception, is a process, a way of practicing space, an event
related to both Bataille’s experience interieure and the situationists’ evenements, but
now rewritten in terms of Roland Barthes’s textual pleasure. For Barthes’s plaisir/
Jjouissance formulation, which first opposes and then joins the two types of pleasure,
not only provides a way of thinking this fundamental paradox but also coordinates
other binaries like architecture’s “selective historicism” as against its avant-garde am-
bitions, its conformist disciplinary constraints as against its revolutionary political



potentials, its rigor as against its sensuality, its closed and open processes of signifi-
cation. Barthes:

Text of pleasure [texte de plaisir]: the text that contents, fills, grants euphoria; the text that
comes from culture and does not break with it, is linked to a comfortable practice of reading.
Text of bliss [texte de jouissance]: the text that imposes a state of loss, the text that discomforts
(perhaps to the point of a certain boredom), unsettles the reader’s historical, cultural, psycho-
logical assumptions, the consistency of his tastes, values, memories, brings to a crisis his rela-
tion with language.

But Barthes’s point, and Tschumi’s, is not merely to invade the proper with the im-
proper but to recognize the “anachronic” process before their separation.

Now the subject who keeps the two texts in his field and in his hands the reins of pleasure
and bliss is an anachronic subject, for he simultaneously and contradictorily participates in the
profound hedonism of all culture . . . and in the destruction of that culture: he enjoys the consis-
tency of his selfhood (that is his pleasure) and seeks its loss (that is his bliss). He is a subject
split twice over, doubly perverse.?

The texte de plaisir promotes a self-conscious, reflected ap-
preciation within a bounded inventory of entities, techniques, and evaluative catego-
ries of the discipline; the texte de jouissance cuts the reader adrift from the standard
topoi of culture. Plaisir pertains to the propriety, the comfort, and the security of
pyramidal knowledge, the realm of a unified but dematerialized conceptuality. Jouis-
sance is the orgasmic breaking up of that unity through the constant labyrinthine
detours of Text, the fragmentation of experience. (Tschumi: “You don’t really see the
cube. You may see a corner, or a side, or the ceiling, but never all defining surfaces
at the same time. You touch a wall, you hear an echo. But how do you relate all
these perceptions to one single object?”) The texte de jouissance liquidates its own
discursive categories for the sheer thrill of transgression. In his 1977 “The Pleasure
of Architecture,” Tschumi wrote,

The architecture of pleasure lies where conceptual and spatial paradoxes merge in the middle
of delight, where architectural language breaks into a thousand pieces, where the elements
of architecture are dismantled and its rules transgressed. No metaphorical paradise here, but
discomfort and unbalanced expectations. Such architecture questions academic (and popular)
assumptions, disturbs acquired tastes and fond architectural memories. Typologies, morpholo-
gies, spatial compressions, logical constructions, all dissolve. Inarticqlated forms collide in a
staged and necessary conflict: repetition, discontinuity, quotes, cliches and neologism. Such
architecture is perverse because its real significance lies outside any utility or purpose and ulti-
mately is not even necessarily aimed at giving pleasure.“
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But jouissance cannot be absolute, for if a text is to be read, if a
space is to be experienced, it will be so according to or against cultural codes. And if
culture, then plaisir, too. The experience of architecture is wedged in a gap between
two architectural surfaces, two edges of the pyramid and the labyrinth, two types of
pleasure, one conceptual, culturally conservative, and rule-bound, the other sensual,
transgressive, even violent.s It is the gap that is erotic.

Furthermore, it is the erotic that reorders the relationship be-
tween architecture and politics. Before, we were to wait for the realization of a new
mode of production that would necessitate a new architecture —a utopia that would
never come. Now architecture’s social power is its very uselessness to society, and only
the paradox of transgression rubbing against rule can figure utopia.

Since the 1970s, following his own analysis of the architectural
paradox through his architectural projects, Tschumi has used a series of techniques
that he calls crossprogramming, transprogramming, and disprogramming, each of
which associates a given spatial type with alien and unintended activities (“pole vault-
ing in the cathedral”), seeking different modes of experiencing space, training architec-
ture’s inhabitants in new ways of practicing space. These techniques refuse the
distinctions between concept and percept, container and action, and install the new
processes of event-space. “l would like to propose,” Tschumi is fond of saying, “that
the future of architecture lies in the construction of events.”®

Notes

1. It is perhaps worth reminding the reader that “Text” is not an exclusively literary or even
essentially linguistic phenomenon. Indeed, Roland Barthes encountered the idea of Text in
a North African landscape (see Roland Barthes, The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard How-
ard [New York: Hill and Wang, 1986], p. 60) and went on to produce Text out of the space of
a bar (see Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard Miller [New York: Hill and
Wang, 1975], pp. 49-50)., . .

2. Georges Bataille, “L’experience interieure,” in Oeuvres completes (Paris: Gallimard, 1971-
1988), vol. 5, p. 102; cited in Denis Hollier, Against Architecture: The Writings of Georges
Bataille, trans. Betsy Wing (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989), p. 73.

3. Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, p. 14.

Bernard Tschumi, “The Pleasure of Architecture,” Architectural Design 3 (March 1977), p. 218.

5. “1. There is no architecture without action, no architecture without events, no architecture
without program. 2. By extension, there is no architecture without violence.” Bernard
Tschumi, “Violence of Architecture,” Artforum, September 1981, p. 44.

6.  Such statements can be found throughout Tschumi’s writings and lectures, but this one
comes from “Six Concepts,” Columbia Documents of Architecture and Theory (D) 2 (1993),
p. 93.
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Bernard Tschumi  The Architectural Paradox

1. Most people concerned with architecture feel some sort of disillusion and dis-
may. None of the early utopian ideals of the twentieth century has materialized,
none of its social aims has succeeded. Blurred by reality, the ideals have turned into
redevelopment nightmares and the aims into bureaucratic policies. The split be-
tween social reality and utopian dream has been total, the gap between economic
constraints and the illusion of all-solving technique absolute. Pointed out by critics
who knew the limits of architectural remedies, this historical split has now been
bypassed by attempts to reformulate the concepts of architecture. In the process, a
new split appears. More complex, it is not the symptom of professional naivete or
economic ignorance but the sign of a fundamental question that lies in the very
nature of architecture and of its essential element: space. By focusing on itself, ar-
chitecture has entered an unavoidable paradox that is more present in space than
anywhere else: the impossibility of questioning the nature of space and at the same
time experiencing a spatial praxis.

2. T have no intention of reviewing architectural trends and
their connection to the arts. My general emphasis on space rather than on disci-
plines (art, architecture, semiology, etc.) is not aimed at negating academic catego-
rization. The merging of disciplines is too worn a path to provide a stimulating
itinerary. Instead, I would like to focus attention on the present paradox of space
and on the nature of its terms, trying to indicate how one might go beyond this
self-contradiction, even if the answer should prove intolerable. I begin by recalling
the historical context of this paradox. I will examine first those trends that consider
architecture as a thing of the mind, as a dematerialized or conceptual discipline,
with its linguistic or morphological variations (the Pyramid); second, empirical
research that concentrates on the senses, on the experience of space as well as on
the relationship between space and praxis (the Labyrinth); and third, the contradic-
tory nature of these two terms and the difference between the means of escaping
the paradox by shifting the actual nature of the debate, as, for example, through
politics, and the means that alter the paradox altogether (the Pyramid and the
Labyrinth).

3. Linguistically, to define space means both “to make space
distinct” and “to state the precise nature of space.” Much of the current confusion
about space can be illustrated by this ambiguity. While art and architecture have
been concerned essentially with the first sense, philosophy, mathematics, and phys-
ics have tried throughout history to give interpretations to something variously
described as a “material thing in which all material things are located” or as “some-
thing subjective with which the mind categorizes things.” Remember: with Des-
cartes ended the Aristotelian tradition according to which space and time were
“categories” that enabled the classification of “sensory knowledge.” Space became
absolute. Object before the subject, it dominated senses and bodies by containing
them. Was space inherent to the totality of what exists? This was the question of
space for Spinoza and Leibniz. Returning to the old notion of category, Kant de-
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scribed space as neither matter nor the set of objective relations between things but
as an ideal internal structure, an a priori consciousness, an instrument of knowl-
edge. Subsequent mathematical developments on non-Euclidean spaces and their
topologies did not eliminate the philosophical discussions. These reappeared with
the widening gap between abstract spaces and society. But space was generally ac-
cepted as a cosa mentale, a sort of all-embracing set with subsets such as literary space,
ideological space, and psychoanalytical space.

4. Architecturally, to define space (to make space distinct) lit-
erally meant “to determine boundaries.” Space had rarely been discussed by archi-
tects before the beginning of the twentieth century. But by 1915 it meant Raum
with all its overtones of German esthetics, with the notion of Raumempfindung or “felt
volume.” By 1923 the idea of felt space had merged with the idea of composition
to become a three-dimensional continuum, capable of metrical subdivision that
could be related to academic rules. From then on, architectural space was consis-
tently seen as a uniformly extended material to be modeled in various ways, and
the history of architecture as the history of spatial concepts. From the Greek “power of
interacting volumes” to the Roman “hollowed-out interior space,” from the modern
“interaction between inner and outer space” to the concept of “transparency,” his-
torians and theorists referred to space as a three-dimensional lump of matter.

To draw a parallel between the philosophies of a period and
the spatial concepts of architecture is always tempting, but never was it done as
obsessively as during the 1930s. Giedion related Einstein’s theory of relativity to
cubist painting, and cubist planes were translated into architecture in Le Corbusier’s
Villa Stein at Garches. Despite these space-time concepts, the notion of space re-
mained that of a simplistic and amorphous matter to be defined by its physical
boundaries. By the late 1960s, freed from the technological determinants of the
postwar period and aware of recent linguistic studies, architects talked about the
square, the street, and the arcade, wondering if these did not constitute a little-
known code of space with its own syntax and meaning. Did language precede these
socioeconomic urban spaces, did it accompany them, or did it follow them? Was
space a condition or a formulation? To say that language preceded these spaces was
certainly not obvious: human activities leave traces that may precede language. So
was there a relationship between space and language, could one “read” a space?
Was there a dialectic between social praxis and spatial forms?

5. Yet the gap remained between ideal space (the product of
mental processes) and real space (the product of social praxis). Although such a
distinction is certainly not ideologically neutral, we shall see that it is in the nature
of architecture. As a result, the only successful attempts to bridge this philosophical
gap were those that introduced historical or political concepts such as “produc-
tion,” in the wide sense it had in Marx’s early texts. Much research in France and
in Italy opposed space “as a pure form” to space “as a social product,” space “as an
intermediary” to space “as a means of reproduction of the mode of production.”



This politico-philosophical critique had the advantage of giving
an all-embracing approach to space, avoiding the previous dissociation between the
“particular” (fragmented social space), the “general” (logico-mathematical or men-
tal spaces), and the “singular” (physical and delineated spaces). But by giving an
overall priority to historical processes, it often reduced space to one of the numerous
socioeconomic products that were perpetuating a political status quo.'

6. Before proceeding to a detailed examination of the ambiva-
lence of the definition of space, it is perhaps useful to consider briefly this particular
expression of space in architecture. Its territory extends from an all-embracing “ev-
erything is architecture” to Hegel’s minimal definition. This latter interpretation
must be pointed out, for it describes a difficulty that is constitutive to architecture.
When Hegel elaborated his aesthetic theory,” he conventionally distinguished five
arts and gave them an order: architecture, sculpture, painting, music, and poetry. He
started with architecture because he thought it preceded the others in both concep-
tual and historical terms. Hegel’s uneasiness in these first pages is striking. His embar-
rassment did not really proceed from his conservative classification but was caused
by a question that had haunted architects for centuries: were the functional and tech-
nical characteristics of a house or a temple the means to an end that excluded those
very characteristics? Where did the shed end and architecture begin? Was architec-
tural discourse a discourse about whatever did not relate to the “building” itself?
Hegel concluded in the affirmative: architecture was whatever in a building did not
point to utility. Architecture was a sort of “artistic supplement” added to the simple
building. But the difficulty of such an argument appears when one tries to conceive
of a building that escapes the utility of space, a building that would have no other
purpose than “architecture.”

Although such a question may be irrelevant, it finds a surpris-
ing echo in the present search for architectural autonomy. After more than half a
century of scientific pretense, of system theories that defined it as the intersection of
industrialization, sociology, politics, and ecology, architecture wonders if it can exist
without having to find its meaning or its justification in some purposeful exterior
need.

The Pyramid: Stating the Nature of Space (or The Dematerialization
of Architecture)
7. Little concerned with Hegel’s “artistic supplement,” architects have nevertheless
not regarded the constructed building as the sole and inevitable aim of their activity.
They have shown a renewed interest in the idea of playing an active role in fulfilling
ideological and philosophical functions with respect to architecture. Just as El Lis-
sitzky and the Vesnin brothers sought to deny the importance of realizing a work and
stressed an architectural attitude, so the avant-garde feels reasonably free to act within
the realm of concepts. Comparable to the early conceptual artists’ rejection of the art
commodity market and its alienating effects, the architects’ position seems justified
by the very remote possibility they had of building anything other than a “mere
reflection of the prevalent mode of production.”

Moreover, historical precedents exist to give enough credibility
to what could paradoxically be described either as a withdrawal from reality or as a
takeover of new and unknown territories. “What is architecture?” asked Boullee.
“Will I define it with Vitruvius as the art of building? No. This definition contains a
crass error. Vitruvius takes the effect for the cause. One must conceive in order to
make. Our forefathers only built their hut after they had conceived its image. This
production of the mind, this creation is what constitutes architecture, that which we
now can define as the art to produce any building and bring it to perfection. The art
of building is thus only a secondary art that it seems appropriate to call the scientific
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part of architecture.”® At a time when architectural memory rediscovers its role, ar-
chitectural history, with its treatises and manifestos, has been conveniently confirm-
ing to architects that spatial concepts were made by the writings and drawings of
space as much as by their built translations.

The questions, “is there any reason why one cannot proceed
from design that can be constructed to design that concerns itself only with the ideol-
ogy and concept of architecture?” and “if architectural work consists of questioning
the nature of architecture, what prevents us from making this questioning a work
of architecture in itself?”* were already rhetorical questions in 1972. The renewed
importance given to conceptual aims in architecture quickly became established. The
medium used for the communication of concepts became architecture; information
was architecture; the attitude was architecture; the written program or brief was
architecture; gossip was architecture; production was architecture; and inevitably,
the architect was architecture. Escaping the predictable ideological compromises of
building, the architect could finally achieve the sensual satisfaction that the making
of material objects no longer provided.

8. The dematerialization of architecture into the realm of con-
cepts was more the characteristic of a period than of any particular avant-garde
group. Thus it developed in various directions and struck movements as ideologically
opposed as, for example, “radical architecture”® and “rational architecture.”® But the
question it asked was fundamental: if everything was architecture, by virtue of the
architect’s decision, what distinguished architecture from any other human activity?
This quest for identity revealed that the architect’s freedom did not necessarily coin-
cide with the freedom of architecture.

If architecture seemed to have gained freedom from the socio-
economic constraints of building processes, any radical counter-designs and manifes-
tos were inevitably reinstated in the commercial circuits of galleries or magazines.
Like conceptual art in the mid-1960s, architecture seemed to have gained autonomy
by opposing the institutional framework. But in the process it had become the insti-
tutional opposition, thus growing into the very thing it tried to oppose.

Although some architects, following a political analysis that we
shall soon describe, were in favor of doing away with architecture altogether, the
search for autonomy inevitably turned back toward architecture itself, as no other
context would readily provide for it. The question became: is there an architectural
essence, a being that transcends all social, political, and economic systems?” This
ontological bias injected new blood into a concept that already had been well aired
by art theorists. Investigations into Hegel’s “supplement” received the support of
structural linguistic studies in France and Italy. Analogies with language appeared en
masse, some useful, some particularly naive and misleading. Among these linguistic
analogies, two figure prominently.

9. The first theory claims that the Hegelian “supplement,”
added to the simple building and constitutive of architecture, is immediately struck
by some semantic expansion that would force this architectural supplement to be less
a piece of architecture than the representation of something else. Architecture is then
nothing but the space of representation. As soon as it is distinguished from the simple
building, it represents something other than itself: the social structure, the power of
the King, the idea of God, and so on.

The second theory questions an understanding of architecture
as a language that refers to meanings outside itself. It refuses the interpretation of a
three-dimensional translation of social values, for architecture would then be noth-
ing but the linguistic product of social determinants. It thus claims that the architec-
tural object is pure language and that architecture is an endless manipulation of the
grammar and syntax of the architectural sign. Rational architecture, for example,
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becomes a selected vocabulary of architectural elements of the past, with their oppo-
sitions, contrasts, and redistributions. Not only does it refer to itself and to its own
history, but function—the existential justification of the work—becomes virtual
rather than real. So the language is closed in on itself, and architecture becomes a
truly autonomous organism. Forms do not follow functions but refer to other forms,
and functions relate to symbols. Ultimately architecture frees itself from reality alto-
gether. Form does not need to call for external justifications. In a critical article in
Oppositions, Manfredo Tafuri can thus describe Aldo Rossi’s architecture as “a universe
of carefully selected signs, within which the law of exclusion dominates, and in fact
is the controlling expression,” and the trend it represents as “I’architecture dans le
boudoir” because the circle drawn around linguistic experimentation reveals a preg-
nant affinity with the obsessively rigorous writings of the Marquis de Sade.’

Freed from reality, independent of ideology, architectural val-
ues are striving toward a purity unattained since the Russian formalist criticism of
the 1920s, when it was argued that the only valid object of literary criticism was the
literary text. Here, the tautology of architecture—that is, an architecture that de-
scribes itself—becomes a syntax of empty signs, often derived from a selective his-
toricism that concentrates on moments of history: the early modern movement, the
Roman monument, the Renaissance palace, the castle. Transmitted through history,
and removed from the constraints of their time, can these signs, these diagrams of
spaces, become the generative matrices of today’s work?

10. They might. Architectural theory shares with art theory a
peculiar characteristic: it is prescriptive. So the series of signs and articulations that
has just been described may undoubtedly prove a useful model for architects engaged
in a perpetual search for new support disciplines, even if it is not clear whether sys-
tems of nonverbal signs, such as space, proceed from concepts similar to verbal sys-
tems. However, the real importance of this research lies in the question it asks about
the nature of architecture rather than in the making of architecture. This is not with-
out recalling the perverse and hypothetical search for the very origins of architecture.
Remember: at the outset, does architecture produce copies or models? If it cannot
imitate an order, can it constitute one, whether it be the world or society? Must
architecture create its own model, if it has no created model? Positive answers inevit-

Sensuality has been known
to overcome even the
most rational of builldings.
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ably imply some archetype. But as this archetype cannot exist outside architecture,
architecture must produce one itself. It thus becomes some sort of an essence that
precedes existence. So the architect is once again “the person who conceives the form
of the building without manipulating materials himself.” He conceives the pyramid,
this ultimate model of reason. Architecture becomes a cosa mentale and the forms con-
ceived by the architect ensure the domination of the idea over matter.

The Labyrinth: Making Space Distinct (or The Experience of Space)

11. Should I intensify the quarantine in the chambers of the Pyramid of reason? Shall I sink to depths where
no one will be able to reach me and understand me, living among abstract connections more frequently expressed
by inner monologues than by direct realities? Shall architecture, which started with the building of tombs,
return to the Tomb, to the eternal silence of finally transcended history? Shall architecture perform at the
service of illusory functions and build virtual spaces? My voyage into the abstract realm of language, into the
dematerialized world of concepts, meant the removal of architecture from its intricate and convoluted element:
space. Removal from the exhilarating differences between the apse and the nave of Ely Cathedral, between
Salisbury Plain and Stonehenge, between the Street and my Living Room. Space is real, for it seems to affect
my senses long before my reason. The materidlity of my body both coincides with and struggles with the
materiality of space. My body carries in itself spatial properties and spatial determination: up, down, right,
left, symmetry, dissymmetry. It hears as much s it sees. Unfolding against the projections of reason, against
the Absolute Truth, against the Pyramid, here is the Sensory Space, the Labyrinth, the Hole. Dislocated and
dissociated by language or culture or economy into the specialized ghettos of sex and mind, Soho and Blooms-
bury, 42nd Street and West 40th Street, here is where my body tries to rediscover its lost unity, its energies
and impulses, its thythms and its flux . . .

12. This purely sensory approach has been a recurrent theme in
this century’s understanding and appreciation of space. It is not necessary to expand
at length on the precedents witnessed by twentieth-century architecture. Suffice it to
say that current conversation seems to fluctuate between (a) the German esthetic
overtones of the Raumempfindung theory, whereby space is to be “felt” as something
affecting the inner nature of man by a symbolic Einfuhlung, and (b) an idea that echoes
Schlemmer’s work at the Bauhaus, whereby space was not only the medium of expe-
rience but also the materialization of theory. For example, the emphasis given to
movement found in dance the “elemental means for the realization of space-creative
impulses,” for dance could articulate and order space. The parallel made between the
dancer’s movements and the more traditional means of defining and articulating
space, such as walls or columns, is important. When the dancers Trisha Brown and
Simone Forti reintroduced this spatial discussion in the mid-1960s, the relationship
between theory and practice, reason and perception, had to take another turn, and
the concept of theoretical praxis could not be simply indicative. There was no way
in space to follow the art-language practice. If it could be argued that the discourse
about art was art and thus could be exhibited as such, the theoretical discourse about
space certainly was not space.

The attempt to trigger a new perception of space reopened a
basic philosophical question. Remember: you are inside an enclosed space with equal
height and width. Do your eyes instruct you about the cube merely by noticing it,
without giving any additional interpretation? No. You don't really see the cube. You
may see a corner, or a side, or the ceiling, but never all defining surfaces at the same
time. You touch a wall, you hear an echo. But how do you relate all these perceptions
to one single object? Is it through an operation of reason?

13. This operation of reason, which precedes the perception of
the cube as a cube, was mirrored by the approach of concept-performance artists.
While your eyes were giving instructions about successive parts of the cube, allowing
you to form the concept of cube, the artist was giving instructions about the concept



of cube, stimulating your senses through the intermediary of reason. This reversal,
this mirror image, was important, for the interplay between the new perception of
“performance” space and the rational means at the origin of the piece was typically
one aspect of the architectural process: the mechanics of perception of a distinct
space, that is the complete space of the performance, with the movements, the
thoughts, the received instructions of the actors, as well as the social and physical
context in which they performed. But the most interesting part of such performance
was the underlying discussion on the “nature of space” in general, as opposed to the
shaping and perception of distinct spaces in particular.

It is in recent works that the recurring etymological distinction
appears at its strongest. Reduced to the cold simplicity of six planes that define the
boundaries of a more or less regular cube, the series of spaces designed by Bruce
Nauman, Doug Wheeler, Robert Irwin, or Michael Asher do not play with elaborate
spatial articulations. Their emphasis is elsewhere. By restricting visual and physical
perception to the faintest of all stimulations, they turn the expected experience of
the space into something altogether different. The almost totally removed sensory
definition inevitably throws the viewers back on themselves. In “deprived space,” to
borrow the terminology of Germano Celant, the “participants” can only find them-
selves as the subject, aware only of their own fantasies and pulsations, able only to
react to the low-density signals of their own bodies. The materiality of the body
coincides with the materiality of the space. By a series of exclusions that become
significant only in opposition to the remote exterior space and social context, the
subjects only “experience their own experience.”

14. Whether such spaces might be seen as reminiscent of the
behaviorist spaces of the beginning of the century, where reactions were hopefully
triggered, or as the new echo of the Raumempfindung theory, now cleaned-up of its
moral and esthetic overtones, is of little theoretical importance. What matters is their
double content: for their way to “make space distinct” (to define space in particular)
is only there to throw one back on the interpretation of the “nature of space” itself.
As opposed to the previously described pyramid of reason, the dark corners of expe-
rience are not unlike a labyrinth where all sensations, all feelings are enhanced, but
where no overview is present to provide a clue about how to get out. Occasional
consciousness is of little help, for perception in the Labyrinth presupposes immedi-
acy. Unlike Hegel’s classical distinction between the moment of perception and the
moment of experience (when one’s consciousness makes a new object out of a per-
ceived one), the metaphorical Labyrinth implies that the first moment of perception
carries the experience itself.

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that there may be no way out
of the Labyrinth. Denis Hollier, in his book on Georges Bataille,® points out that from
Bacon to Leibniz the Labyrinth was linked with the desire to get out, and science was
seen as the means to find an exit. Rejecting such an interpretation, Bataille suggested
that its only effect was to transform the Labyrinth into a banal prison. The traditional
meaning of the metaphor was reversed: one never knows whether one is inside or
not, since one cannot grasp it in one look. Just as language gives us words that en-
circle us but that we use in order to break their surround, the Labyrinth of experience
was full of openings that did not tell whether they opened toward its outside or
its inside.

The Pyramid and the Labyrinth: The Paradox of Architecture

15. To single out particular areas of concern, such as the rational play of language as
opposed to the experience of the senses, would be a tedious game if it were to lead
to a naive confrontation between the mind and the body. The architectural avant-
garde has fought often enough over alternatives that appeared as opposites—struc-
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ture and chaos, ornament and purity, permanence and change, reason and intuition.
And often enough it has been shown that such alternatives were in fact complemen-
tary: our analysis of a dematerialization of architecture in its ontological form (the
Pyramid) and of a sensual experience (the Labyrinth) is no different. But if the exis-
tence of such an equation does not raise doubts over its complementarity, it certainly
raises questions about how such equations can go beyond the vicious circle of terms
that speak only of themselves.

The answer may lie in the context in which such an equation
takes place. A common accusation of analyses or even of works that concentrate on
the specific nature of architecture is that they are “parallel,” that is, they fold and
unfold in some Panglossian world where social and economic forces are conveniently
absent. Not affecting the determining forces of production, they constitute harmless
forms of private expression. We shall therefore briefly consider the ambiguous par-
ticularities of the relationships between architecture and politics.

16. These have been well researched in the past few years. The
role of architecture and planning has been analyzed in terms of a projection on the
ground of the images of social institutions, as a faithful translation of the structures
of society into buildings or cities. Such studies underline the difficulty architecture
has in acting as a political instrument. Recalling the nostalgic and attenuated cry of
the Russian revolutionary “social condensers” of the 1920s, some advocated the use
of space as a peaceful tool of social transformation, as a means of changing the rela-
tion between the individual and society by generating new lifestyles. But the “clubs”
and community buildings proposed not only required an existing revolutionary soci-
ety but also a blind belief in an interpretation of behaviorism according to which
individual behavior could be influenced by the organization of space. Aware that
spatial organization may temporarily modify individual or group behavior but may
not change the socioeconomic structure of a reactionary society, architectural revolu-
tionaries looked for better grounds. Their attempts to find a socially relevant, if not
revolutionary, role for architecture culminated in the years following the May 1968
events with “guerrilla” buildings, whose symbolic and exemplary value lay in their
seizure of urban space and not in the design of what was built. On the cultural front,
plans for a surrealistic destruction of established value systems were devised by Italian
“radical” designers. This nihilistic prerequisite for social and economic change was
a desperate attempt to use the architect’s mode of expression to denounce institu-
tional trends by translating them into architectural terms, ironically “verifying where
the system was going” by designing the cities of a desperate future.

Not surprisingly, it was the question of the production system
that finally led to more realistic proposals. Aimed at redistributing the capitalistic
division of labor, these proposals sought a new understanding of the technicians’
role in building, in terms of a responsible partnership directly involved in the pro-
duction cycle, thus shifting the concept of architecture toward the general organiza-
tion of building processes.

17. Yet it is the unreal (or unrealistic) position of the artist or
architect that may be its very reality. Except for the last attitude, most political ap-
proaches suffered from the predictable isolation of schools of architecture that tried
to offer their environmental knowledge to the revolution. Hegel’s architecture, the
“supplement,” did not seem to have the right revolutionary edge. Or did it? Does
architecture, in its long-established isolation, contain more revolutionary power than
its numerous transfers into the objective realities of the building industry and social
housing? Does the social function of architecture lie in its very lack of function? In
fact, architecture may have little other ground.

Just as the surrealists could not find the right compromise be-
tween scandal and social acceptance, architecture seems to have little choice between



autonomy and commitment, between the radical anachronism of Schiller’s “courage
to talk of roses” and society. If the architectural piece renounces its autonomy by
recognizing its latent ideological and financial dependency, it accepts the mecha-
nisms of society. If it sanctuarizes itself in an art-for-art’s-sake position, it does not
escape classification among existing ideological compartments.

So architecture seems to survive only when it saves its nature by
negating the form that society expects of it. I would therefore suggest that there has never been
any reason to doubt the necessity of architecture, for the necessity of architecture is its non-necessity. It is
useless, but radically so. Its radicalism constitutes its very strength in a society where profit
is prevalent. Rather than an obscure artistic supplement or a cultural justification for
financial manipulations, architecture is not unlike fireworks, for these “empirical ap-
paritions,” as Adorno puts it, “produce a delight that cannot be sold or bought, that
has no exchange value and cannot be integrated in the production cycle.””

18. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that the non-necessity of
architecture, its necessary loneliness, throws it back on itself. If its role is not defined
by society, architecture will have to define it alone. Until 1750, architectural space
could rely on the paradigm of the ancient precedent. After that time, until well into
the twentieth century, this classical source of unity progressively became the socially
determined program. In view of the present-day polarization of ontological dis-
course and sensual experience, I am well aware that any suggestion that they now
form the inseparable but mutually exclusive terms of architecture requires some elu-
cidation. This must begin with a description of the apparent impossibility of escaping
from the paradox of the Pyramid of concepts and the Labyrinth of experience, of
immaterial architecture as a concept and of material architecture as a presence.

To restate my point, the paradox is not about the impossibility
of perceiving both architectural concept (the six faces of the cube) and real space at
the same time but about the impossibility of questioning the nature of space and at
the same time making or experiencing a real space. Unless we search for an escape
from architecture into the general organization of building processes, the paradox
persists: architecture is made of two terms that are interdependent but mutually ex-
clusive. Indeed, architecture constitutes the reality of experience while this reality gets in the way of the
overall vision. Architecture constitutes the abstraction of absolute truth, while this very truth gets in the way
of feeling. We cannot both experience and think that we experience. “The concept of
dog does not bark”; the concept of space is not in space.

In the same way, the achievement of architectural reality (build-
ing) defeats architectural theory while at the same time being a product of it. So
theory and praxis may be dialectic to one another, but in space, the translation of
the concept, the overcoming of the abstraction in reality, involves the dissolution of
the dialectic and an incomplete statement. This means, in effect, that, perhaps for the
first time in history, architecture can never be. The effect of the great battles of social
progress is obliterated, and so is the security of archetypes. Defined by its ques-
tioning, architecture is always the expression of a lack, a shortcoming, a noncomple-
tion. It always misses something, either reality or concept. Architecture is both being
and nonbeing. The only alternative to the paradox is silence, a final nihilistic state-
ment that might provide modern architectural history with its ultimate punchline,
its self-annihilation.

19. Before leaving this brief exploration of architecture as para-
dox, it is tempting to suggest a way of accepting the paradox while refuting the
silence it seems to imply. This conclusion may be intolerable to philosophers, in that
it alters the subject of architecture, you and I (and one knows logicians are never
drunk). It may be intolerable to scientists who want to master the subject of science.
It may be intolerable to artists who want to objectify the subject.
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Let us first examine the Labyrinth. In the course of this argu-
ment, it has been implied that the Labyrinth shows itself as a slow history of space,
but that a total revelation of the Labyrinth is historically impossible because no point
of transcendence in time is available. One can participate in and share the fundamen-
tals of the Labyrinth, but one’s perception is only part of the Labyrinth as it manifests
itself. One can never see it in totality, nor can one express it. One is condemned to it
and cannot go outside and see the whole. But remember: Icarus flew away, toward
the sun. So after all, does the way out of the Labyrinth lie in the making of the
Pyramid, through a projection of the subject toward some transcendental objectivity?
Unfortunately not. The Labyrinth cannot be dominated. The top of the Pyramid is an
imaginary place, and Icarus fell down: the nature of the Labyrinth is such that it
entertains dreams that include the dream of the Pyramid.

20. But the real importance of the Labyrinth and of its spatial
experience lies elsewhere. The Pyramid, the analysis of the architectural object, the
breaking down of its forms and elements, all cut away from the question of the sub-
ject. Along with the spatial praxis mentioned earlier, the sensual architectural reality
is not experienced as an abstract object already transformed by consciousness but as
an immediate and concrete human activity—as a praxis, with all its subjectivity. This
importance of the subject is in clear opposition to all philosophical and historical
attempts to objectify the immediate perception of reality, for example, in the relations
of production. To talk about the Labyrinth and its praxis means to insist here on its
subjective aspects: it is personal and requires an immediate experience. Opposed to
Hegel’s Erfahrung and close to Bataille’s “interior experience,” this immediacy bridges
sensory pleasure and reason. It introduces new articulations between the inside and
the outside, between private and public spaces. It suggests new oppositions between
dissociated terms and new relations between homogeneous spaces. This immediacy
does not give precedence to the experiential term, however. For it is only by recognizing the
architectural rule that the subject of space will reach the depth of experience and its sensuality. Like eroticism,
architecture needs both system and excess.

21. This “experience” may have repercussions that go far be-
yond man as its “subject.” Torn between rationality and the demand for irrationality,
our present society moves toward other attitudes. If system plus excess is one of its
symptoms, we may soon have to consider architecture as the indispensable comple-
ment to this changing praxis. In the past, architecture gave linguistic metaphors (the
Castle, the Structure, the Labyrinth) to society. It may now provide the cultural
model.

As long as social practice rejects the paradox of ideal and real
space, imagination—interior experience—may be the only means to transcend it.
By changing the prevalent attitudes toward space and its subject, the dream of the
step beyond the paradox can even provide the conditions for renewed social attitudes.
Just as eroticism is the pleasure of excess rather than the excess of pleasure, so the
solution of the paradox is the imaginary blending of the architecture rule and the
experience of pleasure.

Notes
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On the ideological crisis of architecture and the emergence of radical architecture, see
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Originated in Florence from 1963 to 1971 by groups such as Superstudio, Archizoom,
UFO, and so forth, radical architecture explored the destruction of culture and its artifacts.
“The ultimate end of modern architecture is the elimination of architecture altogether”
(Archizoom Associates).

One of the first and most significant events of rational architecture was the XV Milan
Triennale, organized by Aldo Rossi, whose catalogue bore the title of Architettura razionale
(Milan: F. Angeli, 1973).

“The return to language is a proof of failure. It is necessary to examine to what degree
such a failure is due to the intrinsic character of the architectural discipline and to what
degree it is due to a still unresolved ambiguity.” Manfredo Tafuri, Oppositions 3 (May 1974),
where the author develops a historical critique of traditional approaches to theory and
shifts from a central focus on the criticism of architecture to the criticism of ideology.
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Bernard Tschumi, “Fireworks,” 1974, extract from A Space: A Thousand Words (London: Royal
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The Architecture of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts ‘Museum of Modern Art
New York | 29 October 1975—4 January 1976 Arthur Drexler, Director

Accepted for years as a worthy successor to Philip Johnson, American
mandarin of the modern movement, Drexler has finally flipped. He now
loathes the architecture that the modern movement has spawned and
is intent to make known his disillusion. Eighteen months ago he orga-
nized a superlative exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, of about
200 drawings, dating largely from the mid-nineteenth century, done in
the main by students and architects from the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in
Paris. The historicist revival that he thus propounded was made the
more telling in that the architectural section of the historic institution
was dissolved finally in 1968 —by rioting students. The Ecole des
Beaux-Arts is dead; long live the Ecole des Beaux-Arts!

Robin Middleton, “Vive 'Ecole,” in Architectural Design 48/11-12: The
Beaux-Arts, ed. Robin Middleton (1978)

In the establishment of the modern state during the nineteenth cen-
tury the role of the Beaux-Arts must be viewed not so much as a cul-
tural phenomenon but as a political operation, where culture becomes
both a trade and an instrument of domination in the hands of the bour-
geoisie.

The Beaux-Arts was, therefore, concerned with large-scale compo-
sition, with the act of ordering rather than the search for order. Science
also is concerned with ordering rather than with order.

And politics, above all, is concerned with ordering rather than with
order.

While the Beaux-Arts had little to do with architecture (the art of
building), it had everything to do with that gloriously emphatic (and
finally pathetic) victory of necessity over pleasure, of ordering over
order, of propaganda over communication, of the state over the com-
munity, of law over order, of the future over the present. ...

Architecture after all is concerned with meaning and beauty, and
to my mind the Beaux-Arts was concerned with neither. And to under-
stand our own problems we have to look back—much further back
than the Beaux-Arts.

Leon Krier, “Law and Disorder,” in Architectural Design 48/11-12: The
Beaux-Arts, ed. Robin Middleton (1978)

The Beaux-Arts exhibition was mounted with the intent to shock, and it
has succeeded. Arthur Drexler sees it as a frontal challenge to the current
practice of mainstream modern architecture. And Ada Louise Huxtable
thinks the exhibition focuses a “crisis” of modern architecture . . ..

I don’t think the exhibition itself offers any very explicit new
lessons for a redirected approach to architecture.

On the one hand, the impact of the show may be beneficial. It may
contribute to the growing movement toward the new and more sensi-
tive relationship of building typologies and urban morphologies. (This
despite the fact that the exhibition does not illustrate this particular
aspect of Beaux-Arts practice.) It may strengthen various tendencies
which take a more supple stance vis-a-vis architectural history and the
historical artifacts amongst which almost all our new buildings are
erected. It may contribute to a greater formal facility amongst design-
ers, as compared with the club-footed moral earnestness which has
too often passed for facility during the past decade.




Yet, given its lack of explicit directives, | don’t think we have much
assurance that these beneficial outcomes will follow. | have fears of
possible—and perhaps equally likely—unfortunate impacts of the
exhibition. | fear that we may well hear a Yamasaki of the 1980s speak
of a new “architecture of delight”; | fear the architects of major public
buildings will find in the Beaux-Arts a new justification for designing
buildings like Edward Stone’s Embassy in India, or Kennedy Center.
Then, too, we may face a resurgent vulgar historicism.

George Baird, in “Forum: The Beaux-Arts Exhibition,” ed. William Ellis,
Oppositions 8 (Spring 1977)

The bizarre union of MOMA and the Beaux-Arts is spawning misinter-
pretations of architectural history as individual protagonists realign
themselves to meet the new alliance. In the reshuffle, the Beaux-Arts
itself is being reinterpreted to teach, | fear, the wrong lessons.

The Modern architectural establishment is picking up the Beaux-
Arts for several wrong reasons: for its elitist programs (“history,”
“urbanism,” and “pro bono publico” in the catalogue preface sound
like code words for upper class architecture), for its good drawings,
and to find some way of accepting, at last, the fifteen-year-old critique
of the Modern movement, without appearing to cave in; particularly
without having to accept the call of Modern architecture’s critics for
social relevance, openness to the pluralist aesthetic and understand-
ing of the everyday environment. Beaux-Arts will enable Arthur
Drexler, for instance, to “reexamine our architectural pieties,” as he
puts it, without having to heed Herbert Gans or learn from Las Vegas.
Denise Scott-Brown, in “Forum: The Beaux-Arts Exhibition,” ed.
William Ellis, Oppositions 8 (Spring 1977)

The nineteenth century believed in an architecture which did not con-
cern itself merely with a functional, constructional, spatial fit. It strug-
gled toward semantic articulateness. To the Vitruvian triad it added a
fourth goal—appropriateness—and it is in the continuous struggle to
make forms which are meaningful in a broad cultural context that the
architecture of the nineteenth century offers great lessons for today.
Venturi and Moore began to redefine for us a modern position in archi-
tecture that draws on historic issues—modernism and nineteenth
century eclecticism—to establish a new working strategy which | will
call post-modernism for want of a better term. | believe that to suc-
ceed, the post-modernist attitude must be re-established or re-
affirmed in word and deed, and the beliefs which were implicit in the
vast amount of architecture of the nineteenth century, especially the
belief in the power of architecture to achieve symbolic meaning
through allusion not only to other moments in architectural history
but to historical and contemporary events of a social, political, and
cultural nature, are central to the emerging post-modern position. And
a post-modernist attitude must also carry with it an affirmation of
belief that architecture is for the eye as well as the mind. Such seems
to be our best hope for capturing the affection of our very disaffected
constituency: the public.

Robert Stern, in “Forum: The Beaux-Arts Exhibition,” ed. William Ellis,
Oppositions 8 (Spring 1977)




In assessing the present exhibition, we are not fighting the same bat-
tles as the Europeans—our defenses, in America, are not aroused for
the new spirit, nor for the carefully worked aesthetics of neo-plasti-
cism or purism; nor, and this is more significant, are we fighting any
form of rearguard action for a lost social ethic. In the U.S. modern
architecture was, and is, not the same as in Europe; its ends, its aspi-
rations, its forms, and its roles have not been the same from the very
beginning. In Europe modern architecture forged itself not only as an
aesthetic but as a social movement; its was the expression (however
misplaced in retrospect) of social democracy, sometimes even social-
ism in action—it was avant-garde, and progressive, when the idea of
progress was not a cheap dream of cars and suburbs; it was the
restoration of conditions of life, on the premises of a new technology,
a new equality, a new vision of world order. The merging of Saint-
Simon the technocrat, and Fourier the social harmonist, was premised
by the Radiant City.

But, in America this was never the case. As with the first adoption
of the Beaux-Arts in the nineteenth century, the only recognizable
export from Europe was the style; its forms may have been meticu-
lously correct—even as Le Corbusier now shelters the beach house
elite of Long Island —but its ends were different. The Beaux-Arts mon-
ument in the U.S. was the elegant shelter of a society in full develop-
ment—the confirmation of the expanding world of industry and
capital.

Similarly, when finally the Modern Movement was imported into
the U.S. (by the mechanism, it is interesting to note, of an exhibition at
the Museum of Modern Art), it was as International Style, not move-
ment. ... Americans, always uncomfortable with the brief, and tempo-
rary, identification of modern style with the social premises of the new
deal, were now relieved to see the divorce between art and society rat-
ified by the art exhibition.

So now, when the Beaux-Arts is again imported, a great deal of
talk is heard about the end of social engagement—as if there ever had
been any; the death of modern architecture—as if it had ever been
more than an imported style, readily discarded when the packaging of
space demanded a different economy, a different image. . . .

Thus the event is not an event; merely a confirmation of a situa-
tion, a symptom of a mode of conceiving architecture that was always
academic in essence, and perhaps, until some critique or progress
finally takes hold in the U.S. to allow movements to emerge as fully
fledged criticisms of the existing order, it always will be.

Anthony Vidler, in “Forum: The Beaux-Arts Exhibition,” ed. William
Ellis, Oppositions 8 (Spring 1977)

Some architects and journalists have assumed that there were ulterior
motives attached to the exhibition, especially because it was present-
ed by the Museum of Modern Art. Some observers thought the show
was meant to bring on a Beaux-Arts revival. That was not the case. But
insofar as such fears are prompted by the show being an implied criti-
cism of the Modern Movement, the fears are understandable.

Arthur Drexler, in “Forum: The Beaux-Arts Exhibition,” ed. William
Ellis, Oppositions 8 (Spring 1977)







1976

Peter Eisenman

| see 358-3601

| see284-286 1

“Post-Functionalism” Oppositions 6 (Fall 1976)

The Institute for Architecture and Urban Studies, an independent research, design,
and educational corporation directed by Peter Eisenman, was founded in New York in
1967. Oppositions, the Institute’s primary organ, first appeared in September 1973
and remained the single most important journal of architecture theory until 1982. In
issues 4, 5, 6, and 7 of the journal, each of its editors, Kenneth Frampton, Mario
Gandelsonas, Peter Eisenman, and Anthony Vidler, published an independent edito-
rial that together marked out many of the major categories of architecture theory in
the 1970s and 1980s.

Frampton’s reading of the Heideggerian Raum as a place of pos-
sible resistance to the techno-scientific and mass-cultural attacks on the fundamen-
tally phenomenological aspect of architectural experience prompted his proposal for
a dialectic of ends and means, of “place” and “production,” that already anticipated
his later work.* Gandelsonas’s “Neo-Functionalism” categorized dialectically, for the
first time, the position epitomized by the work of Robert Venturi— “neorealism” —
and that represented by Aldo Rossi, Peter Eisenman, and John Hejduk — “neorational-
ism” —and identified modernist functionalism’s underdeveloped concern with the
problem of meaning (“since function is itself one of the meanings that could be articu-
lated by form”) as a possible third term.> Vidler’s apologia for Rossi and the Tendenza,
the “third typology,” identified its “ontology of the city” as a possible base for the
restoration of a critical role to architecture.> Eisenman, in his editorial reprinted here,
gathered up his preoccupations with structural linguistics, conceptual art, and avant-
garde autotelic procedures, and characterized a “post-functionalist” position that
would recognize architecture’s epistemological status.

As its title suggests, Eisenman’s essay enters into a mode of
thinking that Gregory Ulmer has called “post-criticism,” which is constituted primarily
by the application of certain devices of modernism (such as the direct incorporation
of a formal fragment into a collage, or the aleatory process of montage) to critical
representations.+ Rather than simply deriving its forms from functional needs, Eisen-
man sees modernism as “work on the language itself. . . . It fundamentally changed
the relationship between man and object away from an object whose primary purpose
was to speak about man to one which was concerned with its own objecthood.”s A
properly modernist architecture should be not so much a subjective innovation (on
the model of the artist-as-genius) as a search for objective knowledge that lies out-
side the artist, within the very materials and formal operations of architecture. Such
a research discovers the new in the given “language,” immanently, through an articu-
lation and redistribution of its elements. Hence the importance of representation: the
architectural object, on this view, is just a representation of architectural logic itself.

Eisenman earlier called such a formal object-become-simula-
crum-of-process “cardboard architecture”: “Cardboard is used to shift the focus from
our existing conception of form in an aesthetic and fuctional context to a consider-
ation of form as a marking or notational system. The use of cardboard attempts to
distinguish an aspect of these forms which are designed to act as a signal or a mes-
sage and at the same time the representation of them as a message.”® Further, he



associated cardboard architecture’s effects with the defamiliarization and alienation
effects of a Brechtian modernism.” In the present essay, he historicizes such concerns
as part of a new episteme, a posthumanist paradigm heralded by James Joyce, Arnold
Schonberg, Hans Richter, and others, and theorized in the antihumanism of Michel
Foucault and Claude Levi-Strauss.

But as important as its effort to push architecture into this new
paradigm is what is entailed when architecture represents the very process of “archi-
tecting”: that the effort to represent the inner logic of the object in the object itself
is made not because of some preordained decision to exclude other considerations
but because of the felt consequence of a historical evolution crucial, if not unique, to
the discipline of architecture itself. This evolution, which began with modernism,
fuses the practice of architecture with the critique of architecture and replaces the
functional object with a theoretical one.

Notes
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2. Mario Gandelsonas, “Neo-Functionalism,” Oppositions 5 (Summer 1976).
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7. “While the architectural system may be complete, the environment ‘house’ is almost a void.
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pleteness of the architectural structure.” Peter Eisenman, “To Adolf Loos & Bertold Brecht,”
Progressive Architecture 55 (May 1974), p. 92.
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The critical establishment within architecture has told us that we have entered the
era of “post-modernism.” The tone with which this news is delivered is invariably
one of relief, similar to that which accompanies the advice that one is no longer an
adolescent. Two indices of this supposed change are the quite different manifesta-
tions of the “Architettura Razionale” exhibition at the Milan Triennale of 1973,
and the “Ecole des Beaux Arts” exhibition at The Museum of Modern Art in 1975.
The former, going on the assumption that modern architecture was an outmoded
functionalism, declared that architecture can be generated only through a return to
itself as an autonomous or pure discipline. The latter, seeing modern architecture
as an obsessional formalism, made itself into an implicit statement that the future
lies paradoxically in the past, within the peculiar response to function that charac-
terized the nineteenth century’s eclectic command of historical styles.

What is interesting is not the mutually exclusive character of
these two diagnoses and hence of their solutions, but rather the fact that both of
these views enclose the very project of architecture within the same definition: one
by which the terms continue to be function (or program) and form (or type). In
so doing, an attitude toward architecture is maintained that differs in no significant
way from the 500-year-old tradition of humanism.

The various theories of architecture which properly can be
called “humanist” are characterized by a dialectical opposition: an oscillation be-
tween a concern for internal accommodation—the program and the way it is mate-
rialized—and a concern for articulation of ideal themes in form—for example,
as manifested in the configurational significance of the plan. These concerns were
understood as two poles of a single, continuous experience. Within pre-industrial,
humanist practice, a balance between them could be maintained because both type
and function were invested with idealist views of man’s relationship to his object
world. In a comparison first suggested by Colin Rowe, of a French Parisian hotel and
an English country house, both buildings from the early nineteenth century, one
sees this opposition manifested in the interplay between a concern for expression
of an ideal type and a concern for programmatic statement, although the concerns
in each case are differently weighted. The French hotel displays rooms of an elaborate
sequence and a spatial variety born of internal necessity, masked by a rigorous,
well-proportioned external facade. The English country house has a formal internal
arrangement of rooms which gives way to a picturesque external massing of ele-
ments. The former bows to program on the interior and type on the facade; the
latter reverses these considerations.

With the rise of industrialization, this balance seems to have
been fundamentally disrupted. In that it had of necessity to come to terms with
problems of a more complex functional nature, particularly with respect to the ac-
commodation of a mass client, architecture became increasingly a social or pro-
grammatic art. And as the functions became more complex, the ability to manifest
the pure type-form eroded. One has only to compare William Kent’s competition
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entry for the Houses of Parliament, where the form of a Palladian Villa does not
sustain the intricate program, with Charles Barry’s solution where the type-form
defers to program and where one sees an early example of what was to become
known as the promenade architecturale. Thus, in the nineteenth century, and continuing
on into the twentieth, as the program grew in complexity, the type-form became
diminished as a realizable concern, and the balance thought to be fundamental to all
theory was weakened. (Perhaps only Le Corbusier in recent history has successfully
combined an ideal grid with the architectural promenade as an embodiment of the
original interaction.)

This shift in balance has produced a situation whereby, for the
past fifty years, architects have understood design as the product of some oversim-
plified form-follows-function formula. This situation even persisted during the
years immediately following World War II, when one might have expected it would
be radically altered. And as late as the end of the 1960s, it was still thought that the
polemics and theories of the early Modern Movement could sustain architecture.
The major thesis of this attitude was articulated in what could be called the English
Revisionist Functionalism of Reyner Banham, Cedric Price, and Archigram. This
neo-functionalist attitude, with its idealization of technology, was invested with the
same ethical positivism and aesthetic neutrality of the prewar polemic. However,
the continued substitution of moral criteria for those of a more formal nature pro-
duced a situation which now can be seen to have created a functionalist predic-
ament, precisely because the primary theoretical justification given to formal
arrangements was a moral imperative that is no longer operative within contempo-
rary experience. This sense of displaced positivism characterizes certain current
perceptions of the failure of humanism within a broader cultural context.

There is also another, more complex, aspect to this predica-
ment. Not only can functionalism indeed be recognized as a species of positivism,
but like positivism, it now can be seen to issue from within the terms of an idealist
view of reality. For functionalism, no matter what its pretense, continued the ideal-
ist ambition of creating architecture as a kind of ethically constituted form-giving.
But because it clothed this idealist ambition in the radically stripped forms of tech-
nological production, it has seemed to represent a break with the pre-industrial
past. But, in fact, functionalism is really no more than a late phase of humanism,
rather than an alternative to it. And in this sense, it cannot continue to be taken as
a direct manifestation of that which has been called “the modernist sensibility.”

Both the Triennale and the “Beaux Arts” exhibitions suggest,
however, that the problem is thought to be somewhere else—not so much with
functionalism per se, as with the nature of this so-called modernist sensibility. Hence,
the implied revival of neo-classicism and Beaux Arts academicism as replacements
for a continuing, if poorly understood, modernism. It is true that sometime in the
nineteenth century there was indeed a crucial shift within Western consciousness:
one which can be characterized as a shift from humanism to modernism. But, for



the most part, architecture, in its dogged adherence to the principles of function, did
not participate in or understand the fundamental aspects of that change. Itis the poten-
tial difference in the nature of modernist and humanist theory that seems to have
gone unnoticed by those people who today speak of eclecticism, post-modernism,
or neo-functionalism. And they have failed to notice it precisely because they con-
ceive of modernism as merely a stylistic manifestation of functionalism, and func-
tionalism itself as a basic theoretical proposition in architecture. In fact, the idea of
modernism has driven a wedge into these attitudes. It has revealed that the dialectic
form and function is culturally based.

In brief, the modernist sensibility has to do with a changed
mental attitude toward the artifacts of the physical world. This change has not only
been manifested aesthetically, but also socially, philosophically, and technologi-
cally—in sum, it has been manifested in a new cultural attitude. This shift away from
the dominant attitudes of humanism, that were pervasive in Western societies for
some four hundred years, took place at various times in the nineteenth century in
such disparate disciplines as mathematics, music, painting, literature, film, and pho-
tography. It is displayed in the non-objective abstract painting of Malevich and Mon-
drian; in the non-narrative, atemporal writing of Joyce and Apollinaire; the atonal
and polytonal compositions of Schonberg and Webern; in the non-narrative films of
Richter and Eggeling.

Abstraction, atonality, and atemporality, however, are merely
stylistic manifestations of modernism, not its essential nature. Although this is not
the place to elaborate a theory of modernism, or indeed to represent those aspects of
such a theory which have already found their way into the literature of the other
humanist disciplines, it can simply be said that the symptoms to which one has just
pointed suggest a displacement of man away from the center of his world. He is no
longer viewed as an originating agent. Objects are seen as ideas independent of man. In
this context, man is a discursive function among complex and already-formed sys-
tems of language, which he witnesses but does not constitute. As Levi-Strauss has
said, “Language, an unreflecting totalization, is human reason which has its reason
and of which man knows nothing.” It is this condition of displacement which gives
rise to design in which authorship can no longer either account for a linear develop-
ment which has a “beginning” and an “end”—hence the rise of the atemporal—or
account for the invention of form—hence the abstract as a mediation between pre-
existent sign systems.

Modernism, as a sensibility based on the fundamental displace-
ment of man, represents what Michel Foucault would specify as a new episteme. Deriv-
ing from a non-humanistic attitude toward the relationship of an individual to his
physical environment, it breaks with the historical past, both with the ways of view-
ing man as subject and, as we have said, with the ethical positivism of form and
function. Thus, it cannot be related to functionalism. It is probably for this reason
that modernism has not up to now been elaborated in architecture.

But there is clearly a present need for a theoretical investigation
of the basic implications of modernism (as opposed to modern style) in architecture.
In his editorial “Neo-Functionalism,” in Oppositions 5, Mario Gandelsonas acknowl-
edges such a need. However, he says merely that the “complex contradictions” inher-
ent in functionalism—such as neo-realism and neo-rationalism—make a form
of neo-functionalism necessary to any new theoretical dialectic. This proposition
continues to refuse to recognize that the form/function opposition is not necessarily
inherent to any architectural theory and so fails to recognize the crucial differ-
ence between modernism and humanism. In contrast, what is being called post-
functionalism begins as an attitude which recognizes modernism as a new and
distinct sensibility. It can best be understood in architecture in terms of a theoretical
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base that is concerned with what might be called a modernist didlectic, as opposed to
the old humanist (i.e., functionalist) opposition of form and function.

This new theoretical base changes the humanist balance of
form/function to a dialectical relationship within the evolution of form itself. The
dialectic can best be described as the potential co-existence within any form of two
non-corroborating and non-sequential tendencies. One tendency is to presume ar-
chitectural form to be a recognizable transformation from some pre-existent geomet-
ric or platonic solid. In this case, form is usually understood through a series of
registrations designed to recall a more simple geometric condition. This tendency is
certainly a relic of humanist theory. However, to this is added a second tendency
that sees architectural form in an atemporal, decompositional mode, as something
simplified from some pre-existent set of non-specific spatial entities. Here, form is
understood as a series of fragments—signs without meaning dependent upon, and
without reference to, a more basic condition. The former tendency, when taken by
itself, is a reductivist attitude and assumes some primary unity as both an ethical and
an aesthetic basis for all creation. The latter, by itself, assumes a basic condition of
fragmentation and multiplicity from which the resultant form is a state of simplifica-
tion. Both tendencies, however, when taken together, constitute the essence of this
new, modern dialectic. They begin to define the inherent nature of the object in and
of itself and its capacity to be represented. They begin to suggest that the theoretical
assumptions of functionalism are in fact cultural rather than universal.

Post-functionalism, thus, is a term of absence. In its negation of
functionalism it suggests certain positive theoretical alternatives—existing fragments
of thought which, when examined, might serve as a framework for the development
of a larger theoretical structure—but it does not, in and of itself, propose to supply
a label for such a new consciousness in architecture which I believe is potentially
upon us.
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“Gray Architecture as Post-Modernism, or, Up and Down from Orthodoxy”
L’ Architecture d’ Aujourd’ hui 186 (August-September 1976); reconstructed for
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The richness of architectural practice in the late 1970s, particularly in the United
States, demanded an articulation of the postmodern. Yet, at this relatively early stage
of theorizing — eight years before the debates on postmodernism were played out in
journals like New Left Review, New German Critique, and October— architecture
seemed ineluctably partitioned into binary oppositions variously labeled modern/
postmodern, rationalist/realist, exclusivist/inclusivist, New York/Yale-Penn, white/
gray, and the like. Robert Stern’s “Gray Architecture,” part of a special issue of L’ Archi-
tecture d’ Aujourd’ hui titled “New York in White and Gray,” and his “At the Edge of
Modernism,” the postscript to the second edition of his New Directions in American
Architecture (1977), summarized what at the time were generally understood to be
the attributes of these dichotomies.

For the May 1973 issue of Architectural Forum, Stern had orga-
nized “Five on Five,” a polemical response to the publication of Five Architects by
five other architects loosely associated with Yale or the University of Pennsylvania
(alternatively, with Robert Venturi and Louis Kahn).* For the April 1975 issue of A +
U, Stern and Peter Eisenman coedited the special feature “White and Gray: Eleven
Modern American Architects,” with Colin Rowe and Vincent Scully as the respective
intellectual sponsors.z In 1976, in a forum held at the Institute for Architecture and
Urban Studies in New York, and again in the present essay, Stern hooked the various
characteristics of “grayness” to a now certain and general shift in mood represented
by Arthur Drexler’s “The Architecture of the Beaux-Arts” exhibition at the Museum of
Modern Art.3 By 1980, the signs of the complete institutionalization of such character-
istics included the inaugural issue of the student-edited Harvard Architecture Review,
entitled “Beyond the Modern Movement,” the editorial of which itemized desiderata
of postmodernism that seem to be direct elaborations of Stern’s principles of contex-
tualism, allusionism, and ornamentalism: (1) history (as the repository of past forms),
(2) cultural allusionism (or pluralism and populism), (3) anti-utopianism (“working
with what ‘is’ rather than what ‘should be’”), (4) urban design and contextualism (a
la collage city), and (5) formal concerns (by which is meant symmetry, closed and
static spaces, landscape as form, and the diminution of programmatic concerns) —all
of which is presumed to lead to (6) referential form (“that is, the search for
meaning”).4

Postmodernism’s much-touted search for meaning oscillates
between a renunciation of the modernist claim to radical difference through formal
innovation (and the resultant identification of postmodern architecture with the com-
mercial spaces of advertisement and product packaging) and a claim for postmodern-
ism’s pluralism and populism, or, in Stern’s words “a new way of gathering up the
diverse threads of the architecture and the culture or our polyglot nation.”s The most
interesting theoretical issue, however, one that attends both these declarations, is
the effacement of the distinction between so-called high and mass culture. For it is a
distinction on which modernism depended for its utopian vocation (the radical dis-
junction of the new from the status quo in order to invent new forms adequate for a
new society) and its search for authentic experiences over and against the degraded



culture of commerce. The collapse of the difference between high and low is in some
sense a collapse of difference, and as such must still be regarded as ambiguous,
hovering between an enlargement of the cultural realm and a mere symptom of fur-
ther degradation.

Notes
Because L’Architecture d’Aujourd’ hui published a full-length French version and only an
abstract in English, and the original English text has been lost, the present version of this
essay incorporates some translations of the French text back into English as well as minor
revisions made by Stern.

1. Architectural Forum 138, no. 4 (May 1973). The respondents were Robert Stern, Jacquelin
Robertson, Charles Moore, Alan Greenberg, and Romaldo Giurgola.

2. A+ U 52 (April 1975). The “whites” were Peter Eisenman, Michael Graves, John Hejduk,
Richard Meier, and Werner Seligmann. The “grays” were Robert Stern, Charles Moore, Gio-
vanni Pasanella, Jaquelin Robertson, Richard Weinstein, and T. Merrill Prentice. The issue
included Japanese translations of parts of Colin Rowe’s Collage City and Vincent Scully’s
The Shingle Style Today, or, The Historian’s Revenge.

3. See Stern’s intervention in “Forum: The Beaux-Arts Exhibition,” held at the Institute for
Architecture and Urban Studies in January 1976, published in Oppositions 8 (Spring 1977),
pp. 169-171, and excerpted in this volume as part of the document on the Beaux-Arts
exhibition.

4.  Harvard Architecture Review 1 (Spring 1980), pp. 4—9. Stern’s own contribution to the Har-
vard Architecture Review, “The Doubles of Post-Modern,” which aspired to give the new
architecture a pedigree within the “ongoing culture which we call the Western Humanist
tradition,” in fact adds little more than decorative obfuscation to the blunt symmetry of
“white” and “gray” Stern’s “doubled” categories are traditional modernism/schismatic
modernism, and traditional postmodernism/schismatic postmodernism. The latter double
is doubled again: traditional postmodernism that breaks with modernism in order to reinte-
grate with humanism/traditional postmodernism that is a continuation of modernism’s ef-
fort to break with humanism; and schismatic postmodernism that is a continuation of
modernism (the realization of modernism’s desired break with humanism)/schismatic
postmodernism as a continuing tradition (the postmodern breakthrough to postmodernity,
“a totally new state of consciousness”).

5. Robert Stern, “Postscript: At the Edge of Modernism,” in his New Directions in American
Architecture, 2d ed. (New York: Braziller, 1977), p. 136.
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from Orthodoxy

At the outset of this brief essay, I would like to suggest that the “White and Gray”
debate is not (as has been suggested in the press) an encounter between polarities
such as might have occurred in 1927 between advocates of the Beaux-Arts and
apostles of International Style modernism. Rather, this debate, beginning at the
University of California at Los Angeles in May 1974, has grown into an ongoing
dialogue between two groups of architects who, in their built work and theoretical
investigations, share our active to chart out and clarify a direction which architec-
ture can take now that the orthodox Modernist Movement has drawn to a close.

Peter Eisenman, to my mind the principal theorist among the
“White” architects, sees this new direction in a particular way, which he labels
“Post-Functionalism.” Eisenman seeks to free architecture from explicit cultural as-
sociations of any kind. My view of this new direction differs from Eisenman'’s: I call
it “Post-Modernism” and see it as a kind of philosophical pragmatism or pluralism
which builds upon messages from “orthodox Modernism™ as well as from other
defined historical trends.

For “Post-Modernism,” and probably for “Post-Function-
alism” as well, it is safe to say that the orthodox Modernist Movement is a closed
issue, an historical fact of no greater contemporaneity than that of nineteenth-
century academicism; and though messages can be received from both these histor-
ical periods, as from the past in general, nostalgia for either cannot be substituted
for a fresh, realistic assessment of the issues as they are now. The struggle for both
groups, then, is to return to our architecture that vitality of intention and form
which seems so absent from the work of the late Modernists.

“Post-Modernism” and “Post-Functionalism” can both be
seen as attempts to get out of the trap of orthodox Modernism now devoid of philo-
sophic meaning and formal energy, and both are similar in their emphasis on the
development of a strong formal basis for design. Beyond this, however, they are
widely divergent, in that “Post-Functionalism” seeks to develop formal composi-
tional themes as independent entities freed from cultural connotations, whereas
“Post-Modernism” embodies a search for strategies that will make architecture
more responsive to and visually cognizant of its own history, the physical context
in which a given work of architecture is set, and the social, cultural, and political
milieu which calls it into being. Contrary to what was said at the end of the 1960s,
“Post-Modernism” is neither a sociology of the constructed nor the technico-socio-
professional determinism of the orthodox Modern Movement; it affirms that archi-
tecture is made for the eye as well as for the mind, and that it includes both a
conceptualized formation of space and the circumstantial modifications that a pro-
gram can make this space undergo.

Implicit in this emergent Post-Modernist position is a recogni-
tion that the more than fifty-year history of the Modernist movement has been
accompanied by no notable increase in affection on the part of the public for the
design vocabulary that has been evolved. This is partially so because that movement
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has been obsessively concerned with abstraction and has eschewed explicit connec-
tions with familiar ideas and things. (Even the pipe railings of the 1920s are by
now, for most of us, cut off from everyday reference; who among us has been on
an ocean liner in the last twenty-five years?) For a Post-Modernist attitude to take
root in a meaningful way, an effort must be made toward recapturing the affection
of architecture’s very disaffected constituency, the public.

The exhibition of drawings of the Ecole des Beaux Arts which
was presented in 1975 at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, and the discus-
sion of the significance of that exhibition in the press, at the Institute for Architec-
ture and Urban Studies, at the Architectural League of New York, and within the
frame of seminars at the School of Architecture at Columbia University, made it
possible for architects of New York—many of the “Whites” and “Grays,” in partic-
ular—to begin to reweave the fabric of the Modern period, which was so badly
rent by the puritan revolution of the Modern Movement. It is not surprising that the
tradition represented by the Ecole des Beaux Arts—the poetic tradition of design—
should be examined with renewed sympathy, and that one of the hallmarks of the
Ecole’s design methodology, the beautiful drawing, should be restored to a position
of influence. A large part of the work of the “Grays” tends to establish connections
with the formal, spatial, and decorative invention of the nineteenth century.

For the “Grays,” at least, Venturi and Moore have laid the foun-
dation for the philosophical structure of Post-Modernism. In the search for an ar-
chitectural position able to draw on historic issues, including both Modernism and
nineteenth-century eclecticism, they have reminded us of the power to achieve
symbolic meaning through allusion—not only allusion to other movements in ar-
chitectural history, but to historical and contemporary events of a social, political,
and cultural nature as well. In organizing the Beaux Arts exhibit, Arthur Drexler,
long associated with the position of orthodox Modernism, has also made a contri-
bution to the philosophical structure of Post-Modernism. The Beaux Arts exhibit
suggests that Modern architecture might find a way out of the dilemma of the late
Modern Movement by entering a period where symbolism and allusion would take
their place alongside issues of formal composition, functional fit, and construc-
tional logic. In his introduction to the Beaux Arts show’s catalogue, Drexler admon-
ished that “we would be well advised to examine our architectural pieties ‘in the
light of an increased awareness and appreciation of the nature of architecture’ as it
was understood in the nineteenth century.”

The Beaux Arts exhibition reminded us of the poverty of or-
thodox Modern architecture: trapped in the narcissism of its obsession with the
process of its own making, sealed off from everyday experience and from high
culture alike by its abstraction and the narrowing of its frame of reference within
the Modern period to the canonical succession of events and images and person-
alities delimited by Giedion and Pevsner, and drained of energy as a result of a



confusion between the values assigned to minimalism by a Mies van der Rohe with
those assigned by an Emery Roth.

The work of the “Grays” presents certain strategies and attitudes
that distinguish it from that of the “Whites.” These strategies include (in no particu-
lar order):

*  The use of ornament. Though ornament is often the handmaiden of historical allu-
sion, the decoration of the vertical plane need not be justified in historical or
cultural terms; the decorated wall responds to an innate human need for elabora-
tion and for the articulation of the building’s elements in relation to human
scale.

*  Themanipulation of forms to introduce an explicit historical reference. This is not to be confused
with the simplistic eclecticism that has too often in the past substituted pat, pre-
digested typological imagery for more incisive analysis. The principle is rather
that there are lessons to be learned from history as well as from technological
innovation and behavioral science, that the history of buildings is the history of
meaning in architecture. Moreover, for the Post-Modernist these lessons from
history go beyond modes of spatial organization or structural expression to the
heart of architecture itself: the relationship between form and shape and the
meanings that particular shapes have assumed over the course of time. This Post-
Modernist examination of historical precedent grows out of the conviction that
appropriate references to historical architecture can enrich new work and
thereby make it more familiar, accessible, and possibly even meaningful for the
people who use buildings. It is, in short, a cue system that helps architects and
users communicate better about their intentions.

*  The conscious and eclectic utilization of the formal strategies of orthodox Modernism, together with the
strategies of the pre-Modern period. Borrowing from forms and strategies of both ortho-
dox Modernism and the architecture that preceded it, Post-Modernism declares
the past-ness of both; as such it makes a clear distinction between the architec-
ture of the Modern period, which emerged in the middle of the eighteenth cen-
tury in western Europe, and that puritanical phase of the Modern period which
we call the Modern Movement.

*  The preference for incomplete or compromised geometries, voluntary distortion, and the recognition of
growth of buildings over time. This is manifest in a marked preference for the Aalto of
the fifties over the Corbusier of the twenties, for the plans of Lutyens over those
of Voysey, and for the long love affair with the American Shingle Style of the
nineteenth century. These preferences are paired with an architecture that ap-
peals to Platonic geometry, particularly in its general composition. Thus, geo-
metrically pure rooms are linked together in an unaccustomed manner and
create larger and frankly hybrid forms, tied together visually by the envelope of
the exterior walls. These hybrid forms are rarely perceptible at first glance. For
lack of a more appropriate term, I would call this an “episodic composition,”
which must be distinguished from the determinist composition of Modernist
orthodoxy.

*  The use of rich colors and various materials that effect @ materialization of architecture’s imagery and
perceptible qualities, as opposed to the materialization of technology and construc-
tional systems that remain so overtly significant in brutalist architecture.

*  The emphasis on intermediate spaces, that is, the “poches” of circulation, and on the borders, that s,
on the thickness of the wall. From this comes an architecture made of spaces whose
configuration is much more neutral and supple, from a functional point of view,
than the so-called continuous spaces of the orthodox Modern Movement.

*  The configuration of spaces in terms of light and view as well as of use.
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*  Theadjustment of specific images charged with carrying the ideas of the building. It is thus possible
for the architect to create simultaneously two premises or spatial units within
one building or two buildings in a complex that do not resemble each other even
if their compositional elements are the same. An attitude of this sort permits us
to see the work of Eero Saarinen in a new light.

To return to the philosophical intentions of “Gray” architecture,
the importance of the writings of Vincent Scully is evident: his vision of architecture
as part of a larger whole, which is at the heart of the cultural formation of the “Grays”
(many of whom were his students at Yale), often runs counter to arbitrary stylistic
and cultural categories and puts a particular emphasis on the interrelationship of the
building, the landscape, and culture. Scully has begun to influence not only architects
but also historians like Neil Levine who, in his account of the Beaux Arts, assigns
great importance to questions of communication and in particular to that of an
architecture parlante. He has equally influenced George Hersey, whose studies on the
associationism of mid-nineteenth-century English architecture make an important
contribution to the philosophical foundation of the eclecticism emerging in the
“Grays.”

Not surprising, then, that Hersey should have been a client for
whom Venturi achieved one of his most stunning houses. One finds at the root of
the “gray” position a rejection of the anti-symbolic, anti-historical, hermetic and
highly abstract architecture of orthodox Modernism. Grayness seeks to move toward
an acceptance of diversity; it prefers hybrids to pure forms; it encourages multiple
and simultaneous readings in its effort to heighten expressive content. The layering
of space characteristic of much “gray” architecture finds its complement in the over-
lay of cultural and art-historical references in the elevations. For “gray” architecture,
“more is more.”

“Gray” buildings have facades which tell stories. These facades
are not the diaphanous veil of orthodox Modern architecture, nor are they the
affirmation of deep structural secrets. They are mediators between the building as a
“real” construct and those allusions and perceptions necessary to put the building in
closer touch with the place in which it is made and beliefs and dreams of the archi-
tects who designed it, the clients who paid for it, and the civilization which permit-
ted it to be built; to make buildings, in short, landmarks of a culture capable of
transcending transitory usefulness as functional accommodation. “Gray” buildings
are very much of a time and place: they are not intended as ideal constructs of per-
fected order; they select from the past in order to comment on the present.
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“Reality as History: Notes for a Discussion of Realism in Architecture” A + U 69

(September 1976)

The most complete realization of the so-called Tendenza outside of Italy was in the
Swiss region of Ticino.* While the deeper roots of the Ticinese architecture go to pre-
war ltalian rationalism (primarily Alberto Sartoris) and Switzerland’s own Neues
Bauen (Hans Schmidt et al.), the Tendenza’s theorization of architecture’s autonomy
gave the means to conceptualize the specific design techniques of the new architec-
ture in reciprocal relation to both its modern predecessors and the precisely planned
and detailed “vernacular” buildings of the region, without abdicating a thoroughly
progressive, critical, and international position.

Martin Steinmann, together with Thomas Boga, organized an
exhibition of the work of twenty young Ticinese architects at the Eidgenossische Tech-
nische Hochschule, Zurich, in November and December of 1975, and turned what
might have been an approbation of a particular regionalism into an important contri-
bution to the discourse on realism that was intensely played out in 1976—1977. The
present essay, an expansion of Steinmann’s introduction to the exhibition catalogue,
Tendenzen. Neuere Architektur im Tessin, was written for A + U’s special issue on
Ticino. A related essay, coauthored with Bruno Reichlin, was the lead article in Archi-
these’s special issue on realism, guest-edited by the two and extracted in L’Architec-
ture d’Aujourd’ hui.? Steinmann continued to develop his characterization of realism
through his editorship of Archithese from 1980 to 1986 and in essays that linked the
sober rationalism of Aldo Rossi, the populism of Robert Venturi, and the new architec-
ture of Switzerland.

“Reality as history” diverges from a vulgarly theorized auton-
omy that understands architecture undialectically as a purely negative withdrawal —
a position that always runs the risk of separating and trivializing architecture in ad-
vance, so that demonstrations of its “distance from degraded life” become redun-
dant—as well as from a realism that construes architecture as a “natural” and direct
reflection of its socioeconomic base —a position out of which develops a ressenti-
ment for the aesthetic supplement in all its forms. Steinmann attempts to articulate
an immanent reality of architecture that is both positive and as profoundly historical
and social as history and society themselves. For Steinmann, such an architecture’s
vocation is primarily epistemological: architecture, with practical techniques of de-
sign that relate it to specific social uses of buildings of the past, produces a concept
of its history even as it verifies its own place in that history. “An architecture referring
to itself —reflecting its own nature —is able to discover more and more meaning in
its own structures, in the literal sense of the word ‘discover’: it is as if veils that
covered these structures were drawn away. Architecture that is autoreflexive in this
way communicates its historicity.” The originality of his concept of realism lies largely
in this epistemological status.

But it should be noted that Steinmann’s sense of architecture’s
epistemological endeavor is modulated by a well-nigh manual, Brechtian practicality
(witness the ironic epigraph to the essay) — architecture understood as an experimen-
tal, transformative activity that ties an ideal of practice to concrete production and
“le droit au plaisir.”# This ensures a principle of play and populism in architecture’s



“reality” and a theoretical way of appreciating the density of genuine aesthetic grati-
fication, an appreciation that would generally characterize architectural theories of
realism.

Notes

1. For the origin of the term Tendenza, see the essay by Massimo Scolari in this anthology.
Ticino’s connections to the Italian Tendenza are primarily through Aldo Rossi, who taught
at the Eidgenossische Technische Hochschule in Zurich from 1972 to 1974.

2. Bruno Reichlin and Martin Steinmann, “Zum Problem der innerarchitektonischen Wirklich-
keit,” Archithese 19 (1976); extracted as “A propos de la realite immanente,” L’ Architecture
d’ Aujourd’ hui 190 (April 1977). The other authors of the Archithese special issue were Alan
Colquhoun, Giorgio Grassi, Aldo Rossi, Denise Scott Brown, Hans Heinz Holz, Otakar Macel,
and Karel Teige (an excerpt from an essay of 1950-1951). .

3. See, for example, Martin Steinmann, “Von ‘einfacher’ und von ‘gewonlicher’ Architektur,”
Archithese, new series 1 (January-February 1980), reprinted as “On Simple and Ordinary
Architecture,” Parametro 141 (November 1985)..

4. Reichlin and Steinmann, “A propos de la realite immanente,” p. 73.



1976

Martin Steinmann  Reality as History: Notes for a Discussion of Realism in

Architecture

Nowadays, complained Mr. K., countless people pride them-
selves on being able to write thick books all alone, and this
meets with general approval. . .. There is no thought then
which could be adopted and no formulation of a thought
which could be quoted. How little they need to do so! A pen
and a bit of paper is all they can present! And without help,
only with the pitiful material that a single man can carry in
his arms, they erect their huts! The largest buildings they
know are the ones that can be built by a single man!

BERTOLT BRECHT, Tales of Mr. Keuner

The following statements, made on the occasion of an exhibition on “Recent Archi-
tecture in Ticino” last November in Zurich, do not claim to attribute the works
represented there to a well-defined theory of architecture. Such an attempt would
not succeed except with the help of tools like the ones Procrustes used—at the
expense of the works. The statements therefore serve to indicate some of the
common traits that united these works in an exhibition, despite the differences
which persist among them. These common traits rest in the “maniere de penser
I'architecture.”

Architecture is an important part of material production.
Therefore it is particularly responsive to the ruling powers, which were once called
the mirrors of a kaleidoscope, thanks to which an image of order can always be
brought into being. Under these conditions, to what extent can architecture be an
element of the general social progress?

Architecture is subject to the realization of capital, to be sure;
but its social function may not be restricted to the economic dimension. The social
and cultural dimension are not determined solely by the economic dimension. Ar-
chitecture is conditioned and is conditioning: architecture as a collective fact is
inseparable from society, but “its principles are of a specific nature; they are derived
from architecture itself,” as Aldo Rossi writes (Zurcher Vorlesungen, 1974). In other
words, architecture is a discipline possessing its own principles and maintaining
them under the conditions just mentioned. I think that the recognition of such an
autonomy of architecture is one of the common traits of the architects represented
in the exhibition.

Approaches scorning these principles (supposedly more ratio-
nal because more calculable) are condemned to fail. In this sense, Luigi Snozzi
writes (in his contribution to the catalogue) that the approach to the problems
of architecture has to start from form and that other approaches (from sociology,
economy, etc.) only represent an evasion by architects of their true responsibilities.
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The approach from form is not opposed to acknowledging the
indispensable support of these sciences, but all the more to the “laboratory coat”
of scientism, with which the lack of architectural principles is so often covered. I
think that it is the disguise of an ideology attempting to attribute a false naturalness
to forms, thus creating things without explication except the immediate one of first
function. It is such false naturalness that Roland Barthes identified as an element of
bourgeois ideology (Mythologies, 1957). The recognition of an autonomy of archi-
tecture means compromising this system of myths that passes itself off as a system
of facts.

To the extent that architecture develops according to its own
principles, courageously accepting the contradictions that ensue, it is rational (be-
ing an element of progress by what Hegel calls “the ruse of reason”). These prin-
ciples are contained in the works themselves, as Rossi states: “L’architettura sono le
architetture.” This leads to the conclusion (which Bruno Reichlin and Fabio Rein-
hart drew in an article on history as part of architectural theory, in Archithese) that
the meaning of architecture defines itself in relation to its own tradition, where by
tradition we understand the works as well as our comprehension of them.

If I refer to Reichlin and Reinhart repeatedly, this is not in or-
der to explain with their conceptions the architectures that are the subject of the
exhibition. Rather, it is because in their writings they suggest a way of speaking
about architecture which to me seems promising. It is based on “the relationship—
and the nature of this relationship—which connects the empirical object, architec-
ture, to the cognitive experience belonging to it and developing from it.” In other
words: architecture is understood to be the signifier of a sign having its signified in
socio-cultural usage but also creating its signified itself, insofar as each work essen-
tially reflects its own “nature.” If architecture makes reference to itself in this way,
then history (to continue the thoughts of Reichlin and Reinhart) is not merely a
vast depository of experiences already made, but is rather the place where the
meaning of architecture defines itself. “Understanding the meaning of a work of
architecture implies situating it in a dense network of relationships.”

History is then no place for those who, as Nietzsche put it,
wish to stroll in the “Garden of Knowledge” on mild evenings: history is the place
where one’s own age forms a constellation together with a definite earlier one, in
a manner defined by tradition. Thus Trotsky could say that it was not an altogether
new world which was entered with the October Revolution, but rather “a world
that we had already made our own as tradition” (Futurism, 1922). In this manner,
tradition is more than a relationship which we may or may not have to history. It is
an epistemological category; it dictates that a new meaning can only be derived
from a familiar one, a new norm only from the old one that it replaces—a nice
example of the ambiguity of the word “replace.”

No society, determined to develop its culture in a rational man-
ner, can therefore renounce the decision for a definite tradition, designating the con-
scious relationship in which a society makes its aims understood to itself. Of the
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works that become points of reference for a rational architecture, those belonging to
the Neues Bauen of the period between the wars occupy a preferential place, if only
because the problems the Neues Bauen stated have lost nothing of their significance,
and the solutions have kept their value. I am thinking in the first place of the Siedlungen,
which are called, with good reason, the true monuments of the twentieth century.
Thus the row of houses erected by the Collettivo-2 (Tita Carloni, Lorenzo Denti, and
Fosco Moretti) in Balerna refers, in a fragment, to some Siedlung in Frankfurt, not
only in its manner of stating the problem of the minimal dwelling, but also in its
clear forms.

I have to admit that a certain tradition of the Neues Bauen seems
to be a general one of building after the Second World War, namely the professional-
ism of building. It is not the widespread vulgarization of rationalism of which I speak
(a tradition which, for its part, reveals the general aims of society). In fact, the notion
of tradition as a progressive category in the sense of Trotsky, which has to be saved
each moment anew from becoming a tool of the ruling powers, is another common
trait of these architects.

A work of art is perceived by association and dissociation with
other works of art. “Its form is defined in relation to other, already existing forms,”
as the Russian formalist Viktor Shklovsky formulated his “general rule,” where the
term “form” must be understood in its broadest sense. No one was more aware of
this than Le Corbusier when he summarized his norms in the “Five Points for a New
Architecture.” When in his illustrations he continually opposed the “maison sur pilo-
tis” to the conventional house, this was precisely because the latter represented the
inventory of existing norms which the former was to overthrow, one by one, until
the breaking point of this relationship: the “maison sur pilotis” acquired its meaning
(modernity, etc.) from its antithetical relationship to the conventional house.

The architect then does not invent his language from nothing:
he makes use of the language of his predecessors for his own intentions, changing it
little by little, enriching it with new meanings, but meanings deduced from the old
ones, as I indicated before. In this sense, Arnold Hauser, the great sociologist of art,
remarked that a work owes more to works that preceded it than to the “invention”
of the artist who created it.

This is, in part, a question of intelligibility. It is not hard to ex-
plain that man makes use of conventional forms to make his ideas understood, even
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if these ideas lose some of their meaning in the process of conventionalization. But
there is another explanation as well: Hauser went on to remark that art uses conven-
tional forms not only for their intelligibility, but also because these forms themselves
partly create the content to be expressed. “It belongs to the dialectic nature of the
events of consciousness that forms not only serve to express ideas but also become
their starting point” (Kunst und Gesellschaft, 1972).

Applied to the tradition of rationalism of which I spoke, this
observation may say: the forms of the Siedlungen themselves contain a certain way of
stating the problem of housing. I understand the words of Roberto Bianconi in this
sense, who writes about his apartment buildings in Bellinzona: “The reference to the
languages of architecture of the twenties and thirties allowed me to state the problem
in a clear, precise manner” (catalogue).

In the face of architecture after the Second World War, which
hastened from one architectural “invention” to the other, Ernesto Rogers, in Casabella,
stressed the importance of making use of conventional forms. He did so under the
term “mannerism”: “Mannerism is necessary to concretize the architecture of a pe-
riod in its generality: our time cannot evade this necessity.”

At the occasion of my introduction to the exhibition in Zurich,
the term gave rise to some criticism. In the positive sense that Rogers gave it (or
rather gave it back), it means, as I think: to establish a defined relationship between
a work and its tradition, so that the work as the actualization of a code measures itself
intelligibly with the code it actualizes. The term means moreover that architecture is
understood as something that can be traced back to determinable and describable
elements, i.e., as something of a technical nature. The programmatic Rotalinti House,
built by Aurelio Galfetti after travels in France dedicated to studying the works of Le
Corbusier, the house in Morbio Inferiore by Flora, Ruchat House, and other works,
all give evidence of the cognitive value of such mannerism or maniera.

In one of his novels, Peter Handke gives an impressive descrip-
tion of his method of work which bears on my remarks about the relation between
form and content: “In the beginning, I started from facts and looked for ways of
formulating them. Then I noticed that my very search for formulations removed me
from the facts. So instead, I now started from existing formulations and sorted out
the occurrences . . . already foreseen by these formulations. . . . From the conver-
gences and contradictions my actual writing then developed” (Wunschloses Ungluck,
1972). Applied to architecture, this suggests the repeated use of forms from the past
in which the relation between form and meaning is established, so that a design,
sustained by experience, cannot but be tautological: tautological in the positive sense
of a deeper penetration into the aforementioned relationship, for signs are ambigu-
ous (and their interpretation implies a choice that has to be probable, but cannot be
true). Repetition constantly transforms the signified into the signifier of a new signi-
fied: it can therefore be considered an instrument of recognition.

A sign means something that lies outside of the sign itself and is
defined by its use: it means the use that a certain society makes of it. (From this
follows the importance of history for architectural design as the place where the
meaning of architecture defines itself.) The meaning of a sign is not founded in its
formal properties; therefore it is not stable, it changes continually. In his book,
Hauser stressed this point: “The history of art shows the image of a dialectic move-
ment: the new results from the old, but at the same time the old changes in light of
the new.” This indicates that the idea of an architecture referring to itself—reflecting
its own nature—is able to discover more and more meaning in its own structures,
in the literal sense of the word “discover”: it is as if veils that covered these structures
were drawn away. Architecture that is autoreflexive in this way communicates its
historicity.



At this point it can do no harm to give an example. It comes
from Pop Art, which uses familiar forms as its material in an obvious manner, the
ideological-critical statements remaining secondary to the statements about the na-
ture of painting. Pop Art represents a breaking with the conventions of tachism. Thus,
in his “brushstroke” pictures, Roy Lichtenstein uses color application as his material,
repeating a brushstroke, but with his own tools: spray gun and stencil. The result is
“the same and not the same”: it is the goal of the “repetition differente” (to use the
term proposed for this operation) to create this tension.

L, i The example is particularly suitable, since the place where this
“repetition differente” achieves its objective is the museum, the place in which a
work is measured by the works that surround it. (That is the meaning of Cezanne’s
statement that he painted only for the museum—used by Rossi as the title of his
important text “Architettura per i musei.”) The museum is our architectural knowl-
edge. Insofar as there exists a rational cognition in architecture, this museum is the
institution that represents it. In this museum, a work explains itself from the other
works, including the newer ones, thanks to analogy, which is, in Rossi’s definition,
“a way to understand the world of forms and of things so directly . . . that they can
hardly be expressed otherwise than by other things” (Larchitettura analoga, 1975).

Lichtenstein’s painting shows the double nature that, according
to Barthes, begins in literature with “the first tremors of the bourgeois conscience in
the nineteenth century”: it is “parler et se parler” (Litterature et meta-langage, 1959).
Saying that architecture reflects its own pature means just that: “se parler.”

In “repetition differente,” whose critical character is evident,
can be found the basis for the intervention that Reichlin and Reinhart suggested for
the restoration of the Castello Grande in Bellinzona. It runs along the wall, partially
through eighteenth-century houses that last served as arsenals, at the level of the
former parapet walk, from which it differs technologically and morphologically but
to which it is related py a parallelism on the typological level: both are walks. The
intervention is a “repetition differente” of the parapet walk, and the differentiation
implementing it lies primarily in the area of sociocultural usage. The parapet walk,
used to overlook the surrounding terrain, now becomes itself an object to be looked
at. Nothing could better illustrate its historicity!

The basis for repetition is the recognition of the technical “na-
ture” of architecture, which may always be traced back to describable elements and
procedures. It is therefore meaningful to think of criticism and design as activities
that are structurally related. The expression “architectural research,” used in Italian
discussions of architecture, means precisely this convergence of two activities in one:
criticism in the form of design. (Baudelaire says that the best criticism of a work of
artis another work of art.) In the nineteenth century, Poe was the first to call attention
to this technical “nature” of literature. “The wires,” Poe writes, “are not only not
concealed, but displayed as things to be admired, equally with the puppets they set
in motion. The result is” (and here follows one of the most concise descriptions of
the alienation-effect I have ever heard) “that . . . we say to ourselves, without shed-
ding a tear: Now, there is something which will be sure to move every reader to
tears” (Marginalia).

Poe continues, “The poetic effect of a work comes about when
the procedures which accomplish it, do not only serve the content of the work but
constitute it, being displayed as things to be admired.” Its meaning for architecture
can be illustrated by the restoration of the Castello Montebello in Bellinzona by Mario
Campi, Franco Pessina, and Niki Piazzoli. In a study of the project that may reveal
primarily their own intentions, Reichlin and Reinhart discuss the project’s use of
antithesis at different levels as its poetic procedure. “The first antithesis concerns two
different static principles: a metal structure is suspended from the thick walls of the
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tower. The second concerns different technological conceptions: a minimum of
differentiation in the coarse stone construction of the castle, a maximum degree of
differentiation in the new metal and wood construction. . . . The third antithesis re-
gards the different morphologies: geometric indifference in the irregular old build-
ing, perfect geometry with the square as the basic form of the new construction.” In
addition, this restoration shows clearly how these antitheses define themselves in the
autoreflexivity of the language of architecture. Studies attempting to take an inven-
tory of typological, morphological, technological, and other norms that were devel-
oped from a definite socio-cultural usage permit a rational discussion of architecture,
in the form of a design. Or, as the English Rococo painter Reynolds said to his stu-
dents: “The more comprehensive your knowledge of distinguished works is, the
greater will be your inventiveness” (quoted by Hans Heinz Holz in Tradition und Tradi-
tionsbruch, 1972).

These recent restoration designs (for the Castello Montebello
and the Castello Grande, both in Bellinzona) show with particular clarity how archi-
tecture creates its meaning insofar as it refers to itself. Restoration becomes in this
manner a measure for the cognitive value of architecture. But these designs represent
only the most evident case of a general problem, i.e., the problem that all construc-
tion is construction in a defined social and cultural context, even if it takes place in a
natural landscape. (Landscape is also permeated with meaning, insofar as we perceive
it in coded form: recall the influence of the paintings of Caspar David Friedrich on
the perception of nature in the nineteenth century.)

As the historian Carlo Cattaneo noted, landscape is an immense
deposition of labor: “Landscape is not at all a work of nature, it is a work of man”
(Notiziario su la Lombardia, c. 1860).

A comprehension of landscape that finds its definition in the
term “territory” is another common trait of these architectures. As Mario Botta
writes (in the catalogue), it is not so much the question of a building’s site as of
building the site itself, so that the work, making the general properties of the site its
motives, in a sense, serves to better define it. “In this view of things, architecture
becomes a critical instrument of our awareness.”

This is true, for example, of the house designed by Botta in Riva
San Vitale, or more precisely, somewhat outside this village. The site led Botta to a
building type that in previous times was often encountered in similar locations, the
roccolo. This was a part of the country estates of the wealthier families, “which spent
the summer months there, enjoying country life and passing their time catching
birds” (La casa borghese, vol. 26). This was precisely the purpose served by the roccoli,
which were erected like small towers in somewhat secluded areas. Through its rela-
tionship to these historic buildings, it appears to me that Botta’s project succeeds in
characterizing the particularities of its site with great accuracy. (I recall a roccolo in
Carona which, when I was a child, greatly intrigued me precisely because it was
located “outside” the village.)

Architecture is not able to designate the real—of which this one
characteristic of this site is a part—directly, but only indirectly, by repeating forms
which draw their meaning from appropriate socialized experiences—connotations.
Architecture is able to connote the real, but not denote it (except at the level of the
immediate “first function”). Having established this, if we now propose the question
of realism in architecture, we notice that we must return to architecture for the
answer: there we find the confirmation that the meaning of architecture derives from
its relationship to itself, from its autoreflexivity.

I think that this indicates a path on which the discourse on real-
ism in architecture can advance, a discourse that cannot ignore history as the place
where the meaning of architecture defines itself: reality as history.
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Aside, even, from the contingencies of its historical variations, the concept of realism
in architecture is peculiar in principle. Realism imbricates two contradictory claims,
one aesthetic and one epistemological. The aesthetic claim tends to mark off the
work from everyday life, isolating it in a realm of heightened aesthetic intensity where
concepts such as style, typology, and technique are understood self-consciously, syn-
chronically, and reflexively — a realm almost unmediated by circumstance. The episte-
mological claim, on the other hand, operates to bind the work to the real itself, to
situate it in a historically specific context and value the work for the knowledge it
affords of a particular reality rather than for its autonomy and mobility.

Pushed to their respective extremes, the aesthetic claim recog-
nizes the architectural sign in all its materiality and opacity but splits the sign off
from its referent (as Bernard Huet asserts, for example, “If we admire again the archi-
tecture of Terragni, it is in spite of his active allegiance to Fascism, right up to the time
of his death”),* while the epistemological claim depends on a certain transparency of
the sign to its referent, to some preexisting image, function, process, technology,
or context —a denotational system (like documentary writing or film) from which all
aesthetic manipulations and distortions, if not entirely erased, simply “share the vir-
tues and the vices of the regime that produces them.” Pushed to their extremes, the
two claims would evacuate the category of realism altogether, collapsing it into sheer
free play of aesthetic signs on one side and a reflection or copy theory of “truth”
on the other. Yet no conception of realism seems possible without maintaining both
claims together.>

A theory of a realist architecture retains this fundamental con-
tradiction between an autonomous aesthetic production and a representation of real-
ity and adds further complications. While the forms of realism in painting, literature,
or film share the very appearance of what they represent (a “common sense” about
how things look or how we speak and act), the forms of architecture represent visibly,
most fundamentally, architecture itself. The “real” represented by architectural real-
ism is a real that architecture itself has produced, so its “verification” becomes even
more complex.

. In a special issue of L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui, “Forma-
lisme —realisme,” and the debate that it sponsored, the antinomies of realism (al-
ready under the surface in the earlier discussions in the “realism” issue of Archithese)
make cracks that are fully apparent. In his own plea for an appreciation of the quali-
ties of socialist realism, Bernard Huet, who edited the issue, draws a less than satis-
factory conclusion: “Architecture is not fascist or Stalinist in its ‘form.” There is only
architecture of the fascist or Stalinist periods,” to which Anatole Kopp and Claude
Schnaidt retorted, “Can one seriously study the architectural qualities of false villages
set up along the same routes traveled by the Empress Catherine Il or Field Marshal
Potemkin? The Stalinist ‘socialist realist’ architecture’s essential function was not to
express reality but, on the contrary, to conceal behind decorations and false appear-
ance a reality which we know and of which we understand the costs. The difference
with Marshal Stalin is that Marshal Potemkin hadn’t discovered ‘theoreticians.””4 Inso-



far as Huet wants to avoid the pure formalist pole of realism, how can he also com-
pletely avoid the realm in which architecture acquires its worldly baggage?

Surely Huet is right to warn against the unwarranted confidence
in deducing political and ideological positions from a protocol of merely formal archi-
tectural properties. But that does not provide escape from the question of the pos-
sible uses anticipated and controlled by architectural forms —not only of how spaces
were meant to be inhabited, but of how they might be inhabited. As T. ). Clark once
queried, “What are we supposed to say, for example, about a photo of Mussolini’s
shock troops marching through the Arch of Constantine? Put the blame on the Arch
somehow? Pretend that Mussolini got Roman architecture right? (To which the reply
might reasonably be, in fact: Are you saying he got it wrong? What else, after all, was
the Arch of Constantine for?)”s
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Every realist in art is also a realist outside art.

BERTOLT BRECHT

Neither figurative nor “articulate,” architecture shared little in the nineteenth-
century literary and artistic debates over the question of “realism.” Only with the
German avant-garde did the idea of realism emerge, in the form of the Neue Sach-
lichkeit. But this had few relations to “realism.” As early as 1935, Ernst Bloch
showed that its apparent functionalist radicalism agreed perfectly with the reformist
policy of the German and Austrian Social Democrats, and that it satisfied the middle
classes above all, to the extent that it proposed to overcome class differences.!

In addition, the political consciousness of the architects in the
modern movement was vague enough to allow a clever mix of opportunism and
moralism.”

In Praise of Socialist Realism

The question of “realism” did not become historically important for architecture
until the Russian revolution and the great debate over the new revolutionary art,
which began to galvanize intellectuals in 1917.° The complexity of the Soviet cul-
tural context in the twenties and thirties, the absence of any serious historical analy-
sis of the phenomenon of socialist realism, the disarray of Marxist historians where
the Stalinist period is concerned, all invite prudence and dissuade from adherence
to hasty or simplistic hypotheses. For example, the 1934 “turnabout” is a simple
reaction of good sense in the face of “the constructivists’ incapacity and utopian-
ism”; or again, socialist realism is an epiphenomenon of the “personality cult”; or
finally, it is the revenge of the “die-hard classicists” and academics of the regime,
temporarily squeezed out of public commissions. These interpretations have their
share of truth, but none account for the historical context and the real power rela-
tionships (at a time when Stalin had not yet consolidated his control), nor above
all for the original work that brought socialist realism into being.

Socialist realism arose from the efforts of writers and theorists;
it was not artificially imposed by “cultural bureaucrats.”

This debate, whose influence on the field of architecture came
very late, was dominated by the personality of Gorky and by Lenin’s inclination
toward “realist” writers; but fifteen years of quarreling and the liquidation of the
Proletkult were necessary before the notion of socialist realism would be pro-
claimed at the First Congress of Soviet Writers in 1934.*

Socialist realism proposed, for the first time, an integral re-
sponse to the question of culture in the framework of the construction of socialism
and not in that of the revolution: it dealt with the relations and function of art in
the new society, and the status and role of the “intellectual worker” faced with the
duties imposed by a precise social commission.
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The definition offered by the Short Dictionary of Aesthetics (Mos-
cow, 1965) perfectly illuminates the aim: to create a new humanism.

Socialist realism is an artistic procedure whose essence consists in reflecting reality captured
in its revolutionary development, in a truthful and historically concrete way. It demands that
the artist realize a definite aim . . . the formation of the new man in whom ideological
wealth, spiritual beauty, and physical perfection coexist harmoniously.

Standing against “the death of art,” which it sees as a conse-
quence of art’s commercialization by capitalist society, socialist realism reaffirms
the importance of aesthetic values as a vital need of man, on a par with other mate-
rial needs. Artists must clearly and effectively express these needs and “reflect” —
according to Lenin’s theory—socialist reality, including the description of the most
complex social relations (the class struggle) and the affirmation of the values of the
collective consciousness (the positive hero and the monument). It is less a question
of forming a hypothetical “proletarian” culture than of restoring to the people the
“heritage” (another Leninist idea) of erudite, national, and popular cultures.

The theory of socialist realism implies dialectical relations be-
tween form and content. Any conception which privileges content to the detriment
of aesthetics (contentism, sociologism, functionalism), or which lingers over a
purely formal play with language or figurative abstraction, will therefore be called
“formalist.””

The Avatars of Realism

The application of socialist realism to architecture was slow and problematic. From
1934 onward, increasingly threatening accusations of “formalism” were brought
to bear against the constructivists and their “progressive” allies: Andre Lurgat, Mart
Stam, Hannes Meyer, Ernst May, and Hans Schmidt.® They were reproached for a
vulgar functionalism that failed to integrate aesthetic and monumental values, an
internationalism cut off from historical-cultural and national realities, and a utopian
individualism imposing a way of life detached from collective aspirations.

In Stalin’s words, as restated by Otakar Macel: “socialist archi-
tecture is socialist for the content, nationalist for the form. Its national form rests
on the development of national traditions and not on a mechanistic or intuitive
explanation.”” The exemplarity of the creations of socialist realism from 1945 to
1955—the Moscow metro and university, the Karl-Marx-Allee in East Berlin, the
reconstruction of Warsaw—springs from the popular, collective, rational, and na-
tional character of this architecture.

Socialist realism is not only a glorious episode in the history
of contemporary architecture, but also the sole alternative proposed to the “formal-
isms” born of the failure of the avant-garde in the West: the International Style,
“international picturesque,” “kitsch,” professional commercialism.® The scornful



laughter, incomprehension, and stupor which greeted the architectural creations of
socialist realism testifies to the blindness of critics, historians, and other zealots
of progress and modernity. This blindness finds a convenient and oversimplified
justification in the “excesses” of the Zhdanovian phase of socialist realism, and in
the caricature that sometimes resulted from bureaucratic codification and the “per-
sonality cult.” Monuments can share the vices and virtues of the regimes that pro-
duced them. As Brecht has noted, socialist realism then becomes its own content,
and sows the seeds of a new “formalism”: a “style” for the regime, condemned
to Stalinist hagiography and an absurd and ridiculous evaluation of the history of
architecture. Mechanically applied, the Leninist theory of “reflection” reduces that
history to alternating periods of progress and decline, and tends to demonstrate the
absolute superiority of the neoclassical style. As to nationalism, it is transformed
into an incredible display of pan-Russian chauvinism.

The choice of a codified language comprehensible by every-
one certainly facilitated the expression of collective contents, offering architects an
operative system that could guarantee the coherency of the collective work. But
these explanations cannot justify such a conception of style. Rather, it was a means
to overcome the subjectivity of discourse and to attain what Engels had called a
“typical character in typical situations.”

From Neo-Realism to the Tendenza

In 1945, the intellectuals who had engaged in the resistance felt the imperious desire
to carry out an exacting and exalting inventory of the humblest details of Italian
reality, to conjure away twenty years of fascist lies and mythology. Twenty years of
political “formalism.”

Filmmakers (Rossini, Visconti) and writers (Pasolini) invented
neo-realism, while at the same time discovering Soviet cinema, the writings of Georg
Lukacs, and the posthumous work of Antonio Gramsci. The latter’s imprisoned think-
ing, cut off from the world and reduced to inactivity, would now lend its original,
non-conformist imprint to the Italian progressive movement, permitting an escape
from Stalinist dogmatism. For once, the architects followed. Having learned a lesson
from the Mussolini regime, which fascinated them and then repressed them, they
had lost all illusions about the progressive, redemptive virtues of modern architec-
ture. They were the first in Europe to recognize the ambiguity of International Style
“formalism,” to doubt the usefulness of the “avant-garde,” and to distrust the reduc-
tion of reality to “utopias.” Their neo-realist quest (Ludovico Quaroni, Mario Ridolfi)
led them to explore history and look to a national and popular tradition for a mode
of expression that could match the collective and democratic aspirations of the Ital-
ian people.

This debate over “realism” ran parallel to, but did not merge
with, certain principles of socialist realism. It was expressed in the journal Casabella,
where a generation of young architects gathered around Ernesto Rogers. Among
these, figures such as Vittorio Gregotti, Aldo Rossi, and Tullio Tentori would play a
key role in the 1960s when neo-realism, secreting its own “formalism,” strayed into
the aristocratic refinements of the eclectic and historicist anti-avant-garde.

This crisis of “language” is inscribed in the generalized crisis
that struck European architecture in its professional structures and teaching systems.
It attained its apogee in 1968. Two irreducible positions then came into confron-
tation: one was “contentist,” predicting the death of Architecture with a capital A
and denying it any disciplinary specificity; the other was “formalist” and called for
a cynical and opportunistic professionalism exploiting the confusion “of styles”
(kitsch) for commercial ends.
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In the face of these positions, a certain number of architects
formed the Tendenza, which presented itself as a critical and operational alternative.’

Its first objective was a double critical clarification. The histori-
cal criticism developed by Manfredo Tafuri and the Istituto Universitario di Architet-
tura di Venezia proposed an ideological deconstruction and reevaluation of the
history of architecture as an integral part of the history of labor. The “typological”
criticism developed by Carlo Aymonino and Aldo Rossi attempted to situate architec-
ture as a typical production in the historical process of the formation of cities.

Second, the Tendenza sought to reconstruct the architectural
“discipline.” It opposed the functionalism of modern architecture with an “enlight-
ened” rationalism in which form implies architecture as an instrument of knowl-
edge. The irreducible specificity of architecture and its disciplinary autonomy reside
in its capacity to produce “typical” forms of general and popular import, requiring
precise knowledge: a “trade” or metier. For the Tendenza, architecture’s only justifica-
tion lies in its very “being”; it is not infused with any content, it has no redemptive
value, it can express nothing by itself. And if it refers to a monumentality, it is the
monumentality designated by collective memory, through the history of types. In a
word, it is “realist.” It is easy to establish a kind of affiliation (admitted by Rossi)
between the Tendenza and socialist realism. Those who are scandalized thereby, and
who identify the Tendenza with formalism, fascism, or a return to academism, do
no more than nourish the confusion and perpetuate the “formalist critique” de-
nounced by Brecht as early as 1938.

Broadened Notions of Realism and Formalism

It is once again necessary to clarify the terms of the formalist/realist debate, and to
broaden its meaning. As Brecht said, “realism is not a matter of form.” One is
tempted to paraphrase him by saying that formalism, too, is not a matter of form. It
is time to finish off the gross simplifications of a certain kind of “formalist” criticism.
Architecture is not fascist or Stalinist in its “form.” There is only architecture of the
fascist or Stalinist periods. ,

It is now clear and well established that the metier of the architect
is to produce the most perfectly usable form; there can be no “formalism” on that
level.

Formalism is above all political: Walter Benjamin remarked that
fascism is the worst formalism, because it effects an aestheticization of social relations
in order to mask conflicts. To the extent that such an attempt is visible in the work
of certain architects, whose projects lend figure to the utopia of a social “order”
without conflict, one can speak of “formalism.” Formalism is bureaucratic. Any sys-
tem that tends to reduce reality to a certain number of norms, standards, and styles
leads to formalism. By extension, it can be said that architects who conceive architec-
ture in simple adequacy to functional norms, without any concern for social relations
or for the monumental values that are implicit in social demands, are liable to the
accusation of “formalism.”

Formalism is technocratic. The mechanical application of tech-
nology to reality masks the latter and transforms it into abstraction. Any architecture
which is reduced to a series of financial, distributive, or constructive techniques is
“formalist.” Finally, formalism is irrational. The architects who seek architecture’s
own rationality outside architecture (in sociology, contentism, etc.) run the serious
risk of formalism.

To be “realist” is not to accept reality, but to take hold of it in
order to transform it “politically.” It is not to impose a new style of life upon the
inhabitants, but to offer them the typologies they expect. It is not to make a myth of



technology, but to use it effectively. It is not to create “meaning” that is incomprehen-

sible to the greater population, but to call upon common sense. It is not to create a
proletarian culture, but to make a heritage available for use.

“Realism is not only a literary matter, it is an important political,

philosophical, and practical matter, and must be proclaimed and treated as such: as

a matter that affects all human life.”'°

Thus there is no single form of realism. Realism is multiple like

the reality it reflects: Maurice Culot’s action in Brussels and the city management of
Bologna are just as “realist” as the Tendenza or the paper architects.
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of romanticism, symbolism, and realism. In 1927, Lunacharsky spoke of a “definitive
turn toward social realism”; then in 1924 Zonin published a book entitled For a Proletarian
Realism; finally, between 1932 and 1934, Marx and Engels’s writings on art were pub-
lished, with a commentary by Georg Lukacs, who would remain the theorist of socialist
realism par excellence until 1956.

This is how Teige, in his critique of socialist realism (1951), defines realism in architec-
ture: as a simple functional and technical adequacy to the natural and spiritual needs
of mankind.

When Herman Muthesius visited Siedlung Weissenhof in 1927 he declared, “Form is the
major recognizable demand of the buildings in the exhibition and of the so-called new
architecture. This should come as no surprise, since artistic currents are always of a for-
mal nature.” i

Otakar Macel, “Le realisme socialiste en architecture,” in Archithese, 1975.

In 1938 Hannes Meyer said: “The call for an international architecture at a time of na-
tional autarchy and of progress for colonial peoples . . . is a fantasy of architectural aes-
thetes cut off from social reality, who dream of a compact architectural world of glass and
steel (for the greater profit of the glass, cement, and steel monopolies).”

The name Tendenza originated in an article by Aldo Rossi written in 1966, “L’architettura
della ragione come architettura di tendenza” (the architecture of reason as architecture
of tendency). .

Bertolt Brecht, Uber Redlismus (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1971).
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Jorge Silvetti

“The Beauty of Shadows” Oppositions 9 (Summer 1977)

“The Beauty of Shadows” is most explicitly a mobilization of Roland Barthes’s con-
cept of critical play to construct a response to Manfredo Tafuri’s “L’Architecture dans
le Boudoir.” It is also, though less overtly, a mobilization of Louis Althusser’s concept
of ideology as a countercritique of Diana Agrest and Mario Gandelsonas’s Althus-
serian “Semiotics and Architecture: Ideological Consumption or Theoretical Work.”:
Outstretching its rather localized and focused origins, however, the essay conjoins
the discourse of realism with the general tendency of architectural theory in the 1970s
to look to (post)structuralist studies of language as a possible paradigm for architec-
tural thought, and develops a theory of architectural production, which Silvetti calls
“criticism from within,” that is a concise description of what many felt to be the pre-
dominant working conditions and operations of contemporary architectural practice.?

Of relevance here is the Foucauldian distinction between com-
mentary and criticism — the first of which essentially reproduces and legitimizes the
work or language under analysis, the latter of which “judges” the language itself and
“profanes it.” Criticism from within is both a representation of architectural language
and a subversion of architecture’s conventional “linguistic” material or design proce-
dures —what Barthes calls “a mask which points to itself.”> This type of criticism is
consonant with the difficult complicity of Barthes’s mythologist (the critic, not the
creator of myth). Like myth, the architecture Silvetti discusses “is made of material
which has already been worked on so as to make it suitable for communication”; it
appears as a “second-order semiological system,” but one whose signified is itself a
signifying system — an architectural language.# It is this formal aspect, not its content,
that characterizes myth. But whereas myth surreptitiously naturalizes and essential-
izes structures that are in fact arbitrary, the mythologist, still working from within
language, deploys myth’s own form against it, transposes it to another level of signi-
fication, and then suspends its artifice in a play of connotations and demystifications.
“Truth to tell,” writes Barthes, “the best weapon against myth is perhaps to mythify
it in its turn, and to produce an artificial myth: and this reconstituted myth will in fact
be a mythology. Since myth robs language of something, why not rob myth? All that
is needed is to use it as the departure point for a third semiological chain, to take its
signification as the first term of a second myth.”s

Silvetti aims to expose not so much any particular instance of
architecture as the fundamental mechanisms by which elements of the architectural
language are lifted out of their historical sediment and recombined, transformed, or
distorted into the language’s various instances, forming constellations of related
structures and strategies, each producing different effects already latent in the lan-
guage but heretofore unrealized. He uses the categories of rhetoric to label the sets of
rules that govern the production of these effects. “The goal of all structuralist activity,
whether reflexive or poetic,” Barthes writes, “is to reconstruct an ‘object’ in such a
way as to manifest the rules [that structure] this object. Structure is in fact a simula-
crum of the object, but a controlled and interested simulacrum, since the copy of the
object brings out something previously invisible, or . .. unintelligible in the natural
object.”¢ In the sense that the practice of criticism from within dissolves the individual



unit of signification back into the generalized structure that it partially instantiates —
in the sense, that is, that it operates as a “third semiological chain”—Silvetti
broaches the issue of ideology, understood as that which manages the structures that
structuralist operations reveal.

By placing itself within the act of making and by not using the instruments of language but those
of architecture itself, [criticism from within] becomes compromised by the ideological nature of
all objects produced by culture; but, at the same time, paradoxically, the very identification of
this type of criticism depends on the fact that these same objects possess the capacity to expose
certain meanings of the work that are otherwise obscured by ideological veils.

In “Semiotics and Architecture,” Agrest and Gandelsonas distin-
guish between architectural ideology and architectural theory on the model of Althus-
ser’s distinction of ideology and science. They maintain that “theoretical work cannot
be realized from inside architectural ideology, but from a theoretical ‘outside’ sepa-
rated from and against that ideology.”” It is at this crucial moment —the moment of
insisting on theory as outside ideology —that Silvetti swerves from the otherwise
foundational arguments of Agrest and Gandelsonas and attempts to project criticism
from within as a provisional practice in between the hegemonic force field of cultural
and disciplinary ideologies as analyzed by Agrest and Gandelsonas and the implaca-
ble silence of Tafuri’s historical closure.

Perhaps what is most promising about [criticism from within] is precisely the awareness that we
will not gain from it access to objective, scientific knowledge . . ., but rather that through it we
may aim at unfolding the imaginary-symbolic universe that architecture simultaneously pro-
poses and represses. The clear objective of such criticism should be the production of a kind
of “qualified” knowledge, even if short-lived, which will emerge as an “apparition” against a
background of transparent myths. It should not be expected that the effects of a theory [in the
sense of Althusserian science] will be achieved. . . . [But] perhaps through the exercise of this
criticism it will be possible to produce the “subtle subversion” that Barthes suggests . .., the
subversion that does not accept the play with opposites that are merely accomplices within the
same structure . .., but one that seeks another term beyond the game of oppositions, a term
not of synthesis but of an eccentricty that frustrates false oppositions.

Criticism from within is launched from the recognition that the
production of architectural meaning is a notion understandable only as the transfor-
mation of a meaning already emergent, Althusser’s toujours-deja-donne, the always-
already-given. Meaning is never just there; rather meaning is always already given in
the process of its transformation into another meaning. As important, the domain of
architectural meaning is not a theoretical outside but rather the Althusserian “imagi-
nary,” which is to say the domain of ideology itself.® Architecture needs some ideol-
ogy; it requires some chiaroscuro. Silvetti’s is a conception of architecture that
accepts and acts within ideological limits, but exposes and subverts them through

see112-113,
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formal operations: “the beauty of shadows,” of anamorphosis, of obliqueness, of fic-
tions that make manifest the fact that they are fictions.

Notes

1.
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Manfredo Tafuri, “L’Architecture dans le Boudoir: The Language of Criticism and the Criticism
of Language,” Oppositions 3 (May 1974), reprinted in this volume; Diana Agrest and Mario
Gandelsonas, “Semiotics and Architecture: Ideological Consumption or Theoretical Work,”
Oppositions 1 (September 1973).

For a more explicit discussion of realism, see Jorge Silvetti, “On Realism in Architecture,”
Harvard Architecture Review 1 (Spring 1980).

Roland Barthes, “Literature and Metalanguage,” in Critical Essays, trans. Richard Howard
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1972), p. 98.

Barthes expands Louis Hjelmslev’s model of semiotics to construct a tripartite scheme,
within which the sign of the first-order, denotative language produces a meaning that in turn
becomes a signifer, or form, of the second-level, connotative, mythical concept; together the
form and the concept produce the mythical signification. Barthes identifies the connotative
level with ideology; myth deploys the signs at this level to naturalize the dominant values
of a given historical period. See Roland Barthes, “Myth Today,” in Mythologies, trans. Annette
Lavers (New York: Hill and Wang, 1972).

Barthes, “Myth Today,” p. 135.

Roland Barthes, “The Structuralist Activity,” in Critical Essays, pp. 214-215.

Agrest and Gandelsonas, “Semiotics and Architecture,” p. 99.

See Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” in Lenin and Philosophy
and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Verso, 1971). Althusser considered art to
be a special case on the continuum from ideology to science or knowledge, inhabiting a
space “midway” between the two. The presentation of ideology in art places the reader or
spectator—for the moment and within the context of the work’s ideological materials —out-
side the particular ideology being presented. The work of art thus allows for the distantiation
of ideology and sets the spectator on the track toward understanding its workings. This
culminates in theoretical knowledge, the epistemological explanation of the lived experience
of ideology by descriptive concepts, which is the realm of Althusserian science.
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Jorge Silvetti  The Beauty of Shadows

“There is nothing more essential for a society than to classify its own languages,”
wrote Roland Barthes in 1966." This imperative seems to underlie much theoretical
work of the present decade in the fields of literature, music, and particularly in
architecture. What follows is an attempt to discuss and reaffirm the validity of con-
temporary inquiries that focus their attention on architecture as language: that is,
architecture as a specific ideological practice concerned with the production of cul-
tural symbols; architecture understood or “read” as a “text,” as material that sup-
ports a signification which includes but goes beyond the functions it involves.
Specifically, this essay seeks to contribute to such classificatory tasks by concentrat-
ing on one mode of architectural discourse of which we have become recently
aware: architecture as a discourse critical of itself. Such a discourse does not itself
make use of language, but instead places itself at the very moment of producing
an architectural object, aiming through this at a critical reading of the system of
architecture. The idea of “criticism from within” is not a new notion, and indeed
it has been equated at times with the very notion of art. What is new, however, is
the possibility of defining it more clearly by using new conceptual tools.

As defined, this type of criticism seems to differ from other
more conventional and well established types of criticism by virtue of the instru-
ments it uses. We shall see later that its identity depends on many other characteris-
tics that include the type of “effects” it produces as well as its relationship with
theory. For the moment, we need only make clear that the “realm” of criticism has
traditionally been divided between two opposing modes: one that tries to evaluate
the degree of “fitness” or “non-fitness” of a solution to a particular architectural
question and another that attempts to see both the question and that solution as
parts of a larger historical, cultural, or ideological process. The former, typical of
architectural journals and chronicles, is mainly concerned to “evaluate facts”; it is
in the end trapped within its own ideological perspective. This kind of critical dis-
course constitutes in most cases an obstacle for theory, and should perhaps be better
termed “technical” or “evaluative” criticism. The latter is related more to historical
and scholarly endeavors and has theory, to which it is a prolegomena and constant
check, as its final aim. This is indeed the only discourse that can safely claim the
name of criticism in that it enjoys the more “comfortable” situation of being dis-
tanced from the act of making.

Undoubtedly, the third type of critical discourse which I am
introducing here, and which I shall call “criticism from within,” does not appear
to have the same conceptual clarity as these two traditional forms, particularly in
its relation to theory and ideology. By placing itself within the act of making and
by not using the instruments of language but those of architecture itself, it becomes
compromised by the ideological nature of all objects produced by culture; but, at
the same time, paradoxically, the very identification of this type of criticism de-
pends on the fact that these same objects possess the capacity to expose certain
meanings of the work that are otherwise obscured by ideological veils.
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One might expect that among the copious writings that have
appeared in the last decade which have attempted a description and explanation of
architecture as language, attention would have been given to this third type of criti-
cism if only because it is itself, as a criticism of architecture, one of the many dis-
courses of language itself. Following the logic of the analogy between architecture
and language (and noting that important contributions on this area of theory have
concentrated heavily on the problems of theory versus ideology), the parallel con-
tains the possibility of making, or at least proposing, the existence of such a criti-
cism in architecture. But few have analyzed this notion of criticism, while many
have abused the usage of the term.

Manfredo Tafuri has recently attempted to evaluate the histori-
cal significance of internal criticism, particularly for the present time.*> In his writ-
ings, Tafuri takes a rather pessimistic view both of the historical and the cultural
value of an attitude that concerns itself with the problem of language—“the return
to language,” he writes, “is a proof of failure”*—an attitude to which “criticism
from within” belongs, and especially of the critical intentions that he sees as per-
vading the objects of present production. And yet, one of the central conclusions
that emerge from his argument is that there are no fundamental differences between
such architects as Aldo Rossi, James Stirling, Peter Eisenman, Robert Venturi, since
they “all return to language.” One may suspect that such frustration might well be
a typical initial reaction to a work of criticism of such stature and originality that it
shatters hitherto unchallenged systems of ordering and classifying and subverts our
previously held values, rearranging what is known according to a more enlightened
conceptual framework and thus transforming the object of analysis into a new, un-
expected reality.

Nonetheless, such classifications as Tafuri’s, which polarize
the objects of analysis into categories that are too broad, thus erasing significant
differences, or into trivial labeling systems as in the case of the originally amusing
but by now boring chromatic grouping into “the whites,” “the grays,” and “the
silvers” (a taxonomy which has retarded any serious understanding of the problem
of architecture as language), are in the end still frustrating in themselves. Further
treatment of the subject seems warranted, if for no other reason than because there
has been no systematic discussion of the nature of “criticism from within” and its
relation to a more general “return to language.” As yet I do not know what mecha-
nisms and operations it uses or how it differs from other types of work on language.
Indeed, to test and evaluate Tafuri’s macroscopic, global view it is indispensable to
shift attention to the internal workings of language and to possess a clear model of
its structure. I will begin my discussion at a microscopic, yet generalizable level,
describing certain mechanisms and operations, which I hope will later enable me
to establish the role that such “criticism from within” might play today in the devel-
opment of architecture in its relation to theory, criticism, and ideology.



I'would like for the purpose of my analysis to follow an opposite
path to Tafuri and start with a general characterization of the common traits shared
by most contemporary production concerned with architecture as language, ending
with a more particularized analysis that is intended to help differentiate what is “criti-
cism from within” from what is not.

Let us begin by assuming that the “return to language” has in-
deed occurred (a trend that seems to characterize the seventies, as has been said, but
which also can be traced back to Kahn and even to the early Johnson). That is, this
“return to language” is marked by an unusual degree of self-consciousness in archi-
tecture, which starts with the recognition that architecture, like any other cultural
product, can be studied as a system of signification, establishing different levels, accu-
mulating layers of meaning and sense, and constituting one of the many symbolic
spheres instituted by society. As a consciousness of itself, architecture can only, and
only willingly, operate with the known: its past, immediate or distant, and the exis-
tent world. It is, then, a work of reflection, essentially anti-utopian, one which auto-
matically establishes a basis for criticism since criticism is a speculative reflection on
the known.

It is undoubtedly for this reason that on so many occasions we
hear the analogy drawn between the present moment and that of Mannerism, that
“universal malaise” as Colin Rowe called it, that appeared in Italy during the Cinque-
cento.® This is probably because, for the first time since the twenties, we find our-
selves looking back on the Modern Movement itself from a real historical perspective.
Its “classicism” has by now been experienced, its effects sensed, and its postulates
questioned; yet with all this nothing seems to have appeared to replace it. Like the
Mannerist architect we can only manipulate the known. Such is, in my view, all that
can be said in general terms about the state of architecture today.

But as soon as we begin to scrutinize these modern “manners”
and their mechanisms for the production of meaning, we realize that the conscious
reference either to past architectures or to contemporary realities can be established
and expounded in many forms (some of them of antagonistic character), so that self-
consciousness and the “return to language” are not sufficient categorizations upon
which to reject or accept them; that there might be specific differentiations, much
more useful than Tafuri’s universalist label, to be made between Charles Moore’s
“wit” and Aldo Rossi’s “silence”; that, in short, as a parallel to the general treatment
we need to establish with clarity: (1) how operations on language work; (2) what
their relations to theory and ideology are; (3) what their historic-cultural status is.

What then is it possible to do with an established code, or how
can we operate on it? Without risking much, we could say that it is only possible
either to transform it or to reproduce it. By transformation we mean those operations
performed on the elements of a given existent code which depart from the original,
normative, or canonical usage of the code by distorting, regrouping, reassembling,
or in general altering it in such a way that it maintains its reference to the original, while tending
to produce a new meaning. (For the purposes of our discussion, we need not enter into the
problem of reproduction.)® From this very general point of view, the Renaissance
becomes a transformation of Antiquity, Mannerism of Quattrocento architecture,
Neo-Classicism of Classicism, eclecticism of the past as a whole, etc. We might use-
fully illustrate these transformational operations by means of an analogy with the
classical figures of rhetoric. We can see, for example, the “hyperboles” to which the
architect-monk submitted the classical code in the Cartuja de Granada, the “paradox”
which Bernardo Buontalenti presents to us in the stair of the choir of Santo Stefano
in Florence, the “ironies” in Giulio Romano’s Palazzo del Te, the “metaphors” of
most of the work of Charles Moore, the “ellipses” of Fascist architecture, of Robert
Venturi, and of Aldo Rossi.” All these examples exhibit the same general characteris-
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tics: they all operate with known architectural codes, and they all re-deploy these
codes by effecting some easily perceivable changes. Yet all the resulting effects are
different; for while in one case we might be induced to smile with a certain conde-
scension, in another we are puzzled by what seems an impossible mistake, and in
another we might even need to close our eyes to imagine what is not there. An almost
endless list could be compiled for the purpose of showing how powerful rhetoric can
be in assisting a theoretical and hence systematic classification of these architectural
operations, and for demonstrating the similar structure of production of meaning of
most of man’s products. My interest here is to concentrate on specific effects pro-
duced by some of these transformations. For this, it is enough to say that rhetoric is
a metalanguage, a discourse built on another discourse. As we will see later, this concept
that comes out of logic and semiotics provides us with a tool that will help us under-
stand and delimit the problems posed at the beginning of this paper in relation to
“criticism from within.”

To begin with, it is clear that much of what is produced today
in architecture consists of a discourse that comments on other already constituted
architectural discourses: that is, the very special case of metalanguage in which both
discourses belong to the same practice; architecture commenting on architecture,
architecture “speaking” of itself. One way to clarify the concept of metalanguage in
relation to our subject is to classify the range of possible object-languages; that is to
say, the codes or elements that can be referred to or commented on by the meta-
language. For example, the metalanguage may refer to or comment on the formal codes;
it may also refer to the functional codes, that is, the set of systematized, normalized
functions (the program) and the uses they promote. Because they are the most con-
scious codes of modern architecture, both of these seem to have been rather thor-
oughly explored. But it is also possible to conceive of a commentary on the rhetorical
codes themselves, and on the moral codes. In reality, these commentaries seem to
concentrate on elements of the codes. This can be illustrated by the example of the column.
The column has undoubtedly been one of the most significant elements of architec-
ture, and as such it has become one of the favorite elements of architectural language,
attracting commentaries of metalinguistic nature, as illustrated by the Desert de Retz
by Frangois Barbier of 1771, the inverted half-shaft column of the William Henry
Seward Memorial by Hornbostel & Wood of 1929, and by Adolf Loos’s Chicago Trib-
une competition entry of 1923. These examples all refer, on the first reading, not to
the body of referents peculiar to the classical code, but to the element itself or to the
code itself (in this case the column, in its denotative state). Thus, these examples
refer not to the supposed contents of classical architecture (beauty, the human body,
proportions, etc.) but to the classical element, column; that is to say, all these ex-
amples (each of them a fully constituted significant system of signified/signifier)
contain in themselves another significant system previously constituted (i.e., the clas-
sical column). In most of these cases the metalinguistic operation is constituted by a
simple change of scale or the substitution of a different function for the original one.
Again, it is interesting to note that all of these displacements do not produce the
same effect. In some cases, a certain surplus of meaning appears beyond the simple
commentary, and in some cases this “beyond” approaches a dimension of criticism.
The famous triglyphs of Giulio Romano might serve to further the analysis. The her-
esy perpetrated by Giulio Romano against the classical language seems to be more
than a heresy, more than a trivial game: in it we find it extremely difficult to experi-
ence the principles of humanism. We are forced to refer back to architecture itself,
since the disordered order within the order disturbs us. There is no change of scale,
no inversion, no second stage; we are confronted with a wall conceived within a
canon. However, if only one triglyph were loose, we would not see it; it would be an
accident. It is precisely the insistent and systematic disorder within the order which



disorders the old one, and which forbids us to experience the transparent effect of
what it should have been—something classic. Giulio Romano thus invents, in a
single heretical gesture, a new meaning—~perhaps proving that the impossible is pos-
sible—by showing up the conventionality of the classical code. The operation is one
of altering syntactic relationships. The rhetorical figure is irony, and its effect can be
interpreted as critical. It is only at the end of this process of deciphering that we turn
back to the original referent (beauty, the human body, proportions, etc.) in order to
sense the strength of the new effect; but now we accept the reference only after de-
mythifying it. This results in a de-naturalization of the code that has been interro-
gated. The object-language is thus questioned in its own terms. Indeed, this is an appar-
ently trivial detail if considered by itself. It is only as part of the spirit that pervades
the entire work that we can establish its place in a more complex system of critical
meanings. Giulio Romano’s building acquires a startling power when we discover
that a similar attack has been carried at all levels, intentionally profaning the integrity
of all the iconographic, compositional, structural codes of the classical language.

Shocking at first, the object impatiently unfolds before us a uni-
verse of meanings hitherto hidden from us; and our initial feeling of disturbance
gives way to a pleasurable sensation of intellectual complicity between the architect
and ourselves after we have, not without effort, succeeded in disclosing the building’s
arcane messages. The object appears as a revelation, not of sacred but of heretical
nature because it confronts us with a subversive meaning whose opaque effect pro-
poses and obliges us to perform a certain intellectual task of deciphering. The object
cannot be consumed, but must be interpreted; indeed, we must wander along the
same path that the architect followed; we must work with it.

Although we cannot place ourselves at the same comfortable
distance with the present that we are able to do with the Italian Cinquecento, perhaps
it is possible, tentatively, to propose a similar reading of some recent architecture.
We can recognize in some works of Charles Moore, for example, the same type of
transformations to which we have alluded. Kresge College re-presents the known and
all too familiar in a disjointed, unexpected, disturbing manner, and we can apply our
previous remarks in relation to the effects of the “criticism from within” to describe
what we are told through these buildings.

The effectiveness of such “criticism from within,” however,
does not necessarily depend on such ironic manipulations of architectural codes.
Rather, the critical effect depends on a subversion of known meanings and on the
production of knowledge itself;® and to that end no rhetorical operation, per se, can
offer guarantees. Levi-Strauss, commenting on Duchamp’s “ready mades,” expresses
eloquently the complex mixture of operations and effects in these types of works:
“You then accomplish a new distribution between the signifier and the signified, a
distribution that was in the realm of the possible but was not openly effected [in the
primitive condition of the object]. You make then, in one sense, a work of learning,
discovering in that object latent properties that were not perceived in the initial con-
text; a poet does this each time he uses a word or turns a phrase in an unusual man-
ner.”? It is this test, and not the simple manipulation of known codes, which the work
of “criticism from within” must pass. Thus, works like those of Rossi and Graves that
are neither ironic nor paradoxical nonetheless impose on us an oeuvre de connaissance,
make us discover latent properties, and open to us a poetic dimension. And, recalling
Barthes, we may use and interpret the notion of “anamorphism” as a metaphor that
can help us to circumscribe even more precisely this still evasive notion of “criticism
from within.”!® In fact, anamorphism expresses almost literally the mechanism,
effects, and dilemmas of this type of criticism. For example, the techniques used
widely in painting during the sixteenth century and illustrated here by the “skull”
depicted at the bottom of Holbein the Younger’s The Ambassadors can be read in two
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different ways. We can see them as tricks, games, diversions; but it is also possible to
read in them a much more subversive content than can be apprehended if we concen-
trate only on the technique of distortion employed. In this case, it is necessary to
understand the implications of perspective as “symbolic form” (in Panofsky’s sense)
to see that the technique of anamorphism effects also a criticism of a mode of repre-
sentation, making explicit the illusion of perspective and producing, if only for a
moment, a condensed knowledge that must be unraveled by the beholder.

We can, then, base our understanding of the nature of “criti-
cism from within” on this constellation of attributes, and this, in turn, helps us to
differentiate it from other types of transformation. This distinction is important
because there exists another possibility of transformation, which is opposed to
criticism, an understanding of which should help us in the task of clarifying contem-
porary productions. If we analyze, for instance, some current architectures that
abound in historical allusions and quotations, we find that neither the operations nor
the effects produced belong to the category of criticism described, in spite of sharing
with it a certain self'consciousness and transformational character. In these cases the
material that supports meaning is not substantially altered in order to bring out any
latent properties; rather, it is strategically marked—simply “quoted”—with the re-
sulting effect of veiling, covering, wrapping as it were, the original sign in a new
meaning. It tends to emphasize features of the already known, seeking an external,
larger association. It seeks a connotation. And paradoxically, in the cases of historical
quotation, it denies the history contained in it by erasing the contingencies by which
it is or was determined; by denying history it naturalizes the object. It is a process of
mythification of the known.!" As such, this type of transformation is often found in
the architecture of mass consumption, where nothing could be more alien to its aim
than the deciphering activity which characterizes “criticism from within.” But it is
also, and at a more profound level, at the root of many of the present attempts to
consciously work with architecture as language. Examples could be listed endlessly,
but suffice it to say that it is probably the effect sought after by most of the iconogra-
phers of the present, so-called “populist” tendencies. For it is not history in its most
profound sense that is the desired object of exploration, exposition, and unraveling,
but rather the immediate, uncritical, almost urgent rapport between the architecture
and the beholder.

Thus, in terms of mechanisms of transformation, we can
differentiate clearly between “criticism from within” and mythification. “Criticism
from within” is a signifying system in which the content is in itself a signifying
system; that is to say, the form and the content of the original object are both, in
turn, the content of another form (the transformed object). Mythification, con-
versely, institutes a new signifying system in which its form remains almost untrans-
formed, but by subtle accents, a new content covers the object. The respective effects
can also be seen as dichotomous: criticism generates opaqueness, intrigue, ques-
tioning, subversion; mythification generates transparency, complacency, naturaliza-
tion, and conformism.

Using this reading, one cannot any longer group the members
of the New York “Five” together simply on the basis of their use of similar superficial
elements. Of all of them, only John Hejduk and Michael Graves seem to achieve the
effects produced by critical operations. Hejduk does so by elevating certain architec-
tural components to the category of signs of themselves, and by virtue of this, he
achieves an architecture almost devoid of any metaphorical or representative value
except that of itself; plans and facades become the vehicles for unprecedented discov-
eries, while the myths of function and structure are dissipated by poetry. Graves, on
the other hand, concentrates insistently on the metaphorical dimensions of archi-
tecture and thereby brings about a completely new reading of all the elements
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implicated (columns, walls, ceilings, colors, etc.), and as a result his architecture
yields as surplus an enrichment of a vocabulary and mechanisms that were deemed
exhausted. In both cases, our reading of the early work of Le Corbusier and of general
architectural notions is both demythified and enriched.

We see then that the “return to language” deserves more than
the merely perfunctory treatment which discards it altogether as senseless. In rather
schematic fashion, we have been able to establish the existence of at least two oppo-
site effects resulting from different ways of constructing the architectural discourse
that reflects upon itself: the possibility of criticism and that of mythification. This
analysis suggests other levels of investigation. As both criticism and myth produce a
certain type of knowledge—criticism by digging into the object itself in a relentless
search for fundamental meaning, mythification by re-presenting the object as a con-
firmation of our previous knowledge and then by naturalizing it—we must ask what
kind of relations this very special type of criticism “from within” establishes with
theory and ideology, what its locations are in regard to these two realms of human
knowledge. We might even ask whether, indeed, this type of “production of knowl-
edge” deserves the label of criticism. The consideration of this question seems imper-
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ative, since, as we said at the beginning, we are confronted with an apparently blatant
contradiction: we assume that an object produced by culture (and as such marked by
ideology) also has the capacity to present a critique of itself (and as such to contrib-
ute to theoretical knowledge). But, at the risk of constructing a tautology, it is this
paradox itself that constitutes its own explanation and is the foundation of its own
richness and uniqueness. For it is senseless to ask of this “criticism from within” a
guarantee that it will discover some “truth” of scientific nature. As a discourse it can
only be read through the object in which it is rooted and not through language,
which manipulates concepts that are organized logically and provides the “matter”
that science and theory transform. As criticism contained in an object (whether a
painting, a sculpture, a work of architecture), it proposes itself to us as a totality,
which cannot be reproduced or tested as a scientific or theoretical proposition. Once
it has appeared, its own critical nature is compromised by its very object-nature, and
it cannot escape the destiny that our culture reserves for its objects: its critical mean-
ing becomes consumable after its operations are discovered. It is possible to trans-
form these operations into techniques, or into normative principles (as, for example,
in the efforts of Venturi to institutionalize irony), and l'enfant terrible becomes a desired
connotation with time. This condition thus defines the difference between this type
of criticism and the criticism involved in the production of scientific or theoretical
knowledge: while both are subversive at the beginning, one becomes the object of
consumption, the other, of systematic knowledge. “Criticism from within” is, then,
a short-lived phenomenon in the continuum of knowledge, its initial power being
recoverable only through exegesis and archaeology, although never to be experienced
again with its own original vigor and authority. But this limitation only serves to
clarify its role, not to suggest that it should be dismissed. Because of this specific and
unique condition, there is a liberating effect: not being able to exercise the power of
“truth,” criticism from within institutes in its place the domain of art as poetry. The
consequences of acknowledging its dependence on and its contradictory, ambiguous
relationship with ideology becomes its force.

It is especially at such a time of questioning as the present that
the mass of ideological formations cracks, that “criticism from within” penetrates
the solidity of mythical constructions with the aim of exposing the multiplicity of
meanings that lie hidden in it. Perhaps what is most promising about this type of
criticism is precisely the awareness that we will not gain from it access to objective,
scientific knowledge (a task that returns to the discipline where it belongs: history),
but rather that through it we may aim at unfolding the imaginary-symbolic universe
that architecture simultaneously proposes and represses. The clear objective of such
criticism should be the production of a kind of “qualified” knowledge, even if short-
lived, which will emerge as an “apparition” against a background of transparent
myths. It should not be expected that the effects of a theory will be achieved. How-
ever, the poetical dimension which finds in this criticism its natural realm in the
present moment may be rediscovered. And perhaps through the exercise of this criti-
cism it will be possible to produce the “subtle subversion” that Barthes suggests as a
possible solution to the contradictions of art;'* that is to say, the subversion that does
not accept the play with opposites that are merely accomplices within the same struc-
ture (i.e., the endless oscillation between formalism and functionalism), but one that
seeks another term beyond the game of oppositions, a term not of synthesis but of
an eccentricity that frustrates false oppositions. Therefore, one cannot conclude with
Tafuri that “behind this laborious digging into architecture’s own existence, there is
a constant fear of an authentic critical process.”'* Both “criticism from within” as
well as the criticism of theory and history have, de facto, a precisely delimited field
of action, so that it is not necessary to engage in a discussion as to which criticism is
“authentic.” “Authentic” is too loaded a term to be useful in defining the boundaries
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of different practices. But if the possibilities of inquiry offered by historical criticism
are not the same as those offered by the work of art, the distinction between them
does not preclude their dialectical relationship. History aims at scientific explanation,
and it has, consequently, an undeniable lead in the field of knowledge. It helps the
artist to establish and become conscious of his own location. This consciousness has
consequences for the artist’s work, although these consequences are not automatic.
But conversely, the artist’s products provide the material for theory, and theory must
wait for their appearance; for no matter how advanced a structural model of society
theory might possess, it cannot forecast and depict the artistic products that that
structure will produce.

Our inquiry into the nature of “criticism from within” cannot,
however, be concluded here. In addressing the questions of its place in the sphere of
knowledge, we found that some aspects of it are neither explained by a description
of its internal mechanisms nor by its relationships with theory and ideology; more
specifically, we implied that there is some temporal aspect to “criticism from within.”
It seems, then, that in order to understand the paradoxical nature of this criticism,
we need to consider its relation with both of its coordinates: not only the structural,
which we have just touched upon, but also the historical-cultural, which we will
consider next.

As the concept of “criticism from within,” or even the general
notion of transformation implies, its operation requires the existence of well estab-
lished codes on which to work. It is not, then, surprising that throughout history its
appearance has been rather discreet and sporadic. In this context we might re-invoke
the analogy of contemporary architecture to that of Mannerism, an architecture that
responded to the “very human desire to impair perfection when once it has been
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achieved.”'* Mannerist architecture was, like the works of today, essentially a reflec-
tive task, a critical experimentation with Classicism, which effected the subversive
dismembering of the classical language through the heretical and revealing work of
Giulio Romano, Michelangelo, Serlio, and the like, at the same time as it unfolded
an unexpected treasure from which the classical language could re-emerge renovated
and ready for its most fulfilling moment, pregnant with a seemingly inexhaustible
richness.

This sporadic nature of “criticism from within,” which appears
as it were as an irregular necessity of history, forms its principal historical differenti-
ation from other types of transformational work, and specifically from that type we
have defined as its opposite: mythification. Mythification appears as a continuum in
history; it is the most basic, rudimentary, and unavoidable manner of signifying of
any object of the material culture. The prevailing forces in architectural ideologies,
throughout history, are those that try to “naturalize” the cultural constructs of archi-
tecture, to justify and rationalize it through mythification. The forms of objects are
thus constantly wrapped and veiled with secondary meanings, establishing chains
which can only be interrupted momentarily by the reversing act of criticism. But it
is important, since we are testing these arguments against the historical coordinate,
to differentiate within mythification the existence of two different and opposed
modes of effecting the naturalization of historical contingencies, two clear and typi-
cal forms that correspond to two very well differentiated historical moments: one
(and this applies specifically to recent history) is the avant-garde moment, and the
other, the moments that correspond to crisis or disbelief. Firstly, mythification
(which attempts to achieve a particular transformation in men’s consciousness—that
of transforming the contingencies of the cultural and the historical into the natural)
acquires in the avant-garde a positive value insofar as it is a genuine act of creation
and insofar as it represents an intentional break with the past, placing the language
in question within new terms and establishing its own parameters of production and
criticism. Since no artistic movement can precede a general change in the historical
determinants, the ideological work of the avant-garde—its mythification—consists
precisely in making intelligible these determinants within a new ideological dis-
course; thus, for example, the aesthetics of the machine is a mythification, a natural-
ization of the historical contingencies of the machine itself, which does not explain it
but rather borrows it uncritically, yet which, however, performs the role of establish-
ing an iconography that symbolizes a positive utopia that is historically correct and
forward looking. Now, this discourse that tells us about a new reality, that makes that
reality legible and intelligible, is, because of its ideological nature, a distortion of
those historical determinants. But although this fact is proven by time, it does not
provide an automatic knowledge of what has been falsified; this is the work of
criticism.

Secondly, in periods of disbelief, such as that which began in
the late fifties and culminated during the sixties, mythification acquires the role of a
cynical accomplice because it has nothing to propose and yet it continues to mimic
the gestures of creation. At this point, there is only one positive option as to what to
do with the “classic” language, and that is to demythify it. This act, together with
theoretical work, can close a historical period. The counterpart of this proposition
is—if I may be permitted the term—the mythification of myth, and as such it repre-
sents a reactionary force. It invariably implies a degradation of what is being
transformed.

The type of mythification that is of interest for an analysis of
the present moment then, is that which converts an already established architectural
language into the material support of a sign which connotes what has already been
sanctioned, approved, and digested by the system of architecture; that is to say, not



into a language that connotes itself, but into one that seeks as a unique objective to
signify the value that the system has acquired already in history. Hence, in many
cases, the uses of the International Style, rationalism, “Corbusianism,” etc. do not
necessarily imply an intent to continue the tasks set forth in the heroic period of
modern architecture or an attempt to realize the program of the avant-garde; rather,
the style is often selected because of the connotations of “art” and “modernity” that
it carries, and finally because it permits the architect to play safely within
architecture.'®

At this point it might be of help to introduce a more specific
nomenclature, one that might serve to differentiate even further and with more preci-
sion the possibilities of work with language. These are the notions of “criticism” and
“commentary” as elaborated by Michel Foucault in The Order of Things: “Since the classi-
cal age, commentary and criticism have been in profound opposition. By speaking
of language in terms of representation and truth, criticism judges it and profanes it.
Now as language in the irruption of its being, and questioning it as to its secret,
commentary halts before the precipice of the original text, and assumes the impos-
sible and endless task of repeating its own birth within itself: it sacralizes language.
These two ways by which language establishes a relation with itself were now to
enter into a rivalry from which we have not yet emerged—and which may even be
sharpening as time passes.”'® For, to interrogate a language as to what, how, and why
it represents, as criticism does, is to begin to disturb it at the very point where the
ideological operation takes place; it is indeed to attempt to “profane” its inner sanc-
tum and to judge its truth. Commentary, on the other hand, reproduces language,
represents it with no other intention than to sanction its truth. And without at-
tempting to generalize these two notions for the history of architecture, Foucault’s
categories are useful in separating present productions precisely and in regulating
the use of the two terms which are loosely used in architecture today.

It is possible now to respond with more clarity to some of the
questions that were posed at the beginning. We know it is possible to discern two
types of discourse that are based on transformations of existing architectural codes,
and that they are opposed in their mechanisms and in their effects. While one—
criticism—attempts a reading of architecture in depth, unfolding the latent layers of
meaning, the other—mythification—slides on the surface of the veils with which it
has covered architecture. We have found that, historically, this seemingly simple dual-
ity is in fact a more complex, asymmetrical cultural phenomenon, since it is possible
to sketch for the latter two opposing pictures, corresponding to two different histori-
cal moments, and for the former a sporadic appearance.'” What our analysis has also
yielded is the conviction that the critical reflection of language upon itself, “criticism
from within,” although sporadic, appears as an inevitable part of the architect’s en-
deavor, in turn part of a more general phenomenon of a “return to language.” Hence,
as such, the phenomenon implies neither advancement nor regression. It is a histori-
cal reality, a common background against which we find ourselves working today.
Within it, the searches, means, and objectives, which are marked by the subject and
its contingencies, can be as varied as in any historical moment. Of course, it is not
only possible, but necessary that the theoretical/historical criticism that analyzes
these phenomena be carried out with different focuses and at different scales. Thus
the general view that Tafuri offers is more than necessary: it is indispensable to talk
about the “return to language” and to try to disentangle the historical meaning that
such an attitude, as a whole, might have as opposed to other historical possibilities,
contemporary, past, or hypothetical. But such a view, when expounded in disregard
of the meaning of the nuances and eccentricities that the historical material offers,
might become unconstructive if not informed dialectically by an internal analysis of
such an attitude toward architecture. Tafuri’s principal theoretical objective justifies



swverti | 1977 | 277

his level of generalization because in his analysis he seeks to oppose the architect as
a “producer” to the architect as an “expert in language”;'® however, his analysis of
these two categories, which might have important theoretical consequences, is not
altogether convincing because of his ambiguous use of the concept of “production.”
It is confusing because both types of work imply the “production” of something and
as such both are historically and theoretically relevant; both operate upon and trans-
form a given material by using and manipulating determinate means of production;
both are related to ideology as well as to technique. Therefore, if it is true that a critic
may find that some of the products of some of the “experts in language” have no
cultural or historical relevance, obviously the same may be found for some of the
producer’s products, so that it is simply incorrect to try to establish the supremacy
or importance of one over the other. Tafuri may consider that the work of certain
contemporary architects is, in the end, irrelevant, but to generalize in such a way as
to say that “the return to language [in this moment] is a proof of failure” obscures
this fundamental principle: the production of “building” and the production of
“meaning” are both parts of the production of architecture. Of course Tafuri would
agree with this, but he seems to imply that the problem of the language of architec-
ture (“as a system of communication . . .”) should be left aside, to “happen” as it
were, and that it is more important to concentrate on the nature of “building con-
struction in reality.” "

But what is building construction in reality? It does not stop at
the moment when all economic, managerial, and political problems have been taken
into account. The building still has to be created, and at that moment, whether the
agent involved is an architect, a planner, a politician, a builder, or a layman does
not matter: the whole problem of architecture as language, architecture as symbol,
architecture as material culture, starts all over again; the dialectical process between
creativity and history is again put into motion; and however uncultivated or under-
developed the agent is, the problem of the transformation of a language is posed.

It therefore seems that this consciousness about “language”
which characterizes the present moment, these attempts at a real criticism “from
within,” are a positive step. To extend Tafuri’s own parable of the magician,* an
understanding of the position where the architect-critic places himself might help
us to understand more fully “the tricks of the magician” since these tricks can only
be explained from both vantage points; from “behind the scene” (as Tafuri would
want it) one sees the techniques of the tricks, and from the “seat in the audience” one
sees the way in which the trick is delivered and the effects it produces. Both positions
are needed to explain the magician and his tricks. If this is true, then there is no way
by which we can escape our involvement with language. And regardless of whether
or not one agrees with the view that the architect may be a “producer,” such a view
isnot an “either/or” option when considered in relation to architecture as language.

It is important now to move a step forward, to change the level
of discourse and enlarge the focus as it were, in order to establish the place of the
“concern for language” and specifically of “criticism from within” within the system
of production. We should recall that we started our work by assuming that what
characterizes architecture today is its capacity to be studied as a system of significa-
tions that establishes different levels and layers of meanings and sense and constitutes
one of the symbolic spheres instituted by society. If our assumption was correct, we
can further conclude that architecture defines its place and role in the spheres of the
production of knowledge and the production of meaning, as well as in the technical
production of artifacts, as being within the social practices, and that as such it can be
regarded mainly as a technical-ideological practice insofar as it transforms both mat-
ter and man’s consciousness and utilizes both techniques and human relations. But
within the realm of the production of meaning and knowledge—that with which



we have been specifically concerned in our analysis of “criticism from within”—it
is necessary to establish with certainty what role and place this criticism occupies, its
extensions and limits.

For it is clear, as has already been implied in our discussion of
the multi-layered nature of the phenomena of meaning in architecture, that this as-
pect of “criticism from within” cannot be the only discourse proposed by architec-
ture. This peculiar discourse, as is obvious to many and disturbing to most, concerns
mainly the most hermetic level of meaning that architecture can articulate. What may
be read in this architecture of “criticism from within” pertains only to the closed
domain of architecture itself as a discipline, and requires a trained reader, one who
knows the symbolic universe proposed and instituted by it, and one whose intimate
knowledge of the universe of, for instance, classical and modern architecture enables
him to decipher the depth of the critical messages of Giulio Romano and John Hej-
duk respectively. Thus, this “hermetic” language of “criticism from within” must be
understood and used as an internal disciplinary mechanism, whose social value is
delimited by the boundaries that any specialized language establishes in society. It is
pointless, then, to argue about “elitism” or “hermeticism” as the socially and politi-
cally undesirable results of these internal elaborations, since they are by their very
nature “hermetic” and “elitist” in their relations with the collective realm. However,
that they are only as hermetic as any internal criticism of any contemporary discipline
is a fact that we can easily test, for example, by attempting to decipher the communi-
cations among physicists. But if we can refrain from discarding physics for its seem-
ingly “hermetic” quality, we should at the same time demand that its products have
a more positive collective value. This also goes for architecture where the issue seems
even more pressing because of the unavoidable impingement of its products upon
the public realm. So there should be no controversy over whether architecture lan-
guage should deal with one or the other. The two discourses, the hermetic and the
collective, seem to define the two poles of the scale of possible discourses that archi-
tecture is capable of handling. Considering these terms as dichotomic and exclusive
is an error that seems to explain much of the confusion and poverty pervading archi-
tectural discussion today—confusion insofar as there is no awareness that architec-
ture operates, communicates, and speaks at many levels as a polyphonic composition,
and poverty, as a consequence, because most seem to want to suppress this potential
richness in favor of a monochord discourse which “speaks™ solely the language of
“the people” or of “the elite,” as if such a thing were possible. It is only after estab-
lishing with clarity the place and limits of “criticism from within” in the system of
production as an inescapable, indispensable, “elitist” language that we can assess
more thoroughly and correctly some of the architecture produced today. If there is
something to be questioned in architecture, it is not its preoccupation with language,
which is a concern that it can rightfully display and dutifully respond to; rather, it
should be questioned on its lack of articulation between the internal, speculative
discourse implied by the return to language and the domain of architecture as a col-
lective discourse.

At this point we return to the problem of Mannerism. It was
precisely a moment of profound moral and intellectual crisis that produced the re-
flective attitude, the “signifying consciousness” and critical mind of the Mannerist
artist of the sixteenth century. This chapter of history has been thoroughly explained,
but what is important to note is that the magnificent Baroque explosion that followed
it could only have happened after Mannerism demonstrated to what limits the classi-
cal language of architecture could be extended. The excesses and heresies of Manner-
ism cleared the way for the majestic and sure moves of the Baroque architect,
opening the path to one of the most successful chapters in the history of architecture,
when the bonds between a political and social program (the Counter Reformation)
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and an artistic program (based on the rhetoric of persuasion) seem to have been
stronger than they are today. The optimistic conclusion that might be drawn from
this analogy as far as our own future is concerned is not necessarily convincing, and
one can only wish it were true. But we believe that one must, at the least, accept the
necessity of this reflective moment, when architecture turns into itself to recognize
its signifying nature and to search for its limits, as indispensable for any future. The
period that followed the heroic years of the Modern Movement did not produce
much knowledge about its own nature, but rather a pragmatic, over-optimistic and
simplified application of its universalist principles. Slowly it withdrew into the most
banal forms of consumerism, undoubtedly as a result of this uncritical application of
its principles. Whereas some serious theoretical and historical criticism was pro-
duced, the practice of architecture proceeded with blind confidence in its language
and its ethical codes, and culminated in stagnation and in premature failure.

As often with historical parallels, their value lies not so much in
the points where coincidence occurs, but rather where the analogy no longer holds;
indeed, it is at the moment when a difference appears that we can begin to gain
knowledge. For this reason, the analogy between Mannerism and the present can
only be stretched so far. The two moments in fact derived from two very different
methodological commitments, each consciously established: the classical view was
typological, the modern view was programmatic. The former furnished a symbol to be
operated upon, the latter supposedly furnished a set of social demands from which
a form could be derived if reason and the spirit of the age were invoked. It is beyond
the scope of this paper to analyze further the contradictions inherent in this last dis-
tinction, but some observations are possible. The tenets of modern architecture, sim-
plified to pure formulae, continued to champion the programmatic approach at the
same time that they generated architectural typologies, rooted in culture in the deep-
est sense, and instituted in practice but unacknowledged as such. This fact prevented
and even forbade any conscious attempt to investigate the language of architecture
“from within.” The trap of the “form/function” ideology which reappeared, reno-
vated and transformed into all the variants that characterized the dispersion of ar-
chitecture during the sixties— “systems analysis,” behaviorism, planning, “problem
solving techniques,” etc.—prevented any consideration of architecture as a fact of
culture. (In this country, the work of Kahn stands out as a powerful reaction to it,
although his work had to be wrapped in obscure and metaphysical rationalization.)

It is tempting to think, then, that a reconsideration of the impli-
cations of a typological approach in architecture today might suggest a possible artic-
ulation between those two unavoidable discourses that architecture must institute.
For if we look at the problem of a typology of architecture as not just functional
recipes or formal dictionaries, but rather as an ever changing, symbolic discourse
articulated by culture as a whole and from which we can nurture our search, it be-
comes clear that it is only with a conscious “return to language” that we can successfully
operate upon transform, and invent from architecture. For this reason this approach, and
the consciousness that arises from it, can establish the basis for a new type of creativ-
ity, one that allows us to depart from a collective intelligibility and to accept con-
sciously the notion of transformation as a means of operation, thus dissipating the
anguish that results from either “scientific” demands or from the myth of the genius.
It seems possible, then, to find place for both internal speculation and social responsi-
bility, “criticism from within” and “collective myths,” the two inescapable voices
that are uttered through architecture. This new consciousness does not stop with the
memory of the type, but begins with it only to forget it at the moment of poetic
transformation. It furnishes us with the conceptual foundations upon which it is
possible to reestablish an intelligent discussion about representation and iconography
in architecture, two subjects that have been denied or treated obliquely by modern



architecture. Finally, such a typological approach to architecture, which recognizes
the multiplicity of meanings of the built world, also affords the possibility of ac-
cepting and incorporating the ever present and unresolvable contradictions between
myth and critique, the two substances that inform the space in which we inescap-
ably act.

If these very tentative conclusions seem to pose more questions
than answers, and to cast some doubt upon the exactitude of some of the previous
speculations, at least this last fact of the double, paradoxical nature of architecture
together with all its implications, seems to be undisputable. Through asserting this
fact, we have attempted to erase the remaining traces of the false dilemma of “scien-
tific versus intuitive” that still haunts us. Neither pure fact nor pure myth, architec-
ture must unashamedly depict its ambiguous nature. It seems appropriate to recall
Barthes in closing: “There are those who want a text (an art, a painting) without a
shadow, without the ‘dominant ideology’; but this is to want a text without fecun-
dity, without productivity, a sterile text. . . . The text needs its shadows; this shadow
is a bit of ideology, a bit of representation, a bit of subject: ghosts, pockets, traces,

necessary clouds: subversion must produce its own chiaroscuro.”*!
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sumption: these two words in this context recall the modern notion of kitsch—the
operation which entails an uncritical debasement of the work of art, oriented toward an
easy consumption. It takes very little effort to discover that the definition of kitsch applies
to what we have been discussing in terms of mythification in architecture, and only the
classic content that the artistic elite has attached to the notion of kitsch to defend its own
lesser works has so far prevented us from seeing the parallel. It is only a matter of how
inclusive one wants this notion to be. And, if we only take into account the type of opera-
tions involved in it, we might surprisingly find that kitsch is not only a reproduction of
Mona Lisa on a towel, but also much of the present exquisite architecture.

Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), p. 81.

And while this theoretical model seems to account for both Mannerism and the present,
we need at this point further discussion and clarification because of the immediately
apparent contradictions that a comparison with other views of the same problem pro-
duces. Particularly for its historical importance and the brilliance of its arguments, Colin
Rowe’s “Mannerism and Modern Architecture” needs to be discussed in this light. Rowe’s
contention that it is possible to understand not only some of the products of the early
Modern Movement, but also the “mental climate” that produced them by drawing a par-
allel between this time and that of Mannerism, is at least in opposition to what has been
said here about the avant-garde, insofar as it is a period of positive ideological impetus,
while Mannerism is one of critical reflection. I believe it is not a case of two opposing
tenets, but rather one of different focus: in my view what characterizes a “Mannerist”
period is the absence of any attempt to produce new codes and rather to operate with
them (as in Rowe’s words: “it demands an orthodoxy within whose framework it might
be heretical”) in a critical fashion, which in turn eliminates the heroic period of the
Modern Movement as the candidate for the Mannerist label (it was mainly concerned with
a new codification). It is also true that some of Rowe’s arguments and parallels help us to
understand unequivocally at what levels modern architecture was still dependent on a
pre-existing order, and that modern architecture does not represent a total break with its
past. The divergence in interpretation seems to arise from the fact that Rowe’s impeccable
characterization of Mannerism seems not to include the notion of criticism that is central
in the present argument. While my present use of the term “criticism” seems to imply a
degree of consciousness and intention on the part of the artist that might indeed be con-
sciously manifest neither in the late Cinquecento architect nor in the present one, the
actual effect produced by these operations on the codes of architecture in both cases
belongs unquestionably, in my view, to the category of “criticism from within” as charac-
terized so far. And this differs widely from the effect produced by early modern architec-
ture. It seems that the work of deciphering proposed by these works of the heroic period
had to do with discovering the new relationships between form and content, trying to
match the symbols with their intended meanings, whereas today this interpretative task
concentrates on the questioning of the nature of those bonds. In the end, as we will see
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later, what is important is not how far the analogy can be carried between two historical
periods, but rather what type of knowledge its use might produce, and in this respect,
Rowe’s discussion of modern architecture continues to be a model of anti-empirical criti-
cism, that type of criticism that relentlessly unfolds the object of analysis, uncovering its
hidden meanings, and which, by its implacable scholarly precision, transforms that ob-
jectinto a treasure of knowledge.

Tafuri, “L’Architecture dans le Boudoir,” p. 57.

Ibid.

Ibid. “We can only answer that, wishing to discover the tricks of a magician, it is often
better to observe him from behind the scenes rather than to continue to stare at him from
a seat in the audience.”

Barthes, Le plaisir du texte, p. 53.
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“The Third Typology” Oppositions 7 (Winter 1977); expanded in Rational
Architecture: The Reconstruction of the European City (Brussels: Editions des

Archives d’architecture moderne, 1978)

The work of Anthony Vidler frequently spans between the modes of architectural his-
tory, critical commentary, and theory. His historical analyses of Claude-Nicolas Le-
doux, Etienne-Louis Boullee, Antoine-Chrysostome Quatremere de Quincy, and others
found a receptive audience among architects interested in issues of character and
type, even as contemporaneous architectural production influenced Vidler’s own re-
search trajectory. The present essay first appeared in a shorter version as an editorial
in Oppositions 7, as part of that journal’s introduction of Italian “neorationalist” archi-
tecture to an English-speaking audience. In 1977, the essay was solicited by Maurice
Culot and Leon Krier for republication in expanded form in Rational Architecture and
soon became something of an anthem for that loosely banded movement. Its impor-
tance here lies in its distinction between different theories of type according to differ-
ent epistemes and its concise formulation of typology as an agent of regeneration in
an era of dispirited functionalism.

Giulio Carlo Argan’s 1962 essay “On the Typology of Architec-
ture” revived interest in Quatremere de Quincy’s idea of type, and Aldo Rossi’s 1966
L’ architettura della citta strengthened its importance. But there was a need for a
distinction between the modern use of types and the “first typology” of Quatremere
and the Abbe Laugier whom he followed.* In 1967 Alan Colquhoun formulated the first
theory of types to appear in English, in an epistemological argument that recognized
the discursive categories of architecture and reintroduced the ideological dimension
of design operations. Colquhoun’s is fundamentally a critique of the pseudoscientific
claims of architectural empiricists to arrive at a nonarbitrary form from purely func-
tional determinants (which is related to what Vidler terms the second typology). Dur-
ing the design process, Colquhoun reminds us, in the inevitable absence of enough
determinate information, certain formal choices must intervene, and in selecting and
arranging certain conventionally constituted organizations of a building “the architect
thus makes his voluntary decisions in the world of types, and these voluntary deci-
sions explain his ideological position in architecture.”2 In a properly structuralist way,
Colquhoun foregrounds the arbitrary, conventional, cultural nature of architectural
codes, and the use of types in the design process comes to be seen as a kind of
catachresis: not so much a misapprehension of an architectural organism’s origins as
the necessary and inevitable substitution and distortion of already known configura-
tions to fill the gaps in an architectural “vocabulary” that can never be completely,
and certainly not functionally, determined.

Vidler builds on Aldo Rossi’s discussions of “autonomous” ar-
chitecture, “analogous” architecture, and the city, as well as the emergent neoratio-
nalist design projects of the 1970s, and goes beyond Colquhoun’s catachretic model
to construct what might be called an interactive model of types. He seizes, first, on
the conceptual open-endedness of types. By inviting the “reader” of a building to
consider the primary subject (say, Rossi’s Trieste City Hall project) in the light of asso-
ciated implications characteristic of the commonplace conception of a secondary sub-



ject (say, a late-eighteenth-century prison), a type operates something like a literary
metaphor. “The dialectic is clear as a fable: the society that understands the reference
to prison will still have need of the reminder, while at the very point the image finally
loses all meaning, the society will either have become entirely prison, or, perhaps,
its opposite.”

Vidler seizes, second, on the inductive open-endedness of
types, revealed in the fact that, at its ultimate level, the interactive subject of a type
is the city itself, considered as a whole, whose nature is induced from its architectural
elements. What is most distinctive about the inductive open-endedness of types is
that, from this “ontology of the city,” an architecture may be constructed that creates
the very typological analogies on which it depends, rather than merely picking out
metaphorical similarities that existed antecedently. Rossi’s Modena cemetery, for ex-
ample, derives its poignancy from the constructed interaction of tomb, house, city,
and cemetery. Within each of these primary subjects are insinuated — obliquely, ana-
morphically — all the others, producing a kind of overprinting of types and a concep-
tual pass through registers whose analogous moments did not exist before the
architecture that conflated them.

Architecture in its very autonomy thereby enables the concep-
tion of a world that may not yet have actually existed, but is nevertheless verifiable.
Rossi’s meditation on Canaletto’s painting of Venice captures this paradoxical possi-
bility of an analogous architecture:

In this view, the Palladian project for the Rialto bridge, the Basilica Palladiana, and the Palazzo
Chiericati are brought together and described as if the painter rendered an urban context in
perspective from his own observation. The three Palladian monuments, one of which is a project,
are constructed as an analogous architecture, as well as the city. The geographic transposition
of the monuments to the site of the Rialto project constitutes a city that we know which conforms
to a place of purely architectural values.

The analogous Venice that was born there is real and necessary; we
assist at a logical-formal operation, at a speculation on the monuments and on the disconcerting
urban character in the history of art and in thought. A “collage” of Palladian architecture that
conforms to a new city, and in the reunion, reconfirm themselves.?

In the paradoxical ability of architecture to produce an entire
image and structure of subject-object relations in the city—to propose an under-
standing and experience of an actual, concrete, historical life —within what is never-
theless an irreducibly architectural modality, Vidler finds the critical role of the third
typology.

Writing around the same time as Vidler, and similarly historiciz-
ing contemporaneous events, Rafael Moneo generalized the importance of typology
and its mediatory potential:

I see 6871 |



To understand the question of type is to understand the nature of the architectural object today.
It is a question that cannot be avoided. The architectural object can no longer be considered as
a single, isolated event because it is bounded by the world that surrounds it as well as by its
history. It extends life to other objects by virtue of its specific architectural condition, thereby
establishing a chain of related events in which it is possible to find common formal structures.4

Notes

1. For a history of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century typologies, see Anthony Vidler, “The Idea
of Type: The Transformation of the Academic Ideal, 1750-1830,” Oppositions 8 (Spring 1977).

2. Alan Colquhoun, “Typology and Design Method,” Arena 83 (June 1967), p. 18. In this publica-
tion Colquhoun’s formulation is pitted against Tomas Maldonado’s design methodology.

3. Aldo Rossi, “L’arquitectura analoga,” 2c. Construccion de la Ciudad 2 (1975), p. 8.
Rafael Moneo, “On Typology,” Oppositions 13 (Summer 1978), p. 44.
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From the middle of the eighteenth century two dominant typologies have served
to legitimize the production of architecture: The first returned architecture to its
natural origins—a model of primitive shelter—seen not simply as historical expla-
nation of the derivation of the orders but as a guiding principle, equivalent to that
proposed by Newton for the physical universe. The second, emerging as a result of
the Industrial Revolution, assimilated architecture to the world of machine produc-
tion, finding the essential nature of a building to reside in the artificial world of
engines. Laugier’s primitive hut and Bentham'’s Panopticon stand at the beginning
of the modern era as the paradigms of these two typologies.

Both these typologies were firm in their belief that rational
science, and later technological production, embodied the most progressive forms
of the age, and that the mission of architecture was to conform to and perhaps even
master these forms as the agent of material progress.

With the current re-appraisal of the idea of progress, and with
this the critique of the Modern Movement ideology of productivism, architects
have turned to a vision of the primal past of architecture—its constructive and
formal bases as evinced in the pre-industrial city. Once again the issue of typology
is raised in architecture, not this time with a need to search outside the practice for
legitimation in science or technology, but with a sense that within architecture itself
resides a unique and particular mode of production and explanation. From Aldo
Rossi’s transformations of the formal structure and institutional types of eighteenth
century urbanism, to the sketches of Leon Krier that recall the “primitive” types of
shelter imagined by the eighteenth century philosophes, rapidly multiplying ex-
amples suggest the emergence of a new, third typology.

We might characterize the fundamental attribute of this third
typology as an espousal, not of an abstract nature, not of a technological utopia,
but rather of the traditional city as the locus of its concern. The city, that is, provides
the material for classification, and the forms of its artifacts over time provide the
basis for recomposition. This third typology, like the first two, is clearly based on
reason, classification, and a sense of the public in architecture; unlike the first two,
however, it proposes no panacea, no ultimate apotheosis of man in architecture, no
positivistic eschatology.

The small rustic hut is the model upon which all the wonders
of architecture have been conceived; in drawing nearer in prac-
tice to the simplicities of this first model essential faults are
avoided and true perfection is attained. The pieces of wood

raised vertically give us the idea of columns. The horizontal
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pieces that surmount them give us the idea of entablatures. Fi-
nally, the inclined pieces that form the roof give us the idea of
pediments. This all the masters of the art have recognized.

M. A. LAUGIER, 1755

The first typology, which ultimately saw architecture as imitative of the fundamen-
tal order of Nature itself, allied the primitive rusticity of the hut to an ideal of
perfect geometry, revealed by Newton as the guiding principle of physics. Thus,
Laugier depicted the four trees, types of the first columns, standing in a perfect
square: the branches laid across in the form of beams, perfectly horizontal, and the
boughs bent over to form the roof as a triangle, the type of pediment. These ele-
ments of architecture, derived from the elements of nature, formed an unbreakable
chain and were interrelated according to fixed principles: if the tree/column was
joined in this way to the bower/hut, then the city itself, agglomeration of huts, was
likewise susceptible to the principle of natural origin. Laugier spoke of the city—
or rather the existing, unplanned and chaotic reality of Paris—as a forest. The for-
est/city was to be tamed, brought into rational order by means of the gardener’s
art; the ideal city of the late eighteenth century was thereby imaged on the garden;
the type of the urbanist was Le Notre, who would cut and prune an unruly nature
according to the geometrical line of its true underlying order.

The idea of the elements of architecture referring in some way
to their natural origin was, of course, immediately extensible in the idea of each
specific kind of building representing its “species” so to speak, in the same way as
each member of the animal kingdom. At first the criteria applied to differentiate
building types were bound up with recognition, with individual physiognomy, as
in the classification systems of Buffon and Linnaeus. Thus, the external affect of the
building was to announce clearly its general species, and its specific subspecies.
Later this analogy was transformed by the functional and constitutional classifica-
tion of the early nineteenth century (Cuvier), whereby the inner structure of be-
ings, their constitutional form, was seen as the criterion for grouping them in
types.

Following this analogy, those whose task it was to design the
new types of public and private buildings emerging as needs in the early nineteenth
century began to talk of the plan and sectional distribution in the same terms as the
constitutional organization of species; axes and vertebrae became virtually synony-
mous. This reflected a basic shift in the metaphor of natural architecture, from a
vegetal (tree/hut) to an animal analogy. This shift paralleled the rise of the new
schools of medicine and the birth of clinical surgery.



Despite the overt disgust that Durand showed toward Laugier—
laughing at the idea of doing without walls—it was Durand, professor at the Poly-
technique, who brought together these twin streams of organic typology into a lexi-
con of architectural practice that enabled the architect, at least, to dispense with
analogy altogether and concentrate on the business of construction. The medium of
this fusion was the graph paper grid which assembled on the same level the basic
elements of construction, according to the inductively derived rules of composition
for the taxonomy of different building types, resulting in the endless combinations
and permutations, monumental and utilitarian. In his Recueil he established that the
natural history of architecture resides so to speak in its own history, a parallel devel-
opment to real nature. In his Lessons he described how new types might be constructed
on the same principles. When this awareness was applied in the next decades to the
structural rationalism inherited from Laugier, the result was the organic theory of
Gothic “skeletal” structure developed by Viollet-le-Duc. The operation of the roman-
tics on classic theory was simply at one level to substitute the Cathedral for the
Temple as the formal and later the social type of all architecture.

II

The French language has provided the useful definition, thanks
to the double sense of the word type. A deformation of meaning
has led to the equivalence in popular language: a man = a type;
and from the point that the type becomes a man, we grasp the
possibility of a considerable extension of the type. Because the
man-type is a complex form of a unique physical type, to which
can be applied a sufficient standardization. According to the
same rules one will establish for this physical type an equipment
of standard habitation: doors, windows, stairs, the heights of
rooms, etc.

LE CORBUSIER, 1927

The second typology, which substituted for the classical trinity of commodity, firm-
ness and delight a dialectic of means and ends joined by the criteria of economy,
looked upon architecture as simply a matter of technique. The remarkable new ma-
chines subject to the laws of functional precision were thus paradigms of efficiency
as they worked in the raw materials of production; architecture, once subjected to
similar laws, might well work with similar effectiveness on its unruly contents—the
users. The efficient machines of architecture might be sited in the countryside, very
much like the early steam engines of Newcomen and Watt, or inserted in the fabric
of the city, like the water pumps and later the factory furnaces. Centralized within
their own operative realm, hermetically sealed by virtue of their autonomy as com-
plete processes, these engines—the prisons, hospitals, poor houses—needed little
in the way of accommodation save a clear space and a high wall. Their impact on the
form of the city as a whole was at first minimal.

The second typology of modern architecture emerged toward
the end of the nineteenth century, after the takeoff of the Second Industrial Revolu-
tion; it grew out of the need to confront the question of mass-production, and more
particularly the mass-production of machines by machines. The effect of this trans-
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formation in production was to give the illusion of another nature, the nature of the
machine and its artificially reproduced world.

In this second typology, architecture was now equivalent to the
range of mass-production objects, subject themselves to a quasi-Darwinian law of
the selection of the fittest. The pyramid of production from the smallest tool to the
most complex machine was now seen as analogous to the link between the column,
the house and the city. Various attempts were made to blend the old typology with
the new in order to provide a more satisfactory answer to the question of specifically
architectonic form: the primary geometries of the Newtonian generation were now
adduced for their evident qualities of economy, modernity and purity. They were, it
was thought, appropriate for machine tooling.

Equally, theoreticians with a classical bias, like Hermann Muthe-
sius, stressed the equivalence of ancient types—the temple—and the new ones—
the object of manufacture—in order to stabilize, or “culturalize,” the new machine
world. A latent neoclassicism suffused the theories of typology at the beginning of
the contemporary epoch, born of the need to justify the new in the face of the old.
The classical world once again acted as a “primal past” wherein the utopia of the
present might find its nostalgic roots.

Not until the aftermath of the First World War was this thrown
off, at least in the most advanced theories—articulated with more and more direct-
ness by Le Corbusier and Walter Gropius. A vision of Taylorized production, of a
world ruled by the iron law of Ford supplanted the spuriously golden dream of neo-
classicism. Buildings were to be no more and no less than machines themselves,
serving and molding the needs of man according to economic criteria. The image of
the city at this point changed radically: the forest/park of Laugier was made trium-
phant in the hygienist utopia of a city completely absorbed by its greenery. The natu-
ral analogy of the Enlightenment, originally brought forward to control the messy
reality of the city, was now extended to refer to the control of entire nature. In the
redeeming park, the silent building-machines of the new garden of production virtu-
ally disappeared behind a sea of verdure. Architecture, in this final apotheosis of me-
chanical progress, was consumed by the very process it sought to control for its own
ends. With it, the city, as artifact and polis, disappeared as well.

In the first two typologies of modern architecture we can iden-
tify a common base, resting on the need to legitimize architecture as a “natural”
phenomenon and a development of the natural analogy that corresponded very di-
rectly to the development of production itself. Both typologies were in some way
bound up with the attempts of architecture to endow itself with value by means of
an appeal to natural science or production, and instrumental power by means of an
assimilation of the forms of these two complementary domains to itself. The “uto-
pia” of architecture as “project” might be progressive in its ends, or nostalgic in its
dreams, but at heart it was founded on this premise: that the shape of environment
might, like nature herself, affect and hereby control the individual and collective rela-
tions of men.

II1

In the first two typologies, architecture, made by man, was being compared and
legitimized by another “nature” outside itself. In the third typology, as exemplified
in the work of the new Rationalists, however, there is no such attempt at validation.
Columns, houses, and urban spaces, while linked in an unbreakable chain of continu-
ity, refer only to their own nature as architectural elements, and their geometries are
neither naturalistic nor technical but essentially architectural. It is clear that the nature
referred to in these recent designs is no more nor less than the nature of the city



Aldo Rossi, Regional
Administration Building,
Trieste, 1974

itself, emptied of specific social content from any particular time and allowed to
speak simply of its own formal condition.

This concept of the city as the site of a new typology is evidently
born of a desire to stress the continuity of form and history against the fragmentation
produced by the elemental, institutional, and mechanistic typologies of the recent
past. The city is considered as a whole, its past and present revealed in its physical
structure. It is in itself and of itself a new typology. This typology is not built up out
of separate elements, nor assembled out of objects classified according to use, social
ideology, or technical characteristics: it stands complete and ready to be decomposed
into fragments. These fragments do not reinvent institutional type-forms nor repeat
past typological forms: they are selected and reassembled according to criteria de-
rived from three levels of meaning—the first, inherited from the ascribed means of
the past existence of the forms; the second, derived from the specific fragment and
its boundaries, and often crossing between previous types; the third, proposed by a
recomposition of these fragments in a new context.

Such an “ontology of the city” is, in the face of the modernist
utopia, indeed radical. It denies all the social utopian and progressively positivist
definitions of architecture for the last two hundred years. No longer is architecture a
realm that has to relate to a hypothesized “society” in order to be conceived and
understood; no longer does “architecture write history” in the sense of particulariz-
ing a specific social condition in a specific time or place. The need to speak of nature
of function, of social mores—of anything, that is, beyond the nature of architectural
form itself—is removed. At this point, as Victor Hugo realized so presciently in the
1830s, communication through the printed work, and lately through the mass me-
dia, has apparently released architecture from the role of “social book” into its own
autonomous and specialized domain.

This does not, of course, necessarily mean that architecture in
this sense no longer performs any function, no longer satisfies any need beyond the
whim of an “art for art’s sake” designer, but simply that the principal conditions for
the invention of objects and environments do not necessarily have to include a uni-
tary statement of fit between form and use. Here it is that the adoption of the city as
the site for the identification of the architectural typology has been seen as crucial.
In the accumulated experience of the city, its public spaces and institutional forms, a
typology can be understood that defies a one-to-one reading of function, but which
at the same time ensures a relation at another level to a continuing tradition of city
life. The distinguishing characteristic of the new ontology beyond its specifically for-
mal aspect is that the city polis, as opposed to the single column, the hut-house, or
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the useful machine, is and always has been political in its essence. The fragmentation
and recomposition of its spatial and institutional forms thereby can never be sepa-
rated from their received and newly constituted political implications.

When typical forms are selected from the past of a city, they
do not come, however dismembered, deprived of their original political and social
meaning. The original sense of the form, the layers of accrued implication deposited
by time and human experience cannot be lightly brushed away, and certainly it is not
the intention of the new Rationalists to disinfect their types in this way. Rather, the
carried meanings of these types may be used to provide a key to their newly invested
meanings. The technique or rather the fundamental compositional method sug-
gested by the Rationalists is the transformation of selected types—partial or whole—
into entirely new entities that draw their communicative power and potential criteria
from the understanding of this transformation. The City Hall project for Trieste by
Aldo Rossi, for example, has been rightly understood to refer, among other evoca-
tions in its complex form, to the image of a late eighteenth century prison. In the
period of the first formalization of this type, as Piranesi demonstrated, it was possible
to see in prison a powerfully comprehensive image of the dilemma of society itself,
poised between a disintegrating religious faith and a materialist reason. Now, Rossi,
in ascribing to the city hall (itself a recognizable type in the nineteenth century) the
affect of prison, attains a new level of signification, which evidently is a reference to
the ambiguous condition of civic government. In the formulation, the two types are
not merged: indeed, city hall has been replaced by open arcade standing in contradic-
tion on prison. The dialectic is clear as a fable: the society that understands the refer-
ence to prison will still have need of the reminder, while at the very point that the
image finally loses all meaning, the society will either have become entirely prison,
or, perhaps, its opposite. The metaphoric opposition deployed in this example can
be traced in many of Rossi’s schemes and in the work of the Rationalists as a whole,
not only in institutional form but also in the spaces of the city.

This new typology is explicitly critical of the Modern Move-
ment; it utilizes the clarity of the eighteenth century city to rebuke the fragmentation,
decentralization, and formal disintegration introduced into contemporary urban life
by the zoning techniques and technological advances of the twenties. While the
Modern Movement found its Hell in the closed, cramped, and insalubrious quarters
of the old industrial cities, and its Eden in the uninterrupted sea of sunlit space filled
with greenery—a city became a garden—the new typology as a critique of modern
urbanism raises the continuous fabric, the clear distinction between public and pri-
vate marked by the walls of street and square, to the level of principle. Its nightmare
is the isolated building set in an undifferentiated park. The heroes of this new typol-
ogy are therefore not among the nostalgic, anti-city utopians of the nineteenth cen-
tury nor even among the critics of industrial and technical progress of the twentieth,
but rather among those who, as the professional servants of urban life, have directed
their design skills to solving the questions of avenue, arcade, street and square, park
and house, institution and equipment in a continuous typology of elements that to-
gether coheres with past fabric and present intervention to make one comprehensible
experience of the city. For this typology, there is no clear set of rules for the transfor-
mations and their objects, nor any polemically defined set of historical precedents.
Nor, perhaps, should there be; the continued vitality of this architectural practice
rests in its essential engagement with the precise demands of the present and not in
any holistic mythicization of the past. It refuses any “nostalgia” in its evocations of
history, except to give its restorations sharper focus; it refuses all unitary descriptions
of the social meaning of form, recognizing the specious quality of any single ascrip-
tion of social order to an architectural order; it finally refuses all eclecticism, res-



olutely filtering its “quotations” through the lens of a modernist aesthetic. In
this sense, it is an entirely modern movement, and one that places its faith in the
essentially public nature of all architecture, as against the increasingly private and
narcissistic visions of the last decade. In this it is distinguished from those latter-day
romanticisms that have also pretended to the throne of post-modernism—"“town-
scape,” “strip-city” and “collage-city”—that in reality proposed no more than the
endless reduplication of the flowers of bourgeois high culture under the guise of the
painterly or the populist. In the work of the new Rationalists, the city and its typology
are reasserted as the only possible bases for the restoration of a critical role to public
architecture otherwise assassinated by the apparently endless cycle of production
and consumption.
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(October 1980), trans. David Stewart

“Think of the ship,” Michel Foucault asks of us. “It is a floating part of space, a place-
less place, that lives by itself, closed in on itself and at the same time poised in the
infinite ocean, and yet, from port to port, tack by tack, from brothel to brothel, it goes
as far as the colonies, looking for the most precious things hidden in their gardens.
Then you will understand why it has been . .. the greatest reserve of imagination for
our civilization from the sixteenth century down to the present day. The ship is the
heterotopia par excellence. In civilizations where it is lacking, dreams dry up, adven-
ture is replaced by espionage, and privateers by the police.”

In “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias,” Foucault lists
six characteristics of heterotopias. (1) Though they assume a wide variety of forms,
heterotopias are a constant