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Resurfacing Modernism: An Editorial Overview 
T H E E D I T O R S 

P E R S P E C T A 3 2 is an investigation into architectural modernism in a 
postmodern age and an exploration of surface as a subject with depth. 
If it is understood that we are now in an age that does not look at moder­
nity uncritically, how does its optimistic imagery continue to play a vital 
role in architecture? We have seized the phenomenon of the recent 
resurgence of formal and stylistic attributes associated with mid-century 
modernism as an opportunity to survey a panoply of cultural issues that 
lurk behind surface appearances. 

The issue, R E S U R F A C I N G M O D E R N I S M , I S composed of essays and 
images that invoke the two simultaneous meanings of the verb to resur­

face. In the first sense, some of our contributors interrogate ongoing 
returns of past "stylistics." specifically the recent vogue for postwar, 
mostly American, production loosely united under the rubric "The Fifties." 
In the second, other contributors reflect upon current emphasis being 
placed on architectural surfaces. In this latter sense, resurfacing 

describes dual activities: the layering of new meanings and interpreta­
tions on top of accepted conventions, and the peeling away of accrued 
patinas associated with stereotypical or acculturated views. The rela­
tionship between modernism and surface has always been an engaging 
topic for speculation and inquiry that continues to proliferate. In this 
light, the following contents are efforts towards an initial scratching of the 
auratic surface associated with a topical return of a certain modernism. 

From its very beginnings, architectural modernism was associated with 
smooth, pure, and more often than not, white surfaces, registering 
abstraction's role in an attempted break with the past. In the post-World 
War II era, however, architects such as Mies van der Rohe, Philip Johnson. 
Eero Saarinen. Gordon Bunshaft. and others initiated innovative varia­
tions, attenuating such surfaces in various directions, adding texture, 
color, and screens, or by replacing them entirely with gridded glass cur­
tain wall systems. In most of the buildings designed by these figures, 
investment in the sleek qualities of glass, metal, and stone constituted 
perhaps the primary stylistic features. This habit has reappeared with a 
vengeance in recent years: coupled with the utilization of image technolo­
gies, new materials, and divergent theoretical interests, such neo-mod-
ernist activity marks a distinct break from earlier "postmodern" practices. 

Many buildings from the last decade—some of which are featured in a 
color gatefold—consist of simple, cleanly proportioned envelopes in 
which almost any function can be housed. These volumes span horizon­
tally across the landscape in smooth, frequently long lines, and can be 
repeated with little variation. While most can be categorized as " boxes" 
in the current "box" vs "blob" dichotomy, some projects exhibit the 
subtle curves of Eero Saarinen, such as Kayzou Sejima's O-Museum; 
others such as Neutelings Riedijk's Vreeman printing factory with its 
Breuer-esque butterfly roof reference 1950s gestures. Whether it is the 
organic stone wall of Herzog and de Meuron's Napa Winery, the neo­
classical modernist "bicycle rack" structure of Livio Vacchini's Ticino 
Gymnasium, or the ecologically-innovative, multi-colored curtain wall of 
Sauerbruch and Hutton's GSW Tower Block renovation in Berlin, atten­
tion is unflaggingly drawn to the qualities of these building's various 
surfaces. 

Resurfacing Modernism is the first issue of Perspecta conceived and 
published since architect Robert A.M. Stern—editor of the formidable 
double volume Perspecta 9/10 of 1965—returned to Yale as its Dean. 
A selection of his earliest studio critic appointments, including Peter 
Eisenman. Charles Gwathmey. and Demetri Porphyrios, provoked reflec­
tion on the discourse instigated by these figures during the 1970s, 
debates and events which launched most of their noteworthy careers. 

The White/Gray debate, which In retrospect seems to be perhaps the 
primary American concern on the East Coast during that era. revolved 
around both the question of representation and the articulation of 
sur faces. The Whites opted for the clean, purist experimentation of 
Le Corbusier. DeStijl. and Terragni, while the Grays were inspired by 
precedents further back in time, quoting traditional and popular ele­
ments on building surfaces. The early 1970s also marks the moment 
the "project" of Modernism was simultaneously pronounced ("officially") 
dead and relegated to history as a theme for reflection. Becoming 
another style awaiting revival, manipulation, and revision, modernism 
brought with it, as Manfredo Tafuri noted, a spectre of nostalgia that has 
significantly not diminished over time. 

The "High Modernist" style, which both White and Gray ignored by look­
ing elsewhere for models, has reappeared in much contemporary work. 
Current resurfacing, a revival of that particular modernism, would not 
have been possible without the earlier theoretical debates between 
these architects. Rather than see fascination with the past as some 
escapist yet over-determined return, such interest is best viewed as 
productive on numerous fronts. Within this body of recent work, we 
observed a blurring of the distinct line that previously defined the Whites 
and the Grays during the 1970s. Thus, in an effort to further explicate 
the present return of mid-century modernism stylistics, we revisit the 
discourse of the 1970s, seeing it as a vital hinge for understanding con­
nections between the postwar period and the contemporary moment. 

The increased appreciation of some of the original High Modernist build­
ings—such as Lever House in New York City and Nestle's Headquarters 
in Geneva—is endemic of the recent sea change. Both of these build­
ings have lately undergone a literal "resurfacing." with their original 
curtain walls exquisitely replaced by new systems. In the process, this 
activity dispels any criticism that these were boring, poorly constructed 
boxes that contributed to the failure of the modernist project. Today, the 
distaste of the 1970s for mid-century modernism has indeed dissipated, 
for it has gained newfound respect in the eyes of a heterogeneous 
group of architects, historians, preservationists, and tastemakers. 
Recent events—the purchase by Martha Stewart of Gordon Bunshaft's 
former residence in Long Island, the proliferation of neo-modernist-
themed mass-market magazines (such as Wallpaper or Surface), the 
efforts toward securing landmark status for artifacts as disparate as 
SOM's Lever House and Morris Lapidus' Summit Hotel in New York, and 
the commodification of modernism in the branding enterprises of retail 
ventures such as Calvin Klein, Prada, and Target—show a turning of the 
tide. Modernism is, once again, being embraced by the elite as well as 
by the mainstream: the arbiters of taste are not merely Mies or MOMA, 
but also Miuccia and Martha. 

An Editorial Overview Resurfacing Modernism 5 



The diverse spectrum of research contained in Resurfacing Modernism 

is arranged in two sections separated by a color insert featuring recent 
international work. The first s e c t i o n — R E S U R F A C I N G — c o n t a i n s studies 
of seemingly distinct eras from the 1990s to the immediate postwar 
period united under the topic of surface and "style." The second sec­
tion— R E A D I N G S U R F A C E S —takes the White/Gray debate as its imme­
diate datum and opens it up to new themes. 

Resurfacing examines connections between: mid-century modernism, 
with its sleek, curtain-walled exteriors; the 1970s and the revival, repre­
sentation, and articulation of (building) surfaces; and contemporary 
work reminiscent of the 1950s, featuring new surface technologies and 
a proliferation of sensual skins and screens. Deborah Fausch's opening 
essay, a meditation on recent additions to 1950s buildings, discerns 
the terms of modern architecture's continuing revisionism; with mid-cen­
tury modernist works as the context for contemporary intervention, 
unique problems of character and quotation arise. 

Two pairs of articles devoted respectively to the 1970s and the 1950s 
follow. Two previously-published pieces have "resurfaced" from each of 
these earlier decades. In "Pandora's Box: An Essay on Metropolitan Por­
traits" from Architecture Design (1977), Demetri Porphyrios interprets 
OMA's early work as a re-investigation of "metropolitanism." the quixotic 
success or failure of early modernism, and the nature of representation. 
We discerned a fourth, latent theme that makes this essay particularly 
important for us: a concern for the fate of passe mid-century mod­
ernism during the theoretically capricious 1970s. The conversation with 
George Baird that immediately follows it. a recent reflection on OMA/ 
Rem Koolhaas's production during the era of Rationalism, pursues the 
logic of such interests, relating them to pedagogical and theoretical 
practices commonly linked to figures associated with the Yale School of 
Architecture. 

Herbert McLaughlin's "The Style of Education," published in Progressive 

Architecture soon after he graduated from Yale in 1958, describes the 
stylistic perambulations within the School during the 1950s. His analysis 
suggests that the superficial question of "style" is at times more com­
plex than frequently recognized. We have paired it with David Smiley's 
examination of the American postwar housing industry, concentrating on 
how the theme of "modernization" was played out through the surface 
images of architectural periodicals and the mechanisms of consumer 
culture. The terms through which modernism was made manifest in the 
1950s domicile reveal tensions between the cultural forces that medi-
aed between different interests, shaping events that foreshadowed the 
White/Gray debate which followed. 

McLaughlin's article also serves to introduce the issue's gatefold 
insert, framing the re-emergence during the 1990s of the 1950s "box" 
as a powerful design paradigm. This insert includes images of recent 
projects that bring to life—through their multiple resurfacings—two of 
the most dynamic aspects of American mid-century modern architec­
ture: understated elegance and heterogeneity within a restricted vocab­

ulary. This collection shows that building surfaces and the materials 

that constitute them are coming under renewed attention and are the 

vehicles for addressing new symbolic and programmatic capabilities. 

The second section. Reading Surfaces, consists of essays by Reinhold 
Martin, Richard Sommer, Peggy Deamer. K. Michael Hays, and Sandy 
Isenstadt, all inflecting on the 1970s in heretofore unfathomed man­
ners. But as Peggy Deamer notes in her essay, it would be tautological 
at this point to succumb to the pressure exerted by the protagonists of 
the White/Gray debate by reading events through the parameters they 
established as primary for its understanding. Thus we are opening the 
1970s up to further investigations in order to expose themes that on the 

surface might not seem related to this era, themes that played a signif­
icant role in subsequent (and earlier) discourse. By doing so, this sec­
tion of our volume offers additional threads through the last fifty years of 
architectural production, augmenting and inflecting those raised in the 
Resurfacing section. 

The hidden spectre of television stands revealed in Reinhold Martin's 
examination of the curtain wall and its relation to the 1970s debates. 
Attending to the curtain wall as a form of mass media, Martin acknowl­
edges the violence inherent in cultural productions. Richard Sommer's 
essay examines two sets of unrealized residential projects dating from 
the late 1950s and late 1970s. By juxtaposing American architectural 
experimentation to themes of formal play and everyday aesthetics, he 
brings to light thematics previously downplayed or excluded from our 
understanding of those moments. Peggy Deamer writes about the legacy 
of the Whites, dissecting a lineage of ideas about not only forms and the 
figures (or techniques) who created them, but also assumptions regard­
ing the essential aspects of architectural surfaces. 

K. Michael Hays's sketch of thematic trajectories over the last thirty 
years reveals a very different lesson from the White/Grey debate than 
the formal games Tafuri saw. At the same time, his analysis points 
toward a new understanding of how autonomy and mediation connect 
past theoretical concerns to current design preoccupations and their 
smooth, ambient surfaces. Sandy Isenstadt's final essay locates the 
emergence of themed and entertainment environments in some of the 
common perspectives and narrative explanations of both White and Gray 
architectural positions from the early 1970s. 

All these essays assert that the play between architectural surfaces and 
depths of meaning has not been absent from architectural culture over 
the last fifty years since High Modernism first began to comfortably take 
root and transform in America. If anything can be claimed about the con­
temporary moment and the perpetual resurfacing that now takes place 
seemingly everywhere, it is primarily that meaning and cultural density 
are more than ever before read on and through the surfaces of the world 
around us. 
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Rococo Modernism: The Elegance of Style 
D E B O R A H F A U S C H 

The word 'a rch i tec tu re ' re lated to a judgement upon 
building, the word 'modern" to a verdict upon history." 

—Colin Rowe ( 1 9 9 4 ) 1 

To understand the recent American crop of neo-modernist buildings, 
these structures must be located not only alongside the international 
reanimation of the idiom, but also within the sheer variousness of con­
temporary American modernism. Drawing from the deep repository of 
modern forms and ideas, William Bruders P H O E N I X C E N T R A L 

L I B R A R Y (1992), for example, with its fabric bhsessoleils and its 
weathering metal surfaces, is an exemplification of open planning and 
the exhibition of "honest materials." Tod Williams and Billie Tsien's 
M A N H A T T A N T O W N H O U S E (1997) is a practiced and sophisticated 
abstraction of context m glass and stone, enclosing a flowing layout 
that recalls nearby residences by both Philip Johnson and Paul Rudolph 
(Rockefeller Townhouse. 1950; Alexander Hirsch Townhouse. 1966). 
Jacques Herzog and Pierre de Meuron's D O M I N U S W I N E R Y I N N A P A 

V A L L E Y (1998), with its witty play of piled-up stones perversely gra­
dated from small at the bottom to large at the top, takes its reification 
of pure surface from the tenets of "classical modernism. 

The larger context within which this movement has emerged is far 
broader, and this context includes tendencies that, although superfi­
cially divergent or even antagonistic, take the terms of their disagree­
ments from the same modernist sources. Among the fruits of the mod­
ernist tree are not only Frank Gehry's figural bodies and the cool 
allusions of Rem Koolhaas's streamlined spaces, but also straight 
revivals like Gensler's San Diego airport (1999), which mimics, without 
any of the soaring poetry, Eero Saarinen's Dulles Airport Terminal of 
1962; structural expressionism like Santiago Calatrava s 1991 pro­
posal to complete the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York City: 
what Robert Venturi calls the "industrial rocaille" of such architects as 
Eric Owen Moss. Morphosis. and RoTo; the critical postures of neo-
avant-garde architects and theoreticians; the neo-Baroque lineup 
recently touted by Time as the architecture of the future already camped 
out on our Main Streets; and the incongruities of the modernist addition 
proposals for the Museum of Modern Art (1997), an institution founded 
to promote a continuing revolution in art. 3 

The case of the MoMA addition highlights the idea of modernism as a 
novel, critical response to the problems of society, opposed in America 
by the idea of modernism as style. Long before its elevation to the 
status of a major mode of American building, assessments of modern 
architecture in the United States began to rehearse the same rhetoric: 
modernism as record of the times, modernism's crisis of authenticity, 
and modernism as a style, revolutionary or not. Born, in the words of 
Colin Rowe. amidst "predictions of an imminent cataclysm" and 
"prophecies of an effulgent future." founded on assumptions of 

"ineluctable social change." "irresistible progress." and the existence 
of a modern Zeitgeist, conceived as "establishing moral imperatives 
which can in no way be rejected." modernism was required to be: 

"[a] style which is not a style because it is being created by the accumu­
lation of objective reactions to external events and which, therefore, is 
pure and clean, authentic, valid, self-renewing, and self-perpetuating."4 

As modernism has matured in the United States, this demand for ever-
original reflection and renewal has had its difficulties, and where, as in 
an addition to a modernist building, modernism has become the con­
text for the new rather than the new itself, the incongruities have been 
even more marked. "Theoretically, MoMA is about newness." Koolhaas 
remarks in his competition statement for the Museum of Modern Art 
addition. "Newness is ambiguous. It cannot last; it cannot have a tradi­
tion. " 5 Buildings designed as self-contained embodiments of the new 
cannot in theory function as matrices for something still more modern. 
This is not a problem peculiar to MoMA; other examples include 
Williams and Tsien's addition to Alden Dow's 1956 P H O E N I X A R T 

M U S E U M A N D L I T T L E T H E A T E R (1996). Juan Navarro Baldeweg's 
extension of Moore and Hutchkins's 1962 Woolworth Conservatory at 
Princeton University (1997). and Gluckman Mayner's (1998) expansion 
of Marcel Breuer's 1966 Whitney Museum of American Art in New York. 

The anomaly of adding onto a modernist icon raises issues that are 
general to any post-postmodern revival of the style of the ever new.8 

Even such an advocate of modernism as Herbert Muschamp is com­
pelled to acknowledge the historicity of a pure glass facade that turns 
the Beaubourg inside out.7 Muschamp calls the Polshek Partnership's 
recently completed R O S E C E N T E R F O R E A R T H A N D S P A C E in New 
York "the finest example of glass curtain wall construction ever realized 
in the United States." Taking a swipe at postmodernism, he accords 
this addition to the American Museum of Natural History his highest 
accolade: "architecture, not the theme park simulation of it that has 
distorted [New York's] cityscape for so long like the convex lens on a 
rear-view mirror." But he also records the building's historical precedents: 

"Whatever your feelings about the old [Hayden] planetarium, you cannot 
accuse the new one of lacking long-term historical memory. The design 
is saturated with it. This is a mature modern building, a structure 
unafraid of revealing the deep roots from which modern architecture 
arose. The design's historical awareness far exceeds that of buildings 
that merely ape period styles. ...Does it serve any purpose to peg the 
Rose Center stylistically? ...|l]t turns out that modern architecture 
cannot be equated with a particular style. ...Like many contemporary 
buildings, the Rose Center is eclectic. It absorbs historical elements 
and contemporary influences into an organic whole. Neo-classicism. 
Bauhaus. Popluxe. Euro Millennial."* 

Resurfacing Rocco Modernism 9 
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A Manhattan Townhouse 
Now York City. Billie Tsion & Tod Williams, 1997 

A Addition to Alden Dow's 1956 Phoenix Art Museum 
Arizona. Billio Tsien & Tod Williams, 1990-96. 

Despite making the obligatory assertion that modern architecture is 
not a style. Muschamp's tribute to the Rose Center appeals to history 
for validation, recognizing that no resurfacing of modernism can com­
pletely sidestep the postmodernist re-configuration of architecture in 
terms of reference and history. 

it a certain character, which would, of course, work in favor of Paul 
Rudolph's building."' Now seen as early evidence of the shift toward 
postmodern contextualism. Rudolph's architecture was during Moneo's 
student years accounted some of the most accomplished modernism in 
the United States. 

The paradoxes involved in regenerating modernism at the turn of the 
twenty-first century come into sharp focus in two adjacent projects on 
the campus of Wellesley College in Massachusetts: Rafael Moneo's 
D A V I S M U S E U M A N D C U L T U R A L C E N T E R (1993) and Paul Rudolph's 
M A R Y C O O P E R J E W E T T A R T S C E N T E R (1958). Both built in secure, 
prosperous times, these two complexes are deeply imbedded in the 
context of modernism as well as the verdant landscape of a nineteenth-
century American college—physical and intellectual settings that place 
the problem of modernism and history in high relief. Both share a mas­
tery of the modern idiom. For both architects, modernism is a given, 
simultaneously a secure background and a subject for their work. Mod­
ernism is. for both, a style whose terms can be appropriated in the 
service of the particular situation. Rudolph's building, once rejected as 
facile, empty styling, now seems, in the light of the skilled structural 
decoration of much neo-modernist architecture, scintillatingly intellec­
tual and beautiful. Moneo's architecture, suave and sure, embodies 
the stress on the surface present in all neo-modernist work. But since 
both buildings are additions—a neo-modern addition to a modern addi­
tion to a neo-Gothic college—the sense of history, the understanding of 
the relationship of the present to the past, is highly developed in both 
schemes. Whereas for Rudolph, history is something to which mod­
ernism must be adapted, for Moneo, modernism is a part of history. 
Thus, an analysis of the similarities and differences between the two 
buildings provides an exposition of neo-modernism's complicated rela­
tionship to history. It also confronts, yet again, the issue of modernism 
as style, and perhaps illuminates some of the ironies of the modernist 
style in the post-millennial present. 

As has been frequently emphasized, Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip 
Johnson's three major propositions in their 1932 volume The Interna­

tional Style—architecture as volume rather than mass, regularity rather 
than axial symmetry, and lack of applied decoration—tended to define 
modernism as a style. Structure and function were honored in the 
breach, expression of structure being subordinate to the first axiom, 
and functionalism. although acknowledged as the principle behind the 
second axiom, questioned as the sole basis for the art of architecture. 
Indeed. Hitchcock and Johnson faulted some American practitioners for 
adhering to function as a first principle of design. 1 0 Nonetheless. Walter 
Gropius, as chair of Harvard's architecture department after 1937. and 
Sigfried Giedion, in his Norton Lectures at Harvard in 1938-1939, 
stressed the ideas later recapitulated by Rowe: modernism as a 
response to a cultural need for revolution, and in architecture con­
nected, through expression of structure and function, to a revolt against 
the falsity of historical styles. 

In 1948. only a decade before the Jewett Center's completion. Hitch­
cock and Johnson's definition of modernism as International Style was 
reiterated in "What is Happening in Modern Architecture?," a Museum 
of Modern Art symposium that worried over the devolution of the doc­
trine of functionalism into cold commercial materialism." As a "Class 
of 1944' ' student of Gropius at Harvard, enrolled at the same time as 
Philip Johnson. Edward Larrabee Barnes. John Johansen, and I. M. Pei . 
Rudolph imbibed these formal tenets or procedures imbued with posi­
tive moral va lue." Following the rule of modernism. Rudolph's early 
houses were structurally innovative and, as he himself noted, even 
over-expressive." 

Moneo's express intention in the design of the Davis Center is to 
enhance Rudolph's Jewett Center. As a student in the late 1950s. 
Moneo had admired Rudolph's building as an exemplar of an "American 
architecture that would take some liberties with the strict modernism of 
those years." Moneo's museum, with its theater and cafe, is intended 
to "embrace the space [between the two architect's buildings) and give 

As Rowe pointed out, modernism was deeply concerned with history; 
while the modern architect "set himself against historical precedent, 

he did so in order to emerge as some protagonist of historical 
process." Rowe noted that: "Some strained and involuted relationship 
with the historical consciousness is, indeed, one of the most predomi­
nant, most obvious, most significantly 'modern' characteristics of the 
modern movement in architecture."" 

10 Resurfacing Modernism Perspecta 32 



Although Gropius had, in 1955. reiterated that architecture ought to be 

the "inevitable, consequential product of the intellectual, social and 

technical conditions of our age." by the early 1960s Rudolph had con­

cluded something more than adherence to the Zeitgeist was needed for 

the creation of modern architecture: "We cannot pretend to solve prob­

lems of space without precedent in form!*'1 8 In this he echoed Johnson, 

who had made a similar and pithier observation that "form follows 

form" as early as 1953 . 1 8 

Thus the historical references in Rudolph's first major nonresidential 
project, the Jewett Center, come as no surprise. The complex was com­
pleted only a year after his appointment to the chairmanship of the Yale 
School of Architecture, a post he held until 1 9 6 5 . " Besides establish­
ing Rudolph's ability to marry the modernist idiom to historic settings, 
the building helped propel his meteoric career on its rise as one of the 
most accomplished modern stylists of the 1950s and 1 9 6 0 s . 1 8 Set on 
one edge of Wellesley's central quadrangle, the Center is divided into 
two parts, connected by a bridge under which an elaborate system of 
stairs connects the lower level campus northwest of the buildings to 
the higher yard. The Performing Arts Building houses an auditorium, 
music classrooms, and practice rooms: the Studio Arts Building holds 
art studios, a slide library, and classrooms. The connecting bridge orig­
inally contained a small art gallery, which has now been much 
expanded by the Davis Center. 

Rudolph described the Jewett Center as "extending its pseudo-Gothic 
environment" by many means: site planning, structural dimensioning, 
detailing, and choice of materials." Matched in its overall dimensions 
to the buildings around it. the complex's fifteen foot structural module 
also echoes the bay size of the surrounding 1920s neo-Gothic build­
ings. Its columns are broken down into clusters of four seven-and-a-
half-inch square colonettes, a more delicate and "Gothic" arrangement 
than the same bearing area would be as a simple fifteen-inch-square 
form. The fretted ornamental window mullions match the ornamental 
multiplication of structure in Gothic buildings. 2 0 The twenty-two sharply 
peaked skylights of the Studio Arts Building recall the steep slopes of 
the neighboring roofs. Delicate white porcelain enamel-covered alu­
minum screens, in an abstraction of Gothic openwork, hang over the 
top floor windows. The flat rectangular armatures from which they are 
suspended jab into the sky in close alternation with the skylights, cre­
ating a serrated roofline that recalls crockets, gables, pinnacles, and 
flying buttresses. The whole brick ensemble, like the older brick build 
ings. is tied together with horizontal ribbons, white stripes emulating 
stone lintels and string courses. 

A Amon Carter Museum of Western Art 
Fort Worth. Texas Philip Johnson, 1961. 

I 

I 

A Married Student Housing 
New Huvon, Connecticut. Paul Rudolph. 1961 . 

Although architects such as Philip Johnson had earlier incorporated 
parts of past styles in their work, the Jewett Center differs from other 
historicizing buildings of the 1950s both in the exquisite subtlety of its 
finely detailed contextual references and in its relative faithfulness to 
modernism. Its ornamental strategy is to abstract and generalize the 
neo-Gothic elements, replicating their characteristics as structure and 
function within the modern idiom. Less diagrammatic than Johnson's 
buildings during this period, such as the A M O N C A R T E R M U S E U M 

(1961), and less figurative than Minoru Yamasaki's works, such as the 

C O L L E G E O F E D U C A T I O N B U I L D I N G AT W A Y N E S T A T E U N I V E R S I T Y 

I N D E T R O I T (1959). it follows a formal logic hovering on the edge of 
Imitation. Yet it looks in retrospect more authentically modern than 
either Johnson or Yamasaki's work, while at the same time coming 
closer to being ornamented. 

In its site planning as well as its design, the Jewett Center was seen by 
Rudolph's contemporaries as radically contextual. The complex com­
pletes the academic quadrangle. Replicating the long, jointed forms of 
the neo-Gothic buildings, the site plan explicitly invokes Siena's Piazza 
del Campo. 2 1 But while Rudolph's site planning, like his building design, 
gestures to its historical setting, it betrays its modernism in the details. 
Whereas the Studio Arts Building is a long volume comparable to the 
Gothic buildings, the Performing Arts Building is square. Whereas the 
neo-Gothic buildings are entered at porticoes spaced so as to make 
intimate contact with the tissue of pathways crisscrossing the lawn, the 
Jewett Center has only one entry area, raised up and pulled away from 
the plane of the quadrangle by the convoluted system of stairs that 
pass under it. 

The majority of the complex sits floating in its pool of space on floor 
plates detached from their surroundings, with no direct access 
between building and ground. The long volume of the Studio Arts Build­
ing has a self-contained power, the two-story slab rising on its columns 
above a white datum plane at the level of the auditorium lobby and 
gallery. Below this, however, the columns descend to ground level 
amidst a series of surfaces that slide out from under the building without 
resolving into comprehensible volumes. And whereas in the neo-Gothic 
buildings the solids of the porticoes and the crossing tower mark the 
entries and building intersections, in both plan and section the Jewett 
Center's entry point is a hollow between solid wings, articulating a 
hinge or a void created by the entry stair into the quadrangle from the 
northwest. 
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In fact this stair, the pivotal moment in the site, is the place where the 
incongruities of Rudolph's contextual moves are most clearly seen. 
From below, it passes under the art gallery to a horseshoe-crab-shape 
that splits into two returning flights—a design as elaborate as any sev­
enteenth-century urban set piece, and almost as extravagant. One 
moves up and under, around and back, finally arriving at the door to the 
gallery between the two buildings. From this landing, raised above the 
green, one has a view out over the quad. Although the gentle slope of 
the stairs somewhat slows the tempo of movement, this dramatic spa­
tial succession seems essentially out of place in the pastoral setting of 
the Wellesley campus. Thus while the Studio Arts Building suits itself to 
its neo-Gothic environment with delicate elaboration that falls just 
short of decoration, the complex as a whole also displays its separa­
tion from the site. In its ideational as well as physical detachment from 
its context, it reveals the caesuras in Rudolph's modernist way of think 
ing about representation and history. Rudolph embedded abstracted 
quotations and syntactical similarities in a design based on modernist 
principles of composition and structure, as he embedded his modernist 
building in a neo-Gothic setting. For Rudolph, modernism could include 
history, but it was not itself historical. 

Although with one exception Rudolph's building designs did not again 
make such explicit stylistic references, Rudolph's site planning contin­
ued to implant Italian urban forms in American settings. 2 2 European 
close-cropped urban space was a theme of several of his later projects. 
The Boston Government Center (1967) is the most important example, 

but the M A R R I E D S T U D E N T H O U S I N G AT Y A L E U N I V E R S I T Y (1961), 

and even the entry stair to the Yale Art and Architecture Building 
(1964), also owe something of their form to Italy. Rudolph's lectures 
and occasional writings also stressed the relationship of historical to 
modern planning. 2 3 

In the years following the construction of the Jewett Center, this urge to 
consider context and history would become more widespread. Its 
effects can be seen, for example, in a "seminar by correspondence" 
held by Progressive Architecture three years later in 1 9 6 1 . Entitled 
"The Sixties: A P/A Symposium on the State of Architecture," it was 
organized in two parts by Thomas Creighton, the journal's editor. The 
first portion, "The Period of Chaotism" (the title inspired by systems 
theorist Norbert Weiner's characterization of the times as ones of 
increasing "entropy") referred to the perceived lack of clear direction in 
architectural design. The second, "New Influences on Practice," was 
occasioned by the prevalence of corporate clients and the problems of 
an increasingly complex construction industry. In the face of what they 
saw as willful and idiosyncratic "styling" on the part of architects like 
Rudolph and Eero Saannen, on the one hand, and a more conformist 
clientele on the other, the majority of the respondents echoed mod­
ernism's old saws on space, structure, and function, and inveighed 
against decoration: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe reiterated the view that 
architecture was an expression of the times; Yamasaki stated that archi­
tecture reflected its civilization; Dow insisted that architecture should be 
honest; and Ralph Rapson stressed the need for "truth" in design. 2 4 

Most of the participants saw historical references ungrounded in struc­
tural and functional necessity as a symptom of the problem, but several 
of the correspondents invoked tradition or history as an antidote to the 
proliferation of "styling." John Johansen mentioned recent interest in 
"remote cultures" and "historic monuments"; Robert Geddes empha­
sized the consideration of a "sense of 'place'" and "the symbolic meaning 
of buildings in cit ies": and Harry Weese spoke of the need to "form out 
of the past a program for the future" and the need to create a "tradition 
for our time. " M Certain interlocutors also proposed the idea of a s t y l e -
succinctly defined by Victor Gruen as "the forms of expression peculiar 

to one or more countries over a long period of t ime"—as a solution to 
excessive "styling." 2 6 For Craig Ellwood. the steel frame and glass cur­
tain wall constituted this style. 2 7 Karl Koch related curtain wall con­
struction to the building practices of an earlier time, thus locating mod­
ernism in a historical continuum of construction types: 

"A wallpaper-like curtain wall, which in 20th-century terms does the 
same job that the early New England clapboard did in 18th-century 
terms, can be just as satisfying and economical a skin for today as the 
clapboard was then. None of us complains about the standardization of 
parts, colors, shapes, and surfaces of the old New England Village. ... 
We mustn't make the curtain wall take all the blame today for a growing 
addiction to an empty fagadism that threatens to outdo the Beaux Arts 
approach at its worst. We must give new form not to curtain walls but 
to our neighborhoods made of curtain walls, by building standardized 
buildings—but with imagination." 2 8 

Transformed into a positive strategy, the recognition that use of the cur­
tain wall intimates a "facadist" architecture would, of course, soon 
become a basis of postmodernism. In this symposium. Louis Kahn had 
already pointed to the implications of the problem Koch hinted at—that 
twentieth-century construction methods had insured that structure 
could not be a sufficient cause for form: 

"(Wjithin the limitations of such a material as stone there was a funda­
mental rhythm: you had to conclude with columns at certain intervals 
which, even if you knew nothing about architecture very profoundly, 
made a kind of architecture. When you looked at it you said. 'By God, 
isn't that pretty nice.' In it was built a kind of rhythm that you couldn't 
help. Today you can span 100 feet; the column is so distant from the 
other column that rhythm doesn't exist any more. And other qualities 
have changed: you don't feel the music of it: you don't feel the judg­
ment of it. Is it architecture or is it not?" 2* 

Kahn's statement perfectly illuminated the quixotic character of Paul 
Rudolph's "pseudo-structural" contextualism, with its fifteen-foot bays. 
However much they had stressed that architecture was an art. the 
compositional rules of Hitchcock and Johnson had been justified in con­
struction and function. In the rulebook of modernism, historical refer­
ence, unless as something to avoid, was not a good reason for form. 
Indeed, it was precisely this problem that would lead to postmod-
ernism's obsession with language and reference. Koolhaas would 
restate Kahn's point even more forcefully some thirty years later—that 
the reasons of modernism, based in its authentic structural and functional 
nature, were, by the terms of that very nature, irrelevant as architecture.3 0 

If the Jewett Center is an exploration of the possibilities for an "unnec­
essary" or even decorative history within modernism, the Davis Center 
is a proficient performance of modernism as a "historical present." In 
his description of the building, Moneo says that the Davis Center 
"enters on tiptoe," but at five stories tall it suffers, despite its modesty, 
from Ihe problem of appearing more massive than the object to which it 
is added. Sited to the northwest of the Jewett Center, a level below the 
quadrangle buildings, the museum nonetheless outstrips the older 
building's roof peaks, competing for notice with Day and Klauder's neo-
Gothic tower. Like Rudolph's complex, the Davis Center appears in site 
plan to be a jointed building—several squarish pieces connected to 
each other and to the earlier structures by narrower hinge pieces. A 
large volume topped with saw-toothed skylights contains the art 
museum; a smaller mass houses a film theatre and cafe; and a low 
connecting wing between the museum and the Jewett Center is devoted 
to administrative activities. 
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Modernism is a style so deeply ingrained in Moneo's work that he can 
present its most important tenets as ideas already perfectly under­
stood, stories so well-worn that only the punch-lines need be told. Here, 
because Rudolph has already inserted a modern building into the neo-
Gothic fabric, Moneo can make do with the slightest of gestures, both 
to modernism and to the earlier style. In deference to the brick of the 
Wellesley campus, the Davis Center's concrete slabs and steel frame 
are surfaced in a smooth pattern of red brick panels whose junctions are 
picked out by white steel bands. In conformity with Rudolph's reiteration 
of neo-Gothic elements. Moneo carefully reduplicates specific compo­
nents of the Jewett Center—the horizontal white strips, the bands of 
narrow vertical windows outlined in white structural or structurally-
derived elements, the steeply-pitched skylights—the same elements, 
called out also in white, that tie Rudolph's building to the neo-Gothic 
campus. In contrast to Rudolph's attempt to match the scale and rhythm 
of the older buildings. Moneo replicates these common elements within 
a completely different syntax. One example will illustrate the distinction: 
little triangular bay windows that, in Rudolph's building, are subordi­
nated to an overall order of horizontal bands are, in Moneo's building, 
individual incidents in the walls of the box. 

This difference in syntax is closely connected to the lack of structural 
expressiveness that is the most significant distinction between the 
Davis Center and the Jewett Center. Rudolph made decoration out of 
structure and the functions of light. But oddly for a building by an archi­
tect who has written about tectonics as a basis for architecture, the 
Davis Center is neither obviously tectonic nor decorative in any usual 
s e n s e . " For if decoration presumes a division between structure and 
ornament, this building has nothing that opposes decoration as struc­
ture. Instead everything has floated equally to the surface to create a 
fagade that no longer acts as a covering for something more essential, 
but is itself the whole architecture. In contrast to the extroverted cor­
uscations of the Jewett Center, the brick and concrete paneled skin of 
the Davis Center has a reticent neutrality that belies all its contextual 
gestures. The art museum is just as Moneo describes it. Wrapped in 
brick, tied with ribbons of white, and bowed with skylights, it is a "treas­
ure-box for art" that must be entered to be understood. Inside, the art 
museum creates—with modest means, as Moneo has pointed out—an 
ineffable experience of rising up into light. The hollow volume is organized 
around a series of slow stair runs, which are related to the airy galleries 
around them by means of asymmetrically placed openings. 

Just as in the Jewett Center, however, it is the site planning that reveals 
most clearly the principles of the Davis Center's relationship to history. 
His architecture is supremely contextual in its overall approach. Some 
of Moneo's recent buildings, such as the Museum of Modern Art and 
Architecture in Stockholm (1998). seem almost to disappear into their 
sites, their status as entities dissolving into a flow of small parts. Here, 

however, the Davis Center faces the back of the Jewett Center across a 
piazza, as Moneo terms it—a hard-surfaced space quite unlike the 
informal quadrangle to which it is appended. This court is approached 
from the northwest by steps laid out on line with Rudolph's monumen­
tal stair, moving up under the hinge between the Davis Center's audito­
rium and art museum. While Rudolph's cluster of buildings is oriented 
toward the quadrangle a level above, the main entrances to Moneo's 
group are necessarily from this piazza. Rudolph's Jewett Center was 
just beginning to learn the lessons of mannerly relationships with older 
neighbors, but it could not help asserting its modernism by the details 
of its siting. The forms of the Davis Center are determined by the small 
site available and by the views they provide of the Studio Arts wing of 
the Jewett Center, as Moneo's sketches and his description demon­
strate. This means that the large volume of the art museum is placed 
as far away as possible, and the two wings on either side of it are kept 
low and inconspicuous. Yet the design of the piazza gestures not 
towards the picturesque green above, but toward a more closed, more 
complex, harder-surfaced urbanism. This urban strategy does not work 
as well here as it might in a denser fabric. The southwest faces of 
Rudolph's buildings, meant to be a "back side." were not designed to 
be rubbed up against, as the piazza forces pedestrians to do. And the 
curtain wall of Moneo's building that runs around the piazza introduces 
a different referent yet: American postwar commercial architecture in 
its unmitigated juxtaposition to the sidewalk, blank glass at right angles 
to concrete. The piazza becomes an unresolved intersection of two or 
three different kinds of urban design. 

Moneo's addition thus attaches a third, hybrid form of site planning to 
the other two—the neo-Gothic and the late-modern—already cohabiting 
in one spot. All three are concerned with the creation of an arena for 
the modern public activity of circulation and unspecific gathering, and 
all three are "referential" in the sense that they point back to historical 
conditions of gathering. Moneo's contextualism allows him to marshal 
the moves of the Mediterranean urbanism that Rudolph's generation 
was beginning to emulate—piazza as outdoor room, building as facade, 
procession of vertical stages—as well as might be done on this site 
which is unequivocally a back stage. One could interpret Moneo's stair 
and piazza as an homage to the late-modernist hunger for pedestrian-
scaled space. It Is more Interesting, and more exact, to view it as an 
index of the existence of an international historico-modern lexicon, in 
which pre-industrial European urbanism functions as some sort of archi­
tectural Esperanto for the concept of context. As the distinction between 
structure and decoration has dissolved into surface, so the antagonism 
between the historical and the modern is dissolved into the context. 
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Wellesley, Massachusetts. Rafael Moneo, 1993. site plan. 
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A Davis Museum and Cultural Center 
Wellesley, Massachusetts. Rafael Moneo. 1993. 

"Beauty is not today familiar in an architectural vocabulary. Architects 
seem to be absorbed by the idea that architecture is simply the reflec­
tion of a culture at a specific time. So many architects now seek to man­
ifest motion instead of stability, the ephemeral instead of the perpet­
ual, the fragmented instead of the whole and the fictitious instead of 
the real... When the building enjoys being itself ...then pleasure and 
truth engender the feeling of plenitude that seems to me to be felt 
when we are close to something which emanates beauty." 

—Rafael Moneo ( 1 9 9 6 ) 3 3 

"The whole duty of the rococo... was to release art from being the car­
rier of preconceptions; it need not contain a religious message, nor a 
moral one, and ultimately need not be serious at all." 

—Michael Levey ( 1 9 6 6 ) 3 3 

Despite the differences between its surface modernism and Rudolph's 
structural style, the Davis Center attains a quiet elegance with respect 
to its complicated historical context. Whereas Rudolph's architecture 
does not always seem conscious of how it relates the historical and the 
modern, in Moneo's building the elements, including the modern ones, 
all are equally historical, and all are equally present, without reference 
to any underlying reality of societal or structural truth. This surface 
quality of Moneo's work is shared by other American neo-modernist 
projects. In "Tectonic Masks," Sandro Marpillero has called attention to 
a similar phenomenon in two other recent buildings, Steven Holl's 

S A I N T I G N A T I U S C H A P E L AT S E A T T L E U N I V E R S I T Y (1997), and 

Juan Navarro Baldeweg's addition to the W O O L W O R T H C E N T E R O F 

M U S I C A T P R I N C E T O N U N I V E R S I T Y (1997). He points to the incom­
mensurability between structure and both interior volume and exterior 
"express ion" in both buildings. This incommensurabil ity der ives, 
through a figural opacity, from the truths of each buildings' construc­
tion. Marpillero connects these projects to traditional modernist 
values, viewing the design of surface as the agent of a Freudian recon­
ciliation, assimilation, or accommodation of the material and spiritual. 
The surface is thus a symbolic layering that refers, obliquely, to a 
tectonic underlayer.*4 In the case of the Davis Center, however, the 
building's construction is so much taken for granted that it is not made 
thematic, but rather functions as a kind of unstated understanding, a 
quality also present in Navarro's and Holl's buildings. Structure, in 
other words, has no special role as truth, but operates as formal. 

Thus although it takes the shape of modernism, the value of the sur­
face embodied in these buildings cannot be explained by modernist 
theory, This break from modernist essentialism. and from the opposi­
tions into which it has driven architectural thought, can be seen in 
Moneo's 1996 Pritzker Prize acceptance speech, in which he discusses 
his practice in terms of beauty. Banned from the architectural vocabu­
lary for most of the past century, the word "beauty"—that tender, 
sweet, stereotypically feminine value, adjusted to the human (not royal 
or godlike) scale, but also, since the Romantic period, that com­
plaisant, even possibly immoral trait—ought to claim our attention. 
Surprisingly, Moneo connects the quality of beauty with both pleasure 
and truth. Like Paulette Singley's recent characterization of Philip John­
son's work as "sincere style," Moneo's speech equilibrates two values 
that would be placed on opposite sides of a modernist moral system— 
momentary pleasure opposed to the enduring universal value of truth, 
and skin deep beauty at odds with structure that gets down to the 
heart—or the bones—of things. 3 5 

Moneo himself does not follow his own lead—his speech condemns 
current work that reflects what might be called the "millennial Zeit­
geist." criticizing it for being mobile, ephemeral, fragmented, and ficti­
tious—all terms that would, in the modernist glossary, be classed with 
beauty as being other than truth. But as Helene Cixous once observed, 
the Other can only be seen in its multiplicity when it emerges from the 
shadow of the One. Moneo's words are suggestive of some additional 
ethical/aesthetic system, one in which pleasure and beauty, as well as 
fiction, fragment, and style, would be arrayed on the side of a certain 
kind of truth which is not fne essential truth. 

The qualities of such a system, which would include the mobile, the 
ephemeral, the fragmented, and the fictitious, are among the principles 
advocated by contemporary architects who, citing Gilles Deleuze and 
invoking the name of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibnitz, have advanced their 
work under the auspices of the Baroque. 3 8 The surface brilliance their 
architecture exhibits has, however, more usually been deemed the 
accomplishment of the artists and architects of the Rococo. Succeed­
ing the official classicism of Louis XIV, the Rococo was human rather 
than heroic, intelligent rather than impressive, graceful and exuberant 
rather than powerful, decorative rather than structural. Most often 
thought of as an age of frivolous excess, it was also true, as Michael 
Levey noted, that Rococo artists were in no danger of "mistaking fiction 
for truth—being utterly of their century in their commonsense. ... And it 
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A Davis M u s e u m and Cul tural Center 
Wellesloy, Massachuset ts . Rafael Moneo, 1993 . 

A Jewett Art Center 
Wellnsley Massachuset ts Paul Rudolph. 1955 

was perhaps the very sureness of their grasp on reality that allowed 
them to go off into such firmly-controlled and fully-realized fantasies, 
spiced with wi t . " " If "Rococo art aimed solely to delight a leisured, 
indeed idle, society, in which the only sin was to be boring." still, its 
architecture also became more convenient and more intimate than the 
Baroque royal palaces designed to deify a monarch's every move­
ment.311 If some Rococo work was "faintly iridescent, bubble-blown, run 
up out of a few twists of silk and some feathers," it was also created 
"with an assurance which is itself attractive, and an economy of detail 
that delight[ed] the eye... [NJothing [was) very solemn, or solid, but it 
beautifully fulfil[led] its function."** 

Many of the virtues as well as the vices of the Rococo are present in 
the architecture of our fin-de-millennium age. Current practices, seem­
ingly predicated on opposing philosophies, can instead be seen as 
linked by the intelligence and wit. the sure grasp of the human, the 
attractive economy, and the grace, charm, and beauty possessed by 
the architecture of the Rococo. In particular, both the Rococo period 
and our own are marked by a change in the relationship to nature and 
history. The Rococo stepped down from embodying a divine nature that 
underwrote human action and hierarchy, to mirroring the refinement of 
human nature. In place of heroic enactments of history were the tristes 

pastimes of Antoine Watteau's nostalgic mythological scenes; Gabriel 
Germain Boffrand's interiors were no longer the scenes for the making 
of history, but rather for the living out of social relationships. 4 0 

Like the Rococo, our times are now post: post-industrial, post-struc­
turalist, post-functionalist, post-truth, post-authenticity, post-crisis, 
post-modernist, and even post-millennium. We are beyond modernism 
and even beyond postmodernism, in the same way that the Rococo was 
beyond the Renaissance and the Baroque. In the Rococo period, under­
standing the forms of art and architecture was predicated upon a 
knowledge of the classical past . 4 1 This is now true of much of the archi­
tecture of our time—both neo-avant-garde and neo-modern—but it 
instead refers back to modernism. Bernard Tschumi's refracted plans 
as well as Herzog and de Meuron's foregrounded facades exhibit, in 
their play on modernist ideas and forms, the same essential relation­
ship to the classical style of modernism that Moneo's Davis Center 
does. They surface from within modernism, they take their terms from 
the discourse of modernism, they historicize equally modernism and 
themselves. Thus while it is still our inescapable vernacular, our style, 
"the forms of expression peculiar to one or more countries" (or perhaps 

the post-industrial region of the globe) "over a long period of time." no 

neo-modernist move can now be other than historical. When Muschamp 

extols the Rose Center's beautiful water glass as "the transcendent 

material envisioned by architects who pioneered its use in the early 

20th century," he inevitably elegizes what he evokes. " 

Our style is profoundly urbane, intelligent, both complete and assured, 

deeply connected to a present that includes the past. Of Watteau's 

paintings. Levey said that they showed that "sincerity in art does not 

have to be uncouth, and that perfection of form does not mean poverty 

of content." 4 3 As the modernist style becomes ever more intelligent, 

beautiful, and bittersweet, it neither looks ahead to a millennial future 

nor back to a lost Utopian past, but is content with the goal of making 

architecture suitable to its present situation. Some of the best of our 

current architecture exhibits the economy, the elegance, and the 

assurance of this kind of style. 
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4 9 ; originally given at the Insti tute for Architecture and Urban S tud ies conference 'Archi ­
tectural Educa t i on /USA: I s s u e s , I deas , and People. " 1 9 7 1 . 

• R e m Koo lhaas , "Arch i tec ts ' S ta tement , " In "Toward the New Museum of Modern Art: 
Sketchbook by Ten Arch i tec ts , " www.morna.org /expans ion/chare t te / index.h tml . 
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8 Following Peter Burger ' s Theory ol the Avant-Garde, t rans . Michael Shaw (Minneapol is : 
University ol Minnesota P r e s s , 1 9 8 4 ) , recent proponents ol an archi tectural ncoavan t -
garde have proposed to el ide the incongruit ies of modern ism's aging by dist inguishing 
between an autonomous modernism and an engaged avant-garde, taking the latter a s the 
b a s i s for a contemporary crit ical s t a n c e . The term n e o a v a n t garde thus rep laces the 
Deleuzian and Derr idean "post s t ructura l is t " or "deconstruct iv is t . " awkward appel lat ions 
to apply to bui ldings, a s the positive valuator for a cr i t ical position with respect to con­
temporary society. It t akes over, too, the former t e rms ' inc lusive character , embrac ing a 
shape-shi f t ing success ion of forms. In the introduction to the 1 9 9 6 conference "Auton­
omy and Ideology," Rober t Somol s u b s u m e s under this label such d isparate figures a s 
Rem Koo lhaas . Bernard Tschumi . and Peter E l s e n m a n . But a s I will argue later, even a 
neo-avant-garde cannot escape the l o s s of a crit ical posit ion for archi tecture. 

7 The career of P iano and Rogers ' s Centre Pompidou ( 1 9 7 7 ) exempl i f ies one drast ic solu­
tion to the problem of the waning of the new, A building conceived on the premise of 
shock. Its comingof-age h a s been violently enforced by m e a n s of a renovation that has 
damaged the p rem ises of the original des ign. S e e Paul Goldberger. "Beaubourg Grows 
Up: P a r i s ' s Pop Monument Has Undergone a Controvers ia l Renovat ion." The New Yorker. 
22 May 2 0 0 0 : 8 8 - 9 1 . 

8 Herbert Muschamp, " I t ' s Something New Under the S ta r s (And Looking Up l . " The New 
York Times 1 3 February 2 0 0 0 . Ar ts & Le isu re Sec t ion : 1 . 

9 Ra fae l Moneo, "Exce rp ts from an Interview with Rataol Moneo. Dav is Museum and Cul 
tural Center. Wel les ley Col lege," A * U 2 9 4 (March 1 9 9 4 ) : 7 0 . 

1 0 Alfred H. Barr , Jr . . quoting Henry-Russel l Hitchcock and Phil ip J o h n s o n ' s The Interna­
tional Style. "What is Happening to Modern Archi tecture?," The Museum of Modern Art 
Bulletin XV, no. 3 (Spr ing 1 9 4 8 ) : 6 . 

u In 1 9 4 7 , Lewis Mumford wrote a "Sky l ine " column in The New Yorker in which he pro­
posed a "nat ive and humane modern ism" that he cal led the "Bay Region s ty le" a s an 
al ternat ive to the abs t rac t ions of modernism then being produced in the United S t a t e s . In 
"What is Happening to Modern Arch i tec ture?. " Mumford again championed a modern 
response to West Coas t vernacular wood construct ion a s exemplif ied by the work of 
Ga len Howard. Bernard Maybeck, Wil l iam Wurster. and others. Lewis Mumlord. "The Sky 
l ine [The Bay Region Sty le ] . " The New Yorker 1 1 October 1 9 4 7 : 1 0 6 . 1 0 9 ; Barr . MoMA 
Bulletin: 2 - 2 1 . 

1 2 Sibyl Moholy-Nagy. in her monograph on Rudolph, descr ibed t h e s e tenets a s : "no 
facade , no vis ib le roof, no ornament, no regional adaptat ion, no separat ion of enc los ing 
form from enc losed s p a c e , no individual tas te beyond standardized mater ia ls and tech­
n i q u e s — a n d back-to-back plumbing." Introduction to The Architecture ol Paul Rudolph. 
eds . Sibyl Moholy-Nagy and Gerhard Schwab , (New York: Praeger, 1 9 7 0 ) 9 . K laus 
Herdeg 's The Decorated Diagram: Harvard Architecture and the Failure ol the Bauhaus 
Legacy ( 1 9 8 3 : paperback edit ion. Cambridge. MA: MIT P r e s s . 1 9 8 5 ) 4 provides informa­
tion about these Harvard s tudents ' tenure. S e e a lso Stephanie Wi l l iams. " C l a s s of ' 4 4 . " 
World Architecture. ( 1 9 9 2 ) : 28 -47 . 

1 3 Moholy-Nagy and Schwab 10. 

1 4 Rowe, Good Intentions 27 28 . 

1 8 Walter Grop ius. Scope ol Total Architecture (New York: Harper and Brothers Pub l i shers , 
1 9 5 5 ) 7 5 . cited In Rowe. Good Intentions 2 6 : Rudolph quoted in Moholy Nagy and 
Schwab 2 1 . 

" Phil ip Johnson . "The Responsibi l i ty of the Architect." Perspecta 1 ( 1 9 5 2 ) : 5 0 - 5 2 . A s 
part of h is interest in precedent, Rudolph w a s an early proponent of reg ional ism: h is 
houses built with partner Ralph Twltchel l in the south were regional in what Sibyl Moholy-
Nagy ca l led a "nonromant ic, nonfolkloristic response to the p lace . " Moholy-Nagy and 
Schwab . 1 0 . On Rudolph 's regional ism, see h is "Regional ism In Archi tecture," Perspecta 
4 ( 1 9 5 7 ) : 1 2 19 . 

1 7 On the Jewett Center s e e Moholy-Nagy and Schwab . Architecture ol Paul Rudolph. 50-
5 5 ; "Fitt ing the Future into the P a s t . " Architectural Forum 1 0 5 (December 1 9 5 6 ) : 100 -
1 0 6 ; "The Mary Cooper Jewett Ar ts Center , " Architectural Record 1 2 1 (February 1 9 5 7 ) : 
1 6 6 - 1 6 9 : "We l les ley ' s Alternative to 'Col legiate G o t h i c ' " Architectural Forum 1 1 1 (July 
1 9 5 9 ) : 8 8 - 9 5 . 

** It w a s a career that would end abruptly, however, with the perceived failure of h is Yale 
Art and Architecture Bui ld ing ( 1 9 6 3 ) . whose burning in the late 6 0 " s a lso immolated 
Rudolph 's p rospec ts . Withdrawing from the limelight. Rudolph spen t many years e s s e n ­
tially in retirement before enjoying a second period of s u c c e s s building high-rise towers in 
Southeas t As ia from the early 8 0 ' s until h is death In 1 9 9 7 . 

1 9 Rudolph, in Moholy-Nagy and Schwab 5 0 . 

2 0 T h e s e bear a marked resemblance to some of Wright's more exuberant ornament. 
Moholy-Nagy cal led Wright Rudolph 's "ear l ies t and most last ing inspirat ion." Moholy-
Nagy. Introduction 1 0 . 

2 1 Rudolph shared with his peers a self p ro fessed preoccupat ion with I tal ian urban ism, 
which an imated d i s c u s s i o n s of s i te planning in the late modern and postmodern period. 
Rudolph descr ibed his project for the City Hall in Sy racuse , New York ( 1 9 6 4 ) , a s defining 
a " s e n s e of p lace . " creat ing a "p laza . " and forming an "amphi theater tor public celebra­
t ions and ce remon ies . " Rudolph, in Moholy-Nagy and Schwab . 1 0 8 . In " R e m a r k s on Con­
tinuity and Change. " Perspecta 9 / 1 0 ( 1 9 6 5 ) : 2 9 1 - 2 9 8 . Kevin Lynch whose s tud ies of Ital­
ian urbanism culminated in The Image ol the City (Cambridge: MIT, 1 9 6 0 ) . and those of 
Robert Venturi. who noted, "Our generation d iscovered Rome In the 5 0 ' s . ... As post-
heroic Moderns reading Sigfried Giedlon, we rediscovered history and acknowledged a 
tradit ional b a s i s for architecture and u rban ism. " Robert Venturi and Denise Scot t Brown. 
' A Definition of Architecture a s Shel ter with Decorat ion on It. and Another P lea for a Sym­
bol ism of the Ordinary in Archi tecture." 4 View Irom the Campidoglio: Selected Essays 
19531984 (New York: Harper and Row. 1 9 8 4 ) 6 2 ; first publ ished In A+U 87 (January 
1 9 7 8 ) : 3 -14 . 

2 2 The except ion is the 1 9 6 4 John Wal lace Res idence , a theatr ical modern evocat ion of a 
Greek Revival southern mansion built in Athens. A labama. 

2 1 For example . Pau l Rudolph, "Pau l Rudolph C i tes Old Pr inc ip les a s B a s e s for an Analy­

s i s of Today's Work," Architectural Record 1 3 1 (January 1 9 6 2 ) : 1 2 . 6 2 , 7 4 . 8 4 . 

2 4 Paul Schweikher complained In a way that recal led the Jewett Center : "Architecture 
may be defined a s a logic of s p a c e . . . .Architecture i s a lso st ructure. . . .Us philosophy i s 
involved in problems of order and proportion. T h e s e are i ts cons tan ts . Many are impa­
tient with the definition and impatient or contemptuous ol structure. There is a revival of 
ornament and decorat ion: one m a k e s structure ornamenta l , another u s e s decorat ion a s 
an applique of inconsequent ia l e l emen ts . " In "The S ix t ies ; A P /A Sympos ium on the State 
of Archi tecture: Par t I ." Progressive Architecture 3 ( 1 9 6 1 ) : 1 2 8 . Ludwig Mies van der 
Rohe and Mmoru Y a m a s a k i ' s comments appear in "The S ix t ies : A P /A Sympos ium on the 
State of Archi tecture: Par t I I . " Progressive Architecture 4 ( 1 9 6 1 ) : 167 1 6 8 ; Ralph 
R a p s o n ' in "The S ix t ies . I , " 129 . 

2 5 John M. J o h a n s e n . in "The S i x t i es . I." 1 2 4 : Robert G e d d e s . in "The S ix t ies . I ." 1 2 8 : 
Harry W e e s e , "The S ix t ies . I ." 1 3 1 . 

2 9 Victor Gruen. in "The S i x t i es . I . " 1 3 0 . In What is Happening to Modern Architecture? a 
s imi lar definition of stylo had been proposed by Walter Gropius: " a s u c c e s s i v e repetit ion 
ol an express ion which h a s become set t led, a s a common denominator." Walter Gropius, 
in iWiaf /s Happening to Modern Architecture?. 1 1 . 

2 7 Cra ig El lwood, in "The S i x t i es . I ." 1 3 1 . 

2 8 Kar l Koch . In "The S ix t ies . I I . " 1 6 9 . 

2 9 Lou is Kahn . in "The S i x t i es . I ." 1 2 7 . 

3 0 " B i g n e s s . " R e m Koo lhaas and Bruce Mau . S . M. L. XL (Now York: Monicell l P r e s s . 
1 9 9 5 ) . 

3 1 Ra fae l Moneo. "The Idea of Last ing: A Conversat ion with Ra fae l Moneo." Perspecta 24 
( 1 9 8 8 ) . 1 4 6 - 1 5 7 . 

3 2 Ra fae l Moneo. " 1 9 9 6 Pntzker Prize Acceptance S p e e c h . " in " R a f a e l Moneo, Prltzker 
Architecture Prize L a u r e a t e , 1 9 9 6 , " h t tp : / /www.pr i tzkerpr ize.com/moncere.htmt fRAFAEL 
MONEO. 

3 3 Michael Levey. Rococo to Revolution: Major Trends in Eighteenth-Century Painting (New 
York: Oxford UP. 1 9 6 6 ) 3 5 . 

3 4 Sandro Marpil lero, "Tectonic M a s k s . " Lotus 9 9 ( 1 9 9 8 ) : 5 2 - 7 5 . 

3 5 Pai l let te Singley. "The Importance of Not Being Earnes t : 'Trivial Comedy for Ser ious 
People, ' " in Autonomy and Ideology: Positioning an Avant Garde in America, ed . R. E . 
Somol (New York: Monacel l i P r e s s , 1 9 9 7 ) 1 7 8 - 1 7 9 : s e e a lso Somol . "S ta temen t . " 2 3 . 

3 8 S e e Gi l les Deleuze. The Fold: Leibnitz and the Baroque, t rans. Tom Conley (Minneapo­
l is : University of Minnesota P r e s s . 1 9 9 3 ) . 

3 7 Levey 9 0 . 

3 8 Stephen J o n e s . The Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. P r e s s , 1 9 8 5 ) 1 0 ; 
Wend von Ka lne in . ^ rch i rec ture in France in the Eighteenth Century (New Haven: Yale 
Univ. P r e s s , 1 9 9 5 \1972]) 2 . 

3 9 Levey 3 9 - 4 2 . 

4 0 "The c r i s i s ol the last years of Louis XIV 's reign had compromised the verisimil i tude of 
h is tory—that i s . i ts c la im to a higher t ruth—and cut loose mythology from its mooring at 
the center of royal apotheos is . Prey to the manipulat ions of a noble and mondaln society 
determined to regain lost polit ical ground, myth became a vehicle both for exposing the 
underside of the raison d'etat and for exploring the nature of inf luence al ive in a court 
society." Kat ie Scot t . The Rococo Interior: Decoration and Social Spaces in Early Eigh­
teenth-Century Pans (New Haven : Yale University P r e s s . 1 9 9 5 ) 2 1 1 . 

4 1 "The rococo.. . Invoked c l a s s i c i s m express ly to demonstrate a re fusa l to receive it pas­
sively. I ns tead , the rococo parodied, cr i t ic ised and reworked c l a s s i c a l precepts and lor-
mul l , relying on an a s s u m e d and implicit knowledge of tradition to accompl ish a novel and 
aston ish ing contrast. However, if originally the rococo had worked above all to relat iv ise 
and subject iv ise s tandards of t as te , at the hands of mid-century cr i t ics it became not an 
al ternat ive to but the ant i thes is of c l a s s i c a l , or good, tas te . The symbiot ic relat ionship 
between the cultural categor ies of c l a s s i c i s m and rococo, ancient and modern, upon 
which so much of rococo p leasure and enlightenment depended, w a s thus etfectlvely 
broken. I ns tead , the rococo w a s re presented a s an a b s e n c e — a n absence of propor 
Hon, harmony, symmetry, ba lance, s e n s e , judgment, t a s t e — a n d thus the liberation that 
it had of fered by i ts aggress ive meddling in canonical cultural mat ters w a s reinterpreted 
a s a l i cense, a w e a k n e s s , which undermined by impotence the b a s e s of French c iv l l i sa 
Hon." Scot t 2 6 3 . 

4 2 Muschamp 37 . 

4 3 Levey 5 6 . 
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Pandora's Box: An Essay on Metropolitan Portraits 
D E M E T R I P O R P H Y R I O S 

Since the beginning ol the nineteenth century, the theme of the ideal 
city—the prototypical urbium— has perhaps been the most stubbornly 
persistent saga animating deeply architectural thought. Not that such a 
theme did not enchant pre-nineteenth century thought—on the contrary— 
but never had history seen the profusion and frantic incubation of urban 
idealizations as from the nineteenth century onwards. Scanning the tra­
dition of ideal urban schemes, from Ledoux's Salt Works to Fourier's 
Phalangstere, or from Jules Borie's A E R O D O M E S to Le Corbusier's 
P L A N V O I S I N . or even from Archigram's Instant City to Superstudio's 
C O N T I N U O U S M O N U M E N T , one clearly discerns the deep parenthood of 
E X O D U S , the first representational statement of Koolhaas and Zenghelis 
which won them recognition in the Casabella competition in 1973. 

Intrinsically an ideal city, Exodus is a dropped-in deus-ex-machina which 
forces London into a gradual but sure extinction. The tips of this ideal 
urban strip are the points of ideological friction between the old and the 
new, while the nine squares of the city proper refer to Its collective 
ideological rituals: the ideology of private property (the Square of the 
Private Allotments), of ceremonial festivities (the Ceremonial Square), 
of civic initiation (the Reception Hall), of historical consciousness (the 
preservation of Nash London), of sensuous pleasurability (the Baths), 
of the artificial alternative to nature (the Park of the Four Elements), of 
cure and immortalization (the Hospital), and of scientific knowledge 
(the University Square). 

There is, of course, nothing new featuring in the permissive ideological 
coexistence of these squares of bourgeois reification. The old dream of 
Ledoux for erecting a city comprising Temples to Love. Memory. Knowl­
edge, etc., or that of Fourier for founding an ideal brotherhood, or that 
of Jules Borie for allowing the traditional city to wither away while its 
inhabitants escape to the crystalline dropped-in aerodomes, or that of 
Le Corbusier for the perpetual warfare that the Plan Voisin would initi­
ate, or that of Archigram for an overnight physical transformation of the 
world, or that of Superstudio for an uninterrupted crystalline monument 
meandering around the globe—all these dreams and still many others 
are present in Exodus, yielding with their superimposition a Freudian 
tableau of contemporary urban memory. 

But the architectural gaze is now organized in a new way. It is no longer 
the gaze of the redeemer, as was the case with all urban idealizations 
from the nineteenth century onwards. The effort now is not to single 
out the ills of contemporary cities, nor to propose solutions for their 
cure. In that sense, there is no intention for unburyingthe debate about 
problems and solutions so popular in the tradition of the 1950s and 
1960s. Interestingly enough, Zenghelis, though a student of Smithson 
at the AA, never returned to the positivist tradition of bubble-diagrams, 
nor to the "scientist" assumption that thorough analysis is the manda­
tory precedent for design. All the nuances of positivist conscious­
ness—from Christopher Jones. Christopher Alexander. Lionel March, 
and Steadman. or the long list of behavioral scientists—are here 
denied any legitimacy with the implicit accusation of pseudo-scientism. 

Instead, the task so obvious in Exodus is to plunge straight into pure 
ideology and comprise for the first time an inventory of today's urban 
episodes: a clinical description of the various unquestioned habits 
which have become mundane realities and without which it would be 
inconceivable to date our lifestyles. This portraiture, however, is not a 
mere depiction: on the contrary, by analyzing, patterning, and articulat­
ing the metropolitan imagery it has the power to link our knowledge of 
things across the dimension of history, while at the same time attempt­
ing a re-interpretation of that history and a possible materialization. In 
that sense it would be untrue, no doubt, to see in Koolhaas and 
Zenghelis's work a mere annihilation of design long burdened with the 
tradition of conceptual art. It is not even a question of a displacement 
of the traditional means and media of design, or of the denial to draw— 
as was the case, for example, with the advocacy planning movement in 
the late 1960s. Instead, in constituting anew the composite portrait of 
contemporary urban life, the Office for Metropolitan Architecture gives 
birth to a new representational tactic which gradually formalizes itself 
to the point of becoming a modus vivendi. It is this representational 
tactic and its effective insertion and functioning in contemporary archi­
tectural discourse that I would like to discuss in this short essay. 

Original ly p u b l i s h e d in Architectural Design m a g a z i n e , v o l u m e 4 7 , no . 5 . 1 9 7 7 . 
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A Dreamlund 
Madeline vreesendorf, 1974. painting 
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A The Cabinet of Dr. Caligan 
Robert Wiene. 1920 film still. 
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The Sensuousness of Representation The Opening of Architectural Language 

The first consequence that the portraiture of the metropolis has had is 
the unreserved preoccupation with sensuous imagery. From the first 
sketches of Exodus, the Hotel Sphinx or the City of the Captive Globe, 
it became obvious that mere architectural delineation—no matter how 
intricate in detail or overburdened with axonometric projections—would 
be incapable of capturing an urban portrait. Color and above all sec­
ondary non-architectural information was needed. In Exodus one finds 
it impossible to grasp the pictorial implications of the childish drawing 
of the Square of the Private Allotments, or that of the Park of the Four 
Elements, were it not for the adjunct images borrowed from daily expe­
rience. In the City of the Captive Globe, one is not merely confronted 
with the towers of the Plan Voisin, or with the expressionist shells, or 
the constructivist tower of Lissitsky, but rather with the vast regions of 
theoretical debate and practical implementation that they stand for. 
This incessant reference to an associational density and to the whole 
profusion of adjunct and complementary images defines a representa­
tional tactic far removed from the Orthodox Modernist ethos, and very 
similar to that of the nineteenth-century Ecole des Beaux Arts. Against 
modernism's positivist dream of an architecture with no memory (at 
least not an explicitly discussed one). Koolhaas and Zenghelis will 
insist on a sensuously corporeal architecture that is capable of trigger­
ing an unlimited flow of associations. In their visible, tactile, and 
almost hedonistic status, the highway, the pigeon-hole window, the 
escalator, or the so many metropolitan fragments that animate their 
vision are by no means abstract and universal names (as, for example, 
the column, line, or plane were for modernism), but on the contrary 
they carry within them a spontaneous unfolding of representation (like, 
for example, the ionic column, the traveated pediment, or the Louis 
Quatorze window did for the Beaux Arts mind). 

These sensuous clues which open up whole regions of references owe 
their power to the very sensuousness they possess. Bereft of their 
color, crispness. harshness, or delicacy, they become impotent three-
dimensional gestures with no parenthood or horizon of decendancy. 
And it is not without significance that such preoccupation with the cor­
poreality of architectural elements coincides with a general rebirth of a 
decorative architectural consciousness. Since the pioneering work of 
Venturi in the middle 1960s, and with the gross popularization of semi-
ological tools among architectural c i rc les—a job for which Jencks is to 
be held responsible in London, the Five and Agrest/Gandelsonas in 
New York, Charles Moore and Bob Stern in the tradition of the shin­
gles—architecture thought it possible to return to the nineteenth-cen­
tury sensibility of decoration as significatory clothing. It is true that 
such thought must have crossed the architectural mind as early as the 
postwar years, for otherwise the excesses of Brutalism or the stylistics 
of Corporate design (i.e. Yamasaki or Portman) would have been unin­
telligible. Yet it was not until the early 1970s that such a proposition 
was clearly stated and theoretically formalized without the implicit fear 
of stepping onto morally risky ground. 

The preoccupation with sensuous imagery that was to be pictorial and 
realistic ran contrary to any syntactic interests, crossing out the possi­
bility of an elementarist system of organization and. by extension, any 
effort to circumscribe the limits of the architectural language.1 The task 
that Koolhaas and Zenghelis set for themselves is not to demarcate the 
elements and the organizational rules of architectural composition (as 
was the case, for example, with the Five), but on the contrary to burst 
open the confines of architecture until it embraces the full spectrum of 
everyday visibility. The profusion of sensuous objects scattered in the 
Egg of Columbus Center, the oases, athletic runways, or hanging 
garden dreamlands populating the roof terraces of the Hotel Sphinx, or 
the Hollywoodesque scenaries of the ground and top floors of the Wel­
fare Palace Hotel, do point clearly to the wish to trespass the bound­
aries of institutionalized architectural language. 

This issue of the specificity or non-specificity of architectural language, 
though not explictly discussed as such, has been of great importance 
in the debates of contemporary architectural thinking.2 The issue, 
whether we are conscious of it or not. is a constant dilemma that any 
architectural production has to face at one or another time since it 
addresses the priorities of formal exclusions or inclusions. In fact, 
there are two aspects to the question: first, the degree of specificity of 
architectural language (i.e. whether an inclusive or an exclusive tactic 
is to be followed), and second, the direction towards which architec­
tural language opens (i.e. in case an inclusive system is followed, which 
area of life is to be embraced). Contemporary thought has shown a 
great propensity towards inclusivist representational systems, destroy­
ing in that sense all pictorial common grounds that modernism labored 
to formalize and institutionalize.3 The multinational stylistic eclecticism 
of the 1950s, the science fiction of the Metabolist and Archigram era. 
the popular ethos of the consumerist Las Vegas Strip, or the gilded 
monuments of a putrefied western world erected in the Middle East, are 
all sure symptoms of a truly inclusivist representational ethos under 
the spell of which contemporary architectural thought is trying to patch 
up its void. 

It is within this general arrangement of an inclusivist representational 
tactic that Koolhaas and Zenghelis work. Bathing in a purely inclusivist 
ethos, these two urban portraitists will plunge into the non-designed 
world of appearances, bringing back to their drawing boards the scat­
tered memories and savored glimpses of the metropolis.4 But if their 
inclusivist ethos binds them with contemporary thought, their denial to 
celebrate technology or consumption economy distinguishes them from 
parallel currents. It would, no doubt, be impossible to conceive of the 
Hotel Sphinx did there not exist the implicit trust in an advanced tech­
nology. Yet, technology itself does not feature as a spectacle; though 
heavily counted upon, it is not allowed to surface, nor is it allowed to 
define the lines, forms, or reliefs of this urban phalangstere (as. on the 
contrary, was the case with a whole tradition from Cesar Daly to Sant'Elia 
or Peter Cook). Similarly, none of the bricolaged images would have 
materialized were it not for the vast advertising and consumerist reper­
toire to choose from. Yet. the contextual displacement of the borrowed 
metropolitan features, their projection into new surroundings and the 
plethora of metaphorical readings induced by the subtle choices of 
scale or sensuousness (i.e. color, material, texture, etc.). give a sense 
of surrealist familiarity to the projects, at once close to and removed 
from the everyday world and thus not easily consumed (as, on the con­
trary, was the case with a whole tradition from Krafft or Dubut to Ven­
turi).* In viewing the work of the Office for Metropolitan Architecture 
everything seems at first-hand familiar: but then abruptly the rape of 
commonsense occurs, usually in broad daylight. It is exactly here that 
the critical and non-consumable aspect of their work resides; in their 
ability to portray the metropolis while at the same time challenging our 
visual and social habits and triggering an awakening of consciousness. 
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A Ca l i fo rn ia City S tudy 
Venturi Ruuch Archi tects, 1970. 
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A Welfare Pa lace Hotel 
New York City, project OMA, 1976-77. painting 

Architecture and Psychology 

At the moment when it became possible to denounce the commemora­
tion of scientism and consumerism. Koolhaas and Zenghelis were 
establishing an alliance at once tangled and extremely vague with a 
number of non-architectural disciplines: literature, painting, and psy­
chology. The innumerable references to a Brave New World, the en bloc 
transpositions of pictorial thematics as with the romantic story of the 
Raft of the Medusa, the ingenious fabrication of the legend of the Pool, 
the direct allusions to the pictorial tradition of color post-cards of the 
1920s and 1930s, the polemic and irritative tone of the language in 
their texts, the Dadaesque quality of their pictorial narratives, or even 
still, their almost medieval determination to produce by hand a second 
or third copy of the same colorful drawing for an exhibition or a museum 
purchase—all these are sure indices of minds that have accepted the 
notion of interdisciplinary quotation. In this way they outwitted in 
advance the positivist attempts of their contemporaries to insert 
architecture's chronology within that of science, technology, or con­
sumerism, and sanctioned instead the inverse endeavor to align the 
experience that man has of things with the knowledge he has acquired 
of them through a psychological internalization.• This led to a signifi­
cant temptation: to make psychology into a sort of general tactic of 
design. On the horizon of their architectural thinking there is the project 
of bringing consciousness back to its real conditions, of restoring it to 
the contents and forms that brought it into being. This is why the prob­
lem of the unconscious—its possibility, status, mode of existence, the 
means of knowing it and bringing it to light—is not simply an excuse for 
a formal exercise but it is a problem that is ultimately coextensive with 
the very ability to imagine, draw, and build. In setting themselves the 
task of restoring the domain of the psychological. Koolhaas and 
Zenghelis tactily imply that the unveiling of the unconscious is posited 
in its greatest clarity—as with Madelon Vriesendorp's metropolitan 
tableaux—the better the work becomes, demarcating in an unambigu­
ous way an architecture with the task of making the discourse of the 
unconscious speak through consciousness. 

An Iconographic Typology 

We have dealt with the preoccupation with sensuous imagery, with the 
opening of architectural language, and with the interdisciplinary quota­
tion it inaugurated, leading eventually to a privileged alliance between 
architecture and psychology. The other consequence of the portraiture 
of the metropolis has been to initiate an analysis and classification of 
buildings according to their visible characters. All the treasure that the 
metropolis had accumulated—and which concerned the virtues of its 
skyscrapers, the sparkling honesty of its overpasses and highways, or 
the secret correspondences and sentimental sympathies of its canals, 
smokestacks, waterfronts, "travelators." or subway tunnels—all this, 
since Delirious New York was first conceived of. had become marginal 
knowledge tor both Koolhaas and Zenghelis. What remained to be dis­
covered, however, were the species and c lasses of objects that com­
prised the metropolis, that is. their forms, their spatial arrangements, 
their number, size, and physical characteristics. It is at this point that 
the Office for Metropolitan Architecture took upon itself the task of 
mapping them, of transcribing them in an alphabetically ordered Metro­
politan inventory, of preserving, confronting, and combining them in 
order to make it possible, on the one hand to determine the vicinities 
and kinships of metropolitan objects (and therefore the unity of the 
metropolis), and on the other, to recognize rapidly their individuality 
(and therefore their unique place in the metropolis). 
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It is in that sense that we can say that Koolhaas and Zenghelis set as 
their task to record and classify the iconographic typologies of the 
metropolis- The theme of typological thinking, though alien to the theo­
retical formalizations of modernism, was of course not new in the post­
war period. From the early codifications of building types by Aalto in the 
1950s and 1960s, the theoretical formulations of Alan Colquhoun on 
"Typology and Design Method" in 1969, the innumerable typological 
studies of 0. M. Lingers, or the laconic proclamations for a primeval 
built typology by the Krier brothers, the conception of a typological 
design has been constantly cultivated and experimented upon in various 
modes and directions. With Koolhaas and Zenghelis what becomes 
obvious is their preoccupation with the iconographic aspect of typologi­
cal thinking, discarding from the beginning all syntactic typology, all his­
torical valuations, arriving with no hesitation at an almost amoral 
encodement of metropolitan reality. 

The towers, the brownstones, the streets, or the waterfront in the 
Roosevelt Island Competition are the mirror truth of Manhattan wholly 
given to the gaze: their links and status refer to a promising futureland 
by pointing to an experienced legend that is replayed and therefore 
recognized, yet not reproduced In toto and therefore not prone to non-
reflective consumption. Iconographic typology, therefore, constitutes a 
primary stratum indissociably signifier and signified. In their material 
reality the iconographic types are identified with their referentials them­
selves: they are bathing in the ideology which produced them and with 
which they have fused: finally, they transpose the economy of the visible 
in the realm of the identifiable: the pyramidal skyscraper, the construc-
tivist tower, the tubular si los, the industrial machinery, the glazed 
expanses, the transplanted palm trees, the peculiar almost cabalistic 
instruments of initiation scattered in the Park of Aggression, the 
kitschly veneered marble podia of the City of the Captive Globe, the 
three-dimensionality of the frozen legends of the Raft of the Medusa or 
that of the Pool, or the petrified immobility of the birth of the metropolitan 
Venus, they all point in their strange clarity to the totality of the real 
world and to the impossibility of avoiding confrontation with it. 

This conception of analyzing the metropolis into its constituent icono­
graphic types was decisive: it opened up to investigation a domain in 
which each object, observed, isolated, and compared, could take its 
place in a whole series of metropolitan portraits whose convergence or 
divergence was. in principle, measurable. It combined at the same time 
the techniques of hierarchization and those of normalization, since it 
was a gaze that classified, qualified, and institutionalized. It introduced 
the metropolitan visibility into the realm of the historical document 
founding once again the historiographical "dossier" similar to that of 
Durand or. better, Piranesi. In other words, the various iconographic 
types of the metropolis, their chronicles and their pictorial genealogy 
are there not in order to be savored as monuments to future memory, 
but fundamentally in order to insert them into the realm of the docu­
ment. In that sense, the portraiture of the metropolis is not a procedure 
of heroization; it functions basically as a procedure of objectification 
with an implicit power of normalization. It objectifies the metropolis and 
renders its silent discourse legitimate. 
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The De-professionalization of Architecture Notes 

By the mid-1960s, the notion of the non-specificity of the architectural 
language (its inclusivist ethos) was already a non-embarrassing fact.' 
Architecture had opened its frontiers welcoming indiscriminately all 
extraneous languages, sacrificing in that way all compositional rigor 
and. by extension, all codified readability. The degree of sacrifice of the 
architectural language was of course not the same at all levels of archi­
tectural practice. The corporate firms remained faithful to the teachings 
of the second and third generation modernists with a gradual but 
steady regression to decorative touchups; in the booming 1960s and 
counting on the macroscale intervention of either the state or the cor­
porate capital, architecture thought it possible to embark on a whole­
sale megastructural rehabilitation of the globe, a dream which very 
soon became a bitter remembrance. In the late 1960s , the second­
hand-taught admirers of white modernism undertook the task of its 
enlightened reconstruction; while concurrently, and when the revived 
hope for the social mission of architecture had dissolved in the senti­
mentalities of the welfare state, a climate of utter irrelevancy spread, 
endangering at the same time the significance of the architectural acad­
emy, that of the architect, and more deeply the legitimacy of his pro­
fessional status. If one added the economic regression in the 1970s, 
one would have a rather clear picture of the historical confluence within 
which to situate the work of Koolhaas and Zenghelis. 

For an architecture that consciously interrogates the unconscious to 
appear, flourish, and sustain itself, it was necessary that its authors 
were first encouraged by art dealers, museums, research grants, and 
the Academy itself. In fact, by the mid-1970s, this form of architecture 
was gradually being institutionalized and was featuring strongly in the 
marginalia of the avant-garde. After all. the pictorial exercises of John 
Hejduk, Emilio Ambasz, Raimond Abraham or recently those of Cesar 
Pelli in the Venice Biennale, have been unequivocal efforts to legitimize 
a form of architectural reflection that involved man's being in that 
dimension where consciousness addresses the unconscious and artic­
ulates itself upon it. For Koolhaas and Zenghelis, what now constituted 
the legitimacy of their architecture was not the revolutionary or aphoris­
tic vein (common sense was already saturated by such innuendoes, 
especially through the long and wearisome traditions of literary and 
artistic "anti" movements), but its seductive, almost sensuously enter­
taining density of the unconscious. 

Architecture has thus achieved its own raison d'etre: an architecture 
that comments, caresses, details, enumerates, and forecasts the 
secrets of the metropolis is that oneiric architecture which, from the 
height of its phantasmagoria, has condemned professionalism. In its 
turn, it would be inevitable that professionalism would have dismissed 
such an architecture since to a knowledge situated within positivist 
functionality anything lying on the outside was by definition invisible and 
therefore a fantasy. But when one traverses the spaces of this archi­
tecture, when one allows for a moment the date of its realization to be 
a real date soon to come, one sees welling up the very finitude upon the 
basis of which we are. we think, and we know: a finitude at once real 
and impossible is there before us to be conquered. 

1 By ' syn tac t i c i n te res ts . " I refer to the exc lus ive preoccupat ion with the relat ional 
a s p e c t s of the e lements of an archi tecture, a s opposed to the significatory power of the 
e lements t hemse l ves . In that s e n s e , syntax h a s to do more with composit ion (topologi 
c a l , re lat ional , e tc . ar rangement) , whe reas s e n s u o u s imagery focuses exclusively on the 
signif icatory d imension (I am aware , of course , thai even syntax, in Its powet to trigger 
assoc ia t i ons , h a s a significatory d imension a s well) . 

' B y "speci f ic i ty or non-specificity" of architectural language. I refer to the l imits of an 
arch i tecture 's representat ive features. Architecture, l ike all d iscurs ive pract ices, is char­
acter ized by a set of e lements , ru les , and norms which define its field of functioning, 
while delimit ing its relat ive autonomy (its discipl inary autonomy). Whenever these bound­
ar ies ( formal , conceptual , economic , e th ica l , etc.) become Ill-defined, we c a n speak of an 
"opening" (non-specificity) of archi tectural language, while the more rigid and exc lus iv is t 
they become, we c a n speak of a "c los ing" of architectural language (specif ici ty). Pictorial 
revolutions a lways Imply either an audac ious opening of archi tectural language, or a de-
hierarchizat ion ( a shift or inversion of emphas is ) of i ts internal economy (compare for 
examp le . R e n a i s s a n c e to Manner ism or nineteenth century Ec lec t i c i sm to the Orthodox 
Modernism of the 1 9 2 0 s ) . For a theoret ical d iscuss ion of the not ions of specificity and 
non-specificity of language, s e e Roland Ba r t hes . " L e Trotsieme S e n s . " Cahiers du 
Cinema No. 2 2 2 , 12 -19 . Also s e e the famous art icle by Chr is t ian Metz. "Speci f ic l te des 
C o d e s et Specf ic i te du Langage." 

3 In relation to the pictorial language of nineteenth century Beaux Ar ts . Orthodox Mod 
e rn i sm ot the 1 9 2 0 s represen ts an audac ious opening ot archi tectural language towards 
the regions of technology, s c i e n c e , and polit ical soc ia l i sm. With the guidance of the pos 
Ulvist dream of an architecture of essen t l a l i sm , modernism soon formalized an exc lus ive 
set of e lements of composi t ion ( i .e. point, l ine, p lane), and a number of t ransformat ional 
ru les or norms ( i .e. uninterrupted flow of s p a c e , cor respondence between plan and 
facade, e tc . ) . descr ib ing In that way the boundar ies of an archi tectural language outside 
which one w a s to be morally and professional ly doomed, This formalization of a mod­
ernist representat ional language could have not mater ia l ized were It not for the gradual 
but sure insti tut ionalization that modernism a s an ideology enter ta ined. It i s the degree 
and mode of insti tut ionalization of an architectural language which, in the final ana l ys i s , 
s u s t a i n s (or does not sus ta in ) i ts apparent coherency, respectabi l i ty, and legitimacy, 
giving it (or not giving it) va lue and pract ical application a s a significatory d iscourse . 

4 In a descript ion of intentions compi led by the Office for Metropolitan Archi tecture, one 
finds the following opening paragraph: "The Office for Metropolitan Architecture produces 
an archi tecture that embraces a s p e c t s of the maligned Metropolitan Condit ion with 
en thus iasm and which res tores mythical , symbolic, l i terary, oneir ic, cr i t ica l , and popular 
funct ions to large urban centers ; an architecture which accommodates and suppor ts the 
part icular forms of soc ia l in tercourse which are character is t ics of Metropolitan dens i t ies , 
an architecture that houses in the most positive way the 'culture of congest ion ' . " 
(cap i ta ls and quotation marks are those of the Office for Metropolitan Archi tecture). 

' T h e laconic, a lmost pictographic, simplicity of the drawing of the Pool, or the highly al le 
gorlcal s cene of the Freud Unlimited, are marked at once with an unequivocal rea l ism and 
at the s a m e t ime are haunted by d is locat ions of reality. The s e n s e of "sur rea l is t familiar­
ity" re fers to the paral le l pictorial techn iques that Magrltte. De Chinco or Yves Tanguy had 
cult ivated in the 1 9 3 0 s . 

6 B y arch i tec ture 's "chronology" I refer not so much to the calendar t ime a s to that pecu 
liar t ime within which every d iscurs ive pract ice larchi tecture among others) unfolds and 
which def ines its own. so to speak , history. Any effort to try and align by force the " t i m e s " 
of the var ious d iscurs ive pract ices with calendar l ime i tself Is an exerc ise In futility for It 
gives no insight to the nexus of determinat ion and dominance that re lates the various 
discurs ive pract ices among themse lves . For a theoretical elaboration of the concept of 
histor ical time s e e Louis Al thusser. Reading Capital, t rans. Ben Brewster (London: New 
Left Edit ions. 1 9 7 2 ) . chapter 4 . "The Er rors of C lass i ca l Economics : Outline of a Concept 
of Historical T ime, " 9 1 - 1 1 8 . On the relat ions of determination between discurs ive prac 
t i ces see Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, t rans . A.M. Sher idan Smith 
(London: Tavistock Publ icat ions, 1 9 7 2 ) , chapter 4, "The Comparative F a c t s , " 1 5 7 1 6 5 . 

7 By the middle 1 9 6 0 s , the opening of architectural language (v i s -av i s Orthodox Mod 
ern ism) towards non-architectural regions (that i s . regions which modernist common 
s e n s e did not acknowledge a s fall ing within the boundar ies of "good" archi tecture) w a s 
not only a non-embarrass ing fact, but even furtner, it could be argued that it w a s sanc ­
tioned by a number of normalizing inst i tut ions: Venturi 's Complexity and Contradiction in 
Architecture, tor examp le , w a s written under a grant from the Graham Foundation, w a s 
publ ished by the Museum of Modern Art, and w a s further sanct ioned by Vincent Scully 
who, by then, w a s an acknowledged architectural h istor ian. 
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OMA, "Neo-Modern" and Modernity 
G E O R G E B A I R D IN " C O N V E R S A T I O N " WITH T H E E D I T O R S O F PERSPECTA 32 

The following "conversat ion" with George Baird was prompted by the edi tors ' familiarity with 

two tex ts he wrote over twenty years apar t . The first. " L e s Ex t remes Qui se Touchent." 

appeared with Demetri Porphyr ios 's "Pando ra ' s Box" in the May 1 9 7 7 i ssue of Architectural 

Design, while the second , an encyclopedia entry d i scuss ing the role of semiot ics within late 

twentieth-century archi tectural deba tes , w a s publ ished in 1 9 9 8 . ' 

In conceiving of this issue of Perspecta. with its focus on the 1970s as 
a vital hinge between mid-century modernism and the more contempo­
rary resurfacing of some of its stylistic attributes, the work of OMA/Rem 
Koolhaas from the 1970s seemed to us not only nearly forgotten, but 
also noticeably under-valued. While in Baird's earlier essay, he claimed 
that OMA referenced and resuscitated aspects of mid-century mod­
ernism at a moment that was apparently the nadir of its reputation in 
academic circles, in the later piece, he bemoaned what he saw as an 
ever-widening split between "the intelligentsia of the profession" and 
"its mainstream practitioners." 

A certain confluence of these two contentions suggested that their 
author would likely have some insights into OMA/Koolhaas's work from 
the 1970s , and what it might mean regarding commercial/critical ten­
sions as they have played out in architectural discourse since. Not only 
were we curious as to how his earlier observations had evolved over 
time, we were also interested in any new thoughts he might have on the 
connection of earlier events to contemporary production and debates. 
We thus sent him a number of questions circling around the topics of 
"neo-modernism" and modernity; what follows are those questions and 
his replies, edited into conversational form. 

P E R S P E C T A 3 2 You wrote in your 1977 essay. "OMA constitutes one of 

current architecture's most provocative revisionisms." Would you charac­

terize such a revisionist strategy as producing neo-modernism? Can a par­

ticular achievement be historically attributed to neo-modernism over other 

sorts of returns, specifically those associated with postmodernism? 

G E O R G E B A I R D I feel compelled at the outset of this conversation to 

raise an issue that is at least terminological and perhaps even episte-

mological. You have employed the term "neo-modernism" within the 

context of an issue invested in what you refer to in your editorial state­

ment as "the resurfacing of mid-century modernism that has been 

occurring over the past ten years." 

It seems to me that these terms, and the distinctions you allow may 
exist between them, unavoidably raise the difficult question of "style." 
It might seem, for example, that you suppose "the resurfacing of mid-
century modernism" to be primarily a stylistic development. On the 
other hand, you may see the possibility to read "neo-modernism" as a 
cultural phenomenon that runs deeper than simple style. It is also not 

hard to imagine more wary observers than yourselves construing "neo-
modernism" primarily stylistically. It all depends on the propensity of 
any given commentator to see cultural products as primarily epiphe-
nomena. or alternatively, as constructs deeply rooted in a complex 
history that are not exhausted through stylistic considerations. 

For my own part, I am willing, for the sake of launching our conversa­
tion, to take your characterization of neo-modern as running deeper 
than style. And in that case, it seems to me that the OMA I described in 
1977 can be said to produce a form of neo-modernism. In a narrow 
sense, this would seem to be true in that so many of the OMA projects 
of that era were so explicitly "quotational" from earlier modernist proj­
ects—much more than more recently published projects of the office. 
In this regard, it is interesting to note how efforts have been made, 
from time to time between the mid-1970s and now, by some members 
of the contemporary international architectural avant-garde—who see 
such quotational practices as inherently postmodern—to challenge 
Koolhaas on this and to put his own avant-gardist credentials into ques­
tion. But I also think my statement is true in a broad sense. For if we do 
agree that we see neo-modernism as running deeper than style, then 
for me it will be appropriate to use the term to describe OMA/Koolhaas's 
productive effort to gather up a number of strands from the earlier his­
tory of the great, ongoing project of modernity. 

Given the terminological/epistemological discussion just concluded, it 
is probably clear that for me, any answer to the second part of your 
question ("Can a particular achievement be historically attributed to 
neo-modernism over other sorts of returns?") cannot be framed out­
side of a consideration of the relationship of architecture to what used 
to be known, before the philosophical critique mounted by poststruc-
turalism, as the "Zeitgeist" — or as we might now (following Foucault) 
call the "episteme" of our era. As you are no doubt aware, the nine­
teenth-century philosophical construct of the Zeitgeist has come to be 
seen as intellectually and morally unsustainable in recent times, on 
account of its unsupportable and unverifiable claims to omnipotence 
and its complicity in the acts of a variety of murderous ideologies. 
Efforts to replace it with a more intellectually supple and ethically 
accountable construct for explaining historical patterns have met with 
some recent success. Foucault's proffering of the concept of the 
"episteme" is one of them. 
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page layoul Itom Architectural Design, May 1977, 

In our own field of architecture, Colin Rowe and Manfredo Tafuri are 
numbered among the contemporary theoreticians of architecture who 
have made compelling propositions intended to address the large, 
historical/theoretical question: What would be the features of an archi­
tecture that would be definitively appropriate to our era? Without pre­
suming even to attempt to deal with such a large question here, let me 
simply table what are surely two of the likely dimensions of such an 
architecture. If we speak of social program, for example, it is clear that 
we will not agree any longer with the declamatory 1930 statement of 
Karel Teige against Le Corbusier: "today we have no architectural solu­
tions for churches, palaces, cas t les . . . " 2 But even if we would agree 
nowadays that Tiege's exclusionary stance went too far, surely we will 
agree nonetheless that we will not. today, have very many buildings 
with, for example, monumental flights of steps at their entrances or 
with separate zones for separate c lasses of users. 

Or, alternatively, consider the matter of the material tectonics of build­
ing. In The Space of Appearance. I rehearsed an argument that would 
extend this kind of thinking to a consideration of contemporary building 
construction. 3 In that book, I conceded to an old argument of Robert 
Stern's that it is still possible nowadays to find skilled craftspeople to 
execute decorative plasterwork or stone carving, such as might have 
previously been employed on residential projects for the very wealthy. 
At the same time. I argued that one cannot proceed from this fact to 
suppose that there does not exist what I called a contemporary "politi­
cal economy of construction" that determines what most, typical North 
American buildings will be built of nowadays. I am convinced that this 
economy will preclude most of these buildings (most of the time) from 
incorporating such decorative plasterwork or stone carving. I com­
mended such architects as Frank Gehry and Dan Hoffman for their 
efforts to make the constraints of such an "economy" part of the 
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conceptual content of the specific architectures they have invented. 

Thus, out of a broad combination of considerations such as these two I 

have just mentioned (program and tectonics), it seems to me that it 

eventually may well be possible to determine roughly what the "epis­

teme" of architecture in our time is, or, what it can be. 

It is in this context that my concern about a merely "stylistic" reading of 
"neo-modern" arises. After all, even if "modernity," in the large, deep 
sense we used to know, is now historically behind us, it is not true that 
it has been historically superseded. As a result, I can say that whatever 
the differences of terminological emphasis between us may be, I have 
no difficulty in making the following statement: Even if the future of 
architecture does not belong to Koolhaas, or (as you later claim) "the 
New York Five or Deconstructivism," it certainly doesn't belong to the 
advocates of "the neo-Georgian, the neo-Palladian. the neo-classical or 
the neo-vernacular."4 

During the revisionist ferment of the 1970s it was not yet clear that 

would turn out to be the case. Many of the explorations that have since 

fallen definitively under the rubric of "postmodernism" still looked at 

that time like potentially productive explorations within the expanded 

territory of modernism. A notable example is Michael Graves's revi­

sionist explorations beyond the post-Corbusian vocabulary that typified 

the early work of the entire New York Five group. By the mid-1980s, 

however, the overwhelming emphasis of postmodernism on the seman­

tic dimension of architectural form and on increasingly literal historical 

revivalisms drastically reduced its creative potential. 

P E R S P E C T A 32 Considering the pronounced return over the last ten 
years of imagery associated with the 1950s, would you say that the 
resurfacing of mid-century modernism now (which also might or might 
not constitute neo-modernism) differs significantly from other forms of 
architectural revisionism that have occurred since 1945? And if so. 
have other kinds of neo-modernism—such as the New York Five or 
Deconstructivism during the late 1980s—emerged in the 25 years, 
either proclaimed theoretically by its instigators or. in the manner of 
Koolhaas's Manhattanism, retroactively theorized by others? And are 
any of these capable of offering headway in what you described in 1998 
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a s the spl i t be tween in te l l igens ia and m a i n s t r e a m that h a s expanded 

during the 1 9 9 0 s ? 

G E O R G E B A I R D Let me dea l first wi th ear l ier c a s e s , and then with more 

contemporary o n e s . 

The f irst key c a s e of rev is ion ism that I would ci te would be C h a r l e s and 

Ray E a m e s , For there is no doubt In my mind that they m a d e an innova­

tive connect ion be tween fabr icat ion techno log ies impor ted f rom 

d e f e n s e indus t r ies on the one hand and folk a r t s and v e r n a c u l a r s on 

the other. Th i s provocat ive link signi f icant ly b roadened the potent ia l 

field of modern des ign in a s t ra teg ic (and a s far a s I c a n tel l) st i l l insuf­

ficiently unders tood or apprec ia ted way. 

From the 1 9 6 0 s and 1 9 7 0 s . I would c i te J a m e s St i r l ing and Rober t 

Ventur i . As far a s I know. St i r l ing qual i f ies a s the first neo-modern is t . 

s i nce ear ly on in h i s ca ree r he began to incorporate r e f e r e n c e s to f o rms 

from the modern arch i tec ture of the 1 9 2 0 s and 1 9 3 0 s . A wel l -known 

e x a m p l e is the L E I C E S T E R E N G I N E E R I N G B U I L D I N G , wh ich inc luded 

r e f e r e n c e s to cons t ruc t i v is t w o r k e r ' s c lubs in Moscow by Melnikov and 

the J o h n s o n Wax Bui ld ing in M i lwaukee by Wright. Whi le I have never 

hea rd K o o l h a a s talk about St i r l ing, it would be in teres t ing to know if he 

would s o quickly have f a s t e n e d on Leonidov ear ly in h i s own c a r e e r if 

St i r l ing had not a l ready made Meln ikov a topic of in te res t among h is 

p e e r s . Interest ingly enough. St i r l ing a l s o had three other t ra i ts in 

common with K o o l h a a s : f i rst , a pe rsona l propensi ty to act provoca­

t ively: s e c o n d , a highly he te rogeneous v i sua l sens ib i l i t y : and th i rd , an 

extraordinar i ly invent ive p las t i c capabi l i ty. 

But then there are d i f f e rences that a re j us t a s impor tant . To s t a r t wi th, 

S t i r l i ng 's i n t e r e s t s in ear l ier a r ch i t ec tu res were not l imited to mod­

e r n i s m . He w a s a s cu r ious about Hawksmoor . S o a n e . and But ter f ie ld 

a s he w a s about Melnikov and Wright. Then too. for St i r l ing, program 

w a s only one component of a rch i tec tu re that war ran ted cons ide ra t ion : 

he never s a w it a s a pr imary dr iv ing force, a s K o o l h a a s of ten d o e s . 

Desp i te h i s s imi lar ly provocat ive p e r s o n a . St i r l ing ear ly on deve loped 

an ave rs ion to po lem ics and to public theor iz ing about a rch i tec tu re , an 

avers ion that K o o l h a a s does not s h a r e . 

A s fel low rev i s i on i s t s . Venturi and K o o l h a a s s h a r e the intriguing dis­

t inct ion of hav ing become wel l known a s des i gne rs and a s po lemic i s t s 

at one and the s a m e t ime. But of c o u r s e . Ventur i . unl ike St i r l ing, hardly 

qua l i f ies a s a neo-modern is t . To be s u r e . Complexity and Contradiction 

in Architecture i nc ludes r e f e r e n c e s to high-modern a rch i tec tu re a s wel l 

a s to modern is t v e r n a c u l a r s . S o , a l s o , do s o m e of h i s mos t impor tant 

bui ld ings and pro jec ts , s u c h a s Guild House and the compet i t ion en t ry 

for Brighton B e a c h . But the only modern is t a rch i tec ts who rece ive s u s -

tamed in terpretat ion in h i s f a m o u s book a r e Aal to. Le Corbus ier . and 

Moret t i . And t h e s e three are eas i l y ou tnumbered by L u t y e n s . Vanbrugh. 

Bor romin i . G u a n n i , Miche lange lo , e t c . Then too. p rog ram—espec ia l l y 

soc ia l p r o g r a m — w a s s e e n by Venturi a s a d is t ract ion for s e r i o u s archi­

t ec t s . E v e n though h is arch i tec tura l r ev i s i on i sm man i f es ted I tsel f in a 

high-profile p o l e m i c — a "gent le man i fes to , " a s he put i t — h i s sens ib i l i ty 

w a s much more that of an aloof o b s e r v e r than an ac t iv is t . 

In fact . Ventur i 's disappoint ing s tance regarding the l imits he s a w on archi­

tec tu re ' s potential soc ia l power h a s the e f fec t of throwing K o o l h a a s ' s 

o b s e s s i v e preoccupat ion wi th "p ro fess iona l e f f i cacy " into sha rp rel ief. 

It i s not for nothing that Rober t M o s e s . Wa l lace Ha r r i son , and John 

P o r t m a n are numbered among K o o l h a a s ' s Amer i can h e r o e s , and it i s 

their prodigious p ro fess iona l energy and impact on Amer i can soc ie ty 

that so strongly a t t rac ts h im to t h e m . In fac t , it i s my view that th is 

preoccupat ion with e f f i cacy is a deeply impor tant , though little d is­

c u s s e d , a s p e c t of K o o l h a a s ' s p ro fess iona l p e r s o n a . 

To turn now to more recent deve lopmen ts ; here . too. it i s not diff icult to 

point to p romis ing e x a m p l e s of arch i tec tura l p rax is that o f fer "head ­

way . " though the New York Five and Decons t ruc t i v i sm do not. for me . 

lead the way. 

I cou ld s p e a k i ns tead , for examp le , of the work of Phi l l ipe S t a r c k . Man­

i fes t ing a sens ib i l i t y that s p a n s f rom the rea l to the s u r r e a l and from 

the ve rnacu la r to the rar i f ied. S t a r c k a lso exh ib i ts a remarkab le loyalty 

to the t rad i t ions of 1 9 6 8 and to the idea that des ign ambi t ion and pop 

u l is t economy are not mutual ly exc lus i ve c o n c e p t s . Or take the c a s e of 

E l izabeth Dil ler and R ica rdo Scof id io, who have m a d e a highly s u c c e s s ­

ful mar r iage of a rch i tec tu re and ar t insta l la t ion and who have u s e d 

video more ef fect ive ly that any other con temporary a rch i tec ts I c a n 

think of. At the s a m e t ime, th i s coup le h a s a l so ca r r i ed on more vigor­

ously t han any other cur ren t pract i t ioners the fragi le tectonic t radi t ions 

of a s s e m b l y a s s o c i a t e d with Car lo S c a r p a , and they have paid a ve ry 

modern homage to S c a r p a ' s own in tense cur ios i ty a s to the p lace of the 

human body in a rch i tec tu re . 

Toyo Ito s e e m s to me to have demons t ra ted an espec ia l l y e f f ec t i ve 

capac i ty to demate r ia l i ze a rch i tec tu re without los ing control of i ts tec­

h n i c a l l y spec i f i c c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . T h i s , it s e e m s to me , d i s t i ngu i shes 

him among t h o s e of h i s p e e r s who man i fes t s t rong in teres t in arch i tec­

t u r e ' s p rospect ive digi t izat ion. 

But even th i s l is t ing e x c l u d e s innumerab le in terest ing con temporary 

a r c h i t e c t s — I have recent ly been most engaged by publ icat ions of 

recent work f rom S p a i n — w h o cont inue to work productively within l ine­

a g e s of rev is ion is t m o d e r n i s m — o r pe rhaps , a s you would have it. the 

"neo-modern . " 

P E R S P E C T A 3 2 In your 1 9 7 7 AD p iece on OMA, you sugges ted that 

M ies w a s "sure ly , excep t for Ludwig H i lberse imer , t oday ' s l eas t f a s h ­

ionable a rch i tec t . " and cont inued. "OMA r e a s s e r t s the pe r t i nence of 

the work of M i e s . . . . the grid, the cur ta in wa l l , and the s h e e r p lane sur­

f ace all m a k e their s igni f icant reappearance in OMA 's work." Given h is 

recent compet i t ion-winning des ign for a s tuden t cen te r at I IT that 

i nc ludes the renova t i on /expans ion of a 1 9 5 0 s Mies bui lding, th is par­

t icular f ixation would n e c e s s a r i l y " r e s u r f a c e " in any s e r i o u s eva luat ion 

of K o o l h a a s ' s u s t a i n e d i n t e r e s t s and a c h i e v e m e n t s (if indeed it c a n 

ever be thought of a s hav ing gone a w a y ) 5 

What do you now s e e a s be ing the spec ia l s ign i f i cance of K o o l h a a s ' s 

u s e — d u r i n g h i s ear l ier p roduct ion—of what can be v iewed a s histori-

c i s t r e f e r e n c e s to mid-century m o d e r n i s m ? 

G E O R G E B A I R D I S there a spec i a l s ign i f icance to O M A / K o o l h a a s ' s u s e 

in the 1 9 7 0 s of r e f e r e n c e s to mid-century m o d e r n i s m ? I think the 

a n s w e r to th is ques t ion is y e s . T h e r e are many r e a s o n s for t h i s , wh ich 

I will try to expand upon a s we go a long. To s ta r t wi th, however, I would 

s imply note that a quick compar i son be tween the e ra of the 1 9 7 0 s and 

that of t he 1 9 5 0 ' s would demons t ra te two very d i f ferent c l i m a t e s of 

opinion. The later pe r iod—the period of K o o l h a a s ' s own f o r m a t i o n -

w a s one of acute p ro fess iona l doubts and se l f -quest ion ing. The inca­

paci tat ing shadow of the ' 6 8 even ts st i l l hung heavy over the p ro fess ion . 

The ear l ie r per iod, on the other hand , w a s one during which the sunny 

op t im ism of or thodox modern arch i tec ture had not yet been ca l led into 

ques t i on . What i s more , it w a s a l s o the period of modern a r ch i t ec tu re ' s 

b roades t soc i a l and cul tural d i ssemina t i on and of i ts g rea tes t main­

s t r e a m popularity. 
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Now while K o o l h a a s w a s indisputably both a product of, and a part ic ipant 

in the e v e n t s of. the 1 9 7 0 s , there is no doubt that he h a s a l w a y s been 

a t t rac ted to the kind of opt imist ic c l ima te of opinion about a rch i tec tu re 

that typi f ied the ear l ie r per iod. What i s more , a s e r i e s of rev is ion is t 

m o d e r n i s m s had occurred in the in tervening d e c a d e s that were not 

at t ract ive to K o o l h a a s (I am thinking here of var ious der ivat ions of bru-

t a l i s m , about which I'll say more later) . T h u s , f rom a number of points of 

view, it can be s a i d that to make explicit r e fe rences to the arch i tec ture 

of mid-century in the 1 9 7 0 s w a s a s t ra teg ic po lemica l ges tu re . 

P E R S P E C T A 3 2 Before we go o n . l e t ' s clar i fy your pr imary charac te r i ­

zat ion of OMA 's ideological s t rategy back in 1 9 7 7 . You s a i d then that 

the mos t revea l ing a s p e c t of the work w a s how it consc ious l y a t tempted 

to be both cont rad ic tory and amb iguous . [ B a i r d ' s e s s a y in AD e c h o s 

many of the s a m e t h e m e s a s Po rphy r i os ' s " P a n d o r a ' s B o x , " which we 

have repr in ted in tandem with th i s conve rsa t i on : for that r e a s o n , we 

have not repr in ted B a i r d ' s p iece . ] In your w o r d s . " [OMA 's work] tu rns 

out to be v i s i ona ry at the s a m e t ime a s it i s imp lementab le ; s u r r e a l at 

the s a m e t ime a s it i s c o m m o n s e n s i c a l ; pur i tan ica l at the s a m e t ime a s 

it i s luxur ious . " W a s OMA's penchant for employing a M ies ian vocabu­

lary dur ing th is period intr ins ical ly more apt than the u s e of any other 

h is tor ica l vocabu la ry for the so r t of provocat ion embedded in their 

d e s i g n s t r a t e g y , w i th i t s p r e d i l e c t i o n for b e i n g " c o n t r a d i c t o r y a n d 

a m b i g u o u s ? " 

G E O R G E B A I R D " In t r ins ica l ly " is p e r h a p s ove rs ta ted , but, aga in . I th ink 

the a n s w e r is y e s . Two pr imary r e a s o n s are wor th noting. First of a l l , to 

return for a moment to the 1 9 6 0 s e r a of B r u t a l i s m and of other arch i ­

tectura l r e v i s i o n i s m s , th is w a s a period when M ies w a s a l ready out of 

f ash ion . The pos tmodern is t cr i t ique of m o d e r n i s m ' s so-ca l led " sou l -

l e s s n e s s " st i l l lay o f f in the fu ture, but even s o . leading a r ch i t ec t s of 

the 1 9 6 0 s were a l ready looking for fo rms of p las t i c e x p r e s s i o n that left 

M i e s i a n propr iety beh ind . One could e v e n s a y that B r u t a l i s m w a s a 

h is to r i ca l p h a s e that M ies s imply sa t out. 

T h e n . too. it canno t be den ied that the power fu l " reduc t ion " tha t typi­

f ies M i e s ' s formal method m a k e s it espec ia l l y su i tab le for "cont rad ic­

tory and a m b i g u o u s " p u r p o s e s . T h u s , in re turn ing to a spec i f ica l ly 
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Mies ian mode rn i sm. O M A / K o o l h a a s w a s ab le to snub the cur ren t 

vogue of B r u t a l i s m and at the s a m e t ime w a s ab le to work with the 

absorpt ive vo lup tuousness of M i e s ' s charac ter is t i c approach to s u r f a c e . 

P E R S P E C T A 3 2 Are cur ta in wa l l s and shee r plane s u r f a c e s (of which we 

have recently s e e n a decis ive comeback) more conducive to a have-it-both-

ways posit ion than other modernist styl ist ic trai ts, say pilotis. brises 

soleils, ramps , sp i ra ls , strip windows, marble veneer, and tens ion c a b l e s ? 

G E O R G E B A I R D For the po lemica l pu rposes of ear ly O M A / K o o l h a a s . 

y e s . I think they proved to be s o . It h a s to do with the shi f t be tween 

1 9 5 0 s and 1 9 6 0 s e m p h a s e s in the evolut ion of m o d e r n i s m that I j us t 

re fer red to. For some of the mot i fs common t h e n — p i l o t i s , brises 

soleils. and ramps part icular ly, or at l e a s t der iva t ions of t h e m — w e r e 

prominent c o m p o n e n t s of the ub iqu i tous b ru ta l i s t a r ch i t ec tu re of the 

1 9 6 0 s . R e m e m b e r the fa te fu l B R U T A L I S M S E Q U E N C E of i m a g e s in 

Ventur i . Scot t B r o w n , and I z e n o u r ' s Learning from Las Vegas: t he 

de ter io ra t ing t ra jec tory that l e a d s f rom Le C o r b u s i e r ' s L a Touret te 

Monas te ry through the Bos ton City Ha l l , end ing with an HOK des ign for 

a N ieman-Marcus s tore in a suburban T e x a s shopp ing c e n t e r ? T h i s w a s 

the tendency that resu l ted in the c rea t ion of i nnumerab le , egregiously 

a s s e r t i v e conc re te bui ld ings around the world. Th i s descr ip t ion rem inds 

me of a par t i cu la r persona l ep isode with K o o l h a a s that s h a r p e n s my 

point. He and I were being dr iven around Sydney. Aus t ra l i a together 

dur ing a 1 9 8 0 v is i t . S e e i n g a typical (but. up until that point, unfami l ia r ) 

e x a m p l e of the arch i tec tura l tendency in ques t ion looming up on the 

horizon a h e a d of u s . my sharp- tongued compan ion o b s e r v e d ascer -

bical ly that it " looked like a dormitory for e l e p h a n t s . " 

In th i s c l ima te of opinion, to return to the f o rms of the 1 9 5 0 s not only 

had a ce r ta in s h o c k va lue (af ter a l l , t h e s e w e r e f o rms that were s e e n by 

convent iona l t a s t e at tnat t ime a s p a s s e ) , but do ing so a l s o s e r v e d to 

s e p a r a t e O M A / K o o l h a a s off from the by-then tired modern is t rev is ion 

ism of B ru ta l i sm . St i l l , it i s important to note that returning to the 1 9 5 0 s 

did not exc lude all the other f o rms you include in your l ist of sugges­

t ions. In fac t , many of them ( sp i r a l s , str ip w indows, marble veneer , and 

tens ion c a b l e s — t h e ones that were a l ready prominent in the vocabu lary 

prior to the onse t of B ru ta l i sm) do show up in the OMA oeuvre . 

P E R S P E C T A 3 2 In your recent encyc loped ia ent ry on sem io t i c s and 

arch i tec ture , you at tach much impor tance to the internat ional emer­

gence during the 1 9 7 0 s of typology and urban morphology a s a b a s i s for 

des ign methodologies that privilege the " s o c i a l . " One could con jec ture 

tha t O M A / K o o l h a a s ' s own 1 9 7 5 R O O S E V E L T I S L A N D H O U S I N G 

P R O J E C T is an impor tant but neg lec ted event within th is moment . Do 

you s e e th i s a s an except ion in their work or an invest igat ion more cen­

tral to their p ro jec t? 

Fur thermore , the Rat iona l i s t and M ies ian r e f e r e n c e s in th is project sug­

g e s t unexamined complex i t ies within the s u p p o s e d "an t i -modern is t " 

s t a n c e a s s o c i a t e d with both Ra t i ona l i sm and ear ly p o s t m o d e r n i s m . So 

then where d o e s the O M A / K o o l h a a s 1 9 7 0 s work, with i ts mid-century 

"quota t ion , " si t in re fe rence to the cr i t ique of mode rn i sm a s it unfo lded 

during that d e c a d e ? 

G E O R G E B A I R D Interest ingly enough, I think the Rooseve l t I s land com­

peti t ion ent ry h a s to be s e e n a s an integral par t of the cr i t ique you men­

t ion. Surpr i s ing a s it may s e e m from the end of the mi l lenn ium, the 

1 9 7 0 s product ion of O M A / K o o l h a a s par t i c ipa ted in the developing cri­

t ique of mode rn i sm at the s a m e t ime that it rev ived c e r t a i n s t rong mod­

ern is t t h e m e s (contradic tory and ambiguous indeed! ) . A brief ampl i f ica­

t ion of the c l ima te of opinion of the 1 9 7 0 s will help to exp la in th i s . 

One of the c o n s e q u e n c e s of the b i furcat ion re fer red to above h a s been 

the laying down of a sha rp ideological demarca t i on l ine, and mos t 

act iv is t a rch i tec ts have diff iculty in res i s t i ng the s t rong p r e s s u r e to 

dec la re a l leg iance to one fact ion or another. But the fact of the mat ter 

is that th is l ine did not yet ex i s t in the 1 9 7 0 s , and O M A / K o o l h a a s w a s 

one of many bene f i c ia r ies of the ideological con fus ion and promiscui ty 

tha t re igned then, In f luences , i d e a s , and formal d e v i c e s were s h a r e d 

a c r o s s a broader band of d i f ferent a rch i tec tura l pos i t ions than h a s 

been poss ib le more recently. 

To demons t ra te th is , let me remind you of the notable publ icat ion 

R A T I O N A L A R C H I T E C T U R E from 1 9 7 8 (one year later than my AD ar t i 

c l e ) . a s s e m b l e d by Maur ice Culot and Leon Krier. It inc luded pro jec ts by 

OMA a longs ide t h o s e of the Kr ier bro thers , Giorgio G r a s s i . and . mos t 

signif icantly of a l l . 0 . M. Lingers. Lingers, of course , had been K o o l h a a s ' s 

mentor and co l league during h i s unhappy H a r k n e s s F e l l o w ' s so journ at 

Corne l l Univers i ty in the ear ly 1 9 7 0 s . And in the ear ly y e a r s , Lingers 

w a s even bi l led by K o o l h a a s a s a par t ic ipant in the co l lect ive pract ice 

of the Of f ice for Metropol i tan Arch i tec ture , al l th is , interest ingly, 

desp i te U n g e r s ' s c l o s e ideological and p ro fess iona l a s s o c i a t i o n s with 

the Kr ier bro thers , a s wel l a s with other Eu ropean Ra t i ona l i s t s . 

T h e s e o b s e r v a t i o n s ( a s to the spec i f ic tenor of d i s cou rse about archi­

tec ture in Europe at that t ime) have impor tant impl ica t ions for my 

r e s p o n s e to your ques t i on . F i rs t , the Rat iona l i s t in te res t I a m asc r ib ing 

to K o o l h a a s here is a m i d - 1 9 7 0 s European one . which is more sty l is t i 

cal ly neutra l than the more expl ic i t , pos tmodern North Amer i can one 

that over took it s o m e y e a r s later. R e m e m b e r that Aldo R o s s i s a w 

H a n n e s Meyer a s be ing a s much of a p recedent for Ra t i ona l i sm a s 

Heinr ich T e s s e n o w . And by K o o l h a a s ' s l ights. M ies h imse l f would cer 

tainly qual i fy a s one . The ent i re O M A / K o o l h a a s oeuvre during those 

y e a r s had a thoroughgoing Ra t iona l i s t tenor to it. T h u s I do not s e e the 

Rooseve l t I s land compet i t ion a s be ing an except ion , a s you sugges t . 

Indeed. I s e e the p rominence it i s given in the s e r i e s of p ro jec ts i l lus 

t rat ioned in the s a m e i s s u e of AD a s ev idence of h is es t ima te of i ts 

i m p o r t a n c e — a n e s t i m a t e , by the way. which I s h a r e . It i s only a decade 

or so later ( a s par t of the prob lemat ic "b i fu rca t ion" ) that R a t i o n a l i s m — 

espec ia l l y i ts North Amer ican v a r i a n t — c a m e to s e e m ir retr ievably post 

modern and that K o o l h a a s (for part ly ideological and part ly publ ic re la 

t ions r e a s o n s ) eventua l ly more or l e s s consen ted to h i s appropr iat ion 

into the c a n o n s of D e c o n s t r u c t i v i s m . 

Jus t to show how durab le K o o l h a a s ' s ideological promiscui ty h a s 

turned out to be . let me refer to i ts e f f e c t s on a recen t project of h i s ; 

the wel l -known contr ibut ion to the H O U S I N G C O M P L E X I N F U K U O K A , 

J A P A N . T h i s i s a project that m a n i f e s t s all s o r t s of t radi t ional urbani 

t i es that have gone ent i re ly unrecogn ized, a s far a s I am a w a r e . H a s 

anyone , for examp le , noted how the K o o l h a a s ' s Fukuoka project i s a 

"ma t bui ld ing," in qui te fai thful emula t ion of T e a m 1 0 p r inc ip les? Or 

tha t in the pai r ing of two m a s s e s around the ma in e n t r a n c e to the proj 

ect a s a who le , the complex a c t s a s a t radi t ional urban g a t e ? Or, for 

that matter , how i ts per imeter de fe r s to the property l ine, in utterly tra­

di t ional urban des ign t e r m s ? As far a s I can tel l f rom pub l ished photo 

g raphs , the e n s e m b l e of bui ld ings that m a k e s up the Fukuoka project 

a s a whole s u f f e r s f rom the insuf f ic ient ly med ia ted conjunct ion of too 

many ove r -asse r t i ve arch i tec tura l egos on a re lat ive ly s m a l l parce l of 

land. In s u c h c i r c u m s t a n c e s . K o o l h a a s ' s hous ing b locks have the 

excep t i ona l—and in my view dec i s i ve—v i r t ue of producing a s m a l l 

prec inct of t radi t ional urbanity, in what o the rw ise c o m p r i s e s a problem 

at ic field of se l f -aggrandiz ing arch i tec tura l ob jec ts . S o it would s e e m to 

m e . the au tho r ' s Rat iona l i s t inc l inat ions have not left h im. even at th i s 

late da te in the e x p a n s i o n of h is f ame . 
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A Fukuoka Housing Block Jaoan. OMA. 1990 

Mosigkau Siedlung Germany, pro|«ct. Heinnch Tessenow. 1942. 
Irish Embassy Competition Entry Dublin. OMA. 1978 

We agree OMA's method w a s from the beginning "contradictory and 

ambiguous" in any event . Given th is , it i s not diff icult to s e e i ts production 

at a g iven moment in t ime a s be ing more—or a l ternat ive ly l e s s — R a t i o ­

na l i s t (or for that matter, Deconst ruct iv is t ) than it looks in ret rospect . 

P E R S P E C T A 3 2 Then do you s e e any direct connec t ion be tween refer­

enc ing the s l e e k s u r f a c e s of 1 9 5 0 s mode rn i sm and employing a des ign 

s t ra tegy that s h o w c a s e s ideological con t rad ic t ion? And d o e s th i s s t rat ­

egy di f fer marked ly from the fo rma l i s t ambigui ty of Ven tu r i ' s ear l ier 

champion ing of double-funct ioning e l e m e n t s ? Does it i n s t e a d osc i l l a te 

be tween seeming ly conf l ict ing s c e n a r i o s ? 

G E O R G E B A I R D My a n s w e r to th i s diff icult ques t ion i s : pe rhaps . But I 

am not s u r e . There is no doubt that there is a large gap be tween the 

overa l l p ro fess iona l a p p r o a c h e s of Venturi and K o o l h a a s . B a c k in 1 9 7 8 , 

I a l ready f lagged K o o l h a a s ' s d i f f e rence from Ventur i ' s d i spa ragemen t of 

expl ic i t pol i t ical commi tmen ts by a rch i tec ts . And it i s a l s o t rue that 

K o o l h a a s ' s p ro fess iona l s t a n c e h a s cons is ten t l y demons t ra ted a 

r o b u s t n e s s that d i f fe ren t ia tes h im from the older Amer i can rev is ion is t . 

A IBM Headquarters Montreal, Canada. Kohn Peterson Fox. 1986. 
125 E. 57th S t New York City. Kohn Peterson Fox, 1986. 

But whether there is a fundamenta l d i f fe rence be tween "double-

funct ioning e l e m e n t s " and an "ac t i ve concep tua l osc i l la t ion be tween 

seeming ly conf l ict ing s c e n a r i o s " i s another matter. It may be j us t that 

the latter ope ra tes on a larger arch i tec tura l c a n v a s than the former. 

Cer ta in ly it i s my view that the ongoing cycle of a rch i tec tura l fash ion 

h a s Venturi under an ideological c loud at the p resen t t ime . And a s 

a resu l t , the b r i l l i ance—and the cont inuing p e r t i n e n c e — o f the 

a rgumen ts of Complexity and Contradiction a re at the p resen t t ime 

ser ious ly unde rva lued . 

P E R S P E C T A 3 2 L e t ' s look at s o m e of t h e s e t h e m e s from a d i f ferent 

ang le . You c la im in the AD a r t i c le that " inso fa r a s [the OMA polemic ] 

r a i s e s to the level of he roes . . . con ten t i ous f igures, ... | i t ] s t r i ves mere ly 

to epater—not th i s t ime les bourgeois—but rather, t oday ' s comp lacen t 

arb i te rs of r e s p e c t a b l e t a s t e . " Th i s comment s u g g e s t s that quotat ion 

of the anonymous , c o m m e r c i a l , or even sen t imen ta l a s p e c t s of s o m e 

1 9 5 0 s mode rn i sm ( s u c h a s the work of Morr is Lap idus or, a s you point 

out, Wa l lace Har r i son) s e r v e s to encode a rev i s i on i sm with poss ib ly 

more rad ica l potent ial than that a s s o c i a t e d with the 1 9 7 0 s Gray 
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posi t ion. C a n th is quotat ion be s e e n a s hav ing a punk component and 

thus more ex t reme and cha l leng ing than that p roposed by mos t other 

work during the 1 9 7 0 s ? 

Let us clar i fy what we m e a n by th is : al l quotat ion and rev iva l t e n d s to 

require a soph is t i ca ted famil iar i ty wi th vocabu la r ies in order to be read 

product ively by v i ewe rs . However, the unique, sha l l we s a y outre, sub­

vers ion of current ly "accep tab le " c o d e s that one a s s o c i a t e s wi th pop 

ar t and later punk s e n s i b i l i t i e s — a n d the e n s u i n g commun ica t i ve power 

it c a n a f fo rd the marg ina l ized who inst igate i t—cou ld be s e e n a s bring­

ing with it an ac t iv is t ca l l for the reconf igur ing of a c c e p t e d soc i a l s t ruc­

tu res . Is it r e a s o n a b l e to read th is par t i cu la r " s u b v e r s i o n " into the work 

of O M A / K o o l h a a s f rom th is per iod? 

G E O R G E B A I R D Th i s is an i s s u e in the oeuvre of OMA to which I have 

not previously given much cons ide ra t ion . On ref lect ion, however , I am 

inc l ined to think that there is cons ide rab le truth in your specu la t i on . In 

the beginning, there is no doubt that OMA's r e f e r e n c e s of th i s so r t were 

indeed in tended to s h o c k . P e r h a p s , in re t rospec t , s o m e of them 

can a l s o be s e e n at leas t to open the door to a cons idera t ion of the 

hi therto "marg ina l i zed . " 

Le t me deal f i rs t with the intent ion to shock . To s t a r t wi th, r emember 

how, in ear ly s l ide p resen ta t ions by K o o l h a a s on tour, r ep resen ta t i ons 

of p ro jec ts s u c h a s Exodus, or the Voluntary Prisoners of the Architec­

ture were i n te rspe rsed with o c c a s i o n a l , unexp la ined s e x u a l i m a g e s . 

And s o m e of th i s (by now v in tage) 1 9 7 0 s pornography h a s even m a d e it 

into the pages of S.M.L.XL* T h e n too. your re fe rence to Morr is Lap idus 

h a s reminded me how a t ra jectory of popul ist imagery fo rmed a s t rong 

t h e m e in the work of O M A / K o o l h a a s f rom the late 1 9 7 0 s through the 

m i d - 1 9 8 0 s , fol lowing the 1 9 7 7 i s s u e of AD but p reced ing the fatefu l 

"b i fu rca t ion" d i s c u s s e d above. 

We might c i te an OMA project which h a s not been much d i s c u s s e d — 

espec ia l l y recent ly. It w a s an ent ry in a 1 9 7 9 compet i t ion for a new 

R E S I D E N C E F O R T H E P R I M E M I N I S T E R O F I R E L A N D . The d e s i g n ' s 

s inuous c u r v e s m a d e st rong a s s o c i a t i o n s with the work of s u c h f igures 

a s Lap idus . By the ear ly 1 9 8 0 s , the i s s u e of " sen t imen ta l a s p e c t s of 

s o m e 5 0 ' s mode rn i sm" in the work ( a s you ph rase it) w a s expl ic i t 

enough to have become the sub ject of comment and controversy. 

Th i s mat ter a r o s e in e x c h a n g e s be tween K o o l h a a s and o thers at both 

the Char lo t tesv i l le and Chicago c o n f e r e n c e s of 1 9 8 2 and 1 9 8 6 respec ­

tively. The e x c h a n g e s began with C e s a r Pel 11 and Jaque l in R o b e r t s o n 

putt ing it to K o o l h a a s in Char lo t tesv i l le that h i s h is tor ica l r e f e r e n c e s 

(they ca l led them 1 9 4 0 s r e f e r e n c e s — M i a m i B e a c h , pa lm t r e e s . 

M c D o n a l d ' s a r c h e s , k idney-shaped sw imming pools) man i f es ted "nos ­

ta lg ia . " Th ree y e a r s later in Ch icago , G r a v e s took up the te rm "nos ta l ­

g ic " again and u s e d it in re fe rence to a project that K o o l h a a s w a s pre­

sen t ing the re . But th is specu la t i ve attr ibution of a spec i f i c h is tor ica l 

tone in h i s work prompted K o o l h a a s to c l o s e down the d i s c o u r s e , defi­

antly s tonewal l ing a s fo l lows: 

"If you def ine it that way, I would s a y that th i s project real ly h a s no long­

ing for a better t ime or the memory of a bet ter t ime . It is ex t reme ly and 

p rec ise ly e c s t a t i c about th is t ime, th i s year , th i s p l ace , th i s moment , 

and nothing e l s e . " 7 

So we c a n s e e that too expl ic i t an ascr ip t ion of a h is tor ic iz ing intent ion 

will not be c o u n t e n a n c e d , cer ta in ly not a f ter the fatefu l "b i fu rca t ion" 

had a l ready c o m m e n c e d (it i s noteworthy that Leon Kr ier i s p resen t 

together wi th K o o l h a a s at both e v e n t s , and the tone of the e x c h a n g e s 

be tween them m a k e s it c l ea r that the co l lect ive publ icat ion of only five 

y e a r s ear l ier could no longer have occur red) . By 1 9 8 6 then, not only 

w a s the b i furcat ion wel l under way. but the moda l i t i es of shock ava i l ­

ab le to K o o l h a a s had evident ly begun to shi f t a s we l l . 

Leav ing such po lemics as ide , let me return to the main thrust of your 

ques t ion : the matter of " subve rs i on " and of any opening that can be s e e n 

in the work of OMA towards the "marg ina l ized. " Despi te the tens ion of 

the e x c h a n g e s in Char lo t tesv i l le and Ch icago, I f ind myse l f suppos ing 

that the opening to popular cu l ture evident in the ear ly p ro jec ts does 

revea l a g l impse of an unspoken e th ics in the work. I s a y u n s p o k e n , 

s i n c e there are a number of quite in tense a v e r s i o n s deeply embedded 

in OMA 's method and none of them runs deeper than the one aga ins t 

l iberal do-goodery and the notor ious "good in ten t ions" commonly 

asc r i bed to or thodox modern arch i tec ture . A s far a s I can te l l , a signifi­

cant par t of th i s ave rs ion sp r ings f rom that s a m e preoccupat ion with 

"p ro fess iona l e f f i cacy " that h a s prompted K o o l h a a s ' s admirat ion for 

M o s e s , Har r i son and P o r t m a n . Far better, th is approach to p rac t ice 

would s e e m to say, to be incorrect and yet e f f i cac i ous , t han to be cor rec t 

but i ne f fec tua l . 

P e r h a p s it can a l s o be s a i d that the other s ide of th is e th ica l co in c a m e 

into v iew dur ing a f a s c i n a t i n g e p i s o d e in a recen t e x c h a n g e at t he 

H a r v a r d Graduate Schoo l of Des ign be tween K o o l h a a s and And res 

Duany. The exchange had been se t up a s par t of a s y m p o s i u m on "The 

New U r b a n i s m , " and a s far a s I could te l l , the expecta t ion w a s that 

Duany would argue in favor of i ts p rac t i ces , and that K o o l h a a s would 

a t tack t h e m . To the su rp r i se of most o b s e r v e r s p resen t K o o l h a a s 

largely dec l ined to do s o . I n s t e a d , he used the plat form of the H a r v a r d 

Gradua te Schoo l of Des ign to mount an ins is ten t and indignant cha l ­

lenge to Duany to u s e his in f luence a s a now-prominent Amer i can prac 

t i t ioner to a t tack New York C i t y ' s recent program of gentr i f icat ion of 

4 2 n d S t ree t . Duany at tempted to return the d i scuss ion to a considerat ion 

of New Urban is t pr inc ip les and to their p r e s u m e d debate . But K o o l h a a s 

would not be de f lec ted . He shook h i s finger at Duany and c h a s t i s e d him 

for h i s (une th i ca l? ) fa i lure to r e s i s t the obl i terat ion by the pol i t ical 

e s t a b l i s h m e n t of New York City of the d ist inct ive (can we a l s o s a y "mar­

g ina l i zed "? ) subcu l tu re of hawk ing , hust l ing, petty c r ime, and pornogra­

phy that typified 4 2 n d S t ree t until recent ly ." 

P E R S P E C T A 3 2 Cou ldn ' t the par t icu lar subvers ion of O M A / K o o l h a a s 

work at th i s moment a l so be in terpreted a s a so r t i e target ing the v a l u e s 

usual ly a s s o c i a t e d with h is tor ica l knowledge, espec ia l l y a s it i s privi­

leged in the a c a d e m y ? Would th is aspec t of OMA's h istor ic is t r esu r fac ing 

of mid-century modern s ty l i s t i c e l e m e n t s fur ther d is t ingu ish their proj­

ect f rom that of the Whi tes and the G r a y s , con t ras t ing with their appar­

ent fai th in symbol ic content removed from con tempora ry p ro fess iona l 

conven t ions ( i .e . , 1 9 2 0 s mode rn i sm and Le Corbus ie r for the Wh i tes , 

ve rnacu la r and c l a s s i c a l imagery for the G r a y s ) — a n d thus , by ex ten 

s i on , cha l leng ing the Whi tes and the Grays f irmly held bel ief in the 

power of the a c a d e m y over the p r o f e s s i o n ? 

G E O R G E B A I R D Does the OMA " s u b v e r s i o n " d is t inguish them from the 

Whi tes and the G r a y s ? Could they be s e e n a s not shar ing the other two 

g roups ' "firmly held bel ief in the power of the academy over the profes­

s i o n ? " I think that there is truth to th is specu la t ion a s we l l . K o o l h a a s ' s 

admirat ion for P o r t m a n . Har r i son , and M o s e s all point to it. a s does h is 

complex regard for the un- famous C h i n e s e a rch i tec ts who build s o many 

more squa re fee t of const ruc t ion per year than their w e s t e r n co l l eagues . 

C l inch ing ev idence of s u c h a possib i l i ty c a n a l s o be s e e n in a little-pub­

l icized report of a K o o l h a a s outburst at the 1 9 9 4 ANY (Archi tecture New 

York) Con fe rence in Mont rea l . Si t t ing among the m e m b e r s of the Ameri­

can avant-garde who have st r iven s o ass iduous l y over the y e a r s to co-opt 

h im and l is tening to t hem e x p r e s s d isda in for the compl ic i t behavior of 
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most a rch i tec ts towards prevai l ing ideologies, K o o l h a a s lost pa t ience 

and took on h i s co l l eagues head-on. "Why, " he d e m a n d e d to know, " i s 

the only r e s p e c t a b l e posi t ion a cr i t ica l o n e ? " He cont inued: 

" T h e problem with the prevai l ing d i s cou rse of a rch i tec tu ra l c r i t i c ism is 

th is inabil ity to recognize that there is in the d e e p e s t mot iva t ions of 

a rch i tec tu re some th i ng that cannot be cr i t i ca l . Maybe s o m e of our most 

in te res t ing e n g a g e m e n t s are uncr i t i ca l , empha t i c e n g a g e m e n t s , wh ich 

dea l with the s o m e t i m e s i n s a n e dif f iculty of an a rch i tec tu ra l project to 

dea l wi th the incredib le accumu la t ion of e c o n o m i c , cu l tu ra l , pol i t ical 

but a l so logist ica l i s s u e s . " 1 0 

P E R S P E C T A 3 2 In the 1 9 7 7 AD a r t i c l e , you c l a i m e d . " I nso fa r a s 

[OMA's work] r e v e a l s for our a s t o n i s h m e n t ' the s e c r e t l i fe of bu i ld ings, ' 

it last ly d e m o n s t r a t e s the iconic b a r r e n n e s s of m o s t con temporary 

arch i tec tura l d e b a t e . " While by no m e a n s bel iev ing that t o d a y ' s c l ima te 

is equal ly b a r r e n , we do s h a r e your fee l ing that OMA 's s o p h i s t i c a t e d , 

ear ly po lemica l e f f o r t s were not mere ly un impor tant (forgive the pun) 

" a c a d e m i c " e x e r c i s e s . Fu r the rmore—in a large par t fol lowing your own 

o b s e r v a t i o n s — w e s e e it a s a v is ion conta in ing un reso lved an t inomies 

that have yet to be given their h is tor ica l due. conta in ing d iag rammat i c 

s c h i s m s be tween Utopian t rans fo rmat ion and pragmat ic exped iency , 

be tween White autonomy and Gray heteronomy. be tween high ar t and 

lowbrow cu l tu re , and be tween el i te des ign and m a i n s t r e a m prac t ice . 

S o one las t specu la t ion : c a n the Gray posi t ion be s e e n to have 

evo l ved—ove r the quar ter cen tu ry s i n c e it w a s f i rst codi f ied a s a s e n s i ­

bility (with ideological o v e r t o n e s ) — s o a s nowadays to e n c o m p a s s a 

respec t f u l , p layfu l , and poss ib ly even subve rs i ve neo-modern ism in 

addit ion to the neo-Georg ian. the neo-Pa l lad ian , the n e o - c l a s s i c a l , and 

the neo-ve rnacu la rs by which it h a s mos t of ten been recogn i zed? If 

n u m e r o u s i n s t a n c e s of r e f e r e n c e s to mid-century mode rn i sm have 

occu r red s i n c e the 1 9 7 0 s (and st i l l more cont inue to occu r ) , a l l of them 

would need to be eva lua ted in t e r m s of d i f ferent concep tua l s t r a t eg ies : 

f rom the ear ly e f f o r t s of O M A / K o o l h a a s to more recen t work by f igures 

s u c h a s t h o s e a rch i tec ts fea tu red in our s igna ture sec t i on . Wouldn' t 

th is cont inued viabil i ty imply p rac t i ces of quota t ion—rather than mere ly 

being the s c h e m a t i c foundat ions of Gray p o s t m o d e r n i s m — d e s e r v e to 

be t rea ted a l l -around a s a more comp lex propos i t ion than they fre­

quent ly have b e e n ? 

To fol low a l ine of r eason ing that s e e m s impor tant for th is i s s u e of 

Perspecta, whether t h e s e p rac t i ces a r e spea r -headed by Lou i s K a h n or 

the more ac t i ve commerc ia l popu l i sms of Rober t V e n t u r i / D e n i s e Scot t 

B rown . C h a r l e s Moore , and Rober t A .M. S t e r n (al l l egac ies connec ted 

to Ya le who have hinged their theore t ica l and methodologica l s t ra teg ies 

to c e r t a i n " r e s u r f a c i n g s " of the p a s t ) , cou ldn ' t it be s e e n that a Gray 

posi t ion expanded by neo-modern ism points toward a more complex 

s p e c t r u m hidden in the b inar ies a s s o c i a t e d wi th 1 9 7 0 s Amer i can arch i ­

tectura l d e b a t e s ? Might s u c h a content ion not only blur the l ine 

be tween the W h i t e s ' hermet ic neo-modern ism and the G r a y s ' mimet ic 

pos tmode rn i sm but a l so reconf igure s o m e of the impor tant post-war 

deve lopmen ts lead ing up to the cu r ren t m o m e n t ? P e r h a p s a third h is 

tor ica l pos i t i on—reso lu te l y p ro fess i ona l and sympathe t i c to s t ra teg ic 

quotat ion, yet d ia lec t ica l ly e n c o m p a s s i n g W h i t e / G r a y , au tonomous 

w i thd rawa l /p lu ra l i s t cacophony. Utopian o p t i m i s m / c o m m e r c i a l accept ­

a n c e , and t h e o r y / p r a c t i c e — c o u l d be d e t e c t e d , lurk ing a s a h idden 

h is tor ica l th read tha t l eads f rom the late 1 9 4 0 s to the late 1 9 9 0 s ? 

G E O R G E B A I R D Interest ingly enough, I f ind that I ag ree with th is—for 

m e — u n e x p e c t e d insight of you rs a s we l l . And I ( let a lone K o o l h a a s ) 

would not have imagined that one could draw a para l le l be tween the 

s e n s i b i l i t i e s of Ventur i , Moore, and S t e r n on the one hand and of Kool 

h a a s on the other. In fac t , to the ex tent that I do ag ree , I would tend to 

draw the paral le l much more c lose ly with Venturi and Moore than I 

would with S t e r n , for a r e a s o n you have adduced in your ear l ie r ques ­

t ion about "punk " subve rs i on . For I have a lways s e e n S t e r n ' s in teres t in 

popular cu l ture a s radical ly qual i f ied by h is espec ia l l y s t rong "be l ie f in 

the power of the a c a d e m y over the p r o f e s s i o n . " 

But I think you are cor rec t to s e e a connect ion be tween Ven tu r i ' s inter­

e s t in pop a r t . Moore ' s in teres t in popular cu l ture more general ly , and 

K o o l h a a s ' s charac te r i s t i ca l l y proto-punk m a n e u v e r s . Th i s obse rva t i on 

h a s the e f f ec t of sha rpen ing the dist inct ion be tween the ear l ier , "quo-

ta t i ona l " K o o l h a a s , and the la te r—however re luc tan t—" fe l low t rave le r " 

of D e c o n s t r u c t i v i s m . 

St i l l , th is ag reemen t be tween us notwi thstanding. I re turn to your refer­

e n c e to a hypothet ica l "Gray posi t ion expanded by neo -modern i sm" and 

to the sought-af ter "more complex s p e c t r u m . " I do so in order to e x p r e s s 

a caut ionary observat ion. It does not follow, for me , that such an 

expanded pract ice can be expected in and of itself to c a u s e all relation­

sh ips of ideology to tec ton ics to be happily evened out. To i l lus t ra te th i s , 

let me d i s c u s s the intriguing e x a m p l e of the evolut ion of the firm Kohn 

P e d e r s e n Fox f rom the e ra of "h igh" pos tmode rn i sm to that of neo-mod-

e r n i s m . It c a m e home to me a s I found myse l f compar ing one of their 

neo-modern is t s k y s c r a p e r s from the 1 9 9 0 s ( the I B M H E A D Q U A R T E R S 

B U I L D I N G in Mont rea l ) with one of their more convent ional ly postmod­

ern 1 9 8 0 s o n e s ( 1 2 5 E A S T 5 7 T H S T R E E T in New York Ci ty) . 

As one would expec t , the 1 9 8 0 s project exhib i ted lots of local s ymme­

t r ies and c l ass i c i z i ng de ta i l s . In the c a s e of the later Montrea l bui lding, 

I found myse l f approach ing it f rom a d i s tance , savor ing the d rama of its 

a lmos t Cons t ruc t i v i s t tower and uppermos t prow angl ing into the sky. 

But t hen , a s I got c l o s e r to the b a s e of the bui ld ing, I not iced that a 

surpr is ing number of the more local de ta i l s of the sk in and of i ts 

manner of abutt ing the ground were all too remin i scen t of the ear l ier 

tower I had shor t ly before s e e n in New York. And t h e s e de ta i l s , for me , 

car r ied awkward ly c l a s s i c i z i n g e l e m e n t s fo rward into the os tens ib ly 

neo-modern is t project of a decade later. 

To be s u r e , I unders tand that in a large of f ice s u c h a s K P F , a ce r ta in 

number of c ladd ing de ta i l s for programmat ica l ly s imi la r bui ldings are 

l ikely to be car r ied over f rom one project to another. And I don't even 

sugges t tha t s u c h a prac t ice is n e c e s s a r i l y c a u s e for rep roach . After a l l . 

if it w a s M ies ian s k i n s we w e r e d i s c u s s i n g , rather t han those of K P F . we 

would be savor ing the concep tua l cont inu i t ies that c a n be r e a d f rom 

one project to another. No. it s e e m s to me tha t the i s s u e at s t a k e he re 

is the ex tent of the depth of reconceptua l iza t ion of the tec ton ics of 

bui lding that proved feas ib le wi th in s u c h a f i rm, be tween the two proj­

e c t s in ques t ion . As an old-time semiot ic ian. I am tempted to argue in th is 

c a s e that the deeply rooted langue of the KPF off ice h a s proved more tena­

c ious than the more epiphenomenal shift of archi tectural "sty l ing" that 

ensued between the 1 9 8 0 s and the 1 9 9 0 s at that part icular firm. 

So you will unders tand if I conc lude by observ ing that the at ta inment of 

" a Gray posi t ion expanded by neo-modern ism" will not be a s imple 

p r o c e s s , and that the sought after "more complex s p e c t r u m " will a l so 

not come so eas i ly . All the s a m e , I remain persuaded by your bas i c 

ins ights and bel ieve that a surpr is ing s e r i e s of provocat ive l inkages 

be tween heterogeneous f igures from the late 1 9 4 0 s to the late 1 9 9 0 s 

real ly can be made . If t h i s "h idden histor ical t h read " leading from then 

until now really d o e s ex i s t , pe rhaps we should not be surpr ised that it 

h a s been suf f ic ient ly well h idden nof to have been apparent even to the 

key protagonis ts to whom we have been ascr ib ing i ts evolut ion. P e r h a p s 

this i s one more t es tamen t to the power of the ep i s teme in history. 

36 Resurfac ing Modernism Perspec ta 32 



GEORGE BAIRD 
Les Extremes 
QutseTouchent? 

•MM, 
11--I-,' it tajatfkranl li N 

1lfM» . i mimnwi. bnana* toaaitoi tatt 

AM II a m i da 
•»» rrwwh in lit 

*<n-i,.../.-, MM aim a**i%r 
"IM i*wm*.tf/*rU>«lift iu-w»A*f CvfeMM 

I ton ntu prtnuoas An onaa. * OMA 
'«»OMI MinDMMfiiiriMM at 

" • • I * nti^*ii it i 

format. at naauwil I 

' i l l ' I ' • • •' > 11 
•n't. ito aoltmai i 
Hi jnliimiliiun • 

r wi M • (fear unn la dti tatiarv 
xftllMtw* for ttorvn notttort in 

• !'<CU«f i 
"nnu.. M> OMA ratowitt. Ht U 
t aaa*** lo fpabr noiiaMtaa 
tail iiUWt. Kattt-'i tnmr**< 

> IttWrtWHIaltl Ihf KIMBt I 

rttfopoln. il nat ato> |tmii uiban 
i Otroaajh lit itttarf On* 

tt-r IIUIKI ol H I M •JutRhgluaiii <ft.i.tt<n.u 
r. aad •rptofratac to. (to naUopoto itadf lit U. 
' IXHUM. nul puataMr to dlanua raofpaWeaMl 

antuit<MRi i|ai i l l U toat alopatt «l ptstfetaa. 

irmuvMiiut " * * pan via** a Imr taioppuaf* 
w MM rtaoaHt At fayM umfauank It t'aajl 
' naxOMl r - i u . 1 . 1 . 

a •»<.<•*-*• -to.* n itattf. aadarauMr 

wwn tkuiM fffMMi aat laWT tity. WtoM it aaoaa. 
UM propKii ptopoM ito man cbboraieti daafoaad 
M«1 (-iuviw.1 M U cunaWfurn' ami H moUm 

mo Hm4Wam of naatuman. no 
toafc' i» 1 • • afWl 1 tiaaafotmaUoni ol ilUal 
•uhaa Ninru ol patMc aaai amw * m . I iota 
aaar ta> law*, tinlliin.1 apaa rnnli (Hntri Spto*. 1 

(WaCart M « Hottl) 

...(>.. --'i t- of OMA't ,- « m on OMA't 
piaduttton » 01 II M tot* thai ..HI,:, aaajoa nan-
>!••.. anaa, tor irm. la fnpaxt te ito pnaaltalll) 
M atttuantaa aa Ito poaaniin ktaWaaad »ton 
(tot taMaaad, OMA't naitottMt»o>« ol polaiiian 
nuaulrti a litotataai a*d«*JUa<.ua« puhjaual 
• »' diajaaiK. , „ . , >al .niaam 
l « o f atocf. rrptcaV, caoafti 

i»d Ft uad dkn la 4«f Tal F.iraaa., daa tkh 
—iW«.Hf aovh mkht Hi I mgillf toftoata aoada 
taianJ.? xftawto tonihnn 

otiu.wu 
1.( FtMRD uaarrra thr $tm parar iafa 
I MillII ••ll l l l l m*****aM taaCcaal • 

• M a • H a m 
taaMWaaHilf - ctar naarafltm dffli riifrmi 

inltaao' Kulialiif 
of Rotoil V*ataii'i 

llaam «* totaama Bwh ntrnfamtxm .n 

' v - • ' . at afctoiMTatv ««ar(i •• pantaaaul a 
aat taw a» 11 11 latanoai Tan tt fwriua* 

attfuinaW. Oaa mai 
.••knit of l.ir< UK Rithmt. aatt Barttli of U»t. 

ctuii. 1 • M an »o 11.' 

K«n>tn<tn(|> tonomnti (k, aluniaimli 
1* ito ramlanah «-ii«ald taoaaaa ontaU 

a dap** Iful Ito *tr» ritall rtafci ibaorauoa 
Ito (». W of imiaaaaaiiuu la Inn prncmutt 
j> nntia M Ito '•• of tto Pool. atM* 
aaaaa aaaoa - anan «al ml tti o*ai paiaaVna.al 

t aa a daa—aj moml la tto 

aaaaa*. arilh tonaaa ajom oaa* a m aa a aVOaauM 
aBjauncaai l« •mai daara* ato 

. •- "i - i' . J« * - t l * - , . , - fC fa -4 . r 
MA, « . , fa T».,#«» f nafc.j.. , B 

»Nfi-.-*a««."M». M - 1. v . • 
-as'11 :.i - r .» 

. • . . f a O N t a | q „ 4 to— • - afc» 
Atoti..»rir. t. •#% • V T ^ M I fl«tx 

1 >- - » a l - . - .. 

alnJraao«i' looaak 

••aaaufWaaavr laaaiad. aa Inn ailtoi. toal I fkad 
11 aWTkwJi U. aaa OMA't tucaautaatal la ito 
MOaaaalnaa UadiUoa rootnaa aruuad fUmiwn 
1 iw-aaataSy iDnrattvd hr»Uirt IVajamai Raihtt 

. aaa OMA * r.. «, iho atncaval 
wtnaatlf ihiuafh ai<aiaariatal tfain ol • - . -

allutwn. at tooaratiil | oihauan iopti 
tll*tnptnJ Kttt. H » U 

I r»p*n«r»» irptoptulfO a 

A /.es Extremes Qui se Touchent? 

page layout from Architectural Design, May 1 9 9 7 

Notes 
1 Architectural Design. Vol. 17 (May 1 9 7 7 ) : 3 2 6 - 3 2 7 . 'Semio t i cs and Archi tecture." Ency 

dopedia of Aesthetics, ed. Michael Kelly (Oxford: Oxford University P r e s s . 1 9 9 8 ) 2 7 1 - 2 7 5 . 

1 Ka re l Teige, "Mundaneum," Ooposit /ons 4 ( 1 9 7 5 ) : 8 9 . 

3 George Ba i rd . The Space of Appearance (Cambridge, MA: MIT P r e s s , 1 9 9 5 ) . S e e Chap 
ter 3 : "The Labor of Our Body and the Work of Our H a n d s . " 

4 Here Ba i rd is referr ing in the second quote to the 1 9 7 0 s Gray a rch i tec ts , us ing the edi 

to rs ' phras ing from a later quest ion: the s o u r c e s of both re fe rences appear below. 

5 It i s . however, a fixation that h a s figured polemical ly in OMA's exhibit ion ent r ies for 
both the 1 9 8 0 Venice B ienna le and the 1 9 8 5 Mi lan T n e n n a l e . S e e the ca ta logue The 
Presence of the Past (Venice: Edizione " L a Biennale di Venezia," 1 9 8 0 ) and Rem Koo lhaas 
and Bruce Mau. S.M.L.XL (New York: Monacel l i P r e s s . 1 9 9 5 ) 4 6 6 1 . S e e a l so K o o l h a a s ' 
contribution to the Phil ip Johnson Festshr i f t Con fe rence held in 1 9 9 6 , "En<Vabl ing Archi­
tecture."dufonoroy and Ideology. Positioning the Avant Garde, ed . R, E . Somol iNew York: 
Monacel l i P r e s s . 1 9 9 7 ) 2 9 2 - 2 9 9 . 

* Koo lhaas and Mau 14 . 

7 The two exchanges occur a s follows: Pel l i . Robertson, and Koo lhaas . The Charlottesville 
Tapes, ed. Jaquel in Rober tson (New York: Rizzoli. 1 9 8 3 ) 8 1 - 8 7 : Graves and Koolhaas, The 
Chicago Tapes, ed . Stanley Tigerman (New York: Rizzoli. 1 9 8 7 ) 1 6 8 . Koo lhaas ' s quoted 
retort is on page 8 7 of the first book. 

8 This i s in the f irst ins tance a re ference to a phrase thai appeared in Col in R o w e ' s 
" Introduct ion" to Five Architects (New York: MoMA. 1 9 7 2 ) . Rowe later went on to publ ish 
a book employing the s a m e phrase in Its t i t le: The Architecture of Good Intentions: 
Towatds a Possible Retrospect (London. Academy Edi t ions, 1 9 9 4 ) . 

* Studio Works 7 (Harvard University Graduate School of Design. 2 0 0 0 ) : 1 4 2 . 

1 0 Koo lhaas , quoted by Beth K a p u s t a . The Canadian Architected. 39 (August 19941 : 10 
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MAKING THE MODIFIED MODERN 
D A V I D S M I L E Y 

The Demings were home this afternoon, busy at various tasks in their split-level suburban 
house, a long low two-tone colonial with a picture window, a breezeway and bright siding. ... 
Erica was in the kitchen making Jell-o chicken mousse for dinner. ... The trees at the edge of 
the lawn were new, like everything else in the area. All up and down the curving streets there 
were young trees and small new box shrubs and a sense of openness, a sense of seeing 
everything there is to see at a single glance, with nothing shrouded or walled or protected 
from the glare.... Out in the breezeway husband Rick was simonizing their two-tone Ford Fair-
lane convertible, brand-new, like the houses and the trees, with whitewall tires and stripes of 
jetstreak chrome. ... One of Erica's favorite words in the language was breezeway. It spoke 
of ease and breeze and being contemporary and having something others did not. Another 
word she loved was crisper. The Kelvinator had a nice roomy crisper and she liked to tell the 
men that such-and-such was in the crisper. Not the refrigerator, the crisper. The carrots are 
in the crisper. Rick. . . . All the things around her were important. Things and words. Words to 
believe in and live by. Breezeway, Crisper, Sectional, Storage Walls, Room Divider."1 

In th i s excerp t f rom Underworld. Don DeL i l l o ' s por t rayal of pos twar 

cu l ture g ives a r ich, if sl ightly su r rea l , s e n s e of how modern m a c h i n e s 

smoo thed over the little f r ict ions of everyday life at home. Equal ly inci­

s i ve is the e a s e with which a language of modernity s u f f u s e d percept ion 

and expec ta t ion . Shiny, e f f ic ient , push-button, e f f o r t l e s s l i fes ty les 

appea red to have no pol i t ics ; it w a s a s if j u s t say ing wo rds s u c h a s 

" c r i spe r " and "b reezeway " cou ld del iver on p r o m i s e s of the "good l i fe . " 

Not one to leave an image without commen ta ry , however . DeLi l lo a l so 

h ints that this s a m e modernity w a s a de lus ion to which postwar home­

owners were sub jec t and in which they happily par t ic ipated. What force 

plotted to supply al l those app l i ances and h o u s e s and how did they 

become words "to bel ieve in and live b y " ? 

Underlying DeL i l l o ' s double-sided image of the postwar home is a s e t of 

over lapping mode rn i sms which s t e m from the deba tes among a v a s t 

ar ray of cu l tu ra l ac to r s inc luding a r c h i t e c t s , bu i lde rs , p ro fess i ona l 

m a g a z i n e s and a s s o c i a t i o n s , b a n k s and loan organ iza t ions , mass -c i r cu ­

lat ion m a g a z i n e s , real es ta te organizat ions, m u s e u m s , and s c h o o l s , not 

to ment ion potent ial buyers . Through their combined e f f o r t s at inter­

pret ing modernity, they par t i c ipa ted in what might ca l l ed a domestic 

culture industry, out of wh ich emerged the p e r v a s i v e , if d i spa raged , 

single-family l andscape . 

My re ference to the culture industry is a quali f ied endorsement of an 

ana l ys i s of the over-arching ways in which a capi ta l is t soc ia l s y s t e m 

reproduces sub jec t s that bes t fit i ts rat ional ist ic s t ruc tu res . Although the 

"cul ture industry" model r i s k s the presumpt ion of unthinking ac tors and 

an over-est imation of the capaci ty of soc ia l s t ruc tu res to comprehen­

sively control the course of histor ical even ts , it d o e s of fer an opportunity 

to s e e the web of re la t ions among the a c t o r s . 3 A speci f ica l ly domestic 

cul ture industry o f fe rs a s e n s e of how the s ingle family home impl icates 

and is impl icated in a vas t mach inery organized, in the postwar United 

S t a t e s , around the production of new l andscapes for a largely white, 

midd le-c lass cit izenry. That the proliferation of the suburban single-family 

home w a s understood a s a v a s t market ing opportunity a s much a s it w a s 

perce ived a s proof of Amer ican democracy s h o w s the ideological depth 

and e las t ic i ty of the domes t i c cu l ture industry. Th i s e s s a y exp lo res the 

v a l u e s and c o n c e r n s among the array of people and inst i tut ions that 

produced and consumed the culture of the home. How were i deas of the 

home e f fec ted by the v a s t cultural appara tus through which they were 

rep resen ted? Conversely , what role did the single family h o u s e — t h e 

mythic hear t and l i tmus tes t of "Amer ican v a l u e s " — p l a y in the recept ion 

and t ransformat ion of postwar modern i sm? 

< Cover. Low Cost Homes 
eds. Larry Eisenger and Ray Gill (1958). 
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-Everybody can own a house 
A "Everybody Can Own a House A "The Lush New Suburban Mnrkof 

House Beautilul (Noverflbei lybb) Fortune (November 1953), 

T H E D O M E S T I C C U L T U R E I N D U S T R Y : 1946 
A s u r v e y of New York ' s domes t i c cu l tu re e v e n t s during a s ing le year 

r e v e a l s the vas t expans ion of the indus t ry a f ter wa r t ime res t r i c t ions . 

Images of full and s m a l l - s c a l e model h o u s e s , p l a n s , rendered v i e w s , 

s u r v e y s , and photographs of built h o u s e s and fu rn ish ings were widely 

c i r cu la ted . C o n f e r e n c e s , expos i t i ons , l e c t u r e s , s to re d i s p l a y s , maga­

z i n e s , and n e w s p a p e r s fos te red i n tense d e b a t e s about the appropr ia te 

form and role of the modern h o u s e . 

T h e 1 9 4 6 Nat ional Modern H o m e s Expos i t ion at Grand Cent ra l P a l a c e 

in New York City provided one a r e n a for a house-hungry public to e x a m ­

ine new w a y s of p lanning, fu rn ish ing , and equipping their fu ture 

h o m e s . Five t housand v is i to rs c rowded the exhibi t on i ts opening day in 

May. 3 One s t a r of the show w a s a fu l l -sca le model of a plywood prefab­

r icated house ca l l ed the " S h e l t e r H o m e " by the noted des igner Donald 

D e s k e y . 4 Good Housekeeping magaz ine exhib i ted s c a l e mode ls f rom i ts 

"Homes Amer i ca W a n t s " s e r i e s , including what they ca l led a "tradi t ional 

little red h o u s e " and a colonia l cot tage a s wel l a s a "modern brick 

d e s i g n " by Edward Durel l S t o n e . The New York Sav ings Bank A s s o c i a ­

t ion, a major suppor te r of the show, exh ib i ted s c a l e model h o u s e s , 

inc luding a "st r ic t ly modern-or iented" home by John Funk fea tu red in 

McCall's magaz ine . S c a l e m o d e l s of the b a s e m e n t l e s s "Answe r H o m e " 

by Anthrac i te Indus t r i es were a l s o exh ib i t ed . 5 In addit ion to the house 

m o d e l s and exh ib i ts were booths for home "gadge t s , " including s to rm 

window s y s t e m s and e lect r ic fly s c r e e n s . 6 

Depa r tmen t s t o r e s sponso red their own domes t i c exh ib i t s . M a c y ' s d i s ­

p layed the s c a l e mode ls of the winning house des igns from House and 

Garden's 1 9 4 5 "B luepr in ts for Tomorrow" compet i t ion . ' For their 75 th 

ann ive rsa ry , B loomingda le ' s d isp layed the mode ls f rom their "Suburban 

H o u s e s for New Yo rke rs " compet i t ion and d is t r ibu ted a book of t he 

winning p lans . B a s e d on the mode ls , the store a lso en l is ted noted design­

e rs—inc lud ing Norman MacGregor. Edward J . Wormley, and George 

Ne lson—to furn ish fu l l -scale inter iors highlighting the s t o r e ' s fab r i cs , 

furn i ture, and o ther househo ld i t e m s . 8 John W a n a m a k e r opened i ts 

"Vi l lage of V i s i o n " with s e v e n fu l l -s ized, fu rn i shed model homes built by 

the prefabr icat ion company Johnson Quali ty H o m e s . " 

Cu l tura l ins t i tu t ions a l so ventured into the web of the domes t i c cu l tu re 

industry. The Schoo l of Arch i tec ture at Co lumbia Univers i ty o f fe red a 

home bui lding lecture s e r i e s by a rch i tec ts Freder ic Woodbridge and 

Harold S l e e p e r to a s s i s t middle- income bui lders and b u y e r s . 1 0 Builders 

News announced the format ion of a new nat ional cur r i cu lum of home 

bui lding c o u r s e s , in 2 1 co l l eges a c r o s s the country, leading to Bache lo r 

of S c i e n c e d e g r e e s in Light Cons t ruc t i on , Eng ineer ing, and M a r k e t i n g . " 

The advice-f i l led If You Want to Build a House ( 1 9 4 6 ) by M u s e u m of 

Modern Art curator E l izabeth Mock and a photographic exhibi t of work 

by the a rch i tec ts fea tu red in the book, added to the depth and breadth 

of the domes t i c cu l ture i ndus t r y . 1 2 

Unsurpr is ingly, there w a s a wide var iety of t e r m s by which d i f ferent par­

t i c ipants in hous ing cu l ture desc r ibed the modern home . Exhib i tors l ike 

Good Housekeeping's " H o m e s Amer i ca W a n t s " and B loomingda le ' s , 

for e x a m p l e , were care fu l to rep resen t both " t rad i t iona l " and " m o d e r n " 

d e s i g n s . At the s a m e t ime, a " p l e a s a n t middle c o u r s e " hybrid e m e r g e d 

that s o m e arch i tec tura l wr i te rs opt imist ica l ly an t i c ipa ted a s a s t e p in 

the gradua l t rans fo rmat ion of publ ic t a s t e . 1 ' T h e h o u s e s s p o n s o r e d by 

Good Housekeeping were p ra i sed by the edi tors of Architectural Forum 

a s a "vo te [ ] . . . aga ins t C a p e Coddl ing the publ ic ." The approbat ion w a s 

condi t ional and revolved around a dist inct ion that b e c a m e ins t rumenta l 

and fami l ia r in s u b s e q u e n t d e b a t e s about the modern h o u s e : the 

Forum ed i tors took except ion to the fu l l -scale "W i l l i amsburg " exterior of 

a Wes t i nghouse -sponso red model house while they approved of i ts fully 

modernized interior.1* And the Bloomingdale 's jury, advised by Progressive 
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A Cover Architectural Forum (April 1945). 
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A House by John Funk and House by Royal Barry Wills McCall's excerpi. 
"House Omnibus," Architectural Forum (April 1945). 

A House by Caleb Horbostel Woman's Home Companion excerpt. 
"House Omnibus." Architectural Forum (April 1945l 

Architecture editor Kenne th Re id , p ra i sed one e n t r y ' s "modern f reedom 

of plan despite the convent ional e x t e r i o r s . " 1 5 

M O D I F I E D M O D E R N 
The ambiguous re la t ionsh ip be tween arch i tec tura l j ou rna ls and popular 

magaz ines in represent ing modernity and the home is evident in a spec i a l 

i s s u e of Architectural Forum from 1 9 4 5 . Ca l led the " H o u s e Omn ibus , " 

it w a s compr i sed of excerp ts of adv ice , a r t i c l e s , and reader s u r v e y s 

from seve ra l major mass-c i rcu la t ion magaz ines including Ladies Home 

Journal and House Beautiful. In their introduction the edi tors s imul tane­

ously embraced and d is tanced t h e m s e l v e s from popular cons ide ra t i ons 

of the modern house . They took pr ide in the fac t tha t the Forum led the 

way in the " t rend toward modern d e s i g n " tak ing root in the popular 

imagination. At the s a m e t ime, they grudgingly acknowledged that popular 

op in ions w e r e indicat ive of what " the c u s t o m e r w a n t s . " They cau t ioned 

readers that se lec t i ons from the var ious magaz ines ranged from s ta tus -

quo tradit ional des igns to unrea l is t ic "electronic-swimming-pool- in-the-

l ibrary" f a n t a s i e s . 1 6 Exp ress ing the del icacy, if not the e l i t i sm, of their 

p ro fess iona l role, the edi tors conc luded that the informat ion taken f rom 

the popular magaz ines should prove va luab le for the carefu l pract i t ioner 

"p repared to move at leas t with the public, if not a h e a d . " 1 7 

In the Forum, the arch i tec ture editor f rom McCall's p laced her r eade rs 

into three g roups : "p rac t ica l r e a l i s t s , " who leaned towards the modern , 

" s e n t i m e n t a l i s t s ' - who prefer red t radi t ional , and those who l iked b i ts of 

e a c h . In d rawings and photographs of two h o u s e s — a modern house by 

John Funk and a t radi t ional house by Roya l B a r r y W i l l s—the editor 

showed the oppos ing s i d e s of the deba te . The fo rmer had an "open 

modern p l a n " whi le the lat ter had " compac t pr ivacy." Muddying th is 

opposi t ion w e r e ex tens ive reader s u r v e y s on planning and layout, fur­

n i sh ings , and equ ipment . The conc lus ion w a s that McCall's r eade rs 

pre fer red C a p e Cod over modern for house ex te r io rs , but they genera l ly 

p re fer red modern inter iors over tradit ional l a y o u t s . 1 8 

In a s imi la r ve in . Better Homes and Gardens a s s o c i a t e editor John 

Normile s a i d h i s readers prefer "combin ing old and new. . . in a s e n s i b l e " 

manner al though he hoped to provide a " leaven ing in f luence" be tween 

the des igner and the market . Rather than p resen t two opposing h o u s e s , 

Normi le re-framed the i s s u e by t reat ing the modern a s an interior con­

dition: he featured a s e r i e s of "modern rooms" which s t r e s s e d innovative 

planning, v iews to the outdoors, combined act iv i t ies , "pivot w a l l s " and 

built-in f u r n i s h i n g s , 1 0 

Woman's Home Companion consu l tan t Ca leb Hornboste l f ramed h is 

examinat ion of two tradit ional and two modern h o u s e s a s "hot and co ld " 

e x t r e m e s . The two modern h o u s e s were desc r ibed in t e r m s of their 

open-planning, "expansib i l i ty , " modular const ruc t ion , and ex tens ive use 

of g l a s s . The tradit ional h o u s e s were desc r ibed in t e r m s of their 

" w a r m t h " and , a lmos t der is ively, t h o s e f ea tu res inc luded "a t the cus ­

tomers r e q u e s t . " In charac te r i z ing one tradit ional house a s " m a s k | i n g j 

a modern m a c h i n e for l iv ing i n , " Hornbos te l more t h a n ind i ca ted h i s 

C o r b u s i a n p r e f e r e n c e . At the s a m e t ime , he r ecogn i zed the popu lar 

l i m i t s of wha t he c a l l e d " r a d i c a l m o d e r n " a n d , c i t i ng a Companion 

reader who s a i d h is family wanted "every th ing modern ins ide , but we 

a l so want a w a r m tradit ional exter ior ," p resen ted a house of h i s own 

des ign a s "modern but not m a n n e r e d , ef f ic ient but not m e c h a n i c a l , e a s y 

to live in but b e a u t i f u l . " 2 0 

House Beautiful editor E l izabeth Gordon made it c l ea r her r eade rs 

wanted " the funct ion of modern a rch i tec tu re , without the look." S h e 

repor ted that her r e a d e r s wanted an abundance of large w indows but 

they wan ted them with tradit ional detai l ing, not "whole hog modern . " 

Whi le s h e found modern des ign incompat ib le with the tradit ional furni­

ture mos t people a l ready owned , Gordon p ra i sed the modern e m p h a s i s 

on interior flexibil ity, "eng ineered s to rage . " and rat ional p lanning. Th i s 

point w a s made c lea r by the a lmos t exc lus i ve u s e of interior photo­

g raphs a s aga ins t one exter ior s k e t c h . 2 1 

In the Ladies' Home Journal, pe rhaps the mos t in te res t ing of al l the 

m a g a z i n e s fea tu red , arch i tec tura l editor R ichard Pratt took the posi t ion 

that r e a d e r s might not want to look at i deas or h o m e s with which they 

are a l ready fami l iar . By showing " the bes t that p rogress ive a rch i tec ts 

can p roduce . " the Journal sought to " t r a n s c e n d " the deba te be tween 

tradi t ional and m o d e r n . " At the s a m e t ime, Pratt d isp layed a l e s s flat­

ter ing, if hones t , app ra i sa l of h i s r eade rs who "won ' t worry about the 

s impl i f ied fo rms of a p p e a r a n c e s and simpl i f ied methods of manu fac 

tu re" once they a r e provided with a good home at a low pr ice. R e a d e r s 

were un in te res ted in techn ica l s t ud i es , Pratt s a i d , " s o what I do is f eed 

them spoon fu ls of [ in format ion] in b e a k e r s of Frank Lloyd Wright l and) 

Hugh S t u b b i n s . " " 
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Mr. and Mrs. McCALL 
know what they want 
. . . fu l l i n l u l l i r r r <l<-iinilr g r o u p * in t h e i r a l -

l i l m l r l o w a n l i l i - . i g n , s a y * M a r y O a v h . . . ' I . . . 

Some like it hot, 
some like it cold. 

A McCall's excerpt "House Omnibus," 
Architectural Forum (April 1945). 

A Women's Home Companion excerpt "House Omnibus," 
Architectural Forum (April 1945). 

Under Prat t , the Ladies Home Journal promoted modern des ign by com­

m iss ion ing p roposa l s for " factory-bui l t " h o u s e s by top a r ch i t ec t s and 

d e s i g n e r s . Beg inn ing in J a n u a r y 1 9 4 4 and running through late 1 9 4 6 . 

P r a t t ' s photographs of met icu lous ly f u rn i shed and l a n d s c a p e d s c a l e 

h o u s e m o d e l s were pub l i shed a lmos t eve ry month , a long with o c c a ­

s i o n a l t ie- in a r t i c l e s by the m a g a z i n e ' s inter ior d e s i g n s t a f f . " T h e 

p roposa ls d isp layed the var iety and flexibil ity many commen ta to r s pre­

d ic ted would resu l t f rom the app l ica t ion of the s a m e mass -p roduc t ion 

p r o c e s s e s that had already widened the cho i ces in automobi les , clothing, 

and a p p l i a n c e s . Prat t p red ic ted , "you will not only be ab le to get the 

spec i a l s e c t i o n s which will m a k e the kind of looking house you want but 

the kind of work ing house a s w e l l . " In te rchangeab le and s tanda rd p a r t s 

would produce modern l iving pa t te rns wi th f lexible and mul t i -use 

s p a c e s , interior and exter ior " l iv ing g a r d e n s , " ex tens ive g laz ing, new 

a p p l i a n c e s , and comple te m e c h a n i c a l s e r v i c e s . 2 5 

T h e Ladies Home Journal H o u s e s were ex t remely popular. P a n e l s of 

model photographs from the magaz ine were exhib i ted at the B o s t o n 

M u s e u m of F ine A r t s and at MIT. In the s u m m e r of 1 9 4 5 . whi le the Jour­

nal s e r i e s w a s st i l l running, t he M u s e u m of Modern Art re-prepared and 

exh ib i ted t he original s c a l e mode ls in their Tomorrow's Small House 

e x h i b i t . 2 6 In her introduct ion to the ca ta logue . E l izabeth Mock encour­

aged the r e a d e r / v i e w e r to cons ide r the spa t ia l potent ia l of modern 

des ign in t a n d e m with what s h e hoped would be its genuinely rad ica l 

i / • 

a t 
V 

A "House in a Day," Plan-Tech Associates Ladies Home Journal oxcerpl, 
"House Omnibus." Architectural Forum (April 1945). 

fu ture: the capac i ty of prefabr icat ion to bring " innumerab le poss ib le 

comb ina t i ons " to the house-buying pub l i c . 3 7 In a fur ther recyc l ing of 

i m a g e s , in S e p t e m b e r 1 9 4 5 . Pencil Points pub l ished photographs of 

the M u s e u m ' s models a longside laudatory let ters by Ladies Home Journal 

r e a d e r s . 2 " 

Judging from t h e s e m a g a z i n e s , two over lapping v iews of domes t i c mod­

e r n i s m e m e r g e . On one s ide w a s a mode rn i sm b a s e d on an aes the t i c 

of product ion. L ike the wel l -known Arts & Architecture C a s e Study 

H o u s e s , th i s w a s an a rch i tec tu re of repet i t ive f o rms and s t ruc tu re , flat 

roofs , s tandard ized p a r t s , modular cons t ruc t ion , and cent ra l i zed 

m e c h a n i c a l s e r v i c e s , al l of wh ich were sugges ted by prefabr icat ion and 

fac tory product ion. On the other s ide w a s Er i ca D e m i n g ' s m o d e r n i s m , a 

mode rn i sm that s t r e s s e d pa t te rns of inhabi tat ion s u c h a s flexibil ity, 

open p lanning, "eng inee red s t o r a g e , " conven ience ( inc luding new appl i 

a n c e s ) , and v i e w s through large a r e a s of g l a s s . Both m o d e r n i s m s — t h e 

modern i sm of product ion a e s t h e t i c s and the mode rn i sm of " e f f o r t l e s s 

i n h a b i t a t i o n " — s h a r e d spa t ia l flexibil ity, built-in fu rn ish ings , indoor-out­

door l iving, and , p e r h a p s mos t important ly, the ideal of an infinite vari­

ety of pe rsona l pa t te rns of l iving. For the former, prefabr icat ion and 

m a s s production p layed a c ruc ia l symbol ic role in s h a p i n g moderni ty 

whi le for the latter, they w e r e mere ly ins t rumenta l . For a production-

b a s e d , aes the t i c m o d e r n i s m , modern living cou ld only occur in a 

modern house that looked modern . For a socia l ly-der ived mode rn i sm of 

inhabi ta t ion, modern living could be enjoyed in a t rad i t iona l - look ing or 

in a modern - look ing house or in s o m e hybrid of the two. In other wo rds , 

a mode rn i sm emerged that fo rma l i zed a separa t ion of exter ior appear 

a n c e s f rom interior p e r f o r m a n c e . 

Moreover, by s t r e s s i n g a l i fe of conven ience and flexibil i ty that cou ld be 

l ived in e i ther a modern- looking or tradit ional- looking house , the popu­

lar j o u r n a l s re f ramed and c rea ted what Architectural Forum ed i tors 

ca l l ed a "modi f ied m o d e r n " : a new sty le f rom which b i ts and p i e c e s 

could be se l ec ted and combined with other s t y l e s . 2 9 Abett ing th is 

p r o c e s s of re-defining mode rn i sm w a s the c i rcu la t ion of images among 

both popular and progress ive ly-minded j o u r n a l s . T h e photographs of 

f u l l — a n d s m a l l - s c a l e mode ls of h o u s e s and rooms that pe rmea ted the 

med ia had the e f fec t of re-configuring the modern house a s a ca ta logue 

of p a r t s — a roof, a window, a k i t chen , a p iece of furn i ture—al l of wh ich 

could be brought to. or a s s e m b l e d at . a s i te . T h e c i rcu la t ion of images 
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People want 
sensible things 

A House Beautiful excerpt "House Omnibus," 
Architectural Forum (Apnl 1945). 

a lso re-configured the modern h o u s e a s a s u m of at t r ibutes or exper i -

e n c e s - a f lexible s p a c e , a view through an e x p a n s e of g l a s s , and eff i­

c ient s to rage . Increasingly , the domes t i c cu l ture indust ry s p o n s o r e d an 

e las t i c concept ion of modernity that made it the funct iona l equ iva lent 

of a p r o c e s s of se lec t i on . 

Underscor ing th is capac i ty for f inding jus t the right combinat ion of p a r t s 

w e r e the s u r v e y s , ques t i onna i res , le t te rs , and pol ls found throughout 

the popular magaz ines . Not only did t h e s e d e v i c e s contr ibute to an idea 

of bui lding e l e m e n t s a s atomized p a r t s to be s e l e c t e d and r e a s s e m ­

b led , but s u r v e y s were a l so i ns t rumen ta l in conscr ip t ing s u b j e c t s . They 

he lped c r e a t e a nat ional aud ience of individual c o n s u m e r s for the 

domes t i c cu l ture industry and fos te red a s e n s e of ident i f icat ion and 

connect ion among this aud ience . Through i m a g e s of their own act ive 

par t ic ipat ion in the d i s c u s s i o n s about the modern home , a m a s s public 

w a s forged and e a c h reader engaged . T h i s engagement w a s doubly 

enac ted by the re-publ icat ion of the s u r v e y s in the spec i a l i s s u e of the 

Architectural Forum. By c rea t ing a themed i s s u e cu l led f rom the popu­

lar p r e s s . Forum ed i tors acknowledged the d i s t a n c e be tween their 

usua l p ro fess iona l a r t i c l es and the t a s t e of the non-arch i tectura l 

publ ic. At the s a m e t ime, however , they implicit ly acknowledged the 

deep connec t ion be tween d o m e s t i c cu l ture indust ry p roduce rs and 

c o n s u m e r s . A longside warn ings aga ins t sen t imen ta l co lon ia l s and tech­

nological f a n t a s i e s , the Forum ed i tors he lped c lea r the concep tua l 

M C C A L L ' S 

13,539 w o n t n give l i m n lor bl i ­
nking Ihelr LIVING ROOMS. 

A Pivot Wall by Michael Goodman 
Serfer Homes and Gardens excerpi, 
"House Omnibus," Architectural Forum 

(April 1945). 

> Survey McCall's excerpt, 
"House Omnibus," Architectural Forum 
(April 1945). 

Hard ) entertain 
Furni ture doeen't fit 
Not enough wlndOWi 
Everyth ing old 
Hard to cie«» 
Color scheme ugly 
Everyth ing thaBby 
Uncomfortable 
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ground for what would become the vas t majority of domes t i c a rch i tec ­

tural product ion: "modi f ied mode rn " h o u s e s that would soon carpet the 

suburban l a n d s c a p e . 

S E L L I N G P R E F A B R I C A T I O N 

A House by Ketchum. Gina, and Sharpe Woman's Home Companion excerpi. 
"House Omnibus," Architectural Forum (April 1945). 

Although t h e s e two m o d e r n i s m s — p r o d u c t i o n a e s t h e t i c s and fr ict ion-

l e s s i n h a b i t a t i o n — a s s e s s e d it d i f ferent ly , the e a s e with wh ich the 

language of prefabr icat ion moved within the domes t i c cu l ture indust ry 

w a s g rounded, in par t , in wa r t ime and postwar th ink ing about hous ing 

n e e d s . P rewar h o u s e s s u c h a s Fu l l e r ' s 1 9 2 7 Dymaxion H o u s e . Kocher 

and F r e y ' s 1 9 3 1 A lumina i re H o u s e , or George Fred K e e k ' s 1 9 3 4 H o u s e 

of Tomorrow int roduced prefabr icat ion to the publ ic, but the e f f o r t s to 

marke t t h e s e and s im i la r h o u s e s were undercap i ta l ized and too expen­

s ive for low-cost m a s s p roduc t i on . 3 0 By the ear ly 1 9 4 0 s , h o w e v e r — a n d 

th is w a s p re -Lev i t town—there w a s little ques t ion that y e a r s of meager 

hous ing product ion would eventua l ly r each c r i s i s propor t ions. Exper t 

and popular commen ta to r s a l ike knew that m a s s i v e numbe rs of hous­

ing un i ts were requ i red ; " a mil l ion units per y e a r " b e c a m e a mant ra 

among arch i tec tu re , builder, and shel ter m a g a z i n e s . Whi le there were 

a s many d i f ferent hous ing p roposa ls (many pre-dating World War II) a s 

there were s p e a k e r s , the concept of prefabr icat ion increas ing ly f loated 

throughout the d i s c u s s i o n and soon b e c a m e a pr imary concern among 

a var iety of contr ibutors to the industry . Beyond the techn ica l in t r i cac ies 

of the of f -s i te a s s e m b l y of bui ld ings, or building s e c t i o n s , w a s the 

rhetor ica l capac i ty of t e r m s s u c h a s "p re -assemb ly . " "pane l i zed con­

s t ruc t i on , " " fac tory p roduced . " and " m a s s p roduced" to s tand in for. or 

par t ia l ly cons t i tu te , an image of modernity. 

The S e p t e m b e r 1 9 4 2 i s s u e of Architectural Forum w a s devoted to the 

coming postwar hous ing c runch . Ca l led the " T h e New H o u s e 1 9 4 x " 

( referr ing to the unknown date of the w a r ' s end) , the a r t i c le a s k e d : 
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> Rowhouse by Vernon deMars 
Ladies Home Journal excerpl, 
"House Omnibus," Architectural Forum 

(April 1945). 

i 

" A s s u m i n g pre fabr ica t ion . . . how can the house of 1 9 4 x be made the 

most -wanted commodi ty in the compet i t ive postwar m a r k e t p l a c e ? " In 

the Forum's op in ion, the techn ica l m a s t e r y tha t had enab led the m a s s 

product ion of t h o u s a n d s of wa r t ime hous ing uni ts w a s far super io r to 

their design quality. With such poor e x a m p l e s of industrially-built housing, 

they wondered how the house of the fu ture would conv ince a hungry 

publ ic to re l inqu ish their pre-conceived d o m e s t i c i m a g e s and adopt an 

"appropr ia te " or " h o n e s t " modernity. The answe r , unsurpr is ingly, lay in 

improving the des ign s t a n d a r d s c a s t a s i d e for emergency product ion. 

To a c h i e v e a truly modern postwar h o u s e , " p rog ress i ve , forward- looking 

d e s i g n e r s " would have to " ca tch -up" with fac to ry -based methods of 

m a s s p roduc t i on . 3 1 

To aid in th is en terpr ise , the Forum ed i tors se l ec ted the work of 3 3 

modern a rch i tec ts and d e s i g n e r s — a w h o ' s who of the postwar s c e n e — 

that exempl i f ied the current s ta te of domes t i c des ign r e s e a r c h . Inc luded 

in th is 75-page su rvey were Mario Corbett , S O M , R ichard Neut ra . Ra lph 

R a p s o n . Albert Frey. and Wil l iam Wurster. S h a r e d fea tu res of the projects 

were mul t i -use, f lexible s p a c e s and fu rn ish ings , ex tens i ve u s e of floor-

to-cei l ing glazing, movable par t i t ions , new fo rms of heat ing and air con­

dit ioning, and the interpenetrat ion of interior and exterior s p a c e ; in 

shor t , all the ind ices of modern l iving. A var iety of prefabr icat ion s t rate­

g ies w a s a l s o exp lored in the work and inc luded new ma te r i a l s , of f -s i te 

pane l and s t ruc tu ra l a s s e m b l i e s , modular uni ts of in te rchangeab le 

p a r t s , and ent i re molded rooms t rucked to a s i te . The a rch i t ec t s ' abil i ty 

to work within the "adequa te but abso lu te l imi ts of m a s s product ion" 

conc lus ive ly s h o w e d , the ed i to rs s a i d , that mass -p roduced h o u s e s 

cou ld be des igned to look and funct ion in numerous w a y s ; the pro jec ts 

proved the capac i ty of m a s s production in genera l , and prefabr icat ion in 

par t icu lar , to rea l ize "var iety within s t a n d a r d i z a t i o n . " " 

Other a rch i tec tu ra l s tud ies in the ear ly 1 9 4 0 s a l so a d d r e s s e d the 

impending hous ing shor tage through prefabr icat ion and improved 

des ign s t a n d a r d s . Architectural Forum in t roduced a new s ix-par t s e r i e s 

on pre fabr ica ted hous ing in D e c e m b e r 1 9 4 2 . in which the edi tors 

repeatedly worr ied that the quant i ta t ive s u c c e s s e s of the emerg ing 

industry were not ma tched by qual i ta t ive improvemen ts . The " reengi -

neer ing" of the house w a s not yet e v i d e n t . 3 3 In a 1 9 4 3 Architectural 

Record eva lua t ion of the s ta te of p re fabr ica t ion , the ed i to rs conc luded 

"new ro les cannot be played in ant ique c o s t u m e s . . . S o m e h o w a new 

breadth , dep th , and d i r e c t n e s s h a s to be m a d e v i s i b l e . " 3 4 Typ ica l of 

many of the w inne rs of 4 r f s & Architecture's 1 9 4 3 " D e s i g n s for Post -

: _ 

A House by Lt Charles Wiley "Designs for Post-War Living" 
Arts & Architecture (March 1944) 

War L iv ing" compet i t ion were v i s i ons of Corbus ian moderni ty a I'Ameri-

caine—mowing an infinite lawn ins tead of boxing above the Virgi l ian 

l a n d s c a p e — b u t the more c lear ly s h a r e d a s p e c t of the work w a s the 

flexibil ity of i n te rchangeab le , m a s s - p r o d u c e d , p re fabr ica ted compo­

n e n t s . 3 8 In a 1 9 4 4 Arts & Architecture a r t ic le t i t led "What i s a H o u s e ? , " 

Herbert Matter. Cha r l es E a m e s , and Buckmins te r Fuller predicted that 

the publ ic would e m b r a c e the pre fabr ica ted h o u s e once it w a s better 

des igned . The publ ic, they wrote, " i s not commi t ted to the living s t an ­

dard of the p a s t ; they only awai t the opportuni ty to accep t the benef i ts 

of indust r ia l p r o g r e s s . " 3 8 An Architectural Forum note on the Architec­

tura l L e a g u e ' s 1 9 4 4 "Pre fabr ica t ion C o n f e r e n c e " ch ided des igne rs and 

m a n u f a c t u r e r s for fa i l ing to recognize that "product ion and des ign are 

i n d i v i s i b l e . " 3 7 T h e s e c o m m e n t s typified the v iew of the des ign and pro­

f e s s i o n a l magaz ines that prefabr icat ion and m a s s production had the 

capac i ty to provide the so i l from which modern homes and modern living 

would inevitably spr ing un i ted. Once shown the potent ia l of new tech­

no log ies , they a s s u m e d , the public would m a k e the cor rec t c h o i c e . 3 " 

In con t ras t , a d v e r t i s e m e n t s for pre fabr icators in p ro fess iona l and pop­

ular magaz ines did little to help the c a u s e of t hose advocat ing an a e s ­

thet ic of product ion. A 1 9 4 2 adve r t i semen t for the Homaso te Company 

in Architectural Forum showed both tradit ional and modern h o u s e s 

under the head l ine : "Tomor row 's H o u s e s — a n y s i z e , any s ty le—wi l l be 

P re fab r i ca ted . " T h e "comple te f r e e d o m " o f fe red by new prefabr icat ion 

me thods ex tended to s ty l i s t i c var iety and c h o i c e . 3 9 Th i s unders tand ing 

of prefabr icat ion is ampl i f ied in a Homaso te a d in a 1 9 4 3 House and 

Garden in which the company b o a s t s that their "Prec is ion-Bu i l t H o m e s " 

are planned "not a s a rigid shel l to which you must accommodate yourself, 

but a s a m a c h i n e w h o s e funct ion is to help you live more comfor t ­

a b l y . " 4 0 Whi le the ad a p p e a r e d cons i s t en t with a product ion-aesthet ic 

faith that a properly modern house would emerge from m a s s produc­

t ion, the Homaso te Company a l so included co lon ia l h o u s e s in the ad ; 

the mach ine for l iving did not n e c e s s a r i l y look l ike one. 

Other par t i c ipan ts in the domest i c culture industry a l so recognized that 

tradit ional- looking prefabr icated h o u s e s could j u s t a s eas i l y accommo­

date modern living; whi le the t ransformat ive potent ial of prefabr icat ion 

remained cen t ra l , they embraced the modif ied modern aes the t i c of 

inhabi tat ion. In fac t , a 1 9 4 7 "how-to" book ca l led The Prefabricated 

House: A Practical Guide for the Prospective Buyer by a rch i tec ts Raymond 

K. G ra f f and Rudolph A. Matern and writer Henry Lionel Wi l l iams w a s 

i l lustrated a lmost ent irely with tradit ional and Cape Cod-type des igns , 
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TOMORROW'S HOMES 
any size.... any sfyle 

WILL BE PREFABRICATED 
A House by Albert Frey "The New House 194x" 

Architectural Forum (September 1942) 
A Homosote Company ad 

Architectural Forum (January 1942). 

including some of their o w n . 4 1 In ironic cont rast to the photos of R ichard 

P r a t t ' s house mode ls in the Ladies Home Journal, the only ind icat ions of 

pre fabncat ion in the model photographs in The Prefabricated House 

were in their cap t ions . Moreover, the au thors a s s e r t e d that tradit ional or 

l e s s radical modern design could "incorporate modern a ids for house­

keep ing e f f ic iency. " better fit in a neighborhood, and more eas i l y comply 

with building f inancing regulat ions. No prefabricator, they conc luded , 

could af ford to exper iment with "ul t ramodern or f r e a k i s h " des i gns s i n c e , 

in the end . tradit ional des ign w a s "what mos t people w a n t . " 4 2 The 

au thors exp la ined prefabr icat ion not by showing i ts histor ic inevitabil i ty 

nor by a s s u m i n g a proper or " h o n e s t " e x p r e s s i o n for new technolog ies 

or n e e d s , rather, they af f i rmed prefabr icat ion a s a c o n s u m e r ' s d r e a m : 

the variety born of new methods could sa t i s fy any t a s t e . 

If j ou rna l s and other adv ice books opened the way for the accommo­

dat ing spir i t of the modif ied modern and the pre fabr ica ted house , the 

mid-century depar tment s to re opened the f loodgates. Embedded in 

urban cu l tura l life s i nce the late n ine teen th century , the depar tment 

s tore o f fe red the publicity and distr ibut ion i n f ras t ruc tu res to turn the 

pre fabr ica ted house into a truly mass -p roduced and m a s s - c o n s u m e d 

p roduc t . 4 3 The downtown depar tmen t s tore s e r v e d a huge sec to r of the 

publ ic, provided highly a c c e s s i b l e s i t e s for h o u s e d i sp lays , and . extend­

ing their r e a c h , ac ted a s co -sponso rs for of f -s i te d i s p l a y s . Typical ly, a 

depar tmen t s to re would t e a m up with a prefabr icator ; the s to re could 

d isp lay fu rn ish ings and app l i ances a longs ide or ins ide the exhib i ted 

h o u s e s , and the prefabr icator could u s e the s to re a s a market ing 

dev ice to compe te aga ins t developer hous ing . In New York and other 

major c i t i e s , s t o r e s such a s G i m b e l ' s , W a n a m a k e r ' s . B l o o m i n g d a l e ' s . 

and M a c y ' s u s e d both fu l l -sca le model h o u s e s and s m a l l - s c a l e house 

m o d e l s to ent ice an avidly shopp ing pub l i c . 4 4 

Depar tmen t s to re d isp lays were packed with c rowds and widely pub­

l i shed in the popular p r e s s . In 1 9 4 6 the Homaso te Company exhib i ted 

eight ful l-sized, mostly traditional-looking model h o u s e s ins ide M a c y ' s in 

New York City. The s a m e year, a s noted above, Johnson Quality Homes 

jo ined W a n a m a k e r ' s in New York City and Ph i lade lph ia to exhibi t "The 

Vi l lage of V is ion , " compr ised of seven Johnson model homes. 4® In 1 9 4 8 , 

G imbe l ' s teamed up with Adirondack Homes and Look magazine to exhibit 

a f u rn i shed model of a " fac to ry -produced" house des igned by Walter 

Dorwin T e a g u e . 4 7 Lord and Taylor, S e a r s , Roebuck , and B a m b e r g e r ' s 

a l so exhib i ted fu l l -sca le model h o u s e s ( a s wel l a s s m a l l - s c a l e house 

mode ls ) s p o n s o r e d by p re fab r i ca to r s . 4 8 

THE 

P R E F A B R I C A T E D 
RA TM0ND | . GRAFF. 

RUOOIPH A. MATERN, ,v ,h „ , . , 

HENRY LIONEL WILLIAMS, 
Co-milhw "OW Amoncon Hovm und 
How to B.iloic Thorn " 

DOUBLEOAY g COMPANY. INC. 

H O U S E 
A Practical Guide 
(or the Prospective Buyer 

GARDEN CITY. N. Y. 1347 

A Title page, The Prefabricated House: A Practical Guide for the Prospective Buyer 

Raymond K. Graff, Rudolph A. Malorn and Henry Lionel Williams (1946) . 

In 1 9 4 3 . the " H o u s e of the Fu tu re " exhibi t at M a c y ' s in New York 

inc luded qua r te r - sca le prefabr icated co lon ia l house mode ls s p o n s o r e d 

by the Homaso te Company. Due to war t ime res t r i c t ions , the h o u s e s 

cou ld not be o rdered , but a rch i tec t George Ne lson p ra i sed the exhibi t 

s i n c e " soone r or la ter" p re fabr ica ted h o u s e s , "like a i r p l a n e s , will roll 

o f f t he a s s e m b l y l ine [and] be so ld over the counter . " L ike E a m e s and 

Ful ler. Ne lson advocated the product ion aes the t i c when he predicted 

that the t a s t e for tradit ional- looking h o u s e s would d i sappea r with the 

onse t of new, mass -p roduced h o u s e s , exp la in ing that the colonia l s ty le 

" i s n ' t a natural m a s s p roduc t . " * 5 

Widening the scope of cu l tura l connec t i ons , p re fabr ica tors went direct ly 

to their potent ia l c u s t o m e r s by bui lding on vacan t s t r e e t co rne rs—wi th 

depa r tmen t s t o r e s st i l l fu rn ish ing and decorat ing t h e m — a n d en l is t ing 

chari ty organizat ions to a s s i s t in the market ing, which lent the exhib i ts 

an air of good c i t i zensh ip . 4 9 The year 1 9 4 8 w a s espec ia l ly busy: in Janu­

ary, Pre-Fab H o m e s , Inc. built a prefabr icated "cot tage" at 5th Avenue 

and 48 th St reet in New York City; In April, Lust ron Corporation built a s im­

plified Cape Cod model house on the corner of 6th Avenue and 52nd 

St reet ; and in July. Johnson Quality Homes built a "colonia l -sty le" prefab­

r icated house resembl ing Ca ry Gran t ' s house in the film Mr. Blandings 
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A Macy's Homasote Co. exhibit "Prefabrication in the Post-War World" 
House and Garden (July 1943). 

Builds His Dream House, again at 5 th Avenue and 4 8 t h S t r e e t — a 

model house for a pre fabr ica ted house b a s e d on a movie about the 

bui lding of a c u s t o m h o u s e ! 5 0 

Although the archi tectura l p r e s s p laced great hopes on prefabr icat ion 

and rep resen ted it a s an integral feature of modern hous ing, s o m e took 

a skept ica l v iew of the depar tment s tore and mass -marke t i ng s t ra teg ies 

that b y p a s s e d the archi tectura l es tab l i shmen t . The edi tors of Architec­

tural Record did little to hide their d i sda in : "It s e e m s to have become 

fash ionab le for city depar tment s t o r e s to show, and s o m e t i m e s to s e l l , 

nea t little prefabr icated h o u s e s . The c rowds love it, f locking to the s h o w s 

in a lmos t terr i fy ing numbers , and ask ing innumerab le q u e s t i o n s . " 5 1 

T h e integrat ion of prefabr icat ion into the domes t i c cu l tu re i ndus t r y— 

through mode ls and photographs in depa r tmen t s t o r e s , on s t ree t cor­

n e r s , popular n e w s p a p e r s and m a g a z i n e s , and p ro fess iona l maga­

z ines—mi t i ga ted the impor tance of the ac tua l product ion of the house 

and contr ibuted to the aes the t i c of inhabi ta t ion, a v is ion of the modern 

a s a s e n s e of p e r s o n a l , f r i c t i on less interior conven ience . J u s t a s G ra f f 

and M a t e r n ' s "P rac t i ca l Gu ide " to prefabr icat ion had d i s m i s s e d any 

incongruity be tween m o d e m a p p l i a n c e s and tradi t ional a rch i tec tu ra l 

fo rm, m o s t of the pa r t i c ipan ts in the domes t i c cu l ture industry recog­

nized no mean ing fu l contradic t ion be tween a modern m e a n s of produc­

tion and tradi t ional a p p e a r a n c e . Increas ing ly , prefabr icat ion f igured a s 

a m e a n s to an e n d . one that , the s t o r e s a s s u r e d , would be a s individual 

a s every pu rchaser . The var iety and individuality p romised by prefabri­

ca t ion r e s h a p e d moderni ty into a p r o c e s s of se lec t i on . Tha t th is indi­

viduali ty ma tched only part of the rhetoric of the arch i tec tura l communi ty 

fue led p ro fess iona l s c o r n for wha t they s a w a s misgu ided or decei t fu l 

product ion. 

V A R I E T Y W I T H I N S T A N D A R D I Z A T I O N 
Desp i te the comb ined industry and depa r tmen t s tore p rograms, wide 

coverage in popular m a g a z i n e s , dai ly n e w s p a p e r s , and the a rch i tec tu ra l 

p r e s s , the wel l -known p roposa l s of Grop ius and W a c h s m a n n , Ful ler, 

and a hos t of other prefabr icat ion r e s e a r c h e r s , p re fabr ica ted h o u s e s 

w e r e never s u c c e s s f u l l y m a s s marketed—trad i t iona l or modern . The 

techn ica l c a p a c i t i e s of the industry that had per fo rmed s o wel l during 

the war did not help p re fabncators compete with developer hous ing . The 

Lus t ron Corporat ion, one of the bes t cap i ta l ized of the f i rms , produced 

t' 

i 

A "House Offered for Sale By Department Store" 
New York Times (Feburary 3, 1946) 

only 2 . 5 0 0 h o u s e s in i ts ten-year l i f e . 5 3 E v e n a s Architectural Forum 

cont inued to advoca te pre fabr ica t ion . by 1 9 5 0 they mourned that many 

"p re fabbers have a l ready worn a path to the bankruptcy c o u r t s . " 5 3 

A " h u m a n in te res t " s tory told in The New York Times in 1 9 4 9 r e v e a l s 

par t of the problem of prefabr icat ion. A Mr. and Mrs . B u r n b a u m of New 

York City won the raf f le for the C a p e Cod-l ike " P a c e m a k e r D r e a m h o u s e " 

d isp layed at 6 th Avenue and 5 2 n d S t ree t , but they owned no land and 

the p u r c h a s e of land w a s ou ts ide their budget. After a s h o r t t ime , the 

owner of the exhibi t ion lot demanded rent or payment to move and 

s tore t he house af ter the manu fac tu re r ' s legal obl igation e n d e d . 

Although d i f f icu l t ies e n s u e d — t h e prospec t of stor ing the house , hir ing 

lawyers to negot iate with manufac tu re r and lot owner, f inding a new 

buyer with proper ty—the B u r n b a u m s found a buyer and all ended w e l l . " 

A Advertisement, "Johnson Builds the Blandlngs' Dream House" 
New York Times (July 25, 1948). 
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A "D ream H o u s e ' on F i f ty -Second St reet Park ing Lot Sold" 
New York Times (August 2 4 , 1 9 4 9 ) . 

A Var ious Exter io rs wi th S a m e Interior P lan Victor Civkm, 
Building The House ol Health, ed. Odd Albert (1937) . 

But their exper ience i l lus t ra tes why, in par t , the sub-d iv is ion—from its 

lot-by-lot n ine teenth cen tu ry beg inn ings to i ts Lev i t t -sca led apotheo­

s i s — r e m a i n e d the norm: the house is only one port ion of a far more 

complex p a c k a g e . For the pre fabr ica ted h o u s e , the p u r c h a s e r w a s 

a s k e d to provide the plot su rvey , local zoning, bui lding and fire c o d e s , 

and so i l i n fo rma t i on . 8 6 For the developer h o u s e , a s igna ture and a 

depos i t (no depos i t for ve te rans ) s e c u r e d the buyer a house on a legal 

lot with ut i l i t ies , s e w e r s , s t r e e t s , and , in larger c a s e s , neighborhood 

s c h o o l s and s t o r e s , all inc luded in the pr ice. In o ther w o r d s , the pre­

fabr i ca ted house required the buyer to per fo rm the du t ies of the con­

tractor, su rveyor , expeditor. and rea l es ta te agent, whi le the deve loper 

h o u s e mere ly a s k e d the pu rchase r to be a c o n s u m e r . 5 8 

The intr icacy of providing a ready-to-occupy house and the extent to 

wh ich op in ions of fac tory product ion were sh i f t ing is shown in a spec i a l 

i s s u e of a 1 9 4 9 Architectural Forum ca l led " T h e Bu i l de r ' s H o u s e . " The 

edi tors unequivocal ly s ta te that "housebu i ld ing s t a n d s a s the only sur­

viving local indust ry of any c o n s e q u e n c e . So long a s the house is 

a t tached to the land, it s e e m s likely to rema in so . While a Ford is a Ford 

is a Ford, a low-cost house IS one th ing In Ch icago , another in Min­

n e a p o l i s . . . and two very d i f ferent th ings even in two adjoining Long 

Is land d e v e l o p m e n t s . " 5 7 If that w a s n ' t c l ea r enough, the Forum quoted 

the man who " m a d e a fac tory of the whole s i t e , " Wi l l iam Levi t t , who 

pronounced: "You c a n ' t pre fabr icate the land and s i n c e the h o u s e , how­

ever m a d e , eventua l ly h a s to be conveyed and a t tached to the land, the 

housebui ld ing p r o c e s s is l ikely to rema in qui te d i f fe rent f rom that con­

t inual ly c i ted exemp la r—the automobi le i n d u s t r y . " S B 

The luster of factory-produced hous ing began to fade by the ear ly 1 9 5 0 s 

but t he promise of " indiv idual izat ion" and "var iety within s tandard iza­

t i on " rema ined vi tal pr inc ip les of m idd le -c lass hous ing des ign . One of 

the m e a n s by which variety w a s at ta ined w a s the u s e of a s tanda rd plan 

with a se lec t ion of e leva t ions (whole and part ia l ) and or ientat ions, a 

st rategy with roots in the h is tory of n ine teen th cen tu ry arch i tec tura l 

pat tern books and mail-order h o u s e s and re i terated in Depress ion -e ra 

building p rac t i ces sanc t ioned by the Federa l Hous ing Admin is t ra t i on . 5 9 

T h e arch i tec t -des igned s tandard house p lan, with var ied ex ter io rs , and 

in tended for m a s s production w a s sporad ica l ly exam ined in the ear ly 

twent ie th cen tu ry . 6 0 Early e x a m p l e s inc luded Chicago arch i tec t Lawrence 

B u c k ' s 1 9 1 1 " S t u d i e s of D i f fe ren t Exter ior T r e a t m e n t s of the S a m e 

P l a n , " and New York arch i tec t Victor C i v k i n ' s 1 9 3 7 "Var ious Ex te r io rs 

with S a m e Interior P l a n , " wh ich o f fe red Modern, Eng l i sh , Georg ian , and 

ear ly Amer i can ex ter io rs for the s a m e ground p l a n . 6 1 In h i s 1 9 4 4 Archi­

tectural Record a r t i c l e " H o u s e Des ign for the M a s s Marke t , " Rando lph 

E v a n s showed how s i t ing, m a s s i n g , or ientat ion, and s u r f a c e var iat ion 

in a prewar sub-div is ion gave e a c h iden t i ca l l y -p lanned house a unique 

cha rac te r . In addi t ion, he showed four perspec t ive var ia t ions for a new 

sub-div is ion proposa l that hovered be tween tradi t ional and modern 

des i gns for a " m o d e r n " p lan. Simpl i fy ing fur ther , a rch i tec t Harold 

G r o u p ' s 1 9 4 6 " H o u s e with Eight F a c e s , " In House of the Month Book of 

Small Houses, i l lus t ra ted how one b a s i c plan could be s i ted in s e v e r a l 

o r ien ta t ions and how a var iety of e l emen ts could be a d d e d . 8 2 By the 

late 1 9 4 0 s , the c h o i c e s o f fe red by m a s s bu i lders w e r e l e s s among 

s t y l es than among spec i f i c f e a t u r e s l ike ove rhangs or s id ing. Com­

posed of a se lec t ion of f ea tu res—p ic tu re w indows , combined living and 

din ing a r e a s , outdoor s p a c e s , s l id ing g l a s s doors , new k i tchen equip­

ment , and the o c c a s i o n a l b reezeway—the infinite var iety of hous ing 

c h o i c e s provided a comfor t ing if indeterminate " individual i ty." 

MODIFIED MODERNIST 
Rudolph Mate rn . wr i ter and advoca te of pre fabr icat ion, a l s o prac t iced 

arch i tec ture on Long Is land f rom the late 1 9 3 0 s until the m i d - 1 9 6 0 s 

and , with h is par tner He rman York, w a s respons ib le for a lmos t 4 0 . 0 0 0 

h o u s e s in N a s s a u County a lone . The firm worked c lose ly with Long 

Is land bu i lders and w a s act ive in many p ro fess iona l a rch i tec tura l a s s o ­

c ia t i ons in the New York a r e a . Both Matern and York so ld t h o u s a n d s of 

s tock p lans be tween 1 9 4 6 and 1 9 5 1 and s e r v e d a s p lanning consul t ­

a n t s for home s h o w s and expos i t i ons : their pract ice w a s ins t rumenta l 

in des ign ing a m a s s m a r k e t . 8 3 Matern in par t icu lar i s notable for h is 

media t ion among d i f ferent m o d e r n i s m s a s an arch i tec t and through h is 

role in the c i rcu la t ion of i m a g e s of the modern h o u s e . 6 4 

The 1 9 4 7 National Home Show in New York City featured a fu l l -scale 

model of a " ranch- type" home by Matern . The " rambl ing one-story" 

home w a s . accord ing to The New York Times, " ind icat ive of the t rend 

{ that ] made full u s e of g l a s s in all r ooms . " For the 1 9 4 8 National Home 

S h o w a fu l l -scale ranch by Matern w a s pra ised for i ts u s e of the " l a t es t 

home c o n v e n i e n c e s " and i ts f lexible p lan, mult i -use rooms, private 

garden, and s o l a r i u m . 8 6 The Times p ra ised the "eye a p p e a l " of Ma te rn ' s 

1 9 4 9 model for a 3 0 0 - h o u s e deve lopment on Long I s l and , writing that 

i ts low, broad l ines gave a s e n s e of both "Cal i fo rn ia and New England 

a rch i tec tu re "—the former a e u p h e m i s m for modern des ign , the latter 
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A " H o u s e with Eight F a c e s " Harold Group, 
House ol the Month Book ol Small Houses ( 1 9 4 6 ) . 

for t radi t ional . With a roof overhang, angled p icture window forming a 

s m a l l ga rden ins ide and out, built-in b o o k s h e l v e s , expandab le att ic 

s p a c e , and a "mul t i -purpose" room s e p a r a t e d from the living room by 

an accord ion par t i t ion, the house—wi th i ts th ree plan and four e leva­

t ion var ia t ions—of fe red a "new concept ion of an economy h o m e . " 6 6 The 

1 9 4 9 project w a s pra ised in pro fess iona l magaz ines explor ing the poten­

t ial marke ts opened by s u c c e s s f u l "bui lder and arch i tec t " re la t i onsh ips . 6 7 

An in terv iew with Matern in Architectural Forum in 1 9 5 1 o f f e rs a c lea r 

picture of th i s "modi f ied mode rn " f rom the a r c h i t e c t ' s opt imis t ic per­

spec t i ve . He por t rayed h i s work a s a par t of an a rch i tec tu ra l t rans i t ion 

on the way to someth ing " m o r e " modern : "We fee l we ' r e gradual ly 

bringing up the level of home des ign , f la t ten ing out the roof little by 

l i t t le, int roducing more and more open-planning and funct iona l i d e a s . 

A " H o u s e Des ign for Exhibi t at Home S h o w Here" 
New York Times (March 9, 1947). 

A "Variat ions on a p lan" Randolph Evans and Henry Otis Chapman Architects, 
in Randolph Evans, "House Design lor the Mass Market." Architectural Record 
(November 1944 ) . 

But w e ' d rather take one j ump a h e a d of the p e o p l e ' s t a s t e s and se l l 

h o u s e s than take two and fa l l f lat on our f a c e s , wh ich c a n c o s t a builder 

h i s whole bui lding s e a s o n . " 6 6 T h e Forum writer p ra i sed M a t e r n ' s work 

for us ing modern technology to open up the interior, for improving the 

p lan, and for providing more f lexible work a r e a s ; in other wo rds , for h i s 

innovat ions in the moderni ty of inhabi tat ion, but not for any aes the t i c 

innovat ion. 

Matern a l s o proposed l e s s "mod i f ied" and more str ict ly modern work 

during the 1 9 5 0 s , but t h e s e were des igned in addit ion to the hybrid sty­

l is t ic var iety produced by Matern and York. A 1 9 5 8 m a s s - m a r k e t book 

ca l l ed Low Cost Homes s h o w s the s c o p e of the prac t ice ; it inc luded 

more des i gns by Matern t han any other s ingle a rch i tec t . Unsurpr is ingly, 

the descr ip t ions of the h o u s e s f ocused on good p lanning, f lexible 

a r rangemen ts and movable par t i t ions, built-in furni ture, lots of g l a s s 

and v iews to the outdoors, indoor-outdoor ga rdens , a s e n s e of expan-

s i v e n e s s , and . of cou rse , b reezeways . The h o u s e s were ca l led " subdued 

modern , " and " c o n s e r v a t i v e modern . " and the o c c a s i o n a l r e f e r e n c e s to 

colonia l or "ear ly Amer i can " were a lways fol lowed by the a s s u r a n c e that 

the interior i s "up-to-the-minute A m e r i c a . " 6 9 

Mate rn ' s s u c c e s s f u l hous ing pract ice w a s b a s e d on the uncoupl ing of 

interior f rom exter ior that we s e e at work in the m a s s marke t ing of 

s ingle- fami ly h o m e s during th i s per iod. He u s e d the techno log ies of 

m a s s product ion for interior comfor t without requir ing their e x p r e s s i o n 

or rep resen ta t ion on the exter ior. Without a mora l or programmat ic 

n e c e s s i t y to link the two. Matern w a s able to reconc i le or med ia te the 

a e s t h e t i c s of production with the mores of conven ience that drove 

m a s s - m a r k e t bui lding. In addi t ion, the separa t ion of interior f rom exte­

rior gave Matern the leeway to s lowly " improve" and " r a i s e " apprec ia ­

t ion of modern des ign ; a dormer in one room could be ba lanced by a 

corner window in another . As the sub-div is ion house w a s t r a n s f o r m e d , 

however , so were the a e s t h e t i c pr inc ip les of mode rn i sm that Matern 

gently in t roduced in h i s d e s i g n s . Flooding the marke t with h is hybr ids, 

Matern par t i c ipa ted in a sh i f t in the nature of modern i s t des ign ca te­

gor ies that cr i t ics of the 1 9 5 0 s increasingly d isparaged a s "middlebrow." 

Accord ing to h is tor ian Joan She l ley Rub in , middlebrow cul ture e m e r g e d 

ear l ier in the twent ie th cen tu ry a s an "adapt ive m e c h a n i s m " through 

which el i te aes the t i c pr inc ip les w e r e d i s s e m i n a t e d , reconc i led wi th. 
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A House by Rudolph Matern "The Builder's Architect," 
Architectural Forum (December 1951) . 

and ultimately transformed by popular cultural values.™ Postwar eco­

nomic expansion provided plenty of new material for debates about 

culture, and it was precisely the social transformations wrought by mid­

dlebrow culture that emerged a s a flashpoint among cultural observers 

of all political persuasions. In 1 9 5 3 , Dwighl MacDonald echoed critics 

a s far apart as Clement Greenberg and T. S . Eliot when he described 

middlebrow culture a s a formulaic, pre-digested. mind-numbing m a s s 

product: "There is slowly emerging a tepid, flaccid Middlebrow Culture 

that threatens to engulf everything in its spreading o o z e . " 7 1 Despite 

their oft-times opposing social programs, many of these critics sought 

refuge in the traditional distinctions between high and low or between 

avant-garde and popular culture. Similarly, critics like MacDonald 

accepted the transformation of "folk" and popular cultures into m a s s -

cultural forms if, a s in the c a s e of Life magazine, they retained a clear 

difference from the objects and discourse of high culture, The new and 

special threat to the establ ished cultural hierarchy was the "ooze" of 

middlebrow culture, or what MacDonald later called "midcult." Like 

m a s s culture, midcult was created by the technical capacit ies of m a s s 

production and marketing, but what so infuriated critics was its veneer 

of respectability or "cultural figleaf." Midcult, MacDonald wrote, "pre­

tends to respect the standards of high culture while in fact it waters 

them down and vulgar izes ." 7 3 

The modern way of life augured by middlebrow culture in the postwar 

years is best described in a 1 9 4 9 article called "Highbrow, Lowbrow, 

Middlebrow" by Harper's editor R u s s e l Lynes . Writing that the middle­

brows are "caught between the m u s e s and the m a s s e s , " Lynes fol­

lowed many critics by arguing that highbrow and lowbrow cultures 

should remain distinct. More specifically. Lynes distinguished between 

what he called "high-middlebrow producers"—the "purveyors of high­

brow i d e a s " — a n d "low-middlebrow consumers ' *—"the consumers of 

what the upper middlebrows p a s s along to t h e m . " 7 3 In other words, he 

explained the concept of the middlebrow entirely in terms of commerce 

and the promises offered by the consumption of objects and ideas . A 

Saul Steinberg cartoon accompanying the article succinctly demon­

strated the implications of this condition. In his rendering, the highbrow 

male reaches for the highest, purest, ideal illumination using only a 

simple "Eames- ish" chair to a s s i s t in his project of elevation. In stark 

contrast, the lowbrow male is ensconced in a kitschy chair of indeter­

minate style(s); for him "knowledge" is transformed into a buxom 
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comic-book heroine. In between stands the middlebrow matron. She is 

ornately d r e s s e d , carries a book (which she probably hasn't read) and 

dreams of a home with a comfy chair, thick curta ins, and pretty pic­

tures, a home in which the ideal light of knowledge has become a dec­

orative lamp. In Steinberg's hands, the middlebrow or modified concep­

tion of modernity cons is ts of a "feminized" interior, an upholstered 

dream, and worse, a dream of ideas turned into commodities available 

in the department s tore . ' 4 

"MODERN IS AS MODERN DOES" 

Other d iscuss ions of the home a lso turned on the relation of sat isfac­

tion and e a s e to the precepts of modernity. In a 1 9 4 5 House and 

Garden article "Modern is as Modern Does" that showed the work of a 

variety of modern architects such as John Funk. Walter Gropius, and 

William Wurster, historian Talbot Hamlin examined what he considered 

the transparent simplicity that undergirded modern homes. If sensitive 

to people 's needs and contemporary living patterns, he wrote, the 

architect will necessari ly design h o u s e s both modern and rooted in the 

American tradition and, furthermore, that are expressive of the individ­

uality of the occupants. Houses conceived in terms of rational planning, 

comfort, flexibility, and indoor-outdoor living would result in a properly 

modern archi tecture . 7 5 But definitions based on performance could 

equally describe the work of Rudolph Matern. After a 1 9 5 5 visit to 

Puerto Rico, Matern reported that the flexible and adaptable qualities 

of what he called the "Caribbean contemporary" style he found there 

would be suitable for houses in New York. "Modern in feeling." with 

overhang-protected glazing, low-pitched roofs, and indoor-outdoor plan 

features, the style could be built from pre-cast e lements and could 

"accommodate numerous exterior variations around one basic floor 

p l a n . " 7 8 While Hamlin privileged the historicist idea of the necessari ly 

modern object and Matern the serv ice potential for m a s s production, 

these two descriptions created an image of the modern house ulti­

mately based on its capacity to provide for variety and individuality. 

Rather than assuming that only certain cultural actors were using the 

word correctly, a broader historical picture reveals that several different 

modernisms were at work in the making of the modern house in the 

immediate postwar period. Most broadly, there was the modernism of 

the m a s s production and circulation of images; enmeshed in a culture 

of magazines, department s tores , and home shows, this modernity w a s 

constituted by its technical capacity to create and respond to a variety of 

ever-widening audiences. Then there was the "high" architectural mod­

ernism of the production aesthetic which believed that new techniques, 

forms, s p a c e s , and materials appropriate to the time and used honestly 

would naturally and necessari ly foster a new, modern life of precision 

and e a s e . And finally there was also a modernism of inhabitation, often 

d ismissed a s middlebrow, in which flexible planning ass is ted by 

improved technologies and new appliances provided comfort and con­

venience within an unprescribed variety of architectural expressions. 

Operating somet imes in tandem and other times at c ross-purposes , 

these modernisms propelled the single-family house to the center of 

postwar cultural debate even a s they rendered moot any single idea of 

how the house should look. The iconic fruit of these debates was the 

middlebrow or modified modern house for an expanding middle c l a s s , 

because it was this group that most participated in the domestic culture 

industry, as Lynes hypothesized, as both producers and c o n s u m e r s . " 

Since this group most actively participated in the dissemination of the 

new single-family housing, the middle-class values of comfort and con­

venience formed the bas is of a modernism that suited and represented 

them. The capacity of the modified modern to create and sustain a 

s e n s e of "variety within standardization" without implying a larger 

social or aesthet ic program enabled it to become the suburban vernac­

ular, disappointing a generation of newly modernist-trained architects. 

Despite the a s s e s s m e n t by architectural culture that these houses 

were not modern enough, the postwar modified modern might have 

been considerably more modern than they rea l i zed . 7 8 

In a culture of infinite choice, the central feature of the middlebrow 

modern house w a s its formation through the process of browsing and 

selection of desirable features, attrioutes. and ef fects. Modified 

modern homes were a s s e m b l a g e s of parts and "bundlejs] of features" 

selected from the array of products offered by architects, in depart 

ment s tores , and in images circulated in the m a g a z i n e s . 7 9 Represented 

by vaguely familiar exteriors and efficient, flexible interiors, the results 

were consumer collages that eschewed a c lass ica l idea of aesthet ic 

unity. It is not an accident that many architects and critics considered 

these houses degraded and hopelessly compromised as aesthetic 

objects. The ideas of organic unity and wholeness that undergirded the 

spirit of "high" modernism were not compatible with the discontinuities, 

fragments, and syntheses introduced by middlebrow or "modified" 

domestic practices. That these practices of selection were fully integrated 
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into the v a s t a p p a r a t u s of shopp ing and marke t i ng only ampl i f ied the 

pe jorat ive render ing of the middlebrow a s f e m a l e . The modif ied modern 

w a s m a d e of b i ts and p ieces of recognizab le p u r c h a s e s that cou ld only 

have been m a d e by a c u s t o m e r with no commi tment to the organ ic 

purity of t he product ion a e s t h e t i c . To the gua rd ians of high cu l tu re , the 

middlebrow product ion of Ma te rn and h is ilk w a s nothing l e s s than an 

a s s a u l t on cu l ture i tsel f . 

T h e format ion of the modif ied modern s h o w s that the cul tural p r o c e s s 

by which the pos twar house w a s conf igured w a s more complex than the 

p a s s i n g down of a s ingle s e t of f o r m s . The d o m e s t i c cu l tu re indust ry 

opera ted in a mult i -direct ional manner . Not only did the var ious part ic i ­

pan ts have compet ing and of ten conf l ic t ing v a l u e s , but the i r engage­

ment wi th, and cons t ruc t ion of, moderni ty w a s f i l tered through the 

m e a n s by wh ich they v isua l i zed and expe r i enced it. M a s s product ion of 

h o u s e s , l ike the m a s s c i rcu la t ion of their i m a g e s , c r e a t e d a new ter ra in 

of i n te rchangeab le f e a t u r e s w h o s e s p o k e s m e n (and women) part ic i­

pa ted in the r e s h a p i n g of an au thent ic m o d e r n i s m . 

N o t e s 

This essay has been immeasurably improved by the clear thinking and guidance of Lauren Kogod. 
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store. On Ne lson ' s col lect ion, s e e Stanley Abercrombie. George Nelson: The Design of 
Modern Design (Cambridge. MA: MIT P r e s s . 19951 8 3 1 0 1 . 

9 NYT 1 / 2 5 / 4 6 . See also "Overthe-Counter Prefabs." Architectural Forum (February 1946) : 7. 

1 0 " Lec tu res to Guide the Home Builder." NYT 1 / 2 0 / 4 6 . Woodbridge w a s a partner of 
Randolph E v a n s , who wrote on m a s s market homes; S leeper (co-author of Architectural 
Graphic Standards) co-wrote, with Cather ine Sleeper. The House for You: To Build, Buy or 
Rent (New York: John Wiley. 1 9 4 8 ) , b a s e d on h is lec tures. 
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" " H o u s e Omn ibus . ' 1 1 9 1 2 6 . S e e a lso "The Post-War House" House Beautitul (May 
1 9 4 6 ) by Wurdeman and Beckett and builder Fritz Bu rns . Gordon 's posit ion in the "House 
Omnibus ant ic ipates House Beautiful's later crit ique of modern design: see "The Threats 
to the Next Amer i ca . " (April 1 9 5 3 ) : 1 2 6 - 3 1 : Joseph A. Barry. " I s Modern D e a d ? " (May, 
1 9 5 4 ) 1 5 2 - 5 7 : Robin Boyd. "The Functional Neuros is . " (May 19561 1 5 8 - 5 9 . 1 9 8 . 2 3 5 . 
S e e a lso "Tradit ional Furniture with Modern Manners . " House and Garden (March 1 9 4 9 ) : 
1 1 3 - 1 1 4 ; and George H. Marcus . Design in the Fifties: When Everyone Went Modern 
(Munich and New York: Preste l Verlag. 1 9 9 8 ) : 1 1 7 - 4 4 . 

2 2 "House Omnibus, " 1 0 9 . 

2 3 The Ladies Home Journal excerpt shows work by Plan-Tech A s s o c i a t e s , Vernon DeMars . 
Hugh Stubbins, and Gardner A. Dailey; "House Omnibus. " 1 0 9 1 1 8 . In November. 1 9 4 6 
Journal editor Pratt presented the last modernist- inspired houses and began a new se r ies 
exploring traditional houses cal led "Regional H o u s e s . " The s e r i e s w a s later publ ished a s 
Bruce Gould and Beatr ice B lackman Gould, e d s . . Regional Houses {Ladles Home Journal 
and Cur t i s Publ ishing C o . . Phi ladelphia. 1 9 4 7 ) . 

2 4 The Ladies Home Journal s e r i e s cons is ted of 24 projects by George Fred Keck , Car l 
Koch , Malcolm Graeme Duncan (Iwo projects) , A. Lawrence Kocher, Hugh Stubbins (two), 
Vernon De Mars (the only multi-family project except for the potential two-family by 
Duncan) . Plan-Tech Assoc ia tes . Mario Corbett (with landscape architect Garrett Eckbo). 
Frank Lloyd Wright, Phil ip Johnson (two). John Funk (two, with Garrett Eckbo) , Wurs ier and 
Bernardi with Ernest Kump, Ferdinand Kramer and Calver t Coggeshal l . Victorine and 
S a m u e l Homsey, Edward Durell S tone, Cameron Clark (the one ' t radit ional ' ) . H. T. 
Wi l l iams, Antonin Raymond. Lad is lav Rado & Robert Hays Rosenberg . 

2 B Richard Pratt. "The House Planned for Peace . " Ladies Home Journal (January 1944 ) : 54 

2 6 "Opus 4 9 7 . " Lad ies Home Journal (June 1 9 4 5 ) : 1 3 9 . 

2 7 Elizabeth Mock. Tomorrow's Small House (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1 9 4 5 i 5-7. 

2 8 " H o u s e s for the People, " Pencil Points (September 1 9 4 5 ) . 

" " M o d e l H o u s e s . " Architectural Forum (August 1 9 4 5 ) : 9 . 

3 0 S e e "New Housing Designs and Construction Sys tems , " Architectural Record 75 (January 
1 9 3 4 ) : 3 3 6 ; several houses from the Century of Progress Exposition in Chicago were fea 
tured. On these and other prefabrication efforts s e e : H. Ward Jandl with Michael J . Auer and 
John A. Burns , Yesterdays Houses ol Tomorrow: Innovative American Homes. 18501950 
(Washington D.C.: National Trust for Historical Preservat ion, Preservat ion P r e s s , 1 9 9 1 i . 

3 1 "The New House 1 9 4 x . " Architectural Forum (September 1 9 4 2 ) : 6 5 . 

3 2 "The New House 1 9 4 x , " 6 6 . Notable in their absence are Frank Lloyd Wright. Buckmin 
ster Fuller, Walter Gropius, and Konracl Wachsmann. 

3 3 "The Prefabr icated House, Part 6 : Reengineer ing." Architectural Forum (June 1 9 4 3 ) : 
8 9 - 9 6 ; ear l ier insta l lments of the se r ies ran in December. 1 9 4 2 and January . February, 
March and April, 1 9 4 3 . 

" " P r e f a b r i c a t i o n . " Architectural Record (June 1 9 4 3 ) : 6 9 . 

3 3 "Des igns tor P o s t w a r Living" competi t ion: first p lace. Eero Saar inen and Oliver 
Lundquist ; second . H M. Pet and E . H. Duhart ; third, Raphae l Sor iano; Arts & Architecture 
(August 1 9 4 3 ) . 

" H e r b e r t Matter, Char les E a m e s . and Buckminster Fuller. "What is a H o u s e ? " Ar ts & 
Architecture (July 1 9 4 4 ) 

3 7 'Showing Progress in Prefabr icat ion," NYT 3 / 1 0 / 4 4 . "Prefabr icat ion Confe rence . " 
Architectural Forum (May 1 9 4 4 1 : 71 -74 . 

" A n often overlooked sec t ion of Pau l Z u c k e r s New Architecture and City Planning (New 
York: Phi losophical Library. 1 9 4 4 ) i s devoted to prefabricat ion, new housing and new 
mater ia ls . One ar t ic le on standardizat ion concludes that sc ience will become "the part­
ner of arch i tecture" to create a new sty le. S e e Prentice Bradley, "Standardizat ion In the 
Building Industry." 1 6 4 - 1 7 3 . 

3 B " H o m a s o t e Company." adver t isement . Architectural Forum (January 1 9 4 2 ) : 5 3 . 

4 0 "Homasote Precision-Built Homes. " advert isement, House and Garden (July 1 9 4 3 ) : 6 1 . 

4 1 Raymond K. Graf f , Rudolph A. Matern. and Henry Lionel Wi l l iams. The Prelabncated 
House: A Practical Guide tor the Prospective Buyer (Garden City, NY: Doubleday. 1 9 4 7 ) 
S e e a l so S a m u e l Pau l (ol Matern, Graf f and Paul Arch i tects) . "Prefabricat ion P a l l e r n , " 
Pencil Points (April 1 9 4 3 ) , 

4 2 Graf I . Matern and Wi l l iams. 8 . Cit ing the Federal Housing Administrat ion (FHA) re fusa l 
to guarantee loans for houses deemed "too modern," the authors point out that tradi 
tional houses have greater resa le va lue. This w a s not an iso lated problem: the Chicago 
FHA office re jected a development of flat-roofed houses saying that the 'exter ior design 
does not appear to be highly favorable from a market standpoint." "St i l l Too Modern . ' 
House and Home (November 1 9 5 3 ) : 5 2 . 

4 3 On the transformat ions wrought by the department s tore and m a s s marketing, see 
S u s a n S t rasser . Satisfaction Guaranteed (Washington: Smi thsonian Institution P r e s s . 
1 9 8 9 ) and Gunter Bar th . City People (New York: Oxford University P r e s s . 1 9 8 0 ) : see a lso 
Will iam Leach , La / id ot Desire: Merchants. Power & the Rise of a New American Culture 
(New York: Pantheon, 1 9 9 3 ) , Daniel B luestone et. e l . , The Retail Revolution: Market Trans­
formation. Investment and Labor in the Modern Department Store (Boston: Auburn. 1 9 8 1 ) 
10 -27 . and S u s a n Porter Benson . "Pa lace of Consumption and Machine for Sel l ing: The 
American Department Store 1 8 8 0 - 1 9 4 0 , " Radical History Review (Fa l l , 1 9 7 9 ) : 1 9 9 - 2 2 1 . 

4 4 Department store house d isp lays preceded the war but wore not typically a imed at low 
cost housing. Macy 's exhibited severa l houses in "The Forward House" exhibit ol 1 9 3 3 
and a Russe l l Wright house In 1 9 3 5 . s e e House and Garden (January. 1 9 3 4 ) ; 3 5 : Lord & 
Taylor sponsored a house exhibit In 1 9 3 4 , House Beautiful (May. 1 9 3 4 ) : 77 ; W. J . S loan 
exhibited the "House of Yea rs " by Henry Otis Chapman in 1 9 3 4 . see Architectural Forum 
(January, 1 9 3 4 ) : 17 -22 . One early push for prefabricated housing w a s Wanamakor ' s dis­
play of the "Motohome" (with a prefabricated mechanica l corei in April, 1 9 3 5 , Women's 
Home Companion (May. 1 9 3 5 ) . S e e a l so Rober t A. M. S tern . Gregory Gl lmart in. Thomas 
Mel l lns, New York. 1930 [New York: Rizzol i . 1 9 9 5 ) 3 5 2 - 5 5 . 

4 6 "Home Models on View," / V V T 4 / 8 / 4 3 . George Nelson, "Prefabr icat ion in the Post war 
World." House and Garden (July. 1 9 4 3 ) : 4 3 . 

4 6 O n M a c y ' s : " S a l e of New Homes i s Begun By Macy ' s . " NYT. 1 / 3 1 / 4 6 : "House Of fered 
for Sa le By Department S to re . " NYT 2 / 3 / 4 6 . On Wanamaker ' s : Mary Roche. "Housing 
Cost S e e n at Store Display." NYT 1 / 2 5 / 4 6 . Mary 3oche. "Lower Pr ices for 1 9 4 7 P re fabs . " 
A / Y 7 6 / 5 / 4 7 . "Department Store Sub-division," Architectural Forum (Feb. 1 9 4 6 ) : 7 . 

4 7 The Times notes that a "dupl icate" could be seen at the Museum of Sc ience and Indus­
t ry 's "Modern Living Expos i t ion. " "Gunne l ' s to Show a 4 - 1 / 2 Room House , " / V Y T 4 / 9 / 4 8 . 

" H e n r y Wright decorated the "modern living room" of the " 1 9 4 9 Pace-Set ter House" at 
Lord & Taylor 's in Orange. NJ, NYT9/30/49. S e a r s exhibited the "Homart model h o u s e " 
in Saddle River, NJ . NYT 5 / 2 2 / 4 9 , Bamberger ' s displayed 2 6 scale-model ranch houses 
in "Cl imate control lor New Je rsey . " NYT 1 / 1 8 / 5 0 . 

" S t r e e t corner d isp lays were not entirely new: In 1 9 3 4 . the New York Commit tee ol 
"Bet ter Houses in Amer i ca " displayed a Georgian house at Park Avenue and 39 th Street . 
Th is w a s followod in 1 9 3 6 by Wil l iam Van A len 's ' H o u s e of the Modern Age" on the s a m e 
corner. On the former, s e e Architectural Record (October 1 9 3 4 ) : 2 1 7 ; Architectural Forum 
(February 1 9 3 5 ) : 1 7 3 - 7 6 ; on the latter, s e e NYT5/30/36. 

" O n Pre-Fab Homes: "Litt le House Draws 3 8 , 5 0 0 Vis i tors . " NYT 1 / 1 1 / 4 8 ; on Lustron: 
'Model of S tee l House To Be Exhibi ted Here . " NYT4/5/48! on Johnson Quality Homes. 
"An Honored Gues t at the Dream House . " NYT 7 / 2 3 / 4 8 ; adver t isement , NYT 7 / 2 5 / 4 8 . 
The beneficiary for Pre fab Homes w a s the Spence-Chapm Adoption S e r v i c e s : for Lus­
tron, the Amer ican Overseas Aid and United Nations Appeal for Chi ldren; for Johnson, the 
New York Heart Assoc ia t ion. 

5 1 "Pre fabs Shown. " Architectural Record (March 1 9 4 6 ) : 10 . 

" D o u g l a s Glenn Nerr. The House America Has Been Waiting For: The Lustron Experiment 
In Factory Made Housing. 19461954 (D isser ta t ion . University Of Cincinnat i . 1 9 9 6 ) . Of 
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the 1 0 0 prefabricated houses G lmbe l ' s s tocked in 1 9 4 6 . only 3 0 sold. "Prefabr lcat ion 
Code Draf ted." Interiors (June 1 9 4 6 ) : 1 4 . 

5 3 "The Builder and Prefabr lcat ion," Architectural Forum (April 1 9 5 0 ) : 1 6 0 . S e e a lso 
Gi lbert Herbert , The Dream of the Factory Made House: Walter Gropius and Conrad 
Wachsmann (Cambridge. MA: MIT P r e s s , 1 9 8 4 ) . 

5 4 "Winners of a House Try In Vain to Se l l It," NYT 8 / 2 3 / 4 9 : Doris Greenberg. " 'Lucky 
Coup le ' Get Rid of 'D ream House: ' Realty Man to Move it to Long I s land , " A / V T 8 / 2 4 / 4 9 . 

5 5 S e e . for examp le . " S a l e of New Homes is Begun By M a c y ' s , " NYT 1 / 3 1 / 4 6 . 

" O t h e r problems ensued for prefabricators. Neither zoning and building codes nor bank­
ing and loan regulat ions — especia l ly those I s s u e d by the FHA — accounted for the 
needs of prefabr icators. espec ia l ly those experiment ing with new mater ia ls . The FHA took 
a skept ica l view of the "prospect" of prefabrlcat ion; Principles of Planning Small Houses. 
Technical Bulletin #4, rev.. (Washington. D . C . 1 9 3 8 [ 1 9 3 6 ] ) : 1 . In addition, until after 
the Korean War. meta ls needed for panel a s s e m b l i e s were federally regulated: "Urges 
Package L o a n s ' for H o m e s , " Interiors (May. 1 9 4 6 ) ; Burnham Kelley. The Prefabricate 

of Houses (Boston: MIT and John Wiley. 1 9 5 1 ) 8 6 - 9 6 ; Herbert . The Dream of the Factory 
Made House. 2 9 9 - 3 1 3 . 

5 7 "The Bu i lder 's House . " Architectural Forum (April 1 9 4 9 ) : 8 4 ; i ta l ics In original. Com 
par isons of Levitt houses to c a r s and the "Model T " were st i l l legion, s e e for ins tance, 
Er ic La r rabee . "The 6 . 0 0 0 Houses that Levitt Bui l t , " Harper's (September 1 9 4 8 ) : 8 5 . 

" i b i d . , 9 3 . There were only a few improved sub-div is ions of prefabricated housing that 
might have proved Levitt wrong. In the 1 9 4 0 s , Amer ican Houses built a community in B a l 
t imore and National Homes built in Indianapol is; o thers , such a s Ka ise r Homes , were 
built In Los Angeles . S e e Kelley, The Prefabrlcation of Houses: Kel ler Easter l ing and 
Richard Prellnger, Call it Homo: The House that Private Enterprise Built (CD ROM: Voyager, 
1 9 9 2 ) ; Greg H lse , Magnetic Los Angeles: Planning the Twentieth Century Metropolis (Ba l 
t imore: Johns Hopkins Univ. P r e s s , 1 9 9 7 ) . 

5 9 T h e FHA adv ised : "When a developer u s e s only a limited number of house p lans, variety 
and interest may be secured by somet imes having the end elevation and somet imes the 
s ide elevation toward the street, by the placement of the garages and by varying the set­
back l ine." Federal Housing Administration. Planning Neighborhoods for Small Houses. 
Technical Bulletin # 5 (Washington. D . C . 1 9 3 6 ) : 2 9 . In the revised edition of Principles of 
Planning Small Houses, the FHA advised material variat ions a s well a s reversed and 
turned p lans to ensu re v isua l variety; Technical Bulletin «4. rev.. (Washington. D . C . 1 9 4 0 
( 1 9 3 6 | ) : 3 9 . S e e a lso Gwendolyn Wright. Building the Dream: A Social History of Housing 
in America (Pantheon. 1 9 8 1 ) and idem.. Moralism and the Model Home. 

" " G u s t a v St ick ley and Frank Lloyd Wright, among o thers , sought to widen the market but 
their p lans were more often unique and repea iab le rather than the s a m e and repeatab le . 
In the 1 9 2 0 ' s , the AIA took s teps to retain a sha re of the housing market by offering 
s tock p lans for sa le through the Depress ion-era Archi tects Sma l l House Serv ice Bureau . 
S e e L i s a Sch renk . "The Work of the Architects Sma l l House Serv ice B u r e a u , " in Your 
Future Home: Architect Designed Houses of the Early 1920's (Washington, D . C : AIA 
P r e s s . 1 9 9 2 ( 1 9 2 3 ) ) . S e e also Janet Hutch ison, "Bui ld ing for Babbit t : The S ta te and the 
Suburban Home Idea l . " Journal of Policy History 9. # 2 ( 1 9 9 7 ) : 1 8 4 - 2 1 0 . 

" L a w r e n c e Buck . "S tud ies of Different Exterior Treatments of the Same P l a n , " In Alan 
Gowans , The Comfortable House: North American Suburban Architecture 1890-1930 
(Cambridge. MA: MIT P r e s s , 1 9 8 6 ) : 70 -74 ; Victor Civk in, "Various Exteriors with S a m e Inte 
rlor P l a n , " in Odd Albert, ed. , Building the House of Health (Garden City. NY: 1 9 3 7 ) 12 -13 . 

6 2 Randolph E v a n s , "House Design for the M a s s Market . " Architectural Forum (Nov. 
1 9 4 4 ) : 7 5 ; Harold Group, House of the Month Book of Small Houses (New York. 1 9 4 6 ) . 
Cather ine and Harold S leeper took th is one s tep further in their 1 9 4 8 The House tor You 
To Build. Buy or Rent (New York: Wiley, 1 9 4 8 ) 2 3 6 - 3 9 : in a chapter tit led, "Designing the 
Exterior." they showed a plan for which 8 styl ist ical ly di f ferent exter iors were poss ib le and 
a lso provided advice on the proper design of dormers , 

8 3 "The Bu i lder 's Archi tect . " Architectural Forum (Dec. 1 9 5 1 ) : 1 1 8 . 1 2 2 - 2 3 . Announcing 
the f i rm's role a s consul tant for the 1 9 5 6 Home Building Exposi t ion, the Times noted the 
f i rm's 1 0 0 . 0 0 0 house record, A / Y T 9 / 2 5 / 5 5 . A typical Sunday New York Times real es ta te 
sect ion In the late 1 9 4 0 s and early 5 0 s might feature a dozen new sub-div is ions In 
N a s s a u and Queens count ies , severa l of which were often des igned by Matern and York 
Pro jec ts included fifty to severa l hundred h o u s e s , the more typical s c a l e of development 
rather than the extraordinary 1 7 . 5 0 0 plus houses Levitt built In Hempstead. 

4 4 Matern (b. 1 9 1 2 ) graduated from the University of Michigan and studied for one year 

with El iel Saar inen at Cranbrook. In 1 9 3 7 . Matern (with architect George Nemeny) p laced 
In the "20 th Century Home Competi t ion" sponsored by the Harnischfeger Corp (a building 
mater ia l manufacturer) : Architectural Forum (February 1 9 3 7 ) : 9 6 - 9 7 . In 1 9 3 9 . Mate rn 's 
Hat roofed, expressed- f rame entry (with a breezewaygarage) won the "Product ive Home 
for the S o u t h ' in the "Product ive Home Architectural Compet i t ion," "Product ive Garden 
Homes . " Poncil Points (May 1 9 3 9 ) : 3 0 7 - 3 1 4 . 

8 3 O n the 1 9 4 7 Show: "To Show Model Home," N Y T 2 / 9 / 4 7 , "House Designed for Exhibit 
at Home Show Here . " NYT 3 / 9 / 4 7 . On the 1 9 4 8 Show. "Exhibit ion Home and New Hous­
ing Faci l i t ies for the New York A r e a , " NYT2/22/48. 

8 8 "Bui lders Offer a Low-Priced House With 'Eye Appeal ' at Eas t Hempstead, " A / V T 4 / 1 0 / 4 9 . 

8 7 See , for instance, "The Small House" special issue. Architectural Forum (April 1950 ) : 1 2 3 . 

8 8 "The Bu i lder 's Archi tect . " Architectural Forum (December 1 9 5 1 ) : 1 2 2 . 

8 9 Larry E isenger and Ray Gi l l , e d s . . Low Cost Homes (New York: Do it-Yourself S e r i e s , 
Arco, 1 9 5 8 ) . 

7 0 Joan She l ley Rubin. The Making of Middlebrow Culture (Chapel Hil l : University of North 
Caro l ina P r e s s . 1 9 9 2 ) : 1 4 4 . The te rms and problems of the highbrow and lowbrow were 
examined in Van Wyck Brooks ' America's Coming of Age (New York: V. W. Heubsch . 
1 9 1 5 ) ; the highbrow a r t s were intel lectual and idealist whi le the lowbrow's were com­
merc ia l and pract ical . S e e a lso Lawrence Lev ine, Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of 
Cultural Hierarchy in America (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. P r e s s , 1 9 8 8 ) : 2 2 1 - 2 5 . 

7 1 Dwight MacDonald, "A Theory of M a s s Cul ture." | 1 9 5 3 ) In Bernard Rosenberg and 
David Manning White, eds . , M a s s Culture: The Popular Arts in America (NY: Free P r e s s , 
1 9 5 7 ) : 6 5 . 

7 2 Dwight MacDonald, "Masscu l t and Midcult* [ 1 9 6 0 | Against the American Gram 
(London, 1 9 6 3 ) 37 . While th is is a lens through which to view Matern 's housing produc­
tion, MacDonald had addit ional targets . In 1 9 5 3 , he wrote: " B a u h a u s modernism h a s at 
last trickled down, In a debased form of course , Into our furniture, ca fe te r ias , movie the­
a te rs , e lectr ic toas ters , off ice buildings, drug s to res , and railroad t ra ins . " MacDonald 
included des igners ranging from Raymond Loewy to George Nelson and institutional 
e f fo r t s such a s the Museum of Modern Ar t ' s Good Design Program or the Ar ts and Archi­
tecture C a s e Study Houses . Bringing design to the public through m a s s production and 
m a s s media blurred the dist inct ions of modernist cultural production: Matern 's and 
Ne lson ' s modern ism s e e m e d equally sui ted to the culturally debil i tating tendenc ies of 
middlebrow pract ices. On MoMA's Good Design Program s e e Terence Ri ley and Edward 
Eigen. "Be tween the Museum and the Marketp lace: Sel l ing Good Des ign . " The Museum 
of Modern Art at Mid-Century: At Home and Abroad. Studies in Modern Art 4 (New York: 
MoMA, 1 9 9 4 ) : 1 5 0 - 1 8 0 . 

7 3 R u s s e l Lynes, 'Highbrow, Lowbrow. Middlebrow," Harper's 1 9 8 (February 1 9 4 9 ) : 2 6 . 2 5 . 

7 4 On the middlebrow and gender, s e e Jan ice Radway. ' O n the Gender of the Middlebrow 
Consumer and the Threat of the Culturally Fraudulent Fema le , " South Atlantic Quarterly 
9 3 : 4 (Fall 1 9 9 4 ) : 8 7 2 - 9 3 . 

" T a l b o t Haml in. "Modern Is a s Modern Does : An Introduction to the Intelligent Appraisal 
of Modern House Des ign . " House and Garden (October 1 9 4 5 ) : 8 4 - 8 7 . 1 3 8 . 1 4 0 . The arti­
c le w a s preceded by Haml in ' s "The Roots of Modern Archi tecture." in which he sought to 
broaden modern archi tecture by cal l ing it "perennia l . " House and Garden (September 
1 9 4 5 ) : 8 5 . 

7 8 " H o m e Planning Here Influenced by Style Popular In Puer to R i c o . " W V T 5 / 1 3 / 5 6 . In the 
m id -1960s Matern retired to Puerto Rico. 

" T h e dual role of the new manager ia l c l a s s w a s emphas ized by Wil l iam H. Whyte. Jr. In 
h is 1 9 5 3 Fortune magazine s e r i e s "The T rans ien ts " that became part of his 1 9 5 6 The 
Organization Man. 

7 8 For a simi lar argument about furnishings, s e e George H. Marcus . Design in the Fifties. 

3 5 8 6 . 

" T h e term is from Thomas Hine. "The S e a r c h for the Postwar House , " in Blueprints for 
Modern Living: History and Legacy of the Case Study Houses (Los Angeles: Museum of 
Contemporary Art. 1 9 8 9 ) 1 7 3 . S e e a lso Stanley Tigerman. "The Postwar Amer ican 
D ream" In Architecture In Context: The Postwar American Dream (Chicago. 1 9 8 5 ) . 
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THE S T Y L E OF EDUCATION 
H E R B E R T MCLAUGHLIN JR. 

S i n c e the end of the last war, s tudent des ign in the Depar tment of Archi­

tecture at Yale University h a s gone through three dist inct s ty l is t ic 

p h a s e s , which have been surpr is ingly wel l def ined in both t e r m s of f o rms 

u s e d and the t ime in which they occur red . Th i s fact r a i s e s a number of 

ques t i ons . If t h e s e p h a s e s are truly d is t inct , i s their d i f fe rence a func­

tion of the S c h o o l , or of the s tuden ts t h e m s e l v e s ? Do they ref lect 

c h a n g e s in des ign occurr ing in the work of pract ic ing a r c h i t e c t s ? Have 

there been three "s t y le " p h a s e s in U . S . arch i tec ture during th i s t i m e ? 

It h a s a l w a y s b e e n the phi losophy of the Ya le Schoo l that it is unw ise to 

impose any par t i cu la r s ty l is t ic d isc ip l ine . On the cont rary , there h a s 

been encouragemen t of a s wide a var iety of a t t i tudes a s poss ib le . As a 

resu l t , the s tuden t work is of par t i cu la r in teres t in that it h a s been a 

mat ter of f ree cho ice with innovat ion highly va lued , and it i s of even 

more par t i cu la r in terest that , with th is f r eedom, t h e s e very d ist inct 

p h a s e s of des ign have dominated the work. 

Immediate ly the ques t ion a r i s e s : Is s u c h a th ing a s s ty le a val id t e r m in 

th i s a g e ? Th i s may s e e m a po in t l ess ques t i on , but for a long t ime arch i ­

tec tura l phi losophy w a s dominated by the concept that whi le there were 

s t y l es in the pas t , in th is age in which a rch i tec tu re is properly b a s e d on 

funct ion a s in f luenced by sociology, cl imatology, and other pseudo-sc i ­

enti f ic d e t e r m i n a n t s , e a c h so lut ion is unique to the condi t ions obtain­

ing. Yet . at the s a m e t ime, a ve ry def ini te and identi f iable vocabu la ry of 

f o rms w a s deve loped , pretty wel l negat ing th is argument even whi le it 

w a s be ing mos t strongly advanced . 

1945-1950 It w a s to t h e s e f o r m s , in fac t , that the Yale Schoo l 

turned in the postwar per iod. It w a s an arch i tec­

ture which fea tu red irregular ang les , within bui ld ings t h e m s e l v e s and in 

their layout a s g roups . There w a s a definite s e n s e of the bui lding a s 

be ing a s e r i e s of re la ted, but s e p a r a t e d funct ional a r e a s , e a c h to be 

e x p r e s s e d individually. Th i s w a s of ten done by ac tua l ly separa t ing 

t h e s e " z o n e s . " but usua l ly by fenes t ra t ing them di f ferent ly. 

Deta i l ing w a s s p a r e and s e v e r e , cas t i ng s m a l l s h a d o w s on plain b o x e s 

general ly of ver t ica l ly s ided wood, o f ten se t up on Lal ly c o l u m n s . It w a s 

an a rch i tec tu re that der ived a large par t of i ts form and phi losophy from 

Grop ius and Breuer ; but there w a s a ce r ta in amount of conf l ic t . For 

t h e s e t e n s e , tightly deta i led s t r u c t u r e s of ten had their ve r t i ca l s id ing 

s ta ined in natura l co lo rs , and the fami l ia r f r ee , twin, me ta l - s tack fire­

p l a c e s w e r e of ten made of rough s tone , rather than the more cor rec t 

p las ter box. Th i s introduct ion of nature-evoking ma te r i a l s did not. how 

ever , overshadow the genera l t rend toward th i s l ean a rch i tec tu re of the 

thin box. of ten with a butterf ly roof, and the window punched through 

s k i n , the end e levat ion s o m e t i m e s var ied in detai l s o that the roof, the 

floor, and s ide-wal l p l a n e s c rea ted a f rame e f fec t . Th is w a s a period in 

which p resen ta t ion s h e e t s were covered with sun-angle ca l cu la t i ons , 

and flow c h a r t s fo rmed the p l a n s . Th i s s ty le w a s inf luent ial in the 

Schoo l to the point that the type of project se l ec ted w a s general ly 

domes t i c in s c a l e and t hus favorable to th i s type of work. Within t h e s e 

l imi ts a s t y le—or pe rhaps one p h a s e of a s t y l e — e m e r g e d . 

Th i s work w a s not the product of the s c h o o l s a lone , but w a s genera l . 

B reue r and Grop ius have a l ready been ci ted a s l e a d e r s , but a s there 

were imi ta tors in schoo l there were imi tators in p rac t ice . T h e maga­

z i nes were full of s to re f ronts with ver t i ca l s id ing, unre l ieved except for 

the sprawl ing scr ip t of the o w n e r ' s n a m e . H o u s e s and other s t r u c t u r e s 

with th i s s a m e deta i l ing and s id ing were common and widely pub l i shed. 

It w a s a genera l movement . 

1950-1954 After th i s per iod, there a rose with c lear-cut sud­

d e n n e s s an ent i re ly new sty le within the Schoo l , 

so def ini te and preva lent that it eventual ly c a m e to have a n a m e among 

the s t u d e n t s : The Yale Box. T h e s e Yale B o x e s c o n s i s t e d of s imp le , 

c lear ly proport ioned enve lopes into which a lmos t any funct ion w a s 

fitted without ja r r ing the symmet ry . P e r h a p s one descr ip t ion of t he 

work would be pseudo -M ies ian . s i n c e it w a s obviously der ived from the 

postwar work of M ies van der Rohe . 

But it w a s M ies with s o m e cons i s t en t var ia t ions . It w a s b a s e d on the 

v a l u e s of s impl ic i ty, unity of m a s s and s t ruc tu re , re f inement of propor­

tion and de ta i l , commonly a s s o c i a t e d with h i s work, but there w a s an 

e lement of romant i c i sm and concern with spat ia l play and more dra­

mat i c s t ruc tu re which made th i s der ivat ive a rch i tec tu re looser t han the 

or iginal . T h e mos t noted exponent of th is work, and a man who w a s 

act ive in the Schoo l at the t ime, w a s Phi l ip J o h n s o n — a fol lower of 

M i e s , yet one who h a s a l w a y s been spec ia l l y concerned with p rob lems 

of light, the var iat ion and scu lp tu re of s p a c e , and o p e n n e s s and enc lo­

su re within the enve lope . 

But what the ar r iva l in the Schoo l of Johnson h imse l f and th i s s ty le sig­

ni f ied, more than anything e l s e , w a s the beginning of an a t tempt on the 

par t of the s tudent to e s t a b l i s h h imse l f a s an a r t i s t . Th i s a rch i tec tu re . 

Reprinted from Progressive Architecture, vol.39 No. 7, July 1958. 
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while symbolizing the c l a s s i c and serene , also symbolized a rejection of 

the function of the architect a s solely a social and sun-angle coordinator. 

Here w a s an architecture of aloof perfection, which very obviously 

ignored the old sun-god, and often the workability and practicality of a 

building in its drive to attain balance and clarity. If it often seemed to 

ignore the world sweating past, outside the thermopane, this was also a 

part of the beginnings of this artistic c o n s c i o u s n e s s . A part of the nec­

e s s a r y process of re-evaluation was a certain amount of withdrawal. 

Again this development in the school coincided with a similar trend on 

the outside. This w a s the period in which Saarinen w a s working on the 

G.M. Technical Center, and admitting he owed a great deal to both Mies 

and Versai l les. It was a period when, as we have sa id , Johnson was 

coming to the fore, and with him the group of New Canaan architects 

that still owed a great deal to the Harvard influence. And last, but cer­

tainly not least , it was a lso at this time that SOM w a s developing its 

present formula. 

This period was perhaps paradoxically one of groping, a period of finding 

a new confidence, a new set of beliefs. Then a new development began, 

growing more directly out of its predecessor than had the previous one. 

1 AC A 1AC0 Clear articulation of structure had always been an 

l u u I ' l J J i important part of the Miesian idiom, and the 

development and romanticizing of this aspect of architecture w a s . and 

is , the focal point for the present trend in design. This romanticism of 

the structure generally takes the form of repetitive elements used in the 

roof plane, such as exposed bents, vaulting of all types, usually involving 

a thin shel l , folded planes, paraboloids, and other s h a p e s . This struc­

turalism has a lso taken the form of space frames, whose use had origi­

nated in a desire to create one simple Miesian space . Today these 

space frames are used to create a complex interweaving of m a s s e s and 

planes within the exposed structure and thus the s p a c e itself. 

A part of this new movement is interest in structure-in-tension. often in 

actual movement. These tension structures may a lso foreshadow 

development in another direction, in that their total forms approach 

abstract sculpture. However, if sculptural work is to be done we will 

probably need the discipline of structure to justify and to provide limits, 

for very few can do well this personal architecture of genius. Another 

important factor in limiting this type of work, however, may be the 

ingrained American sensibility for the rectangular, the post and beam 

a s contrasted to the more plastic European tradition of stone, stucco, 

and plaster. Corbusier is an important influence, but it is likely that the 

Unite will be much more widely imitated than Ronchamps. which, how­

ever, is currently the most widely d i s c u s s e d building at the School , 

Another major concern of this new movement has been a study of his­

tory, and an acceptance of past forms as valid in themselves. As a 

result, a great deal of effort is given to relating new buildings to old. not 

only in mass ing , but in texture and profile, something largely ignored 

before. Even ornament >s returning. 

S ince Spring, 1 9 5 7 (when this paper was first written), work at the Yale 

School has tended to develop further in this sculptural direction. This 

development, however, has not been in the direction of large, plastic 

s h a p e s , but has tended to express itself in the abstraction of e lements 

repeated in a pattern. These e lements are usually wal ls, or building-

block-like cubes of space , not generally structural e lements. If they are 

structural, this function is secondary to their comprehension a s forms. 

This work, through this quality of abstraction, has a curious lack of 

sca le , a s we are familiar with it. Planes of g l a s s or masonry are 

expressed so that customary references of proportion and door and 

window heights are lost, and the cubes are designed to make the most 

of their quality of abstract geometry. 

This lack of sca le also tends to be important in work which still follows 

the structural discipline. Where before, precise detailing had always 

been a strong feature, buildings now appear with detail purposely cut to 

a minimum, again increasing the abstract quality. 

It is hard to define this work, and to analyze it, because it is new, and 

one is unable to say whether it is a real direction, or just an aberrant. 

The question is a s k e d , where is this work being done by practicing 

architects—although in its specif ics this work has not borne any c lose 

resemblances to the work of Louis Kahn. and although its philosophy is 

generally nonstructural, which Kahn 's never is, there is a similarity. The 

similarity exists in the desire to make sculpture of the building, and in 

many ways to depart from familiar forms and discipl ines. In many ways 

this trend is reflected in the current revival of popularity of Gaudi and 

other highly individualistic creators of forms. 

This history of clearly defined change, and. hopefully, development, 

ra ises two basic quest ions. The first: Is the idea of style valid? Obvi­

ously, this has been a s s u m e d to be true throughout this paper, and it 

would s e e m that the paper itself has borne out the assumption. There 

s e e m s to be a definite relationship between work in school and that of 

practicing architects, and it has been seen that the work of both has 

existed in three distinct periods, which are definable in terms of forms. 

This would seem to be clear evidence of the existence of style. 

As an as ide , this then ra ises the question of the purpose and proper 

form of a school. If very few students can be expected to be really cre­

ative should the school , as Yale does , try as much as possible to foster 

originality? Or is this a lost c a u s e , and should some other teaching 

method be u s e d ? The other two most widely adopted methods s e e m to 

be either to follow the work of a great master, and learn though con­

centration in one discipline, or to be concerned primarily with research 

into a reas such as structure or climatology. The differences perhaps lie 

in what attitudes of the schools are toward the development of archi­

tecture as a whole. 

This leads to the second question: Has this postwar development been 

one style, or a s e r i e s ? Generally it would s e e m that it has all been part 

of one general tendency: although the division between the first and 

second of the periods since the war is certainly much more distinct 

than that between the second and the third. In addition to this, work in 

these second two p h a s e s s e e m s more likely to last for a good period of 

time, and is certainly more widespread than that of the first, even at 

this early date, in its development. 

So perhaps this is our ideal: one of rectangular clarity, symmetry, and 

modular order, with boldness in the structure a s the distinguishing 

mark of more important buildings. If this is true the new. very positive, 

so-called "brutal" architecture is a revolt. We seek the security of an 

ideal, but are ashamed to admit that such an absolute thing can exist. 

Perhaps the time has come when we are again able to concern our­

se lves with very firm values, and the limits they impose. 
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A Nestle Headquar ters renovat ion/addit ion 

Vtivny, Switzerland. JaequM RwjhtW and Iqnazio Dahl Rocha, 1997-2000 

ppnrrTNTNP TAT RHY IN KEEPING W I H THE T U M < " 
SxLuLl Hill i u I f lLDUA Ret 
gatefold assembles a small sample of recent international work. A frieze of 

historical icons runs below them as visual footnotes to a certain mid-century 

modernism. By aligning contemporary construction with 1950s projects under 

the banner of McLaughlin's second paradigm, the "Yale Box." "correspondences" 

between new and old constitute a renewed propensity to reinvest the surface 

of contemporary buildings with grace, wit. and play. 

With the form of the box firmly established, surface is now viewed as an 

opportunity to experinent with new materials and technology as well as 

new effects. Resurfacing brings with it a number of architectural i s s u e s : the 

permanence, beauty, and appropriateness of both historical and newly-

developed exterior finish materials: the continued flexibility and practicality 

of the "dumb" architectural envelope: and reflection on the terms of apprecia­

tion of earlier aesthetic practices and their quotation. 

The Lever House. Nestle Headquarters. GSW Tower, and the Tulane University 

Center all called for the renovation and re-cladding of existing modernist 

buildings. In the case of the UEFA and Bang & Olufsen Headquarters, the mute 

container of flexible space is revived through simple proportions and delicate 

detailing. The South Gallery Housing Complex echoes the vitality of vibrant 

color patterns reminiscent of the 1950s, while the dynamic curves of that 

era reappear in the undulating wrappers of the Ronald McDonald House. 



V G S W Headquar te rs Tower 
Berlin, Germany 
Sauerbruch Hulton Architects, 1999. 

V Cemetery Recept ion S p a c e 
Zorgvlied, The Netherlands 
C laus en Kaan Architects, 1998. 

V O-Museum 

Lida. Japan 
Kazuyo Se|ima, 2000. 
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A IBM Research Center 1 < Pirell i Tower A Nina and Gordon Bunsha l t Res idence 
it. Michigan East Hampton, Now York Yorktown Heights, New York Milan, Italy 
Summon, 1951 Eero baarinen, 1961 Gio Ponli, 1958 Gordon Bunshalt, 1963 



V Mult i-use Gymnas ium 
Losone, Switzerland 
Livio Vacchini, 1990-1997. 

V Trumpf Cus tomer and Technology Center 
Farmington. Connecticut 
Barkow Leibinger Architects, 1999 . 
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A Woodrow Wilson Schoo l 
Princeton, New Jersey 
Minoru Yamasaki, 1966. 

A Project for a Concert Hall 
Ludwig M M van dor Rohii, 1942 

A Chape l at I IT C a m p u s 
Chicago, Illinois 
Ludwig Mies van dot Roho, 1952. 



V Tulane University Center remodel ing/addi t ion project 
New Orleans, Louisiana 
Vincent James Associates. 

V Sou th Gal lery Hous ing Comp lex 
Laulonburg, Switzerland 
Burkhalter + Sumi, 1996. 

V Ronald McDonald House 

utrechi, The- Mevwriands 
Bosch Haslett, 1998. 
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A New York State Theater at Lincoln Center 
New York City 
Philip Johnson, 1964. 

A Amer ican E m b a s s y 
New Delhi, India 
Edward D. Stone. 1954-58. 

A E a m e s Res idence 
Pncilic Pal isades, California 
Char les and Ray Eames, 1945 49 . 



V Vreeman Pr inters 
Ede . The Netherlands 
Neutehngs Riodijk Architects. 1997. 

V Kew House 
Melbourne, Australia 
Sean Godsel l , 1997. 
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A H o u s e in tho Garden at MOMA 

New York City 
Marcol Qmm, 1949. 

A Healy Res idence 
S a r a s o t a Florida 
Paul Rudolph and Ralph Twitchell, 1948 1949 



V Fachhochschu le Library , , ... 
Base l Switzerland Headquar te rs renovat ion/addit ion 
u ' . . , . . . Vevey, Switzerland 
Herzog 4 deMeuron Architects, 1995 -1999 . , D . . , , 

Jacques Richterand Ignazio Dahl Rocha. 1997 2000. 
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A Be inecke Rare Book Library UN Headquarters 
New Haven, Connucl icul New York City 
Gordon BunshahVSkidmore. Owings & Merrill, 1963 . Wallaco Harrison and Mai Abrnmowilz, 1 0 4 8 4 0 . 
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A Nestle Headquar ters 
Vovey. Switzerland. Jean Tschumi. 1960. 

The building prototypes previously established on the Connecticut industrial 
park site of the Trumpf Technology Center inspired the structure of that new 
project: the resultant ensemble of steel-framed flat-roofed structures, in filled 
with natural or white painted brick, makes for an integrated statement devel­
oped over time. In the Fachhochschule Library. OMuseum. and Vreeman 
Printers, the surface of the box has been visually enlivened in new ways, 
through the employment of recently-developed technologies for applying 
imagery directly to the surfaces of the buildings. 

By emphasizing the surface nature of recent work, through our "superficial" 
gloss on it. this collection evinces a positive spin on the usually pejorative 
associations of both words. Nowadays, it does not necessarily hold—as it 

perhaps did in the 1970s—that there is no life left in the box. On the contrary, 
the current predominance of such forms puts a new twist on Venturi and Scott 
Brown's early 1970s pronouncement that much of architectural production 
consists of decorated sheds. Paying close attention to the exteriors of 
otherwise mute forms provides opportunities not only to experiment with 
new materials and technological developments, but to exploit the com­
municative potential of optimistic modernism, all but ignored until recently. 

What more can be said of a body of work that simply needs a little resurfac­
ing now and then? These projects demonstrate that perhaps the form of the 
box is (still) a viable alternative for a global culture with ever-shifting 
programmatic and cultural demands. 



Union of Eu ropean Footbal l Assoc ia t ion Headquar ters 
Nyon, Switzerland 
Patnck Berger, 1999 . 

V New B a n g & O lu fsen Headquarters 

Jutland. Denmark 

K H R S/Jan Sondorgaard, 1997-1998. 
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A Connect icut Genera l Lite Insurance Building A Albright-Knox Museum Art Gal lery 
Bluomtmtd. Connecticut Buffalo. N f.-.rl lano Inn.us 

Skidmore Owinqa & Met HI, 1961 Mies van der Rone, 1946-50 . 





A B n o n v e g a "B lack 2 0 1 " Televis ion 
Marco Zanuso, designer, 1 9 6 9 . 

66 Resurfacing Modernism Perspecta 32 



Atrocities. Or, Curtain Wall as Mass Medium 
R E l N HOLD MARTIN 

Like the urban masses that Walter Benjamin found crowded into Charles Baudelaire's poetry 
without their even having been named, the curtain wall looms silently behind the exhaustion of 
modern architecture's mythos that attended the post-World War II recuperation of functionalist 
dogmas under both state and corporate sponsorship and their well-documented compatibility 
with both an efficient consumerism and the violence of urban renewal. Which is also to say that 
the curtain wall hovers, spectrally, over subsequent and apparently competitive drives toward an 
abstract autonomy on the one hand and an historically derived, figurative plurality on the other. 
Bearing witness to this passage, and lodged chronologically midway between the realization of 
the first large-scale curtain wall facade (at the United Nations Secretariat in 1948) and the 
present, is the so-called debate between the "Whites" and the "Grays" thoroughly memorialized 
in the annals of the discipline. This event signaled the end of any utopianism that had survived 
liquidation at the hands of the state and corporate sponsors and the consolidation of an intro­
spective turn that was subject nevertheless to the mass-mediatic logic of the curtain wall. 

It would not be enough simply to recall that this debate took place 
against the background of the Vietnam War, the first "media" war. to 
recognize what was at stake for architecture at this moment. In his 
seminal diagnosis of the event and its context. Manfredo Tafuri 
announced that the simultaneous withdrawals into autonomy and into 
complacent historicism were in fact terse acknowledgements that "the 
war is over." It was not immediately clear, however, that the only war in 
question was that waged by avant-gardes—equipped with "knight's 
moves." to be sure, but unable to avoid checkmate at the hands of a 
consumerist culture industry grown up out of the "ashes of Jefferson." 1 

It would be inadequate merely to note, as a matter of context, the sig 
nificance of the war game called chess—its knight's move long ago 
codified in a nascent Soviet Union and identified, by Tafuri. with the 
modern avant-gardes—as one of many allegorical battlefields on which 
the Cold War was waged, Nor would it be sufficient to recall that pre 
cisely this game had become the measure of machine intelligence in 
the military-industrial think tanks in which American computers were 
being taught to read Russian and from which the "electronic battlefield" 
of Vietnam was being managed." No. but each of these observations 
points toward the possibility that Tafuri's war. the war of the avant-
gardes (a term with nineteenth-century military origins), was not simply 
over but. rather, long obsolete. 

Pursuit of this hypothesis requires articulating the manner in which the 
"debate" between the Whites and the Grays was played out on the 
chessboard of the curtain wall. Each camp sought to gain control of this 
battlefield, the one by subverting the syntactical codes engraved into 
its surfaces (A-B-A modularities, etc.). the other by neutralizing its 
mechanicity with dissimulations aimed at restoring the long-lost human­
ity of its figurines. But neither took into account what was plainly visible 

on the screen—the drama of architecture's own dissolution into the 
mediatic matrix in which battles were being fought, wars won and lost. 
The terms for all such debates had already been established by the tel­
evised encounter between Richard M. Nixon and John F. Kennedy, a 
debate that proved to be a struggle with and for television itself. But 
merely to compare the architectural event to a televised spectacle 
would be covertly to protect the distinction between architectural con­
tent and mediatic content, and indeed between architecture and mass 
media, by allowing the transaction to take place only at the level of 
analogy. This was the same distinction—between architecture and 
mass media—around which the White/Gray debate was constructed 
and which in fact allowed it to be construed as a debate at all. It was a 
distinction that was figured most decisively in the curtain wall, which 
was also the privileged site of its undoing. 

Abstraction 

First, it is important to recognize that all references to the curtain wall 
in this context are and must be to the curtain wall in general, rather 
than to any specific curtain wall. By the early 1960s, it was axiomatic 
that the various forms of architectural enclosure loosely gathered 
under that term belonged to a widespread technological phenomenon. 
The physiognomic cataloguing of metal and glass curtain wall types 
usually associated with office buildings had been underway for some 
time, beginning with a 1955 Princeton University report on "Curtain 
Walls of Stainless Steel Construction." This report became the basis 
for the distinction made between "sheath." "grid." "mullion." and 
"spandrel" types of curtain walls as illustrated in the 1957 "Machine 
Made America" special issue of Architectural Review, which was 
only one of many such enumerations to be found in the professional 
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journals of the period.1 Such cataloguing necessarily entailed the sup­
pression of qualitative distinctions between buildings designed by 
architects like Emery Roth & Sons and those designed by architects 
like Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, in favor of a general equivalence against 
which were measured the variations undergone by the curtain wall 
through the course of its historical emergence as a dominant architec 
tural form. In that sense, the notion of architecture as an autonomous 
aesthetic practice, manifest in works such as Mies's Seagram building, 
was already undercut by the very idea of the curtain wall as a general­
ized technological system, the characteristics of which became fully vis 
ible only when the products of an ostensibly autonomous art were seen 
alongside their quotidian relatives. 

In documenting the properties of this system, the professional journals 
thus collapsed the distinction that Colin Rowe was at pains to make in 
his "Chicago Frame" essay of 1956. between office buildings designed 
by commercial architects and those designed by architects like Mies, 
advocating instead an equivalence of objects produced under the tech­
nological imperative of mass reproducibility. In his 1972 introduction to 
Five Architects, Rowe himself found it necessary to refer indirectly to 
the curtain wall as a general phenomenon in reiterating such a distinc­
tion. There, he cast the work of Peter Eisenman. Michael Graves. 
Charles Gwathmey, John Hejduk, and Richard Meier against the back­
drop of a post-ideological American reception of European modernism, 
which had converted modern architecture's revolutionary rhetoric into 
what Rowe called "a suitable veneer for the corporate activities of 
'enlightened' capital ism." 4 According to Rowe. the evident "gap" 
between the Utopian promises of the 1920s and the commercialized 
postwar modernism delivered to American consumers in the form of 
such a veneer nevertheless "establishes the base line for any respon­
sible contemporary production and. in doing so. introduces the context 
for consideration of such buildings and projects as are here pub­
lished"—thus the significance of the five architects' return to European 
sources and. in particular, to Le Corbusier. But with respect to the most 
literal manifestation of such a "veneer," the problem, hardly foreign to 
modern architecture, is clear enough. The very fact that an architect 
like Mies employed techniques that could be catalogued alongside 
those employed by commercial firms suggests the inseparability of his 
work from a mass phenomenon, despite claims to the contrary by 
critics like Rowe. 

As a mass phenomenon, the curtain wall was also subject to accusa­
tions to which singular architects like Mies remained largely immune. 
Paradigmatic here was Peter Blake's essay "Slaughter on Sixth 
Avenue" of 1965. in which he derisively characterized the newly built-
out stretch of office towers on Manhattan's Sixth Avenue between 50th 
and 55th Streets as "a giant sample case for the curtain wall sales­
man."* According to Blake, the contours of a "slaughter that is our 
cities today" emerged on Sixth Avenue when seen against the vitality of 

the "complete organism" of Rockefeller Center, immediately adjacent. 
With its unified cladding and network of plazas and underground con­
courses. Rockefeller Center, hemmed in by the new development, was 
for Blake everything that Sixth Avenue was not. Sixth Avenue's unity 
was merely "the unity of the glass-and-metal curtain wall, generally 
picked to satisfy budgets rather than art." its objects severed from one 
another by windswept plazas and indifferent fountains. Significantly, 
the one new building in the area that Blake singles out for praise is Eero 
Saarinen's dark gray, granite-clad CBS headquarters, declaring that 
"this is really a BUILDING, not speculative cubage wrapped in exterior 
wallpaper." To readers of Tafuri and Francesco Dal Co, intoning on Sea­
gram's reflective "silence" amidst the commercialized cacophony of 
Park Avenue. Blake's words may seem uncannily familiar: "And so 
CBS—Eero Saarinen's final pot-shot—stands aloof, alone, serene. And 
by its very presence, it offers a mute but unmistakable commentary on 
the slaughter on Sixth Avenue."* 

Should it be surprising then that Blake's assessment was taken up by 
Tafuri in his own history of the American skyscraper, which anticipated 
the celebrated paragraphs on Mies in Modern Architecture? Writing in 
1973, Tafuri accepts Blake's condemnations, while criticizing him for 
not extending his analysis beyond "civic art" to the economic impera­
tives that drove both Rockefeller Center and Sixth Avenue. But he does 
not question Blake's underlying organicism. an organicism similar to 
that which drove Tafuri to begin his own account with an analogous 
demonstration of Eliel Saarinen's failure to extend the organicist prin 
ciples evidenced in his 1922 Chicago Tribune tower competition entry 
into the city at large. "Disenchantment" is Tafuri's version of Blake's 
"slaughter." a literally unspeakable atrocity to which architecture can 
only bear silent witness. 7 

Tafuri and Dal Co found an architectural witness adequate to the task in 
the Seagram building, which faced the regulated chaos of the mass 
media with a stolid silence. The fact that they do not actually exchange 
"city" for "media" in delimiting the scope of Mies's refusal to commu­
nicate is only of secondary importance, as has been demonstrated by 
K. Michael Hays in pursuing the iterability of Tafuri's thought with that 
of Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, whence it becomes possible to 
discern the degree to which a general crisis of the subject—now con­
stituted as a "mass . " and associated with the modern media—finds its 
architectural articulation in the curtain wall. Yet despite the cogency of 
Hays's use of Adorno and Horkheimer, this crisis—in architecture— 
ultimately bears little resemblance to that experienced by Odysseus, 
tied to the mast and exposed to the Sirens' enchantments while his 
oarsmen steer the ship with ears plugged, thus dividing aesthetic expe­
rience from practical life and, in the process, securing autonomous, 
rigid abstraction as the basis of both." It is not enough to relocate the 
Miesian silence within a dialectical oscillation, at the far end of which 
hangs a guilty, sublimated indulgence—dimmed almost to the point of 
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unrecognizability—in the pleasures of mass communication. No, this 
crisis does not issue from a confrontation between architecture and the 
modern mass media. It issues from that fearful moment when archi­
tecture recognizes itself, reflected in the curtain wall, as one among 

many media. 

The White/Gray debate is symptomatic of this moment, a kind of archi­
tectural mirror stage, in which avant-garde and rear guard joined 
together to restore architecture's unity, only to incorporate its fragmen­
tation at the level of medium in the first instance and message in the 
second. This is why Rowe, unlike the other participants, is in near vio­
lation of the debate's unwritten codes when he attempts to measure 
the work of the New York Five against the "base line" constituted by the 
"gap" opened up by American corporate modernism with respect to the 
ideologies espoused by its European antecedents. No contextualiza-
tions of this sort were attempted by any of the respondents to Five 

Architects gathered together in the "Five on Five" critique published in 
Architectural Forum in 1973. Those other five, bound as they were to 
the terms of a debate they construed as internal to architecture, were 
both unwilling and unable to inquire directly into their own roles in artic 
ulating a disciplinary crisis. And so Robert A.M. Stern. Jaquelin Robert 
son. Charles Moore. Allan Greenberg. and Romaldo Giurgola looked 
into the mirror at their doubles. What they saw, and what they wrote 
about, were eleven houses designed by five architects—no "base 
lines" and no "gaps" organizing the field, just identifiable pieces of 
architecture that could be assessed as such. 8 

Above all. they did not see any curtain walls. Certainly, the domestic 

scale of the work largely precluded the use of this device. But the mirror 

itself, the mirror in which five were reflected as five and architecture as 

such could still be discussed—by architects—was invisible for differ 

ent reasons. It was invisible precisely because it was everywhere, in 

sublimated form. It was there in the form of the "cardboard architec 

ture" identified with the five Whites (and with Eisenman in particular), in 

the sheer whiteness of their walls, in the hollowness of their "struc­

tures," and in the empty surfaces through which architecture as such 

asserted its precarious autonomy. It was also there in the over-deter 

mined tendency of their respondents to confront this blankness with 

"materials." or rather images of materials—messages themselves 

bearing the name of architecture as such: shingles, sticks, siding. 

Vincent Scully, Rowe's counterpart as apologist for the other (Gray) five, 
demonstrated this tendency when he observed in the preface to the 
revised edition of The Shingle Style and the Stick Style, originally written 
in 1971 and a key reference for the new historicism. that: 

"Regarded purely as architecture, those houses were surely even 

better than I thought they were when I wrote about them, and they have 

proved to be even more important in an historical sense as the inspira­
tion for new architecture themselves. ... In their own way they were also 
the gentlest forms: the most relaxed and spiritually open. ... Generous 
and gentle: they are not words that we can easily apply to ourselves in 
these years of blood and madness. There was evil in the nineteenth 
century too. All the more reason to value these houses and their archi­
tects, long dead, whose purposes were humane." 1 0 

Enjoining his readers to look into the mirror with him. Scully saw wars, 

but he did not see the architecture in which their "blood and madness" 

were made visible. He only saw an image of humanity, "generous and 

gentle." embodied in a system of architectural signs projected against 

the backdrop of atrocities moving across a neutral screen. 

Television 

Certain precursors to the curtain wall were also to be found in the 
midst of the mass-mediatic complex Adorno and Horkheimer called the 
"culture industry." Writing in Los Angeles in the early 1940s, before the 
United Nations, before Lever House, before the Seagram building, 
before the redevelopment of Park Avenue and Sixth Avenue, and before 
Los Angeles itself saw similar developments. Adorno and Horkheimer 
began the chapter in Dialectic of Enlightenment on "The Culture Indus­
try: Enlightenment as Mass Deception" with a list of interrelated phe­
nomena symptomatic of an indistinction in the cultural output of capi­
talist and fascist societies, including architecture: "The huge gleaming 
towers that shoot up everywhere are outward signs of the ingenious 
planning of international concerns, toward which the unleashed entre­
preneurial system (whose monuments are a mass of gloomy houses 
and business premises in grimy, spiritless cities) was already hasten­
ing."" These towers were forerunners of those that Blake would accuse 
of perpetrating a "slaughter" two decades later. But despite its occa­
sional appearances in the text, architecture per se is not the central 
object of Adorno and Horkheimer's reflections. To the extent that they 
favor a particular medium in their panoramic survey of the "ruthless 
unity" of mass culture imposed by a seamless series of interchange-
abilities and repetitions (including mass-reproduced character types 
and mass-reproduced office buildings), it would appear to be the popu­
lar cinema. But just as we can follow Hays in retrospectively projecting 
the full force of Adorno and Horkheimer's critique onto the curtain wall, 
we can. as is implied by the authors, insist that the one medium—if 
any—to which the "Culture Industry" chapter refers most directly had 
also not yet reached its full historical actuality: television. 

Even in the brief comments that Adorno and Horkheimer devote to tele­

vision, it becomes apparent that they regard it as an integration and 

incorporation of the previously distinct properties of earlier media into 

a single complex: 
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"Television aims at a synthesis of radio and film, and is held up only 
because the interested parties have not yet reached agreement, but its 
consequences will be quite enormous and promise to intensify the 
impoverishment of aesthetic matter so drastically, that by tomorrow the 
thinly veiled identity of all industrial culture products can come tri­
umphantly out into the open, derisively fulfilling the Wagnerian dream of 
the Gesamtkunstwerk—the fusion of all the arts in one work. The 
alliance of word, image, and music is all the more perfect than in Tris­
tan because the sensuous elements which approvingly reflect the sur­
face of social reality are in principle embodied in the same technical 
process, the unity of which becomes its distinctive content. This 
process integrates all the elements of the production, from the novel 
(shaped with an eye to the film) to the last sound e f fec t . " " 

The seamlessness of this complex is what guarantees, for Adorno and 
Horkheimer, the capitulation of the formerly autonomous bourgeois 
subject to the "mass deception" of the chapter's subtitle. This is a 
process based on the conversion of subjectivity itself into a commodity 
circulating through media networks in the form of reduplicated person­
ality-types that have internalized the mechanisms of social control, as 
is underlined by Adorno. writing some years later, specifically with 
regard to television." There, Adorno recommends a "depth-psychologi­
cal" approach that would, among other things, track the workings of 
what his colleague Leo Loewenthal had called a "psychoanalysis in 
reverse" in the various sublimations discernible in television content, 
including the assignation of moral value to stereotyped behavior. For 
Adorno, such manipulations of the unconscious were an essential com­
ponent of the fully administered lifeworld foreshadowed by the penetra­
tion of a rationalized culture industry into every crevice of subjective 
experience. Premised as they were, however, on a notion of spectator-
ship in which the subject is positioned at one end of a perfectly sealed 
sender-receiver circuit. Adorno's and Horkheimer's diagnoses are both 
chillingly totalizing in their own right and are themselves symptomatic of 
a spatialization incompatible with that effectuated by both television 
and the curtain wal l . " 

Like television and with television, the curtain wall unhinged the appar­
ent closure of the same fully administered lifeworld that it would seem 
to have prefigured. Its implied subjects, perfect replicas of the docile 
organization men and servile housewives parading across Adorno's tel­
evision set, are further abstracted into mere digits, modulations puls­
ing across a shimmering surface. As television tends toward integra­
tion with other communications networks, its mass-mediatic function, 
still somewhat masked by its residual "content," thus shifts from the 
administration of things—which are now. in any event, utterly inter­
changeable—to the administration of open-ended flows. The result is 
indeed—as Adorno and Horkheimer had foreseen—the instrumental-
ization of even that which cannot be predicted. However (and somewhat 
paradoxically), standardized formats with standardized content also 

become channels for a wildly fluctuating set of forces unleashed by cap­
italism in the process of reinventing itself. The channels themselves 
thus acquire a commodity function in excess of that which is attached 
to their content. What began as a theater for the circulation of spectac-
ularized commodities is thus converted into an infrastructure for the 
commodification and control of circulation as such. 1 6 

Operating on its own terms and with its own techniques, the architec­
ture of the postwar office building followed the same—and not merely 
an analogous—tendency. In the words of Gordon Bunshaft, speaking of 
the many office buildings he had designed with Skidmore, Owings & 
Merrill following the success of Lever House, "what emerged over the 
years. . .was the word "flexibility'... non-specialized s p a c e . " " In the 
name of such "flexibility." the curtain wall's modular surfaces, pro­
jected back into the office interior, became the basis for space-planning 
systems designed to integrate the unpredictable needs of a rapidly 
changing workplace into an organized flux. For example, in Bunshaft's 
Union Carbide building of 1960, an extreme manifestation of efforts 
that were typical of the period, modular architectonic units were syn­
chronized with the building's skin—office partitions, lighting fixtures, 
furniture, etc.—and occupied variable positions within an overall grid, 
the continuity of which absorbed all internal differentiation. Thus, stan­
dardization (or modularization) of content—the target for critics like 
Blake—was by this time only an instrument for the management of 
unpredictable (and therefore non-standardized) realignments of the 
work environment and its subjects within the ongoing mutations under­
gone by capital. Thus, far from being an end in itself, the apparently 
rigid, reified modularity of the curtain wall was nothing less than a vehi­
cle for the organization of flux—an enterprise that was not restricted to 
the level of space-planning, as becomes apparent when we inspect the 
curtain wall 's particulars more closely. 

All media can be said to possess what Samuel Weber has called a "dif­
ferential specificity." a set of properties that distinguish a medium from 
other media but also internally, from itself, thus undermining any effort 
to ontologize the medium as such. To discern such a specificity with 
respect to the curtain wall would be to test architecture's susceptibility 
to media-theoretical analysis, while insisting on a kind of double differ­
entiation, externally and internally. For Weber, the specificity of televi­
sion is located in a tightly configured heterogeneity, "splitting the unity 
of place" in terms of the operations of production, transmission, and 
reception, each of which can be seen in turn to harbor their own partic­
ular heterogeneities. But even before this, the specificity of all media 
that allows them to be so designated is that "they confront their view­
ers and listeners primarily as media, and only secondarily as specific 
instantiations, that is, as programs."" As in the expression "watching 
television," media present themselves and their processes, rather than 
their content, as the primary object of attention. Thus the apparent col­
lapse of distance through televisual transmission (so necessary to the 
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paranoid fantasy of the "global village"), is merely a rendering invisible, 
an internalization of distance through the act of (tele)vision itself. 
According to Weber: 

"[l]n this sense, the television screen can be said to live up to its name 
in at least three distinct, contradictory and yet interrelated senses. 
First, it serves as a screen which allows distant vision [tele-vision] to be 
watched. Second, it screens, in the sense of selecting or filtering, the 
vision that is watched. And finally, it serves as a screen in the sense of 
standing between the viewer and the viewed, since what is rendered 
visible covers the separation that distinguished the other vision [the 
seeing someone or something seeing] from that of the sight of the 
spectator sitting in front of the s e t . " u 

Under such internally heterogeneous conditions, it is difficult to imag­
ine the absolute closure of the sender-receiver circuit implied in 
Adorno's and Horkheimer's hypothesis. Television is, if anything, full of 
unbridgeable gaps that are not merely imperfections awaiting the cul­
ture industry's incursions but rather, constitutive of the medium's very 
specificity qua medium. One implication, therefore, is that even as it is 
assimilated into infrastructures of circulation as a medium of control, 
television carries with it an aporetic spatiality that undermines the 
seamlessness it appears to realize, due to its own mediatic specificity. 
With respect to this specificity, Weber also suggests that what distin­
guishes mass media like television from traditional aesthetic forms is 
the latter's inseparability from the notion of the individual "work," as in 
the 'work of art, a delimited, self-contained, significant unit, localizable 
in space and t ime." 1 9 Thus we do not speak of seeing a "work" of tele­
vision. Instead, television's specificity lies in the somewhat paradoxical 
spatiality of being (in the words of Mary Ann Doane) "both on the scene 
and in your living room."" As its name indicates, television is always a 
vision that is seen—watched—in more than one place at once, a prop­
erty also realized (we can add) in the mass distribution of television 
sets and the images they screen in living rooms around the world. 

In the hands of an architect like Mies however, the curtain wall would 

still appear impermeable to such an analysis. For if there is anything 

that its interpreters have agreed on, it is that the Seagram building con­

stitutes a "work" of architecture, standing as irrefutable evidence of 

architecture's refusal to confront its audience primarily as medium and 

only secondarily as a specific instantiation. And yet, that is exactly what 

the professional architectural journals were undoing even before the 

building was completed, by treating Mies's object as merely one ele­

ment in the complex of objects subsumed under the general category of 

the curtain wall. What is more, that the Seagram building was designed 

to be repeated—and therefore contains within itself the mechanism of 

its own dissemination—is evident not only in the much lamented 

"copies" that rapidly infiltrated the New York skyline, but also in the 

many " lesser" curtain-walled variations to be found within Mies's own 

work. Like television, the curtain wall is always in more than one place 
at once, but in a different sense. What it makes visible and conceals 
(i.e.. screens) at the same time—the event, hidden behind a curtain, to 
which it bears silent witness—is not an external event simultaneously 
near and far, but Its own modular reduplication, its own dispersion at all 
scales, both outward and inward, like so many advertisements for so 
many nameless corporations passing through the infrastructures of 
postwar urban development and office planning. In that sense, the cur­
tain wall collapses near and far, inside and outside onto its surfaces. It 
is, like its mass mediatic contemporary television, an apparatus that 
gathers together heterogeneous components—standardized production 
formats, the open-ended "deep space" of the fluorescent-lit. air-condi­
tioned office, mass-produced monoliths and plazas, the flux of the city 
and of the workplace—into a single, organized complex. Or so it seems. 

As Tafuri and Dal Co would have it, the susceptibility of Mies's singular, 
silent "void" to mass reproduction was the heroic essence of "contra­
diction interjected," in which "what is tragic in the Seagram building is 
repeated in these [copies] in the form of f a rce . " " But the moment the 
Seagram building is detached from the category of the "work." its medi­
atic surplus exceeds what the authors refer to as the "intentions" of 
the "German master." That moment is to be found—without contradic­
tion—in its curtain wall, the very instrument that sealed its silence with 
what Tafuri and Dal Co call a "maximum absence of images." 

Hays has already offered a characterization of Seagram that fine-tunes 

contradiction into dialectic, designating the building as something akin 

to a "handmade readymade." whose simultaneous assertion and dis 

avowal of aesthetic autonomy through a series of transductions grant it 

access to a form of abstraction adequate to its historical moment. This 

designation applies most appropriately 10 the building's customized 

bronze curtain wall, which sought out, with maximum precision, the last 

refuge of aesthetic experience while also allowing itself to be cata­

logued alongside numerous other "found" architectural objects in the 

professional journals. But if. as Hays suggests, the historically specific 

fact that the "logic of image reception has begun to displace that of 

object production" is internalized in the dialectic, it still remains that 

the image of mass reproducibility being received is that of the spectac-

ularized commodity and that the abstraction to which Hays refers is 

confined to positing itself against the experience of reification—includ­

ing, to be sure, the reification of experience itself—associated with the 

culture industry and its products, now construed as images rather than 

as useful objects. 2 2 

For their part, Tafuri and Dal Co have suggested that in Mies's Federal 
Court Building in Chicago, "the perfectly homogeneous, broad glassed 
expanse is also a mirror in the literal sense: the 'almost nothing' 
has become a 'big glass. ' although imprinted not with the hermetic sur­
realist ploys of Duchamp, but reflecting images of the urban chaos that 
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surrounds the timeless Miesian purity." For them, this curtain wall 
"obliges the American metropolis to look at itself reflected—and Mies 
was not one to accentuate the horror of the image thus produced—in 
the neutral mirror that breaks the city web." 2 3 It is precisely in this neu­
tral reflection that, according to the authors, "architecture arrives at 
the limits of its own possibilities," to which Hays adds, with respect to 
Seagram, that "by designating itself as abstract, architecture acquires 
a means to escape that same freified| status, to refuse to become a 
mere thing among things. Abstraction—the pure sound of the Sirens, 
the organizing absent presence—is the maximal limit of modern archi­
tecture. With it, Mies constructed an architectural object on the very 
edge of the category of architecture." 2 4 Both of these characterizations 
thus conclude, with Colin Rowe. on the side of the singular "work" of 
architecture, albeit one that reaches an outer limit in the curtain wall. 

Yet one effect of the silent refusal to communicate is the optimization 
of the very act of communication itself, an act that is technically 
dependent on the suppression of noise. The less noise there is in the 
channels—that is. the more silence there is—the more efficient the 
communication, independent of whatever messages may be coming 
through them. In their muteness. Seagram's grids thus actively convert 
background "noise" into "signal." organizing the mass-cultural flux of 
the city—of which the dissemination of its copies, and the fractaliza-
tion of its modules, was to form an inseparable part—into an event to 
be watched. What Hays, with Tafuri in the background, calls Mies's 
abstraction is therefore hardly an architectural outer limit, an impossi­
bly "pure" absence, but rather only a displacement of architecture's 
representational function from that of message to that of medium. 
Modern architecture's abstraction, as realized in such "works." ends 
up turning in on itself, becoming the very agent of an optimized com­
munication machine. Like television, what matters is less what is or is 
not on the screen than the process of screening itself, which is what 
the Seagram building's silence is all about. And thus Mies's curtain 
wall presents itself, in its withdrawal, as mass medium. 

In naming Mies's silence. Tafuri and Dal Co make no mention of the 
grids stretched across his supposedly neutral mirrors. Hays redresses 
the omission with a closer look at the Seagram facade, in which "the 
modulations of the surface—the reticulated grid of welded mullions 
and panels" become, when seen at a distance, content-less "metal-
marked calibrations of autonomous vis ion." 2 8 Indeed for Hays. "Mies's 
abstraction" lies in the evenness of the grids and their renunciation of 
subjective intent. And so it would seem that in Mies's curtain wall we 
do indeed have an apparatus akin to the cinema (as Hays suggests) or 
to television, a recording device that, as Weber puts it in an essay on 
Benjamin, " is always ready, always prepared (apparare), to take in and 
take up everything without ever looking back. " 2 8 Except that for Hays as 
well as for Tafuri and Dal Co, Mies's curtain wall does look back. It 
returns the gaze in the form of a "work," a singular event that summons 

the viewer to regard its facture up close only to refuse its own significa­
tions (Hays following Rosalind Krauss). In so doing, it also returns the 
gaze as does a mirror (Tafuri and Dal Co), in which architecture wit­
nesses its own subordination to the economic whirlwinds sweeping 
through the plazas, even as its grids make those whirlwinds visible by 
organizing them, modulating them to the point of recognizability. 
Indeed, despite Hays's claim, the module is itself the carrier of this 
"look," its optical oscillations spanning a four-foot, seven-and-a-half-
inch unit, the irregularity of which denotes numerically and proportion­
ally Mies's singular deviation from the four-foot, six-inch to five-foot 
standard utilized by the profession, thus eliciting affect both near and 
far even as it appears to cancel it out. There is reassurance in this, 
since in refusing to communicate, the Seagram building speaks elo­
quently of invisible disasters in which it recognizes its own role, only to 
withdraw again in sublime horror. And yet, we are left to wonder whether 
even this characterization is adequate to another form of abstraction 
that arises from the emergence of the curtain wall as a mass phenom­
enon—the abstraction of the mass itself. 

Modulations 

More elusive and more enigmatic than the abstraction of the singular 

object seeking to remove itself from the circuits of communication, the 

abstraction of the mass must be approached by setting aside the curtain 

wall as it is incorporated into an individualized work like the Seagram 

building, in favor of that work's appearance as medium. For if historians 

to date have sought to account for the singularity of Seagram amidst the 

mass of copies that it spawned, we must insist that these copies—the 

curtain wall as a mass phenomenon—exhibit a singularity of their own, 

which is not the singularity of the artwork but of the medium. As a mass 

and as a medium, they constitute a field in which Mies's building appears, 

to borrow an expression from J . G. Ballard, as a "mere modulus." 

As Ballard puts it in his novel The Atrocity Exhibition (1969): 

"In the perspectives of the plaza, the junctions of the underpass and 

embankment, Talbot at last recognized a modulus that could be multiplied 

into the landscape of his consciousness. The descending triangle of the 

plaza was repeated in the facial geometry of the young woman. The dia­

gram of her bones formed a key to his own postures and musculature..."" 

Units of image are exchanged throughout this book, wherein the atroc­

ity of the title—figured multiply in the car crashes, assassinations, and 

war crimes that appear in disarticulated, televisual segments—is 

shown ultimately to lie in the exchanges themselves. They lay to ruin all 

spatial contiguity and communicative coherence, an event to which the 

curtain wall again bears witness: "The glass curtain-walling formed an 

element in a vertical sky. a mirror of this deterioriating landscape." 2 8 
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But if Ballard's book is exemplary of the new regime of commodified. 
regulated flux of television, the curtain wall 's role as mirror conceals 
another, more instrumental function. According to Jonathan Crary. 
Ballard's heterotopic juxtaposition of media fragments—the Zapruder 
film, Jacqueline Kennedy, the Vietnam War, wrecked automobiles — 
"coincides with a dissolution of legibility generated by the very efficacy 
and supremacy of the spectacle." 1 9 The undecipherability of these colli­
sions is secured by the equivalence of their content. Thus, with the 
cybernetic commodification of information as data flow, television loses 
whatever semblance of autonomous agency it may have retained. As 
Crary puts it. television becomes primarily a "switching device." opti­
mizing and thereby intensifying such flows, "while at the same time 
imposing intricate circuitries of control." 3 0 This. too. is the effect of 
modernism's abstraction as materialized in the curtain wall. In Mies, 
but also in Emery Roth & Sons and in many others, the curtain wall both 
acts as a recording device bearing witness to the atrocities—the 
"slaughters"—effected by its own reduplication and. through the mod­
ulations of its grids, acts as a switching device that channels the very 
same flows it records. In doing so, the curtain wall does not so much 
accomplish a metaphorical or analogical extension of television's 
logics as it does a material interface with them. We are no longer 
speaking here of a landscape made up of autonomous or semi-
autonomous aesthetic processes, but of a landscape in which all such 
processes tend toward integration through mediatic linkages like those 
catalogued in Ballard's book. 

Gilles Deleuze has designated such a regime—the instruments of 
which constitute a "modulation, like a self-transmuting molding contin­
ually changing from one moment to the next, or like a sieve whose 
mesh varies from one point to another"—as a post-disciplinary, cyber­
netic "control society." It Is a regime whose violence lies less in the 
confinement and management of bodies in spaces than it does in the 
disarticulation of those individualized units into "dividuals.~ where 
"masses become samples, data, markets, or banks. " " This is the vio­
lence witnessed by The Atrocity Exhibition, in which body parts, sexual 
positions, buildings, highway interchanges, and images of mechanized 
death become mirrors of one another in a continuous, undecipherable 
modulation cascading through inner and outer landscapes, up and 
down in scale. Each unit in the exchange is a "mere modulus." marking 
the utter neutralization of the very limits of subjective experience—sex 
and death—in what Ballard calls a "conceptual game." As his Dr. 
Nathan puts it, brutally: 

"Any great human tragedy—Vietnam, let us say—can be considered 
experimentally as a larger model of a mental crisis mimetized in faulty 
stair angles or skin junctions, breakdowns in the perception of environ­
ment and consciousness. In terms of television and news magazines 
the war in Vietnam has a latent significance very different from its 
manifest content. Far from repelling us. it appeals to us by virtue of its 

complex of polyperverse acts. We must bear in mind, however sadly, 
that psychopathology is no longer the exclusive preserve of the degen­
erate and perverse. The Congo. Vietnam. Biafra—these are games 
anyone can play."" 

And so, in the "conceptual games" of the New York Five, as in the semi-
otic games of their adversaries, the war was anything but over. With­
drawing in horror from its own dissolution into the switching device of 
the curtain wall, architecture could not shed its complicity with the vio­
lence of the mass media. Instead, it internalized this violence, not in 
the form of a debate that mimicked the bipolar confrontation of the Cold 
War. but rather, in the form of a "mental crisis mimetized in faulty stair 
angles or skin junctions, breakdowns in the perception of environment 
and consciousness." The war in Vietnam, and the wars in the cities, 
were written into the very grids and shingles of the supposedly archi­
tectural objects around which the debate turned. Each element of each 
house, including its architect—as enumerable as the units of any cur­
tain wall (Five on Five, House I. II, III A-B-A, etc.)—was nothing but 

a modulus in a chain of equivalences. The possibility of the 
autonomous work was lost forever in this mirrored cascade, even as 
one pole of a dialectical sweep. In its place were only media, reproduc­
ing one another and interfacing with one another ad infinitum. 

In his requiem for the avant-gardes. Tafuri identified such games, 

residue of the "languages of battle" from the 1920s and 1930s, with 

a Barthesian "pleasure of the text." or what Tafuri describes as " a 

Marseillaise without Bastilles to take by storm." He continues: 

"Precisely this, on the other hand, permits us 'to enjoy' Cardboard 
Architecture and neoeclectic pastiches as theoretical experiments: the 
•pleasure' that derives from the reading of the works of Hejduk, Eisen-
man. and Venturi is all intellectual. The pleasure of subtle mental 
games that subjugate the absoluteness of forms (whether they are 
designed or constructed matters little, at this point): there is clearly no 
social' value in this. And. in fact, is not pleasure perhaps on the whole 

egotistic and private? It is too easy to conclude that these architec­
tures 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." 3 3 

But this confinement (of what Hays, again with respect to the Seagram 
building, also calls art "with a capital A") to the boudoir of the private 
houses and private languages in which the White/Gray debate was car­
ried out is deceptive. The pleasures of these texts were entirely public. 
They were the very same pleasures that Ballard associates with televi 
sion. the pleasures of witnessing an atrocity at a safe enough distance 
to react in moral outrage even while experiencing perverse satisfaction 
through the mimetic reduplication of such acts in aestheticized form. 

Reading Surfaces Atrocities 73 



Television's spatiality, of being both out there and in here at the same 
time, is the unstable ground on which such pleasures are built. Like­
wise for the screen of the curtain wall, its fault lines mimicked in the 
games played by combatants going through the motions of avant-gardist 
militancy, the pleasures of which derive not from private withdrawal but 
from the publicity—in both senses of the term—of war itself. 

In the curtain wall, the primary instrument of war was the module, a 
unit of measure that is also a unit of exchange issuing from the logic of 
mass reproducibility, which Benjamin famously identified with the 
decline of the artwork s aura. But in curtain walls designed by archi­
tects like Mies, and further still in those designed by architects like 
Emery Roth & Sons, the module also had the paradoxical effect of 
reproducing aura itself, even as it contributed to its further dissipation. 
What emanates from such curtain walls, however, is not the aura of the 
singular work but rather, the aura of the mass, the singularity of the 
"mere modulus." In that sense. Tafuri and Hays notwithstanding, the 
Seagram building does not find architecture at its outer limit but rather 
at a threshold of epistemic proportions. 

As Weber says of Benjamin's use of the term massenweise (mass-like) 
to describe the technically reproducible artwork. "[t]he work of art. 
which throughout the tradition was conceived in terms of a single and 
unique 'here and now.' takes place, takes its place qua reproduction, 
not simply as a plurality, but rather as a mass. "" At first glance, Weber 
points out, this would seem to bring the artwork ever closer to the spec­
tacles staged by and for the "mass movements" of the 1930s, to which 
Benjamin refers elsewhere in his text. But Weber complicates this read­
ing by introducing the question of the aura's persistence in the age of 
mass reproducibility, observing that "aura, despite all of its withering 
away, dilapidation, and decline, never fully disappears. Far from it. 
since it returns with a vengeance, one might say, in those forms of rep­
resentation that would, according to Benjamin, seem most hostile to it: 
film, for instance, and we can now add. television as w e l l . " " 

Reading Benjamin on Baudelaire. Weber reminds us that the "mass-
as-crowd" appears there only in the form of an apparition before 
the apparently individualized passerby—the passant—who in her 
own passing: 

"[RJeveals herself to be the allegorical emblem of the mass, its coming 
to be in and as the other, in and as the singularity of an ephemeral 
apparition. The mass movement—the mass in /as movement—pro­
duces itself as this apparition, which provides itself as an alternative 
to the formed and mobilized masses of the political movements of 
the Thir t ies." 3 6 

Weber juxtaposes this appantional passing-by against the mass that 
looks itself in the face on the movie screen and (it is implied) on television: 
"The Star and the Dictator had a similar function and origin. In both, the 
'amorphous mass' could find a face and a voice that it might call its 
own, or if not its own. that it could at least recognize and use to secure 
its own position. A face with eyes that seemed to look back and a voice 
that seemed to address it directly."" 

This is how the otherwise multivalent Heideggerian "world-picture." and 
with it the human subject as self-consistent mass, is locked into place: 

"Fascism allows the mass to look itself in the face and thereby to find 
a gaze that ostensibly looks back. Fascism thus reinstates the aura of 
the world-picture by means of the very media that undermine it. By con­
trast, in his study of Baudelaire, Benjamin, as we have seen, insists on 
the fact that the urban mass, although it is omnipresent in Baudelaire's 
poetry, is never represented or depicted as such. It is. in short, never 
made the object of a picture, although its effects and workings are 
everywhere."" 

Weber designates this other form of aura, the aura that appears only in 
passing, looking up but not looking back, as "the mediauric: auratic 
flashes and shadows that are not just produced and reproduced by the 
media but which are themselves the media." 3 ' In contrast to the "world-
picture" it sees reflected in the screens, however, the mass does not 
recognize itself in this "mediaura." Instead, what is reflected in the 
passing of the mass through media is something constitutively other, a 
non-identity that emerges as a shadow out of the very modulations that 
regulate its circulation and reduplication. 

This is the significance of the curtain wall's appearing, apparition-like, 
as mass medium without being named as such in the debates that fol­
lowed the delivery of modern architecture into the age of technical 
reproducibility. The module, en passant, is its agent. Even as it engineers 
"flexibility"—the hallmark of the control society—and its surfaces 
organize flux itself into an auratic world-picture, the curtain wall brings 
architecture into contact with an alternative to the fascistic aura that 
was the object of Benjamin's critique. Here architecture opens out onto 
new collectivities and new freedoms, as well as onto new forms of dom­
ination. In recognizing that it is not ourselves that we see reflected in 
the curtain wall, and that in its mirror five can never simply be reflected 
as five, we encounter the differential abstraction of alterity as it is 
inscribed into the mass. This "mediauric" abstraction has a function 
distinct from that of the absolute distance from and absolute proximity 
to mass media in which we might find ourselves simultaneously placed, 
standing in the Seagram plaza looking up at Mies's wall. It is an 
abstraction that flashes by while we watch the curtain wall as it both 
witnesses and organizes its violent exchanges, its media wars. 
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Four Stops Along an Architecture of Postwar America 
R I C H A R D M. S O M M E R 

In several of his seminal writings from the 1970s, Manfredo Tafuri described the work of Louis 
Kahn and Robert Venturi as representing two sides of a coin that stood for a crisis in American 
architecture: one side retreating to the safe haven of autonomous formal abstraction, the other 
venturing into the free play of signs in a capitalist marketplace.1 This account was situated within 
Tafuri's larger historical assessment of the limits of modern architecture and the fate of the 
avant-garde. Whether creating a provisional Utopia or producing an expressionistic form, the 
main tools of the avant-garde could never be anything more than attempts to falsely transcend 
or reconcile, at the super-structural level, conditions that continued unabated at the base, struc­
tural level. Modern architecture in the postwar period was caught in an unsolvable dilemma 
between its Utopian mission, to become a constructive agent in the transformation of the 
environment, and the profound limits placed upon that goal by corrupt and fractious forms 
of economic and political governance: capitalism and weak forms of democracy. 

In the face of architecture's continuing alienation from political power 
and the economic means of production, Tafuri saw the architect as 
having two choices: pursue avenues of political empowerment or make 
a profoundly silent architecture which, in its alienated aesthetic, 
revealed an absence that begged to be overcome in some better future. 
Thus, in his assessments of modern architecture before the Second 
World War, Tafuri reserved his greatest praise for, on one hand, the 
"political" achievements of Ernst May in Frankfurt and Clarence Stein 
and Henry Wright in the United States and, on the other, for the "nega­
tive" architectures of Adolf Loos and Mies van der Rohe. 2 

Have the political and economic conditions that the Italian critic read as 
hastening a crisis in architecture persisted for so long as to now form 
the very ground upon which architecture is practiced in the United 
States? Was the work of Kahn and Venturi the barometer of such a 
crisis—or rather, was it the formulation of pragmatic intellectuals well 
aware that a professional elite has limited power in a plural, commer­
cially driven, democracy 9 Tafuri was not alone among architects and 
critics in suspecting that much of what became known as "postmod­
ernism" represented a fall from the imagined grace of early European 
modernism. Taking into account the shift in historical and geographic 
context, what might actually constitute the philosophical and creative 
breaks between the works of Mies and Loos and those of Kahn and 
Venturi? Accepting the characterization of work by the former set as crit­
ical-negation and the latter pair as an escapist-formalism depended 
upon a belief that the value of the earlier work was tied to the putative 
political agency of the early twentieth century European avant-
garde. According to this view, the avant-garde—having lost the "war" 

to aesthetically reform the material and social practices that govern 
everyday experience—became a demure partner in a market economy 
seeking novelties (the fugitive new or what's next) to feed an ever-
increasing cycle of consumption and commodification. This "de politi-
cization" of the avant-garde was seen as especially acute in the post-
World-War II United States: hence the perceived need for architectural 
discourse, beginning in the 1960s, to mine its own history and 
rehearse the "oppositional" posture of the early avant-garde. 

What was the manifestation of this opposing stance? In seeking to 
make everyday experience the locus of modernist aesthetic practices, 
the avant-garde's main goal had been to collapse the boundary 
between high art and low life. But by assuming this old avant-garde 
mantle, the critical establishment of the 1970s may have been fighting 
a battle that had already been won within the Creole-like cultural land­
scape of the United States. ' Accordingly, Las Vegas is the mutant, ever 
changing Fututrist city, the Gap elevates the art of fashion to a game of 
pure 'object-types.' and the edited image bank of almost any MTV video 
deploys formalist de-familiarization to a degree that makes the meth­
ods of Peter Eisenman and Daniel Libeskind appear somehow old fash­
ioned. By examining work from this period against this background-
instead of through a strictly stylistic or ideological lens, i.e.. White/Gray. 
PoMo, High-Tech. Neo-Modern—I hope to restore the rhetorical effect 
that a term such as postmodernism (or American avant-garde for that 
matter) was originally meant to provoke. To this end. I will examine four 
house projects. While it may seem far from the "public" role assumed by 
modern architecture, the single house accounts, significantly, for more 
than two-thirds of all dwelling units in the United States, making it by far 
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the most pervasive built figure in the American landscape. 4 The four 
projects are drawn from two distinct historical phases: the first repre­
sented by Louis Kahn's D E V O R E H O U S E (1958) and Robert Venturi's 
P E A R S O N H O U S E (1959) and the second by Rodolfo Machado's 
V I R G I N I A C O U N T R Y H O U S E (1978) and Frank Gehry's T R A C T H O U S E 

(1978-80). Kahn's and Venturi's unbuilt projects challenged modernist 
space-making in the late 1950s and serve as proto-postmodern exam­
ples, while Machado's and Gehry's projects, more theoretical and com­
prised of "figurative attributes," crown the postmodern ethos of the late 
1970s. Although the projects are reviewed in chronological order, my 
argument is not strictly teleological, positioning Kahn and Gehry as the 
beginning and end. respectively, of some emerging tendency.8 Rather, 
the projects are taken as exemplars of an experimental approach in 
which some of the most promising historical themes and techniques 
associated with modern architecture are recast in the light of new real­
ities posed by postwar American culture. 

All four projects share a formal approach in which the repetition of a 
single, square building envelope or room module engenders an archi­
tecture whose language and surfaces are given precedence over spa­
tial complexity or differentiation. These projects are indications of the 
circumspect attitudes their architects shared toward the fate of high-
modern architecture in the United States. I will use their formal simi­
larities as a means to reveal how the diverging array of critical 
researches encompassed by these projects can be seen to exceed 
easy categorization within the spectrum of ideological positions sum­
marized by Tafuri. 
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Stop One: De Vore House 
Louis Kahn, 1954-1955 

Kahn's work in the 1950s contained an implicit critique of modernism 
that coincides with the erosion of the idealistic. New Deal atmosphere 
in which his early involvement with government-funded housing and 
community design had been based.* The De Vore House project illus­
trates this shift in Kahn's consciousness, presaging later, built projects 
for the Bath House at Trenton (1959) and the R I C H A R D S M E D I C A L 

R E S E A R C H B U I L D I N G (1960). 

The design of the De Vore House can be understood as a synthesis of 
several influences. Primary among these were the typological approach 
absorbed during his Beaux-Arts training at the University of Pennsylva­
nia, and the modernist goals of transparency, spatial differentiation, 
and material expression, drawn from the work of (among others) Wright 
and Mies. 7 Like the Adler House of the same period, the De Vore House 
decisively broke with the functionalist orthodoxy of open planning 
based on dimensionally differentiated uses, by organizing the house 
into a series of six identical pavilions or "room-spaces." 

Some of the ambiguity or even ill-resolved moments in the De Vore 
House can be understood as resulting from an uncomfortable synthe­
s is of Wright and Mies' divergent approach toward the arrangement of 
program. Where Wright (especially in his early work) employed a plaid­
like plan strategy, distinguishing major bands of ceremonial space from 
minor bands of service and circulation, Mies repressed the presence of 
the "service" elements altogether, turning them into free-floating furni­
ture-like pieces dissolved within a repetitive field of structure or, when 
possible, relegating them to the base or attic story. The De Vore house 
disposed of program in both ways: some of the specifically programmed 
parts lie between or below the six main glass and steel pavilions, 
others adhere to structural lines internal to the pavilions. 

More specifically, after subdividing each of the pavilions into a one-by-
two bay structure with a columnar grid, each pavilion was shifted rela­
tive to the next in either the lateral or transverse dimension. The leftover 
areas resulting from these shifts were adjusted to accommodate site 
characteristics, programmatic adjacencies, and service elements. The 
stairs and fireplace—once focal points for the organization of the Amer­
ican house, as in the case of the stair hall of the Colonial or the 
inglenook of the Victorian house—Kahn situated either within or 
between the pavilions. Thus, the repeated room spaces were differen­
tiated by reducing their program to a figure rather than by dimensional 
or spatial elaborations. 

The repetitive, modular character of the De Vore House clearly drew on 

the geometrically derived, technologically-driven approaches of Kahn's 
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A De Vore House proiocl. 
Louis Kahn, 1 9 5 4 - 5 5 . Initial plan and roar elevation. 

contemporary and a c a d e m i c co l l eague . B u c k m i n s t e r Ful ler. T h e pro­

j e c t ' s s ix s t ee l and g l a s s pav i l ions have the a p p e a r a n c e of be ing 

dropped on the s i t e , pe rhaps even by hel icopter, in the manner of 

Fu l l e r ' s exper imenta l pro jects for the U . S . mil i tary. Unl ike Fuller, though. 

K a h n fur ther s i tua ted the pav i l ions , overcoming their abso lu te abs t rac ­

t ion. The major f igurative ges tu re of the project , a s i d e f rom the d iv is ion 

of the house into essen t i a l l y ident ical r o o m - s p a c e s , w a s the grounding 

of the pav i l ions on a reta in ing wa l l . Runn ing approx imate ly e a s t - w e s t , 

th i s reta in ing wal l co l lected the s i t e ' s north to south s lope and s i t ua ted 

a l ine paral le l to the front ent ry f ace of the s i t e , c rea t ing a drop towards 

the rear. F ive of the pavi l ions are s ing le-s tory vo lumes that si t in front 

of the re ta in ing wa l l , witn one (conta in ing bed rooms) ex tend ing over the 

wa l l , c rea t ing a higher vo lume toward the back . Th i s s i t ing strategy 

a l lowed the house to mainta in a cons i s t en t profi le to the front and a 

var ied profile to the rear, reca l l ing the t radi t ional public and pr ivate pro­

f i les of the country manor. 

The n e a r - s y n t h e s i s of the plaid p lanimetr ic h i e r a r c h i e s of Wright, the 

programmat ic s c r i m s of M i e s , and the technolog ica l de te rm in i sm of 

Fuller, a long with a new c o n c e r n — t h e rel ief- l ike t rans fo rmat ion of the 

s i t e — a l l co inc ided in the De Vore House with K a h n ' s adopt ion of an 

overt ly phenomenolog ica l phi losophy. Th i s phi losophy, conce rned with 

the ontological nature of th ings revea led in e x i s t e n c e , o f fe red K a h n a 

rep lacement for the soc ia l u top ian ism that had s u s t a i n e d him in the 

New Deal y e a r s of h i s ear ly ca ree r . 

Many of K a h n ' s s t a t e m e n t s from th is later period s t e m from the phe­

nomenolog ica l tenet that p r o m i s e s us the capac i ty to s p e a k and 

e x p r e s s c o n c e p t s before we have a convent iona l language to do s o : 

" . . . |D ]ea l i ng with a e s t h e t i c s , wh ich are the ru les of a r t , i s very danger­

o u s . I would s a y that one shou ld not employ any a e s t h e t i c s . A e s t h e t i c s 

are rea l ized out of the singular i ty of a mak ing in which s o m e o n e , s e n s i ­

tive to how the r u l e s might be emp loyed , m a k e s an aes the t i c pr incip le. 

A e s t h e t i c s c o m e af ter you m a k e someth ing , not b e f o r e . . . . Form h a s no 

s h a p e or d imens ion . It i s complete ly inaudible, un-seeab le . It h a s no 

p r e s e n c e ; i ts ex i s t ence is in the mind. You turn to nature to m a k e it 

actual ly p resen t . Form p r e c e d e s Des ign . Form is What . Des ign is How."" 

For K a h n , the t r anscenden t va lue of ( ideal ) P latonic geomet ry w a s one 

of a r c h i t e c t u r e ' s phenomenolog ica l g i vens . What he ca l led " F o r m " — 

s o m e e t h e r e a l , ine f fab le mat ter wa i t ing to be o r d e r e d — s e e m s s u s p i ­

c ious ly l ike P la ton ic geomet ry in phenomenolog ica l c loth ing. If for K a h n 

a rch i tec tu re w a s a phenomenon of cu l tura l , human a f f a i r s . P la ton ic 

geomet ry cons t i tu ted i ts only poss ib le bridge to the o rgan ic , biological 

p r o c e s s e s of na tu re . Nowhere is th is na tu re / cu l t u re d u a l i s m a s evident 

a s in the d is t inct ion be tween s e r v e d and s e r v a n t s p a c e s K a h n f irst 

in t roduces in p ro jec ts l ike the De Vore H o u s e . 

The De Vore H o u s e ' s weak h ie ra rch ica l s t rat i f icat ion of that which is 

" s e r v e d " f rom that which " s e r v e s " incorporated a s t ra tegy w h e r e se rv ­

ice e l e m e n t s can be both c o n c e a l e d wi th in , and rep resen ted by. 

abs t rac ted arch i tec tura l e l e m e n t s , such a s large hollowed-out wa l l s 

and co lumns . K a h n ex tended th is strat i f icat ion by choos ing to encode 

t h e s e " s e r v a n t " a rch i tec tura l f o rms with d i f ferent s t ruc tu ra l s y s t e m s 

and c ladd ing m a t e r i a l s . E f f a c i n g the in f luence of Wright and M ies he re . 

K a h n responded to ques t i ons concern ing the ability of a s e r i e s of 

rooms to a d d r e s s the "complex p rob lems of a h o u s e " by pointing to the 

"st r ic t ly Pa l l ad ian spi r i t " found in the De Vore H o u s e . 9 Yet when K a h n 

essen t i a l l y empt ied the s e r v e d , ce remon ia l s p a c e s of over t s i g n s of 

their funct ion, rather than rep lace the ar t icu la t ion of funct ion with an 

o rnamen ta l program, s u c h a s one might find in a Pa l l ad ian v i l la , he 

reso r ted to the " t ru th" of s t ruc tu ra l e x p r e s s i o n . In th i s p r o j e c t — a s with 

many to come a f t e r — " s e r v e d " s p a c e s were cha rac te r i zed by tecton ic 

f o rms of s t ruc tura l e x p r e s s i o n ( s t ee l and g l a s s " s p a c e - f r a m e s " ) , whi le 

" s e r v a n t " s p a c e s ca l l ed for more mute or s te reomet r i c s t ruc tu ra l fo rms 

(concre te and s tone monol i ths) . Tectonic s t ruc tu re e x p r e s s e d the cul­

tural e m i n e n c e of the ha l lowed, s e r v e d s p a c e , whi le "hol low s t o n e s " 

c o n c e a l e d the c i rcu la t ion of h u m a n s and s e r v i n g ut i l i t ies. 

K a h n ' s phenomenolog ica l reduct ion para l le led non- representa t iona l 

s t r a i ns t a k e n up in other postwar Amer ican a r t f o rms . Be l iev ing that " in 

a rch i tec tu re , a s in al l a r t . the ar t is t inst inct ively k e e p s the m a r k s which 

revea l how a thing w a s done" and re ject ing arch i tec tura l embe l l i sh ­

men ts and " the tendency to fair j o in ts out . " K a h n p roposed a p r o c e s s 

in which we might "draw a s we bui ld, from bottom up, s topping our pen­

c i l s at the points of pouring or e rec t ing , [to an ex tent that ] o rnamen t 

would evolve out of our love for the per fec t ion of cons t ruc t ion and we 

would develop new me thods of c o n s t r u c t i o n . " 1 0 S u c h a re ject ion of 

the image and appl ied o rnament , in favor of an engagement with the 

A Richards Medical Lab Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. LOUIB Kahn, 1 9 6 1 . plan and structural model. A Brick Country House project. Mies van der Rohe, 1920 plan, 
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f undamen ta l craf t of a rch i tec tu re , w a s ak in to the abs t rac t exp ress i on ­

i s t s ' b reak wi th p ic tor ia l ism and their concent ra t ion on paint ing a s a 

record of the pa in te r ' s encoun te r with h i s med ium. 

What the De Vore House s h a r e d with s u c h a d i ve r se s e t of works a s 

Ba rne t t N e w m a n ' s color f ield paint ings f rom the ear ly 1 9 5 0 s and Car l 

A n d r e ' s scu lp tu ra l ins ta l la t ions of the 1 9 6 0 s w a s a tendency to employ 

a reduced pa le t te in a regular or repet i t ive order a s a m e a n s to revea l 

the phys ica l and s e n s u a l a t t r ibutes of a work, whi le highlighting t h e s e 

above any purely compositional e f f e c t s . Ra ther than organiz ing exper i ­

e n c e in a monocu la r way. the fo rma l s t ra teg ies employed in t h e s e 

works c r e a t e d an open field for the prov is ional unfolding of mater ia l rel­

at ive to the s u r f a c e s or s p a c e s they inhabi ted. N e w m a n ' s s o m e t i m e s 

symmet r i ca l l y organized c a n v a s e s were cha rac te r i zed by the spec t ra l 

way in which a l ine in a f ield of co lor a f f ec ted the v iewer . Later . Andre 

u s e d " b a s e " ma te r i a l s in al l th ree s e n s e s : low-register, p lat form-l ike, 

and c o m m o n , in a way that s e e m e d to map the floor and conta in ing 

wa l l s of a gal lery. K a h n ' s work p a r t a k e s of both of t h e s e t echn iques : 

the a l m o s t pr imordia l d ispos i t ion of s t ee l and g l a s s , or conc re te and 

wood , upon a s i te w a s an ima ted by the care fu l way he modu la ted light 

to fal l upon t h e s e s u r f a c e s . 

In the De Vore H o u s e , we s e e a grouping of rec t i l inear vo lumes w h o s e 

exter ior prof i les por tend a s o m e w h a t ordered de l ineat ion of s p a c e s on 

the interior. Interest ingly, it i s not the avant-garde expe r imen ts of M i e s ' 

E u r o p e a n in te rwar y e a r s , but one of h i s ea r l i e s t Amer i can p ro jec ts that 

p rov ides the c l e a r e s t h is tor ica l counterpoint to K a h n ' s app roach : the 

R e s o r House of 1 9 3 7 - 3 8 . In th i s pro ject , s p a c e pe r fo rmed a s a con­

ta iner through wh ich exper ience w a s unfo lded, or converse ly , a s a sur­

f ace on which percept ion w a s pro jec ted. By v i r tue of t r a n s p a r e n c i e s 

and re f lec t ions one c o m e s to perce ive both t h e s e p ro jec ts in a highly 

dynamic way. The des ign of the De Vore House s h a r e d in M i e s ' pos twar 

s t ra tegy of providing a seeming ly neutra l f r ame in which the percept ion 

of the world and the co l lec ted ob jec ts of the domes t i ca ted interior 

become subt ly entang led and d i s to r ted . Yet. by m e a n s of the re ta in ing 

wal l and the se r i a l repet i t ion of the pav i l ions , which respec t i ve ly put the 

given s i te and domes t i c program into rel ief. K a h n abandoned the 

M ies ian s y n t h e s i s . M ies may have cou r t ed romant ic a l l u s i ons to the 

ruin by drawing h i s s t ee l s k e l e t o n s ove r taken by ivy, but the p rec i se 

bones of h i s a rch i tec tu re main ta in their autonomy from both organic 

nature and the p a s s i n g of t ime. Not so with the De Vore H o u s e , w h o s e 

i r regular acc re t ion of vo lumes and s tone f igures invite a more overt ly 

a l legor ica l read ing . 

Stop Two: Pearson House 
Robert Venturi, 1957 

Venturi s P e a r s o n House w a s built on t h e m e s found in K a h n ' s De Vore 

H o u s e but took them in a d ist inct ly d i f ferent d i rect ion. K a h n ' s inf luence 

on V e n t u r i — a n d v i c e - v e r s a — h a s been wel l e s t a b l i s h e d , but the dif­

f e r e n c e s be tween them ( regard ing the i r r e s p e c t i v e s e n s i b i l i t i e s and 

genera t iona l a f f in i t ies ) a r e s u b s t a n t i a l . " Although Kahn w a s a highly 

influential teacher , h is writing w a s l imited to a few publ ished s t a t e m e n t s , 

all poetic and enigmat ic in sty le. His co l leagues report that he read very 

litt le, and that h i s gen ius w a s of a more ar t is t ic than scholar ly k ind . 

It would be ha rd , by compar i son , to a s s e s s Rober t Ventur i ' s in f luence 

without cons ider ing the symbiot ic re la t ionsh ip be tween the wri t ing and 

the des ign work that he pu rsued ( later with D e n i s e Scot t B rown ) . Ins is t ­

ing, in the p re face to Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, that 

the arch i tec t had become too educa ted to engage a complex world with 

the a r t i s t i c or techn ica l na ive te . Venturi re jec ted the Pu r i t an i sm that 

had of ten gone hand-in-hand with aes the t i c moral iz ing of the Howard 

Roark- l ike modern a rch i tec t . He a l so made c lear the se l f - consc ious ­

n e s s that d is t ingu ished him from K a h n when he s t a t e d that " L o u i s 

Kahn h a s re fer red to what a th ing wan ts to be . ' but implicit in th i s 

s t a temen t is i ts oppos i te : what the arch i tec t w a n t s the th ing to be . In 

the tens ion and ba lance be tween the two lie many of the a r c h i t e c t ' s 

d e c i s i o n s . " " Venturi ul t imately desc r ibed Complexity and Contradiction 

a s "both an at tempt at a rch i tec tura l c r i t ic ism and an a p o l o g i a — a n 

exp lana t ion , indirectly, of my work . " But . a s is of ten the c a s e , the 

reve rse may be equal ly t rue : the des ign work b e a r s w i t n e s s to theoret­

ical a rgumen ts . A s the first project featured in the " w o r k s " chap te r at 

the end of Ventur i ' s ea r l i es t book, the P e a r s o n House r e p r e s e n t s j u s t 

such an i ns tance . 

Venturi desc r i bed the p ro jec t ' s organizat ion th i s way: "A s e r i e s of 

s p a c e s en-suite wh ich are genera l in s h a p e and unspec i f i c in funct ion, 

s e p a r a t e d by s e r v a n t s p a c e s that a re spec i f ic in s h a p e and f u n c t i o n . " " 

In the P e a r s o n H o u s e , the s e r v a n t s p a c e s a r e more d i sc ree t , funct ion­

ally e labora te , and reso lved than are those of the De Vore H o u s e . He 

a s s i g n e d e a c h of the s ix ident ica l vo lumes one act ivi ty in the fol lowing 

s e r i e s (and l ined them with co r respond ing s e r v a n t s p a c e s , a s per the 

s e c o n d s e r i e s ) : 

1 T R E E / E N T R Y C O U R T 
2 L I V I N G R O O M 
3 L I B R A R Y / S T U D Y 
4 D I N I N G A R E A A N D 
5+6 B E D R O O M 

1 A E X T E R I O R P A T H 
2 A A F I R E P L A C E / M A N T E L 
3A H O U S E H O L D S T O R A G E 
4 A K I T C H E N 
5+6 A B A T H R O O M / C L O S E T C O N S O L E 

I n s tead of mut ing the s e r v a n t s p a c e s . Venturi exaggera ted their qual i ­

t i e s and a l lowed them to qual i fy and charac te r i ze the s p a c e s they l ine, 

s o that both the boundar ies and the u s e of the pav i l ions are under­

s tood through their a s s o c i a t i o n with the s e r v i c e f igures that occupy the 

g a p s be tween them. 

R a t h e r t han play wi th t he s y n t a x or b a s i c a l i gnmen t of the a r rayed 

v o l u m e s . Venturi concen t ra ted on the s e m a n t i c d imens ion of the wrap­

pe rs that e n c a s e t h e m . After capp ing f ive of the s ix ident ica l vo lumes 

with a domed ce i l ing and cupo la , he l ined them with layers of f e n e s t r a ­

t ion, including c l e res to r y window por ta ls and la tera l window w a l l s , a l l 

of wh ich appea r to a d h e r e to an order ent irely a l ien to the in ternal 

organizat ion of the pav i l ions. For examp le , the inter-columnal s p a c i n g 

of the porch is cen te red on a wal l p lane , which is pro jec ted out f rom the 

d imens ion of the k i tchen " s e r v a n t s p a c e " and cont inued th ree b a y s to 

the north and five to the s o u t h . 1 4 The asymmet r i ca l spac ing of the 
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co lumns impl ies one center, d i sp laced from the ac tua l middle of the 

e n s e m b l e . But a s an overal l m a s s , the porch is centered on the three 

middle pavi l ions of the ma in , e n c l o s e d group of five pavi l ions. T h e s e and 

other highly mannered ges tu res introduce an indeterminacy and com­

plexity that opens the project up to mani fo ld readings and a s s o c i a t i o n s . 

Refer r ing to the idea of mult iple e n c l o s u r e s and " th ings in th ings and 

things behind th ings . " Venturi gave an ear ly indicat ion in th is project of a 

concept of the Baroque , one that later would be given a more polemical 

and intentional ly cartoon- l ike exp ress ion in h is notion of the Decorated 

S h e d . " B a r o q u e arch i tec ture admi t s the possib i l i ty that a des ign c a n 

be cunn ing v is-a-v is the d i f fer ing context and c o n s t i t u e n c i e s it mus t 

a d d r e s s . A t a s t e for the Ba roque is cent ra l to p o s t m o d e r n i s m ' s cr i t ique 

of the monocular , d i sembod ied nature of modern is t v i sua l cu l tu re . A s 

Mar t in Jay h a s pointed out: 

" T h e phi losophy ... favored |by the Ba roque ) se l f - consc ious ly e s c h e w e d 

the model of in te l lectual clari ty e x p r e s s e d in a l i teral language purif ied 

of ambiguity. I ns tead it recognized the inextr icabi l i ty of rhetor ic and 

v i s ion , wh ich mean t that images were s igns and that concep ts a lways 

con ta ined an irreducibly imagis t ic c o m p o n e n t . " " 

The irreducible play of descr ibed s u r f a c e and occupied depth in Baroque 

arch i tec ture w a s s i tuated within cont ingenc ies and tens ions that a r o s e 

be tween the language and the s h a p e of the larger, ex te rna l , and of ten 

public s i tuat ion in which it w a s s e t . a s well a s the local and often pr ivate 

programmat ic and iconographic needs of the interior. For Ventur i . the 

ambiguous , hybrid nature of the Baroque w a s the per fec t foil to high-

m o d e r n i s m ' s assumpt ion that it could t rans fo rm the built env i ronment 

wholec lo th. and therefore not worry about the inc rementa l and inevitably 

compromised way in which any context is remade to suit compet ing 

a g e n d a s . There were p recedents for th is hybridity in notable excep t ions 

to the modern is t orthodoxy which Venturi set h imse l f aga ins t : for exam­

ple, in the strategy of Adolf Loos , w h o s e later res ident ia l pro jects ( such 

a s the M U L L E R H O U S E of 1 9 3 3 ) made a radical dist inct ion between 

interior vo lumes and s e q u e n c e s and the exterior s h e l l . L o o s ' pr ism-l ike 

domest i c interior con ta ins a r ich and var ied array of s p a c e s w h o s e 

s h a p e and mater ia l i ty were e x p r e s s i v e of their use and the t a s t e s of 

their inhab i tants . The exterior, in cont ras t , formed a mute m a s k . 

The Eu ropean avant-garde tr ied to ec l i p se the highly med ia ted na ture of 

commun ica t ion in modern soc ie ty by e i ther at tempt ing to t r ans fo rm the 

public rea lm into a funct ional ly and soc ia l ly t r anspa ren t Utopia, or a s 

L o o s d id . by sa feguard ing the pr ivate psyche behind a m a s k that 

L 
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re fused the pervas ive and dissolv ing logic of cultural modern ism. Sti l l 

peer ing f rom th is modern is t high ground wel l into the 1 9 7 0 s , c r i t i cs l ike 

Tafuri could not accep t that the capac i ty of an a rch i tec tu re to commun i ­

ca te accord ing to e s t a b l i s h e d v a l u e s w a s re lat ive ly (if not abso lu te ly ) 

comprom ised in a soc ie ty whe re mongrel fo rms are taken a s a s ign of 

cons t ruc t i ve cul tural mobil ity rather than moral decay. T h u s Tafuri sum­

mari ly d i s m i s s e d the later (more full-blown) work of Rober t Venturi and 

Den i se Scot t B rown : 

" H e r e , there is no longer a des i r e to commun ica te : the arch i tec ture is 

d i sso l ved into an uns t ruc tu red s y s t e m of ephemera l s i g n a l s . I ns tead of 

commun ica t i on , there is a flux of in format ion; i ns tead of a rch i tec tu re a s 

language, there is an at tempt to reduce it to a m a s s - m e d i u m , without 

any ideological res idue : i ns tead of an anx ious ef fort to res t ruc tu re the 

urban s y s t e m , there is a d i senchan ted accep tance of real i ty, becoming 

an e x c e s s of pure c y n i c i s m . - 1 7 

Taufri con t i nues : 

"What Venturi t a k e s from the world he tel ls us about is never more than 

its super f ic ia l m a s k : l ike the k i t sch and Pop Nashville of the film by 

Rober t A l tman. Ventur i 's L a s Vegas m a k e s it s e e m a s if all the contradic 

t ions of contemporary Amer ica are jus t a matter of good or bad t a s t e . " " 

Us ing " k i t s c h " a s code for the manu fac tu red des i re of cap i t a l i sm (and 

ignoring i ts c l a s s - b i a s e d o v e r t o n e s ) . Tafuri re jec ted the possib i l i ty that 

what one group or individual regards a s k i t sch can be taken by another 

a s an insight fu l , a r t i s t i c t r i u m p h . " Ventur i ' s ironic conscr ip t ion of the 

Ba roque i s m i s taken here , a s it h a s been e l s e w h e r e , for cyn ic i sm or a 

lack of v a l u e s . J u s t the opposi te may be t rue . Irony is a procedure by 

which an au tho r ' s voice or hand is at t imes d i s s i m u l a t e d , opening up a 

momen ta ry gap in unders tand ing between the author, her or h i s con­

s t ruc t , and the "mean ing" taken by an aud ience . S u c h a gap a l lows for 

the mani fo ld subject iv i ty of the author to f ind e x p r e s s i o n . In doing s o . it 

c h a l l e n g e s aud ience m e m b e r s to quest ion the veraci ty of what they a r e 

being o f fe red , whi le s imu l taneous l y lett ing them in on the " j oke . " in 

wh ich the futility of unfet tered communica t ion is of ten the s u b j e c t . 2 0 

I n s tead of nos ta lg ia for the s h a r e d (and of ten imposed) cul tural v a l u e s 

that were the ha l lmark of pre-modern f o rms of communi ty , the mult iva­

lent m e s s a g e of the ironic work acknow ledges the prov is iona l na ture of 

any given reality. 

E v e n in an ear ly work l ike the P e a r s o n H o u s e , Venturi s e e m e d at home 

in the carn iva l a tmosphe re of pos twar Amer ica . Adver t i s ing and enter­

ta inment cu l ture and the s t y l es of life and a r t they in f luenced played an 
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impor tant role in the cons t ruc t ion of group and individual ident i t ies , 

of ten def ining the very f o rms through which c l a s s identity w a s recog­

n ized . But the p ro jec t ' s s e t t i n g — C h e s t n u t Hi l l , an ear ly ra i l road suburb 

in Ph i lade lph ia—was, after al l , not Rome. The Baroque layers of s t ruc ture , 

wa l l , and fenes t ra t ion that cons t i tu te the "ex ter io r " ( a s opposed to the 

" inter ior" of the pav i l ions and s e r v i c e f igures) appear , f rom the evi­

dence g iven , to h a v e been no more t han shadowbox ing with s o m e imag­

ined contex t . He re Venturi w a s st i l l more under the sway of Wi l l iam 

E m p s o n ' s Seven Types of Ambiguity (New C r i t i c i s m ' s worldly yet self-

con ta ined poet ry) than of Pop a r t . " The New Cr i t i c i sm s a w a r t a s a 

con temp la t i ve , quas i - re l ig ious rea lm in wh ich a l i ena ted modern man 

could be r e d e e m e d . It w a s t h i s , more than anyth ing e l s e , that provided 

the in te l lec tua l gr ist for the irony, paradox, and ambigu i t ies ce leb ra ted 

in Complexity and Contradiction.23 In h indsight though, the h o u s e d o e s 

appea r to ant ic ipa te c e r t a i n Pop t e n d e n c i e s . Roughly twenty-five yea rs 

a f ter th is house w a s des igned . J e a n - F r a n c o i s Lyotard touted Pop A r t ' s 

rad ica l a s p e c t s : 

" I f you look at one of the mos t e f f ec t i ve works of Pop Art . it s a t i s f i e s al l 

of the cond i t ions of s e x u a l c l imax , i .e. an ex t r eme tens ion with a pro­

found r e l e a s e . It i s a p las t i c s p a c e , organized in a c e r t a i n way. in which 

one e lement d e s t r o y s the whole organ izat ion. Th i s c o r r e s p o n d s to the 

definit ion that a f ter F reud , o r g a s m mus t be g iven: the col laborat ion of 

E r o s and d e a t h , t he s e e k i n g of the mos t comp lex , the m o s t d i f ferent i ­

a ted organ iza t ion , and its d e s t r u c t i o n . . . " " 

Two of the ma in a s p e c t s Lyo tard a s c r i b e s to Pop Art c a n be read in 

Ventur i ' s work. F i rs t , there is an in teres t in the p l e a s u r e one can find in 

fami l iar , s e n s u o u s fo rms , someth ing Venturi and Scot t B rown al lude to 

in Learning from Las Vegas w h e n they lampoon Walter Grop ius a s mis­

unders tand ing V i t ruv ius in a s s u m i n g that " F i r m n e s s + Commodi ty = 

Del ight." More speci f ica l ly , there is the p l e a s u r e and the del ightful 

beauty of e x c e s s , a s in the seeming ly ready-made repet i t ion of the 

s a m e s p a c e over and over aga in , with e a c h s p a c e a s s i g n e d i ts own 

dome and cupo la and two addi t ional s o u r c e s of l ight. S e c o n d , fol lowing 

a Freud ian l ine, there is a des t ruc t i ve i m p u l s e — i n th i s c a s e l ining 

seeming ly pr is t ine cubic s p a c e s with per func to ry c a s e w o r k and equip­

ment and then wrapping the whole e n s e m b l e with the mundane language 

and d iso rdered s p a c e s of a ranch-house exter ior. Upon c l o s e exam ina ­

t ion , the rooms that appear in plan hardly ex i s t a s s e p a r a t e en t i t i es ; 

rather than land on sol id w a l l s , the weight of the domed ce i l ings r e s t s 

on d iagonal f r a m e s suppo r ted on highly per fo ra ted par t i t ions tha t do 

not a l w a y s comple te the impl ied s q u a r e figure of the rooms. The 

Ba roque l aye rs tha t shut ter the interior s u s p e n d the possib i l i ty of 

a t tending to the ou ts ide wor ld, yet once ins ide , one d o e s not find e a s y 

resp i te , a s al l the e l e m e n t s that m a k e up the house s e e m at play. 
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Stop Three: Virginia Country House 
Rodolfo Machado, 1978 

In the Virginia Count ry H o u s e . Rodolfo Machado took many of the t e r m s 

and condi t ions in t imated in the K a h n and Venturi p ro jec ts , s ta t ing t h e m 

in a more c o n s c i o u s and spec i f i c f o r m . 2 4 The four -square , cen t ra l i zed 

s c h e m e d e v i s e d by Machado is a c lea r depar tu re f rom the p rev ious , lin­

ear ly organized p lans . In the s t a temen t that a c c o m p a n i e s th is pro ject . 

Machado exp la i ns that the h o u s e ' s morphology s t e m m e d from h is 

memory of a Manner i s t v i l la he s tud ied in 1 9 6 3 . the V i l la Emo 

Capod i l i s ta . ca l l ed Montecch ia , built in Se l vazano by Dano Varotar i in 

1 5 7 0 . " The v i l l a ' s plan i nve r t s the typical Pa l l ad ian v i l la , in that the 

s t a i r s occupy the center . Machado spoke of d reaming about th is h o u s e , 

exaggerat ing those p a r t s he found " p l e a s u r a b l e " and ignoring o thers . 

To th i s mix of h is tory and pe rsona l p l e a s u r e , he introduced the i s s u e of 

c h a r a c t e r and context , exp la in ing that he wanted to render h i s morpho­

logical d ream a s though "c lo thed with the air, pa in ted with the t o n e s " of 

the P iedmont region of V i rg i n i a . 2 8 

With h i s a l legor ica l u s e of an I ta l ian v i l la r ecas t to cap ture the qua l i t i es 

of a par t icu lar locali ty, Machado s u r p a s s e d even the a r t h is tor ica l rumi­

nat ions of Ventur i . Lay ing bare the fact that educa t i on , expe r ience , and 

des i r e lie behind a d e s i g n e r ' s t a s t e and modes of e x p r e s s i o n , Machado 

o f fe red a m e a n s for cons ider ing the role persona l mot ivat ions play 

when brought to bear on the seeming ly ob ject ive, p ro fess iona l a i m s of 

s t ruc tura l stabi l i ty, p rogrammat ic accommoda t ion , and even aes the t i c 

del ight. In th i s v iew, not only mus t a rch i tec ts own up to (and nur tu re ) 

their unique pred i lec t ions and s k i l l s , they a l so mus t unders tand them 

a s the very m e a n s through which those p rocedures and t echn iques that 

pe rs is t f rom the h is tor ica l pract ice of a rch i tec ture can be properly cha l ­

lenged, d i s to r ted , and rethought in contemporary t e r m s . 

The des ign of " rooms" or " c h a m b e r s " w a s one s u c h procedure for 

Machado . In h i s s t a temen t about the Virginia Count ry H o u s e . Machado 

spoke to the conce i t s of la te -modern ism by revea l ing h i s concern wi th 

mak ing " r o o m s " a s opposed to s p a c e s : 

" T h e not ion of room shou ld be unders tood a s opposed to the histori­

cal ly younger, abs t rac t , spec i a l i zed , and precoc ious ly e labora ted notion 

of s p a c e . The type of s p a c e commonly known a s [a] room c a n be 

opposed to the s p a c e that i s s a i d to flow, to the s p a c e genera ted 

accord ing to most ly pictor ial or. more prec ise ly , cub ic t e c h n i q u e s , to 

the one endowed with ref ined t r a n s p a r e n c i e s or produced by layer ing, 

to the s p a c e qual i f ied a s taut or p lanar or deep , to the so-ca l led f lexible 

s p a c e , to the s p a c e conta in ing rep resen ta t i ons of s p a c e of d is to r ted or 

cor rec t pe rspec t i ve , to the spa t ia l cha in with a r t i cu la t i ons , to the one 

that , remain ing undef ined, i s labe led ' pos tmodern . ' or to s o many other 

var ia t ions of convolu ted s p a c e s , depend ing on the a rch i tec tu ra l c o d e s 

at work in their mak ing . R o o m s , in tu rn , appear a s a c c e s s i b l e and legi­

ble en t i t i es , even for the unt ra ined beholder, a s wel l -def ined, forcefu l 

un i ts without ' s p a t i a l i s m s ' of any k ind . " ** 

The t ra jectory that l ead Machado and h i s par tner Jorge Si lvet t i to adopt 

th i s posi t ion contr ibuted to their forging a cr i t ica l path ou ts ide the polar 

e x t r e m e s becoming apparent during the 1 9 7 0 s in a rch i tec tu re , t h o s e 

be tween pragmat ic soc i a l s e r v i c e and neo-avant -gard ism. The M ies ian 

na ture of Machado and S i l ve t t i ' s ear ly t ra ining in Argent ina w a s origi­

nal ly tempered not only by the human is t nature of the d i s c o u r s e they 

found at Berke ley , but a l s o by encoun te rs wi th s tuc tu ra l i s t theory, 

which e x p o s e d the pos i t iv ism inherent in much of m o d e r n i s m . The 
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A Virginia Country Houso project. 
Rodolfo Machado, 1978 plan. 

arch i tec ture program at Berke ley , fol lowing the lead of the counter-cul­

ture sur round ing t h e m , put engagement wi th popular soc i a l c a u s e s and 

pol i t ical ac t i v i sm above al l e l s e , including s u c h s t a n d s a s des ign a s an 

ac t of indiv idual wi l l . 

T h e New York F ive , on the other hand , exempl i f ied the near total inver­

s ion of th is pos i t ion, c reat ing work that re t rea ted f rom the soc ia l c h a o s 

by uncoupl ing the formal appa ra tus of modern arch i tec ture from i ts 

s u s p e c t soc i a l e f f e c t s , urban renewa l among t h e m . The e a s e with 

which the E a s t C o a s t mte l legens ia je t t i soned the soc i a l and pol i t ical 

a g e n d a s that had , for better or wo rse , an ima ted the ear ly genera t ions 

of m o d e r n i s m w a s only outs t r ipped by their ingen ious appropr ia t ion 

and r e i n v e n t i o n of t he f o r m a l l anguage found in t he work of ea r l y Le 

Corbus ie r . Terragni , and var ious R u s s i a n Cons t ruc t i v i s t s . 

Machado (and Silvetti> were among those who pu rsued a d i f ferent 

d i rect ion: s im i la r to Venturi and the other " G r a y s " in their e f fo r t to 

m a k e a more " commun ica t i ve , " engaged arch i tec tu re by us ing a 

broader range of h is tor ica l f o rms and arch i tec tura l syn tax , they sought 

a more cr i t ica l t rans fo rmat ion of the h is tor ica l mater ia l they were oper­

at ing with. With the Virginia Count ry H o u s e . Machado more fully 

exp lored the impl icat ions of a semio t i c a rch i tec tu re , us ing it a s a l ens 

to rev is i t the unfulf i l led p romise of f unc t i ona l i sm. Machado argued that 

a rch i tec tu re in the past had u s e d pictor ia l , decora t i ve , and s o m e t i m e s 

(under m o d e r n i s m ) , mater ia l and d imens iona l d e v i c e s to at tr ibute 

mean ing to a room. The a l legor ica l mu ra l s l ining N e o c l a s s i c a l r ooms , 

the highly evo lved speci f ic i ty of decora t ions and fu rn ish ings in the Eng­

l i sh house , and the French concern with convenance a re all re fe rence 

points for the highly figurative "a t t r ibu tes" that ac t a s s ign i f ie rs in the 

repet i t ive, cubic c h a m b e r s of the Virginia Count ry House.™ At t r ibu tes— 

figural p i e c e s of funct ional ly spec i f i c f u rn i t u re—were p laced at the 

ins ide corner of e a c h of the four major r ooms . And e a c h ground-floor 

room w a s connec ted to an ex te rna l ga rden , the u s e of which the rooms 

t h e m s e l v e s qual i f ied, thereby cons t ruc t ing a cha in of funct ional refer­

e n c e s playing diagonal ly a c r o s s the four -square plan f rom ins ide to out­

s i d e , a s fo l lows: 

I N T E R I O R AS A T T R I B U T E TO E X T E R I O R AS A T T R I B U T E 

LIVING ROOM W / F I R E P L A C E • SWIMMING P O O L W / S O L A R I U M 

K I T C H E N W / O V E N • E X T E R I O R PATIO W / H E R B G A R D E N 

DINING ROOM W / F O U N T A I N • T E R R A C E W / P A V I L I O N 

L I B R A R Y W / L E C T E R N • C L O I S T E R W / G R O T T O 

Machado desc r i bed the equat ion be tween at tr ibute, ins ide and 

ou ts ide room a s " : 

I N T E R I O R R O O M _ I N T E R I O R A T T R I B U T E 

E X T E R I O R R O O M S I N T E R I O R R O O M S 

and rec iprocal ly 

E X T E R I O R R O O M S E X T E R I O R A T T R I B U T E S 

I N T E R I O R R O O M S E X T E R I O R R O O M S 

Di f ferent in charac te r and funct ion than the s e r v a n t s p a c e s of both 

K a h n and Ventur i . the symbol ic at t r ibutes w e r e ar rayed within the con­

f ines of the room, appear ing and d isappear ing more del iberate ly than 

se rvan t e l emen ts . By v i r tue of their posit ion along the diagonal ( ideal ized 

in one-point pe rspec t i ve v i e w s ) and the way in which they a l ternate ly 

jo in with and m a s k the open ings behind them, the a t t r ibutes f l icker 

(depending on o n e ' s posi t ion) be tween their r o l es a s an imat ing f igures 

and aggregated ground. T h e s e e f f e c t s a re e n h a n c e d by the Loos ian 

m a n n e r in wh ich Machado wrapped match-cut m a t e r i a l s f rom the edge 

of one chamber to the next and posi t ioned a large mirror at forty-five 

deg rees on the f i replace mante l . As with Loos and M ies , the overal l forms 

remain regular and orthogonal , but the eye is encouraged to wander . 

Str ipping the remembered I ta l ian vi l la of i ts original cha rac te r and emp­

tying the rooms in order to tes t the signifying power of the a t t r ibutes. 

Machado separated the project 's morphology from its ornamental Ian 

guage . rewro te the s u r f a c e s , and added f igural e l e m e n t s to give 

m e a n i n g to the s p a c e s wi th in. In shor t , he appropr ia ted a readymade 

and r e d r e s s e d i t . 3 0 In so doing, the Virginia Count ry H o u s e e v i d e n c e s a 

s t range play between super - rea l i sm and a form of m a s q u e r a d e . A varia­

tion on the work of Pop Art . but rely ing more on in tens i f i ca t ion than 

quota t ion , S u p e r r e a l i s m dep i c t s t y p i c a l — e v e n i c o n i c — s c e n a r i o s and 

d e s c r i b e s them wi th s u c h a c o n s i s t e n t and r e l e n t l e s s deg ree of 

f o c u s and accu racy that they move towards the u n r e a l . 3 1 For examp le , 

_ 

A Virginia Country House project. 
Rodolfo Machado, 1978. elevation. 
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Richard E s t e s painstak ingly rende rs content latent in the s u r f a c e ref lec­

t ions of the of ten arch i tec tura l se t t ings he pa in ts . By con t ras t , the 

m a s q u e r a d e ho lds the p romise of expos ing the degree to wh ich (and 

m e a n s by wh ich) the cul tural ident i t ies asc r i bed to p e r s o n s or a r t i f a c t s 

have been cons t r uc ted by way of s h a r e d i m a g e s and i cons . Much l ike 

the ear ly " p i c t u r e s " of Cindy S h e r m a n — i m a g e s depict ing her m a s ­

querad ing in the gu ise of va r ious ident i t ies drawn from Hollywood 

f i l m s — t h e Virg in ia Count ry H o u s e t a k e s f a c e l e s s a rch i tec tu ra l ob jec ts 

and func t ions ( the Manner is t v i l l a , the man te lp iece ) and by c loak ing 

them in a new genre of garb, changed their cha rac te r . For Machado , the 

in tens i f icat ion of an a r c h i t e c t u r e ' s v i sua l e f f e c t s w a s not a b reach of 

t ruthful e x p r e s s i o n but an opportuni ty to i n c r e a s e the ripple of semio t i c 

s i g n a l s produced by a fur t ive exposu re of the m a s k . After be ing 

s e d u c e d by th i s highly c ra f ted imagery, one is left with the lacon ic 

p l e a s u r e of f inding an empty co re . In th is s e n s e Machado h a s shown 

that p e r h a p s the mos t in te res t ing s i te of invent ion for the a rch i tec t i s in 

tes t ing the l imi ts of a s s o c i a t i o n be tween an a r c h i t e c t u r e ' s ob ject ive, 

" h a r d e n e d " image and its more pl iant, spa t ia l body b e n e a t h . 

A Untitled Film Still # 6 3 
Cindy Sherman. 1978. 

Stop Four: Tract House Project 
Frank Gehry, 1982 

Frank Gehry once s ta ted that when he began h i s ca ree r , in sp i te of 

hav ing s tud ied city p lanning, he felt he could never m a k e an impact on 

the overa l l cha rac te r of the city. If he were going to have any impact , he 

felt he would have to work at the s c a l e of a s m a l l bui lding or a r o o m . " 

Among the many p ro jec ts that have exp lored th is t heme , the study for a 

Tract House o c c u p i e s a c ruc ia l moment in G e h r y ' s deve lopment , 

be tween the abst ract , "unf in ished aes the t i c " of h is projects f rom the 

1 9 7 0 s and h i s more recent monumenta l work. Unl ike t hose who 

e s p o u s e d theoret ica l pro jec ts and paper a rch i tec tu re , G e h r y ' s p rac t ice 

began with primari ly c o m m e r c i a l , " b read and but ter" p ro jec ts . Drawing 

arch i tec ture out of s u c h p ro jec ts . Geh ry might have once been the 

Roger C o r m a n of Amer ican a rch i tec tu re . H is " c h e a p - s c a p e " arch i tec­

ture w a s a lmos t a coro l lary to C o r m a n ' s "a r t sp lo i ta t i on " f i l m . " Even 

the n a m e and sub ject of th i s p ro jec t—Trac t H o u s e — s p e a k s to the 

ambi t ion Gehry s h a r e d with C o r m a n : engaging, e v e n explo i t ing, a 

common genre to a r t i s t i c e f f ec t , and with no s m a l l irony, given h i s cur 

rent evolut ion into a " re luc tan t m a s t e r " of high-profile p ro jec t s . 3 4 

While Gehry d o e s not appea r to be par t icu lar ly a r t i cu la te or concerned 

with theory, he s t a n d s out among h is pee rs a s an omnivorous synthe­

s i ze r of con tempora ry a r t i s t i c and cul tural t r ends . H is involvement with 

a r t i s t s s u c h a s C l a e s Oldenburg h a s been much chron ic led , but the 

high degree to which the cu l ture of " happen ings " and Pop Art p resage 

G e h r y ' s work is st i l l wor th noting he re . Among the m e s s a g e s sc raw led 

on the wa l l s of O ldenburg 's 1 9 6 0 improv isat iona l ar t pe r f o rmance The 

Street w a s "F rank Lloyd Wright tr ied to e l im ina te paint ing and we a r e 

gett ing even by e l im inat ing a rch i tec tu re . " S u c h a s t a temen t def iant ly 

r e c l a i m s the a r t i s t ' s rhetor ica l superior i ty in renewing the avant-garde 

project of co l laps ing ar t and l i fe. 

When , in a man i fes to pub l i shed in the fol lowing year (ent i t led " I a m for 

an a r t . . . " ) , Oldenburg s ta ted " I am for an a r t that embro i l s i tsel f with 

everyday c rap and st i l l c o m e s out on top," he w a s voic ing a sen t imen t 

that w a s to an ima te much of the ar t of the 1 9 6 0 s . " Al lan K a p r o w ' s 

concept of the "happen ing " had a l ready cata lyzed many of the t h e m e s 

cent ra l to th is e r a : he o f fe red " r i tua l , magic and l i fe" aga ins t the West­

e rn tradit ion of m i m e s i s and aes the t i c re f l ec t i on . 3 6 Drawing on John 

C a g e ' s ar t of c h a n c e , happen ings privi leged the s e n s u o u s and tempo­

ral s i tuat ion of a r t to s u c h a degree that in i ts e m p h a s i s on pure per­

f o rmance , the tradit ional boundar ies be tween v i sua l a r t . m u s i c , and 

theat re were c o l l a p s e d . Temporar i ly and in vitro, the happening o f fe red 

a highly d i f fe ren t ia ted s p a c e of engagement in an urban world that w a s 

becoming ever more beref t of a lea to ry soc ia l encoun te rs and s e n s u a l 

p l e a s u r e . " Re la t i ve to th is env i ronmenta l and s i tua t ion-based a r t . 

G e h r y ' s breakthrough house for h imse l f in 1 9 7 8 w a s a rather late 

entry. G e h r y ' s gen ius is t ied to h i s eventua l real izat ion that in the 

expanded terri tory e n c o m p a s s e d by contemporary pract ice, al l of the 

icons and mate r ia l s that h i s ar t is t f r iends had sought to appropr iate 

were al ready at h i s d i s p o s a l . He retr ieved the everyday a s a c o n s c i o u s 

sub jec t of a rch i tec ture . 

The Tract H o u s e , l ike many pro jec ts that fol lowed it ( s u c h a s the Schn -

abe l House ) , w a s essen t i a l l y a play on a "bubble d iag ram, " distr ibut ing 

the program into a s e r i e s of pav i l ions or con ta ine rs , e a c h s h e a t h e d in a 

d i f ferent mate r ia l . Whi le the fact that this project never deve loped 

beyond a s e r i e s of s k e t c h e s and mode ls may account for the lack of 

a s s i g n m e n t of a spec i f i c program to e a c h of the pav i l ions , it i s more 

likely that Gehry w a s indi f ferent to the re la t ionship be tween app l ied 
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A Tract House Proiect 
Frank Gehry. 1982 

c ladding and the function h o u s e d , a s ind icated by the way the c ladd ing 

of vo lumes changed from one s k e t c h to the n e x t . " A n ine-square grid 

s tood in for a plan of the p ro jec t—but in real i ty cons t i tu ted no more 

than a quasi-uni fy ing ges tu re or d iagram. For Gehry , the grid w a s not an 

o c c a s i o n for organiz ing e i ther the s t ruc tu re or funct ion of the project : 

here the h ierarchy of s e r v e d s p a c e s and se rvan t wa l l s w a s not dist in­

gu ished in any w a y . " 

In the manner of M a c h a d o ' s a t t r ibutes, though, e a c h pavi l ion b e c a m e 

an individual figure in and of i tsel f , a m in i -monument . 4 0 With ad jacen­

c i e s ma in ta ined by the loosely held l i nes of the n ine -square grid, e a c h 

of the d i f fe ren t ia ted pavi l ions is part ia l ly col l ided with another . The 

impl ied points of in tersect ion be tween t h e s e v o l u m e s a r e the cr i t ica l 

m o m e n t s of the project, momen ts whe re the iconographic and func­

t ional s ingular i ty of e a c h c lad vo lume w a s left incomple te , with the 

potent ia l for both the s p a c e of interior and the exter ior sk in to leak f rom 

one pavi l ion to the next . The t ra jectory from the pla id, h ie ra rch ica l 

p lanning of Gehry and W a l s h ' s Wright- inspired S t e e v e s h o u s e of 1 9 5 9 

to G e h r y ' s pavi l ion-l ike renovat ion of that house a s the Smi th project in 

1 9 8 1 ind ica tes the degree to which Gehry consc ious l y sought to col­

l a p s e convent iona l equat ions be tween the phosphorous bubb les of pro­

gram that h is d iag rams imply. The sec t i ona l ove r laps of the later, built 

project for F I S H D A N C E . a 1 9 8 9 res tau ran t in Kobe , J a p a n , g i ves an 

indicat ion of the e f f ec t a more developed vers ion of the Tract House 

might have had . 

I s u p p o s e , and there is probably a l s o , in addi t ion, s o m e other word to 

desc r ibe it, or maybe a number of them. But the qua l i t y t h i s s t u f f i n g 

h a s . t ha t the o ther p a r t s of ve rbah ty do not h a v e , i s t w o - p a r t e d , per 

h a p s : ( 1 ) an ' e n d l e s s ' quali ty and (2 ) a ' s l udge ' qual i ty. ... The 'end­

l e s s ' a s p e c t of ' s tu f f i ng ' i s that it goes on and on, in many d i f fe rent 

f o r m s , and in fact our e x c h a n g e s are in large m e a s u r e c o m p o s e d of it. 

in larger m e a s u r e even p e r h a p s , than they are c o m p o s e d of that which 

is not s tu f f ing. The ' s l udge ' quali ty is the h e a v i n e s s the s t u f f h a s . 

s im i la r to the heav ier motor o i l s , a kind of downward pull but st i l l f luid, 

if you follow me , and I c a n ' t help thinking that th is i s va luab le , al though 

i t ' s hard to s a y j us t how. right at the m o m e n t . " 4 1 

Through the evocat ion of a s ludge- l ike and e n d l e s s l y se l f - rep l ica t ing 

suburb replete with reta in ing wa l l s , f e n c e s , and shaggy s u r f a c e s , the 

Tract House sh i f t s our focus from the verbs and proper nouns of archi­

tecture to the a r t of the m e s s y preposi t ion and conjunct ion. 

Arch i tecture d i f f e rs f rom fine a r t in th is fundamenta l a s p e c t : exper i ­

e n c e d over t ime and in a d is t rac ted s ta te , it d o e s not. wi th the excep ­

tion of the monument , lend i tse l f well to the profound one l iner. An 

a rch i tec tu re that e n a b l e s temporary momen ts of aes the t i c t r a n s c e n ­

d e n c e , albeit within the s u s p e n d e d attent ion of eve ryday expe r i ence , 

requ i res sens i t iv i ty to e f f o r t s that warp the s e a m s of the expec ted , 

thereby invisible, s c e n e . How d o e s one conjure s u c h inv is ib i l i ty? In a 

p lura l is t ic democracy , where one m a n ' s chain- l ink secur i ty f ence is 

In h i s at tent ion to, and heightening of. the s e c o n d a r y momen ts 

be tween the programs and f igures of an arch i tec tura l work. G e h r y ' s 

play on the omn ip resen t tract house c a m e ve ry c l o s e to a phenomenon 

desc r i bed by Donald B a r t h e l m e in h is book Snow White. B a r t h e l m e se t 

the fol lowing s p e e c h , an e x c u r s u s on ord inary language, within the cen­

tral narrat ive in the book at a moment when s o m e of the s t o r y ' s char­

a c t e r s a re being given a tour of a recyc l ing p lant . The s p e e c h t a k e s the 

form of conc re te poetry, embodying both the tour g u i d e ' s point con­

cern ing the ever - inc reas ing product ion of t r a s h in the Uni ted S t a t e s and 

h i s suppos i t ion that one day we may no longer be able to d is t ingu ish 

be tween what i s and is not " t r a s h " : 

"You know. K l ipschorn w a s right I think w h e n he s p o k e of the 'b lanket­

ing' e f fec t of o rd inary language, referr ing, a s I recal l to the par t that 

so r t of. you know, f i l ls in" be tween the other p a r t s . The par t , the f i l l ing -

you might say . of which 'you might s a y ' is a good examp le , i s to me the 

most in terest ing par t , and of course it might a l s o be ca l led the ' s tu f f i ng ' 
A Models tor Miniature Furniture 

Claes Oldenburg. 1963. 
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A Glass Skyscraper Berlin, project. A Flshdance Restaurant 

Ludwig M ••• van der Rohe, 1921 -22. Kobe. Japan. Frank Gehry, 1986. 

a n o t h e r ' s monumenta l s ign , the identity of a work of a rch i tec tu re is a 

concep tua l one , cont ingent upon a n e x u s be tween techn ique , context , 

and aud ience . G e h r y ' s mos t Impor tant work h a s , until recent ly, a l w a y s 

em-braced th is re lat ive fray of the cu l tura l ma rke tp lace . 

Respond ing in 1 9 7 9 to a ques t ion f rom B a r b a r a l e e D iamonds te in con­

cern ing h i s des i r e to make a rch i tec tu re s o m e t i m e s inv is ib le . Gehry . 

echo ing Oldenburg, s a i d : 

" . . . I had th is funny notion that I would be able to m a k e a rch i tec tu re that 

you would bump into before you would rea l ize it w a s a rch i tec tu re . I 

de luded myse l f wi th that idea for a long t ime. Obviously I haven ' t been 

able to do it. I'd love to do it. Probably Venturi ge ts c l o s e r to doing that 

than anyone e l s e I know. 

D iamonds te in : And how do you c o m p a r e your aes the t i c and way of deal ­

ing with everyday , fami l iar ma te r i a l s to the way he d o e s ? 

G e h r y : I think i t ' s qui te d i f fe rent . H e ' s into a k ind of s tory, a verba l 

po lemic . I do know it d o e s n ' t fit the s a m e groove. I'm in te res ted in th is 

hands-on-thing, and not in tel l ing s t o r i e s . . . " 4 2 

With G e h r y ' s des i r e to m a k e an a rch i tec tu re that d o e s not communi ­

c a t e directly, one that i s inv is ib le by v i r tue of its ver is imi l i tude to the 

common l a n d s c a p e that su r rounds it, we have re turned to the hal f -mute 

a s p e c t at t r ibuted to Loos Mul ler H o u s e : only a hal f -century later, L o o s ' 

whi te m a s k is no longer r e l e v a n t . 4 3 Geh ry tu rns L o o s ' cons t ruc t ins ide 

out ; the pr ivate, interior lining is now e x p o s e d a s exter ior s u r f a c e , and 

the room is apparent ly und i f fe ren t ia ted . In con tempora ry L o s Ange les , 

whe re what were once cons ide red s t a t e s of bodily u n d r e s s are today 

accep ted fo rms of public p resen ta t i on , the boundary be tween the 

public and pr ivate s p a c e can only be precar ious ly d rawn, p e r h a p s , a s 

Reyner B a n h a m impl ied, at the highway o f f - r amp . 4 4 In an exhibit ionist 

cul ture, s t rong s i lent types are pe rhaps the most consp icuous ; a florid 

arch i tec ture of f ragments b lends in better. In other words , in a society 

where the life of an individual i s ent irely pervaded by extra-territorial com­

municat ions technology conveying a "global v i l lage" compr ised of adver­

t is ing and commodi t ies , a s i lent white wall i s not what it used to be. 

G e h r y ' s " let it a l l hang-out" ( in order to fit-in!) aes the t i c be l i es h i s pre­

sumpt ion that , whi le Venturi i s tel l ing s to r ies , he is j u s t a Ca l i fo rn ia guy 

into a "hands-on- th ing." The mater ia l palet te of the Tract House have 

h is tor ica l a l l us ions that indicate o t h e r w i s e . The mos t a r res t ing s k e t c h 

f rom the study con ta i ns the e levat ion of a g l a s s f i sh , a brick bunker, 

and a co lumnar temple atop a podium. T h e s e f igures can be s e e n to 

rep resen t fundamenta l cons t ruc t ion t ypes desc r ibed by the G e r m a n 

t e r m s Bauen (bui lding). Baukunst (building-art or a rch i tec tu re a s high 

c r a f t s m a n s h i p ) , and Architektur (the high arch i tec ture of the " s t y l e s " ) . 4 8 

Th i s drawing even s u g g e s t s M i e s ' more ex t reme pro jec ts : the c r ys ­

ta l l ine G l a s s S k y s c r a p e r of 1 9 2 0 - 2 1 . the brick h o u s e s f rom the 1 9 2 0 s , 

and the hyper-reif ied per is ty le of the New Nat ional Ga l l e ry in Be r l i n . 

Through a metonymic sh i f t . Geh ry con fe r red an ichthyoid form and 

s t ruc tu re on M i e s ' g l a s s p r i sm, giving it a new mythic identity. Gone 

with Gehry are m o d e r n i s m ' s not ions of app rop r i a teness be tween a 

bu i ld ing 's program and soc i a l s t a t u s and i ts mater ia l and s ty l i s t i c 

e x p r e s s i o n . After a l l . in the Tract H o u s e , t h e s e " e x p r e s s i o n s " were only 

so many s k i n s s lapped onto a common wood f rame . More acute ly 

• 

i 
I 

A The Open Hand Le Corbusier, 1952-65. 
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Conclusion 

I 
Tract House in Three Parts 
Frank Gehry. 1982 

baroque and l e s s s t ructura l ly firm and accommoda t ing t han the 

semio t l ca l l y uncoupled Decora ted S h e d of Venturi and Scot t 

B r o w n — w i t h i ts rhetor ica l face and convent iona l behind—Gehry's 

project f l e s h e s out ch imer ica l d i f f e r e n c e s in the d i ss i pa ted 

ana tomy of the modern city. 

G e h r y ' s pe r f o rmance is more akin to the c a r n i v a l e s q u e beaded 

glove of Michae l J a c k s o n ' s Thriller than the hopefu l , un ive rsa l 

human symbol of Le C o r b u s i e r ' s Open Hand. S w e a r i n g of f the 

amb i t ions of h u m a n i s m . Gehry r e p l a c e s Le C o r b u s i e r ' s immobi le , 

heavy hand with a glove l ike s e c o n d sk in . J a c k s o n cr ibbed h is tech­

n ique f rom the m a g i c i a n ' s s le ight of hand : whi le other, more 

soph i s t i ca ted m o v e s are afoot, o n e ' s e y e s a r e a l ternate ly f ixed 

on the wav ing of J a c k s o n ' s spec t ra l glove on high or the t r a n s g r e s 

s i v e t ravel of h i s other hand down to grab h i s c ro tch . Gehry 

a c h i e v e s a s im i l a r e f f e c t : d i s t r ac ted by s p e c t a c l e s w h e r e the rar-

ified and the vulgar a re b lur red, one is unwitt ingly e n s n a r e d in a 

work of a rch i tec tu re . 

A Gloved Hand Michael Jackson 

T h e s u b s t a n c e of Ta fu r i ' s charac ter iza t ion of K a h n ' s and Ventur i ' s work 

drew upon a r t and ar t -h is tor ica l i deas sur round ing the deve lopment of 

Pop and Min ima l i sm c i r ca 1 9 6 0 . K a h n ' s ret reat into mater ia l reduct ion 

and formal autonomy align him with M in ima l i sm, w h e r e a s Ventur i ' s 

ironic u s e of a rch i tec tura l (and other k inds of) s i g n s a l igns him with 

Pop . The very t endenc ies that Tafuri took a s ev idence of a r c h i t e c t u r e ' s 

pathological w i l l i ngness to play into the i l lus ions of cap i ta l i sm by sub­

st i tut ing the " a u r a " of form for rea l reform were s e e n by many a r t c r i t i cs 

a s the rad ica l endgame of aes the t i c mode rn i sm. 

Arthur Danto h a s a rgued that the advent of Pop and M in ima l i sm sig­

na led nothing l e s s than the f inal revolut ion of Modern Art . For h im they 

cons t i tu ted the th resho ld to a post-histor ical period in which the prac 

t ice of ar t b e c a m e l iberated f rom the onus of mak ing h is to ry therea f te r 

ab le to f lower into many d is t inct and d iverse pa ths . In th i s v iew Pop and 

Min ima l i sm were not only a return to a r ea l i sm that re jec ted the pious 

fo rma l i sm that had charac te r i zed Abst ract E x p r e s s i o n i s m at the end of 

the 1 9 5 0 s , but they a l so rep resen ted the ul t imate conf lat ion of a r t , phi­

losophy, and everyday expe r ience impl ied by R o m a n t i c i s m and con­

cre te ly p resaged by Duchamp . 

"What Pop a r t i s t s s h o w e d , l ike the M in ima l i s t s who were work ing a long 

a para l le l t rack , w a s that there is no spec ia l way a work of a r t h a s to 

look. It can look l ike a Bnl lo box if you are a Pop a r t i s t , or l ike a pane l 

of wood if you a r e a Min imal is t . It c a n look l ike a p iece of pie or it c a n 

look l ike a cur l of ch i cken wi re. With th is c a m e the recogni t ion that the 

mean ing of ar t could not be taught by e x a m p l e s , and that what m a k e s 

the d i f fe rence be tween ar t and non-art is not v i s u a l , but concep tua l . It 

is a mat ter for the phi losophy of a r t to d iscover , and hav ing brought the 

mat ter to th is point. Pop and Min ima l i sm brought the ques t to an e n d . 

A r t i s t s no longer needed to be ph i losophers . They were l iberated, 

hav ing handed the problem of the nature of a r t over to phi losophy, to do 

what they wan ted to. and at t h i s p rec i se h is tor ica l moment P lu ra l i sm 

b e c a m e the object ive h is tor ica l t ruth. There w a s . f rom the perspec t ive 

of h is tory, nothing to c h o o s e be tween Pop and Min ima l i sm or R e a l i s m 

or E x p r e s s i o n i s m or anyth ing you damned p l e a s e d . H is tory in e f f ec t 

w a s over . "** 

T h e shi f t in c o n s c i o u s n e s s desc r ibed by Danto brought ar t c l ose r to the 

con temporary condi t ion of a rch i tec tu re . L e s s than a hundred y e a r s ago 

it w a s heret ica l to think of a work of a r t and a common ar t i c le , s u c h a s 

an a d v e r t i s e m e n t , a s occupying the s a m e cul tural s p a c e . Yet wi th in the 

s p a c e of the modern city, the m u s e u m and depar tmen t s tore had been 

provoking s u c h a mix wel l before Warhol c a m e a long. In the Uni ted 

S t a t e s , where marg ina l cont ro ls upon rea l -es ta te specu la t ion have pro­

duced s t range a d j a c e n c i e s of "h igh" a rch i tec tu re and lowly fo rms of 

bui lding, t hese of ten c o a l e s c e to a degree where , depending on the 

a u d i e n c e , one is ind is t ingu ishab le f rom the other. T h i s market-dr iven 

democrat iza t ion of a rch i tec tu re renders s u s p e c t the program of modern 

arch i tec ture , so prized by Tafuri . that conceived arch i tec ture a s an artful 

reorganizat ion of the building industr ies. In h is at tempt to reconnect 

a rch i t ec tu re to a c y c l e of product ion wh ich wou ld h a v e o v e r t u r n e d 

the pyramid of v a l u e s that h a s a l lowed us to fa lse ly be l ieve that "lin­

gu is t ic c h o i c e s or a s t ruc tu ra l organizat ion [can ] e x p r e s s or try to ant ic 

ipate f reer ' m o d e s of e x i s t e n c e , " he re fused to recognize the potent ia l 

agency in the m o d e s of product ion in which arch i tec ture a l ready part ic­

i p a t e d . 4 ' In the Uni ted S t a t e s , the cu l ture i n d u s t r y — a r t s , enter ta in­

ment , t o u r i s m — n o w t h r e a t e n s to ove r take cons t ruc t ion in i ts percent­

age of the g r o s s nat ional product. The rhetor ical exchange-va lue of an 

Read ing S u r f a c e s Four S tops 87 



arch i tec tu re , a s m e a s u r e d by the s t a t u s it c o m m u n i c a t e s , a c c o u n t s for 

much of i ts cu r rency in t h e s e predominat ing fo rms of product ion and 

consumpt ion . * " 

Due in no s m a l l pa r t to i ts c o n s c i o u s n e s s concern ing the h is tor ica l 

na tu re of a rch i tec tura l t e c h n i q u e s , p o s t m o d e r n i s m , a s a movement , 

st i l l p o s s e s s e s a radical potent ia l to enter into and t r ans fo rm the 

bazaa r tha t i s Amer i can cu l tura l l i fe. By engaging the decora t i ve , the 

cont ingent , the d i scu rs i ve , and the hybrid, a rch i tec tura l pos tmode rn i sm 

cha l lenged the cul tural authority the modern a rch i tec t thought could be 

ach ieved through mascu l i n i s t a s s u m p t i o n s of originality, in ternal con­

s i s tency , and auster i ty of fo rm. Yet desp i te p o s t m o d e r n i s m — o r s o m e 

would s a y b e c a u s e of its c o m m e r c i a l s u c c e s s — c r e a t i v e authority con­

t inues to e lude the arch i tec t . Crea t i ve power c o m e s with the abil i ty to 

compel an a u d i e n c e to va lue a v is ion in which they recognize their own 

d e s i r e s and amb i t i ons , espec ia l l y an a u d i e n c e that l a c k s the sk i l l s to 

ach ieve s u c h recognit ion on i ts own. I would not c la im that t hese "Four 

S t o p s . " in and of t h e m s e l v e s , o f fe r inherent ly rad ica l or c o n s e r v a t i v e 

m o d e l s for th is k ind of pos tmodern engagement . G e h r y ' s Tract H o u s e , 

for examp le , s u g g e s t s that in the psychoana ly t i c c ross-po l l ina t ion of 

f o r m s , that modern a rch i tec tu re appropr ia ted (ve rnacu la r ) , with tech­

n iques it invented ( the bubble d iagram) and re jec ted ( icon-making) , one 

can add a u r a to ordinary a rch i tec tu re and thereby e leva te the most 

common of s h a r e d p l a c e s . 

Of al l the pro jec ts , the language of M a c h a d o ' s Virginia Country House 

a p p e a r s to be mos t rooted in the stylings of pos tmodern i sm, al though 

the method by which it w a s produced con ta ins the ingredients of i ts own 

deformat ion : it cou ld most eas i l y be re-sty led to su i t other t a s t e s and 

other con tex t s . Tha t s a i d . M a c h a d o ' s project ion of a highly cra f ted and 

programmat ica l ly formal a rch i tec tu re p r e s u m e d a cu l tura l l i teracy and 

s tanda rd of building pe rhaps too raref ied to parlante to more than jus t a 

few. By con t ras t , the homey, c a s u a l nature of the P e a r s o n H o u s e might 

s e e m a promis ing f o recas t of Venturi and Scot t B r o w n ' s later, much-

adve r t i sed popu l i sm, a p romise a s yet unfulf i l led by the very l imited 

palet te of r e f e r e n c e s they s e e m wil l ing to draw from the everyday city. 

a s s u c h , d o e s not m e a n anything until it en te rs into a soc i a l world and 

once hav ing en te red that world, i ts mean ing is theoret ica l ly inex­

haus t ib le . T h i s d o e s not p rec lude those who are involved in producing 

a r c h i t e c t u r e — a n d cr i t ic iz ing i t—from borrowing the t echn iques , oper­

at ing with the me taphors , and building on the ana log ies that te ther 

them to the cu l tu re in which they opera te . 

R i s k i n g s o l i p s i s m . I have c h o s e n t h e s e " theo re t i ca l " pro jec ts a s exam­

p l e s , in order to highlight the highly specu la t i ve and d i f fer ing w a y s in 

which the i d e a s and p rocedu res u s e d by t h e s e a r ch i t ec t s c o n s t r u e d , 

and to s o m e degree de l imi ted , the very reali ty in which their work w a s 

pro jec ted. In their r e f usa l to m a k e spat ia l man ipu la t ions the cu r rency 

by which their " f unc t i ons " were understood (or m a s k e d ) and concentrat ­

ing i ns tead on language, charac te r , and a p p e a r a n c e , t h e s e a r ch i t ec t s 

h a v e s h a r e d B r o o d t h a e r s ' insight conce rn ing both ar t and arch i tec­

ture a s a c t s of re i f icat ion. Modern a rch i tec tu re ' s fundamenta l rei f icat ion 

s t e m m e d f rom the suppos i t i on that the abs t rac t bounding of s p a c e 

cons t i tu ted i ts pr imary m e a n s of e x p r e s s i o n , a longs ide s c u l p t u r e ' s 

e laborat ion of vo lume in s p a c e and pa in t ing 's depict ion of color. In 

B rood thae rs ' t e r m s , " s p a c e - m a k i n g " b e c a m e a mant le behind which 

m a n e u v e r s of great s o c i a l , economic , and aes the t i c c o n s e q u e n c e 

could hide unde tec ted . If the p ro jec ts c i ted here can be s e e n to s tand 

for the pos tmodern r e s p o n s e to th i s rei f icat ion of s p a c e , it i s b e c a u s e 

of the rhetor ica l way they took abs t rac t i ons , s u c h a s the h o u s e ' s func­

t ion and c ladd ing, and m a d e them mater ia l , ins is t ing that their qua l i t ies 

could appear or be concea led by v i r tue of their evocat ive image, a l lus ive 

s h a p e , and s e n u o u s touch. T h o s e who object to the vulgar charac te r of 

pos tmodern arch i tec ture in Amer ica on j us t t h e s e grounds shou ld be 

mindful of the words of Apol l inaire: "When you support a revolut ionary 

movemen t , you would c o m p r o m i s e i ts deve lopment if you were to dis­

soc ia te it f rom ce r ta in e l e m e n t s in the name of t a s t e . " * 0 

"Ques t i on : 'What d o e s s p a c e c o n c e a l ? " 

Answer : Isn ' t it l ike a g a m e of hide and s e e k . Of c o u r s e , the one who 

i s hiding will a lways say he is s o m e w h e r e e l s e , and yet he is a lways 

there . And you know he will turn around and ca t ch s o m e o n e . T h e inter­

m inab le s e a r c h for a def ini t ion of s p a c e s e r v e s only to hide the e s s e n ­

tial s t ruc ture of ar t . a p rocess of reif icat ion. Any individual who p e r c e i v e s 

a funct ion of s p a c e , espec ia l l y a convinc ing one, appropr ia tes it mental ly 

or economica l l y . ' " 

— M a r c e l B rood thae rs 4 * 

In s t r e s s i n g that ongoing potent ia ls for des ign c a n st i l l be found in the 

p lura l is t ic , catho l ic cha rac te r of the larger body of postwar Amer i can 

work ind icated by t h e s e p ro jec ts , I am mindful of a t i r e s o m e holdover 

f rom the aes the t i c mono the ism of m o d e r n i s m : over-determined equa 

t ions be tween the form or techn ica l manner of an arch i tec tura l project 

and i ts pol i t ical or cul tural m e a n i n g ( s ) . A s t h e s e unbuilt p ro jec ts have 

no rea l aud ience a s i d e f rom a s m a l l cad re of a rch i tec ts and c r i t i cs . I 

have sought to b y p a s s the thorny but st i l l commonp lace assump t i on 

among s o m e cr i t i cs that an a rch i tec tu ra l project c a n be imputed with a 

spec i f i c pol i t ica l , s o c i a l , or a r t i s t i c content by v i r tue of i ts or ig inal , 

poet ic , or convent iona l fo rm, r ega rd l ess of the cul tural c i r c u m s t a n c e s 

of the p ro jec t ' s product ion, u s e . or recept ion (it canno t ) . Arch i tec tu re , 
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Notes 
I have gained (rom the response and criticism received at venues where I have presented this 
material over the past several years, as well a s from the insights ot many students who have 
engaged it in my theory seminars. Versions were delivered at the "Learning the Making" con­
ference at I.I T (1992) and the faculty seminar "The Book. The Body and the Building" at the 
International Center for Writing at Washington University in St. Louis (1994). I owe a particu 
lar debt of appreciation to Laucen Kogod, who first invited me to present this material, encour 
aged me to put it into publishable form and tirelessly edited it, offering valuable suggestions. 
Finally, I thank Laura Miller, whose insights and editing have been indispensable. 
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therefore grew out of (and still rooks of) c lass biased and anti-Semitic impulses. 

2 0 See Paul de Man, "The Rhetoric of Temporality," in Blindness and Insight: Essays in the 
Rhetoric ot Contemporary Criticism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press . 1983) 
210-215 

2 1 Although Venturi borrowed photographs of the sign-ridden, everyday landscape from 
Peter Blake's God's Own Junkyard (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1964) , Jasper 
Johns's JTiree Flags (1958) is the only Pop work cited in Complexity and Contradiction. 

2 2 See John Crowe Ransom, The New Cnticism (Norfolk: New Directions, 1941). 
2 3 Jean-Francois Lyotard. "Notes on the Critical Function of the Work of Art," in Drittworks, 
trans. Susan Hanson (New York: Semiotextie), 1984) 82 . 

2 4 The text accompanying the drawings for the Virginia Country House was first published 
in L Architecture d'Au/ourd'hw (December 1978): 100 103: it appeared again, in 
expanded and edited version, in K. Michael Hays. Unprecedented Realism (New York-
Princeton Architectural Press. 1995) 46-49. 

2 8 In the wake of Colin Rowe and John Hedjuk's influence, the nine-square plan became 
the lingua tranca of academic plan-making in the 1970s . The plan of this house is osten­
sibly four square, but considering the clearly delineated stairs and circulation spaces a s 
central to the experience of the house (which the sections indicate), it might just a s well 
be understood a s a mannered nine-square. 

2 8 Hays 47 . 

2 7 Hays 47. 
2 8 Convenance (after Laugier) refers to the appropriateness or "fitness" of architecture's 
order, style, and materials to the program and c lass it houses. 

" T h i s is Machado's diagram, from Hays 48. 
3 0 See Rodolphe el-Khoury. "Paradoxical S e a m s , " in Hays 92-105. 
3 1 K. Michael Hays, with Machado and Silvetti. has theorized their work as a form of 
•Unprecedented Real ism." While I sympathize with the rhetorical flourish of such a term. 
I follow Hannah Arendt's stipulation that "ideas, as distinguished from events, are never 
unprecedented." Taking the making of architecture as an historical performance (an 
"event"). I consider it in realist terms to be always already unprecedented. 

3 2 See interview, Frank Gehry and Peter Arnell, "A conversation: 'No I'm an Architect' " in 
Frank Gehry. Building and Projects (New York: Rizzoli, 1985) xiv. 
3 3 Corman has managed over Ihii years to trump the Hollywood establishment by using 
ingenious young talent to make cheap, B-grade popular genre films such a s Rock & Roll 
High School and Grand Theft Auto, while technically raw. they are often both financially sue 
cessful and artistically innovative 

3 4 S e e Mildred Friedman. "The Reluctant Master" in Architecture * Process/Gehry Talks 
(New York: Rizzoli 1999) 11-29. 
3 8 C l a e s Oldenburg, "I am for an art...." a s reprinted in Ellen H. Johnson, editor, American 
Artists on Art from 1940 to 1980 (New York: Harper & Row. 1982) 98 . 
3 8 See Allan Kaprow. Assemblage. Environments and Happenings (New York: Abrams. 
1966). 
1 7 The artistic avant-gardes joined the radical left in associating the evaporation of 
dynamic social life in urban America with ill-effects of urban renewal and "modernist' 
planning principles. 

3 8 The path traveled from the plaid, hierarchical planning of Gehry and Walsh's Wright 
inspired Steeves house of 1959 (the same year as Venturi's Pearson) to his pavllionated 
renovation of that same house as the Smith Project of 1 9 8 1 indicates the degree to 
which Gehry consciously sought to collapse conventional equations between the phos­
phorous bubbles of program that his diagrams imply. 

3 8 The Tract House came at the point when Gehry's work was becoming embraced by 
Johnson and Eisenman et al . One of the project drawings is dedicated to Philip Johnson: 
one might suppose that this is Gehry's sideways nod to the formal concerns that ani­
mated the work of Eisenman, Hedjuk, and a generation or more of students at Cooper 
Union. 
4 0 Hays 29. 
4 1 Donald Barthelme. Snow White (New York: Atheneum. 1967) 102 103 . 

Interview with Frank Gehry" in American Architecture Noh 4 2 Barbaralee Diamonstein, 
(New York: Rizzoli. 1980) 46. 
4 3 Shindler and Neutra. Viennese emigres and disciples of Loos, exerted a strong influ 
ence—both directly and by way of architects such a s Raphael Soriano—on modern archi 
tecture in Los Angeles and on Gehry in particular. With its play on the stucco commercial 
vernacular of Los Angeles, Gehry's attempt at mute, Loosian invisibility is the clearest in 
the exterior of his Danziger Studio and Residence of 1964. 

4 4 Reyner Banham, Los Angeles: the Architecture of Four Ecologies (New York: Harper & 
Row. 1971). 
4 8 See Kenneth Frampton, Studies in tectonic Culture: The Poetics ot Construction in Nine­
teenth and Twentieth Century Architecture, ed, John Cava (Cambridge: MIT Press. 1995). 
4 8 Arthur C. Danto. "Learning to Live with Pluralism" in Beyond the Brillo Box: The Visual 
Arts in Post-Historical Perspective (New York: Farrar Straus Giroux. 1992) 8 9 . 
4 7 Danto 57. 

4 8 The extreme example of this is Gehry's Guggenheim Bilbao, which some claim has . a s 
a tourist attraction, revived an entire city, 
4 8 Marcel Broodthaers (after an Interview by Irmallne Leber). "Ten Thousand Francs 
Reward" trans. Paul Schmidt, in Broodthaers: Writings. Interviews. Photographs, ed. Ben­
jamin H.D. Buchloh (Cambridge: MIT Press 1988) 4 5 . 
8 0 Guillaume Apollinaire. quoted by Walter Benjamin. "False Criticism." trans. Rodney Liv­
ingstone, in Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, vol. 2. 19271943 (Cambridge: Belk 
nap/Harvard Press , 1999) 4 0 5 408 . 
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STRUCTURING SURFACES: 
THE LEGACY OF THE WHITES 
P E G G Y D E A M E R 

Taking on the legacy of "The Whi tes" is a daunting task . To speak of them a s a whole gives 

credence to the idea that they were a group, when in fact the assoc ia t ion of Peter E i s e n m a n , 

Michael Graves , Char les Gwathmey, John Hejduk. and Richard Meier for the publication of 

Five Architects w a s , by their own account, a s much a publicity device a s a position state­

ment. Moreover, the i ssue of " legacy" impl ies that the influence has passed on to another 

generat ion, when in fact at least one of i ts members , E i s e n m a n , is still a leading figure in 

that new generat ion. At what point do we consider the baton to have been p a s s e d ? And, if 

one could agree that there w a s a legacy, it would s e e m that it comes unevenly from the five 

arch i tects involved. Indeed, much of it comes from the surrounding rhetoric that did not even 

originate with the so-cal led "New York F ive . " What work, what writ ings, and what institutional 

codification can rightfully be t reated a s pr imary? And lastly, shedding f resh formal light on 

the work s e e m s not only impossib le at th is point, but unappeal ing. The formal character is­

t ics of th is work have been examined and reexamined, and doing so again only acqu iesces 

to their aesthet ic strategy too easi ly. 

Having s a i d th i s , it i s too intriguing not to think through th is work h is­

torical ly and not to admit there is a legacy to be had . The s e n s e is 

s imp l y too s t rong tha t the d i s c o u r s e wou ld be rad ica l l y d i f fe ren t had 

the f ive a r ch i t ec t s not se l f - ident i f ied and in turn provoked the c rea t ion 

of an oppos i t iona l group ( the G r a y s ) . So it i s wi th c e r t a i n c a v e a t s that 

one p r o c e e d s : name l y , tha t the po lem ic s u r r o u n d i n g the work , both 

g e n e r a t e d by the W h i t e s and by o t h e r s , i s a s m u c h a s o u r c e of t he 

legacy a s t h e work i tse l f : and tha t two of the f i g u r e s , E i s e n m a n and 

He jduk . con t r ibu te to th i s legacy more t h a n the o t h e r s . T h e r e a c h of 

E i s e n m a n ' s Ins t i tu te for A rch i t ec tu re and Urban S t u d i e s ( I A U S ) , and 

the in f luence of H e j d u k ' s D e a n s h i p at Cooper Union a r e both par t i cu ­

larly s t rong . The ac tua l a rch i t ec tu re of al l f i ve i s , in other w o r d s , l e s s 

a sou rce of the d i s c u s s i o n than i ts e v i d e n c e . 1 

To read both c r i t i c s and apo log i s t s for the W h i t e s , the m o s t that c a n 

be s a i d for the i r s h a r e d v is ion is an endur ing in te res t in Le Corbus ie r . 

Var ious e v a l u a t i o n s , then, w e r e b a s e d on whether or not the cont inua­

t ion of t h i s l egacy w a s c o n s i d e r e d good or not for a r c h i t e c t u r e . T h e 

G r a y s — t h o s e a r c h i t e c t s loose ly g a t h e r e d a round Robe r t A . M . S t e r n , 

who promoted a l e s s abs t rac t , r emo te , and in te l lec tua l a r c h i t e c t u r e — 

ce r ta i n l y fel t tha t Le C o r b u s i e r s legacy w a s not pos i t i ve . The s i n s of 

the Wh i tes were the s i n s of m o d e r n i s m , with the added guilt that they 

con tam ina ted Amer i ca with an impor ted problem. Col in R o w e . Kenne th 

F r a m p t o n . and Ar thu r D rex le r , on t he o ther h a n d , a l l of w h o m wro te 

c r i t i ca l p i e c e s in Five Architects, fe l t that t he re w a s poetry st i l l to be 

h a d in t he f o r m s of Le C o r b u s i e r ( a n d M i e s v a n de r R o h e ) and t h u s 

suppor ted th is ongoing r e s e a r c h into the language of modern i sm. 

I n s i s t i n g tha t the m o s t c o m p e l l i n g pos i t i on of the W h i t e s w a s the i r 

devot ion to Le Corbus ie r . though, d o e s not identi fy the na ture of their 

legacy. If it did, then th is identity would be indist inguishable from that of 

mode rn i sm proper. Nor can it be s a i d that the i n s i s t e n c e on th is abid 

ing apprec ia t ion of mode rn i sm in the f a c e of pro-Amer ican, pro-vernac­

u lar f o r c e s i t se l f c o n s t i t u t e s t he legacy. T h i s wou ld s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 

a s s i g n the W h i t e s too much p o w e r — t h e ongoing i n te res t in m o d e r n 

m a s t e r s in a p o s t m o d e r n d i s c o u r s e e x t e n d s to r e a l m s beyond the 

r e a c h of t he W h i t e s ( w i t n e s s t h i s i n t e r e s t a m o n g the D u t c h a n d 

spec i f ica l ly R e m K o o l h a a s ) — a n d too little imaginat ion. In other words , 

the s ty l is t ic in teres t in mode rn i sm w a s and is not the main concern of 

the New York F i v e . 2 I n s tead I would sugges t that their contribution l ies 

p rec ise ly in what distinguishes the Wh i tes f rom Le Corbus ie r : namely , 

their e levat ion of form from the condit ion of des ign to that of ep is temol 

ogy. What w a s at s take w a s the c la im that form w a s a type of knowledge: 

indeed, an essential type of knowledge. The t rue legacy of the Whi tes is 

not the formal vocabulary of da tums, frontal i t ies, rotat ions, so l ids , vo ids, 

layer ing, s k i n , grid, f igure-ground, e t c . , but the fact that we think t h e s e 

operations have sys temic intel lectual import at a l l . 3 

Le Corbus ie r . we shou ld remember , whi le p rec i se and a r t i cu la te in h i s 

formal opera t ions , never ident i f ied form in and of i tsel f a s the e n d s of 

a r ch i t ec tu re . Whi le he d o e s , unl ike M i e s , admit tha t fo rm is a signif i ­

c a n t c o n s i d e r a t i o n of a r c h i t e c t u r a l d e s i g n , it i s not b e c a u s e f o r m 

i t s e l f i s of i n t e r e s t but b e c a u s e it i s the m e a n s to e m o t i o n a l , not 

i n te l l ec tua l , fu l f i l lment . " T h e A rch i tec t , by h i s a r rangemen t of f o r m s , 

r e a l i z e s an order wh i ch i s a pure c rea t i on of h i s sp i r i t : by f o r m s and 
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Richard Meier, 1965. 

s h a p e s he a f f e c t s our s e n s e s to an acu te degree and p rovokes p las ­

t ic e m o t i o n s . " 4 One would never find Le Corbusier , or any of the original 

modern arch i tec ts , arguing, a s Hejduk does , about the e s s e n t i a l merit of 

the d iamond over the s a u a r e . or the necess i t y of reveal ing deep form in 

the environment, a s E i senman d o e s . 5 Nor. to take the i s s u e even farther, 

w a s Le Corbus ier in terested in proving that he did not "author" h i s own 

w o r k s , a s the above quote i n d i c a t e s . For E i s e n m a n . in c o n t r a s t , the 

logical ex tens ion of see ing archi tectural form a s an analogue to intellec­

tua l form w a s and is lett ing the s t ruc ture of thought build i tsel f with no 

subject ive intervention. 

Wh i le it i s a s i m p l e s t a t e m e n t to s a y tha t the W h i t e s e l e v a t e d form-

m a k i n g to ep i s temo log i ca l s t a t u s , t he re a re many i s s u e s tang led up 

w i th t h i s s t a t e m e n t , i s s u e s tha t l e a d d i r e c t l y to a s e e m i n g m o r a l 

authority regarding our obligation toward form. T h e r e is the ques t ion of 

au tho rsh ip and or ig inal i ty—if fo rm i s part of the s t ruc tu re of thought , 

a m I not j u s t an agent of that s t r u c t u r e ? T h e r e i s the ro le of h i s to ry 

and the Z e i t g e i s t — i s the s t ruc tu re of th ink ing h is tor ica l ly de te rm ined 

and if s o , a m I not merely an agent of the Zeitgeist? There is the rela­

t i onsh ip b e t w e e n percep t ( ion) and c o n c e p t ( i o n ) — i f a r c h i t e c t u r e i s a 

form of thought, how d o e s v i sua l percept ion in te r face with that menta l 

c o n s t r u c t ? : or the i s s u e of the autonomy of arch i tec ture a s a d isc ip l ine 

and i t s a f f in i ty to pa in t ing a n d s c u l p t u r e - i f a r c h i t e c t u r e i s a form of 

v i sua l th ink ing, i s it quantif iably d i f ferent f rom paint ing and s c u l p t u r e ? : 

and finally, there lurks the odd role of funct ion—if arch i tec ture i s a pro­

duct of thinking, how can it a l so be a product of u s e ? 

For the F ive , the a t tachment of t hese ep is temolog ica l ly re la ted ques­

t i ons to mode rn i sm comp l i ca ted m a t t e r s . Not only w a s the knowledge 

c l a i m an a t tempt to g rasp the hea r t of m o d e r n i s m by loca t ing " f o r m " 

and " f o r m a l i s m " a t t he c e n t e r of i t s d i s c o u r s e , but it w a s a l s o an 

e f fo r t to a t t ach ep is temology to a h is to r i ca l condi t ion. T h i s la t ter fact 

tang led the rhetor ic enormous ly , for on the one hand it brought wi th it 

the old p rob lem of s i m u l t a n e o u s l y be ing t i m e l e s s and "of the t i m e " ; 

and on the other, in re fe renc ing work that w a s a l ready fifty y e a r s o ld , 

w a s not even of i ts t ime. 

Desp i te t hese a w k w a r d n e s s e s , however, the bold at tempt on the par t 

of the Five to f ace t h e s e huge and diff icult ques t i ons direct ly m a k e s 

their agenda a s fasc ina t ing and appea l ing a s it i s of f putt ing and illogi 

c a l . And our inquiry into their in f luence can ' t he lp but be a s much an 

exp la inat ion of the las t ing appea l of th is ex t r eme f o rma l i sm a s it i s an 

examina t ion of i ts content . 

To u n d e r s t a n d t he f o r m u l a t i o n of t h i s f o r m a l i s t e p i s t e m o l o g y . t he 

i d e o l o g i c a l c o n t e x t t h a t h e l p s e x p l a i n p r e c i s e l y how d i f f e r e n t t he 

s e t of q u e s t i o n s fac ing the Wh i tes w a s f rom the i n t e r e s t s and preoc 

c u p a t i o n s f a c i n g Le C o r b u s i e r and o ther E u r o p e a n s in t he 1 9 2 0 s 

mus t be laid bare and i ts or ig ins in T e x a s in the 1 9 5 0 s ana l yzed . The 

init ial core of s h a r e d in te l lec tua l asp i ra t ion w a s fo rmed by the a s s o c i ­

a t ion of Co l in R o w e . Robe r t S lu tzky . and John He jduk f rom 1 9 5 4 - 5 6 

at the Univers i ty of T e x a s Schoo l of Arch i tecture at Aust in ( the " T e x a s 

R a n g e r s " ) , and later E i s e n m a n ' s work with R o w e in Eng land and Italy. 

Indeed , t h e s e a s s o c i a t i o n s formed the b a s i s for highly par t i cu la r posi­

t ions regarding history, fo rm, percept ion, and m o d e r n i s m . 8 

O n e s h o u l d beg in wi th Co l in R o w e . Ar r i v ing in A u s t i n in J a n u a r y of 

1 9 5 4 . a f te r s tudy ing town p lann ing on a Fulbr ight wi th Y a l e ' s Henry-

R u s s e l l H i t chcock . R o w e brought wi th him to T e x a s the legacy of the 

Warburg Ins t i tu te , pr imari ly the work he had done there f rom 1 9 4 5 to 

1 9 4 7 with Rudolf Wit tkower. Aby Warburg, the founder of the Inst i tu te, 

p r o m o t e d t h e i d e a t h a t it w a s the h i s t o r i a n ' s duty " to p e n e t r a t e 

beyond the desc r ip t i on of s t y l e " in order to e x a m i n e not how culture 

d e t e r m i n e d s t y l e but how it f o r m e d the b a c k d r o p a g a i n s t wh i ch the 

individual wou ld m a k e a r t i s t i c c h o i c e s . It w a s an an t i - ze i tge is t pos i 

t i o n . 7 Wit tkower jo ined the Ins t i t u te ' s facul ty in 1 9 3 4 . at age 3 2 . later 

pub l ish ing Architectural Principles in the Age of Humanism in 1 9 4 9 . In 

t h i s , h i s f o c u s w a s l e s s a n t i - z e l t g e i s t t h a n it w a s "p roo f " tha t the 

R e n a i s s a n c e w a s not j u s t an aes the t i c sty le but an overr id ing in te l lec 

t u a l . re l ig ious, and sc ien t i f i c program. The arch i tec tu re w a s " r e a d " by 

Wi t t kower a s a s y m b o l for t h i s larger en te rp r i se , to wh ich he brought 

opt ical and Ges ta l t psychologica l concepts to bear. Wit tkower a s s u m e d 

form had symbol ic mean ing and that the h is tor ian 's t ask w a s to reveal it 

by hermeneutical ly drawing it out. 
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A Villa Savoye 
Poissy, France. Le Corbusier. 1929-31. 

A Villa Savoye 
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Le Corbusior. 1929-31. plan. 

A Example of rendering a painting to create a 
condition of frontality 
Rudolf Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception. 1954. 
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A Analytical diagrams of Villa Malcontenta and Villa Garches 
Colin Rowe, "Mathematics of the Ideal Villa," Architectural Review 1947 

Rowe adopted both the ant i-zeitgeist pr inc ip les of the Warburg Inst i tute 

and W i t t k o w e r ' s G e s t a l t - b a s e d t e c h n i q u e s for r e a d i n g the f o r m of 

a r c h i t e c t u r e s y m b o l i c a l l y . B u t w h e r e W i t t k o w e r w o u l d h a v e b e e n 

s p a r e d e v e n t h i nk i ng abou t m o d e r n a r c h i t e c t u r e — g i v e n E n g l a n d ' s 

l a te a n d u n p o l e m i c a l e m b r a c e of i t — R o w e w a s t h r u s t d i rec t l y into 

th is contex t , wh ich given m o d e r n i s m ' s a-h is tor ic ism w a s diff icult terri­

tory for the a rch i tec tu ra l h i s to r ian . And h i s " M a t h e m a t i c s of the Ideal 

V i l l a . " p u b l i s h e d in 1 9 4 7 in the B r i t i s h j ou rna l Architectural Review. 

did w h a t the p roper W a r b u r g i a n cou ld and w o u l d n e v e r h a v e d o n e : 

c o m p a r e P a l l a d i o ' s V I L L A M A L C O N T E N T A w i th Le C o r b u s i e r ' s V I L L A 

G A R C H E S . " He t h u s impl ied tha t fo rm i s not a symbo l of a pa r t i cu la r 

c u l t u r e , but s o m e t h i n g tha t t r a n s c e n d s the s p e c i f i c s of cu l t u re and 

prov ides the b a s i s for a un i ve rsa l read ing of a rch i tec tu re . 

W h i l e t h i s m igh t s e e m to be good n e w s for f o r m , it n e v e r t h e l e s s 

imp l ied a s ign i f i can t r eeva lua t i on of m o d e r n i s m . In app ly ing R e n a i s ­

s a n c e p r inc ip les to the a n a l y s i s of modern a rch i t ec tu re , R o w e w a s in 

e f f e c t c r i t i c i z i ng cur ren t rhetor ic of the "Sp i r i t of the Age. " When th is 

ant i-zeitgeist perspec t ive w a s appl ied to modern i sm, it def lated the key 

idea upon which modern ism res ted . It al lowed Rowe to dec lare that mod­

ern ism w a s not unique in its formal typologies and had no c la ims to being 

the spirit of the current age. With regard to the archi tect . Rowe re-empha­

s i z e d the W a r b u r g i a n i d e a t ha t , o n c e the no t ion of t he Ze i t ge i s t i s 

d i s m i s s e d , a r ch i t ec t s mus t admi t that they a r e c o n s c i o u s l y des ign ing 

a p i e c e of a r c h i t e c t u r e , not j u s t le t t ing the age f low th rough t h e m . 

He i n s i s t e d tha t r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t oward d e s i g n m u s t be e m b r a c e d by 

the designer. 

R o w e a l s o brought to Aus t i n a p a r t i c u l a r d i s d a i n for the f igure ( a n d 

thought) of Walter Grop ius . Grop ius , a s archi tect and educator, w a s anti-

history: for him. according to Rowe. designing w a s about imagination with 

an overlay of "objectivity." While Rowe al lowed that the individual and not 

the Zeitgeist des igned bui ld ings, he felt pedagogical ly that the archi tect 

should unders tand history and the pr inc ip les it y ie lded. T h u s , whi le Har­

vard concent ra ted on originality and ta lent . Rowe and the T e x a s faculty 

e m p h a s i z e d p receden t , o b s e r v a t i o n and s y n t h e s i s . And , un l ike o ther 

s c h o o l s embrac ing mode rn i sm in Amer i ca , Aus t in p laced Le Corbus ie r 

and Mies a s the paradigmatic f igure(s) of modern ism, d isplacing Gropius. 

Robe r t S lutzky. who j o ined the facu l ty in the fal l of 1 9 5 4 . cont r ibuted 

another s e t of c o n c e r n s . A painter who had comp le ted a t h e s i s on the 

re la t ionsh ip be tween twent ie th-century ar t and the G e s t a l t i s t s Kohler, 

A LaSarraz 
LaszIO Moholy-Nagy. 1930. 
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A Bauhaus A Equitable Lite Insurance A Algiers Block Proiect 
Dessau, Germany. Waller Gropius. 1925-26. Portland. Oregon. Pietro Belluschi. 194$. Le Corbusier, 1930. 

K o f f k a . and Arnhe im. S lu tzky w a s not t ra ined a s an a rch i tec t . He w a s 

i n t e r e s t e d in " r e a d i n g " t he s p a t i a l e f f e c t of t he s u r f a c e , a n d t h i s 

f o r m e d the b a s i s for h i s c o n n e c t i o n to a r c h i t e c t u r e and c o n s t i t u t e d 

h i s i n te l l ec tua l l ink to R o w e . T h e A r n h e i m i a n l e s s o n c h a m p i o n e d by 

S lu tzky w a s the idea that depth on the pa in ted c a n v a s w a s only sue 

c e s s f u l l y a c h i e v e d w h e n the c a n v a s ' s t w o - d i m e n s i o n a l s u r f a c e w a s 

e m p h a s i z e d . Fronta l i t y—the v i e w e r ' s para l le l and layered posi t ion v is ­

a -v i s tha t s u r f a c e — w a s unde rs tood to be the dominan t v i s u a l o rder 

ing s y s t e m , and " s p a c e " w a s unders tood to ope ra te m o s t profoundly 

in a d ia lec t i c re la t ionsh ip to the two-d imens iona l s u r f a c e . S t rong sep­

a r a t i o n s b e t w e e n f o r e g r o u n d f i g u r e a n d b a c k g r o u n d f i e l d , w h i l e 

obta in ing a depth e f f ec t , did s o by s e v e r i n g the s u r f a c e too b la tant ly 

and were s e e n to yield a w e a k , incomple te , and tr iv ial spa t ia l read ing. 

A more c o m p l e x , d i f f i cu l t , a n d u l t i m a t e l y more c o m p l e t e s e n s e of 

s p a c e c a m e wi th dep th c r e a t e d th rough co lo r , t e x t u r e , s h a p e , a n d 

pos i t i on on the s ing le s u r f a c e . S l u t z k y a p p l i e d t h i s p r inc ip le to h i s 

own c o m m i t m e n t to C u b i s m a n d n e o - p l a s t i c i s m and found the re the 

e s s e n t i a l m a n i f o l d of s p a t i a l p e r c e p t i o n . T h e v a r i o u s f a c a d e s and 

p l a n e s of a bu i ld ing w e r e a s k e d to p e r f o r m a s i m i l a r d e m o n s t r a t i o n 

in a rch i tec tu re . 

It w a s t h e n the c o m b i n e d an t i -Grop ius urge f rom R o w e and the pro-

G e s t a l t t h r u s t f rom S l u t z k y a n d R o w e tha t y i e l d e d the two " T r a n s ­

p a r e n c y : L i t e r a l a n d P h e n o m e n a l " a r t i c l e s . Wr i t t en in 1 9 5 5 - 5 6 in 

Aus t in , they did not appear in print for ( respec t i ve ly ) another eight and 

f i f teen y e a r s . ' In the f irst of t h e s e a r t i c l e s , Rowe and S lu tzky promote 

a notion of t ransparency that i s o p t i c a l / p h e n o m e n a l , not l i tera l . U s i n g 

Gyorgy K e p e s ' not ion of impl ied t r anspa rency (and here K e p e s is reit­

era t ing the s a m e concern for f rontal , two-d imens iona l s p a c e ) , in wh ich 

the s h a r e d po r t i on of two s e e m i n g l y o v e r l a p p i n g f i g u r e s a l l o w s for 

" a s i m u l t a n e o u s pe rcep t i on of d i f f e ren t s p a t i a l l o c a t i o n s . " t he two 

a u t h o r s a r g u e tha t G r o p i u s ' a r c h i t e c t u r e , a s d e m o n s t r a t e d by t he 

B A U H A U S at D e s s a u f a i l s to a c h i e v e any th ing more than the l i te ra l 

t ransparency o f fe red by g l a s s . 1 0 To them. Grop ius fai led to unders tand 

the l e s s o n s prov ided by C u b i s m , they c l a i m e d , proof of wh ich is t h e 

penchan t for photographing the B a u h a u s bui ld ing in D e s s a u f rom the 

d i a g o n a l i n s t e a d of f ron ta l l y . In c o n t r a s t . Le C o r b u s i e r . h i m s e l f a 

painter, fully g rasped the spat ia l potent ial of phenomena l t ransparency , 

a s indicated by Ga rche s and h is unbuilt League of Nat ions project. 

In the s e c o n d of t h e s e a r t i c l e s , the au tho rs ex tend the a rgumen t to 

other bui ld ings and other fo rma l p rope r t i es , a s wel l a s to non-modern 

e x a m p l e s . They s u g g e s t tha t c e r t a i n b u i l d i n g s — t h e Un i ted N a t i o n s 

building in New York City and Pietro Be l l usch i ' s E Q U I T A B L E L I F E I N S U R ­

A N C E B U I L D I N G in P o r t l a n d . O r e g o n — a r e e x a m p l e s of l i te ra l t rans ­

p a r e n c y b e c a u s e the g r idded f a c a d e s a r e s p a t i a l l y a n d s t r uc tu ra l l y 

u n a m b i g u o u s , w h i l e o t h e r s — L e C o r b u s i e r ' s A L G I E R S B L O C K s k y 

s c r a p e r and I.M. P e i ' s Mi le High C e n t e r in D e n v e r — a r e e x a m p l e s of 

p h e n o m e n a l t r a n s p a r e n c y b e c a u s e the gr idded f a c a d e s f l uc tua te in 

their foreground/background reve rsa l s . At the s a m e t ime, they ana lyzed 

R e n a i s s a n c e f a c a d e s to r e v e a l s im i l a r l y a m b i g u o u s and f l uc tua t i ng 

read ings of pat tern hierarchy, f l a t n e s s , and r e c e s s i o n . Th i s d i s c u s s i o n 

in turn l e a d s to a compara t i ve a n a l y s i s be tween M i c h e l a n g e l o ' s S a n 

Lorenzo f acade and Mondr ian ' s Victory Boogie Woogie and cu lm ina tes 

in G e s t a l t i a n d i a g r a m s and p r o n o u n c e m e n t s tha t exp la in the i n te res t 

in f i gu re /g round r e v e r s a l s . It b e c o m e s c l e a r that p h e n o m e n a l t r ans ­

p a r e n c y is l e s s about t r a n s p a r e n c y per s e t han about the d e g r e e to 

wh ich a f lat s u r f a c e / f a c a d e c a n s u s t a i n mul t ip le r e a d i n g s of pa t te rn 

and layer ing. V i sua l complex i ty i s the goal . At the s a m e t ime , the anti-

z e i t g e i s t . h i s t o r i c a l , and t ypo log ica l u rge is p u s h e d v i a t he R e n a i s ­

s a n c e - M o d e r n i s m c ross - re fe renc ing . 

T h e s e a r t i c l e s s h o u l d a l s o be u n d e r s t o o d a s c r i t i c a l r e s p o n s e s to 

S ig f r ied G i e d i o n ' s Space. Time, and Architecture, wh ich ch ron i c led a 

h i s to r i ca l deve lopmen t of the not ion of s p a c e tha t s u p p o s e d l y cu lmi ­

n a t e d wi th t he m o d e r n m o v e m e n t , e x e m p l i f i e d by G r o p i u s ' s u s e of 

hovering p lanes and the interpenetrat ion of s p a c e . " The "T ranspa rency " 

a r t i c l e s w e r e , t h e n , a poignant cr i t ique of G r o p i u s a s wel l a s a dec i ­

ma t ion of the not ion of l i near , Hege l i an h i s t o r y tha t c u l m i n a t e s in a 

tr iumphant modern present . They were also a c la im to prove that concern 

for p h e n o m e n a l t r a n s p a r e n c y , a n d the f o r m s tha t a c h i e v e d it, w e r e 

not merely a s ty l i s t i c p re fe rence . The e x i s t e n c e of t h e s e f o rms in both 

p r e - m o d e r n a n d m o d e r n bu i l d i ngs is an i nd i ca t i on of " a b a s i s in a 

c o m m o n v i s i o n . " a n " a r c h e t y p a l r e s p o n s e . " G e s t a l t p r i n c i p l e s a r e 

u s e d a s proof of a p e r c e p t u a l fact and h e n c e a r e s e e n a s a f o r m a l 

n e c e s s i t y . " Whi le R o w e wou ld later , in h i s in t roduct ion to Five Archi­

tects, h i m s e l f g ive up t h i s i n s i s t e n c e a n d s u g g e s t that m o d e r n i s m 

w a s j u s t a s ty le albeit a par t icu lar ly f asc i na t i ng o n e . at th is point, the 

" t r u e . " ep is temo log ica l c l a i m w a s p resen t and would exe r t s ign i f i cant 

in f luence on the Five. 

T h e l a s t p e d a g o g i c a l i m p o r t s h a p i n g the W h i t e s c a m e w i th P e t e r 

E i s e n m a n , who w a s a post -graduate s tuden t of R o w e ' s at Cambr idge 

during R o w e ' s se l f - imposed ex i le f rom the Uni ted S t a t e s f rom 1 9 5 9 to 

1 9 6 2 . Rowe subsequent ly returned to Amer ica to teach in the Schoo l of 

Archi tecture at Corne l l : E i s e n m a n had. coincidental ly, ear l ier g raduated 
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PatW Eisenman. 1969 B n r n h . i K l H n o s l i . U I 5 6 assigned by John Hejduk, 1954-55. 

f rom tha t s a m e i ns t i t u t i on . Impor tan t l y . R o w e a n d E i s e n m a n s p e n t 

two s u m m e r s toge ther t r ave l i ng in I taly, ana l yz i ng the s a m e R e n a i s ­

s a n c e bu i ld ings tha t had b e e n fea tu red in the s e c o n d " T r a n s p a r e n c y " 

a r t i c l e , a s wel l a s other more modern bu i ld ings . ( T h i s i s w h e n E i s e n ­

man d iscovered Terragni.) E i s e n m a n ' s own contr ibution to the pedagogy 

w a s h is in te res t , developed during h is graduate work, in the s t ructura l is t 

l inguist Noam Chomsky . C h o m s k y be l ieved that chi ldren have an innate 

ability to u n d e r s t a n d — a n d r e p l i c a t e — t h e deep s t ruc tu re of language. 

Our m inds , he s a i d , a re l inguist ical ly wi red. Unl ike other c l a s s i c a l s t ruc­

t u r a l i s t s who f o c u s e d on language i t se l f and w h o . for the m o s t par t , 

e m p h a s i z e d the cu l tura l product ion of language. C h o m s k y e m p h a s i z e d 

th i s u n i v e r s a l , s t r u c t u r a l , l i ngu is t i c capac i t y of the l ingu is t ic s u b j e c t . 

T h e " d e e p s t r u c t u r e " tha t C h o m s k y d e s c r i b e d — a b a s e s y s t e m of 

ru les about underly ing re la t ions and abs t rac t o r d e r — w a s d is t ingu ished 

f rom the " s u r f a c e " s t r u c t u r e , wh i ch is r e l a t ed to t he ac tua l phys i ca l 

phonetic form that language takes . In other words, Chomsky 's w a s a theory 

of epistemology. 

E i s e n m a n i m p o r t e d th i s c o n c e p t d i rec t ly into h i s work . One c a n not 

rea l l y d e s c r i b e h i s i n t e res t in l i n g u i s t i c s a s an i n f l u e n c e ; it was t he 

work. But beh ind h i s d i rect u s e of t h i s mate r ia l w e r e ea r l i e r a s s u m p ­

t ions that a l lowed the appl icat ion of a l inguist ic model to a rch i tec tu re . 

One s u c h a s s u m p t i o n w a s tha t a r ch i t ec tu re i t se l f i s a l anguage , one 

tha t i s s u f f i c i e n t l y a n a l o g o u s to s p o k e n and wr i t ten l a n g u a g e to be 

governed by s im i l a r pr inc ip les and to be " r e a d " in a s im i l a r f a s h i o n . " 

Ano the r w a s t h a t an a n a l y t i c d e v i c e c a n be m a d e in to a g e n e r a t i v e 

d e v i c e , that one cou ld design w i th a tool m e a n t to analyze l anguage . 

Ye t a n o t h e r a s s u m p t i o n w a s t h a t w h a t i s g e n e r a t e d , in t h i s c a s e 

a rch i t ec tu re , will demons t ra te p r inc ip les . It d o e s not j u s t e x i s t , it edu­

c a t e s . F ina l ly . E i s e n m a n a s s u m e d tha t t he re w a s a m a t c h b e t w e e n 

the s t r u c t u r i n g p r i n c i p l e s in our b r a i n s a n d the e x t e r i o r wo r l d . It i s 

t h e s e a s s u m p t i o n s , a s much a s the over t C h o m s k i a n i d e a s , that form 

the b a s i s of an a r c h i t e c t u r a l e p i s t e m o l o g y , a l l ow ing for an o v e r l a p 

wi th A rnhe im ian percep tua l psycho logy and an af f in i ty wi th Rowe and 

S l u t z k y . T h e wo r l d , both p o s i t i o n s s a i d , i s o r g a n i z e d l ike this. And 

given that no one knew wha t deep s t ruc tu re looked l i ked, it cou ld con­

ven ien t l y , in E i s e n m a n ' s h a n d s , t a k e on p r e c i s e l y the s a m e f o r m a l 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s a s t hose produced by C u b i s m and neo -p las t i c i sm , and 

promoted, supposed ly , by Ges ta l t psychology. 

C l e a r compos i t iona l s t ra teg ies are promoted here that will mark the 

work of the W h i t e s : f ron ta l / ro ta t iona l ; s o l i d / v o i d : layer ing / r e c e s s i o n ; 

f i g u r e / g r o u n d ; g r i d / d i s s o l u t i o n of t h e g r i d : v i r t u a l / a c t u a l s o l i d s 

a n d v o i d s : w h o l e a n d p a r t i a l P l a t o n i c f i g u r e s ; r e g u l a t i n g l i n e s . 

d a t u m s . and go lden propor t ions . But what s e e m e d G o d - g i v e n — s i n c e 

it c a m e from h is to ry and the avant -garde, f rom psychology and l inguis­

t i c s — w a s c lear ly a fab r i ca ted lex icon jus t i fy ing an ongoing in te res t in 

c e r t a i n 1 9 2 0 s ope ra t i ons tha t w e r e l inked to Le C o r b u s i e r (pr imar i ly 

v i a h i s work a s a pa in te r a n d h i s i n t e r e s t e d in P u r i s m ) . In t h i s , the 

grid domina ted and , a s both f ie ld and f igure, prov ided the f ramework 

for ope ra t i ons that l oca ted p l a n e s , s o l i d s , and vo ids re la t ive to e a c h 

other , wh i l e a l s o a l l ow ing for t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s to t he grid i t se l f . T h e 

e l e m e n t s t ha t w e r e d i s t r i b u t e d c o n s t i t u t e d a k i t of p a r t s t ha t pre­

ex i s t ed any formal opera t ion , and the opera t ions t h e m s e l v e s fo l lowed 

their own logic once the r u l e s of the fo rma l g a m e were s e t in mot ion. 

T h e f ina l p roduc t w a s l e s s the goa l t han the n a t u r e of t he p r o c e s s 

that got one there . 

T h e s e b i a s e s n e v e r t h e l e s s formed an amazingly st rong methodological 

and pedagogica l f r amework , one that not only compe ted with H a r v a r d 

but w i th t he B e a u x - A r t s t rad i t ion tha t d o m i n a t e d A m e r i c a n s c h o o l s . 

And the d i s s e m i n a t i o n of t h i s pedagogy w a s . g iven i ts t iny s o u r c e in 

A u s t i n , bo th v a s t a n d p o w e r f u l . He jduk , jo in ing the A u s t i n facu l ty in 

1 9 5 4 wi th S lu t zky , a b s o r b e d the l e s s o n s of both R o w e and S l u t z k y 

and p layed a ma jo r ro le in t r a n s l a t i n g t h e s e i d e a s into an a r c h i t e c ­

tura l pedagogy. B e r n h a r d H o e s l i . the principle mot ivator behind recon­

s t i tu t ing the na tu re of t e a c h i n g at A u s t i n , a c t e d a s a c a t a l y s t for i t s 

cod i f i ca t i on and la rger i ns t i t u t i ona l p r e s e n c e . T h e d i s s e m i n a t i o n of 

t he pedagogy w a s u n l e a s h e d w h e n t h e s e t e a c h e r s w e r e f i red f rom 

Aus t i n and went to o ther i n s t i t u t i o n s : He jduk , R o w e . and S lu t zky to 

Co rne l l ; E i s e n m a n to P r ince ton ; and then later E i s e n m a n and R o w e to 

the I A U S ; Hejduk to Ha rva rd and Y a l e ; and even tua l l y He jduk. S lu tzky 

and E i s e n m a n to C o o p e r U n i o n . H o e s l i took t h i s pedagogy b a c k to 

E u r o p e , e n d i n g up at t he S w i s s F e d e r a l I n s t i t u t e of T e c h n o l o g y in 

Zur ich ( the E T H ) . M 

B e s i d e the f o r m s , wha t w a s d i s s e m i n a t e d ? Main ly , it w a s the i d e a 

that know ledge , a rch i t ec tu ra l l y m a n i f e s t , m u s t look a c e r t a i n way : it 

m u s t mi r ror the way the bra in is v i sua l l y a n d / o r c o n c e p t u a l l y organ­

i z e d . E i s e n m a n d e s c r i b e s the s t r a t e g y he u s e d for f o r m u l a t i n g h i s 

ea r l y " c a r d b o a r d " h o u s e s l ike t h i s : " T h e p u r p o s e of t h i s p r o c e d u r e 

w a s to prov ide an a w a r e n e s s of t he fo rma l i n fo rmat ion latent in any 

env i ronmen t that p rev ious ly w a s unava i l ab le to the i n d i v i d u a l . " " And 

the f o r m s , " a b s t r a c t a n d u n i v e r s a l , " a r e t h o s e " i n h e r e n t " In " t h e 

i n t e rna l s t r u c t u r e of fo rm i t s e l f . " A s he s a y s d e s c r i b i n g H O U S E I I . 

"[ i ] t m a y be in the na tu re of a r ch i t ec tu re to p r e s e n t the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

b e t w e e n wha t i s a c t u a l in t he e n v i r o n m e n t a n d s o m e fo rm of d e e p 

s t r u c t u r e . It m a y be a f u n d a m e n t a l ac t in t he mak ing of a r ch i t ec tu re 
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and beyond a mere formalism to take certain regularities which exist 
in a deep structure and present them systematically so that the user 
is aware of them." " Or. as Hejduk writes, in his 1975 analysis of Le 
Corbusier's Carpenter Visual Arts Center at Harvard: 

"The very profundity of this piece of visual metaphysics brings into 
question all that went before. ... [T]he proposed ideas cannot be 
ignored: they can be viewed squarely and understood. The questions 
and arguments become inexhaust ib le ; they are l ike the major 
thesis—the thesis of simultaneity. ...The human body, its auxiliary 
senses, and the capability of cerebral workings cause architecture to 
be involved in the movement and dynamics of s p a c e . " " 

Thus it is that many of the questions regarding the Five's conflicted 
attitude toward aesthetics and history that introduced this piece get 
"answered" by following the logic of this epistemology. Certainly the 
Corbusian bias becomes something more than just an indication of an 
ongoing affinity with modernism. The disregard for function becomes 
inevitable, for form—transcendent, following its own Gestalt/Chom-
skian logic-must pursue its own course regardless of program. It is 
Eisenman who takes the lead in the dismissal of function, stating in 
his piece in Five Architects that "cardboard" architecture is so named 
precisely in order to undermine normative, functional associat ions. 
And in a 1976 editorial in Oppositions, entitled "Postfunctionalism." 
he dismisses functionalism as an outdated, humanist preoccupation, 
one that is merely cultural, not universal." 

Likewise, the admitted disregard for social concerns is both cause and 
effect of this formal agenda: cause, because the Five would not have 
arrived at this formalism without the failure of the original modernist 
agenda, as Rowe points out in his introduction to Five Architects. But 
effect as well, for now the formal concerns and their direct link to 
knowledge can be seen as something more fundamental to human 
make-up than incidental social context. Arthur Drexler. in his "Pref­
ace" to Five Architects, doesn't make such a sweeping intellectual 
claim for the Five, but he does praise them for their d ismissa l of 
social concern: "That architecture is the least likely instrument with 
which to accomplish the revolution has not yet been noticed by the 
younger Europeans, and in America is a fact like a convenient stone 
wall against which architectural journalism can bang heads. An alter 
native to political romance is to be an architect."" 

Perception and conception, old adversaries in artistic and architectural 
practices, are seen in this epistemology to be two aspects of the same 
form of knowledge, a visual knowledge that supposed a fundamental 
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correspondence between the structure of our mind and the visual land­
scape before us. Given that the archi tect /ar t is t 's obligation was to 
demonstrate perceptual principles, the Whites eliminated the actual 
vicissitudes of subjective "seeing." While one characterization of the 
difference between the Whites and the Grays is the supposed privileg 
ing of perception by the latter and conception by the former, the 
Whites in fact have usurped perception to their own end's, making it a 
conceptual tool. 

The concern for a language unique and essential to architecture—a 
concern for its disciplinary autonomy—in the face of the fundamental 
interest in painting is, in their hands, anything but contradictory. The 
struggle of the Cubists and neo plasticists was essentially a spatial 
struggle, and architecture, having lost its functional and social direc 
tive. was primarily a perceptual phenomenon. Thus. Graves. Hejduk. 
and Meier all began their architectural search with the study of paint 
ing. Both painting and architecture, in other words, shared the funda­
mental concern for organizing the visual world in a spatially complex, 
profound and multivalent manner. But all were clear that architecture 
was still the primary concern, and that architecture needed to dis­
cover its own essential principles within these perceptual laws. As 
Hejduk says: "The painter starts with the real world and works toward 
abstraction... but architecture takes two lines. The architect starts 
with the abstract world and... works toward the real world. The signif­
icant architect is the one who. when finished with the work, is as 
close to that original abstraction as he could possibly be." 2 0 The unac­
knowledged contradictions come in more strongly when the Five give 
hints that architecture is not just a separate language but the most signif 
icant one. This is when they suddenly embrace the functional aspect of 
architecture to prove its superiority over painting. Thus both Hejduk and 
Eisenman can suggest that the use of arcnitecture is what puts it into more 
serious play than other art forms, even as functionalism is dismissed. 

L ikewise , the importing of l inguist ics into architecture becomes 
equally "logical" in a search for architectural autonomy. Seemingly 
transparent as a medium, language could be imported to architecture 
as a requirement for establishing epistemological structure, while not 
i tself imposing its own discipl inary form. Or. to think it through 
another way. language's seeming universality as a logic made it a 
meta sys tem, not an outside discipl ine. E i s e n m a n ' s unwavering 
desire—to distill architecture to its own essential language, its own 
deep form, its own "interiorlty"—is ironically linked to his equally 
unwavering desire to search beyond architecture for the answer to 
architectural autonomy.21 
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T i m in? 
Authorship and originality are also fortuitously resolved with the direc 
tive to obey archetypal paradigms. With design understood as an act 
of interpretation, one could be both se l f less and creative: whoever 
grasps the paradigm most completely and exposes it most plastically 
serves both masters. Hence, there was no conflict in using the forms 
of architects who had worked fifty years earlier. That work itself was 
nothing other than a reinterpretation of enduring archetypal forms, 
forms that were first revealed (not discovered) in all of their intensity 
by the architects of the Renaissance. Hejduk's trajectory from early 
geometric work to later anthropomorphic work is consistent on this 
score, for throughout the work has had its own personality; the poetry 
of the work is precisely its faith in its factness. ignorant of the will of 
the author. Eisenman. pushing anonymity to the extreme, insists, both 
with his early houses and his most current work, that the buildings 
are authored without him. Implicit in the early idea that cardboard 
architecture is merely the marking of deep formal operations, not the 
will of his hand, this position has become explicit by the time he 
des igns House V I . when he c la ims that the design is merely a 
pal impsest of its own coming into being. Again, the epistemology 
allows for the ironic condition that the most "avant-garde" and self-
celebratory position of someone like Eisenman is the one that claims 
to be the most anonymous. Unacknowledged in this is the distance 
E isenman 's position has traveled from Rowe's . As stated earlier. 
Rowe's Warburgian position proposed that, in the absence of the Zeit­
geist, the choices made individually were the essential cultural acts; 
good and bad design was a personal responsibility. Eisenman sees 
himself as merely the agent of intellectual structures. 

While many inconsistencies are evident in these attitudes, the issue of 
history and with it the fate of "modernism" remains the untidiest, at 
least for Eisenman. who confronts this issue head on. Rowe makes 
the Five's historical fate the central focus of his introductory essay, 
and in doing so . writes modernism's epitaph. In describing mod­
ernism's own internal inconsistencies and its self-deluded and ulti 
mately failed aim at social reform, he sees the Five as falling into the 
general pool of alternative successive modernisms, like New Brutahsm 
and neo-classicism. which understood the ridiculousness of the old 
rhetoric. In being able to hold onto only the "physique" and not the 
"morale" of modernism, the most that these architects can claim is 
that in the 1920s, "great revolutions of 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 ...certain changes are so enormous as to improve a 
directive which cannot be resolved in any individual life span. " 2 2 

This negative evaluation of the historical value of modernism and the 
Five clearly can not be intellectually shared by the participants. Never­
the less . Rowe grasps the essent ia l problem in a way that stymies 
Eisenman. whose dogged effort to distance himself from previous 
eras and participate in an avant-garde is both his most marked dis­
agreement with Rowe and his most awkward intellectual position. 
Ignoring the t imeless/of the t ime/ahead of the time dilemma in his 
early cardboard houses. Eisenman. in "Postfunctionalism." took up 
the Focauldian idea of epistemic ruptures—dramatic changes in his­
tory that have entailed entirely different thought structures—which 
allowed him to attach himself to an epistemological position that is 
current and culturally responsive. In this article, he claimed that mod­
ernism constituted an unrecognized rupture, one that disengages us 
from the humanism of previous eras and makes it impossible for us 
to deploy the same strategies as the Renaissance. It is a move that 
allowed him to distance himself from the increasingly conservative 
Rowe at the same time that it allowed him to claim a place in avant-
garde practice. The difficulty with this position is not only that the 
notion of rupture remains wholly unexplained, but the moments of 
"rupture" become convenient, characterized differently by Eisenman 
as time passes and styles change. While identified with the 1920s and 
modernism in this essay (when his work was "modern"), this rupture 
is later identified with World War II and Hiroshima In "The Futility 
of Objects" of 1984 (when his work was chaotic and fragmented) 
and transforming again, is currently identified with the change from a 
machine-based to an electronically-based society (when his work is 
"smooth" and computer-generated)." 

The legacy this epistemological formalism gives us , then, is l ess 

related to the forms themselves (although, as we will see. there are 

formal relationships) than concerned with being able to update the inter 

pretation of the same epistemological urge as changes in style and fash­

ion occur. What is constant is an adherence to claims of knowledge and. 

with them, a moral imperative to design a certain way. 

The epistemological urge takes on various conceptual formulations 
since, along with the change in attitude toward modernism altogether, 
there clearly came the breakup of any singular architectural language 
and/or position. But the claim for the universality that gives clear 
formal directive, that insists that the forms must look a certain way, 
is the same. So is the reliance on forms of thought exterior to archi­
tecture, be they philosophical or scientific, as well as the essential 
afunct ional and asoc ia l posit ion that tends to come with such 
extreme formalism. 2 4 
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One case of this is the phenomena-logical strain of someone like Daniel 
Libeskind (who studied under John Hejduk at Cooper Union and drew 
the diagrams of San Lorenzo included in the second "Transparency" 
art icle), whose formalist knowledge claims are extremely similar to 
those of the Five, particularly in the combination of Hejduk-like meta­
physical poetry and Eisenman-like conceptual logic. In Libeskind's 
hands, this combination entails a hermeneutic search for "the real 
world." Thus, in the introduction to one of Libeskind's most recent 
books. Kurt Forster writes: "In this case, the idea... has to do with con­
cepts. . . [that] sound the distance that exists between themselves 
and what stands physically before us... There are hardly any buildings, 
with the exception of the Careen d'lvewione by Piranesi. which bear 
this double burden of representing both actual buildings and mental 

structures and therefore have to submit to being measured by both 
s tandards . " " The claim that architecture is a physical manifestation 
of the structure of our minds is remarkably close to E i senman ' s . 
While Libeskind doesn't go into any of the problematics of history or 
authorship that come with this position, nor give a prescribed image 
of what this mindset looks like, the consistency of his architectural 
language, despite differences in location, program, or concept, is an 
indication that he still has a sense of the composition of this mindset. 
The language of this architectural scaffolding—the emphasis on unre­
lated linear elements: the overall emphasis on line over plane and 
plane over mass ; the disparagement of the rectilinear in any spatial 
element—while similar in essence to the Five, fortuitously also looks 
like other current avant-garde work. 

The blob architecture of someone like Greg Lynn (who worked for 
Peter Eisenman after being his pupil at Princeton) manifests a differ­
ent kind of epistemological look, one that is more conscious of its 
historical lineage, and more prescriptive about its formal musts. As 
Ole Bouman writes in the introductory essay to Lynn's Folds. Bodies, 

and Blobs: Collected Essays: "Only by recognizing the disciplinary 
autonomy of architecture can Lynn contribute to its modernization. 
And that is precisely what he has in mind... His line of reasoning is 
anti-subjectivism. His architecture is no formalistic whim, but a logical 
step in a post-humanistic architectural theory."™ Here one sees the 
Eisenmanesque interest in disciplinary autonomy and pre-subjective 
logic. Trying to avoid the pitfalls of other, earlier geometric formula­
tions with claims to transcendence, wholeness, and closed forms, his 
search for an "anexact , " "amorfa l , " and "amoral" system of form 
replaces one set of ultimate formal directives with another. "The chal­
lenge to architecture, once geometry and the body enter into a new 
[sic] alliance, is to write—in form—a monument that is irreducible to 
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any ideal geometric type."" The "monument" he wants to write is one 
that "can represent a complex relationship irreducible either to the 
contradictions of the many or the holistic unity of the o n e . " " Lynn 
sees himself in a dialectical relationship with Wittkower and Rowe. in 
the sense of moving past humanist architecture to discover a lan­
guage for post-humanist culture, and he sees his work as overturning 
the Renaissance-Modernism thesis-antithesis with his own transcen­
dent synthesis. Like Eisenman (who is never mentioned in Lynn's his­
tory but is clearly the pivotal figure linking him to Rowe and Wittkower). 
Lynn's history is Hegelian—the arrival of post-humanist (folded) culture 
is inevitable, it is avant-gardist—only he can leap ahead of time and pull 
us out of our out-of-date, humanist, modernist, geometrical stupor. 

Because, unlike Libeskind. Lynn's "biological" methods are direct, 
prescriptive, and sequentially clear, they rely on the same transforma­
tive processes that Eisenman relied on, "combinational exchanges 
between multiple, complex, and intricate systems that interact and 
evolve over time ...teratological processes where order and identity 
emerge from differential variation and mutation."" This emphasis on 
transformational processes links Lynn in turn to both the use of the 
diagram and the anonymous, authorless creation. Diagrams for Lynn 
"should not be understood as instrumental ideas... Instead, diagrams 
should be understood as conceptual techniques that come before any 
particular technology." 3 0 And, as he says about authoring design: 
"This recent (folded) work may be described as being pliant; in a 
state of being plied by forces beyond control."31 The computer both 
aids in depicting the anexact operations and sets them to analogical 
formulas, assuring that an "author" is not actually required. 

One can also see the influence of the epistemological approach in the 
work of Bernard Cache who. alone among these three examples, has no 
known direct attachment to the F i v e . " Although Cache is much more 
knowing and sophisticated about the aesthetic, historical, and social 
implications of his work, on the classification of images as well as his 
interest in the computer as a means for regulating and predicting the 
architectural image, he is in the same theoretical territory prepared by 
the Whites. 

In Cache 's epistemology. all images are classif ied into three types: 
inflection, vector, and frame. These are reworkings. respectively, of 
the circle, the triangle, and the square, the original figures of form 
making. "Inflection, vector, and frame would constitute an alphabet 
whose rules are never determined but are always determinable, as 
they are always present in the images that have been elaborated 
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through the ages." "Here he gives us the formal framework for analyz­
ing all historical forms, much like Eisenman's "deep structure." and 
wants to prove not only its universal t imeless applicability, but its 
potential as a generative design tool. "The question then will be to see 
to what extent our elements might allow us not only to read the works 
of the past but to understand those of the present, and, we hope, to 
prepare us for those of the future ...[M]ight we not find in it something 
today that could afford us the bases of a new constructivism?"" 

Beyond this faith in the generative possibility of an analytic tool, or. 

perhaps, justifying such faith, is the ultimate reliance on numerical 

predictability, especially that provided for by the computer. Continuing 

with the above quote: "Moreover, do numerical technologies not give 

us the tools to realize once again Leibniz's program: 'Everything can 

be calculated'?" 

And here. too. is the concern for linking thought with images, percep­
tion with the world outside us. The above quote continues: "Finally, 
we can give the image its widest meaning, designating thereby any­
thing that presents itself to the mind, whether it be real or not! In this 
way, we press from visible objects to visibility itself... Our brain is not 
the seat of a neural cinema that reproduces the world: rather our per­
ceptions are inscribed on the surface of things." 1 8 And negotiating the 
link between concept and precept, between inside the mind and out­
side of it is the diagram, which Cache s e e s as the quintessential 
visual description of how images operate in the world. 

I have emphasized the underlying conceptual/epistemological connec­
tion that binds the work of these (and implicitly other) contemporary 
architects to that of the Whites, trying to avoid delineating any direct 
formal connection. Yet it isimpossible not to draw formal analogies, 
both because the images published here beg to be compared, and 
because the connection suggests that the adoption of an epistemo-
logical framework that pre-exists architecture cannot help but produce 
certain organizational similarit ies. I will conclude then with a list of 
these correspondences, both as a way of ending and as a way of sug­
gesting that despite the fact that this contemporary work is posi­
tioned in the "new," the work as well as the polemic demonstrates 
how problematic this notion of the "new" is , as long as its parame­
ters are formal and based on a shared belief in demonstrating the 
structure of knowledge. 

The main point of comparison is the idea of an organizational "scaf­

folding" distributing the forms of the architecture. This is a "scaffold­

ing" corresponding to the architects' mental one: it is their diagram of 
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how the mind organizes material. For the Whites, this scaffolding was 
the implied grid that located the datums. the regulating l ines, the 
location of frontal or rotational planes, and the points of recession or 
layering. For the current architecture, the scaffolding is a sort of an a 
priori plane or su r face . The scaffolding in both c a s e s is seen as 
having, internal to its own logic, operations that will determine the 
distribution of forms, thereby sparing the architect the need to make 
any subjective, willful or arbitrary moves. 

While the current work emphasizes the surface as the primary concep­
tual device—it is the surface Libeskind "writes" on. the surface Lynn 
folds, the surface the computer turns into a topography for Cache—it 
nevertheless becomes associated with the grid. In some cases , the 
grid is the remnant of the mathematical, numerically derived formulas 
and algorithms generating the planar configuration. The formulas and 
algorithms then form the context from which the planes are morphed. 
In other c a s e s , the grid is the structural component holding the 
planes up or the element that continues the effects of folding through 
the interior, occupiable space. A cruder way of describing this would 
be to say that the grids of modernism got twisted by deconstruction 
and then smoothed by Deleuzian folding, and this transmutation is 
both diachronic (it describes changes that happened over a fifteen 
year period) and synchronic (it is embedded in the logic of the forms 
as they are currently constituted). 

Moreover, the seemingly new interest in surface can be understood as 
nothing other than the more recent version of the Arnheimian concern, 
most strongly articulated by Slutzky, privileging the two-dimensional 
surface. For the Whites, the grid, the volumes, the layering, the voids 
were efforts to achieve a "phenomenal transparency" dependant upon 
two-dimensional surface. While the planes the Whites deployed were 
not the structural scaffolding, they were the phenomenal datum onto 
which three-dimensional space collapsed. Thus one can read the more 
recent surface work as a final victory for that painterly two-dimensional 
sur face, now freed from the no longer dominant context of grid and 
volume. And while these planes lose their frontal relationship to the 
viewer, so important to the Whites, one can still claim that the aim of 
the planar distribution in the current work is the dialectical intertwin­
ing, if not collapsing, of three-dimensional and two-dimensional space. 

There is a lso , among many contemporary archi tects, an attitude 

about space that is shared with the Whites. While space was under 

stood to be the essential new discovery of modern architecture, and 

the Whites continued that legacy in their unbuilt and built work, the 

epistemological and formal scaffolding is one that ultimately dictates 
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how to distribute solids (columns, beams, walls): the space between 

is residual. This is not to say that the work was (or is) a-spatial. for 

the complex organizations of physical matter did yield complex spatial 

interiors. However the spaces were never conceived of "positively" 

and rarely thought of as inhabited. This same condition exists with the 

current work. While enormously complex spaces result from the cur­

rent topological, morphed. and inscribed procedures, the conception of 

space is residual to the physical matter shaping it. As with the Whites, 

the spatial drama is almost a direct result of the disjunction between 

considerations of space and its actual, almost incidental occupation. 

The ultimate visual and spatial goal is the same: complexity and 
ambiguity. If the plea made in the two "Transparency" art icles was 
ultimately for multiple phenomenal readings of space over singular lib 

eral reading of space, the goal of the current work is the same: to be 
"multipl icitous." non-static, fluctuating, indeterminate, heteroge­
neous. The desire to keep the eye "smart." excited, moving, question­
ing is a constant. In both cases , the desire, given the link between 
mind and v is ion, concept and percept, is to have eye and mind 
equally challenged, equally knowledgeable. 

The legacy of the Whites—both the urge for epistemological justif ica 
tion and for the forms that match it — i s not their doing alone. The 
similarities described here between the generations is due less to a 
causa l connection than to their shared inheritance of what Rowe 
described in his introduction to Five Architects as the fallout of mod­
ernism's failed social and historical vision. In his cynical and prescient 
evaluation of the impossibility of finding a stable position from which 
to operate once the naive blush of modernism has paled, he writes: 

"For with this failure... it... become|sj 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 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 responsibility 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 scientif ic, or historical, or 
social process." 3* 

In this description, both the Whites and the proponents of the current 
hyper-formalism could be said to flounder in the vacuum left by mod­
ernism's moral failure. This may well be the case . But whether one 
thinks the Whites stimulated this turn of events or were merely its 
victims is less interesting than our evaluation of the dilemma that still 
remains. On the one hand, this dilemma can be viewed cynically and 
tragically, as Rowe does or as die-hard modernists might." On the 
other, it can be viewed less judgmentally and with greater curiosity, 
for we cannot blame the Whites or the current avant-garde for thrust 
ing their vision upon us ; we have all been more than recept ive. 
Despite the clear illogic of many of these " m a s k s of guilt," work 
like theirs indicates our drive for determining the aesthetic dimension 
of our psyche, and. through this, our culture. Kant struggled with it, 
Heidegger struggled with it. Freud struggled with it. Adorno struggled 
with it, Marcuse struggled with it, Lacan struggled with it, and Tafuri 
struggled with it. It is an unresolved question; it is not inappropriate 
that we are still struggling with it. 

Notes 
1 What could legitimately be said about the Five a s a group: E isenman complotoly rational, 
doterminisi lc, and "ob|octive": Hejduk entirely pootjc. elusive and "sub|oct lve". Meier and 
Gwathmey are more background than foreground not because they don't theorize the work 
but b e c a u s e the work has proved res i s tan t to further specu la t ion . G r a v e s drops away 
b e c a u s e of h is sw i t ch , a l ter the publ icat ion of Five Architects (New York: Wit tenborn. 
19721, to a post-modern vocabulary: his legacy leads e lsewhere. 

2 As Rem Koolhaas did teach at the IAUS briefly, one could conjecture on the unexamined 
inter relationship of these seemingly distinct paths. 

3 The linking of form to knowledge was not a new idea. It was a variation of the neo-Kantian 
formal ism of the late nineteenth century thinkers such a s Conrad Feidler and Adolf Hilde 
brand. It a l so w a s l inked to the perceptual psychologists, such a s Rudolf Arnheim. and 
later phenomonologists like Maurice MerleauPonty. What w a s new was the part icular link 
being made to architectural modernism in the name of this epistemology. 

4 Quoted from "Towards a New Architecture. ' in Llr ich Conrads. Programs and Manifestoes 
on 20th Century Architecture (Cambridge. MA: M l ' P r e s s . 1964) 5 9 . 

* Van Doesburg and the De Stijl movement, which gave us the square/diamond controversy, 
d i sm isses l o r m f o r f o r m s a k e soundly. "(T)he Idoa of art a s illusion unconnected lo real life 
has to disappear. The word ar t ' no longer means anything to us . " Conrads 6 7 . 

* I am indebted to Alexander Caragonne's The Teias Rangers: Notes from and Architectural 
Underground, (Cambridge, MA: MIT P r e s s . 1995) for his sympathet ic, astute, and carefu l 
analysis of the "Texas Ranger ' years at Austin and later i ts protagonists' d ispersal in archi­
tectural academia. The true legacy of the Whites s probably most accurately charted in his 
six-page graph in this volume depicting the "Texas Rangers ' academic family tree: 338-342. 

7 The anti-zoitgeist. anti teleology position was popular at this time with intellectuals such a s E. 
M. Gombnch and Karl Popper. It was a reaction to the Hegelian underpinnings of Nazi rhetoric. 

" Repnnted in Rowe's The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa (Cambndgc. MA: MIT Press. 1978) 1-28. 

* The e s s a y s appeared in Perspecta 8 and 13/14, respectively. They had been submitted 
to Architectural Review but were turned down because of their anti Gropius b ias . S e e Joan 
Ockman. Architecture Culture 1943-68 (New York: Rizzoli. 1993) 2 0 5 . 

1 0 Kepes in "Transparency: Li teral and Phenomena l . ' reprinted in Rowe. Mathematics ot 
the Ideal Villa (Cambridge. MA: MIT P r e s s . 1976 ) 160 . 

u Siegfried Giedion. Space. Time, and Architecture (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. P ress , 1941) 

u There are interesting defenses of the truth of Gestalt psychology against a supposed en 
tique that Gestal t psychology's c la ims are merely commensurate with fashionable moder 
nity. d e f e n s e s which appeal to someth ing surprisingly c lose to E i s e n m a n ' s / C h o m s k y ' s 
deep structure. See Ockman 2 2 4 . 

1 3 This w a s not solely E i s c n m a n ' s idea. The popularity of structural l inguist ics at this time 
was pervasive, and language was seen by many to govern or form the model of all aspec ts 
of human production. The marriage between st ructura l ism and formal ism w a s evident in 
many fields, from literature and painting to cultural studies and psychoanalysis. 

1 4 See Carugonne for a full description of the students of these men who became teachers 
and themselves spread oul lo these and other Institutions. 

1 5 Five Archifecrs 1 5 . 

u Five Architects 2 7 . 

1 7 John Hejduk. 'Out of Time and Into Space . " A •*• U, Vol. 4 , May 1 9 7 5 . 

" Peter E i s e n m a n . " P o s t F u n c t i o n a l i s m . ' Oppositions 6; reprinted in K. Michael Hays . 
Architecture 'Theory: since 1968 (Cambridge, MA: MIT P r e s s , 1998 ) 236 -239 . 

m Five Architects 1 . 

2 0 "Second Wall House, ' Progressive Architecture, vol. 5 5 . June 1 9 7 4 . 

2 1 The E i s e n m a n lectures gave at Cooper Union ( 2 0 0 0 ) were essent ia l l y a t racing of this 
'Inferiority" back to Bramante. He Implicitly argues with Rowe. who attributed It to Palladio 

2 2 Five Architects 7. 

2 3 For the mid 1 9 8 0 s pos i t ion , s e e ' T h e Futi l i ty of Ob jec t s : Decompos i t i on and the 
Processes of Difference," in Harvard Architectural Review 3: Autonomous Architecture (winter 
1 9 8 4 ) : 6 5 - 8 1 ; comments detail ing the most recent position were Included In an April 18. 
2 0 0 0 lecture at Cooper Union. 

2 4 This asocia l position is one with which Cooper Union (and with it Libeskind) has continu 
ously struggled. Bernard Cache , who is being put in this category, is attempting to at tach 
himself to a social position by connecting his form making to a social system of production. 
Hence, the asoc ia l c la im here is somewhat unfair. The use of the term is meant to signal 
that the first commitment is to thought, and only secondarily linked to a or social position. 

u Radix-Matrn: Architecture and Writings (Munich: PrestelVerlag. 1997) 7. emphasis added 

Ole Bouman . "Amor( f )a l Archi tecture or Architectural Mult iples in the Post -Humanis t 
Age." In Greg Lynn. Folds. Bodies and Blobs: Collected Essays (Bruxe l les : La Lettre volee. 
1.9981 8 9. 

" Lynn 1 2 . 

* Lynn 1 8 3 

2 9 Lynn 15. 

" Lynn 2 2 3 

3 1 Lynn 117 . emphasis added. 

3 2 To be accura te , his work has appeared in 4/VV magazine, and he was a speaker at the 
Anymore symposium of June 1 9 9 9 , organized by Eisenman and Cynthia Davidson. 

3 3 Bernard Cache. Earth Moves (Cambridge. MA: MIT Press . 1995 ) 2. 

3 4 Cache 2-3. 

3 8 Cache 3. 

3 6 Five Architects 6 . 

3 7 It i s never clear whether Rowe is saddened by the impossibil i ty of archi tecture 's soc ia l 
agenda dike Tafuri) or simply saddened by its attempt to be social ( a s opposed to merely 
historically referent ial ! . The first is a radical interpretation, the second a highly conserve 
live one. 
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Prolegomenon for a Study Linking the Advanced 
Architecture of the Present to that of the 1970s 
through Ideologies of Media, the Experience of Cities 
in Transition, and the Ongoing Effects of Reification 
K . M I C H A E L H A Y S 

The most theoretically aware of contemporary architects have rejected 

what was the most important operative concept of architecture theory 

at the moment of its re foundation in the 1970s: namely, the aspiration 

toward autonomous forms and techniques to create and measure 

the distance between a resistant, critical practice and the degraded 

languages and ideologies of consumer culture that surround it. Over 

and against resistance and autonomy—or better, resistance through 

autonomy—recent design theories of various stripes have tended to 

affirm their cultural sponsors and accept a certain determination by cul­

tural forces outside architecture (information and entertainment tech­

nologies, in particular), over which, it is assumed, architecture has no 

control, and about which it has no reason to fret. While I am not yet able 

to give a full account for this recent shift in attitude. I wish to briefly 

reflect on both it and the ideologies it has replaced. I shall proceed his­

torically, sketching in abbreviations of the major markers of what is a 

still faint and incomplete narrative. 

While the ideology of autonomy is properly part of the legacy of mod­

ernism, dating from as early as the Enlightenment, the concept gained 

a renewed resonance in the formation of architecture theory after 1968 

(especially, perhaps, in the United States and Italy). This was a time 

when architecture as traditionally practiced saw itself threatened by 

technological optimization and utilitarianism, by the demands placed 

on it as a service industry, as well as by the positivist inquiries of the 

behavioral sciences, sociology, and operations research, all of which 

threatened to undermine the specificity of architecture. Architecture 

theory drew on various models in an effort to think architecture back 

into its own as a discipline, a cultural practice, and an irreducible mode 

of knowledge and experience (an epistemology). In particular, archi­

tects developed a theory of typology, which allowed the resolution of 

the contradictory desires for autonomy on the one hand and an archi­

tectural representation of the city on the other. Autonomy provided a 

way for architecture to intervene in culture negatively, through resisting 

a collapse into some other discourse, to be a medium related to yet dif­

ferent from all others. To give an example. Massimo Scolari speaks for 

the architecture of the Fifteenth Tnennale in Milan in 1973. the so-

called Tendenza: 

"The new architecture's 'renunciation' is actually a full historical aware 

ness. ... 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 interdiscipli­

nary solutions to its own crisis: that does not pursue and immerse 

itself in political, economic, social, and technological events ... but 

rather desires to understand them so as to be able to intervene in them 

with lucidity."1 

There are two theoretical sources I detect in the autonomy-typology 

thesis that are worth pointing out. First, the notion of typology entails a 

realist discourse based on a reading of Gyorgy Lukacs that seeks an 

architecture whose very "authenticity" paradoxically depends on its 

reiterability—that is, an architecture whose success at evoking and 

recollecting solid, concrete memories depends on its repetition of an 

already iterable code. What is more, the interactive subject of any type 

is just the city itself, understood as a whole, whose nature is induced 

from its architectural elements (what Anthony Vidler called the "ontology 

of the city").* The city is responsible for the isolation and fragmentation 

of architecture into constitutive parts (hence the importance of 

Piranesi's Campo Marzio for an architect like Aldo Rossi or a historian 

like Manfredo Tafuri). but the city also simultaneously extends its logic 

uniformly over every patch of the cultural fabric, so that in each isolated 

type the entire genetic code of the city, as it were, can be found. 

Rossi 's M O D E N A C E M E T E R Y , for example, seizes on this idea and 

derives its poignancy from the constructed interaction of the fragments 

tomb, house, cemetery, and city. Within each of these primary types are 

insinuated obliquely, anamorphically. all the others, producing a kind of 

overprinting of types and a conceptual pass through different registers 

of analogous moments. 3 In typological thinking, the relentless frag­

menting and atomization of all things, what Lukacs called reification 

[Verdinglichung). continues to be felt. And yet typology involves the 

power to think generally, to take up the fragments and organize them in 

groups, to recognize processes, tendencies, and qualities where reifi­

cation yields only lifeless quantities. 

At a different level of the autonomy thesis there appears a key concept 

from Louis Althusser. that of the "semi-autonomy" of "levels" or "instances" 
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within an ideological field—the economic, political, juridical, cultural, aes­
thetic realms (and so on). The autonomy of each disciplinary level allows 
the development and advance of that discipline's particular tech­
niques. But each level also feels pressure from all the others and 
exerts influence on all the others. What results is a set of insides and 
outsides that are reciprocally constituted and related by way of their 
ultimate structural difference and distance from one another rather 
than their identity, all held together by the "structural totality" of a 
social formation. Some version of this Althusserian model is neces­
sary, I think, to explain Scolari's otherwise contradictory assertion of 
autonomy and lucid intervention: architecture's autonomy must be 
understood as a relational concept, not as an isolationist position. The 
terms of its relation to consumer culture—which involve nonidentity 
and negation as well as autonomy—is tantamount to a clearing of 
space for alternate conceptions of social relations and subject forma­
tions. If architecture loses its autonomy, it loses the specificity of its 
cultural intervention. 

While the Tendenza's model of autonomy seems powerful and. in its 
basic contours, not incorrect, what was missed by its arguments is 
that the very conditions on which its "ontology" depends—namely the 
traditional European city as documented in Rossi 's L'architettura delta 

citta (1966)—had. by the time of this theorization. already disap­
peared as a contemporaneous object of experience. For by the mid-
1960s the city in this sense was no longer primarily operative but 
rather the suburbs, edge city, and exurbia were each clamoring for their 
own architectural representation. 

Or perhaps this wasn't missed. For, while Rossi 's typological obses­
sions seem to be a way of constantly confirming the determinate pres­
ence of the traditional European city—refracting its historical logic of 
form through a neo-Enlightenment lens in contingent, contradictory, 
and quasi-surreal ways—their peculiar mnemonic function also makes 
it possible to see in them a new beauty in precisely that which is van­
ishing. The originality of Rossi 's work may well be its capacity to convey, 
alternately with melancholy or unblinking disenchantment, that the tra­
ditional European city—which in some sense means architecture 
itself—is forever lost. Manfredo Tafun, for one. insisted as much in a 
direct response to what Scolari called a refounding of the discipline: 
"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 recog­
nition of Georg Simmel and Gyorgy Lukacs. " 4 

What is more, this revelation of loss follows. I believe, from the Lukac-

sian moment in Rossi 's thesis, for the one form of experience that con­

cretely represents the force of reification is crisis—that point when, as 

in the present case, the mnemonic function is just about to fail, when 

the memory banks have become so compartmentalized and arid that 

they will hold nothing other than the most bleached out of material: 
then, the cognitive vocation of architecture is to reflect (or to cause 
reflection) on the processes behind such crisis. Crisis is modulated into 
critique; the autonomy of architecture becomes a mode of resistance to 
the status quo. Thus Rossi 's architecture historicizes itself to a certain 
extent, placing itself in a situation and reflecting on its own plight: thus, 
also, emerges the palpable sense in his work of a historically deter­
mined melancholy, a "renunciation." to use Scolari's words, that is " a 
full historical awareness." 

By 1971 Denise Scott Brown had proposed that the communication 
across space of the social values of groups had superseded a build­
ing's more conventional programmatics—and. one might add. formal 
typologies and even space i tsel f—as the primary substance of archi­
tecture. "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 architec­
tural sensibility." writes Scott Brown. "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." 5 

Pondering now how we might indeed describe the terms on which the 
traditional city was disappearing and a new communicative suburban-
ism was emerging, one remembers Thomas Pynchon's 1966 novel. The 

Crying of Lot 49. when the protagonist Oedipa Maas looks out from her 
Chevy Impala across California's private property developments (which 
Pynchon called San Narcisco) and sees them as a printed circuit com­
municating to her—not communicating directly but in textural patterns 
or. as Pynchon says, in "a hieroglyphic sense of concealed meaning, of 
an intent to communicate. There seemed no limit to what the printed 
circuit could have told her. ... So in her first minute of San Narcisco. a 
revelation also trembled just past the threshold of her understanding."' 
What is striking here is not only that this veil of hieroglyphs is the sub­
urban form itself, but also that the opposing terms of this new system 
are. first, the development of electronic technology—represented here 
by the printed circuit—and. second, communication, the intent to com­
municate, which must be understood as contradictory vis-a-vis the new 
technology, since new technologies tend to be illegible, lying "just past 
the threshold of [our] understanding. " But this contradiction is resolved 
by the third term we now know as media, that is, by the technology of 
communication itself. 

We need not rehearse the ways in which mass media changed the very 
nature of the experience of public space during this time, except 
to recall that advertising media joined with the extensive development 
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of buildings on the outskirts of the city and the new distribution of 
services to suburban commercial zones, making the control of the qual­
ity of urban space through traditional tectonic and typological means 
more difficult. Denise Scott Brown, Robert Venturi, and others seized 
on the new perceptual conventions adequate for comprehension within 
this new system. Visual reception challenged the tactility of objects. 
The perception of architectural surfaces began to overtake the experi­
ence of urban space in the traditional sense. Image consumption began 
to replace object production, and the sheer heterogeneity of images 
exploded any single, stable typology of the city. Public meaning was now 
to be found in the signs and perceptual habits forged in a pluralist, con-
sumerist, suburban culture. Consequently a split was felt to open up 
between the European typological tradition and the everyday world of 
the American popular environment, a split that was fundamental to the­
oretical debates of the 1970s. 

What was further suggested by this event (understood no less com­
pletely by Scott Brown and Venturi) is that the collaged, semiotic surface 
of architecture, understood as a displacement of the older, volumetric 
"type" form, is entirely commensurate with—entirely conforms to—the 
new terms of media. Henceforth the social system will be inconceivable 
without a concept of media and its two constituents: electronic, con­
sumer technology and heterogeneous communication. Media becomes, 
on up to our own time, the spontaneous solution to architecture's rep­
resentational problem. 

In an early study of film. Fredric Jameson suggested that in our present 

social system, a media term is always present, functioning as what 

Sartre called an analogon (a term of external mediation) for one or 

another more directly representational form (a term of internal media­

tion). 7 In our present case, it is helpful to think of this collaged. semi-

otic surface of architecture (or more clearly, the flattened-out surface of 

Scott Brown and Ventun's decorated shed, with its bits and pieces of 

referential material) as the internal, architectural mediation. To con­

ceptualize how the semiotic surface can represent the (ultimately 

unrepresentable) "real" of suburban consumer culture (or provide a 

"cognitive map," as Jameson would later formulate it), we must inter­

pose the external term of media (in the historically specific sense of 

electronic circuitry, advertising images, appliances, and suburban serv­

ices) as an interpretant of the content of that culture itself, as Pynchon 

does in the passage quoted above. What must be further noted is that 

the very possibility of this mechanism of indirect representation is pro­

jected out of the total system (suburban consumer culture and 

electronic communication) as an effect, one which it can then, in turn, 

claim to represent. 

While I have presented the work of Rossi and the Tendenza. and that of 
Scott Brown and Venturi, as constituting two more or less divergent 

problematics, the fact that they are similar even in their differences 
was recognized in the theoretical literature of the mid- to late-1970s. 
Mario Gandelsonas's dialectical resolution of the differences between 
the "neorationalism" of Rossi and the "neorealism" of Scott Brown and 
Venturi with his category of "neofunctionalism" is only the most obvi­
ous example of a widespread theoretical attempt to resolve the contra­
dictory aspirations toward architectural autonomy and an architectural 
representation of the cultural city.8 What has not been sufficiently theo­
rized is the fact that Peter Eisenman's "Postfunctionalism"—formulated in 
the 1976 editorial response to Gandelsonas and developed in the decade 
after in his so-called "cities of artificial excavation"—is a simultaneous 
absorption and displacement of the same two problematics (neorationalism 
and neorealism)—a double negation or neutralization of Gandelsonas' 
neofunctionalism. But the counter-dialectic that Eisenman twists out of 
this scheme is the position that the autonomy project must be extended, 
not because the tentative stability of the traditional city can be recov­
ered after the explosion of the mediatic city, but because the hetero­
geneity of the mediatic city itself has now imploded. Architecture does 
not so much aspire to autonomy, as with Rossi, as it is forced into 
autonomy by the very system it seeks to represent, the price of which 
is a reduction and a specialization of form that is cut off from other 
social concerns yet. in its very isolation and aridness, becomes per­
fectly adequate to, perfectly homologous with, the society that spon­
sors it. 

I have suggested elsewhere that Eisenman's "cities of artificial exca­
vation" are a meditation on the journey of the architectural sign as it 
transforms into a visual commodity, an allegorical tracing of the very 
process of reification.9 In this sense, the city "represented" in this work 
(though that is no longer quite the right word) is the same city as that of 
Scott Brown and Venturi—the city of consumerism, mass media, and 
multiple publics—except that now. that city has advanced pasf a 
threshold where heterogeneity becomes utter sameness and communi­
cation becomes henceforth impossible. For Eisenman, the logic of the 
simulacrum—which of course involves the incorporation and institu­
tionalization of multiplicity in consumer capitalism along with its cog­
nate desires manifest in Scott Brown and Venturi's postmodernism—in 
fact precludes representation in any direct way and makes it anachro­
nistic. Speaking of Venturi's decorated shed, Eisenman writes, "A sign 
begins to replicate or, in Jean Baudrillard's term, 'simulate,' once the 
reality it represents is dead. When there is no longer a distinction 
between representation and reality, when reality is only simulation, 
then representation loses its a priori source of significance, and it, too, 
becomes a simulation."" What is more, the spinning sameness of the 
simulation is accompanied by a particular historical (or posthistorical) 
impossibility of imagining a future that is any different. He continues: 
"The modern crisis of closure marked the end of the process of moving 
toward the end. Such crises (or ruptures) in our perception of the conti­
nuity of history arise not so much out of a change in our idea of origins 
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or ends than out of the failure of the present (and its objects) to sustain 

our expectations about the future." 1 1 

As a result of this loss of referent and loss of future, the various semi­
otics of Scott Brown and Venturi's surface are, for Eisenman. bits and 
pieces of difference that make no difference. All that is left is to jetti­
son their populist ballast so that in effect nothing is left but its archi­
tectural surface hovering in midair, seared hard and brittle. Eisenman's 
planimetric collages are peeled off and away from any "real." While the 
grid as a graphic structure is the underpining of those systems of 
organization with which Scott Brown and Venturi coordinate their semi-
otic appropriations (think of the matrices in Learning from Las Vegas) 

as well as the residue of systems of projection like perspective and iso­
metric through which Rossi 's laconic types are constructed. Eisen­
man's relentless repetitions of countervailing grids pressed into lami­
nated surfaces, along with the operations like "grafting" and "scaling" 
that modulate them, condemn his grids, in contrast, to float as self-ref­
erential, self-repeating architectural systems. But the very isolation is 
itself historically specific, historically produced—Eisenman formulates 
it as a necessary transitional negation of humanism and anthropomor­
phism—and, as such, is still mediated through a larger cause: the City, 
I suggest, if not History itself. The "cities of artificial excavation," if not 
representations, are a form of non-representational mimesis. In their 
tenacious pursuit of an architectural system is found a palpable sense 
of being locked into the larger structure of a social and historical 
system, perhaps even more so than through Scott Brown and Venturi's 
direct appropriations. Indeed Eisenman's pursuit of such an architec­
tural system is in some ways indistinguishable from the requirements 
of the System itself: the relentless, suffocating sameness, the "end of 
the beginning, the end of the end" that must now be recorded. 

Writing in 1979 on the work of Rossi (but perhaps, as always, thinking 

about his own new problematic). Eisenman asserted the exigent program 

for present-day architecture to be how to reckon with this utter leveling, 

which he described as a condition of post-signification: 

"The problem [we face now is] choosing between an anachronistic con­

tinuance of hope and an acceptance of the bare conditions of survival. 

... Incapable of believing in reason, uncertain of the significance of his 

objects, man [has lost) his capacity for signifying. ...The context which 

gave ideas and objects their previous significance is gone. ...The [mod­

ernist proposal of the] 'death of art' no longer offers a polemical pos­

sibility, because the former meaning of art no longer obtains. There is 

now merely a landscape of objects: new and old are the same: they 

appear to have meaning but they speak into a void of history. The real­

ization of this void, at once cataclysmic and claustrophobic, demands 

that past, present, and future be reconfigured. To have meaning, both 

objects and life must acknowledge and symbolize this new reality."" 

We must signify the fact that we can no longer signify: we must repre­
sent through architecture the impossibility of architectural representa­
tion, and an autonomous architecture does just that. Like a neutron 
star whose immense gravity pulls in and distorts matter from surround­
ing stars, Eisenman's problematic sucks the contradictory system of 
autonomy and representation away from Rossi, compresses it while 
amplifying the heterogeneity-turned-sameness of Scott Brown and Ven­
turi, and then generalizes the historical condition of reification. produc­
ing process-objects that are traits and traces of a transitional moment 
in the perception and understanding of the cultural city. Eisenman's 
objects might be thought of as architectural versions of the X-rays emit­
ted from that neutron star, web-like swirls and folds of space whose 
acoustical approximation would be a dull, slowly pulsating hum, and 
which are understandable only as marks of the forces of reification 
itself. It is when those swirls and folds again become architectural 
images, when the complex surface is hypostatized as an available 
figure, that they can be dislodged from Eisenman's negativity and 
pressed into the service of an altogether differently motivated archi­
tectural practice. 

And so it is a mutation of our second and third paradigms (the two ver­

sions of the mediatic city) and the architectural production adequate to 

it that must concern us now. The examples I could draw from are grow­

ing almost daily, but I have in mind recent theoretical and architectural 

projects of Greg Lynn. Lars Spuybroek, Ocean, and Objectile. among 

others (among whom distinctions can and should be made, but which I 

will for now fail to do). 1 3 In general, I have in mind the attempts to shift 

our thinking about architectural forms and functions from either a 

model of disciplinary autonomy and typology or of communication and 

heterogeneity of the semiotic surface toward one that both re-works 

and volatilizes Eisenman's non-representational laminate, affirming the 

smooth fusion of relations among digitally synthesized images and 

information of diverse origins. For its internal mediatic term, this new 

architecture employs the metaphor not of a semiotic surface but of 

computer software itself, which coordinates multiple datascapes in a 

smooth, frictionless flow. As a corollary, this position also affirms a 

unity of techniques from different disciplines and cultural r eg i ons -

architecture, physics, chemical engineering, computation, biology, and 

the flows of capital itself. One might characterize this shift as one away 

from the autonomy of the object, through the heterogeneity of the col-

laged, semiotic surface—both of which dramatize formal disjunction— 

toward the production of new wholes, using Eisenman's surface as a 

sort of neutralized membrane, but linking it conceptually with a liquifi-

cation of disciplinary boundaries and a radical mixing of not only forms 

but materials and concepts culled from different disciplines. 1 4 
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This is architecture's full entry into the new communications and enter­
tainment technologies and, with this, a breakdown of the once fiercely 
defended autonomy of the architectural object and irreducibility of the 
architectural experience has occurred. Feeling increasing pressure 
from other forms of contemporary image culture that would displace 
architecture's collective communicative-symbolic function, it seems 
that architecture has reacted by trying to become just those things—a 
multimedia fusion of graphic devices collected on an animated, alloyed 
surface of texture and pattern that can be scanned for information, 
that seems to send out references, at one scale, to the molecular, bio­
logical, informational system of DNA and, at another scale, to the 
global urbanization of the planet, joining those two poles with an 
image, a look, that I have previously referred to as an architectural (and 
ideological) "smoothness."" 

But the slackening of specificity and the de-differentiation of practices 
seem also to have produced an architecture whose function and visage 
can drift and expand in culture in unprecedented ways, spreading later­
ally in a stretched-out mixed-media experience. The production of this 
architecture explicitly refuses any craven professionalism or discipli­
nary partitioning: its techniques are the generic ones of design, which 
can be applied to Audi TTs and iMacs as much as to buildings. The per­
ception of the architecture thus produced is woven into the same fabric 
as the latest high-tech gadgets, video games, and televisual leisure. 
Architecture is now just part of the smooth media mix, and yet, in all 
this, architecture strives to maintain its cultural role. What I want to 
suggest is that the precise nature of its cultural vocation relates this 
recent stance back to the previous three paradigms mentioned at two 
levels: one. an internal movement wherein the reified object (or better, 
the architectural object that traces the forces of reification) becomes a 
neutralized surface that can then be reappropriated and recoded with 
different sorts of information: two. an external level wherein shifts in 
the conceptualization of the city—from a perceived loss of tradition 
to a triumphantly emergent posturban condition—demand different 
architectural representations. 

The architectural surface is still important in this fourth category, and 
this is evidence that it builds on the accumulated techniques and 
effects of the second and third. 1 6 But notice, for one thing, that this 
new surface no longer corresponds to a particular social public or 
locale—the street, the strip, Las Vegas, or Levittown—with quite the 
same immediacy as. say. the populism of Scott Brown and Venturi." 
This seeming lack of a locale is, I think, partly what gives these projects 
their faint air of unreality, but it is also what attests to the global ambi 
tions of this new architecture. Second, the disjunctive heterogeneity 
of the earlier surface is now collapsed into the singularity of a complex 
whole: this follows directly from Eisenman's artificial excavations 
or process-objects. This new surface is not made up of semiotic 
material that has been sampled, as it were, from popular culture, but. 

nevertheless, the surface is modulated through procedures that trace 
certain external sociological or technological facts (datascapes) more 
directly, perhaps even more literally, than in the first two paradigms. 
These traces appear in our reading of the architecture as doing the 
triple duty of articulating the surface, implying differentiated possibili­
ties for occupation, and encoding phenomena outside the object that 
cannot, in their very nature, be represented directly. These potentials 
effectively expand the space of the project to include a range of institu­
tional, legal, technical, and cultural arrangements that precede, deter 
mine, and extend beyond the architectural object. 

A new kind of reception is suggested here in which the sensory, the 

aesthetic, is somehow mingled with the theoretical (on the model of. for 

example, the cinematic apparatus), as the surface asks to be read 

simultaneously as a registration of the discursive practices that shape 

the object and make possible what can become visible and functional 

within it, and as a diagram of potentials for occupation, as a dispositif 

or distribution apparatus for other practices that it in turn enables. As 

an explanation of this latter diagrammatic function, Greg Lynn gives the 

example of a boat hull: "Although the form of a boat hull is designed to 

anticipate motion, there is no expectation that its shape will change. ... 

The particular form of a hull stores multiple vectors of motion and flow 

from the space in which it was designed." 1 8 

As for the discourse of type, we can see a development: Out of the ver 
tical imitation or repetition of presumedly timeless precedents 
emerges a different kind of repetition, that of a complex, metonymic 
series of parts that exist in a continual process of differentiation. Lynn, 
for one. is explicit about the fact that his reiterative, interconnective 
"blobs" are themselves deviations that emanate from typology's formal 
logic. Lynn writes "Typological fixity ... depends on a closed static order 
to underlie a family of continuous variations. This concept of discreet, 
ideal, and fixed prototypes can be subsumed by the model of the 
numerically controlled multi-type that is flexible, mutable, and differen­
t i a l . " " From the present perspective, what seems to have occurred is a 
de-differentiation at the level of typological technique as well, such that 
now a single, generic, emulsion supercedes the already limited field of 
object-types. To use Lukacsian language: where reification had already 
hollowed out Ross i 's typological shells, fragmenting them into disen­
chanted objects, now reification extends its power so absolutely that an 
object as such is no longer possible. But this should not be understood 
as entirely negative, for where the disjunctive object once stood, there 
is now a new whole, a surface or a field, that describes the space of 
propagation, the space of effects. 

Though one would not think to associate this new architecture with the 
realist, narrative ambitions of the Tendenza, there is still a historically 
aware, totalizing impulse in its practice, evident in the attempt to give 
form to the effective elements of a new post-urban condition and a 
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globalized media technology—or in other words, as with Eisenman. to 
make the system of city and media the subject and the problem of the 
work of design. Even in its diagrammatic version, the most obvious 
manifestation of the sort of distribution apparatus that this architec­
ture seeks to both represent and become is post-urbanism itself—edge 
cities, suburbs, the "thick two-dimensions" of Asian cities, and the 
whole docket of emergent post-urban life that have heretofore seemed 
unmappable and unmanageable. 

Thus, if the globalized post-urbanism and information technology that 

have replaced both the traditional city and the suburbs (along with their 

earlier technologies) are the "real" of this emergent paradigm, and if 

the architectural representation or term of internal mediation—the dig­

itized, energized, emulsified surface—seems to be given by the media 

itself, our problem is then to determine what is the external term of 

mediation, the analogon, that might allow us to complete the theoriza-

tion of this paradigm in relation to the previous three. What is the struc­

tural nexus in our viewing and aesthetic decoding apparatus that would 

allow us to conceptualize the experience of the unrepresentable real of 

post-urbanism and mediatic technology in the way that advertising 

media allowed us to conceptualize the semiotic surface of architecture 

in relation to the earlier consumerist suburb? 

One formal or structural interpretant that immediately suggests itself is 

ecology or, more particularly—as Stan Allen has suggested—a matrix 

or field condition capable of interconnecting elements into a single 

tissue while respecting their identity. But another interpretant, I think, 

is going to turn out to be something like what 1970s video theorists 

called "total flow": that is, the constant emission of generic but chang 

ing bits of information that we move in and out of in a kind of ultimate 

suture between time and space. 1 0 Interestingly enough, total flow has 

its roots in the pop culture and media experience of our second para­

digm, but. as in our third paradigm, its time-space is ratcheted up (or is 

it closed down?) far beyond anything that the term "heterogeneity" pre­

viously described. In fact, the emissions from the television screen 

(and the computer terminal with which it will eventually merge) neutral­

ize psychic energy and homogenize experience into a kind of all-perva­

sive liquid force in such a way as to make it a logical candidate with 

which to theorize the newer work in question. What is more, the dereg­

ulation of television or. at least, the possibility of "surfing" across hun­

dreds of channels whose broadcasts never stop, is a suitable analogue 

for the sort of spontaneous occupation desired by this recent architec­

ture, as well as its complex economic ties to multinational capital and 

entertainment technologies. 

A further advantage of the notion of total flow is that it has as its 
distant relative nothing less than distraction itself, which, of course, 
Walter Benjamin saw as the architectural mode of perception par 

excellence. And surely the random succession of serialized images pre­
sented by the new architecture—which one attends to in varying 
degrees, pulling in and out of the frame of one's conscious attention— 
is very like the experience of television and video. And. too, total flow 
helps to model the way in which this new architectural practice is able 
to debit a wide range of sources to obtain its cultural credit, as well as 
make use of a variety of modes of dissemination, from journals and 
exhibitions to web sites and CD-ROMs. By weakening disciplinary 
autonomy, by de-differentiating procedures of design and dissemina­
tion, by dissolving the very distinction between the architectural repre­
sentation and the larger world of image-spectacles, this architecture 
paradoxically (or dialectically) produces a link between the spatial expe­
riences it enables and the abstract global system of late capitalism: but 
even more, the link is made In terms of social space, the architecture 
that locates subject positions in that space, and the actual experience 
of that space. 

I would like to insist upon this last point and return here to Jameson's 
sketch of the Sartrean analogon, for Jameson suggests that this sort of 
triangulation (that is. the triangle of the unrepresentable real, the inter­
nal mediation, and the external mediation) is historically specific to 
what he calls postmodernism and that its terms are themselves 
"unconscious structures and so many afterimages and secondary 
effects of some properly postmodern cognitive mapping |an instance of 
what I am here calling representation!, whose indispensable media 
term now passes itself off as this or that philosophical reflection on 
language, communication, and the media, rather than the manipulation 
of its figure."" 

The development of this work should be seen according to a double 

movement of. first, internal transformations out of 1970s typology, the 

semiotic surface and then the post-semiotic surface, and second, a 

shifting and transitory mapping of those external determinations of 

urban or post-urban life under capitalism. The vestiges of the raw mate­

rial of media remain visible within these projects, inevitably, and this 

work finds its representational endeavor severely constrained. At the 

same time, however, the transmutation of the datascape of capital can 

be understood to continue architecture's vocation to represent (or 

aspire to represent) totalities, to provide maps of the social systems 

that sponsored it. Perhaps, then, we have here a rather extraordinary 

condition in which a mutant form of reification continues its work of flat­

tening out disciplinary techniques, de-differentiating across previously 

distinct practices, erasing the specific traces of production, and homog­

enizing particular experiences into one generic experiential flow and yet 

at the same time does not eradicate the architectural impulse but 

rather is paradoxically pressed into service of altogether new ones 

more adequate (just maybe) for our present. 
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Recurring Surfaces: 
Architecture in the Experience Economy 
S A N D Y I S E N S T A D T 

Architecture today is split. Arrayed on the one hand are varied, intelligent, and often provoca­

tive investigations into the making of form. New materials, new design processes, virtuoso 

manipulations of irregular geometries, whole new metaphors for the generation of form, surprising 

borrowings from unlikely sources : each of these character izes some of the most innovative 

design thinking of our t ime. Equally, archi tects working with self- imposed formal constraints 

and strict spat ia l orders have brought minimal is t modernism to new leve ls , while others 

specu la te on the future of arch i tecture in a world increasingly dominated by v isua l media 

and vir tual f lows of information. 

On the other hand, and set against such vivid imaginings, is the vast 

majority of building today: the dreary landscape we spend much of our 

adult lives unconsciously trying to screen out. a nation of functional 

footage costumed in the abridged populisms of PomoLite. Just look out 

your window. It arises from those expedient and often unquestioned 

conventions that help each of us get through yet another day at work 

but. in the case of architecture, remain on the surface of the earth for 

decades and decades to come. There is really no malevolence in its 

making, just convenience, but the result is a built environment so bleak 

even those who have profited mightily from it race to live elsewhere. 

Between the two stands a gulf. Architects and builders looking to wrap 

up another project, limited by budgets and client expectations, crowded 

out from their own initial design dreams by the sheer difficulty of getting 

anything built at all—let alone a good building—can lose patience with 

theoretical challenges or, more often, ignore them altogether. Indeed, 

many of the more thoughtful designers today see themselves operating 

against a backdrop of banality and tired acquiescence, a tsunami of 

indifference about how we build. At the same time, an especially inven­

tive area of current commercial practice is the trend toward the creation 

of themed environments, from resort parks to restaurants, from offices 

to shopping malls. Relying on the creation of atmosphere through 

images, whether painted, built up in relief, or projected on screens, 

themed environments are. for all their visual evocations, literary allu­

sions; they refer to another place. However romantic or thrilling, they are 

not about building or form. Thus, such work, whether lame or cunning, 

represents not just a diminished degree of design energies, but appears 

downright antagonistic to a premise of formal development or to the 

expression of new materials and methods or new processes of design. 

This essay contends that both commercial-populist and avant-garde 

practices today may be gathered under the big tent of theming, despite 

evident and substantial differences in their design agendas, despite 

often contradictory motivations in their pursuit, and against all appear­

ances to the contrary. Both coordinate sensory cues within a given 

place to achieve a consistent set of symbolic expressions; both aim 

self-consciously to convey specific meaning with form. Both aim as well 

at target audiences: the goal is not a Utopian reconfiguration of society 

but meaningful communication with a group defined in part by its ability 

to read the symbolic cues presented. 

That this is an overly broad definition for theming is agreed: nearly any 

design large or complex enough to engage cultural and environmental 

factors could with this definition be considered an example of theming. 

This observation, however, only leads to my central claim that the very 

proliferation of themed environments betokens an emerging mode of 

architectural reception: serial immersion in narrative environments, 

itself an effect of an emerging experience economy. We—that is. "the 

public"—have in fact already become expert at reading a symbolic land­

scape, one bristling with referential content; we have come to expect 

this condition and. as a result, we look for it... everywhere. Theming, in 

this sense, has become a common way of understanding architecture. 

As such, it deserves examination as a means of interpreting architec­

ture, as a means of relating architecture to the culture that produces it. 

This essay looks at the 1970s debate between the Whites and the 

Grays as one progenitor of today's split and, by placing that debate 

within the context of a cultural search for authenticity, argues that both 

White and Gray positions participated equally in the formation of a new 

paradigm for the reception of architecture: theming. 
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We Have All Been Here Before 
We Have All Been Here Before 
Following spirited critiques of modernism in the 1960s, some archi­

tects began to seek new goals for architecture. These goals went off in 

various directions, but two of the more distinct ones soon found them­

selves at odds with one another. Five Architects and Learning from Las 

Vegas, both published in 1972. are the leading documents for these 

two directions, pitting an athletic formalism against a cheerfully com­

promised conviviality in what was soon deemed a "debate" between 

"Whites" and "Grays." Less an opposition than a dialogue, as Robert 

A. M. Stern noted. Whites offered a kind of aesthetic withdrawal, 

an inward focus on the operations and motives of form-making, 

whereas Grays proposed an engagement with contemporary social life 

that could be so complete as to make it nearly impossible to tell high 

and low apart. 1 

An impetus for both positions was the recognition that the Modern 
Movement, to whatever extent there had actually been one. was over. It 
was not that modernism suddenly disappeared or even that it was 
waning. Indeed, at just this moment architects steeped in modernism 
and at the height of their careers launched a number of architecture 
schools that remain to this day marked by their founding ideals. It was 
more a matter that, as Colin Rowe put it in his introduction to Five Archi­

tects: "The intensity of [modernism's] social vision became dissipated. 
... and hence, with deflation of conviction, there followed divergence of 
interest." 2 In other words, with modern architecture's Utopian fuse 
extinguished, the time had come to propose directions towards a new 
architecture. 

While these future directions were far from settled, the charges leveled 
against modernism were often aimed at its positivist spirit: its fixation 
on function, its insistence on formal accord between the manufacture 
of its parts and their final assembly on the site, and, in general, the 
sense that a technological or instrumental rationality had eclipsed 
other values. Critics charged that this tendency to define architectural 
and urban problems narrowly along their technical dimensions was 
responsible for modernism's indifference to place and human scale, a 
trait increasingly apparent in urban-renewal projects of the time. Mod­
ernism had lent aesthetic legitimacy to many postwar projects but had 
also become embroiled in the all-too evident failure of such develop­
ments to address a host of other factors. Worse, perhaps, was that the 
evacuation of humanist content in design thinking had been conducted 
in the name of improving the human condition. Many of the critiques 
that followed in the 1960s sought to get beyond what more and more 
appeared to be the limited scope of modern architecture. 

Some of the attacks leveled against architectural modernism were in 
the same terms as criticisms that were also being brought to bear on 
the whole of American society at this moment. Since the 1950s, critical 
analyses of American society—its intoxicating postwar economic 
expansion and its new global swagger—had focused on a people who'd 
lost their bearings: who, in the rush for the suburbs forgot their fellow 
Americans left in the city, as well as their own ethnic roots: who. in their 
lusty acquisition of goods, had lost sight of life's larger purposes: who, 
in their quest for filling up every square inch of leisure time, had forgot­
ten the meaning of work and good deeds: and who. in their efforts to fit 
in, had lost touch with who they were themselves. Authors like William 
H. Whyte, David Riesman, and Paul Goodman argued there was no 
center within the shell of well being that Americans had built around 
themselves. Daniel Boorstin. in his 1961 book The Image, described 
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Mike Nichols, 1967. dim slid 

the "thicket of unreality which stands between us and the facts of 
l i fe." 3 These critiques often focused on new technologies that seemed 
to be put in use before their implications could even be questioned, let 
alone understood. Herbert Marcuse's central argument in One-Dimen­

sional Man, for example, was that technology influenced thought widely, 
transforming multivalent social issues into merely technical problems.4 

Many suspected, moreover, that new technologies were foisted on the 
populace merely to increase corporate profits; this was a central theme 
of Vance Packard's popular writings. 

No single episode in the 1960s conveys this apprehension better than 
"plastics," the post-utopian. one-word treatise uttered at a nondescript 
backyard party in the 1967 film The Graduate* For the protagonist. 
Benjamin Braddock. and for viewers as well, the term conjured the sub­
ordination of matter to the shaping interests of profit-making, along 
with the molding of consumer preferences to the same end. It was the 
material from which American society minted its think-alike citizenry, 
and it was Benjamin's looming cultural inheritance, replete with notions 
of phoniness. cheap creativity, and a non-reactive nature. "Plast ics" 
and the seductions of bourgeois middle age were exactly what Ben­
jamin ended up fleeing from, although, as the film's final scene makes 
clear—with the camera centered on the receding past—he had no idea 
where he was going. Indeed, the final scene unfolds as a veritable 
tableau of Walter Benjamin's "angel of history"—facing the past and 
being blown backwards into the future—as we. the viewers, looking 
back, are driven forward by a tempest of anger from the prior s c e n e -
twisted mouths, shaking fists of those whose unsensed self-deceptions 
Benjamin (the character) rejects—and onward to something unseen 
either by us or the film's protagonists, who face forward but stare 
absently. In short, just at the point they started their journey to the 
heavens. Americans were never more anxious about what it meant to 
inhabit their piece of the earth. 
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"The Real Thing": Authenticity and 
Architecture 
The responses to this anxiety were many, and the consequences are 
still debated. But perceptions of falseness and inner potential withered 
by social expectations energized a search for something more honest, 
more "authentic," a term that comes to have enormous significance at 
this time. Marshall Berman. for instance, describes coming of age in the 
1960s and his generation's "search for personal authenticity" as pref­
ace to his history of "radical individualism" in Western society. Literary 
critic Lionel Trilling, also, in a series of lectures from the end of the 
decade said: "That the word [authenticity] has become part of the moral 
slang of our day points to the peculiar nature of our fallen condition, our 
anxiety over the credibility of existence and of individual existences." ' 

The search for authenticity took many forms and led to enterprises both 
noble and trivial. On the one hand, antagonism toward the growing 
might of global corporations found inspiration in the allegedly un-self-
conscious behaviors of everyday life and the possibility that popular 
culture might be, if not contrary to commercial interests, at least unpre­
dictable and annoying to them. A number of studies from the 1960s, 
such as Russell Nye's The Unembarrassed Muse and Susan Sontag's 
Against Interpretation, argued the validity, or at least the vitality, of pop­
ular culture.' On the other hand, a search for fullness led to the radical 
individualism described by Berman at the start of his book as "a dream 
of an ideal community in which individuality will not be subsumed and 
sacrificed, but fully developed and expressed."" In this dream, the indi­
vidual opts for a demanding personal morality rather than yielding to 
social pressures to fit in, even when such a path points toward discom 
fort, confrontation, or violence. Though hardly unique to this moment, 
both the celebration of "the people" as bearers of authentic culture and 
the call for individual liberation were staple preoccupations in the 
1960s. Indeed, the decade's greatest political achievements bring 
together these concerns, as , for example, with the Civil Rights move­
ment, which joined its awareness of inequity and oppression with a 
mandate to nurture every human's inner potential. 

At the same time, as critics of all political persuasions have noted, pop­
ulist ideals dissolved readily into masscult and indulgence of the 
banal, while liberation of the self sometimes turned to solipsism, with 
transgression becoming an end in itself. Equally, both attitudes were sus­
ceptible to exploitation by the commercial interests they had set out to 
escape. One need only think of the wildly successful advertising campaign 
for the Volkswagen Beetle, which combined the people's car with an 
appeal to non-conformism. and all toward the end of selling more stuff. 
In fact, probably nowhere was a self-consciously counter-cultural ideal 
of authenticity more promulgated than in the very commercial culture 
so many were seeking respite from. 9 

However admirable in their heyday, architectural modernism's various 
goals had become freighted with industrial imagery, which was simply 
too close to the industrial capitalism that by 1970 was believed to lurk 
behind environmental degradation, insidious social controls, and a 
cruel and otherwise paranoid war in Vietnam. Further, as Rowe 
claimed, the spread of modernism as built fact had devalued its "ideal 
content": "The building became no longer a subversive proposition 
about a possible Utopian future. It became instead the acceptable dec­
oration of a certainly non-Utopian present." 1 0 Utopian thinking gener­
ally. I would add, was more or less usurped in 1968 with another film 
event: 2001. A Space Odyssey.*1 With a scope encompassing human 
evolution itself—from ape to near-perfect artificial intelligence to 
starchild—Stanley Kubrick composed a hopeful (if opaque) message. 

A Volkswagon Beetle advertisement 1960. 

and he did so in a stunning visual format that consequently revolution­

ized visions of humankind's prospects. Thus, with Utopian visions more 

vivid elsewhere, architects cast about for other sites of architectural 

enthusiasm. 

Both Gray and White positions emerge in this larger context of a crisis 
of authenticity. The Gray position emphasized a need to communicate 
with the users for whom a building was intended, along with a comple­
mentary challenge to speak to those users in a language they already 
knew well. More often than not, this language entailed the commercial 
vernacular that design elites typically disdain. By referring to vernacular 
architecture. Grays appealed to a notion of cultural legibility and thus 
revealed a faith in the authentic sensibilities of the people, however 
debased by commercial manipulations. By claiming an "ironic detach­
ment" from their sources. Grays implied they were somehow refining 
that mettle of authenticity from its commercial dross. Architecture 
would benefit as well: the authors of Learning from Las Vegas sug­
gested that the commercial vernacular pointed toward new horizons for 
architecture, just as pioneer modernists learned from the industrial 
forms of factories, grain silos, and steamships. Similarly, just as many 
modernists had hoped to get beyond historicist architecture—that is. 
architecture inauthentic with respect to its own era—so Grays tried to 
get beyond a mechanistic mindset that had become a source of inau-
thenticity in their own time. 

In contrast, the eponymous Five Architects fixed themselves within the 
high formal quality of the work presented, which was intense, self-
aware, focused on its own means, and steeped in admiration for the 
peerless plastic masterpieces of modernism: Le Corbusier's villas of 
the 1920s. Focusing on the irreducible operations at the heart of any 
and all design—that is, manipulation of form—Whites rededicated 
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A Snyderman House 
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themselves to aesthetic precepts of modern architecture. John Hejduk. 
for example, suggested that Corbusier had already sketched in the 
grand panorama, and his own work merely elaborated aspects of the 
scene, attending to possibilities that had gone unfulfilled." Whites 
emphasized in particular what everyday buildings usually lack: formal 
austerity along with spatial richness, a combination that might be said 
even to characterize modern architecture. Their projects advertise their 
commitment to the plastic, not the symbolic imagination; Whites were 
unblushing beside their exclusively formal preoccupations. After so 
many calls for form to serve social agendas and for architects to sub­
merge aesthetic aspirations to an unremitting concern for function, 
unapologetic attention to form itself was liberating. 

Certainly, neither White nor Gray should be understood monochromati-
cally, so to speak. Whites included the elaborate theoretical explo­
rations of Peter Eisenman alongside the nearly elemental cubic forms 
of Richard Meier's beach houses: the muted murals and backyard addi­
tions of Michael Graves beside the paintings and poetry of Hejduk. 
Charles Gwathmey even protested his being painted white. Grays 
ranged widely as well, including besides Venturi and Scott Brown and 
Stern, Charles Moore and, as Vincent Scully argued in The Shingle Style 

Today, Romaldo Giurgola. Frank Israel, and even Louis Kahn. The 
Whites even had an operative historian in Colin Rowe. similar to Scully 
for the Grays. Besides introducing Five Architects, Rowe's later book 
Collage City (written with Fred Koetter) might be understood as a further 
working out of two opposed impulses, one based in the technological 
preconditions of art, which modernism at its most moralistic hoped to 
elevate, and the other rooted in the "half-truth" uncovered by Moore 
regarding Disney World: people like it. "Do the sewers validate the 
Opera or does the Opera validate the sewers; which has priority, the 
servant or the served?" Collage becomes an aesthetic device to 
accommodate urban modes that, although interdependent, refuse to be 
reduced to one another." 

These positions should not be considered mutually exclusive, and neither 

attitude toward form-making should imply a specific political orienta­

tion. Grays eagerly made their case for formal legitimacy, and Whites were 

highly communicative, albeit in regard to a smaller and more carefully 

A Snell House 
Amagansel l , New York Frank Israel, 1972. 

defined academic audience. Although White architects are more readily 
seen pursuing what would soon be described as an "autonomous" 
architecture, Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour were careful to reserve 
their high-style credentials by claiming their ironic distance from popu­
lar tastes. Similarly, although Grays are explicit in their references to 
the past, Whites are no less interested in "history," through sympathy 
with the notion of type as the spatial or, more loosely, formal template 
designers begin their work with, and, frankly, by drawing from designs a 
half-century old. Indeed, in this literal sense of history, Gray and White 
are distinguished not by whether they return to the past, but how far 
they go, whether they stop in the 1920s or skitter back a bit further to 
the 1880s (though, to be sure, the break in aesthetic thought bracketed 
by those years is nothing to be skittered over). With Utopian futures 
closed off and notions of progress discredited, it is perhaps not surpris­
ing that architects would believe the past was ripe for redevelopment. 

Still, despite their overlaps and distinctions, White and Gray positions 
may be characterized by an introspective concern for self-actualization 
and an explicitly populist program. Writing in the aftermath of the 
1960s, Christopher Lasch identified this polar pair as a hallmark of the 
"culture of narcissism." In either case it involves discontent with con­
vention—Lasch's "devaluation of routine"—and an embrace of formerly 
forbidden pleasures: on the White hand, the hedonism of absorption in 
internal doings and, on the Gray hand, melting individual identity into 
the everyday material from which it arose, a swooning surrender to 
either the self or the setting. Further, explicit justification of one's posi­
tion, frequent for both White and Gray, often led. Lasch wrote, to a "banal 
pseudo-self-awareness."" In this context, the democratic overtones of 
the Gray position may be seen to represent a middlebrow, large-print 
polemic, while White navel-gazing reflects the 1960s turn-on-tune-in-
drop-out flight to heightened consciousness that was as far-out as it 
was self involved. Both sought authenticity, that is, a sense of ontolog-
ical virtue: one at the still white-hot, white-walled heart of formal inven­
tion and the other outside in a social sphere, or, more precisely, at the 
very threshold where the social becomes the architectural. But for all 
their careful delineations, Gray ironies were, for the less attentive, lost 
in the celebration of commercial excess; refined incongruities did not 
translate well into casino colloquial. 
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Theming: Literal and Even More Literal 
Some thirty years later, both positions also share something else: an affin­
ity with a new mode of architectural reception that, still unnamed at the 
time, is reflected in the growing trend today toward themed environments. 
Theming may be defined as the creation of material forms, ranging in scale 
from a room to a district, that rely for effect on symbolic references to cul­
tural narratives. Of course, symbolic reference is nothing new and such a 
general definition excludes little. Adrian Forty, for example, questions 
whether the royal palace and gardens of Versailles might themselves 
constitute "a political theme park."" But the primary trait distinguishing 
earlier symbolic uses of space from those of the present day is. as Mark 
Gottdiener puts it. the recent "melding of material forms and commer­
cial culture." along with popular culture and mass media serving as main 
sources of imagery. With the sheer ubiquity of commercial culture today, 
and with expectations for technological (rather than architectural) solu­
tions to functional issues in the built environment and, furthermore, 
granting a growing tendency to understand built environments largely 
through their symbolic references—which is this essay 's main proposi­
tion—then at least some of that generality is warranted.1* 

Encompassing a broad range of places and uses, themed environments 
coordinate sensory and symbolic cues to evoke a general mood or, 
more often, a time or place removed from the local context. A rainforest 
in a shopping mall or a railroad suburb along a remote stretch of the 
Gulf Coast would be fine examples. The illusion need not be perfect, 
merely sufficient to create a steady reference. The interior of Nortel 
Communications' headquarters in Toronto, for example, is very clearly 
not a city street, but it effectively communicates an image of "city life." 
The references actuate an individual's internalized narratives, gleaned 
over a lifetime from various media, and thus help fill out the visual cues 
with knowledge of suitable and expected behaviors; the visual cues, in 
other words, point to a larger narrative framework upon which to organ­
ize one's impressions. Of course, such narratives are selective. Nortel's 
"city," for example, reads as a place for casual conversation and the 
convenience of nearby personal services rather than. say. a forum for 
political debate, or an edgy friction between diverse populations. 

Already rooted in reference, a Gray position, with its emphasis on 
image and allusion, is easily judged to be the low-relief precursor to 
today's environments of reference. Stern, for example, imagined build­
ings that told stories and spoke to a public in meaningful terms, while 
Scully demonstrated the inevitability of referentiality even in the fresh­
est works. Favoring purposefully prosaic signification over modernism's 
plastic forms, Grays readily acknowledged indifference to other issues, 
even to space itself. As Ventun was quick to point out. a focus on sym­
bolic communication flattens space: Gray space is rendered as the dis­
tance of transmission, how far a signal travels before being received." 

Theming, or, less ambitiously, characteristics of theming are also evi­
dent at several levels in the White program, despite its being usually 
understood as contrary in character to the Gray program. Most appar­
ent is the Corbusian pallette. The reappearance of formal traits like 
smooth white walls, flat roofs, and conspicuous contrasts of solid and 
void is precisely what Rowe tries to explain away in his introduction to 
Five Architects." Frampton as well, in the same book, suggests that 
visiting these projects is akin to traveling in time. The manifest 
anachronism, however, is recast as a kind of equi- or trans-chronism, 
that is, modernism's aesthetic promise, forgotten during the long 
winter of Depression, WWII, and dizzy postwar consumption, is, finally, 
to be fulfilled. Convincing or not, the claim emphasizes the book's 
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A Nortel Communications Headquarters 
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architectural ambitions and prevents our reading it as a document of 

stylistic revival. 

Another level involves the careful delimitation of a conceptual and per 
ceptual context. This is most evident with Eisenman. who. as Stern 
notes, wrote the White theory. His writings, which focus on formal 
moves, usher in his designs and further focus the reader's attention in 
specific ways. He precludes our reading of programmatic accommoda 
tion or familiar formal relationships, since these would distract us from 
seeing the project as a purely geometric operation. Context is cropped, 
not unlike the extraordinary attention paid in theme parks to screening 
one period attraction from another: focusing the viewer's attention on 
the proper objects of perception and providing a privileged narrative for 
deciphering the given environment are methods used to generate a sue 
cessful "reading" of the environment in question. Our understanding is, 
in this way. scripted; proffered as a pair, setting and script trigger each 
other. The script structures experience of the building; indeed, since 
actual experience of somebody else's house is limited, the script 
stands in for experience. It directs experience toward the architectural. 
In fact. Eisenman's conceptual framing of an otherwise familiar formal 
vocabulary is exactly what Rosemarie Bletter thought was the most 
interesting aspect of Five Architects when she reviewed i t . " 

Related to this is Eisenman's particular concern with linguistic notions. 
Explicit about trying to control denotation and connotation, and refer 
ring to Chomsky's generative transformational grammar. Eisenman 
implies that signification is, indeed, the larger context for his work. 
Adamant about the non-referentiality of his projects, he ends up some­
what wordy about non-communication. Still, the reader who invests the 
time to follow Eisenman's account is rewarded by an intense concep­
tual journey through a syntactic structure, with few familiar landmarks. 
Again, though, the effect parallels an effect of themed environments, 
which aim to take us away from convention and engage us in a narrative 
adventure that exceeds our everyday routine. In this case, the script 
not only creates a textualized object, it also functions as a kind of con­
ceptual buffer zone, a theoretical perimeter to screen out both context 
and banal interpretations. 
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Further, the explicit script regarding design generation is itself under­
pinned by two implied scripts. One repeats an essentially psychoana­
lytic premise, that is. a latent process has given rise to a present organ­
ization. To understand that organization fully, then, one must make the 
latency manifest; the goal is to tell a story of the object's coming-to-be. 
The narrated design process becomes central to the greater project as 
Eisenman's text-and-object performs an unveiling, a presentation of a 
buried truth. Reading the script makes the object-in-the-present trans­
parent to its process of becoming. As in psychoanalysis, this is not a 
nostalgic exercise but represents real work on the present condition. It 
is. as well, based on the notions of a tenable substrate that explains 
and authenticates the present configuration of an object. Eisenman's 
success in actuating this script may be measured by the extent to 
which he leads us to see the object through the tale of its generation. 
The space of a project like the Barenholz House becomes a theater 
of revelation. 

The other script is the story of modernism's passing. To ascribe a state 
of non-referentiality. using elements of a formal language that was in its 
own time meant to describe a Utopian vision of a transparent society, at 
the cusp of the decline of that vision and the simultaneous rise of various 
populist languages, and to do so by employing analytical tools of semi­
otics that try to explain the syntactic and referential mission of those 
languages is, from the perspective of today, the stuff of high tragedy: it 
is a gesture rich in meaning, with an abiding sense of loss and a corol­
lary heroic attempt to restore a faded Camelot. Erased meaning returns 
as metaphor. The implied moral is that autonomous geometric manipu­
lation, like a rightful hereditary line, is the proper engine for continued 
avant-garde production.1 0 

At the same time, the White position must be distinguished from other 
sorts of theming for several reasons. First, the link with commercial cul­
ture is not a primary trait, although obviously the idea of resisting or 
stepping outside commercial culture may easily be construed as one. 
Second, the narratives being referred to are not pre-given. that is. the 
particular set of references employed—the geometric manipulations in 
Eisenman's case—are determined by the architect. They are invented. 
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not selected. The story is not about an idealized past or a zippy future; 
it is. rather, a story about making architecture. Eisenman's houses, 
along with the texts nailed to their doorposts, refer directly to the 
process of design. If they are themed. the theme is the stuff of archi­
tectural invention—the design process itself—and its readers are 
those committed to rethinking design. The script is a concern shared at 
that moment by other architects as well, including Rem Koolhaas, who 
worked as a scriptwriter before venturing into architecture, and Hejduk, 
who suggested that continued architectural invention will require new, 
and not necessarily functional, "programs." Scripts foster absorption in 
the work, setting up an ideational field that creates meaning after the 
collapse of commonly held modernist values. Third, the designs end up 
exceeding their scripts many times over; they cannot be reduced only to 
a script. The continuing attention gathered by key White works is due 
less to subsequent influence—whether formally (limited influence) or in 
terms of encouraging the creation of text/objects (tremendous influ­
ence)—than to their formal integrity and richness. Like the best archi­
tecture, they are open to and encourage multiple readings. 

Oppositioning: the Multiplication of Choice 
A far more important contribution to theming, though, than either the 
Gray or White position, is the fact of both of them. Although there might 
have been conviction within one camp or another, both sides were frank 
about their own limits and. indeed, undemanding about greater accept 
ance of their terms. With each position offering unique attractions, and 
with neither claiming a moral imperative, architects were free to 
choose. Rowe stated directly that the dissolution of a modernist pro­
gram had created a "context of choices." The simultaneous appear 
ance of functionally equivalent aesthetic alternatives is. in effect, a 
kind of pluralism; the proper response to pluralism for practitioner or 
client, eventually, is a choice. Further, choice is one of the more vexing 
issues of postmodern society: critics on the right mourn the loss of 
social imperatives that once placed limits on personal choices, and so 
fostered social cohesiveness. Critics on the left worry that although 
choice proliferates, it is only within the marketplace, making the actual 
difference between choices insignificant. Choice—as an architectural 
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possibility, as a class-based demand—has yet to receive sustained 
theoretical investigation, perhaps because of its connections with both 
consumerism and a seemingly inauthentic eclecticism. 

In the business world though, where affecting choice affects survival, 
the matter was taken up rather carefully. A context of choices was 
exactly the condition identified as a new problem for industry by Jack 
Trout and Al Ries. two marketing agency principals, in a series of arti­
cles published in Advertising Age in 1972 and elaborated in a book sev­
eral years later. The authors argued that technological advances and 
faster design-to-market cycles had led to a situation where products 
were less differentiated in functional terms. This meant, they said, that 
manufacturers needed to find other means to distinguish their prod­
ucts. The authors proposed that the answer was not in the design of the 
product at all. Rather, it was in discerning an appropriate mental cate­
gory, an as-of-yet unrecognized personal need or market niche. Conced­
ing theoretical pronouncements about the presence of absence to the 
French. Trout and Ries advised advertisers to "cherchez le creneau," that 
is. to find a "hole" in the consumer's mind and exploit it. With this, they 
announced "The Positioning Era": "positioning is not what you do to a 
product. Positioning is what you do to the mind of the prospect. That is, 
you position the product in the mind of the prospect." Commercial suc­
cess, in other words, was no longer about making things, it was about 
framing things, about guiding consumption, not improving production.21 

This was especially important for those markets dominated by a single 
brand; inventing choices is one way to actively splinter a market 
leader's control, just as a context of choices in architecture signaled 
the end of ideological hegemony. The authors suggested articulating 
values that were contrary to those of the industry leader and pointed to 
examples like Seven-Up's successful "L/ncola" campaign against Coca-
Cola, which, along with Pepsi 's youth-culture approach, gave soda-pop 
a vaguely rebellious flavor. Other examples included Volkswagen's effec­
tive embrace of ugliness amidst the cosmetic gorp of Detroit, and Avis's 
profitable emphasis on being second-best. With the prime directive of the 
positioning era being to multiply choice, the simple fact of opposition 
could be made a virtue, thus turning the defiant non-conformism of the 

1960s into a vast consumer come-on. Positioning, in this sense, 

requires not new products but fresh scr ipts." 

This is not to suggest that Eisenman, Kenneth Frampton, or Mario Gan-
delsonas were reading Advertising Age when, in 1973, they founded 
Oppositions, a journal predicated on, indeed named for, the creation of 
simultaneous viable alternatives. Rather. I mean only to say that the 
"climate of opinions" Oppositions' editors hoped to foster, along with 
Rowe's "context of choices." are settings congruous with contempo­
rary consumer expectations, a society growing accustomed not just to 
making choices but to having them in the first place. Simply put, choice 
was becoming a cultural condition." Oppositions created a space for 
opposing—or just distinct positions—within a larger architectural field, 
a field that to some degree was being staked out by those positions. 
The editors assembled views but were careful not to legislate them; 
debate was fostered, but no consensual voice was sought. Each posi­
tion was allowed to seek its own audience. 

The possibility of choice surely implies as well the exercise of choice, 
perhaps even a regular exercise of choice. In this light, Michael Graves' 
switch from White to Gray is as acceptable as Eisenman's own absorp­
tion with one theoretical outlook after another, as would be the shift in 
Hejduk's work from geometric to figural density. An architect of some 
talent and ambition might easily be forgiven the desire to follow the 
logic inherent in relative positions, exploring fluid occupation of differ­
ent viewpoints rather than a sincere but misplaced conviction regarding 
one position, which when seen in perspective turns out to be little more 
than a local truth. A nineteenth-century rationale of formal "develop­
ment" or "progress" would no longer be necessary to justify a change 
of position. Thus, in the context of explicit debate and in the wake of a 
dominant ideology, framing one's work becomes more important, which 
may be one reason why architectural theory blossoms at just this 
moment, with the Whites and Grays being among the earliest polemics 
to take root after modernist hegemony. In retrospect, whole careers 
were launched in these theoretical waters, including those of Koolhaas, 
Leon Krier. and Daniel Libeskind, along with Eisenman and Stern. 
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Architecture in the Experience Economy 
Theming is generalized here to the extent it has been—in order to 
include both White and Gray positions—for several reasons. For one. it 
may be understood as an interpretive lens, an extension of an essen­
tially semiotic mode that interprets nearly all human activity in terms of 
signification, or its contribution to the creation of meaning. As such, 
theming is subject to many of the same criticisms as semiotics, espe­
cially when the latter is used to interpret cultural phenomena. In the 
present case, reducing human interaction with the built environment to 
a set of encounters with legible signs, failing to distinguish actual from 
implied responses, emphasizing formal relations at the expense of 
affective ones, ignoring the effects of media on the substance of what 
is communicated, and overlooking intentions that can only be recovered 
by going outside the object of analysis would all be among the more 
egregious shortcomings. Such criticisms notwithstanding, theming is 
also, as mentioned, a goal of much current practice. Thus, it is an appro­
priate or at least conspicuous viewpoint from which to observe other 
practices, if only to see how much or how little seemingly antagonistic 
attitudes overlap. As more and more of the built landscape becomes 
themed, theming becomes not just an interpretive lens but a proper—or 
at least a likely—context, even for practices that pursue dissimilar goals. 

Another reason to consider theming is that, far from being a hypertro-
phied strand of our consumer society, it appears to betoken a new 
phase of economic development. In this sense, theming is an instru­
ment of what has been termed the "experience economy"—an econ­
omy where not just symbolic goods are traded but experience itself is 
the object of processes of commodification. As described recently in an 
article published in Harvard Business Review, an experience economy 
finds its highest value in the staging of events, that is. in providing set­
tings and the scripts that actuate them. Its key offering is not a func­
tional object, but a memory. The article's authors suggest it is a fourth 
historical stage of economic development, following the extraction of 
value from farm products in agrarian economies, the concentration 
of value in tangible goods in industrial economies, and in service 
economies, the creation of value from the delivery of benefits. In the 
experience economy, foods, material goods, and even services end up 
as props for. and souvenirs of, an experience. 2 4 

A key factor in the creation of experiences is the rapid development of 
new media and information technologies. With these, theming 
advances well beyond earlier symbolic uses of space. More and more, 
the themed environment is an immersive one. involving the creation of 
whole atmospheres, often through multi-sensory inputs. Current writing 
in periodicals like Commercial Building, Chain Store Age, and Visual 

Merchandising in fact often touches on the "retail experience." and 
describes the consumer as a "knowing player" in the creation of sen­
sory and motivational environments that support extended notions of 
merchandising. Such experiences are intended to parallel, if not exactly 
simulate, "actual" experiences. "Customers look for cohesive and rela­
tive experiences in the retail world, and they seek the same in life." 
observes one director of a retail design group. Given improvements in 
technical means, and the absorption of sophisticated production 
values, these environments aim toward verisimilitude and can no 
longer afford to appear cheesy. This was. for example, the message 
Sony Corporation received when it conducted focus groups in prepara­
tion for its new Metreon mall in San Francisco. Residents there cen­
sured "kitsch" in their shopping environment and instead "demanded 
authenticity'."" 

A typical day in such an economy involves moving through a number of 
themed environments: a restaurant, an office, a shop, even one's 
home. An individual is immersed in an environment and. as a result, 
transported along narrative channels to another realm, one more excit­
ing and more vivid than the world of routine and convenience. Such 
places are designed to be easy, to reveal their references without much 
anxiety on the part of the visitor, and of course to be both safe to 
occupy and easy to leave. They usually demand nothing more than 
some extra money and a willingness to part with it. Negotiating an array 
of different places and time periods, on a daily basis, is child's play, lit 
erally; immersive technologies are most frequently developed for kids' 
games, moving from there to the built environment. In fact, naturalistic 
visualizations of the physical world and spatializations of abstract data 
have been leading goals of hard- and software development since the 
1980s. Factor in the development of portable technologies—where the 
"environment" can be virtual and discretionary, that is. entered and 
exited at will—and everyday experience ends up comprised of not one 
or another themed environment but a series of them, a movement 
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within and between immersive, scripted environments. Serial immer­

sion in narrative environments, then, is more and more looking to be 

the shape of daily life. 

As a result, theming emerges as a new context for the reception of 
architecture in our time. It signals an historical shift from symbolic 
appeals to cognition toward the creation of diffusive sensory environ­
ments that link immediate perceptions with scripts. Already adept at 
reading symbolic environments, we begin to seek those implanted 
visual cues we know will trigger the appropriate script, whether the 
given environment has been designed for one or not. In this way. driving 
on the highway or riding the subway or walking in nature begins to invite 
a "reading" of that activity. The given environment begins to appear less 
like the embodied result of functional considerations and more like a 
rendition of such considerations, that is, the highway looks more and 
more like what we imagine the highway should look like. The more suc­
cess we have navigating life this way, the more this facility becomes nat­
uralized in consciousness. 2 8 Daily experience thus takes on a scripted 
quality, as we seem to watch ourselves starring in the movie of our life. 
Cinema is not the source of these sensations, but with its naturalistic 
possibilities, it is the closest metaphor for them. In other words, as 
theming begins to influence the general reception of architecture, it 
moves from being an analytic lens to being a popular expectation. 

To the extent that individual subjectivity is conditioned by repeated 
encounters with environment, we may surmise a new sense of self, one 
corollary to the emerging shape of daily life. The modern self described 
by Trilling (following Hegel) is a consciousness deformed by pressures 
to conform to the opinions of others: the modern self engages in a 
series of socially acceptable impersonations. It is founded on self-alien­
ation. The resulting sense of detachment is a motive behind the longing 
for authenticity, or connection, a longing that Trilling and Berman agree 
is already well formulated by Rousseau. Consumer society adds to this 
sense of self the possibility of constructing identity through one's 
choices in the marketplace. The self is no longer visible only as a set of 
impersonations in varying social settings but may be built up from com­
mercially available goods and services that facilitate certain activities. 
To go for a run, for example, does not mean simply to move one's legs 
at a pace faster than a walk. It often involves choices regarding 
footwear, clothing and accessories, scheduling and routing, possibly 
some preparatory reading, and conceptually framing the run as work or 
leisure, sightseeing or exercise, routine or occasional. "Lifestyle" is 
just this, the self-conscious management of one's choices (for those 
who have them) regarding activities and acquisitions. From vocational 
to leisure activities, from dwelling to daily environments, a logic of the 
lifestyle "ensemble" underpins the construction of selfhood from a 
range of off-the-shelf products and outlooks. Through such coordinated 
acts of consumption, the self is articulated and actualized. 

As whole environments become objects for consumer choice, the self is 
transformed yet again. Nowadays, an individual may become differenti­
ated by her or his path through environments. Just as one may assem­
ble a unique set of mass-produced items, so might one trace a unique 
path through a range of conventionalized experiences. Individuation 
comes then to be influenced by taste in environmental adventures. In 
contrast with the industrial assembly line, where workers collectively 
construct an object moving past them, the self is itself now put 
together as it moves through a series of themed spaces. As a result, 
the assumed relation between what is human and what is artifact, or 
subject and object, is reversed. The environment takes on a shaping 
agency and the human subject is its chief artifact. Similar to the way 
the assembly line dehumanized its operators by strictly prescribing 
their movements, the individual in the themed environment, despite 
appearing as a protagonist, treads a narrow and pre figured track. 

As individuals take on the roles in which the particular environment 
casts them, theming may well be seen as a final surrender to the inau-
thentic. One's "character" is given by the environment, that is. by the 
combination of setting and script. Morality, as a shared code, is in turn 
no longer internalized during childhood and practiced consistently 
across different environments, thereby creating an individual's sense 
of continuity and wholeness. Rather, moral codes are embedded in par­
ticular environments and their related scripts, while the socializing 
process emphasizes the ability to read behavioral norms from ambient 
visual cues . 2 7 Different behaviors surfacing from one individual are not 
just possible but desirable, as the ability to perform in varying environ­
ments becomes a useful social skill. Conversely, social dysfunction is 
newly defined as the failure to change scripts when changing environ­
ments. Theming in this sense is the built environment finally catching 
up with the moral relativism of America—often seen as a 1960s 
legacy—where incommensurate settings and incompatible scripts are 
nonetheless adjacent to one another. Reality, as Freud detailed, is read 
from the environment, whether physical or behavioral. With sufficient 
legible cues, consistent impressions, and most important, like-minded 
others, the present series of plausible environments might well grow 
together to form a new and comprehensive reality that will be even 
harder to see our way out of. Leonard Zelig, in Woody Allen's 1983 film 
Zelig, assumes a character appropriate to whatever story he finds him­
self in: his is a personality type of our t imes . " 

Illusion of a Future 
Architecture, it seems to me. does not become less important in an 
experience economy. It becomes, rather, more important. Architecture 
is already that practice that specializes in the shaping of environments 
and is thus the necessary setting and substance for the creation of 
memorable experiences. As tourism has already shown, architecture is 
both destination and sign of arrival, the record of lofty cultural endeav­
ors and at the same time the very thing to have a stranger squeeze into 
the viewfinder alongside your own face. Increasingly, atmosphere is the 
very focus of design, the projected ambient object that will differentiate 
otherwise equivalent goods and services. More than ever, the spatial 
setting is the main event itself and can no longer be understood simply 
to contain events: likewise, rather than merely reflecting social change, 
this new role for architecture is the change. As Marshall McLuhan might 
have suggested, extrapolating from his observation regarding two-
dimensional media, the setting is the significance. 

Admittedly, this is not the architecture you now believe in and probably 
not the one you had hoped for. No longer a fraction of continuous urban 
fabric, no more the integer of a freestanding monument, no more the 
sum of human achievement, architecture appears now as a set of des 
tinations randomly encountered in a web built up from the invisible 
infrastructure of the information age. With daily life turning into a series 
of settings and scripts, buildings turn from being more or less neutral 
backdrops of human life to becoming agents in the actuation of scripts, 
our intimate escorts for the theatricalization of daily life. Where once, 
as with the Whites, an economy of formal operations led to a diversity 
of spatial effects, now a unified visual impression is achieved through 
diverse constructional and technological means. Consequently, the lan­
guage of aesthetic valuation will likely drift, from an emphasis on fea­
tures of things, useful to describe artifacts, to sensation, which is the 
vernacular of human experience. 

In contrast with these developments, the terms currently available for 
evaluating architecture remain rooted in the productive logic of indus 
trial economy. Enlightenment and industrial change accelerated the col­
lapse of a classical order and replaced its universalizing values with 
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material ones, generating a set of evaluative terms based on physical 
ity: the materials and processes of making, the structure of the made, 
and. as a consequence, the makers themselves. This essentially arti-
factual vocabulary is still with us, leading judgments of architectural 
quality to bear on the stuff of building. Theories regarding tectonics, for 
example, encourage our reading material form as a window onto some 
underlying constructed presence. Tectonic expression directs attention 
onto internal structure, providing an experience of presence in the rev 
elation of an object. With its materialist bent and model of depth, tec­
tonics consolidates selected material aspects of a building under the 
sign of making. It reproaches the casual babble of themed places with 
its own Greater Reality. 

In an age of relative values though, tectonics is also a virtue upon 
which enthusiasts might agree, a community formed around a shared 
environmental preference. As a license-carrying architect, I can person­
ally attest to the extraordinary power of tectonic moments in architec­
ture, as well as recognize the rather limited appeal of those moments. 
It is a Greater Reality for a narrowed audience. In the context of an 
experience economy, tectonics is a case of theming for architects, a 
symbolic representation of the labors of architecture—and the exqui­
site delight architects find in that labor—aimed at a relatively small 
circle of admirers. The same might be said of those attempts to make 
visible in the finished building the path taken through the design 
process, in effect thematizing another factor of design. Indeed, admis 
sion into this circle is sometimes predicated on the willingness and 
ability to cherish this limited set of acceptable goals. The problem is 
not that such architecture is not more popular, but that in our contem­
porary context it becomes understood as simply the taste of just 
another consumption community, a market segment that given its 
desirable demographics is easily accommodated. In an information 
age, ontological certainty is just another bit. 

If. however, the greatest intellectual effect architecture can have is to 
sharpen consciousness, that is. to sponsor consciousness of the self 
in the world—a self with (ideally) some measure of independent agency 
or free will: a world with .well, some depth—and if such an effect is 
thought to proceed from work that opens a window onto its own making, 
then where in a model of serial immersion in narrative environments 
might a critical architecture emerge? The question is not a general one, 
since themed environments aim precisely to loosen one's sense of 
self. The former sense of wholeness that one carried across environ­
ments, and around which the self might be shaped, is more and more 
being replaced with a series of temporary allegiances to different activ­
ities, such as saving the earth from aliens or buying new shoes. Com­
plete, if ephemeral, absorption in activity leads to an identification with 
that activity's goals, resembling the "sincere" state of mind Trilling 
(again after Hegel) attributes to an earlier phase of society and a less-
differentiated phase of psychic development. Themed environments in 
effect dissolve consciousness of self as anything other than being a 
protagonist in a script. This is why there is no room in immersive envi­
ronments for what in filmmaking are called "continuity errors," that is. 
lapses in either narrative or scenery that are either out-of-character or 
out-of-setting. 

In addition to filling out experiences, can architecture also direct aes­
thetic attention onto the ways the mind structures experience and in so 
doing fulfill a critical function? If tectonics emphasizes presence and 
certainty of artifacts, might aesthetic vision also be fortified and 
refreshed by a focus on the contingent judgment and perceptual readi­
ness of observers? Following this, can architecture provide insights 
into the infrastructure of perception? Would an architecture based in 
the epistemology of experience, rather than the ontology of being, avert 
the otherwise likely contraction of architecture into a tectonic sideshow 
for a niche market of architectural thrill-seekers? With the increasing 
role of simulated placefulness. will architecture be able to activate 
more aspects of human potential than the ability to buy souvenirs? 

There is a painting by Rene Magritte: a window overlooking a town has 
in front of it a canvas painted with a scene that aligns perfectly with the 
townscape outside. An easel and. in particular, a crank handle hold the 
painted canvas in its place, precisely aligned with the view. There is 
overall a tension (or is it an agreement?) between on the one hand the 
transparent logic of naturalistic representation (a faithful depiction, a 
representation both accurate and entirely confident in the objective 
status of the material world) and on the other hand illusion (the anxiety 
that our confidence is misplaced, that we are unable to know the real 
from the represented). The painted scene on the small canvas repeats 
the same tension: two cones—primary geometric forms—identical but 
for lighting are read completely differently. One is a road receding, the 
other the roof of a turret, the same abstract shape, but distinct visual 
roles based on context and representational convention. So ready to 
find meaning and form in what is seen, so easily duped, so broad-
minded, we take pleasure in the deception. The title, Les Promenades 

d'Euclide (the name of the street below? a series of walks?), likewise 
evokes the emblematic geometrician, a master reasoner of form, but 
here caught in a casual, even a picturesque, mood. There is no doubt of 
a deception, but at what level does it lie? The modest crank—closest to 
the viewer and uniquely given to the hand—is the key to finding out. 

Who is White and who Gray? Euclid the geometer or Euclid the 
promeneur? Magritte the maker of logical puzzles that invite vertiginous 
analyses or Magritte the prosaic painter who draws from conventions, 
directly but with an ironic twist, in the creation of a meaningful canvas? 
Or is it the perambulating pair on the street in the painted scene. 
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unknowing of the paradox they are a part of. or the artist standing in 

the room of the larger canvas, musing on the conventions that create 

the painting, or the viewer in the museum hall, absorbed in the work for 

a moment then moving on to the next painting or to the ground floor to 

pick up a postcard? Is this a convincing, habitable environment, one 

that flatters our ability to reason abstractly, or is this an ironic pun on 

the shared conventions that literally make the world available for habi­

tation? What will a critical architecture look like in the coming experi­

ence economy? Turn the crank. 
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