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Ie, Arizona
Robert Evans, arebitect
Minarets added in 1946
by GeorVe BoN

Roberts and Jones,
for post-1978

alterations and additions

The writhing ocotiUo
outlined against

the fleshy turnip dome
axes the date and time of
this photograp
day F
anywhere USA. It's a land
of any time or place if a
developer thinks it is
8alable. The Casa BIanca
deaR that

eseapism is
not a recent phenomenon,
and illustrates how in tIlia
ease escapism has evolved
through suceessive
remodelings.

back cover:
Raven Tower 1977
318 North Street
Houston, Texas
R.W. Walker, owner-builder

The owner of the Raven
Tower put utilitarianism

'xample of contemporary
American pragmatism,
since most domentie
architecture maRes at
least 80me gesture towald
style.
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Continental Bank 1982
5094 Hayden
Scottsdale, Arizona
Jack Kaufman & Associates, architects
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A 19208 building would
perhaps have had a more
refined molding detail at
the cornice line, but
otherwise would have

looked remarkably like
this bank building. The
spiral 'lcolonnettes,’1 the
arched portico, and the
narrow windows indicate

that this building is not a
case of popular
con8urnerjgt architecture
aping high-art
Postmodernism. The

Mediterranean references
are used here not as
devices, but because they
are enjoyed in and of
themselves.



French Market Homestead 1981
3900 Veterans Boulevard
Metairie, Louisiana
H.B.E. Architects
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Even the most stolid
World War I era beaux arts
bank building never
managed to be quite this
bow. The lack of cornice,

the huge span of the third
story balcony, and the
isolation of the doorway
in an expanse of plate
glass are each appalling

faux pas. Unfortunately,
until recently, literal
references to existing
architectural
vocabularies, in this

case Neocla88ici8m, have
largely been the
province of consumeri8t
architecture.



Editor’s Notes

In defense of the vernacular
(or, as we learn. the
unvernacular) of the
marketplace, John Chase
staunchly maintains: “It’s
not the selection of a style
that determines arch-
tectural quality, rather, it is
how well the style is
handled. ” This truism of
post:modernist theoIy is, of
course. an architectural
variation on the gentlemanly
apologia: “It’s not whether
you WHI . .

To understand Chase’s
thesis it is essential to
remember that the category
of architecture he dubs
“consumerist ” has long
been with us. To accept his
thesis, one must believe in
the inevitability of the
shopper mentality.

As Chase demonstrates.
the “people’s” version of
Postmodernism has existed
for generations, and clones
of all styles are found
throughout the U.S. ,
although as he points out,
there is more room for them
in the Surlbelt than in the
older cities of the NoItheast
The current so-called
“high-art ” version, which is
so eloquently promoted and
defended by the likes of
Charles Jencks. Robert A.M
Stern, and most significantly
for Chase. Charles Moore
(his mentor at UCLA's
School of Architecture), is
finally of much less interest
than the plebeian one. For
where the high-art examples
are almost always self-con-
scious and overwrought , the
consumerist efforts–less
studied, less historically
accurate, more blatantly
theatrical–are con-
sequently less pretentious
and easier to accept on their
own marketplace terms.

The consumerist ver-
nacular responds not to
particular local conditions,
as do genuine vernacular

forms. but to national
dreams and aspirations
created by the mythmakers
of the popular arts. In the
1950s there was the charm-
ingly naive film Mr. Bland-
ing’s Dreamhouse ; in the
1980s. the “restoration
comedy, " The Money Pit
Both films examine idealiza-
tlions of living spaces as
envisioned in the mass
media. But more astonishing
because of its embrace by
the intellectual community,
we have Tracy Kidder’s
recent sophisticated paean
to historicism, House. In his
book. Kidder traces the
process of building Mr,
Yuppie’s dreamhouse with
the assistance of what
remains of the countercul-
ture in the building trades.
For myself, I prefer Chase’s
thorough look at what the
consumerist mentality im-
plies for the future of ar-
chitecture in America, even
though I have nagging
reservations about his de-
fense of its expressive
validity .

John Chase is one of a
group of younger critics
whose thoughts on
architecture need to be
heard. His Exterior
Decoration: Hollywood’s
Inside-out Houses. 1982,
published by Hennessey &
Ingalls, was edited by David
Gebhard. He often writes
architectural criticism for
such publications as L.A
Architect and Progressive
Architecture. On a recent
photography excursion,
Chase made the pictures
seen here, which depict in a
straightforward manner
superb examples of the
unvernacular vernacular
They are a witty and
fascinating collection

MSF



Unvernacular Vernacular
Contemporary Al lerican Consut

John Chase

Every culture has accepted ways of doing
things–customs that its members take for
granted. This concept of the vernacular
becomes ambiguous, however, when it is
applied to contemporary America.
Although there are accepted ways of doing
things today, such practices are often the
result of technological innovation,
marketed by means of advertising,
whereas, in earlier times these customs
were the result of slowly evolving patterns
of social interaction.=

Just as soap opera has supplanted
folklore and storytelling, commercialized
architecture has taken the place of the
traditional vernacular in the building of
present-day America. A large part of this
building is, nonetheless, a new kind of
vernacular, as the historian J.B. Jackson
and the architect Charles Moore, among
others, have observed.2 Commercial
vernacular is part of our economic and social
evolution and it is tied to changes in public
taste and living patterns. What makes its
study confusing is that this vernacular
seems to be so unvernacular

Traditional folk structures are viewed
with nostalgia and affection because they
are associated with ways of living that have
been outmoded by technological change.
Pennsylvania Dutch barns and nineteenth-
century California adobe ranch houses have

lerist Architecture

obvious appeal. But car washes from the
1960s and coffee shops from the 1950s are
considerably less charming to most
observers, because they still function as
part of everyday life and are not yet
obsolescent.

Commercial vernacular’s most
perplexing quality is that it goes to great
lengths to appear to be what it is not. In
the early 1960s, apartment houses in
southern California were sometimes given
steep-pitched front entrances adorned with
tiki idols. Apartment houses in Texas often
have Frenchified clipped box hedge
parterres and mansard roofs . Just as in the
worlds of literature and theater, no one is
disturbed by the obvious duplicity of these
forms. On the contrary, make-believe–an
altered identity–is part of what these
buildings are selling

In contrast, historical vernacular
architecture provided a direct
accommodation to a particular set of
demands. A building in a northern climate
might have a very steep roof to shed snow
A building in a southern climate might have
an internal courtyard, or large verandas for
shade and ventilation. These buildings
have been admired for the way they at their
locale, climate and purpose. They pretend
to be nothing more nor less than what they
are. The commercial vernacular, on the

5



Marble Arch townhouse-apartment complex
We8theimer at Merilee
Houston, Texas

The Park Regency Terrace Townhouses 1983
2333 Bering
Houston, Texas
Venturi, Rauch and Scott Brown, architects
McCleary Associates, associate architects
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Even if its plywood is
popping open at the
seams, there is no mis.
takIng the architectural
intent of this portico. It’s
supposed to be a major
event, making anyone
who passes under it feel
important. Buildings such
as this demonstrate that
aesthetic merit and the
ability to communicate a
message clearly are two
distinct issues.

Irony reverts to kit8ch a8
the best known and
generally most successful
alchemi8t of low-art
sources into high-art
architecture fails to make
the transition here.
However, it is difficult to
judge any building
harshly that frames a
Cadillac hubcap so well.
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Pinnacle Peak Village Plaza 1975
8711 East Pinnacle Peak Drive
Scottsdale, Arizona
Dick Davis & Associates, architect, for Jew Nelson

The purpose of the ersatz
mission in the background
is neither religious nor
social: it is commercial. It
houses a restaurant.
The Mission Plaza gives
locals a place to go that
promises to be more

stimulating than listen-
ing to the drone of the TV
set or the air conditioner.
It is a symbol of the shared
public life, even if it is
borrowed from another
culture and time.
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other hand, pretends to be almost anything
other than what it actually is. Spanish tile,
tudor half-timbering and colonial American
fanlights are guises worn like Halloween
costumes by consumerist buildings.

Traditional vernacular architecture is
almost always thought of as consisting of a
single style from a particular region, such
as the sod house of the prairie states. The
commercial style is as eclectic as the society
it reflects, favoring every style from
expressionistic Modernism to atavistic
neo-prlmrtrvrsm.

In Design Quarterly 128, J.B. Jackson
writes about commercial vernacular
architecture as a continuation of man’s
age-old struggle to house himself and his
needs with as much comfort and decency
as possible.3 in Jackson’s view the highway
has taken the place of more traditional
generators of shared hopes and beliefs,
such as the church. In its omnipresence, the
culture of the highway structures the lives
of most Americans. It is the necessary
precondition for everything from the
suburban shopping mall to the drive-up
taco stand and the single-family detached
house

But just as the auto gives, so does it
take away. America’s auto-mobility has
broken the new cityscape into a mosaic of
disconnected fragments. It accommodates
functions by parceling them out into
single-use centers, such as the college
campus, the shopping mall and the
bedroom suburb. Buildings and building
uses that formerly faced each other across
a crowded street are now barely visible
from each other’s front doors across acres
of asphalt. The new city is like a Tinkertoy
with the connecting pieces missing.

The progressive adaptation to the auto
in the United States, and its creation of
single purpose enclaves, is illustrated by
the evolution of the shopping mall. The
commercial strips of the teens and twenties
gave rise in the 19305 to corner markets and
convenience centers with small parking lots
facing the street. These were followed by
shopping centers, anchored by department

stores or supermarkets in the 1940s and
1950s. Inthe 1960s and 1970s the shopping
center was supplanted to a large degree by
the enclosed, multi-level suburban
shopping mall. Today, the shopping mall
has returned to the heart of the American
city, occupying much the same role as
European shopping arcades, such as
Milan’s Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, often
replacing conventional downtown retail
districts

The shopping mall is popular because
it offers the widest array of consumer goods
in the most concentrated form. Consumers
may shop, bank, eat and watch movies all
in the same complex. However, such
complexes are isolated from the rest of the
city, and turn inward on themselves.
Consequently, we do not pass by the
facades of maII stores in passing through
the city, as we do the storefronts in a
conventional retail district. The latest
generation ofconsumerist architecture has
been shaped by a reaction against the
street. As J.B. Jackson writes, “This
development is typically a self-contained
complex with its own surrounding buffer
zone, ItS own orlentatron, ItS own pattern
of movement."- Ceded to the motorist by
the pedestrian, the street is no longer a
pleasant place to stroll, window-shop, or
see old acquaintances.

This concept of the encapsulated
pedestrian wilderness is inevitably a fertile
spawning ground for the creation of
consumerist architecture. It allows the
shopper to be effectively isolated from the
world at large, seduced to linger and
programmed to consume.

The culture of the highway is a direct
response to economic imperatives, but its
imagery is determined in a self-conscious
way. This is particularly true for the
category of commercial vernacular
architecture I term consumerist, an
architecture concerned with selling the
products or the services that it houses.5
Fast-food architecture, for example, is
carefully calibrated to appeal to potential
customers, and the choice of the correct
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Santa Monica Boulevard and Gower Street
Hollywood, California

Jack La Larne’s European Health Spa
5364 Wilshire Boulevard
Los Angeles, California
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The old-fashioned
consumerist landscape
still looks like this in
much of America. The
network of signs renders
any architectural
communication super-
fluous. This signage is
part of a long American
tradition of plastering
cities with signs, banners
and billboards, dating
back well into the

nineteenth century. In
more affluent com-
munities, where
theme.oriented consumer
enclaves flourish, such
signage is frequently
banned because it is
considered crass to be so
direct about commerce.

Some long established
cultural symbols have
become fairly battered in
recent times, while new
ones are largely
consumerist in nature.
The message of this
mass-produced Venus di
Milo outside Jack La
Lanne’s health emporium
is that part of a body
beautiful is better than
nonea
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Haddon Street Rowhouge8
2001 Haddon at McDu£fle
Houston, Texas
Arquitectonica, architects

1983
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The choice of primary
colors and forms for
Arquitectonica'8
neo-rationalist town-
houses is no less or more
arbitrary than the choice
of a period revival style.

Anquitectonica’s bold
forms and colors can
compete with man8ard
roofs and colonial
columns on the open
market.
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42nd Place office building 1984
4203 Indian School Road
Phoenix, Arizona
Porter, Pang and Baldinger, architects
for Double M Development Ltd.

42nd Place demonstrates
that modern decoration
can appear just as foolish
as period revival
ornament. BrIght colors,
shiny surfaces and the
architectural fads of the

moment have been
applied to the building in
order to bring the
prospective renter to a
screeching halt on
multi-laned Indian School
Road.
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City Center Motel 1958
600 West Van Buren
Phoenix, Arizona
Bauer and Associates, architects

Buildings like the City
Center Motel were
designed to be compre-
bended at twenty-five
miles per hour. Now the
City Center is very much a
period piece of
con8umeri8t architecture,

both beaau8e of Its
expre88ioni8tic
ModenU8m, and Its
frontal relationship to the
automobile. A newer
con8umerist buIlding
would be less focused on
the street.
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Pavilions in the lagoon of the Louisiana World Exposition 1984
Charles Moore and Arthur Anderson, architects
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Malcolm Heard, Jr., courtesy Rice Design Alliance

CharleB Moore is the
foremost American
''high-art" architect to
attempt to communicate
with the public on it8
terms, as well as his own.
Here he captures the
essence of nineteenth-
century exposition

architecture. Because he
is not afraid of literal
references, of spelling out
a story so it can be clearly
read, these pavilions can
hold their own against the
potent imagery of
consumerist buildings.
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imagery can make or break its profitability.
In other cases consumerist architecture is
its own product. This is true for the
single-family house, the largest consumer
purchase that most people make.

Almost any building type can be
classed as consumerist architecture,
although government, religious, industrial
and warehouse buildings rarely qualify.
The designation is earned by buildings that
incorporate messages and themes through
their architecture. What distinguishes
contemporary consumer architecture from
earlier forms is that it is consciously
conceived of as imagery, as a form of
environmental psychology based on
marketing. Theme environments such as
Disneyland are planned to play upon the
emotions of their users.6 The unity of
conception found in earlier vernacular
architecture between a building’s program
and its imagery breaks down in today’s
consumerist architecture. The choice of
imagery is not automatic, instead it is
carefully considered.

The great virtue of consumerist
architecture is that in contrast to much
“ high-art ” architecture it is concerned with
issues of psychology and communication.
High-art architecture and consumerist
architecture are at cross-purposes by
nature. Architects are trained to go to
elaborate, some might say, absurd lengths
to avoid fantasy and pretension, qualities
which are the lifeblood of consumerist
architecture. Consumerist architecture
must communicate with the public clearly
and directly or fail in its purpose. High-art
architecture , as it has often been practiced
in late Modernism and often even in
Postmodernism, may not attempt to
communicate with its audience at all
Architects such as Peter Eisenman may
base a house design on a series of rotating
cubes in the manner of minimal artists, or
an iconoclast such as Frank Gehry inverts
normal expectations about building
finishes by exposing construction. Such
invention is often an aesthetic
accomplishment, but it also frequently

Westside Pavilion 1985
I0800 West Pico Boulevard
Rancho Park
Los Angeles, California
The Jude Partnership, architects
Su8sman/Prejza, signage and color palette for
Westfield Holdings Ltd. of Australia
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MaIls started in the
suburbs, and now they
have moved into
downtowns, often
replacing them entirely.
In some towns the mall
really is the downtown,
such as in Torrance,
California. Its Del Arno
Mall is so big that several
stores have a branch at

either end. The Westside
Pavilion in the Rancho
Park section of Los
Angeles is the first major
shopping mall in southern
California to use
p08trnodenr exterior
detailing and a revivali8t
interior as a drawing card
for shoppers.
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