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1 (frontispiece) Fargo-Moorhead
Cultural Center Bridge, Fargo,
N.D., and Moorhead, Minn.
Michael Graves, 1977-1978. South
elevation.

Criticism occupies the no-man’s-land between enthusiasm
and doubt, between poetic sympathy and analysis. Its
purpose is not, except in rare cases, either to eulogize or
condemn, and it can never grasp the essence of the work
it discusses. It must try to get behind the work’s apparent
originality and expose its ideological framework without
turning it into a mere tautology.

This applies particularly to the work of Michael Graves,
with its appearance of being sui generis and its sensitivity
to outside influences which it immediately absorbs into its
own system. This essay, therefore, will attempt to discuss
his work in terms of these broad contexts: the American
tradition, the tradition of modern architecture, and the
classical tradition. It is not suggested that a discussion of
his work in these terms exhausts its meaning. It merely
provides a rough and ready scaffold—a way of approach-
ing the work obliquely.

Graves’s work is so clearly related to the international
Modern Movement that it is at first sight difficult to see
in it any reference to purely American traditions. But
some of the ways in which it differs (and differs pro-
foundly) from European interpretations of the Modern
Movement seem to be traceable to specifically American
sources. Graves’s apparent rejection of modern architec-
ture as a social instrument—and his insistence that archi-
tecture communicates with individuals and not classes—
does not operate in a social void. His work is made possible
by social conditions which are probably unique to the
United States at the present moment (though they existed
in Europe between 1890 and 1930). The chief of these is
the existence of a type of client (whether institutional or
private) which regards the architect not only as a tech-
nician who can solve functional problems, or satisfy a more
or less pre-formulated and predictable set of desires, but
also as an arbiter of taste. In this role he is called upon
not only to decide matters of decorum; like the modern
painter, he is expected to say something ‘new’, to pro-
pound a philosophy. No doubt this only applies to a mi-
nority of clients (and even these are probably often puz-
zled at the results), but their very existence explains how

an architect as intensely ‘private’ as Michael Graves can
insert himself within the institutionalized framework of
society despite the absence of a clearly defined ‘market’.
If his work reflects a nostalgia for ‘culture’ which is char-
acteristically American, and which, as Manfredo Tafuri
has pointed out,! can be traced back at least to the City
Beautiful movement, it depends on the existence of a type
of client who has similar—though less well defined—as-
pirations. In Europe the critique of a materialistic modern
architecture has usually taken place under the banner of
a betrayed populism. It is perhaps only in America that
it could be launched in the name of intellectual culture.
Certainly the importance in Graves’s work of the French
tradition—its assimilation, initially through the example
of Le Corbusier, of the Beaux Arts discipline of the plan,
has its origins in a purely American tradition going back
to Richardson and McKim.

But there also exists a technological condition peculiar to
the United States which seems especially favorable to
Graves’s architecture and which is related to the social,
insofar as it depends on the fact that most of his commis-
sions are for private houses or additions. This is the bal-
loon frame—a system of construction whose lightness and
adaptability gives the designer great freedom and allows
him to treat structural matters in an ad hoc way. Without
this form of construction an architectural language like
that of Graves, which depends on a blurring of the dis-
tinction between what is real and what is virtual, and
between structure and ornament, would hardly be con-
ceivable. By using a system of construction which pro-
vides so few constraints, Graves is able to treat structure
as a pure ‘idea’. The regular grid, for example, which is
such an important ingredient of his work, is relieved of
those positivistic and utilitarian qualities which it had for
Le Corbusier (e.g. in the Maison Domino, fig. 2). For
Graves structure has become a pure metaphor, and he
thus reverses the postulates of the Modern Movement, in
which the split between perception and calculation re-
sulted in an emphasis on instrumentality.

The openness and transparency of Graves’s houses are
made possible by the use of the frame, while their com-



plexity and ambiguity are made possible by the fact that
the frame can be manipulated at will. These are qualities
which his work shares with the Shingle Style, even more
than with its Shavian counterpart, and seem characteristic
of later nineteenth century American domestic architec-
ture. In Europe the houses of the Modern Movement were
relatively box-like. The Neo-Plasticist projects of Van
Doesburg and Mies van der Rohe were the exception, and
it is these projects, as Vincent Scully has pointed out,
which have such a striking resemblance to the houses of
Frank Lloyd Wright, with their hovering planes and
strong vertical accents. If the houses of Graves also have
closer ties with Neo-Plasticism than with the more typical
houses of the European movement, it may be that, as in
the case of Wright, there is a coincidence between Cubist
spatial principles and an American tradition which, in its
response to climate, in its attitude toward nature, and in
a certain kind of sociability, creates an intermediate zone
between the private realm of the house and the public
realm of its environment. Not only the openness of the
nineteenth century American house, but also the prolif-
eration of verandahs, porches, and bay windows, and the
frequent placing of these on the diagonal suggest a parallel
with the way Graves weaves secondary spaces in and out
of the periphery of the cage, or superimposes a diagonal
fragment on an otherwise orthogonal parti (figs. 3, 4).

All this is perhaps to say no more than that the pictur-
esque nineteenth century house is a precursor of a modern
architecture which combines Cubist devices with an an-
ecdotal and episodic elaboration of the program. This
should surprise us no more than similar connections in the
other arts, for instance the fact that modern music took
over from romantic music its rejection of classical sym-
metry and classical cadence.

In the context of contemporary American architecture,
there are two figures with whom one is tempted to com-
pare Graves.

Among the architects of the New York Five, with whom
Graves has become associated, it is Peter Eisenman with
whom he seems to have the greatest affinity. In the mid-

2 Maison Dom-ino. Le Corbusier
and Pierre Jeanneret, 1914.

3 Snyderman House, Fort Wayne,
Indiana. Michael Graves, 1972.

Axonometric.

4 Drezner House, Princeton, New
Jersey. Michael Graves, 1970.

Ground floor plan.
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