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Introduction

The essays collected in this book were written for different occasions and have
no intentional thematic unity. Nonetheless, they tend to group themselves ac-
cording to three different, but related, areas of interest. Those in the first section
are concerned with some of the concepts that have dominated architectural dis-
course during the last two centuries and still to a large extent constitute the
conceptual framework within which we “think architecture.” The most impor-
tant and at the same time the most ambiguous of these concepts is “history”
itself. It is within the context of the changing meaning of “history” that all the
“theories” of architecture have developed since the middle of the eighteenth
century. Even today, the positions taken up by the various protagonists of the
present architectural debate are based, explicitly or implicitly, on assumptions
about the role of history in the formation of modern cultural values. This prob-
lem is addressed in the first four essays. The meanings of such key words as
classicism, romanticism, historicism, and rationalism are discussed in relation not
only to different time frames, but also to the varying conceptions of history on
which they depend.

The essays in the second part of the book revolve around the same set of
problems, but now seen in relation to the classical avant-garde—specifically the
works of Le Corbusier, who, of all the masters of the modern movement, was
the most acutely aware of the break in cultural continuity experienced in the

early twentieth century. It is with the tensions and contradictions in his work
that result from this, and from his attempt to mediate between the past and the
present, that these three essays are mainly concerned.

The final section consists of essays in which current controversies are explic-
itly discussed, particularly the problem of so-called postmodernism. These are
occasional essays in the fullest sense, Some are little more than sketches for
more substantial essays that will never be written. Nevertheless, they perhaps
have the effect of refocusing the earlier essays in the direction of our present
predicament, showing their relevance to the present crisis.

The habit of talking about architecture in terms of “crisis” goes back to the
end of the eighteenth century, when the classical tradition began to lose its ex-
clusive authority and architects, with their newfound historical anxiety, began
to look for alternative paradigms. The ensuing century suffered under two con-
tradictory conceptions of history. The first held that history (defined as the rep-
resentation of past events) provided models for imitation—a notion inherited
from the eighteenth century and based on the traditional view that the purpose
of historical studies was to learn from the past. The second conception saw
history (now signifying the events themselves) as an irreversible process. His-
torical events owed their significance to the context in which they occurred, and
it made no sense to treat any of these events as literal models. The only way to
learn from the past was to try to discover the essential idea that lay behind the
flux of events.

The “crisis” of architecture at the turn of the twentieth century was closely
connected to the change from a practice based on the first conception of history
to one based on the second. Whatever theoretical arguments were put forward
in the course of the nineteenth century for a historicist interpretation of history
and against the imitation of past styles, the practice of architecture, and the
discourse connected with this practice, were still rooted in earlier habits of
mind. There were, it is true, disagreements as to the way in which history
should be used. Some said that different styles could be combined in the same
work, others that only a single style should be followed. “Imitation” was inter-
preted differently, to mean the repetition of final forms or the discovery of
underlying principles. But on one point all were agreed: the essence of architec-
ture was to be found in historical examples.

All this changed toward the end of the nineteenth century, with the emer-
gence of new practices that sought to establish other foundations for design
than those of stylistic imitation and eclectic adaptation. These new avant-gardes
operated between two polar extremes: that of a vitalistic, craft-oriented architec-
ture and that of a rationalistic, machine-oriented architecture. They thus to
some extent continued the romantic/classical argument that had characterized

vii
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the nineteenth century. It was the second strand that became dominant in the
post-World War I avant-garde and that set the tone of architectural practice as a
whole after World War II.

Recently, critical attention has been refocused on the difference within the
modern movement between those whose aim was to change the architectural
language and those who had the more radical aim of destroying the institutional
and professional framework of architecture by exposing the ideological basis of
so-called architectural principles. Though this distinction is valid, it is nonethe-
less true that the great majority of architects in the modern movement were
motivated by progressive social ideals. They saw their work in terms of a master
narrative that provided them with a collective sense of purpose and a philo-
sophical and social context within which to place architecture. It is the disap-
pearance of this master narrative that is, perhaps, the most striking feature of
the decline of the modernist ideology during the last two decades.

But one might postulate that a more generalized and less visible version of
this master narrative had disappeared long before 1965—that according to
which “history” provided the present with its sense of purpose. If this is so,
one would have to provide a different interpretation of the roots of modernism
from the one usually adopted. Historians of the modern movement, from Pevs-
ner and Giedion to Benevolo, Collins, and Frampton, have always attempted to
provide modernism with a genealogy, tracing its origins to some conjuncture of
the nineteenth or even eighteenth century. In doing this they have been rein-
forcing the positivist notion that history is a continuous, coherent, and, on the
whole, beneficial progression. It is true that the idea of progress that this his-
toricist view propagates necessarily includes the idea of “newness.” But it also
implies that the present has grown out of the past on the analogy of biological
evolution, and any reasonable interpretation of this idea must imply that the
architecture of the present contains evidence of inherited characteristics. There
seems to be a historical as well as a Darwinian model for this process—the topos
of unconscious absorption, of which the medieval world, with its assimilation and
transformation of Roman forms, has stood, ever since the romantic movement,
as the prime example.

But there is something strained about thinking of modernism in this way. The
main point about modernism, in art as in architecture, was that it stood for a
change in the relationship between the present and the past, rather than being
the continuation of an existing relationship. No doubt this “epistemological
break” could be “explained” by changes in the sociology, technology, and eco-
nomics of architecture, thus lending “newness” the appearance of being the
result of historical causality. But such an explanation is not so easily applied to
art in general, and the influence of general artistic theory on modern architec-

ture was as strong, if not stronger, than that of technology, as Giedion so elo-
quently demonstrated in Space, Time and Architecture. It seems, in fact, that the
notion of “modernity” in the classical avant-garde can only partially be ex-
plained by historicism. For it to be fully comprehended other tendencies have
to be taken into account—above all ideas current at the end of the nineteenth
century that were strongly antihistoricist, such as can be found in certain writ-
ings of Nietzsche on the one hand and in the neo-Kantian formalists on the
other, which either deny the logic of historical change or which explain artistic
and symbolic forms in terms other than historical.

If we accept such an interpretation of “the modern,” the changes in the cli-
mate of opinion in the last twenty years must seem as a mere continuation of
the “crisis” that struck architecture around 1910—the moment when an appar-
ently irreversible break with history occurred. Even if we were to maintain that
the “objective” conditions were never clearly enough determined to justify the
break with history demanded by modernist theory, we have to admit that once
these theories were in place and had gathered momentum, a wholly new objec-
tive cultural situation was created. It is within the context of this new situation
that the various reactions against modernism (including the most recent “post-
modern” reaction) arose and from which they take their color. Thus all the ways
in which postmodernism has attempted to reintroduce historical forms have
themselves been unmistakably “modern.” They belong more to the modernism
they want to supersede than to the tradition they try to invoke. For this reason
it would be better to interpret the word postmodern to mean not only the revival
of historical forms, but all those tendencies, apparently within modernism it-
self, that have modified its original content.

For, if the present situation is inescapably modern, it also contains aspects
alien to the original aspirations of the modern movement. At the level of archi-
tectural production, contemporary methods of construction and the design
techniques that have grown up around them have continued to develop more
or less as predicted by the avant-garde of the 1920s. In this prognosis the theo-
rists of modernism were merely showing intelligent foresight. But they were
not equally right in their assumptions of absolutely even development, either
on a technical or a cultural level. They assimilated to empirical “scientific” pro-
cesses all the aesthetic and symbolic absolutes they had inherited from the past
and saw these processes as creating a global Gesamptkunstwerk. The reality of the
present is very different. Two examples of this reality may be cited. One is the
modern office block, which, as a function-type, has taken on a far greater
importance than was anticipated by modernist theory. Modern corporate
buildings, though using the most advanced technology, are not uniform nor
rationally segregated as modernist theory would have had them; instead, they



compete with one another linguistically within the existing city matrix. At the
same time their megastructural dimensions make impossible the control of scale
and proportions that avant-garde architects from Sullivan to Mies and Le Cor-
busier tried to give them.

The second example lies in the discontinuous nature of modern development,
and its variety of linguistic forms. This variety is not random; it follows a certain
demarcation of function-types, so that separate linguistic codes operate for dif-
ferent types such as office buildings, housing, and museums, and for develop-
ment within cities and in the suburbs.

Bracing as the freedom resulting from such a pluralistic situation may some-
times be, it cannot in itself sustain a coherent architectural discourse, and it
becomes increasingly difficult to measure particular developments against a
common standard of architectural values. An essential precondition of the un-
raveling of this problem would be to clarify the situation that existed when mod-
ernist theory was formulated and to see in what way this theory differed from
the discourse inherited from the past. “Modern architecture” was characterized
by the new relationship that obtained between architecture as art and architec-
ture as the practical provision of shelter. Historically these two aspects of archi-
tecture were never wholly separate. The symbolic was a transfiguration of the
real (architecture as the intellectual transformation and representation of struc-
ture). The artistic component of building was closely bound up with transcen-
dental meaning, and was the architectural equivalent of naturalism in painting.
According to the classical theory of naturalism, art penetrated below the surface
of the given to show forth the “idea.” It was in this sense that architecture could
be thought of as the imitation of nature.

But with modernism, art cut itself adrift from what it took to be an extrinsic
reality and became an exploration of pure forms, the meanings of which were
immanent and reflexive. It was in this guise that art became a paradigm for
architecture in the 1920s. The old liaison between architecture as shelter and
architecture as transcendental meaning was lost, and a new unity was envis-
aged within the theory of functionalism, which attributed transcendental value
to function itself. This fiction depended on a certain constellation of cultural
events; once this constellation was dissolved, the fusion between material pur-
pose and transcendental meaning was also lost. The result is that everything
that cannot be attributed to practical convenience is left without a body of
theory to support it.

It has been argued that any transcendental theory is unnecessary and, in-
deed, impossible in the present situation of late capitalism; the disappearance
of the master narratives that presided over nineteenth-century historicism and
the birth of modernism signals, it is said, the final disappearance of any possi-

bility of, or need for, a general grounding of value. Yet all theories of “decon-
struction” that purport to show that philosophy is dead are presented within
the format of philosophy itself; they do not accept passively the relativism that
they appear to be celebrating.

It is this apparent paradox that leads both to the provisional acceptance of
contemporary pluralism in architecture and to a deep concern over the absence
of any coherent discourse. These essays are offered as a contribution toward the
development of such a discourse.
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I

Historicism and the

Burden of the Classical

Three Kinds of Historicism

The title of this essay is simply the starting point for an attempt to clarify the
confusion that surrounds the word historicism in modern architectural criticism,
and through this to throw some light on the present situation in architecture, in
which a new consciousness of history has replaced the antihistorical bias of the
modern movement.

Dictionary definitions (and general usage) suggest that there are three inter-
pretations of historicism: (1) the theory that all sociocultural phenomena are his-
torically determined and that all truths are relative; (2) a concern for the
institutions and traditions of the past; (3) the use of historical forms. The word
historicism therefore can be applied to three quite separate objects: the first is a
theory of history; the second, an attitude; the third, an artistic practice. There
is no guarantee that the three have anything in common. I will investigate them
to see how, if at all, they are related and then to see what light they throw on
the phenomenon sometimes referred to as the neo-avant-garde.

The idea that values change and develop with historical time is by now so
ingrained in common wisdom that it is difficult to imagine a different point of
view. Yet the idea is, historically speaking, of fairly recent origin. It began to
take shape in Europe as a whole in the seventeenth century, but was not given
a consistent philosophical or historiographic formulation until the rise of the
romantic movement in Germany in the late eighteenth century. The word his-

Originally published in Architectural Design 53, 9/10 (1983).



toricist, as it applies to our first definition, comes from the German word histo-
rismus. It used to be translated as historism, but, probably under the influence of
Benedetto Croce, was changed to historicism—from the Italian storicismo—in the
early years of this century.

In the German movement, historicism was connected with idealism and neo-
platonism. But the “Idea” had connotations different from those associated with
the classical thought of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. According to
classical thought, cultural values derived from natural law. Indeed, the value of
history for historians like Hume and Montesquieu was that it provided evidence
of the existence of this natural law. It was necessary, when studying history, to
strip away the inessential and accidental and to expose the essential and uni-
versal. Through the study of history one learned with David Hume that “human
nature was always and everywhere the same.” It followed from this that what
was of value in the cultural products of this human nature—art and architec-
ture, for example—was equally fixed. Architecture, no less than painting, was
an imitation of Nature through the intuition of her underlying laws. History, as
the story of the contingent, merely had the effect of obscuring these laws. It is
true that the rise of empirical science in the seventeenth century led certain
theorists to question the immutable laws of architecture enshrined in the writing
of Vitruvius (for instance, Claude Perrault went so far as to say that the rules of
proportion and the orders owed their authority to custom), but this was not a
universally held view. The majority of architects and theorists of the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries still held the view that good architecture
obeyed immutable natural laws. Even Laugier, writing at a time when the no-
tion of taste had already undermined the classical certainties, claimed that
Perrault was prompted by the spirit of contrariness and that the rules of archi-
tecture could be deduced from a few self-evident axioms based on our obser-
vation of nature. The best architecture was that which was close to nature, and
that which was closest to nature could be found in the building of the ancients—
though sometimes even they had been mistaken, in which case archaeology had
to be supplemented with reason.

The idealism of the neoclassical view of architecture was therefore absolutist
and depended on a combination of authority, natural law, and reason. Although
in many ways the doctrines of neoclassicism differed from those of the Renais-
sance, the two held that the values of architecture referred to fixed laws, exem-
plified in Greco-Roman buildings.

The historicist view disputed the epistemology on which this view of archi-
tecture depended and gave an entirely different interpretation of the Ideal. Ac-
cording to historicism, the classical conception of a fixed and immutable ideal
was, in fact, a false realism; and it tried to apply to the works of man the same

-

objective standards that it applied to the natural world as a whole. But man
belonged to a different category from that of inorganic or organic nature. Man
and his institutions could be studied only in relation to the context of their
historical development. The individual and the social institutions he con-
structed were governed by a vital, genetic principle, not by fixed and eternal
laws. Human reason was not a faithful reflection of abstract truths; it was the
rationalization of social customs and institutions, which had evolved slowly and
which varied from place to place and from one time to another. The ideal was
therefore an aim that emerged from historical experience and contingency. Al-
though it might have been necessary to postulate an ideal that would be ulti-
mately the same for all cultures, it could not be rationally grasped. We could
give it only the names that belonged to the values of a local culture at its partic-
ular stage of development. Every culture therefore contained a mixture of truth
and falsehood when measured against the ideal; equally, each culture could ad-
here only to its own notion of the true and the false, through values that were
immanent in particular social and institutional forms.

In this view, society and its institutions were analogous to the individual. The
individual can be defined only in terms unique to himself. Though he may be
motivated by what he and his society see as objective norms of belief and con-
duct, his own essence cannot be reduced to these norms; it is constituted by the
contingent factors of his birth and is subject to a unique development. The value
of his life cannot be defined in a way that excludes his individuality. It is the
same with societies, cultures, and states: they develop according to organic laws
which they have internalized in their structures. In them, truth cannot be sepa-
rated from destiny.

Based on a new notion of history, this view found its chief expression in the
field of historiography. The aim of the historian became to research into the past
of a particular society for its own sake, not in order to confirm a prior: principles
and provide exemplars, as had been the case with the English and French his-
torians of the eighteenth century. This new project was undertaken in the Ger-
man-speaking countries in reaction against the French rationalism that had
dominated European thought for two centuries, and it coincided with the rise
of German national consciousness. In the work of Leopold von Ranke, the first
great historian of this school, the writing of history is characterized by two
equally important tendencies: the objective and exhaustive examination of facts,
and the attempt to penetrate the essential spirit of the country or period being
studied. The dialectic between these two aims (which one might call the positiv-
ist and the idealist) had already been stated clearly by Wilhelm von Humboldt
in his famous essay “On the Historian’s Task” of 1821. According to von Hum-
boldt, the events of history are given purpose and structure by a hidden spirit



or idea, just as the idea or form is hidden in the infinitely variable forms of the
visible world. It is the historian’s task to reveal the idea beneath the empirical
surface of historical events, just as it is the artist’s task to reveal the ideal beneath
the accidental appearance of bodies. At the same time, the idea can become
apparent only through the detailed study of these events. Any imposition on
history of an a priori purpose will inevitably distort reality, and it is this reality
that is the object of historical study.

An ideal that emerges from particular historical events entails a relativizing of
cultures, since aspects of the ideal to be revealed will differ from case to case;
and this relativizing of the historical view is obviously connected in some way
with eclecticism in the practice of art and architecture. Yet eclecticism did not,
in itself, result necessarily in a doctrine of relativism. It was the product of an
interest in history which developed in the early eighteenth century—a phenom-
enon of the history of taste before it became connected with German historical
theory. Indeed, returning to an architecture based on nature—a notion so for-
eign to the spirit of historicism—was itself one of the products of this new in-
terest in, and attitude toward, history.

The attitude toward history in the eighteenth century was, in fundamental
ways, different from that of the Renaissance. The Renaissance had a strong faith
in its contemporary world. In returning to classical modes, it picked up the
threads of a world that was more modern than recent medieval culture. In the
eighteenth century the return to classicism was always accompanied by ele-
ments of poetic reverie, nostalgia, and a sense of irretrievable loss. Within the
context of this type of historical consciousness, eclecticism took two forms
which at first might seem incompatible. On the one hand, different styles could
exist side by side, as when one finds a classical temple next to a Gothic ruin at
Stowe. On the other hand, one style could come to stand for a dominant moral
idea and be connected with an idea of social reform. This happens, for example,
in the second half of the eighteenth century in France, when the desire to re-
form society initiates a return to austere classical forms, such as one finds in the
architecture of Ledoux or the paintings of David. What is common to both forms
of eclecticism is a strong feeling for the past, an awareness of the passage of
historical time, and the ability of past styles to suggest certain poetic or moral
ideas. The same motif can be the expression of private taste and the symbol of
public morality. Robert Rosenblum’ gives the example of the Doric temple front
forming the entrance to a cave, which was a folly in the garden of the banker
Claude Bernard Saint-James before it became an emblem of Revolution in a pag-
eant at Lvon some years later.

Eclecticism depends on the nower of historical styles to become the emblems
of ideas associated with the cultures that produced them. No doubt this rela-

Piranesi, Ruins at Paestum, Temple of Neptune,
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Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, House of a Milliner,
1773-79. From L’Architecture considereé sous le

rapport de l'art, des moeurs et de la législation
(1804).

Jacques-Louis David, Lictors Returning to Brutus
The Temple of Ancient Virtue at Stowe, near the Bodies of His Soms, 1789. Collection of the
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Claude-Louis Chatelet, Le Rocher, Folie Saint-
James Neuilly. Collection of Jacques Lebel.

Claude Couchet le jeune, Design for a Revolution-
ary Pageant, 1790
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tionship first made itself felt in the Renaissance, but by the late eighteenth cen-
tury historical knowledge had vastly extended its range of cultural models. An
interest in Gothic architecture and in the architecture of the orient existed
alongside the classical tradition, which was itself augmented by the discovery
of Greek architecture. The idea of a return to a strict and primitive classicism
based on a priori principles and natural law was one aspect of a new situation
giving rise to the new possibility of choice. Choice implies a standard of taste
and a decision as to the correct norm—whether this norm is based on a relative
scale or on an absolute standard.

Returning to our definitions, we see that the “concern for the institutions of
the past” and the “use of historical forms” belong to a broader category of his-
torical phenomena than the historicist theory that “all sociocultural phenomena
are historically determined.” It was not until the historicist theory was formu-
lated that the idea of the relativism of culture values became an issue. The
theory made it impossible, in principle, to favor one style over another, since
each style was organically related to a particular spatiotemporal culture and
could not be judged except on its own terms. Yet historicist thought was not
able to accept all that its theory implied. The historian Friedrich Meinecke?
pointed out that there were two ways in which historicism attempted to avoid
the implications of relativism: by setting up one period as a paradigm and by
what he called the “flight into the future.”

Representing a historical period as a paradigm would seem contrary to the
principles of historicism and, in doing so, historical thought was clearly revert-
ing to eclectic practice. But there was a difference: eclecticism had never severed
completely its connections with the classical tradition. It had merely qualified
this tradition with examples from other styles, either using these styles to give
variety to classical themes or using them to purify the notion of classicism it-
self—as in the case of Gothic and Greek architecture. With romanticism and
historicism, the break from classicism was complete. They style now set up as
paradigmatic was Gothic, since Gothic represented not just a particular set of
poetic associations, but a type of “organic” society. Here we see a coincidence
between positivism and historicism similar to that which I have noted already
in Leopold von Ranke. For instance, in seeking the essence of Gothic architec-
ture, Viollet-le-Duc reduced it to a set of instrumental principles that could pro-
vide a dynamic model for contemporary practice.

The other method by which historicism tried to overcome relativism—the
flight into the future—depended upon a different set of ideas. One of the essen-
tial notions of historicism was, as I have said, the idea of development. Not only
were various cultures the result of geographical and temporal displacement, not
only were cultures unique and irreducible to a single set of principles, but they
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were also subject to a law of growth and change. The notion of genetic devel-

opment was essential. Without it, the various guises in which the ideal ap-
peared in history would be entirely random and arbitrary, since there was no
longer any absolute ideal against which to measure them. It was necessary to
replace the notion of a fixed ideal, to which historical phenomena should con-
form, with the notion of a potential ideal, which historical events were leading up
to. Carried to its extreme, this view led to the idea of history as a teleological
process, in which all historical events were determined by final causes. History
was now oriented toward an apocalyptic future and no longer toward a nor-
mative past. It was the philosophers of historicism, particularly Hegel, who
stressed in this way the determinism of history, not the historians themselves.
Indeed, von Ranke (following von Humboldt) warned against the tendency of
philosophy to schematize history by resorting to final causes. To him this was
just as unacceptable as the classical notion of natural law because it denied what
to the historians was the basis of historical development—the spiritual indepen-
dence of the historical subject and the operation of free will in history.

Hegelian idealism, with its emphasis on historical teleology, replaced the will
of the historical subject with the suprapersonal will of history itself. The ideal
was not seen as informing the individual protagonists of history, as von Hum-
boldt and von Ranke taught; it constituted an implacable historical will, of
which the historical subject was the unconscious agent.

The Hegelian notion of historical determinism, however much it was mis-
understood,® had a profound influence on the framework of thought character-
istic of the artistic avant-garde in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Art and architecture could fulfill their historical destinies only by
turning their backs on tradition. Only by looking toward the future could they
be faithful to the spirit of history and give expression in their works to the spirit
of the age. In architecture this meant the continual creation of new forms under
the impulse of social and technological development, and the symbolic repre-
sentation of society through these forms. Historians of the modern movement,
such as Giedion, Pevsner, and Banham, have tended to emphasize this devel-
opmental aspect of the avant-garde.

But this mode of thought was not the only, and perhaps not the most impor-
tant, ingredient of the twentieth-century avant-garde. Another influence was
what Philippe Junod, in his book Transparence et opacité,* has called “gnosiologi-
cal idealism,” whose principal theoretician was the nineteenth-century philos-
opher Konrad Fiedler. Growing out of the general atmosphere of historicist
tradition, this theory systematically sought to exclude from artistic creation the
last traces of the idea of imitation. It rejected the notion that the work of art is a
mirror in which one sees something else. Hegel himself was the principal victim
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of this radical idealism, since he held the view that the work of art was a reflec-
tion of an idea external to itself. The notion of the “opacity” of the work of art
was developed further by the Russian Formalists of the 1920s, and it became an
essential component of avant-garde thinking,.

At the opposite extreme, there was in modernism the idea of natural law and
a return to the basic principles of artistic form, which was close to the primitive
neoclassicism of the Enlightenment. The tension between this and historicism
is particularly noticeable in the writings and buildings of Le Corbusier.

It is not these two aspects of modernism that its critics have attacked, but
rather the idea of historical determinism. They have correctly pointed out that a
blind faith in the future has the effect of handing over control of the architectural
environment to market forces and their bureaucratic representatives. A move-
ment that started as the symbolic representation of utopia has ended by becom-
ing a tool of everyday economic practice. Critics have also shown (and equally
correctly) that the systematic proscription of history as a source of architectural
values cannot be sustained once the initial utopian impetus of modernism has
been lost.

What these “postmodernist” critics have been unable to establish is a theory of
history that will give a firm basis for this newfound historical consciousness.
Because their attack has been restricted mostly to two aspects of modernism—
historical determinism and historical amnesia—all they have been able to pro-
pose is the reversal of these two ideas: (1) history is not absolutely determined;
(2) the acceptance of tradition, in some form, is the condition of architectural
meaning. These two propositions, being reactions to other propositions, remain
negative, and lack a systematic and legitimate basis of their own.

The fact that history cannot be considered as determined and teleological in
any crude sense leaves open to question the relation between the historicity of
all cultural production, on the one hand, and the cumulative and normative
nature of cultural values, on the other. We can hardly expect to return to a
classical interpretation of history in which a universal natural law is an a priori
against which one measures all cultural phenomena. One of the chief reasons
why this would be inconceivable is that today we have a different relation to
history from that of the eighteenth century. In the eighteenth century the dom-
inant classes were well read in the classics and were able to interpret their cul-
ture in terms of classical culture, using it to provide examples and models for
their conduct. We have seen that the notion of universal norms was a product
of a lively and concrete sympathy for the historical past. Today, our knowledge
of the past has increased vastly, but it is the province of specialists and is equal
and opposite to a widespread ignorance and vagueness about history in our
culture. The more our knowledge of the past becomes objective, the less the
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past can be applied to our own time. The use of the past to supply models for
the present depends upon the ideological distortion of the past; and the whole
effort of modern historiography is to eliminate these distortions. In this sense,
modern historiography is the direct descendant of historicism. As such, it is
committed to a relativistic view of the past and resists the use of history to
provide direct models.

On the other hand, it is equally difficult to imagine a culture that ignores the
historical tradition altogether. The flight into the future, which characterized the
phase of historicism that directly affected modernism, deliberately tried to instill
a forgetfulness of history. In so doing, it brought to light what may be consid-
ered two weaknesses in nineteenth-century historicist thought. First, it did not
take account of cultural borrowing. In its concern to stress the uniqueness of
each culture, it overlooked the extent to which all cultures, even the most “in-
digenous,” are based on the ideas and principles of other, pre-existent cultures.
There has never been such a thing as an absolutely pure culture; to demonstrate
this, one has only to mention the attraction that various proto-renaissances ex-
erted on the medieval world and the influence that the classical world never
ceased to exert on European culture. :

The second weakness of historicism (closely related to the first) is that it
tended to suppress the role that the establishment of norms and types has al-
ways played in cultural development. It confused two things that are, in fact,
unrelated: it confused the way in which cultures might be studied with the way
in which cultures operate. While it might be fruitful to study history as if the
culture under examination were a unique organism, it does not follow that it
was such an organism in fact. How, for instance, could a historicist study a
culture that believed in natural law, and in the principle of the imitation of the
idea, without somehow contradicting his own method? To do this, historical
analysis would have to reconcile two contradictory principles within itself. Par-
adoxical as this may seem, this is an important principle that must be faced. It
suggests that our culture—and our architecture, as one of its manifestations—
must make the same reconciliation. The uniqueness of our culture, which is the
product of historical development, must be reconciled with the palpable fact
that it operates within a historical context and contains within itself its own
historical memory.

In what way can cultural memory manifest itself in architecture today? In my
opinion it cannot do this by reverting to eclecticism, if by eclecticism we mean
something belonging to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century culture. I have tried
to show that in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries eclecticism depended
on the power of architectural style to become a sign or emblem for a certain set
of ideas. But this depended on a knowledge of, and sympathetic identification

with, the styles of the past and an ability to subject those styles to ideological
distortions—distortions that were nonetheless predicated on a thorough knowl-
edge of the styles themselves. Architecture is a form of knowledge by experi-
ence. But it is precisely this element of inward knowledge and experience that
is lacking today. When we try to recover the past in architecture, we cross a
chasm—the chasm of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, during
which the power of architectural style to convey definite meanings disappeared
entirely. Modern eclecticism is no longer ideologically active, as it was in the
nineteenth century. When we revive the past now, we tend to express its most
general and trivial connotations; it is merely the “pastness” of the past that is
evoked. The phenomenon was already recognized eighty years ago by Alois
Riegl, who drew attention to the two popular attitudes toward artistic works
then prevalent: “newness” and “oldness.” As an emblem of “pastness,” modern
historical recovery actually resists too accurate a memory of past styles; it is only
in this way that it can become an item of cultural consumption. As modernism
itself was recuperated by capitalism, so is “postmodernism” in all its guises.
Modernism and “postmodernism” are two sides of the same coin. They are both
essentially “modern” phenomena and are equally remote from the attitude to-
ward history of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Given the fact that what we produce today is bound to be specifically modern,
no matter how we incorporate the past into our work, we should look at that
other tradition—the tradition of modernism—to see which of its elements in-
evitably persist in our attitude toward works of art and architecture. I have men-
tioned two aspects that are independent of the notion of historical determinism
and the flight into the future: the opacity of the work of art and the search for
primitive sources. Opacity denies that the work of art is merely a reflection or
imitation of some model, whether this model is thought of as a platonic form or
as consisting of the “real” world. In this sense it resists both realist idealism and
naturalism. But it is not inconsistent with the idea of historical memory. By
giving priority to the autonomy of artistic disciplines, it allows, even demands,
the persistence of tradition as something that is internalized in these disciplines.
The artistic tradition is one of the “objective facts” that is transformed by the
creative act.

It seems to me, therefore, that it is valid to approach the problem of tradition
in architecture as the study of architecture as an autonomus discipline—a dis-
cipline which incorporates into itself a set of aesthetic norms that is the result
of historical and cultural accumulation and which takes its meaning from this.
But these aesthetic values can no longer be seen as constituting a closed system
of rules or as representing a fixed and universal natural law. The notions of the
opacity of the work of art and the search for basic principles do not presuppose
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that architecture is a closed system which has no contact with outside life, with

the nonaesthetic. The aesthetic comes into being anew through the existence of
a particular material situation, even if it is not wholly conditioned by this situ-
ation. Today’s historians tend toward investigation of material conditions of the
artistic production of the past; today’s architects should be equally aware of the
transformation of the tradition brought about by these conditions.

What I have said implies that historicism, considered as the theory by which
all sociocultural phenomena are historically determined, must still form the ba-
sis of our attitude toward history. But the sleight of hand by which historicist
idealism replaced the fixed ideal with an emergent idea can no longer be ac-
cepted. Such a unitary and mystical concept is bound to lead to systems of
though—both political and artistic—that presuppose what, in fact, remains to
be proved: that any given historical system is an organic unity leading inevitably
to the progress of mankind.

On the contrary, all systems of thought, all ideological constructs, are in need
of constant, conscious criticism; and the process of revision can come about only
on the assumption that there is a higher and more universal standard against
which to measure the existing system. History provides both the ideas that are
in need of criticism and the material out of which this criticism is forged. An
architecture that is constantly aware of its own history, but constantly critical of
the seductions of history, is what we should aim for today.

Notes
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Vernacular Classicism

The theories of architecture put forward in a given period often consist of
transformations and recombinations of earlier theories. Moreover, it sometimes
happens that a later theory reverses an earlier one and that two concepts pre-
viously antithetical may become allies.

The phrase “vernacular classicism” seems to be an example of this type of
transformation. To all appearances it is an oxymoron. Throughout the self-
consciously classical periods—both Hellenistic and post-Renaissance—classic
stands to vernacular as high art stands to low art, though the actual words were
not used until after the romantic movement. In romanticism, ideas associated
with the vernacular were given a value independent of the place they had held
in the classical hierarchy of artistic styles. The “low mimetic” style became the
model for art in general and was used to express the kinds of serious ideas
previously reserved for the “high mimetic” style.! But in romantic thought, the
meanings carried by the two terms remained antithetical.

The word classical or classic was not used generally in connection with archi-
tecture or the visual arts until after the German romantic movement, when the
opposition classic/romantic was first coined.? Previously, when critics or histor-
ians wished to refer to the art of Greece or Rome, they usually spoke of the
“antique.” Nonetheless, in poetics the word classical was used as early as the
second century Ap, when the grammarian Aulus Gellius used it to distinguish
between the scriptor classicus and the scriptor proletarius. The words classicus and

Originally published in Architectural Design 54, 5/6 (1984).
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proletarius were borrowed from Roman tax law; classicus referred to the first of -

the four social orders supposedly founded by Servius Tullius. In this metaphor-
ical translation to literature, the scriptor classicus was he who wrote for the few,
and the scriptor proletarius for the many.

The word classicus was revived in the Renaissance, first in Italy, then in France
and England, when it meant either texts used for instruction in schools or stan-
dard Greek and Roman texts worthy of imitation by modern authors. In this
context, classical had the connotation of “highest class,” and it entailed the sty-
listic transformation of the various vernaculars of post-medieval Europe in con-
formity with Greek or Roman models. It need hardly be said that this is one of
the senses in which the word is still used today, though its normative implica-
tions are no longer taken for granted.?

It seems quite legitimate to use classical in this sense to describe the architec-
ture of antiquity as well as the literature. The connection was indeed made in
the Renaissance and in the following three centuries during which classical
theory dominated all aspects of European culture. The post-Renaissance period
revived not only many of the artistic practices of the ancients, but also their
artistic theory: that of Vitruvius in architecture and those of Aristotle’s Poetics
and Horace’s Art of Poetry in literature and painting. It is chiefly from these
sources that academic classicism derived such fundamental ideas as imitation
and decorum.

Thus, both in a certain phase of antiquity itself and in the Renaissance, clas-
sical signified practices codified in a system of canonic rules which claimed su-
periority over all other practices, whether these were taken as “grammatical” in
a narrow sense, or more broadly “artistic.” A similar process had taken place in
India in about the fourth century Bc, when the ancient language of the Vedas
was codified by the grammarians and was called Sanskrit (from the roots san,
together, and Kr, make).

The word vernacular is equally derived from social and economic concepts.
Verna meant slave, and vernacular signified a person residing in the house of his
master. Hence the later applied meaning—first to language and then to the
arts—of local, indigenous, and lowly forms.

Within the context of European history, then, the word vernacular can be taken
to apply to practices of making (linguistic, constructional, etc.) that are either
anterior to or untouched by classical theory and practice. Such practices, con-
tinuing in parallel with those of “high art,” were recognized by classical theory
and were placed by it at the lowest level of the artistic hierarchy (in Serlio’s
representation of Comedy, for example, where the fabrigue consists of “vernac-
ular” buildings arranged without symmetry, in contrast to the classical symme-
try of the noble style more appropriate for Tragedy).

Serlio, Scena Comica. From The Five Books of
Architecture (1611).
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Serlio, Scena Tragica. From The Five Books of
Architecture (1611).

e

After the breakup of the classical system at the end of the eighteenth century,
however, these nonclassical vernacular forms of art began to be studied in and
for themselves. They began to be thought of not as “styles” within a larger
system, but as forms of art possessing their own significance, challenging the
universalist claims of the classical canon. Art and literary criticism, after the
onset of romanticism and historicism, attempted to reverse the values of the
classical and the nonclassical (e.g., to establish medieval art as superior to clas-
sical art) or to relativize all systems according to some theory of historical
development.

Eric Auerbach’s seminal literary study Mimesis (1946) is an outstanding ex-
ample of the latter tradition. Auerbach distinguished between the typology of
classical literature and that of various nonclassical texts, notably the Bible and
medieval literature. Whereas, according to Auerbach, classical literature was
characterized by “an abundant display of connectives . . . a precise gradation
of temporal, comparative and concessive hypotaxes . . . and participle construc-
tion,” the Bible and the writings of the medieval period had a tendency to
“string different pictures together like beads” and to “divide the course of
events into a mosaic of parcelled pictures.”* He saw these and other related
features as belonging to a specifically Christian tradition whose ideas could not
have been expressed in terms of classical decorum, since they demanded a mix-
ture of styles: the treating of noble subjects in an ignoble setting.

Whether or not it would be legitimate to identify this kind of paratactic liter-
ary structure with “vernacular” art in general, it seems evident that Auerbach
is describing a general nonclassical tradition which flourished in the early pe-
riod of Christian culture and which owed a great deal to local traditions. Clearly
there are problems in trying to apply this paradigm to all medieval art. The
Gothic cathedral, for instance, is by no means a “vernacular” building. It is a
codified representational system, and, as Panofsky showed, was organized with
a logic that was analogous to scholastic thought. It can therefore be claimed that
High Gothic art had many of the underlying characteristics of classicism. Indeed
it was itself based on antique architecture, in the form in which it had survived
the Dark Ages and as modified by northern vernacular habits. But medieval
“imitation” of building allows for a greater degree of paratactic freedom than is
permitted in the predominantly hypotactic structures of classical architecture.
The acceptance of the unequal towers of Chartres and other cathedrals and the
additive and pragmatic arrangement of monastic complexes are cases in point.
In contrast to this, a classical building was conceived as a body whose parts,
perfectly distinct in themselves, were related to each other in a coordinated and
self-sufficient hierarchy, on the analogy of the human body. The concept of “or-
der” which this exemplifies, and which characterized classical thought, was
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summed up in the Pythagorean epigram “order and measure (taxis and symme-
tria) are pleasing, disorder and excess (ataxis and asymmetria) are ugly and bane-
ful.”> Whatever logic the Gothic cathedral may have possessed, it did not
represent this kind of order. It may have been intended to lead the faithful to a
vision of perfection, but it did not in itself constitute a bodily image of such
perfection.

What appealed to the romantics about medieval art was its mixture of styles
and its parataxis. As evidence of a liking for a mixture of styles we can quote
Ruskin in The Stones of Venice. “Everything in nature,” he says, “has good and
evil in it, and artists, considered as searchers after truth are . . . to be divided
into three great classes. . . . Those on the right perceive and pursue the good
and leave the evil; those in the centre, the greatest, perceive and pursue the good
and the evil together and the whole thing verily as it is; those on the left perceive
and pursue the evil and leave the good” (my italics).® Ruskin’s “three great
classes” are, of course, the same as those mentioned by Aristotle in the Poetics;
he simply inverts them. As for the romantics’ love of parataxis, we find it in
both literary and architectural criticism. In one of his “Fragments,” Novalis de-
scribes the ideal modern poetry thus: “Disconnected, incoherent narratives that
nonetheless have associations, like dreams. Simply poems that are perfectly har-
monious, but also without coherence or any meaning . . . which must be like
pure fragments of the most disparate ideas.”” A similar attraction for the irratio-
nal and incomprehensible is found in the young Goethe’s remarks about Stras-
bourg Cathedral: “With what unlooked for emotions did the sight surprise me

. . a sensation of wholeness, greatness filled my soul, which, composed of a
thousand harmonious details, I could savour and enjoy, yet by no means under-
stand or explain.”® Friedrich Schlegel’s descriptions of Gothic are couched in
similar terms.

The notion of parataxis, or “laying things side by side” might seem, at first
sight, incompatible with that other crucial concept of romantic aesthetics: or-
ganic wholeness. But for the romantics the fragmentary and apparently dis-
ordered surface of a work of art, far from indicating a lack of organic unity, was
in fact a sign of a more profound unity, which escaped analysis because it sprang
from the depths of the artist’s unconscious mind.

The “primitivism” we find in the Enlightenment is very different from this
romantic approach to vernacular architecture. The “return” is not to a particular,
idiosyncratic culture, based on local craft traditions; it is to the sources of archi-
tecture as a universal language obeying the necessities of natural law.

Neoclassicism looked back to a “natural” architecture that must have existed
before society became corrupted, or before architecture became fragmented into
all those “dialects” that historical research and travel had uncovered. The pos-

Temple or house from Perachora, c. 750-725 Bc
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tulation of a common, primitive culture, which Laugier shares to some extent
with Rousseau, does not involve the empirical discovery of an actual vernacular;
it is an hypothesis based on what logically should have been the case, conflating
the logical with the chronological.

We do not know a great deal about the pre-monumental architecture of an-
cient Greece, but what we do know leads us to believe that it had no relation to
Laugier’s primitive hut. Nor is it certain what the sources of Greek monumental
architecture were.® Laugier was no more concerned with the “real” Mediterra-
nean vernacular than was Rousseau with a historical primitive society. He was
concerned with a distillation of classical doctrine. He was not seeking to return
to the earliest hours of man, but to the pure sources of classical architecture.
This process entailed, not the discovery of vernacular building, but the rever-
nacularization of classicism with which to substantiate a myth of origins.

Therefore, when we define vernacular in terms of the eighteenth-century no-
tion of the primitive, we are involved in an argument that is characteristically
classical. The myth of origins, as recorded by Vitruvius, was an integral part of
classical doctrine and was necessary to the establishment of classicism as a uni-
versal system based on nature. But to “understand” a particular belief in histor-
ical terms is not necessarily to subscribe to it. Today we can hardly fail to see
the attempt of the eighteenth century to create an architectural ontology as hav-
ing been bounded by eighteenth-century epistemology. The belief in the essen-
tial being of architecture, and of its origins, is consistent with, and inextricable
from, the ideas of the eighteenth-century grammarians. Like language, archi-
tecture was held to be a universal form of knowledge, but one that was not
thorougly worked out. It had come about through the rough-and-ready order-
ing of our representations. The history and practice of both language and ar-
chitecture presented the observer with the elements of truth; it was up to him
to unravel the skein that had been wound up through the centuries without
system, and to put its threads into the right order.’® It is only in terms of such a
linguistics that we can understand what the eighteenth century meant by on-
tological truth, and how it was applied in architectural discourse.

When, therefore, we use the expression “vernacular classicism,” we are de-
scribing a process by which classicism, within the terms of its own theory of
language, recreates its own origins. It is a movement backward within a closed
episteme. In all attempts to discover an ontology of architecture within classicism
(just as in all those cases where the classical system filtered down to local build-
ers—from Italian farms to English market halls), we are like to find traces of
those elements of high style which originally belonged to a sophisticated and
highly developed architecture of monuments—the very antithesis of vernacular
building.
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Composition versus the Project

In the Anglo-Saxon countries the ideological conflict symbolized by the oppo-
sition composizionelprojettazione is marked less by a word that acts as the antonym
of composition than by the simple exclusion of the word from the critical vocab-
ulary. In the postwar years, this proscription was typical of an architectural cli-
mate that was moral, utilitarian, and pragmatic. Criticism in this period ignored
the ambiguity of the relationship between the idea of composition and the artis-
tic avant-gardes. This essay will address some of these ambiguities.

Perhaps the most familiar use of the word composition is in the context of mu-
sic, where in the nineteenth century the word must have had progressive rather
than retrogressive connotations. This development was theoretically grounded
in neo-Kantian aesthetics and German formalism, in which, as a kind of exten-
sion of Lessing, painting, music, and the arts in general were to be studied
empirically under the two headings of material means and psychological recep-
tion. Paradoxically, these investigations into the means and effects special to
each of the arts led to music becoming the paradigm of all the arts. One possible
reason for this was that in the nineteenth-century campaign against traditional
theories of imitation—or at least against the increasingly realistic interpretation
of these theories—music was seen as the art least contaminated by an object of
imitation. Composition came to mean a creative procedure in which the artist
created “out of nothing” and arranged his material according to laws generated

Originally published in Casabella 50 (January/February 1986): 11-18.
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within the work itself. At the same time the example of music made it possible
to rethink the relationships between form and content characteristic of classical
theory. Form was no longer thought of as a means of expressing a certain idea,
but as indissoluble from, and coextensive with, the idea. Composition therefore
was able to stand for an aesthetic of immanence in which art became an inde-
pendent kind of knowledge of the world and was no longer, as it had been both
in the medieval and the classical traditions, the means by which certain “truths”
or concepts were given rhetorical clothing.'

The extent to which this general formalist tradition entered into the theory
and practice of the twentieth-century architectural avant-garde was obscured by
the doctrine of functionalism, which had the effect of reactivating an apparently
more traditional and retardataire view of the “content” of the work of architec-
ture, in the guise of the “architectural program.”

If, however, we exclude certain extreme “functionalists,” we have to admit
that formalism was one of the strongest impulses behind architectural modern-
ism.2 But the relationship between architecture and formalism was somewhat
different from that which existed in the other arts. More than they, architecture
maintained a stubborn stylistic eclecticism throughout the nineteenth century.
This seems to be due to the fact that in architecture reference to the tradition is
by means of syntagmata, figures, or tropes of such relative size that they refuse
to be reabsorbed into the texture of the work as a whole. In the other arts it was
possible throughout the nineteenth century to maintain a connection with tra-
dition while at the same time breaking with many traditional procedures. (One
thinks for example of the loss of tonal centrality in the work of Robert Schu-
mann). What was left of the tradition was subtle enough not immediately to
give the impression that it was a quotation or imitation of previous forms. In
this sense architecture seems the most archaic of the arts. Until the Renaissance
it was common in all the arts for new work to reiterate extensive passages of old
work without any suggestion of what we would now call plagiarism. Architec-
ture is the only art where this still holds.

At least in part, the purpose of functionalism was to try to exorcise those
persistent forms whose semantic and expressive functions depended on the
repetition of previous forms. To this extent, functionalism was an alibi for a
system of forms that were to be innocent of stylistic contamination. The “mean-
ing” of a building could now be transferred from its form to its content, cutting
form adrift and leaving it free to develop its own immanent meanings.

This process depended on compositional procedures precisely to the extent
that the architecture avoided the repetition of previous formal solutions and the
meanings embedded in them. This is evident if we take the example of neoplas-
ticism. Though Mondrian was a painter, he worked closely with architects, with

whom he shared a certain body of doctrine. His writings contain a litany of
terms like “dynamic equilibrium,” “mutual relations,” “balance,” “movement,”
“constructive elements,” “relations of position,” “determinate and objective
composition,” all of which are part of an attempt to develop a vocabulary with
which to describe formal relationships in space. Moholy-Nagy was another
theorist who developed a compositional terminology. The following quotation
from his Von Material zu Architektur not only demonstrates this, but also shows
the connection between functionalism and formalism already mentioned.

The elements necessary to the fulfillment of a function of a building unite in a spatial
creation that can become a spatial experience for us. The ordering of space in this case is
not more than the most economical union of planning methods and human needs. The
current program plays an important role in this but does not entirely determine the type
of space created.?

It is clear that function—determining relationships that can become a spatial
(that is, formal) experience but that does not entirely determine the type of space
(form) created—is merely a mask for form (space). All the escape hatches are
carefully left open to provide a retreat from too rigorous an interpretation of
functional determinism.

Function, in this system of ideas, provides a rationale for compositional play.
It also acts as a catalyst. The main difference between modernist and classical
composition is that in the former there is a high degree of freedom in the rela-
tionships between the parts. It is not so much that the elements themselves are
infinite. Moholy-Nagy’s definition of space as “the relationship between the po-
sitions of bodies”* suggests that, for him at least, the elements were given and
finite (“found”). It was their possibilities of combination that were infinite, since
the rules for these were topological (they were “kinds of” relationships). The
rest was up to the free invention of the architect.

When we turn from theory to practice we find the same thing. Rietveld's
house for Madame Schroeder is a carefully composed three-dimensional object.
The play of lines and planes is not the result of constructional necessity, even
though the memory of such necessity enters into their semantics. In the numer-
ous projects that usually preceded Le Corbusier’s final solutions (for example,
The Palace of the Soviets or the Centrosoyus),® one can sense the exhilaration
with which the architect plays with all the permutations of relationship between
the fixed elements. Functional distribution is only one among many types of
variable that have to be synthesized into the solution. It is the degree to which
these kinds of design are free from fixed rules of combination and are active and
dynamic in their free play of forms, not the presence or absence of composition
as such, that differentiates them from academic composition.
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Piet Mondrian, Composition with Red, Yellow, and
Blue, 1922

Gerritt Rietveld, Schroeder house, Utrecht, 1924
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Le Corbusier, Palais des Soviets, Moscow, pre-
liminary sketch

Nevertheless, despite the obvious importance of composition in modernist
practice and despite the fact that the idea of composition carried with it pro-
gressivist overtones of artistic formalism, the connotations of the word in avant-
garde circles were overwhelmingly negative and were irrevocably connected
with the academic tradition and the architecture of stylistic imitation repre-
sented by the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. Therefore it might be helpful to glance at
the role composition played in this tradition.

For Quatremere de Quincy the word composition was associated with the de-
cline in the great building enterprises of the past and the resulting proliferation
of vast and unbuildable paper projects. As he remarked in his Dictionnaire:

One must say that modern times, and above all the schools, have perhaps allowed too
much architectural composition to enter the practical exercises of students. One might
observe that this abuse is derived, in its own way, from the same cause that multiplied
the discourses and compositions of the rhetoreticians in ancient Rome.®

But the word composition does not seem to have come into general use in the
Ecole des Beaux-Arts until the mid-nineteenth century. Before this the word
disposition was more common.” Its use seems to be connected with a cluster of
phenomena, one of the most important of which is eclecticism. Composition
becomes a means by which rules of design common to all styles can be estab-
lished. Already in the case of Dubut and Durand the weakening of meanings
carried by the classical figures made it both possible and necessary to reduce
these figures to ciphers in a system of combinations. Composition in academic
usage seems to presuppose a body of rules that are astylar. It is true that before
the 1880s the stylistic tradition was never abandoned. But there is much evi-
dence in nineteenth-century architectural criticism that the styles seemed in-
creasingly “inauthentic.” The apparent vitality of stylistic eclecticism in the
nineteenth century is matched only by the virulence with which it was attacked
from all quarters. Within the context of this collapse of “stylistic conviction,”
both the French and the English depended increasingly on compositional for-
mulae, whether these were more or less regular, as in the Ecole de Beaux-Arts,
or irregular and picturesque, as in the English Gothic revival and Free Style.

The idea of composition was directly inherited by the twentieth-century
avant-garde from the academic tradition. Moreover, in both cases it derived its
authority from the same cause, namely the lack of any culturally imposed rules
of style. If this was indeed the case, it would not be the first time that a revolu-
tionary movement borrowed the structures and institutions of the very regime

that it sought to destroy.
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J.-N.-L. Durand, comparative table of court-
vards. From Précis des legons données a I'Ecole

Polytechnigue (1802-5).

J.-N.-L. Durand, comparative drawings
cades. From Précis des legons données i
Polytechnique (1802-5).
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Julien Guadet, “Un Hospice dans les Alpes,”
Premier Grand Prix, 1864, elevation
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Walter Gropius, Masters’ house, Dessau (Bau-
haus), 1928

”~

One of the ways in which composition was assimilated by modernism is illus-
trated by the wave of books on composition that overtook architectural dis-
course, at least in the Anglo-Saxon countries, in the first decades of the
twentieth century. Probably none of these books are of any great intrinsic value,
but they do show how avant-garde ideas and attitudes filtered down to the
more conservative ranks of the profession and the role that composition played
in this process. An interesting example is provided by two books by the English
architect Howard Robertson, The Principles of Architectural Composition and Mod-
ern Architectural Design.® The impulse for these books came from the revival of
classicism, which was such a general phenomenon in Europe and America in
the early twentieth century. (The frequency with which the change from the
Gothicizing forms of National Romanticism and Art Nouveau to those of clas-
sicism was a prelude to modernism is demonstrated in the work of Peter Beh-
rens, Karl Moser, and Le Corbusier, among others.) The message of Robertson’s
first book is that there are fundamental rules of composition in architecture that
are independent of styles. Styles have relative value: they depend on the revo-
lutions of taste. The values of architecture, on the contrary, are permanent. Rob-
ertson studies these under such headings as unity, composition of masses,
contrast, proportion in detail, scale, composition of the plan, and relation of
plan to elevation. Clearly these categories are based on the teaching of the Ecole
des Beaux-Arts, where Robertson had studied. They also depend on classical
theory insofar as they claim that the rules of architecture are transhistorical.
Most of the examples are of traditional buildings; nevertheless there are certain
similarities between the arguments in the book and those in Le Corbusier’s Vers
une architecture.

In his second book Robertson enlarges on some of the themes in the first. The
significance of this second volume lies in the fact that most of the examples are
“modern,” and the tone of the book is cautiously avant-garde. The author wants
to show that applying the universal principles of architecture does not preclude
a “new architecture” suitable to a new way of life. If there is nothing contradic-
tory in this it is because the “principles” are entirely astylar. Robertson’s “new
architecture” tends to be rather anodyne, and his argument entirely lacks Le
Corbusier’s dialectical power. But these two books show clearly the continuing
role of composition in the transition from a classicizing to a modernist position.

Given these palpable connections, where should we look for the origins of
the violent antagonism of the twentieth-century avant-garde to composition? If
one of the sources of the modernism of the 1920s was the classical revival and
the belief in the transhistorical values of architecture, another was the romantic
movement, with its concern for the processes of generation, growth, and de-
velopment. It is from this system of ideas that the avant-garde drew its sus-
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Howard Robertson, drawing from The Principles Folies Bergere building, which Robertson, in
of Architectural Composition (1924) Modern Architectural Design (1932), compares to
the Van Nelle factory in Rotterdam

Brickmann and Van de Viugt, Van Nelle factory,

Rotterdam, 1926-30, as it appears in Robertson’s
Modern Architectural Design



picion of composition, and the notions of separate parts and forms that came Roland Fréart, “The Corinthian Order.” From
Paralléle de I'architecture (1650).

with it.

Such ideas of finality go back far beyond the Ecole des Beaux-Arts; they re-
verberate through the whole of the classical tradition. Composition in its modern
sense may be of fairly recent origin, but the set of ideas to which it owes its
origin has its roots in antiquity. It concerns the notion of arranging the parts of
architecture like elements in a syntax, and according to certain a priori rules, to
form a whole. This general sense is exemplified in Alberti’s artistic theory. In
Della Pittura Alberti uses the word composition to mean “the properties with
which the parts of the things seen are presented together in the picture” (“ra-
gione di dipingere con la quale le parti delle cose vedute si porgono insieme in
pictura”).® The equivalent word in De Re Aedificatoria is collatio—one of three
terms within the concept concinnitas, the other two being numerus and finito.!° +
Of course, for Alberti the word collatio does not mean exactly the same as our |
word composition. Generally speaking, classical theory between the sixteenth e
and eighteenth centuries was primarily concerned with arranging the parts of o s\
an architectural body in a system of proportions. In Francois Blondel’s Cours, : : : ;
composition refers to the application of musical proportions to the orders.! It is

+4

not until the eighteenth century that the problem of arranging or juxtaposing N
different bodies to form a whole begins to take precedence over the arrangement e ——————— b
of parts within a single body. But both these kinds of composition depend g - - :

equally on the idea of a whole being made out of parts that are, in some sense,
already given, so that it is always possible to think of this whole as an aggrega-
tion, however much the parts may overlap to give a strong unitary reading.'?

These ideas persist into the late eighteenth century, and not only in architec-
ture. As Lionel Gossman has pointed out, the model of culture for the eigh-
teenth-century historian was that of “a mechanism of functionally interrelated
parts, each of which could in principle be detached and studied on its own.”
According to this way of thinking, a type of organization (such as chivalry)
“could appear in different moments in history, in different guises, as part of
similarly structured societies and to fulfill similar needs.”'* Here the idea of
composition is extended to mean the combination of parts found in different his-
torical or geographical contexts (somewhat recalling the Aristotelian doctrine of
“~cattered beauties”).

This whole manner of thinking about art and about history was rejected by
the romantics. It was Novalis who gave one of the most succinct definitions of
the aim of romanticism in the mimetic arts: “There is a symptomatic imitation
and a genetic imitation. The only living one is the second.”* As Tzvetan Todo-
rov points out, this implies a shift of attention away from the relationship
among forms (which is thought of as the imitation of symptoms and connected = L
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Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, Maison de commerce,
perspective. From L’Architecture considerée sous le
rapport de I'art, des moeurs et de la législation (1804)

to composition) to the process of production (genetic imitation).’* In Schelling
we find a similar idea: “works born of juxtaposition of forms . . . would still
remain wholly without beauty since what must give the work of art as a whole
its beauty can no longer be form but something above form, namely: the essence
. . . the expression of the spirit that must dwell there.”¢

In the realm of architecture it was Gothic that most often exemplified these
organicist ideas. The kind of eclecticism proposed by Legrand, Hope, and
Raoul-Rochette’’—an eclecticism in which one would select the best parts from
all styles and compose them into new wholes—was thought of by the adherents
of the Gothic school as entailing “les accouplements monstrueux.” The unity of
style which Gothicists like Viollet-le-Duc demanded was based on an analogy
between architecture and organic nature. Viollet expressed this idea when he
said that one should be able to deduce the form of an entire building from the
observation of one of its parts. In such a synechdochic structure, it would be
absurd to talk about composition. The final forms of architecture, as of nature,
should be the result of a certain principle of structuration, from which the form
would follow automatically without the intervention of the “composer” artist’s
conscious judgment. It was no more necessary to imagine the architect “com-
posing” a building than it was to imagine God interfering with the events in the
universe after the initial creative act, which would contain the seed of all that
followed.

Viollet is normally thought of as a rationalist, and the avant-garde of the 1920s
has been seen as lying within this rational heritage in its promotion of an archi-
tecture based on the application of industrial production and mechanization.
But it is sometimes forgotten that for Viollet-le-Duc, as for Le Corbusier, to name
but two of the principal actors in this tradition, there was a strong analogy be-
tween mechanical and organic forms. This fusion of apparently contradictory
ideas has a long history. M. H. Abrams has pointed out that in early nineteenth-
century theory there was often mutual infiltration between mechanistic and
organicist beliefs, with mechanists claiming that organisms were higher-order
machines and organicists claiming that machines were rudimentary types of
organisms. '®

If, as I suggest, the idea of composition is intimately connected with the con-
flict between the classical and the romantic traditions, the concept that would
best represent the antonym of composition would probably be expressed by the
word system. In spite of the continued use of composition as a technique of
design, there has been a persistent tendency within architectural modernism to
gravitate toward a concept of the building as a system. No doubt this tendency
ultimately owes a great deal to German transcendental idealism, to the notion
that the art and architecture of any period should be a reflection of the Zeitgeist
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Eugene-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, diagram-
matic section through the aisle of a Gothic
cathedral. From Dictionnaire raisonné de
Uarchitecture francaise du X1 au XVI siécle, 4
(1875).
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and that the element of “choice” that composition entails contradicts such a
holistic view.

It would hardly be an exaggeration to say that the reaction against modernism
in the last fifteen years or so is a symptom of the rejection of the claims of this
idealism, with its insistence on the indivisibility and inevitability of cultural and
technical development. Seen in this perspective, the dichotomy represented by
composizionel/projettazione or composition/system still carries a great deal of ideolog-
ical meaning. Composition has been variously interpreted throughout the history
of criticism, and there are good reasons why it should be reinterpreted for today.
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Rationalism: A Philosophical Concept in Architecture

From Classical Rationalism to the Enlightenment:
The Search for Beauty

There is a common-sense view that divides mental activities into the scien-
tific, depending on reason, and the artistic, depending on feeling or intuition.
Such a simple dichotomy fails to take account of both the role that intuition
plays in scientific thought and the role that the judgment-forming intellect plays
in artistic creation. Nevertheless, the distinction contains an element of truth—
less as a way of distinguishing between science and art than as a way of distin-
guishing between different aspects of the artistic process.

Of all the arts, architecture is the one in which it is least possible to exclude
the idea of rationality. A building has to satisfy pragmatic and constructional
criteria, which circumscribe, even if they do not determine, the field within
which the imagination of the architect works. Therefore the degree to which
architecture can be said to be rational depends less on the presence or absence
of “rational” criteria than on the importance attributed to these criteria within
the total process of architectural design and within particular ideologies. The
“rational” in architecture never exists in isolation. It is not an art-historical cat-
egory like neoclassicism. It is one side of a complex system that can be ex-

Originally published in Das Abenteuer der Ideen: Architektur und Philosophie seit der Industriellen Revo-
lution, ed. Claus Baldus (Berlin: Internationale Bauaussteilung, 1987).
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pressed only in terms of a series of more or less homologous oppositions:
reason/feeling, order/disorder, necessity/freedom, universal/particular, and
SO on.

But having made this initial distinction, we are immediately faced with an-
other. The definition of the “rational” in architecture has not remained constant
throughout history. We are dealing not with a simple, static concept, but with
one that has varied according to the constellation of ideas dominating particular
historical phases. These changes of meaning are dependent on changes in ide-
ology and cannot be considered independently of either economic and social
factors or philosophical ideas.

As a preliminary step in the definition of architectural rationalism, it is nec-
essary to note the sense in which the term is used in the history of philosophy.
In philosophy the primary distinction is that between rationalism and empiri-
cism, or reason and experience. While the opposition reason/feeling cannot be
reduced to these philosophical categories, there is nonetheless a relation be-
tween them. In both cases reason implies the intervention of rule or law between
the direct experience of the world and any praxis or techné such as architecture.
It is this notion—that architecture is the result of the application of general
rules, established by the operation of reason—that may be taken as the most
general definition of rationalism in architecture.

The conflict between rationalism and empiricism is one between two concepts
of knowledge (or science), that define it as a priori or a posteriori. To the extent
that knowledge is held to be a priori, empirical knowledge appears to be ran-
dom, unfounded, and subject to contingency. To the extent that knowledge is
held to be a posteriori, the terms are reversed and it is a priori knowledge that
becomes unsure and dependent on authority, received ideas, or habit. The his-
tory of architectural theory during the last two hundred years has been the
history of the conflict between these two concepts of architectural knowledge.
But more than this; the dominance of one or the other has determined the role
ascribed to those other mental processes that cannot be subsumed under the
operation of reason or science. When discussing rationalism in architecture,
therefore, we are discussing two sets of varying relationships: those that come
from different concepts of knowledge itself, and those that come from the dis-
tinction between knowledge and intuition or feeling.

The rationalist philosophy of the seventeenth century, which we take here as
represented by Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibnitz, absorbed within its system the
traditional view that there are innate ideas and that “science” is a fundamentally
a priori enterprise based on these ideas. Innate ideas must be thought of as
implanted by God, and, as such, they may be enshrined in a wisdom that has

been revealed to mankind in the past and that constitutes valid authority.
Knowledge gained by experience and induction has, ultimately, to be measured
against this authority.

Cartesian rationalism did not abandon this tradition, but it inaugurated a
search for clarity of concept, rigor of deduction, and intuitional certainty of basic
principles. This is reflected in seventeenth-century academic artistic theory, of
which Nicolas Boileau-Despréaux’s L'art poétique, Jean-Philippe Rameau’s Traite
de l'armonie réduite a ses principes naturels, and Francois Blondel’s Cours d’architec-
ture may be taken as examples.

The principles enunciated in these works were themselves based on an older
body of ideas. When, in the late fifteenth century, architecture was first consti-
tuted as a separate branch of science, an important part of the knowledge form-
ing this science depended on the authority of the ancients and the precepts
found in the only surviving ancient architectural treatise, that of Vitruvius. At
the same time, architectural theory began to be inscribed within a general artis-
tic doctrine derived from Aristotle, Horace, and Cicero, on the one hand, and
neoplatonism on the other. The most important component of this doctrine was
the idea that art was an imitation of nature, and that the art of the ancients,
being derived from this law, was also worthy of imitation. Thus, nature was
chiefly approachable through the authority of the ancients. This notion of au-
thority is closely linked to the seventeenth-century doctrine of a priori knowl-
edge and innate ideas.

One of the sources of the concept of imitation can be found in Aristotle’s
Physics. He says:

If a house were one of the things provided by nature, it would be the same as it is now
when produced by art. And if natural phenomena were produced not only by nature but
also by art, they would in this case come into being through art in the same way as they
do in nature. . . . In short, art either completes the process that nature is unable to work

out fully, or it imitates nature.’

Here we see two ideas which, to the modern mind, seem quite different, if not
contradictory: the idea that architecture and other artifacts are extensions of
nature’s laws, and the idea that this entails a process of imitation or represen-
tation. In fact, throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries there is a
progressive separation between these two ideas and the concept of architecture
becomes split between its constructive and “scientific” and its representational
and “artistic” functions, reason being reserved for the former and feeling, or sen-
timent, for the latter.

Such a split, however, would have been inconceivable to the classical mind.
Access to the truth and beauty was by way of laws that were already inscribed—
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however obscurely—in nature. Truth was the revelation of what already ex-
isted, and if it depended on revelation it must equally be based on truths already
revealed to previous men. All truth was therefore a re-presentation. This view
is still found in certain writers until the end of the eighteenth century. The En-
glish architect John Wood the Elder held that the science of architecture was its
speculative or metaphysical part, while the art of architecture was the knowl-
edge of its specific causes and its application to human uses.? It is the final cause
that gives meaning to architecture, not the efficient cause or the solutions to
specific problems. The distinction we find here between science and art is the
opposite of the one generally made today; science for Wood belonged to the
realm of metaphysics and art to the realm of the practical and the contingent.
Quatremere de Quincy is equally adamant that architecture should imitate the
idea of nature. This imitation results in a building having a certain “character,”
which may be of three kinds—essential, relative, and accidental—according to
whether one is imitating nature in her more generic and timeless aspects or in
her more specific and momentary aspects.® (The idea of character comes from
the theory of genres in Aristotle’s Poetics, but Quatremere turns it into some-
thing rather neoplatonic). |

But a new attitude was developing within the ethos of seventeenth-century
rationalism, which emphasized the role that both empirical science and individ-
ual intelligence played in the discovery of truth and which tended to throw
doubt on the status of a priori knowledge and innate ideas, as much as on the
authority of the ancients or of the Bible. The quarrel between the “ancients” and
the “moderns” gave rise to an increasingly critical dispute as to which architec-
tural rules belonged to the realm of innate ideas and which belonged to the
realm of empirical experience. The “lawful” now become split between what
was eternal and absolute and what was customary—the latter coming increas-
ingly under the guidance of “taste.”

This split is exemplified in both architectural and musical theory. In architec-
ture, Claude Perrault attacked the classical doctrine of the orders, claiming that
the rules of proportion were based solely on custom.* In music, there was dis-
agreement between the followers of Gioseffo Zarlino (1517-90), who had in-
sisted on the mathematical basis for acceptable chords, and those of Vincenzo
Galilei (1533-91), who had said that what was beautiful could be decided only
by the ear.

In the face of this problem, it became the aim of the eighteenth century to
reconcile a rationalistic 4 priorism with taste or subjective judgment and to show
that the constitution of the individual human being tends toward a harmony
with Natural Law. As Charles-Etienne Briseaux said:

Nature always acts with the same wisdom and in a uniform manner . . . from which it
can be concluded that the pleasure of the ear and the eye consists of the perfection of
harmonic concordance as being analogous to our own constitutions . . . and that this

principle resides not only in music but in all the productions of the arts.’

In Laugier’s Essai sur l'architecture of 1753, the rules of good architecture are
presented as self-evident to the uncorrupted mind and eye; a priori reason is
confirmed by empirical experience and by sensation. In this way, untutored rea-
son confirms the truths of the earliest architecture and no longer depends on
the guidance of particular antique models. But reason and truth were still tied
to the purification of the tradition, of which more or less imperfect models al-
ready existed. Just as it was the task of the painter or sculptor, in classical and
neoclassical doctrine, to imitate the idea lying behind the imperfect appearances
of nature, so it was the task of the architect to uncover the types lying concealed
in the manifold, but imperfect, examples presented by the history of architec-
ture. Architecture is treated exactly as if it were a natural phenomenon. Even
Carlo Lodoli, whose functionalism avant la lettre has often been mistaken for a
pure empiricism, adhered to a concept of architectural ornament in which there
is a clear distinction between what is normative and typical and what is due to
“accidental” cultural differences.® The Enlightenment may have wanted to re-
place I'esprit du systéme by l'esprit systématique, in order to free practice from the
domination of authority and received ideas, but its aim was still to discover the
universal and unchanging laws underlying empirical experience. A building
such as Soufflot’s Sainte-Geneviéve, uniting “the noble decoration of the Greeks
and the lightness of the Gothic architects,”” and the rationalism of a Lodoli or a
Laugier both pointed to the need to free architecture from the arbitrary and
tasteless rules to which it had succumbed under the Baroque and bring it back
to nature, whose laws were simple and eternal.

This project was similar in many ways to the Grammarians’ search for the
universal and rational laws of language.® Architecture also was a rational “lan-
guage,” subject to the variations of character demanded by climate, custom, and
decorum, but capable, nevertheless, of being reduced by the exercise of reason
to a universal system, whose laws even genius could not escape. The eighteenth
century is marked by the opposition reason/caprice, reason alone being capable
of discerning universal truths. But this reason is now in alliance with subjective
experience; empirical experience is no longer set in opposition to a reason that
has been implanted in us by God and that constitutes an unquestioned author-
ity. It is used as a supplementary proof of the existence of Natural Law.
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Utilitarian and Eclectic Rationalism:

The Search for Utility
With the growth of utilitarianism the stricture of thought on which the alliance

between rationalism and classicism depended became increasingly tenuous.
“Scientific” reason became increasingly directed to instrumental efficacy rather
than metaphysics. Efficient causes replaced final causes. There was now no
theory that could withstand the growth of caprice and eclecticism, or the prolif-
eration of what Quatremére called “accidental character” ].-N.-L. Durand,
though still working within the formal language of classicism, justified a ra-
tional architecture purely on grounds of economics and utility.? The efforts of
architects and theorists like Durand, Legrand, Thomas Hope, and Schinkel
were now directed to an irenic eclecticism which would select, in a system of
combinations and permutations, appropriate stylistic elements from the pano-
rama of history or from buildings of a utilitarian nature. There were now as
many “architectures” (the word is Legrand’s) as there were times and peoples;
classicism was reduced to a specific tradition (admittedly “our own”) whose use
was justified purely by convention. At the end of his book Essai sur l'histoire
générale de I'architecture of 1800, Legrand puts the rhetorical question:

Can we not arrive at the end [of a modern architecture] by borrowing from all the genres
what each has of the reasonable and the exquisite, so as to compose a modern style appro-
priate to the climate, customs, materials . . . and rules of decorum of each country, and
which will be the happy result of our knowledge of the art of building among all the
peoples? ©

Thomas Hope expresses the same opinion:

No one seems yet to have concerved the . . . wish . . . of only borrowing of every former
style in architecture, whatever it might present of the useful and ornamental, of the
scientific and tasteful . . . and then composing an architecture which . . . grown on our
own soil, and in harmony with our own climate, institutions and habits . . . should truly
deserve the appellation of “our own.”

But however much these sentiments might seem to anticipate the “organic
society” of romanticism and the Gothic revival, they still adhere to eighteenth-
century notions of decorum and to that conception of “mechanical composi-

tion” which, ever since 1800, had been virulently attacked by the German
romantics. '?

School of David Gilly, Warehouse, section,
¢. 1800
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Structural and Organic Rationalism:

The Search for Authenticity

From the second half of the eighteenth century onward the conceptual split
between architecture as construction and architecture as representation had be-
gun to undermine seriously the unitary doctrine of classicism. But a weak form
of classical doctrine nonetheless persisted, in which it was possible to think of
the use of different styles as permissible within the classical notions of character
and decorum.

The development of a rationalism based on the logic of structure took place
chiefly in France, where, as far back as the seventeenth century, architects had
recognized in Gothic architecture a rational constructive principle. The struc-
tural rationalists of the late eighteenth century did not reject classicism; they
sought to subject it to more stringent functional analysis in terms of the new
science of the strength of materials and in terms of use.’ This tradition contin-
ued well into the nineteenth century, even after the impact of Comtian positiv-
ism. The belief, characteristic of the positivists, that science provides us with
the only valid knowledge and that facts are its only objects, was quite compat-
ible with a form of idealism that promoted all that was not reducible to experi-
mental science to a vaguely neoclassical realm of “Beauty.” This view was
expressed by Léonce Reynard, a prominent teacher of classical-rationalist per-
suasion in the mid-nineteenth century:

Although I believe that considerations of a scientific kind must enter into the study of the
forms of our buildings, I am far from thinking that they cover everything. That which
touches the intimate essence of art is felt, not explained.'*

For Reynard, classicism was a set of broadly defined formal principles onto
which an architecture appropriate to a scientific age could be grafted. Certain
historical forms had reached a sort of perfection through evolution and should
not be discarded (echoes of this notion will still be found in Le Corbusier). The
categories into which Reynard divided architectural values—utility, order and
simplicity, and character—were similar to those that had been suggested by
Durand half a century earlier.

The last representative of this tradition, César Daly, founder of the Revue gén-
érale d'architecture, defined architectural rationalism as follows:

1. Architecture is ornamented structure.

2. Architectural forms require rational justification and must derive their laws
from science.

3. The task of the rationalist school is to reconcile architecture with modern
science and technology.

4. Once the alliance of architecture and reason is accomplished, the next step
is the alliance of architecture and sentiment.!5

Among practicing architects, the same syncretism between modern technique
and classicism is often apparent. For example, in the Bibliotheque Sainte-
Geneviéve, Henri Labrouste does not allow his interest in iron structure to in-
terfere with his idea—derived from classical theory—about the correct external
form of a public monument.

This debate, however, took a different form among the Gothic revivalists. Ac-
cording to them, Gothic architecture was not a style that could be used eclecti-
cally, as a way of eliciting literary associations within the classical definition of
“character”; it should be seen as an alternative tradition to that of classicism. The
difference between the Gothic revivalists and the classical eclectics was that for
the former structure itself became the basis of architectural meaning. Ornament
and “representation” were now though of as emerging from the structure of a
building, rather than as arbitrary clothing that could be added to it. It followed
that, of the three kinds of character described by Quatremeére, only the first—
essential character—was kept.

The chief spokesman for this school of thought and possibly the most influ-
ential architectural writer of the nineteenth century was Viollet-le-Duc.'® For
him technique becomes the basis for an architecture that is rational in its very
essence. He sees in Gothic architecture a constructional principle that should
become the methodological paradigm of a future architecture. In spite of a pre-
dominance of restorations in Viollet’s oeuvre and his nostalgia for medieval cul-
ture, his writings exhibit the same adherence to positivism as those of the
opposing school of classical eclectics, and an even stronger belief in the open-
ended progress of mankind, which, it was supposed, would follow in the wake
of the Industrial Revolution. But for Viollet the history of architecture is a con-
tinuous technological development, which excludes the possibility of repeating
the “perfect” forms derived from antiquity. The morphology of architecture is
no longer determined by a taxonomy of external and historical forms, but by a
system of underlying functions. “That which is generally regarded as a matter
of true art, namely symmetry, the apparent form, is quite a secondary
consideration.””

This “evolutionary” rationalism, which tied architecture to an implacable and
objective historical destiny, was combined with a subjective moralism. The prin-
ciples of Gothic architecture were both rational and moral. In a brilliant analysis
of Viollet's writings, Philippe Junod shows that he is constantly fluctuating be-
tween an objective and a subjective viewpoint. On the one hand, reason is op-
posed to sentiment, logic to fantasy, system to instinct, in a way that allies him
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to a rationalist tradition extending, mutatis mutandis, from Descartes to Comte;
on the other, sincerity, honesty, and truth are opposed to pretense, falsehood,
and lies. In this circular argument, Viollet appeals to subjective feeling to justify
the rational, and to the rational to justify subjective feeling.'®

What are those “laws” which enable Viollet to fluctuate with such apparent
inconsistency between a negative and a positive evaluation of subjective senti-
ment? They are the Laws of Nature, imperative equally to the head and the
heart, to the objective world and to feeling. In discussing the relation between
the parts of a building and the whole, Viollet says, “Just as when one sees the
leaf of a plant, one deduces from it the entire plant: from the bone of an animal,
the entire animal, so, in seeing a profile, one deduces the members of architec-
ture, and from the members the entire monument.” ' There was nothing partic-
ularly new in this analogy; Denis Diderot had already suggested that zoology
offered the artist a typical example of functional coherence.? But by the mid-
nineteenth century the argument had deepened. Viollet (like Gottfried Semper)
could adduce the example of Cuvier’s “functional” taxonomy of animal species;
moreover, he was following in the footsteps of German romanticism, His or-
ganic analogy is not far from that expressed by A. W. Schlegel in his Dramatic
Lectures:

The form is mechanical when . . . it is imparted to a material merely as an accidental
addition, without relation to its nature. . . . Organic form, on the other hand, is innate;
it unfolds itself from within and acquires its definiteness simultaneously with the total
development of the germ. . . . All genuine forms are organic, i.e., determined by the
content of the work of art. In a word, art is nothing but a significant exterior, the speaking
physiognomy of everything . . . which bears witness to its hidden nature.?'

Unless we recognize this romantic and “organicist” aspect of Viollet, which is
integral to his interpretation of Gothic, it is difficult to explain his influence on
the twentieth-century avant-garde, on Art Nouveau vitalism, and on architects
of the Chicago school. Louis Sullivan’s theory of an “organic” architecture
(taken over later by Frank Lloyd Wright) is derived partly from Viollet and partly
from the German romantics (presumably via Coleridge and the American tran-
scendentalists), and it is clearly expressed in the statement: “It is the pervading
law of all things, organic and inorganic, of all things human and superhuman,
of all true manifestations of the head, the heart and the soul, that life is recog-
nizable in its expression, that form always follows function. This is the law.”2

It is evident that a strict line cannot be drawn, in the nineteenth century,
between positivistic rationalism and a romantic organicism, with its emphasis
of the moral imperative that underlies the need to conform to the laws of nature.
But in this essay we cannot pursue that other thread that leads from Viollet-le-

Duc through Art Nouveau to organicism and expressionism because it would
lead us away from the main stream of the twentieth-century avant-garde, in
which the theory of organic form was assimilated to ideas of an analytical and
mechanistic kind, embracing the machine, rather than opposing it.

Rationalism and the Twentieth-century Avant-Garde:

The Search for Transparency

It has often been argued that it was not until the twentieth century that positiv-
ism and the structural rationalism of the nineteenth century bore fruit. If the
law of historical evolution and progress was to be demonstrated, architecture
would have finally to sever its ties with past styles and draw its meaning and its
language exclusively from the objective conditions of technique and program.
It was not until the end of the nineteenth century that certain architects began
to put these principles into operation. Among these, H. P. Berlage and Otto
Wagner were outstanding in the way in which they were able to transform their
stylistic inheritance (Gothic revival and neo-classical, respectively) by the appli-
cation of rational constructional principles. Those two paradigmatic “halls” of
the early twentieth century, the Amsterdam Exchange and the Post Office Sav-
ings building in Vienna, both assimilate the nineteenth-century exhibition or
railway shed to sociocultural programs and embed them in an architecture
which, though recognizably traditional in overall form, tries to develop a new
kind of ornament derived from construction.

However, although the craftsmanlike principles embodied in these buildings
were incorporated into the doctrine of the twentieth-century avant-garde, the
rationalism of the “modern movement” cannot be understood in these terms
alone. Twentieth-century rationalism differs radically from that of the nine-
teenth century, and to understand this difference it is necessary to analyze it in
terms of three concepts: logical atomism, functionalism, and formalism, which,
while not absolutely new, now take an entirely new form.

Logical Atomism
Logic was stressed in positivistic thought, but we have seen that for Viollet-le-
Duc there was always a passage from logic, via technique, to subjective feeling
and organic nature. Viollet had talked about the machine as a paradigm for
architecture, but for him mechanization did not imply any change in the relation
between the components of architecture and the building as a whole. Iron could
be substituted for wood or stone, but his substitution, though it entailed sub-
stantial formal transformations, depended on the fact that these materials had
analogous properties and could still be “worked” in a craftsmanlike way. It was
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Frank Lloyd Wright, Larkin Company building,
Buffalo, New York, 1903, perspective and partial
plan

precisely such linking of “logic” and “technique” that enabled Viollet to see
architecture as a continuous process of evolution, whose principles remained
constant, even if their material embodiment changed.

A series of developments in aesthetic theory, in philosophy, in construction,
and in production in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries inter-
vened to alter quite radically this fundamentally traditional conception of archi-
tecture. There can be no question of assigning causes and effects; we will merely
juxtapose certain parallel developments that have prima facie similarities.

The constructional and productive conditions of twentieth-century architec-
ture were laid down in the second half of the nineteenth century by engineers
using cast and wrought iron in the construction of bridges, greenhouses, train
stations, and market and exhibition structures. In all these constructions it was
possible to develop pragmatic and analytical methods with the minimum of
interference from architectural ideology. A crucial example is Paxton’s Crystal
Palace of 1851, where for the first time and within the ambit of a typically En-
glish pragmatism, division of labor and standardization of tools and materials
became an essential part of the design concept. In the tower that Gustav Eiffel
built for the Paris exhibition of 1889, in addition to these productive procedures,
empirico-mathematical methods of design are used to produce forms of novel
transparency and dynamism. A further development of construction is found
later in the bridges of Robert Maillart, in which a completely new concept of
reinforced concrete planes is developed.

The first application on a substantial scale of these new kinds of empirical
procedure to architecture was the introduction of the steel frame in multistory
office buildings in Chicago in the 1880s. In the steel frame the elements of con-
struction are determined more by the needs of the production process than by
the sort of constructional “logic” which formed the basis of Viollet’s philosophy.
The frame introduces a generalized system that minimizes differences precisely
when Viollet would have maximized them; for example, the differences between
supporting and supported elements, and their point of connection. The forms
that result are closer to Cartesian abstraction than to the quasi- “organic” laws
of material and the visual expression of these laws.

There are broad parallels between such pragmatic developments and certain
contemporary developments in philosophy, notably Bertrand Russell’s theories
of logical constructionism and logical atomism, which he started to develop in about
1900. In his theory of logical constructionism, Russell tried to show that all en-
tities which were problematic from the point of view of empirical experience
and common sense could be reduced to (or “constructed” out of) simpler and
nonproblematic entities: “The supreme maxim in scientific philosophising is
this: wherever possible logical constructions are to be substituted for inferred
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Auguste and Gustav Perret, Apartment build-
ing at 25 bis rue Franklin, 1903
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entities.” The theory of logical atomism, which Russell developed slightly later,
was an attempt to give metaphysical status to this purely epistemological prin-

ciple by postulating an ideal, empirically-based, language which would corre-
spond to the structure of reality.

® The world consists of elementary entities possessing only elementary prop-
erties and connected through elementary relations.

® Our scientific world view has to be composed analogically out of elementary
propositions.

The paradox of this project is that in order to satisfy empirical truth require-
ments, the world has to be subjected to a purely formal analysis and divested
of all immediacy of meaning. It attempts to reduce all mental operations to those
appropriate for the physical sciences.

There is a strong parallel between this view and that of the founders of the
modern movement in the second decade of the twentieth century, who similarly
wished to break down the inherited figures of art and architecture into their
irreducible elements. Whether these elements are thought of as “formal” (as
with Kandinsky, Mondrian, and the de Stijl movement) or as “constructive” (as
in the Russian avant-garde), they constitute a lexicon of irreducible entities con-
nected to each other by means of elementary relations. As in Russell’s “con-
structionism,” totalities are replaced by simples, whose meaning is immanent
and self-evident.

f();(:g Wagner, I;Dislt Office Savings Bank, Vienna, :ex;dnk ]li’et;us Berlage, Amste;daar;l Efxchange, This elementarization can certainly be thought o T impoverishment of
-6, main ha roduce Exchange, 1898-1903, detail of western ; 3 : : :
- & 5 the meanings carried by cultural convention. But it should be stressed that this
wa

was not the interpretation given to it in avant-garde artistic circles, where, on
the contrary, it was construed as a means of attaining more profound—because
more primitive—meanings and of distancing the artist from a “degenerate”
bourgeois conception of art.

These tendencies had started before the events we have been describing.
They can be seen, for example, in Impressionist and Post-Impressionist paint-
ing, where the manifold of perception is analyzed into, and reconstructed out
of, atomic units. They can also be seen in German formalist, neo-Kantian aes-
thetics, from Herbart to Fiedler,® in which a logic of artistic aperception is
developed. Such developments must be considered as part of a “rationalist”
program, insofar as they seek to apply the methodology of science to the anal-
ysis of subjective experience. It is from the inheritors of this analytical tradi-
tion in painting—principally Cubism—that the architectural modernists of the
1920s drew their formal inspiration, whatever their other sources, positivistic or
metaphysical.

An even more direct connection with the philosophy of logical atomism, how-
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ever, may perhaps be seen in the work of Adolf Loos, whose Raumplan Analysen
were begun around the turn of the century. Here the space of the house is built
up out of atomic “rooms,” each with its own specificity. A further example is the
house that Ludwig Wittgenstein built for his sister in 1926 in collaboration with
the architect Paul Engelmann. In this house all the elements are redefined in
terms of elementary functions and seem to reflect Wittgenstein’s picture theory
of language, given in the Tractatus logico-philosophicus (and developed under the
influence of Russell), according to which there is a one-to-one relationship be-
tween sentences and things. This house belongs equally to the spirit of the 1920s
avant-garde and to Wittgenstein’s own philosophical preoccupations; nothing
could express more clearly his dictum “The meaning is the use.”

The insistence on “use value” in the architecture of Loos and Wittgenstein
links the idea of logical atomism to the notion of “function.”

Functionalism

The idea, fundamental to the modern movement, that there is an overriding
causal relation between functions and forms in architecture is part of a tradition
going back to Vitruvius. Until the end of the eighteenth century, as we have
seen, this idea was closely united with the idea of imitation in the sense given
by Aristotle. But in the first half of the nineteenth century, under the influence
of romanticism and historicism, it became associated with the notion of genetic
development. An inner necessity took place of analogy as the generator of forms
expressive of the program or the structure of a building. This “inner necessity”
was capable of either an idealist interpretation (an invisible spirit giving direc-
tion to material causality) or a “scientific” interpretation (based on efficient
causes and empirical investigation).

By the end of the nineteenth century the sense in which the word “function”
is used in different disciplines has lost much of its idealist content. In mathe-
matics, for example, a function is no longer a relation between a variable and a
known, fixed object; it is a relation between two variables. According to Ernst
Mach, the notion of function should replace that of cause. When science gathers
various elements into one equation, each element becomes a function of the oth-
ers; the dependence among elements becomes reciprocal, and the relation be-
tween cause and effect becomes reversible.?

Such a notion of function, with its implication of a system that is independent
of external “values,” is closely related to the functionalist anthropology of Bron-
islaw Malinowski. According to Malinowski’s hypothesis, societies are to be
seen as self-organizing systems, and the function of an element is the part it
plays in maintaining the system. As Malinowski said, “The functional view . .
insists upon the principle that in every type of civilization, every custom, ma-

terial object, idea and belief, fulfills some vital function . . . within the working
whole.”* The circularity of this argument is evident; the system is defined as
the sum of the facts, while the “fact” is defined as what is relevant to the system.

Something analogous to this view is found in the idea of a “functional” archi-
tecture. According to this, there must be no interference, in the design or eval-
uation of a building, from preconceived notions about what “architecture” is. It
should be defined solely in terms of elements interacting with each other within
the (empirically founded) system, which, in turn can only be defined as the sum
of these elements.

The neue Sachlichkeit group of modern architects present, in their theory, an
extreme example of this kind of “functionalism.” When Hannes Meyer defined
architecture as function x economics he was trying to reduce architecture to an
absolutely primitive system excluding all a priori “values.”? But of course the
nature of this system was already given by his own arbitrary restriction of the
relevant facts: those, like structure, economy, and fundamental “needs,” which
could be empirically tested by the “scientific” method. In a fully axiomaticized
field of knowledge such as mathematics, such arbitrary limitations are justified,
and indeed essential. But in an affective and ideological field like architecture,
their rigid application can be explained only by ideological motives that are the
invisible agents of their self-exclusion.

The term functional, as used in modern architecture, was colored by this arbi-
trary limitation as to what could be logically deduced or empirically verified.
The results, instead of being understood as aspects of a purely formal operation,
as they are in mathematics, were taken as objectively true descriptions of the
real world.

A similar situation pertained to “functionalism” in anthropology, where the
recording of empirically observable behavior was considered to be the only way
of arriving at truth statements about a particular society.

In the 1940s, in anthropology and somewhat later in architecture, a structur-
alist critique was developed, whose purpose was to demonstrate that there was
no necessary correlation between forms and structures on the one hand and
“functions” and “behavior patterns” on the other. Forms, it was claimed, were
independent of the empirical situations which lent them “meaning” at any one

time or place.

Formalism
We can define formalism as that type of thought which stresses rule-governed
relationships rather than relationships of cause and effect. According to this
definition, formalism is related to a purely mathematical definition of function.
It studies the structures of given fields independently of what exists outside
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those fields; it is concerned with the “how” of things, not with the “why.” This
seems to be characteristic of late-nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-
century thought in widely different disciplines—philosophy, mathematics, art
and architecture.

We have already mentioned this approach in connection with nineteenth-
century German aesthetic theory. It can also be seen, somewhat later, in the
history of art. Here a formalist approach restricts the object of study to the for-
mal structures of works of art and avoids discussion of what these works have
been held to “mean” at particular historical periods. In the same way, it looks
for a logic of historical change in the specifically artistic problems that have
faced artists at different times, rather than seeing them as the (undemonstrable)
result of external historical events. The art historians Franz Wickoff, Alois Rieg],
and Heinrich Wolfflin were representative of this point of view. All were
strongly influenced by Konrad Fiedler’s theory of “pure visibility,” and all, in
turn, influenced the intellectual atmosphere of the artistic avant-garde of the
early twentieth century.

While one of the aims of formalist art history was to break the hold of nor-
mative classical aesthetics, these aims could only be achieved by establishing
more general norms which would apply to all art, of whatever period. It thus
tended toward the establishment of ahistorical laws, and in doing so resembled
classical theory itself. Formalist art theory concentrated on the “how” of art
because it rejected the kind of “why” explanations always given to justify a
particular system of values (or a particular style). But classical doctrine also con-
centrated on the “how” (the rules of good poetry and of rhetoric, etc.) precisely
because it accepted, without question, a particular system of values.

The formalist tendencies of the twentieth-century avant-garde therefore con-
tradicted the historicist interpretations of modern architecture given by Viollet-
le-Duc and his followers. Instead of seeing architecture as continuously devel-
oping according to a historical law of technical and social evolution, they carry
the implication that modern architecture is a radical break with history—that it
has reached a threshold which enables it to give form to the eternal laws of
aesthetics. In this way it can be seen as a type of classicism, but one which
rejects the specific, historically determined forms of the classical style. This view
was, nonetheless, closely connected to developments in constructional tech-
niques, which were seen as freeing the architect from those technical constraints
that had previously tied architectural aesthetics to particular times and particu-
lar craft traditions.

One of the first architects explicitly to connect an industrialized architecture
to classicism was Hermann Muthesius, who saw in it the means of arriving at a
typology of architectural forms corresponding to universal laws of aesthetic per-

ception. The rationalization of building in terms of factory production would
recreate, at a more abstract level, the very artistic traditions and cultural values
it had helped to destroy.?”

In the 1920s most of the avant-garde architects began to accept the replace-
ment of craft by the machine as the price architecture had to pay in order to
tackle the urgent social tasks presented to it. But, although this involved a cer-
tain simplification of masses and the stressing of the typical over the individual,
its incipient classicism was overshadowed by elementarist and montage-like
compositional principles that denied the formal hierarchies of the classical sys-
tem. This was particularly true of the so-called neue Sachlichkeit architects work-
ing in the Weimar Republic—Hannes Meyer, Ernst May, Mart Stam, and Hans
Schmidt, among others.

There is, in the work of these architects, and especially in the city layouts by
Ludwig Hilbersheimer, an extreme schematicism, which transposes diagrams
resulting from purely analytical operations into objects of the real, perceptual
world. This is a primitive kind of formalism which halts the process of abstrac-
tion midway, as it were, without allowing it to work toward an adequate image.

In the work of Le Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe, however, this schematic
formalism was combined with more overt classical tendencies. Le Corbusier’s
classicism, in particular, was quite explicit and was based on a rather general-
ized acceptance of the French classical tradition. In the greater part of his work
he was concerned with reconciling the classical idea of an a priori artistic order
with the notion of continuous progress he had inherited from the historicist and
positivist traditions. His drawing of the Do-mino frame was the first demonstra-
tion of a dialectical principle that was to dominate all his subsequent work.
Here, the concrete frame carries all the certainty of a Cartesian a priori. Within
this frame, the volumes and equipment of the house can be independently ar-
ranged, according to practical needs. The organization of these needs is sup-
posed to follow an empirical necessity whose laws are as rigorous as those of
the Platonic frame and its implied cubic envelope (though, in fact, it is precisely
here that the invention of the architect/artist comes into play, with all its freedom
of metaphorical allusion). The dialogue between the frame and its infill is made
apparent by means of Cubist techniques of spatial simultaneity, themselves
made possible by new constructional techniques.

Le Corbusier’s architecture gives artistic expression to the conflict between the
two traditions of rationalism we have traced: the a priori and the empirical. On
the one hand, we find those “clear and distinct ideas” which, translated from a
Cartesian metaphysics into the sensuous objects of art, had been promoted by
French classical theorists from Boileau to Durand. On the other, we find the
empirical and scientistic ideas of positivism, which are expressed as the func-
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Ludwig Hilbersheimer, Project for a city of sky-

scrapers, 1924, east-west street

Giuseppe Terragni,

1934, rear perspective

Casa del Fascio,

Como,

tional, the accidental, and the contingent. Both are reducible to a typology: the
first to those types which are inscribed in our very consciousness, the second to
those types which are the result of a teleological evolution.

A formalism tending equally toward the classical is found in both Scandina-
vian and Italian modernism. In Scandinavia it is present in the work of Gunnar
Asplund and the early work of Alvar Aalto—in both cases due to the existence
of a strong tradition of neoclassicism dating from the first decade of the twen-
tieth century.

In Italy this tendency is inseparable from the cultural demands of Fascism and
the attempt to reconcile progressivist ideals with tradition. The example of Le
Corbusier’s architecture and writings was probably the most important single
influence on the Italian avant-garde of the 1930s (the self-styled “rationalists” of
Gruppo 7). In his book Vers une architecture, published in 1923, Le Corbusier had
equated the products of modern technology, such as automobiles, with the Par-
thenon—each being presented as the result of an evolutionary process termi-
nating in a perfect “type” form. This image enabled the Italian architects to
reconcile the dynamic and mechanistic aspects of Futurism with the classical
tradition.

Antonio Sant’Elia, in his Citta Nuova of 1914, had synthesized ideas from
Henri Sauvage and the Wagnerschule to produce the sublime image of a con-
gested and mechanized modern city. If we compare the images in this book with
a work of the rationalists, such as the Casa de Fascio by Giuseppe Terragni, and
certain works by Eduardo Persico and Gino Pollini, we see that Sant’Elia’s ro-
mantic expressionism has given way to a calm and timeless classicism. This
classicism, however, lacks the stylistic iconography characteristic of the Nove-
cento architects Giovanni Muzio and Marcello Piacentini. It is reduced to an
abstract “framework” of deliberate neutrality.

Postmodernism:

The Search for Meaning
The modern movement of the 1920s was marked by an evangelical fervor which

lent it all the attributes of a religious movement. As in all religious movements,
its adherents had to pass through a conversion to a state of mind in which the
smallest and most mundane aspects of life were transfigured. The rationalism
of the twentieth-century avant-garde was enveloped by a dogmatic and ideal-
istic antirationalism that could, perhaps, only survive in a pure form for a very
short time.

Already in the 1930s a process of “liberalization” set in, which culminated in
the 1950s. This liberalization did not abandon the rationalist position as a foun-
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dation, but sought to “humanize” it. In the 1930s Le Corbusier began to intro-
duce natural materials and vernacular elements into his work, J. J. P. Oud, who
had been associated with the De Stijl movement, attempted to reintroduce or-
nament into his buildings, and Alvar Aalto developed a style that explicitly al-
lowed room for “irrational” and “psychological” factors. After World War II this
process continued under the various rubrics of “neoempiricism,” “brutalism,”
and “neorealism.” At the same time, particularly in the United States, technical
development reached a stage at which it became possible to harness the rational/
constructive aspect of modernism to the ideological needs of real estate devel-
opment, thus undermining modernism’s utopian foundations.

None of these tendencies questioned the basic premises of modernist ratio-
nalism. They saw modernism as capable of gradually reforming itself from
within, so as to absorb those “humanistic” and pragmatic needs that had been
excluded from its original program.

A parallel development can perhaps be seen in developments within analyti-
cal philosophy. Wittgenstein’s “language games,” introduced in the Philosophical
Investigations, the “ordinary language” philosophy of J. L. Austin, and Karl Pop-
per’s concept of the “open society,” all, in various ways, relinquished the at-
tempt to equate the processes of rational analysis with the real world.

In the mid 1960s, however, there was a powerful reaction in architectural dis-
course, which, instead of trying to reform architecture from within a specifically
modernist interpretation of rationalism, sought rather to redefine rationalism in
terms of an autonomous tradition of architecture. This movement originated in
the circle of young architects grouped around Ernesto Rogers, the editor of the
magazine Casabella. The specific transformation to which rationalism had been
subject in historical development were seen as secondary to, and dependent
upon, a deeper tradition according to which what is “rational” in architecture is
that which conserves architecture as a cultural discourse throughout history.
These ideas were based to a large extent on structural linguisitics, which had
stressed the paradigmatic value of the typical and invariant structures underly-
ing individual speech acts.

Although there is an evident historical connection between this view and the
formalistic aspects of modernism, they differ in one crucial respect. Modernist
formalism had assumed that architecture could be reduced to forms which cor-
responded to the structure of the human mind (les constants humains), whereas
the new formalism we are describing sees the invariant elements of architecture
as irreducible beyond the experience of architecture itself, as a social and cul-
tural reality.

The implication of this view is that we should look upon the history of archi-
tecture—or at any rate a large segment of it—as if it were a continuous instant

in which thought and memory are coextensive. The model for such a view is
Enlightenment thought, which looked on progress not as the unpredictable and
open-ended development it was to become for positivism, but as the rational
rearrangement and exploitation of existing material. According to such a view,
the typological characteristics of a rational architecture are not those that are
created by technology or by the specifically modern forms of social behavior,
but those that persist through technological and social change and anchor us to
a permanent image of man. There is a return to an eighteenth-century view of
reason, as the faculty which is, itself, outside history: history provides reason
with changing models of human achievement (in this case architectural) from
which it is able freely to choose.

The architects who exemplify these attitudes most clearly are Giorgio Grassi
and Aldo Rossi. The former emphasizes the more ontological and tectonic as-
pects of the rationalist tradition, while the latter stresses those subjective and
poetic images to which it can give rise.”® As part of a more general “postmod-
ern” technology, this type of rationalism must be seen as a defensive reaction to
the current social conditions of production and consumption. It is not an acci-
dent that in both cases the output is small and deliberately modest in scale. We
have reached a stage in social evolution in which the products of man’s reason
are increasingly divorced from the experience of making, constructing, or imag-
ining. Talking, in 1894, of the distance between modern scientific conceptual
thought and our capacity to reduce the world to sensuous images of order, Paul
Valéry wrote:

Why is it that only a small part of the world can be so reduced? There is a moment when
the figural becomes so complicated, or the event seems so new, that we must abandon the
attempt to consider thent as a whole, or to proceed with their translation into continuous
values. At what point did our Euclids halt their apprehension of form? *

Nearly a hundred years later the problem has become all the more glaring.
Can we still use the word rationalism in architecture in the sense that it has
always been used despite all its changes of meaning: as the attempt to provide
the sensuous analogue, the emblematic presence, of that reason which was once
supposed to permeate the universe?
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Traditions and Displacements:

Three Studies of Le Corbusier

Architecture and Engineering:

Le Corbusier and the Paradox of Reason

In his book David to Delacroix, Walter Friedlander distinguishes between two
great currents in French painting, which he calls the rational and the irrational.
These categories, if we accept them, must apply in some measure to the other
arts, including architecture. The rational current is moralizing and didactic, and
it belongs to the tradition of French classicism. It is tempting to see Le Corbusier
as belonging to this didactic tradition and as bringing to the architectural avant-
garde of the 1920s a peculiarly French combination of moralism, formalism, and
classicism.?

Of all the architects of the modern movement, it is Le Corbusier who con-
structed its most elaborate theoretical underpinning. His architectural theory
differs significantly from that of the other modern architects, in kind as well as
degree. Whereas for Walter Gropius theory was instrumental and design its di-
rect product, for Le Corbusier theory was justificatory. It seeks to justify architec-
ture as an autonomous® and normative discipline, and in this way belongs to
the tradition of French architectural theory from Philibert de L'Orme to Ledoux.
His theoretical writings aimed to reconcile new phenomena resulting from
modern industrial production with certain a priori architectural values. These
values were seen as the conditions that made the practice of architecture
intelligible.

Le Corbusier has often been called a positivist and has been criticized for
trying to apply to the twentieth century a mental set belonging to the nine-
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teenth century. Although he shared with the positivists their epistemological
formalism, he did not share the priority they gave to the Fact.* As he says in
Vers une architecture, “Architectural abstraction has the particular and magnifi-
cent property that, rooted in the brute fact it spiritualizes it, because the brute
fact is nothing but the materialization, the symbol, of the possible Idea.”?

Le Corbusier’s formalism aimed at being theoretically systematic but did not
necessarily aim at the transformation of the real world. Yet it is easy to see why
Le Corbusier has been called a positivist: he tenaciously clung to final solutions,
as if he were asserting a direct, Bentham-like relation between form and func-
tion. This quality in Le Corbusier’s work can be seen if we compare him with
the Russian Constructivist theoreticians, who believed that theoretical systems
and action on the material of the real world coincided. For them the empirical
could always be used to criticize and modify artistic form, and such modifica-
tions would make these forms theoretically more correct. For Le Corbusier the
empirical inhabits a different world from the ideal; there is never any possibility
of a direct passage from Fact to Meaning. When he insisted on the inviolate
quality of his designs, he was defending their ideal qualities and not their em-
pirical ones. Indeed, he often clung to design solutions against all empirical
evidence, as in the case of the Salvation Army Hostel, whose history has been
documented by Brian Brace Taylor.®

Le Corbusier’s architecture, its qualities as well as what may perhaps be con-
sidered its faults, comes directly from this dualistic philosophy. Nonetheless, he
never satisfactorily reconciled his search for the timeless human values of archi-
tecture with his belief that modern technology and the structures of modern
capitalism provided the means whereby these values could be reestablished in
a new form.

Le Corbusier’s discourse attempted to synthesize, insofar as the problem of
architecture was concerned, the contradictory world views current at the time
of his intellectual formation. To understand these world views, and their result-
ing ideologies and contradictions, one must turn back to the architectural dis-
course of the seventeenth century, the moment when the Vitruvian tradition
was first challenged. The form of this challenge is well known. In dividing ar-
chitectural beauty into two kinds, certain beauty and arbitrary beauty, Claude Per-
rault introduced into architectural discourse the epistemological distinction
between a priori and empirical knowledge, between the natural sign and the
arbitrary sign, a distinction paralleled in contemporary philosophy and linguis-
tic theory.” Perrault’s definition could be interpreted in two ways: either as en-
couraging the search for natural causes of absolute beauty, which were no
longer seen as derived from ancient authority, or as encouraging skepticism.

Perrault’s theory exerted an influence on other architects, notably Christopher
Wren. From Wren's notes, published in the Parentalia, one can see that Perrault's
method was often used by subsequent theorists, not to justify custom and as-
sociation as the basis of the architectural sign, but to find new sources of cer-
tainty which were accessible to reason. The empirical method discredited the
old a priori certainties but created new ones in their place. A new set of phenom-
ena hitherto thought of as secondary, particularly those in the field of optics,
was now seen as subject to law and necessity and accessible to experiment and
mathematical treatment. This conviction that taste and aesthetic judgment
could be shown to rest on natural principles is characteristic of an important
strand of eighteenth-century thought. We recognize elements of this view in the
thought of Le Corbusier.

By the end of the nineteenth century, however, this view had been modified
and distorted by both positivism and historicism, which gave an entirely new
emphasis to the problem of the lawlike nature of the world of man’s experience:
the first, by saying that knowledge finds its verification and ultimate meaning
in action on the material world; the second, by trying to reconcile absolute truth
with historical change and development. In Le Corbusier’s thought these two
impulses are overlaid by the idealism prevalent in the late nineteenth century,
which was antipositivist and antimaterialist and which somehow accepted the
idealism of Hegel without the cultural relativism to which Hegel’s system gave
rise.®

In The Education of Le Corbusier,® Paul Turner provides evidence that Le Cor-
busier was strongly influenced by Henry Provensal’s book L’art de Demain, pub-
lished in 1907. According to Turner, this book stresses the accessibility of the
Hegelian “Idea” to the intuitive grasp of the artist. This “Idea” does not seem
identical to eighteenth-century notions which held that truth and beauty are
eternal because man is always and everywhere the same. Instead, it seems to
assume an emergent Idea, which is capable for the first time of being realized
because of the stage of historical development that man has reached. After a
period of divergence, art and science had reached a point at which they once
again could coalesce and become transparent to each other. Significantly, this
philosophy is based on a certain notion of abstraction. Ideal beauty expressed
mind and spirit rather than physical senses. Thus it is linked with science. Pro-
vensal’s contention was that “Science, which begins by enfeebling sentiment,
ends by strengthening it.”'°

This quality of abstraction has two interesting corollaries. First, architecture
and music are considered the highest of the arts because both “resort to abstrac-
tions.” (The idea of music as the paradigm for the arts was of course common at
the end of the nineteenth century.) Second, architecture is said to be concerned
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with cubic form, expressing directly the forms of mineral crystals which, alone Le Corbusier, Villa Fallet in La Chaux-de-Fonds,
among natural forms, are said to reveal nature’s underlying mathematical struc- 1905-6

ture. Architecture, says Provensal, is a matter of the composition of volumes,
the juxtaposition of solid and void, of shade and light. “The artist,” he says,
“will find the elements of realization of material where the plastic drama is crys-
tallized under the beneficient action of light.” Turner points out the obvious
parallel between this and Le Corbusier’s well-known formulation of architecture
as “the learned, correct and magnificent play of volumes assembled in light.” !

Turner’s analysis of Provensal’s text helps to solve a problem. Through it we
are able to connect two ideas that have always seemed contradictory in Le Cor-
busier’s thought: the idea of absolute and unchanging artistic values associated
with eighteenth-century classicism, and the idea of the spirit of the age, which
stems from Hegel and the German historicist tradition. In Provensal’s book, we
find the combination of absolute values and the avant-garde idea of the “new.”
Hegel's grand cycle seems to have come to an end; the Spirit stands finally ex-
posed, and once it has been revealed by an artistic elite, it will become accessible
to all. This cyclical view of history, which invokes the idea of a return or repeti-
tion, is put forward explicitly by Le Corbusier in Urbanisme, when he discusses
the ages of man.

Provensal’s book no doubt helped form certain permanent traits of Le Cor-
busier’s thought concerning the eternal and geometric nature of architecture, its
relation to science at a fundamental level, and the idea of an imminent discov-
ery, of an apocalyptic moment. Many other experiences, however, helped to
crystallize Le Corbusier’s conception of a new architecture, three of which seem
to be of special importance. The first was the regionalist and artisanal doctrine
Le Corbusier absorbed from his teacher at La Chaux-de-Fonds, L’Eplattenier.!?
This doctrine was derived from the Arts and Crafts movement and Owen Jones’s
theories of ornament. L'Eplattenier taught that nature could be reduced to an
underlying geometric structure. This notion was in many ways the antithesis of
Provensal’s ideas, since, instead of postulating an abstract Idea which could be e il
represented directly, it saw the Idea as something revealed or disclosed in the & 4 Sl = T
concrete conditions of a particular time and place. It was part of a tradition that < SR T W
thought in terms of contingent rather than universal meaning and looked for a T Ny T Y Ny SRS ol far
renewal of architecture through ornament and craftwork. | : "

Le Corbusier was often tempted in his twenties by his vision of an artistic
elite creating a popular art out of local conditions. But, at the same time, he was
moving away from this vision, toward a more universalist view. Even when he
traveled to Turkey and became absorbed in folk architecture, what most in-
trigued him was the way it could be reduced to a typology and seen as the basis
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of a universal language. Writing later in Urbanisme, on the problem of architec-
tural detail, he said:

In the traditional architectural cities one finds habits of construction. Until the 19th
century, a window, a door, were “human” holes, elements to the human scale: the roofs
were built according to procedures uniformly accepted and excellent. In Istanbul all
houses were of wood, all roofs were of the same slope and the same tiles. All religious
buildings were of stone.?

These traditional qualities are seen as embodying the principles with which to
generate an entirely new architecture. There is also here, however, an element
of nostalgia, and Le Corbusier never entirely abandoned the notion of an archi-
tecture incorporating craft techniques. In the 1930s, he was already combining
such elements with the abstract forms of technology, much to the disapproval
of the neue Sachlichkeit purists.

The second experience was that of the architectural tradition. Among the pro-
tagonists of the modern movement a moralistic iconoclasm made it impossible
to speak of tradition in any but the most general terms. To some extent Le Cor-
busier shared this attitude. But, sweeping as many of his judgments about ar-
chitectural history were, they were nonetheless based on a close study of
buildings and texts. For him, the tradition which had to be preserved and trans-
formed was more than a set of moral precepts. It was, above all, a set of concrete
examples, and the way he communicated this knowledge was by drawing.

Most of Le Corbusier’s general precepts seem to have their origin in particular
examples: Turkish houses, the monasteries of Mount Athos and Emo, the
temple sites of India, Cambodia, and Chaldaea, Pompeian houses, the urban
schemes of Louis XIV, the studios and cafes of late-nineteenth-century Paris.
This habit of mind is not restricted to his interest in historical types, but marks
his confrontation with the products of modern technology, the objets-fypes of
modern civilization. It is an essentially iconic procedure. The “Idea” is ap-
proached through the image. His mental wardrobe is full of objects ready to be
used in a bricolage—objects which seem each been imprinted on his memory in
a moment of epiphany.

Of the influences mentioned so far, that of Provensal and L’Eplattenier were
concerned with theoretical principles. The final influence to be mentioned is the
constructive principle exemplified in modern building technology. The sources
of this influence lay outside the immediate experience of La Chaux-de-Fonds,
in the industrially advanced countries, especially Germany and France.

We have seen that, to some extent, the Hegelian idealism associated with
Provensal’s theories and the regionalism associated with L’Eplattenier were an-
tagonistic to each other. It is also obvious that modern industry and technology
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Le Corbusier, Maison de Mme. de Mandrot, 1930-31

were antagonistic to the revival of the crafts. Modern construction and the ideal-
ism of pure form both presuppose abstraction. Yet the abstraction of pure ge-
ometry differs from that of modern production techniques because the latter are
concerned with the real, empirical world. Such an abstraction is the inheritor of
nineteenth-century positivism and instrumentalism, and to this extent is incom-
patible with the notion of ideal and absolute standards of beauty.

When Le Corbusier went to Germany, he was faced with modes of operation
and a scale of production that were both abstract and instrumental. He admired
the work of Behrens for AEG, and he found Muthesius’s ideas sympathetic,
insofar as they gave priority to spiritual over material values. (Muthesius had
said that engineering buildings have aesthetic value if they embody formal prin-
ciples, not because they embody these principles.'¥) But the utilitarian and ma-
terialistic nature of German culture did not seem to Le Corbusier to reflect this
idea.’”

Le Corbusier’s response to Paris was different. In the principles of reinforced
concrete developed by Auguste Perret he seems to have found an interpretation
of constructional rationalism that was compatible with his idealism. One reason
for this was the plastic nature of concrete and its malleability to the will of the
designer. But in spite of the syntheses of classicism a la Behrens and Perret’s
rationalism that he achieved in the Villa Schwob, Le Corbusier was evidently
still acutely aware of the conflict between an aesthetic idealism leaning toward
the classical and an avant-gardism that wished to embrace the most modern
tendencies. This conflict forms the subject of several extended passages in both
Vers une architecture and Urbanisme, and they are worth analyzing in some detail.

The first fundamental idea put forward in Vers une architecture is that by com-
mitting himself to the general principles of modern engineering, the architect
will rediscover the sources of his own discipline. To demonstrate this Le Cor-
busier must first distinguish between engineering and architecture. The aim of
the engineer is to provide what is useful. The aim of the architect is to arouse
emotion. But since the engineer, through calculation, produces forms in har-
mony with the universe, and since the highest form of emotion aroused by
architecture comes from its conformity with the selfsame universal laws, it fol-
lows that the engineer and the architect share a common foundation.’ In this
theory the difference between the engineer and the architect seems to lie in the
degree of intentionality. Engineers make architecture, as it were, unintention-
ally. They make us feel harmony, but it is in the intentional manipulation of his
feeling of harmony that the work of the architect lies. Thus, if in one sense the
engineer and the architect start from the same foundation, in another sense
architecture has its own basis, which lies in its ability to strike our senses by
means of clear, simple forms. The engineer, proceeding by the route of knowl-
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Le Corbusier, Maison Dom-ino prototype, 1914

edge, merely shows us the path of truth, whereas the architect makes this truth
palpable.

This truth of the architect does not rest at brutal and obvious sensations. “Cer-
tain relations,” Le Corbusier says, “are born which agitate our consciousness
and put us in a state of joy (jouissance), when man makes use of memory, of
examination, of reasoning, of creation.'” By this statement Le Corbusier opens
up architecture to an incalculable and infinite “culture.” By implication, all the
traditional values of architecture are invoked (since memory is involved).

But immediately, and without transition, he counters this idea by saying that
our external world has been transformed as a result of the machine and that we
have a new vision and a new social life.'® We seem to see here an implied dis-
tinction between an internal, spiritual world that somehow remains constant in
the face of an external world that has been completely transformed.

The dichotomy between engineering and architecture is taken up again in a
later chapter. Here he says that when a thing responds to a need it satisfies “the
whole of the first part of our mind”—that part in which the ultimate satisfaction
of the spirit is not possible. This satisfaction belongs to architecture, through its
attainment of “a state of Platonic grandeur, mathematical order, speculation,
and the perception of harmony, through relationships which are moving.” ! The
status of the useful in this architectural purpose is not made clear. One is left to
deduce that concentration on the useful and the necessary purges the mind and
frees it for Platonic contemplation. There is thus a moral imperative, an imper-
ative of self-denial and asceticism, which seems to be the condition of aesthetic
pleasure.

In discussing the aesthetic, Le Corbusier divides it into the sensuous and the
intellectual. The sensuous is that aspect always enjoyed by simple peoples, and
is expressed in decoration and color. The intellectual is that aspect enjoyed by
cultivated peoples, and is expressed in harmony and proportion. Each aspect is
defined as “necessary superfluity.”? But, immediately after this, he says that
utility and economy provide satisfaction to the mind, whereas form (cubes, cyl-
inders, etc.) provides satisfaction to the senses.?! We therefore have a schema in
which proportion and harmony belong to the mind in relation to decoration, but
to the senses in relation to utility. The attribution of intellectual satisfaction to
utility and to aesthetic form seems to suggest that he interprets “intellect” (esprif)
in two diametrically opposed ways, one deriving from rationalism or positivism,
the other from neoplatonism.

In Urbanisme the theme of the engineer and the architect, reason and sen-
timent, is treated with greater breadth and at a more philosophical level. First
Le Corbusier propounds a theory of cultural evolution, based on general eigh-
teenth-century models from Rousseau to Hegel and resembling that of Vico in
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its cyclical implications. According to this scheme, the history of culture consists
of three stages: that of the “human Animal,” that of “the road to culture,” and
that of “the achievement of Equilibrium.” In the first phase, man acts instinc-
tively in accordance with universal law; in the second, acquisition of knowledge
throws him into disequilibrium and awareness of his ignorance; and in the
third, there is a new fusion of knowledge and universal law.?

The third stage is identified with classicism, in which, Le Corbusier says, we
create “coldly and purely.” Geometry and the right angle are the emblems of
this stage. “The purpose of art,” says Le Corbusier, “is to raise us above disorder
and by this means to give us the spectacle of equilibrium.”? There are three
classical moments—Greece and Rome, the eighteenth century, and the modern
world. Between these moments come periods of preparation, the Middle Ages
and the nineteenth century, in which the acquisition of new knowledge throws
the previous system into disequilibrium, but at the same time presages a new
state of harmony.

Le Corbusier then discusses the role of intuition and sentiment (the sphere of
the artist) within this cycle.?* “Intuition,” he says, “is the sum of acquired
knowledge,” which has been inscribed in the collective memory. “Sentiment” is
an “emanation” of this inscribed knowledge. Thus, intuition and sentiment are
not antagonistic to reason. They are, rather, reason under its instinctive, sen-
suous, and emotive aspects. Since, in the first instance, sentiment is dependent
on reason, it is something that is “earned.” It cannot be enjoyed cheaply, “it
cannot be ‘stolen’.” This earned sentiment leads us beyond everyday experi-
ences toward ideal form, toward style, toward culture. A sort of pyramid is
implied, with pragmatic reason at the base and the concept of ideal form at the
apex.

We have now, says Le Corbusier, arrived at the fateful moment in the histori-
cal cycle when our sentimental urges must be seen as identical to the rule of
reason. The general, the typical, and the common appeal to us more than the
individual and the exceptional. Sentiment no longer strives to be heroic: it rec-
ognizes that the truly heroic is found in the apparently banal world of facts,
disclosed by science.® This is true because the means at our disposal are now
completely adequate to the ends desired. The state of equilibrium and calm thus
attained are to be described as classical and are shared by all classical ages.

But at the same time, because we are wedded to outworn patterns of thought
and response, this involves the complete upheaval of accepted ideas and the
creation of something new.? Now, according to Le Corbusier’s own reasoning,
one would expect this situation of newness to produce a state of anxiety and
strain; and one would expect classical equilibrium to be the outcome of gradual
cultural acclimatization. But this obvious contradiction is elided in Le Corbu-

sier’s text. Instead, in the manner of Provensal’s theory, the classical-eternal and
the messianic-revolutionary are conflated.

Le Corbusier now looks at the conflict between the engineer and the architect
from another angle. It is the nature of practical engineering to produce results
that are provisional, whereas the work of art has a value that is perennial.”

Modern industrialism is the result of abstract reasoning, not of passion. It has

no more need for “great men,” only for “little men” with limited aims. “The
work of reason,” he says,

1s cumulative and adds to itself little by little. . . . In our passions we are like a wine
which is exported: we do not know at which table it will be served, The great works of
humanity are elaborated more and more audaciously, and with a temerity which could
bring down on us the anger of the gods.?

He adds:

The poet, on the other hand, judges and discerns the lasting quality of words. He is at
the opposite pole from the calculators, and he follows the undulating curve of the pas-
sions. Beyond the utilitarian he discerns the imperishable—man.?

But for Le Corbusier, this simple opposition between the man of science and
the poet is very deceptive.® For if it is true that when we look at the world of
the engineer we see a “mélée of mediocre destinies,” we also see “the rigor of
works which move in a perfectly regulated way toward imposing realizations”:

Until now, the artifact was so precarious, so far from perfection, that it could not attract
attention to the detriment of passion. . . . [But] a great revolution has intervened . . .
which has overturned our equilibrium. . . . Suddenly we are armed with a fabulous
apparatus which upsets our admirations and compromises our age-old hierarchies.
. . . Reason? Passion? Two currents, two individuals who oppose one another. One
looks behind, one ahead; one poet shines over the ruins, but the other may well be
exterminated.>

The poet, therefore, must accept and celebrate the end products of that “man
of mediocre destiny,” the engineer.

But Le Corbusier still has doubts. If mechanical beauty were the result of pure
reason, it would be perishable. In mechanical work, the most recent work is
always the most beautiful. “Thus, beauty would be ephemeral and would soon
fall into ridicule.”3? He asks himself whether the emotion produced by Eiffel’s
Gabarit bridge will persist. “Here,” he says, “reason does not suffice, and one
has to suspend judgment. Here we see the mystery that surrounds the future
of contemporary individual works. . . . When the passion of a man has passed,
the works will continue to exist.”* In other words, the work may survive its
power to give rise to sensations of beauty and prove itself, in retrospect, to be
lacking in those timeless qualities that constitute the true work of architecture.
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Gustave Eiffel, Gabarit Bridge

Le Corbusier replies to this objection with a counter argument. It would, he
says, be a dangerous verdict if (realizing this fact) we were to expect the engi-
neer to put himself at the service of the man of passion; he would lose his raison

d‘étre. Quite the contrary, it is the man of passion who must give way to the
engineer:

Individual passion only has the right to incarnate the collective phenomenon. The collec-
tive phenomenon is the state of soul of an epoch, conditioned in general as it is in the
particular. . . . A general state of thinking is established . . . and the works of calculation

. . are carried by the general passion and enter into the measure of man. . . . In front
of the works of calculation one is face to face with a phenomenon of high poetry; the
individual is not responsible for it. . . . Man realizes his potential >

Here we see Le Corbusier resorting to the Hegelian world-spirit. Only if we
attribute a kind of human will to this spirit do the words “passion,” “sentiment,”
and “beauty” still have meaning.? But Le Corbusier does not explain how we
are to reconcile this with the continued existence of the architect. If followed to
its logical conclusion it would result in the disappearance of artistic production
altogether. The artist-architect would no longer be needed for the task of ideal-
ization. This task would be carried out unintentionally by the engineer, as the
stand-in or proxy for the world-spirit. The ideological formation characteristic
of the artist would be a thing of the past. At best, the artist-architect would
become a sort of voyeur, passively echoing the dictates of history and abstract
reason. Utopia would circulate continuously and weightlessly within reality.

But there is another idea suggested by this new interpretation of the artist.
This is the Hegelian notion that the poet/philosopher is able to grasp the whole
of history and see in it the operation of reason. This could be called the “over-
view” theory. It has implications for space as well as time. The pattern which
the industrial order imprints on the earth, while fragmentary and alienating at
ground level, can be seen to be meaningful from a sufficiently high altitude. The
airplane is obviously a powerful symbol of this notion of overview, and it is not
surprising that Le Corbusier talks so much about the view of buildings from
the air.

Having considered the main problem dealt with in Le Corbusier’s theory, one
must now look at aspects of his theory covering the two specific areas of concern
in his first works: urbanism and buildings. Although Le Corbusier’s refusal to
make any distinctions between architecture and town planning is theoretically
correct, the difference in his application of theory to each field is so great that it
seems legitimate to revert to the conventional distinction when considering the
relation of his theory to his practice.
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When Le Corbusier applies his theory to the city, he simply reverts to the
unresolved duality between the engineer and the architect. The architect re-
emerges in his pure ideological role. “The city,” he says,

is profoundly anchored in the regions of calculation. . . . This will be essential for what
is useful, and in consequence, perishable. . . . It remains for the city to last, for which
other things than calculation are needed. This will be architecture, which is all that is
beyond calculation.

This simple dichotomy results in the setting side by side of the products of
pragmatic reasoning and the establishment of pure form. The logic of the engi-
neer results in the clear separation of functions, the total subjection of urban
man to a process of abstract classification. In this way the Corbusian city 1s a
kind of diagrammatic representation of the properties of the modern city as
described by the nineteenth-century German sociologist Georg Simmel. Accord-
ing to Simmel, all relations in the modern city are abstract and are reduced to
quantity. The paradigm of this abstraction is money, the means by which the
qualitative difference between objects is reduced to pure quantity.¥

The abstract sociological implications of the Corbusian city are translated di-
rectly into their plastic equivalent—abstract geometrical form. Both on a socio-
logical and an aesthetic level, there is a distance set up between everyday
concrete existence and gratification. At the level of aesthetic response this dis-
tance is expressed in great ensembles seen in light.

This abstract and “inhuman” aspect of the Corbusian city has often been re-
marked on. But we should remember Le Corbusier’s own explanation of it. He
saw it as an ideal, theoretical demonstration, not the plan for a real city.

Writing of the Ville Contemporaine in Urbanisme, he says:

Proceeding in the manner of an experimenter in his laboratory . . . I excluded all acci-
dents, I gave myself an ideal terrain. The object was not to overcome the conditions
of the preexistent city, but to construct a theoretically watertight system, to for-
mulate the fundamental principals of modern urbanism. These principles, if they are
not contradicted, can form the skeleton of the contemporary system of urbanism; they
are the rule according to which the game can be played. After this, one looks at the special
case—that is to say any case whatever—: Paris, London, New York, or some small
provincial town.* [my emphasis]

Similarly, describing the Plan Voisin for Paris, he says, “The plan does not claim
to have found the final solution to the problems of the center of Paris, but it
may serve to raise the discussion to a level in keeping with the spirit of our
age.”” These disclaimers might be indicative of a certain skepticism. Although
the logic is impeccable, he seems to say, the premise on which it is based might
conceivably be contradicted, just as a scientific hypothesis can be refuted.
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Le Corbusier, La Ville Verte for 1000 Inhabitants,
“Sport,” 1933
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On the other hand, Le Corbusier’s city is anything but a model in the scientific
sense. It is a concrete image, fully worked out in all its details. Therefore one is
forced to question the status of the general principles that the city illustrates. Is
it scientific, neutral, and refutable, or is it artistic, ideological, and apodictic?
Everything points to the latter interpretation. But if any further proof were
needed, we might notice how Le Corbusier’s concept of the city is firmly based
on eighteenth-century tradition.

Le Corbusier’s connection with eighteenth-century ideas and the way he dif-
fers from this is shown in the famous quotation from the Abbé Laugier which
says that the city should display uniformity in the detail and a certain chaos in
the whole. It is worthwhile to see what Laugier actually says about the city. His
opening remarks are:

Most of our towns remain in a state of neglect, of confusion and disorder. . . . One builds
new houses, but one does not change the bad distribution of streets. . . . Our towns are
what they have been, a mass of houses put together without system, without economy,
without design.*

This could almost be Le Corbusier speaking—Le Corbusier the rationalist,
equating the efficient economic organization of the city with its architectural
order. But, curiously enough, it is Laugier’s more purely aesthetic doctrine that
Le Corbusier is interested in, although he seems to misinterpret it. What is Lau-
gier’s aesthetic doctrine? He says the city can be thought of as a forest or a park,
where one finds

at the same time, order and bizarrerie, symmetry and variety; . . . here a star, there a
patte-d’oie; on one side spurs, on the other fans; further off parallels; everywhere open
spaces of a different figure and design. The more choice, abundance, contrast, disorder in
this composition, the more the park will have piquant and delicious beauties. . . . A park
that was nothing but an assemblage of isolated and uniform squares, whose routes were
only differentiated by number, would be very tedious and flat. In all things let us avoid
an excess of reqularity and symmetry. . . . Anyone who does not succeed in varying our
pleasures never succeeds in pleasing us.

In a town the magnificence of the whole should be divided into

an infinity of beauties all of different details, where one hardly meets the same objects;
where, walking from one end to the other, one finds in each quarter something new . .
where there is order but nonetheless a great confusion; where everything is an alignment
but without monotony, and where, from a multitude of regular parts, there results in the
whole a certain idea of irreqularity and chaos.*!

Laugier presupposes classical order, regularity, alignment, and magnificence
of form. His disorder is seen as a picturesque critique of this; it consists chiefly
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of the element of surprise. It is a matter of a “multitude of regular parts,” that is
to say, streets, squares, pattes-d'oie, stars, each of which is regular in itself, but
all of which are different. Variety is created by using a wide repertoire of con-
ventional urban forms.

Le Corbusier, on the contrary, conflates the notion of chaos, not with surprise,
but with magnificence of effect, in blocks 4 redents composed to create plastic
movement. Once the pattern is established, it is merely repeated.

At the same time, uniformity in the detail is given a different interpretation.
It is not, as it seems to be in Laugier, a question of giving a number of set pieces
their own regularity. It is a question of creating a modular repetition of parts, in
an attempt to recreate the linguistic order which he had noted in Istanbul, so
that the eye will not be distracted from measuring the quality of the whole.*

For Laugier’s city of surprises to work, one must presuppose a dense tissue,
as in the metaphorical hunting forest which the city resembles. But in Le Cor-
busier there is no tissue, no foreground. Instead, there is a literal forest or park
across which one sees, at a distance, the great forms of housing blocks or office
blocks. Is this distance not identical with the “overview” previously mentioned?

For Laugier the eighteenth-century city is essentially undesignable. It consists
of fragments of order. The mental idea of order no longer has its exact spatial
equivalent, as it had in the Renaissance.® For Le Corbusier the capitalist city of
the twentieth century is completely designable. But in designing it, he succeeds
only in showing its monstrosity. There is no way in which the distance between
the concrete and the abstract can be abridged. The Corbusian city remains as he
saw it: “a theoretically rigorous system,” a skeleton on which there is no flesh—
and this in spite of its artistic manipulation—so different from the city of
Hilbersheimer.

Le Corbusier’s achievement lies rather in his creation of the fragments of the
city. The only scale at which the concrete and the abstract can be reconnected is
that of the individual building. If the dualism in Le Corbusier’s thought pro-
duces an unresolved contradiction in his theory and a disembodied abstraction
in his city, then in his buildings this dualism produces a dialectic in which aes-
thetic meaning is created. This dialectic consists of the interaction of pragmatic
order (function) and ideal order (pure form).

Le Corbusier’s theory now becomes a set of design principles, the most im-
portant of which are contained in the division of the building into volume, sur-
face, and plan* and in his “Five Points of a New Architecture.

In the notions of volume, surface, and plan the dialectical process is stated
most clearly. Volume, the creation of pure geometric solids, is the fundamental
basis of architectural aesthetics. But we do not arrive at architecture, properly
speaking, until this volume is penetrated and subdivided by elements of util-

[llustrations of three of Le Corbusier’s “Five
Points of a New Architecture”: pilotis, roof gar-

dens, and the free plan
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ity—specifically, with openings. These appear, phenomenally, as elements on
the surface of the volume. The subdivisions, penetrations, etc. of this surface
can either reinforce the basic volumes or destroy them. It is the architect’s task
to reinforce them.#

The plan is the means by which the three-dimensional volume is established.
It seems, though Le Corbusier nowhere says this, that in spite of rigorously
diagrammatic qualities, the plan will reflect the three-dimensional form of the
building. Since it is an iconic sign (in the Piercian sense) of the building, it will
have strong iconic properties of its own. This is always true of Le Corbusier’s
plans. The same dialectic is present in the plan as in the building as a whole.
Thus, while the ideal order of the building implies a symmetrical and axial or-
ganization of the plan and all its parts, utility demands that this ideal order be
modified. Le Corbusier gives a paradigmatic example in the House of the Tragic
Poet in Pompeii. He says of this plan:

Everything is on axis but you cannot pass in a straight line. The axis is in the intentions,
and the dignity given by the axis extends to humble things which the axis accommodates
itself to. You get the impression that everything is ordered, but the sensation is'rich. You
notice then the comfortable breaking of the axis, which gives intensity to the volumes.¥

Here it is clear that the pragmatic and utilitarian needs do not for Le Corbusier
weaken the aesthetic meaning, but make it richer and more complex. We see
therefore that Le Corbusier’s ideas of both surface and plan reflect the same
principles: a primary formal law brought into collision with utility, such that
both interact within the complex whole of the work of architecture—a whole
that includes both order and disorder.

The Five Points of a new architecture reinterpret the traditional elements of
architecture in terms of this dialectic. First, the plan and the internal volumes
are freed from the constraints of structure to take on configurations demanded
by utility and convenience. At the same time, this freedom allows these vol-
umes to take on anthropomorphic significance by means of visual metaphors in
a way which is closely related to the objects represented in Purist paintings.*
Third, the building is raised on pilotis and has a flat roof, and the facade (the
surface) is projected forward from the structure. Any of these three moves helps
to give the total volume maximum isolation and purity.

There is a further consequence of the projection of the surface from the struc-
ture: the surface becomes a thin membrane—a pure surface. Indentations of this
surface become explosive, since there is no inherent tendency of the surface
itself to become modulated in any way (as for instance a masonry wall with
pilasters or buttresses). These penetrations enable sculptural and anthropo-
morphic internal elements to be sensed simultaneously with the surface. Mean-
ing (given by the elements derived from human life) and pure form exist in a

House of the Tragic Poet, sketch of plan by Le
Corbusier, 1911
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Le Corbusier, Villa Savoye, entry hall ramps

state of constant interaction. This is seen in the attic opening in the center of
the entrance facade at Garches, where what is discreetly “revealed” is both plas-
tic and asymmetrical, anthropormorphic and chaotic.

The clearest demonstration of this aesthetic system is given by Le Corbusier
in his diagrams showing the “Four Compositions.” The first, Maison La Roche-
Jeanneret, differs from the other three in not being “le prisme pure.” It can be
given order, Le Corbusier says, by classification and hierarchy. We can see this
as being absorbed into any of the other three compositions.

Of the three pure prisms, the first represents the Villa Stein-de Monzie at
Garches.* The second, the house in Tunis, is stated as being “trés facile.” The
cube is only suggested by the exposed Dom-ino-like frame, and the free vol-
umes of the interior are generated from the center and move toward the perim-
eter. In the third, Poissy, which clearly has paradigmatic value for Le Corbusier,
the interior volumes are generated from the periphery and move toward the
center. The ideal cube is established, but the interior volumes are eaten away.

This brief analysis has only touched on Le Corbusier’s architectural “lan-
guage” and has been restricted to a small body of early work, the period of
L'Esprit Nouveau and Purism. Nonetheless, it has perhaps shown how his lan-
guage and his theory were related. The aim has been to reveal some of the
ideological roots of Le Corbusier’s theory, the contradictions which arose from
these, and some of the ways in which the theory was transformed into artistic
practice, rather than to establish any fundamentally new thesis about Le Cor-
busier. Even so, we could generalize by saying that his theory and his practice
were attempts to reconcile the traditions of rationalism and idealism, and that
his theory is the culmination of a long dispute in which empirical science has
progressively challenged the established claims of architecture.

In this historical process the problem of architecture is part of a larger problem
involving the whole notion of art. And if Le Corbusier seems to have been more
successful in reconciling these contradictory claims in his buildings than in
either his theory or his urban projects, it is probably because we can interpret
these buildings as belonging to a modernist movement in the arts in general—
a movement in which the work of art becomes increasingly solipsistic and self-
referential.

Rather than trying to see Le Corbusier’s buildings as an attempt to transform
the real world, it seems more fruitful to see them as constituting a reflexive
system of order, in which contradictions are resolved at the level of metaphor.
Whereas in his theory and in his urban projects the contradictions remain in the
form of logical antithesis, in his buildings these contradictions interact. As in
poetic metaphor, the elements of contradiction are resolved without losing their

independence.
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The Strategies of the Grands Travaux

Among the illustrations of the Centrosoyus and the Cité de Refuge in Le
Corbusier’s Oeuvre compléte are two showing the projects extended to adjacent
sites to form complexes that assume the scale and texture of urban fragments.
The Centrosoyus extension visualizes a new administrative district with the
Centrosoyus building as an organic part.! The extension of the Cité de Refuge
proposes a Cité d'Hospitalisation linked to a new wing of the original building.

At first sight there is nothing particularly surprising in these extensions, given
Le Corbusier’s tendency to treat each of his projects not only as the solution to
a particular set of problems, but also as a prototypical element in a new urban
totality. Yet the more we look at them, the more problematic they become. First,
in being dissolved into general urban texture and in thus losing their unique-
ness, they seem to suffer a loss of representational power. Second, though the
urban continuum they imply bears an obvious resemblance to such urban pro-
jects as the plan for the Porte de Sainte-Cloud of 1938, this resemblance seems
purely formal.

Whether we interpret these two projects as administrative buildings or as “so-
cial condensers” on the model of the Soviet avant-garde, it is difficult to imagine
them constituting part of the linear continuum Le Corbusier reserved exclu-
sively for housing in all his city plans. These extensions force a reinterpretation
of the buildings according to which they become hybrids, hovering uncertainly

Originally published in Le Corbusier: une Encyclopédie, ed. Jacques Lucan (Paris: Centre Georges Pom-
pidou, 1987). First published in English in Assemblage 4 (October 1987).
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Le Corbusier, Project for an extension to the
neighboring block of the Centrosoyus, Moscow,
1928
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Le Corbusier, Plan for Porte de Saint-Cloud,
1938

between the status of objets-types or “organs” of the new city and that of urban
texture or ground against which other objets-types might stand out as figures.

The ambiguity of these extensions invites an examination of the composi-
tional principles of Le Corbusier’s grands travaux of the interwar years. The pur-
pose is to discover how these principles were used to reconcile the disparate
and often contradictory needs he had to satisfy in the buildings. These can be
summarized as: (1) the need for the building to adapt to a specific site within a
given urban context; (2) the need to create a building of symbolic presence; and
(3) the need to establish the building as the representative of a type.

The main compositional principle of the four public buildings studied in this
essay is elementarization. It distinguishes them from traditional schemes with
closed courtyards, where the programmatic volumes are not distinct from each
other. In Le Corbusier’s partis for his grands travaux, each program element is
given its own form and is clearly articulated from its neighbor. The principal
elements are linear bars (containing cellular accommodation) and centroidal
masses (containing places of assembly). The linear bars are coupled to each
other at right angles, to form open courts. The flexible jointing permits a large
number of permutations in the overall plan, and Le Corbusier’s early sketches
show him trying out various possibilities.

This arrangement of articulated bars is first found in the Dom-ino housing
projects of 1914, where they retain some of the picturesque qualities derived
from the Garden City movement and Camillo Sitte’s Der Stddtbau nach seinen
kiinstlerischen Grundsdtzen. In one particularly striking example, U- and L-
shaped blocks create rectangular spaces through which a country road mean-
ders in contrapuntal movement. This counterpoint between static buildings and
free circulation was to achieve its ultimate form in the block raised on piloti,
which allowed the ground level to be developed independently of the upper
levels.

The articulated bars of Dom-ino were systematized as continuous bars of
housing 4 redents in the Ville Contemporaine and the Plan Voisin. When Le
Corbusier designed his major public buildings in the late 1920s, he adapted this
compositional procedure to the needs of multipurpose buildings with their
linear strings of offices or living cells.

There are strong analogies between this system of composition and the revo-
lutionary changes in spatial organization Le Corbusier had already worked out
for houses and villas. In the houses, the solid poché between the rooms of
traditional houses is replaced by a free-flowing space interrupted only by the
convex, sculptural forms of specialized volumes—bathrooms, closets, and stair-
cases. This complex “hot” arrangement of spaces and volumes is set in contrast
to the “cool” Platonic geometry within which it is contained. Le Corbusier drew
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Le Corbusier, Palais des Nations, competition
project, Geneva, 1927, sketches of permutations
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Le Corbusier, Lotissement Dom-ino, 1914,

: sketch showing aggregations of housing units
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Le Corbusier, Centrosoyus, Moscow, 1928,

sketches of permutations
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Le Corbusier, Project for Villa Meyer, 1925, in-

terior and plan

Le Corbusier, Centrosoyus, plan
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attention to the dialectic between outside and inside, pure geometry and free
form, when, in describing the villa at Garches, he said, “On the exterior
an architectural will is affirmed; on the inside all the functional needs are
satisfied.”?

A similar transformation occurs in the public buildings. But, whereas in the
houses the ground for the play of volumes is the enveloping cube, pierced and
hollowed out but never totally destroyed, in the public buildings the ground is
formed by the linear bars, and the play of volumes now takes place externally.
For Le Corbusier, the public building is an open-work of slender prisms defining
the spatial limits of the ensemble, while at the same time implying its possible
extension. All Le Corbusier’s grands travaux of the late 1920s share these general
formal characteristics.

Le Corbusier’s city plans assume ideal sites, and in defending them he was
careful to point out their intentionally schematic character.®> The commissions
for the public buildings of the late 1920s, on the contrary, required accommo-
dation to local conditions. This was not, for Le Corbusier, a purely negative
constraint. As the text of Vers une architecture makes clear, he had absorbed Au-
guste Choisy’s theory of the picturesque, according to which the accidents of a
given site play a constitutive role in the artistic organization of architectural
ensembles, resulting, as in the Acropolis in Athens, in compositions of balanced 133
asymmetry that present the viewer with a succession des tableaux.* Even among
Le Corbusier’s houses, where the picturesque promenade architecturale usually
takes place within the constraints of the ideal cube, there are several whose ex-
ternal form is determined by the irregularities of their sites or by building reg-
: ulations. The most celebrated of these is the Maison La Roche-Jeanneret, which
A ' Le Corbusier described as “pyramidal”—the very word used by Choisy to de-
/ scribe that other irregular building, the Erechtheum. These houses remain,

however, at least until the 1930s, the exception rather than the rule, whereas in
! (& the grands travaux picturesque grouping and asymmetry are normal.

For Le Corbusier, therefore, to be site specific required more than simply mak-
ing a building conform to boundary lines and irregularly shaped sites. It en-
tailed bringing into play a system of forms and masses related to a viewer
occupying specific positions in space; in short, it was “composition,” which
means—in the sense given it by Choisy—the artistic resolution of unforeseen
exigencies, not the application of a priori rules.

Plan of the Acropolis. Reproduced in Le Corbu-
sier’s Vers une architecture (1923) from Auguste
Choisy’s L'Histoire de I'architecture (1899).
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The Palais des Nations
The complex of the Palais des Nations consists of two blocks—the Assembly

with its ancillary accommodation and the Secretariat—linked by a long passer-
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elle. The blocks are organized symmetrically about the orthogonal axes, and the
principal axis runs through the block containing the Assembly, which presents
a long frontal surface to the visitor’s line of approach. This line is cut by imagi-
nary planes that are extensions of the wings of the administrative section and
that are reinforced by a system of paths running parallel to the secondary axis.

Individually, each block belongs to the species of frontalized buildings re-
served by Choisy for propylaea.> As a pair, however, they form a “balanced
asymmetry” whose outline follows the shore of the lake and whose masses offer
themselves as picturesque ensembles partly screened by trees. The north side
of the imagined symmetrical parti is missing. In the third edition of Vers une
architecture, Le Corbusier appended a plan of the Palais showing an assumed
extension to the north, its axis rotated by about ten degrees to conform to exist-
ing building and road alignments, so that even in its final form the building was
not envisioned as perfectly symmetrical. The parti resembles certain sixteenth-
and seventeenth-century projects in which long, narrow galleries are extended
from older nuclei, such as the “Manica Lunga” of the Quirinale and the Grande
Galerie of the Louvre—especially the latter, with its development on only one
side of the central axis and its subtle shift of angle.

If we compare the arrangement of bars a redents in this plan with those in the
Ville Contemporaine or the Plan Voisin, we see that whereas the urban blocks 4
redents are oriented in both directions, those at Geneva have two aspects, one
facing the public realm of the entrance court, the other the private realm of the
garden. In Le Corbusier’s city plans the bars cut through a uniform and undif-
ferentiated spatial continuum, while in the Geneva project the bars act as walls
dividing the site into two phenomenally different kinds of space.

When talking of context, therefore, we refer not only to the physical context
(rural or urban), but also the temporal, historical context. In the Palais des Na-
tions Le Corbusier has both adjusted the building to the exigencies of the site
and restated the perennial tradition of architecture in terms of modern life and
modern technology. He seems to have wholeheartedly embraced the ceremo-
nial, humanistic implications of the program and to have attempted to give the
building an appropriate character. We shall see that in another project the same

desire to imbue a building with an appropriate character led to diametrically
opposite results.

The Centrosoyus

Unlike the Palais des Nations, the Centrosoyus was assigned to an urban site
and presented Le Corbusier with unprecedented contextual problems. The site
was bounded by roads on its three regular sides, whereas the fourth side was

'5
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Le Corbusier, Palais des Nations, axonometric

Le Corbusier, Palais des Nations, plan showing

extension
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Le Corbusier, Palais des Nations, view from lake
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formed by an irregular boundary cutting across the block. In his earliest solu-
tions he rejected the articulated system of bars he had used for the Palais de
Nations and based his design on a simple perimeter courtyard block divided
l | | into quadrants, with the auditorium at the intersection of a cruciform system of
— circulation and with one quadrant omitted to avoid extending beyond the site
boundary.® There are several extant variants of this early scheme, but in all of
| ] them the hermetic and regular quality of the plan is compensated for by irreg-
% ular (and apparently somewhat arbitrary) elevational profiles and by wide pen-
) etrations at street level to gain access to the otherwise landlocked auditorium.
P In these early solutions for the Centrosoyus the short southwest side is the
principal fagade, on axis with the auditorium and facing the boulevard with its
- central reservation of trees. During the evolution of the design, the main fagade
] migrated to the longer frontage facing Miasnitskaya Street. At the same time
_ the courtyard arrangement was transformed and the scheme began to assume
- T o T e its final configuration of articulated bars forming an unequal H and providing
38 | | P the entrance fagade with a shallow forecourt.
= E;’ | ' 11 1% [ S In all these transformations we can see a persistent concern for maintaining
_, %\ | ey the street alignments and for frontalized blocks, which it is necessary to pene-
1 1

-
=

L 8

\\ &
~. \\\, .\ /] trate in order to reach the “private” interior space. At ground- and first-floor
138 P levels this interior space is always used for vast cloakrooms and foyers, which 139
Le Corbusier, Centrosoyus, site plan define a pattern of movement that is in counterpoint to the configuration of the
blocks above. This contrapuntal movement becomes increasingly evident once
the main bars are raised up on piloti and their configuration becomes more
pliant.

A significant result of the H-shaped plan is that the tumultuous convex form
of the auditorium and the horseshoe ramps becomes exposed to the northwest
frontage, strongly implying public and private sides analogous to those of the
Palais des Nations but seemingly inappropriate for the actual context of regular
streets and blocks. At first, even after the courtyard scheme had been aban-
doned, the northwest frontage was symmetrically framed by two bars—one fac-
ing the boulevard, the other holding the auditorium—and the edge of the street
was defined by a low colonnade. But when, in a final move, the auditorium was
rotated ninety degrees so that its convex “apse” faced the road, this contextual
discipline was lost. The northwest fagade became a “back” relative to the formal,
frontalized southwest and southeast facades and called for the kind of rurai
open space with distant views that would enable the building to be understood
as an object in space. Simultaneously, the overall plan became unambiguously
diagonal and lost much of its earlier multivalency and complexity.

In the Centrosoyus one sees the unresolved tension, often found in the work
of Le Corbusier, between the need for the building to form part of an existing




Le Corbusier, Centrosoyus, variation on the first
project
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Le Corbusier, Centrosoyus, sketch for the first
project
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Le Corbusier, Monastery of La Tourette, Lyon,

1959, plan 143

I.e Corbusier, Centrosoyus, axonometric

Le Corbusier, Centrosoyus, view of the ciub

from Miasnitskaya Street
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Le Corbusier, Centrosoyus, plan of project as
built, 1929
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urban framework, to form street edges, and to consist of frontalized facades and
the need for it to exist as a freestanding object.

The Cité de Refuge
The site of the Cité de Refuge cuts across the center of a triangular block formed

by rue Cantagrel and rue de Chevaleret. In the Oeuvre compléte it is described as
follows:

The site was extremely unfavorable: it provided a fagade of only 17 meters to the south
on rue Cantagrel and another of 9 meters to the east on rue de Chevaleret: everything
else was in the middle. If one had built directly on the street, according to custom, all the
rooms would have overlooked courtyards and faced north.”

Although this passage sounds like special pleading, it is true that the site did
not lend itself to a perimeter solution, even if one had been desired. What is
open to question, however, is whether Le Corbusier’s successive solutions did
not, in fact, have recourse to a traditional typology other than that of the perim-
eter block. After all, this was a representational building and not a mere part of
the urban tissue. Certainly, for Le Corbusier it had, above all, to represent mo-
dernity, but it was also called upon to symbolize a social and moral idea. In these
circumstances one could reasonably expect the architect to turn to Parisian prec-
edent in giving the building a symbolic presence and setting it off against its
immediate surroundings. And, in fact, the parti of both the first and the final
schemes have much in common with that of the Parisian hotel particuliére. The
corps de logis is set back some distance from the street and consists of a block
frontalized to the axis of approach and extending across the full width of the
site. There is a portico plomb sur la rue, which acts as a sign of the building and
also as a controlled point of entry to the site, which forms a relatively secluded
private realm, walled off from the street.

Initially only the western half of the site was available. What appears to be
one of the earliest sketches shows a cranked single-story passage leading from
the entry on rue Cantagrel to a six- or seven-story dormitory block crossing the
site from north to south. The east half of the site was developed by adding a
second block parallel to the first and connecting them with a longitudinal block
running west-east, extending to the rue Chevaleret boundary. At the change
in direction of the entrance passage there was a rotunda containing the recep-
tion hall, which absorbed the axial rotation—a somewhat Beaux-Arts device.
Over the rotunda a wedge-shaped lecture theater was suspended. A passarelle,
threading through a pavilion (the dispensary), connected the rotunda to the
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Le Corbusier, Cité de Refuge, early sketch
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Le Corbusier, Cité de Refuge, final project, 1931,
plan
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main building. In place of the cour d’honneur there was a sunken garden, which
continued under the dormitory blocks.

In the final scheme, the two north-south bars were replaced by a single build-
ing running east-west along the northern boundary of the site. This new ar-
rangement had a radical effect on the entry sequence, which now had to
penetrate to the middle of the site before it could be connected to the main
building at the point where the main stair and the wall separating men and
women occurred. Le Corbusier, however, barely altered the elements of this
sequence. He simply resited them so that they formed a series of pavilions of
various shapes running in front of and parallel to the main building, to which
they were now connected by a protruding element containing the entrance foyer
and lecture theater.

From the start, therefore, Le Corbusier had visualized an elaborate promenade
architecturale connecting the point of entry to the site with the main accommo-
dation. Programmatically, the promenade consists of a series of initiatory acts,
necessary before entering the inner sanctum of the building, and these acts are
symbolized by a series of architectural elements: portico, rotunda, passarelle. Yet
it is important to note that this solution owes as much to the architectural de-
mands of the site, and their formal implications, as it does to the practical and
symbolic peculiarities of the program. “This group of buildings,” wrote Le Cor-
busier, “constitutes a kind of hors d'oeuvre, disposed in front of the great hostel
building; this last serves, in fact, as ground to the very irregular group consist-
ing of the portico and the social service spaces.”® The reversal of poché space
found in his houses is repeated here; instead of a series of concave spaces carved
out of the building, such as one might have found in a Beaux-Arts scheme, we
are presented with their negative—a small collection of architectural volumes.
And now, instead of being disposed within the cube of the building, these ob-
jects are placed in front of it, and the table on which they are displayed is tilted
upward and becomes a vertical plane of reference. It seems impossible to sepa-
rate the sensuous and intellectual pleasure derived from this arrangement of
architectural forms from the site to which it owes its origin; as in the Palais de
Nations and the Centrosoyus, the building is a response to accidental circum-
stances of the kind described by Choisy in his analysis of the Acropolis.

The Palais des Soviets

This project differs in its programmatic elements from the three we have dis-
cussed. The administrative content is very small, and the project consists mainly
of a series of auditoria of different sizes. It also differs from them in its relation
to the site. In the other projects the buildings are thought of as creating spatial

Le Corbusier, Palais des Soviets, competition
project, Moscow, 1931, successive variations of

the design
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Le Corbusier, Palais des Soviets, photomontage

showing building in relation to urban context

Le Corbusier, Sketch of the forum at Pompeii




Le Corbusier, Palais des Soviets, panoramic

view showing relation to Kremlin and Saint
Basil
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boundaries. Long walls of offices or living cells form frontalized planes, the -

approach to which involves a more or less elaborate preparation. In all these
projects there is at least the suggestion of a cour d’honneur and a corps de logis,
and the centroidal masses of assembly spaces, and such, are presented as fig-
ures against the surface of the pure prism.

Despite the absence of accommodation suitable for such frontalized surfaces,
the earliest solutions for the Palais des Soviets did provide an urban space—a
huge “forum” overlooking the Moscow river, against which the various audito-
ria are lined up, rather in the manner of the temples in the forum at Pompeii,
of which Le Corbusier had published a sketch in Vers une architecture. This so-
lution would presumably have required the equivalent of a portico to connect
the irregular group of auditoria and unify them in a single grand gesture. In the
second solution, Le Corbusier still provides an urban space facing the river but
has moved the two main auditoria to the sides and defines the back of the space
by a low range of offices raised on columns.

In the final scheme all attempts to create a specifically urban space are aban-
doned. The complex is now an object arranged along a spine, like a biological
organism. The spaces it offers to the city are the pure epiphenomena of its own
internal structure. The complex is symmetrical along a single axis only; on the
other axis it consists of objects whose configuration is explosively centrifugal
and asymmetrically balanced.’

The spine is purely metaphorical because the range of offices, which in the
second solution had formed a physical link between the two auditoria, is
stopped halfway across the gap. Its end supports the acoustic reflector of the
open-air assembly. The two auditoria only appear to be connected.

In thus interpreting the complex as a series of objects in space, Le Corbusier
turned it into a constructivist icon whose silhouette complements that of the
domes of Saint Basil and the Kremlin. The group of auditoria no longer need
the backdrop required by the Cité de Refuge; there is nothing larger on which
they can be grounded. The structural, acoustic, and circulatory demands of the
complex were used to give expressive form to each element.

The desire to create a building of appropriate character led Le Corbusier to
interpret the Palais des Nations in terms of what we might call “an architecture
of humanism”; the same desire led him to make the Palais des Soviets into a
symbol of mass culture and of the work of art in the age of the machine.

The Building versus the City
Our analysis shows that the need to adapt to the idiosyncrasies of particular
sites made a positive contribution to the architectural quality of the grands tra-

vaux and cannot be considered as a mere obstacle to the achievement of a “new
architecture.” The arbitrary urban conditions with which Le Corbusier was
faced played a catalytic role comparable to that of “function” in the internal
arrangement of his houses.

In having to build in existing urban or rural contexts, no less than in having
to give form and character to programs with strongly idealist contents, Le Cor-
busier was also confronted with the architectural tradition. But these buildings
are not a reflection of these factors alone. They reflect as well the tension be-
tween a traditional architecture and the types of a new and contentious archi-
tecture, and they thus call into question the urban contexts on which they
depend.

When experienced as part of the urban fabric, these buildings do indeed stand
out as the types of a new architectural culture. That they can be read in this way
is at least partly due to the extent to which they accommodate themselves to
their context and in so doing expose both their similarity to, and difference
from, traditional representational buildings.

When, however, Le Corbusier shows these buildings as extended, they im-
mediately start to play a different role in the urban continuum. The use of flex-
ible joints allows the bars to adapt to adjacent blocks; the use of piloti and
bridges enables them to leap across existing streets, or across plots that are not
yet available. The result is that the existing street pattern becomes the equivalent
of the pedestrian paths that meander under the blocks ad redents of the Ville
Radieuse. A new urban pattern starts to emerge, tentacle-like, before the old
one has ceased to exist. The original Centrosoyus and Cité de Refuge buildings
are each absorbed into this new context. What had by itself been experienced
as a whole, with articulated parts that opened up the building to its surround-
ings but at the same time differentiated it from its neighbors, now becomes part
of a greater entity. Before, these buildings acted as the synecdochic fragments
of an absent city; now they become part of the metonymic series of an actual
city fragment.

However, this new urban fragment merely “stands for” the new city and can
never become a part of it. Both extensions take the form of a web or matrix, and
yet their representational purpose resists absorption into such a matrix. Only
by denying their representational function could they assume the role of back-
ground buildings demanded of them. It is true that the articulation of their
elements suggests their possible extension and allows them to become meta-
morphosed into small cities. From a purely formal point of view this seems to
be an advantage; but from the point of view of architectural content or meaning,
it is a serious disadvantage. For, while it enables Le Corbusier to make an ap-
parently flawless demonstration of architecture in the process of becoming
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merged with the city, and of the consistency of a design strategy that makes
such a conversion possible, it also denies those very qualities of discreteness,
difference, and lack of continuity that would make it possible for these buildings
to fulfill their larger signifying ambitions.

Perhaps this is merely reiterating what has been said many times, that the
Corbusian city would be alienating and would lack the multivalency that his
buildings possess in the highest degree. Yet an examination of the composi-
tional principles of his large public buildings enables us to see this problem from
a new point of view. For the real difficulty with the transformation of the rep-
resentational building into a fragment of urban tissue lies in Le Corbusier’s ap-
plication of the same principles of composition to both, despite the differences
in their scale and purpose. Because the city blocks consisted of a system of
articulations similar to that found in his larger public buildings, neither could
act as a satisfactory foil to the other.

In the Corbusian city it is only housing that can legitimately act as the back-
ground to representational buildings. If an attempt is made to interpret in the
same way the linear bars of cellular office space in his public buildings, the
buildings start to disintegrate. All that is left as a possible representation of
the public realm is that part of each structure that consists of places of public
assembly, etc. Only these can project, in their concentrated forms, the social
meanings that the architecture of the city ought to provide. Yet, in the Corbu-
sian scheme, it is only within the individual building that such a meaning can
develop—that building whose abstract and neutral ranges of accommodation
provide the necessary ground against which the dynamic figures generated by
function can be displayed.

It is in this sense that the Corbusian city seems to lack any strategy by which
representational buildings could continue to exist. The grands travaux of the late
1920s, with their original and seductive forms and their plenitude of meaning,
thus seem to exist in an ambiguous and metaphorical world halfway between
the existing city, of which they are a critique, and the city of the future, in which
they would cease to exist.

Notes

1 See Jean-Louis Cohen, “Le Corbusier
and the Mystique of the U.S.S.R.,” Opposi-
tions 23 (Winter 1981): 85-121.

2 Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret,
Qeuvre compléte 1910-1929 (Zurich: Edi-
tions Girsberger, 1935), p. 189.

3 See Le Corbusier, Urbanisme (Paris: Edi-
tions Cres, 1924), p. 158.

4 Cf. Auguste Choisy, L'Histoire de I'archi-
tecture (Paris, 1899), Architecture Grecque;
chap. 11, “La pittoresque dans l'art Grec-
que.” In Vers une architecture Le Corbusier
not only printed several engravings from
the Histoire but also paraphrased much of
its picturesque theory, particularly in the
chapters “Trois rapelles @ messieurs les ar-
chitectes/IIl Le plan,” and “Architecture/II
L'illusion des plans.” See also Reyner Ban-
ham, Theory and Design in the First Machine
Age (London: The Architectural Press,
1960), chap. 2.

5 Choisy, “La pittoresque dans lart
Grecque.”

6 Despite Le Corbusier’s tendency to-
ward elementarism, the courtyard building
is a recurrent type in his work. It occurs for
the first time in the “Immeubles Villas” of
1922 (though these were dropped in his
later city plans), and it formed the basis of
two buildings in the Mundaneum project:
the large cloister surrounding the univer-
sity and the exhibition buildings based on
the theme “continents, nations, cities.” In
his later work the most outstanding ex-
ample of this type is the monastery at Ev-

eux, in which, as in the early schemes for
the Centrosoyus, the interior of the court
is opened to the outside at the lower levels
and divided into quadrants.

7 Le Corbusier, Oeuvre compléte 1929-1934
(Zurich: Editions Girsberger, 1964), p. 98.

8 Ibid.

9 This uniaxiality is also a characteristic
of the plan of the Ville Radieuse, which
was initiated as a result of Le Corbusier’s
contacts with Moscow; see Cohen, “Le
Corbusier and the Mpystique of the
U.S.S.R.” The metaphor of biological struc-
ture and growth is similar in both cases.
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The Significance of Le Corbusier

Le Corbusier, more than any other architect of the modern movement, in-
sisted that architecture was the product of the individual creative intelligence.
The order it created was ideal, not pragmatic. If he said, “The house is a ma-
chine for living in,” it was not so much to annex architecture to a branch of
empirical science as to use the machine as a model for a work of art whose form
and structure were determined by laws internal to itself. The laws which applied
to technology were different from those which applied to architecture, the first
being directed to the solution of practical problems, the second to the creation
of states of mind. In both cases, however, the desired results could be obtained
only by understanding the laws which controlled their production. From this
point of view Le Corbusier’s famous statement can be interpreted as a metaphor
for an aesthetic theory which underlay avant-garde art in general, and which
had been anticipated in Konrad Fiedler’s concept of the “opacity” of the work
of art.! Le Corbusier and Ozenfant reformulated this theory in their discussion
of Cubism: “In true Cubism there is something organic that passes from the
interior to the exterior. Cubism was the first to want to make the picture an
object, and not a species of panorama as in old painting.”? But the analogy made
by Le Corbusier between a building and a machine was more than a poetic
metaphor; it was based on the assumption of an ontological identity between
science and art. For the first time—so we can reconstruct the implicit argu-

Originally published in The Le Corbusier Archive, ed. H. Allen Brooks, vol. 1 (New York: Garland
Publishing, 1984).



Ventilating fan. From Le Corbusier, Vers une
architecture (1923).
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Nautilus Shell. From Le Corbusier, Urbanisme
(1924).
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Pablo Picasso, The Violin, 1913. Philadelphia
Museum of Art, A. E. Gallatin Collection.

ment—technology and architecture, reality and its representation, could be
seen as converging. Technology, freed from the domination of brute and intrac-
table matter by the application of scientific laws, was approaching the condition
of immateriality. Its products no longer demonstrated the conflict between mat-
ter and spirit, as in the Renaissance; they adumbrated the dissolution of matter
into spirit. Architecture, as an art, no longer had the task of creating meaning
by means of signs attached to the surfaces of the buildings. The “meaning” of
architecture was now immanent in the pure forms the new technology made
possible. Like a poesis in which words are identical to the ideas they represent,
architecture had no more need of the mediating role of conventional and arbi-
trary signs; it would become its own sign. In this fundamental belief of “func-
tional” architecture we see both a reflection of modernist dogma in general and
a special ingredient, connecting this dogma to progress and technology and
bringing to the forefront redemptive and eschatological themes that were often
merely recessive in the other arts. Architecture was to be not only the symbol
but also the instrument of a new society.

But if the fusion of art and technology was at the basis of modern theory, in
the case of Le Corbusier it was combined with a concept of architecture derived
from an older tradition—that of classicism. According to this view, architectural
value could be measured only against an absolute and timeless standard. The
test of technology was not only that it released new energies but that it made
possible a return to the fundamental and ahistorical principles of architecture,
as exemplified in the great “classical” periods—calm periods in which the
means available were exactly equal to the ends desired.

The theory of architecture put forward in Le Corbusier’s articles in L’Esprit
Nouveau in the early 1920s was, in fact, an attempt to fuse two contradictory
points of view—one stemming from the tradition of seventeenth-century clas-
sical thought, and the other from German idealist historicism. According to the
first, architectural value rests on eternal principles and natural law, and the var-
ious technical modifications to which it is historically subject are seen as irrele-
vant to its essence. According to the second, architectural value is relative to its
position in history, and does not depend on any principles which can be estab-
lished a priori. In this case technology must appear as one of the essential parts
of architecture, since no architectural value can be established independently of
its empirical application at a particular time and place. Whereas the first quali-
fies the value of the exemplum with a belief in the universal power of reason,
the second discards the exemplum and replaces it with immanent values that
emerge from the historical reality in which they are embedded.

In Le Corbusier’s L'Esprit Nouveau articles there is an unresolved conflict be-
tween these two points of view—a conflict in which the architect and engineer
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appear as protagonists playing varying roles. While the works of the engineer
are needed to reflect the underlying mathematical order of the universe, the
engineer is also seen as representing the blind forces of history and as working
toward the solution of practical problems. His works constitute the highest col-
lective achievement of mankind and tend toward the rational organization of
society. On the other hand, it is precisely the fact that the engineer is not con-
sciously concerned with values and is free from ideology that makes it impos-
sible for him to replace the artist-architect, whose task is to satisfy a longing for
images of the ideal. It is thus that Le Corbusier justifies the role of the artist-
architect in an industrial society and establishes the work of architecture as si-
multaneously a work of technology and a work of art. Although the architect
and the engineer employ different means and have different intentions, they are
both working to the same historical ends; architecture cannot ignore technology,
as it did in the nineteenth century. We therefore find in Le Corbusier a double
assertion. On the one hand, he invokes historical destiny and demands a total
commitment to technology and, ultimately, to the technocratic state. On the
other, he clings to the idea of the architect as creative subject who transforms
technology into art, material production into ideology.

Assessments of the value of Le Corbusier’s architecture inevitably tend to os-
cillate between the two poles he himself set up, depending on whether attention
is focused on his technocratic utopianism or on his buildings and projects as
part of an avant-garde, yet autonomous, architectural tradition. It is possible—
and legitimate—to see his architecture, as one sees twentieth-century avant-
garde painting, music, and literature, as the product of a relationship between
the creative subject and an objective world, an objective world consisting both
of an internalized artistic tradition and of external reality. This relationship is
not based on any a priori definition of the ideal or on any confining notion of
artistic form. To reject his work because it is thus predicated on creative freedom
and because its reference to the tradition is oblique and reductive would be
tantamount to rejecting the entire tradition of modernism. If, on the contrary,
we accept the viewpoint of modernism, the part technology plays in the works
of Le Corbusier appears as a means to artistic freedom, to the opening up of
new worlds of aesthetic meaning. Its relation to social utopia is then “weak” in
the sense applicable to other avant-garde art forms. This explains the continued
value placed on Le Corbusier’s architectural aesthetic—a valuation that often
exists alongside a total rejection of his view of a society dominated by technol-
ogy and the quasi-fascist politics that this view entailed. Yet understandable—
and even inevitable—as this double critical standard may be, it runs the risk of
reducing the work of Le Corbusier to a species of “chamber music” and of con-
centrating on individual works whose systematic relation to each other and

whose social and political content can be conveniently ignored. But we would
be missing the essential quality of Le Corbusier’s work if we ignored the fact
that each individual project was not only an object in its own right, but a frag-
ment of a greater whole, taking its place in an entire system. Nor was this sys-
tem “artistic” in a narrow formalistic sense: it was based on a reinterpretation
of the historical relationship between architecture and the social realm. How-
ever much our judgment of Le Corbusier’s work tends toward this critical com-
partmentalization, his work must first be seen as a whole, since its overall
assumptions shed light on its smallest parts.

The dichotomy between engineering and architecture set forth in L’Esprit
Nouveau is symptomatic of a dialectical tendency that runs through all Le Cor-
busier’s theory and practice, where a number of oppositions are either stated or
implied: order/disorder; Platonic harmony/contingency; mind/organism; form/
structure; symmetry/asymmeitry. Though given a new urgency by the need to
absorb the spirit of historicist idealism and accommodate the disruptive forces
of technology, this dialectic belongs essentially to an eighteenth-century tradi-
tion. It is totally absent in the theory and practice of the Dutch and German
architects of the modern movement. (It is not by chance that Le Corbusier
quoted Laugier in support of his ideas about urban planning.)

The relation between this recurring dialectic and the formal principles of his
architecture can be seen most clearly if we compare the principles set out in the
early chapters of Vers une architecture, collected from the articles in L'Esprit Nou-
veau, and his houses of the 1920s. The classicism inherent in Le Corbusier’s
conception of architecture is immediately apparent in his definition of the three
parameters of design—volume, surface, plan. It is volume that establishes the
primary experience of geometrical solids seen in light. It is, however, the surface
bounding the volume which, properly speaking, constitutes architecture, since
the surface must contain openings referring to the practical organization of the
building. There is thus a direct transition from pure geometrical form, which
bypasses the traditional role of structure and its symbolic representation. The
structure, in Le Corbusier’s system, is a concealed skeleton which simply pro-
vides a hidden and implicit order. The surface must be “patterned,” but in such
a way as to preserve the unitary quality of the volume and without the order
provided by a classical structural module. The pure cube and the regular grid
provide a discipline within which the size, position, and degree of penetration
of the voids can be determined by improvisation, following the suggestions of
the plan.

In all these prescriptions there is a common dialectical theme. Freedom and
improvisation, and technical determinism, are not presented as absolutes, as
they are respectively in expressionist or Sachlich architecture. They are seen as
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only taking on meaning within an ordered and ideal framework, and in relation
to a ground—whether this ground is seen to be established by the rational grid
or the Platonic volume. Le Corbusier’s formal syntax is therefore grounded on
principles similar to those developed by Gestalt psychology and involves the
establishment of the same controlled spatial field as exists in Cubist painting.
Painting and architecture each transform a putative “reality” into a virtual world
whose reality is both phenomenal and tautological. In the houses at Garches
and Poissy there is a constant ambiguity because the cube of the building is
simultaneously established and denied, creating an aesthetic tension which the
mind is always trying to resolve.

The analogy between Le Corbusier’s houses and his own Purist painting is
much more literal and figural than the analogy with Cubism as a whole. In both
cases a “Platonic” regular frame defines a field in relation to which a number of
objects are arranged—bottles, glasses, pipes in the painting; staircases, bath-
rooms, passages, closets in the houses. Both objects and spaces usually take the
form of hollow containers whose curved convex surfaces project into, and inter-
lock with, the neutral field. In considering this figural system, formal analysis
must give way to an analysis of content and meaning. The arrangement of ar-
chitectural volumes could have a direct analogy with only one kind of painting:
still life. Not only are the objects of a still life susceptible to a high degree of
abstraction without losing recognizability (an essential property of Cubism that
distinguishes it from abstract painting), they also have a certain range of con-
notations which relates them to the contents of a house. As Meyer Shapiro has
pointed out,® the elements of a still life belong to a class of intimate, domestic,
bourgeois objects whose meaning is derived, in the first instance, from their
dependence on human action and purpose. Moreover, the objects of a still life
do not have a fixed spatial relationship to each other (unlike, say, the parts of a
machine or the protagonists in an allegorical scene). They can be arranged at
will, and therefore stand for the notion of the freedom of the artist. The freedom
of arrangement of the objects given by technology which Le Corbusier insisted
on is analogous to this, and relates him to a nineteenth-century tradition that
relieved the artist of responsibility for public statements and made him master
of a private domain of sensibility. Allowing for the necessary change of scale,
the solid volumes in Le Corbusier’s “Purist” houses correspond to the objects in
his paintings both in their flexibility of arrangement and their functions and
connotations. In the traditional hotel particulier, of which the Corbusian houses
are a kind of inversion, these humble and intimate spaces were concealed in the
space between the principal rooms, In Le Corbusier’s houses (in which there
are no longer any domestic secrets), they become the main elements of plastic
organization. Interacting with the spatial field, and flooded with a neutral and

Le Corbusier, Nature morte a la pile d'assiettes,

1920. Basel, Kunstmuseum.
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Le Corbusier, Project for Villa Ocampo, Buenos
Aires, 1928

A235

uniform light, they suggest a domestic life of informal but purposeful, bracing
activity and of continuous aesthetic stimulation.

In his articles in L'Esprit Nouveau and in his houses of the 1920s, Le Corbusier
may be said to have laid the foundations of his architectural aesthetic and to
have projected a new style of private life. As in the case of a number of other
architects of the modern movement, the private bourgeois residence was the
experimental laboratory in which many of the basic ideas of a new architecture
were developed. In recent years critical attention has tended to focus on this
phase of formal exploration, but, if we look on Le Corbusier’s influence within
a larger time scale, we see that this was not always the case. In the period im-
mediately after World War II, when the objective conditions of reconstruction
and of welfare-state capitalism seemed momentarily to confirm Le Corbusier’s
conception of the architectural types of a new social order, his larger public
buildings were the primary object of attention. Among these it is necessary
to make a distinction between individual public buildings, designed as self-
contained entities and appearing to establish a comprehensive typological rep-
ertoire, and mass housing and urbanism. In the 1920s Le Corbusier’s researches
into the repeatable private dwelling (the “cell” from which the whole of archi-
tecture should grow) and the city went hand-in-hand, underlining the extent to
which “the housing problem” was seen as coextensive with the problem of the
modern city. If we exclude the office buildings forming the commercial core of
the city, public buildings played no greater part in his urban plans than they did
in the much less comprehensive plans of Ludwig Hilbersheimer, Walter Gro-
pius, or Ernst May. Yet in the 1920s and early 1930s Le Corbusier designed a
number of public buildings to be injected into an existing urban fabric—build-
ings whose relation to his ideal city plans remained ambiguous. Among the
most significant of these projects were the Salvation Army Hostel and the Pav-
illon Suisse in Paris; the League of Nations building in Geneva; the Rentenan-
stalt office building in Zurich; the Centrosoyus building in Moscow. At least part
of the fascination these projects held for architects and schools of architecture
in the 1940s and 1950s lay in the fact that they offered entirely new solutions to
characteristically modern problems, while at the same time they could be assim-
ilated to the compositional principles of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. Their novelty
lay in their exploitation of the freedom provided by modern construction and in
their asymmetry and flexibility of articulation. But these new elements, which
radically reinterpreted the traditional formal syntax of architecture, were sub-

jected to a more or less traditional compositional procedure, and this seemed to

give “architecture” a new lease of life and to justify Le Corbusier’s claim that the
perennial values of architecture were compatible with the acceptance of the
most innovative techniques and forms. A striking feature of these projects was
their physical detachment from their immediate environment, but this quality
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was not likely to appear strange to architects who were familiar with Beaux-Arts
projects of the turn of the century. Such projects were often characterized by
programmatic complexity and public symbolism and were designed for imagi-
nary sites with no context. They established a sort of raison d'étre for the “archi-
tect-as-composer,” operating on a tabula rasa where the nineteenth-century
equation “Function: Form” could be clearly asserted. Although most of these
projects by Le Corbusier, unlike the Beaux-Arts projects, were, in fact, adapted
to severe site constraints (and owed much of their brilliance to this fact), they
were nonetheless thought of as complete entities, as Gestalten, breaking the con-
tinuity of the urban tissue (Salvation Army Hostel, Centrosoyus, Rentenanstalt)
or placed as objects in a weakly defined field (Pavillon Suisse).*

The supple and active nature of these compositions is clearly linked to the
notion of the machine, with its articulated parts—a feature still found in the
machines of the 1920s, automobiles, airplanes, and ships—and, as in such
machines, the separate parts tend to have their own symmetrical, figural
independence.

A further feature of many of these projects is the interpenetration of volumes,
a kind of “simultaneity” made possible by raising the main volume on piloti and
constituting a version of the “free plan” that allows the ground floor (reception,
concierge, public rooms, etc.) to be developed on a different axis from that of
the main floors, with their regular cellular subdivisions. As much as the houses
of the 1920s, these projects conform systematically to the “five points”—piloti,
roof terrace, free plan, free facade, and fenétre en longeur—and exploit them in a
number of ways.

Strong as may have been the influence of Le Corbusier’s public buildings of
the 1920s and early 1930s on architects of the immediate postwar period, how-
ever, his own postwar work shows a significant change in direction. The most
striking evidence of this is the change from crystalline forms and precise detail-
ing derived from the use of smooth rendered surfaces and steel and glass cur-
tain walls, from which all suggestion of material substance has been abstracted,
to the use of massive sculptural forms, tactile surfaces, and crude detailing as-
sociated with the use of raw concrete, brick, and wood. Although the immediate
cause of this change was no doubt the shortage of steel in the postwar period in
Europe, it also seems to have been the result of a change in attitude that was
already manifest in his work in the 1930s. This can be inferred not only from
the introduction into his paintings of the 1930s of “objects of poetic reaction”—
organic objets trouvés and the female figure—but also from the use in his build-
ings of local materials—particularly in a series of houses he designed for rural
settings (the Errazuriz house, designed but never built, for Chile, the de Man-
drot house at Le Pradet, and the house at Mathes).



Le Corbusier, “Femmes couchée, cordage et

bateau a la porte ouverte,” 1935. Basel,

Kunstmuseum.
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Le Corbusier, Maison de M. Errazuriz, Chile,

1930, interior view
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Le Corbusier’s loss of faith in the application of industrial techniques to ar-
chitecture dates from considerably before the war and seems to have been the
result of his own failure to interest either the government or industrial manage-
ment in the mass production of housing. It should be mentioned here that Le
Corbusier’s conception of standardization and rationalization had been signifi-
cantly different from that of the German architects of the modern movement, as
exemplified in the housing program undertaken in Frankfurt under the direc-
tion of Ernst May. Whereas for May and his collaborators the problem was to
arrive at the minimum apartment by the standardization of dwellings as a series
of fixed types, for Le Corbusier the problem was to standardize only certain
elements with highly specific functions, falling under the category of “equip-
ment,” and leave the architect free to arrange these elements according to artistic
principles and within an envelope that need not be fixed a priori. This entailed
a sort of architect’s “patent” on the entire design and subjected the pragmatic
process of rationalization to decisions on the part of the artist-architect, assimi-
lating (as in his theory) the presumed rationality of the production process to
an all-embracing artistic will. It is only in the light of Le Corbusier’s notion of a
dominant spiritual ideal that would give direction to the industrial process (car-
ried out by the man of “mediocre destiny”) that we can explain how it was
possible for him to abandon, in the 1930s, an internationalist rationalism, im-
bued with Platonic meaning, for a renewed belief in the primacy of “the heart”
over “the head” and a return to concepts in many ways similar to the vitalistic
and regionalist ideas of his youth in La Chaux-de-Fonds. The change is clearly
seen in his letter to Karel Teige of 1929, in which he refutes the deterministic
ideas of the neue Sachlichkeit architects of the political left.> (A close reading of
Vers une architecture, however, shows that this change was perhaps more one of
emphasis than of substance.) The shift in view must also be seen in relation to
the new political climate in Europe, in which, under the influence of the eco-
nomic depression, the internationalist optimism of the postwar years gave way
to nationalist sentiment and authoritarian systems of government. In the early
1930s there was a general reaction against the avant-garde, especially in Russia
and Germany, where it had established a foothold in government-sponsored
projects, and a return to tradition, whether classical or vernacular. Both Le Cor-
busier’s connection with French syndicalism (which, in its belief in direct action
and its concept of cultural renewal, had close analogies with Fascism) and his
interest in the development of regional and peripheral cultures date from this
period. Not only did he turn his attention to urban projects for Rio de Janiero
and Algiers, but, in these projects, he abandoned the geometrical approach of
his earlier city plans in favor of an “organic” and “geographical” urbanism in
which giant linear megastructures followed the natural contours of a primordial

nature and which were set in relation to the horizon of mountains and sea (a
theme renewed later in his design for the Capitol of Chandigarh). In Algiers this
new concept of urban form was expressive of a romantic notion according to
which North African and French traditions could be integrated, to create a new
Mediterranean culture—an idea reminiscent of the Pan-Germanism of the Na-
tional Socialists and implying a partition of the world into regions of “natural”
culture. The city is still seen as the visual analogue of a technological organiza-
tion, but it now becomes an extension of nature and is experienced as a “dis-
tant” panorama, either from the vantage point of the individual dwelling or, in
a more idealized form, from the air.®

“Reconstruction,” under the aegis of the postwar welfare state, provided Le
Corbusier for the first time with a symbolic and practical role that no longer
depended on utopian projection or authoritarian global intervention. Neverthe-
less his postwar work continued to develop many of the themes of the 1930s
and 1940s. In this work there is a new stress on the isolated building as a unique
monument set in nature—no longer the artificially “natural” nature of the early
city plans, but a nature already humanized by cultivation and containing evi-
dence of a vernacular building tradition. There is an attempt—at Cap Martin,
Ronchamp, La Tourette, and the buildings at Chandigarh and Ahmedabad in
India—to draw ideas from a generalized “Mediterranean” tradition, from an-
cient or mythological typologies, or simply from the genius loci. The pure ster-
eometric forms of a rationalized and Platonized technology give way to a greater
lyricism—to sloping surfaces, catalan vaults, and free plastic modeling. The
concrete frame now becomes a kind of charpenterie suggesting those machines
reproduced in the encyclopedia of which Roland Barthes says, “The wood
which constitutes them keeps them subservient to a certain notion of play; these
machines are (to us) like big toys.”” Whereas in the 1920s Le Corbusier’s interest
in proportional systems had taken the form of an a posteriori checking of regular
surfaces, after the war it became, with the publication of the Modulor, a numer-
ical scale that could give Platonic validity to the smallest details and the most
irregular forms. The attempt was to show (against all empirical evidence) that
mass production and standardization were compatible with the greatest artistic
freedom, and, as such, it was merely an extension of the philosophy pro-
pounded in the 1920s. At the same time there is an increased interest in the
mathematical regularity underlying organic forms, referring back to his studies
of nature under the tutelage of L’Eplattenier at La Chaux-de-Fonds and to the
neoplatonism and symbolism of the 1890s.

The most characteristic postwar development was the almost universal adop-
tion of the brise-soleil, which became the signature of Le Corbusier’s late style,
as piloti had been of his early work. The brise-soleil was a means of counteracting
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Le Corbusier, Chapel at Ronchamp, 1955, model
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Le Corbusier, Millowner’s housing, Ahmada-
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Le Corbusier, Secretaniat at Chandigarh, study
of the brise-soleil, 1958

------------------

the vulnerability of the fully glazed facade to heat gain without having to return
to the traditional hole-in-wall solid facade. In a manner wholly characteristic of
Le Corbusier’s dialectical logic, the ideal transparency of the external wall was
not abandoned; its effects were counteracted by the addition of a new tectonic
element. But the brise-soleil was more than a technical device; it introduced a
new architectural element in the form of a thick, permeable wall, whose depth
and subdivisions gave the facade the modeling and aedicular expression that
had been lost with the suppression of the window and the pilaster. It must
therefore be seen as a step toward the recovery of a tradition of the monumen-
tal. It made it possible to transform the slab or the tower, as at Algiers or in the
Chandigarh Secretariat, into a monumental form whose surface could be manip-
ulated to create a hierarchy of scales, proportional both to the human being and
to the building as a whole.

The brise-soleil thus contributed to the isolation of the individual building.
Even in the area of housing, the development of the unités d’habitation led to the
monumentalization of a type that had, in Le Corbusier’s earlier urban projects,
been seen as part of a continuum, or as the backdrop to vegetation. At the same
time, the increased interest of Le Corbusier in the linear city is indicative not
only of a continuation of the regionalist philosophy exhibited in the plans for
Rio de Janiero and Algiers, but also of the postulation of an “invisible” infra-
structure—now little more than the mental hypostasization of the existing ex-
change routes of industrial capitalism—which allows for the piecemeal and ad
hoc development of individual monumental buildings. The unités d’habitation
show a continued preoccupation with the prewar theme of mass housing, but
they also reflect a more pragmatic approach to the establishment and dissemi-
nation of modern architecture, in which the grip of economic rationalization has
been relaxed. The objective of collective living is now to be achieved by the
creation of huge oneiric and symbolic objects.

The tendency toward monumentalization in Le Corbusier’s later work accen-
tuates the conflict inherent in his work between architecture as a symbolic form
and architecture as the anonymous expression of a collectivized society. The
greater Le Corbusier’s effort to “humanize” the unit of mass housing or the
bureaucratic slab, the more problematic became the equation between architec-
ture and technology. In contemplating his work, we are forced to detach our
experience of the building as an aesthetic object from our idea of the economic
and industrial nexus of which it is a part.

The sense of unreality that this engenders is reinforced by another contradic-
tion—that between architecture considered as the subversion and transforma-
tion of the tradition, and architecture as a common, “popular” practice based
on technical norms. The adoption of norms was bound to lead to the formation
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Le Corbusier, Unité de Briey-en-Forét, 1961

Le Corbusier, Chandigarh, showing the As-
sembly building and the Secretariat, 1958—62
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of habits and conventions and to deny the iconoclastic and defamiliarizing role
that avant-garde architecture had assigned to itself. This process of familiariza-
tion has indeed taken place over a large area of contemporary architectural
production.

The ideological content of Le Corbusier’s architecture has itself been sub-
verted by the “natural” development of capitalism and its “recuperation” of the
avant-garde. We must therefore see Le Corbusier’s architecture as a historical
phenomenon and disengage it from its original ideological context. Its subver-
siveness is part of its self-contained aesthetic and remains a constantly renew-
able experience, after the vision of a totally renewed society, of which it was
originally a part, has receded from view. Le Corbusier’s architecture belongs to
a “tradition of the new” which has now taken its place in our critical canon.

The split in our responses to the work of Le Corbusier no doubt owes some-
thing to the contradiction, apparent to the modern sensibility, between the ab-
stract processes of modern life and the mythical power of art—a contradiction
Le Corbusier was well aware of and tried to resolve by uniting architecture and
engineering. Le Corbusier’s monumental studies of Rio de Janiero, Algiers, and
Chandigarh (where a newly founded “liberal” state could offer him the same
opportunities that a declining empire had offered Lutyens forty years earlier)
have something of the romantic and tragic grandeur of eighteenth-century neo-
classical fantasies and evoke the dreamlike image of a technological world trans-
formed into pure form. But the more purely aesthetic qualities of these
unrealized or only partially successful projects of national symbolism are in
most respects as great as they are in those other late works—Ronchamp, La
Tourette—whose programs no longer confront the problem of power, but rather
retreat into a quietistic world where art and social existence are no longer in
conflict.

Our ambivalence toward Le Corbusier reflects his own ambivalence toward
the modern world and is the result of the uncertainties of our age. On the one
hand, his concept of technocracy and his view of architecture as the means of
moral and social engineering seem seriously flawed. On the other, the plastic
power and metaphorical subtlety of his buildings—their originality and cer-
tainty of touch—cannot be denied. And yet his indisputable greatness as an
architect can hardly be dissociated from the grandeur of his vision and the ruth-
less single-mindedness with which he pursued it. If in so many ways Le Cor-
busier was deluded, his delusion was that of the philosopher-architect for
whom architecture, precisely because of the connection it implies between the
ideal and the real, was the expression of the profoundest truths. He occupied
one of those rare moments in history when it seemed that the vision of the artist
and man of passion converged with a collective myth.

Notes

1 See Philippe Junod, Transparence et Opa-
cité (Lausanne: L’Age d"homme, 1976).

2 A. Ozenfant and C. E. Jeanneret, La

Peinture moderne (Paris: Editions Cres,
1927).

3 Meyer Shapiro, “The Apples of Cé-
zanne, in Shapiro, Modern Art, 19th and
20th Centuries (New York: George Braziller,
1978).

4 It is true that Le Corbusier shows two
of these buildings (the Salvation Army
Hostel and the Centrosoyus) extended as
part of a continuous urban tissue, similar
in form to the a redents housing of the Ville
Radieuse. But since they are smaller in
scale and more differentiated than these,
they have a purely analogous relationship
to them. Moreover, their status as public
buildings would seem to be compromised
as soon as they are seen as part of a contin-
uum. See “The Strategies of the Grands Tra-
vaux,” this volume, p. 121.

5 Le Corbusier, “In Defense of Architec-
ture,” trans. George Baird et al., Opposi-
tions 4 (October 1974): 93-108.

6 For a comprehensive study of Le Cor-
busier’s various projects for Algiers, see
Mary McCleod, “Le Corbusier and Al-
giers,” Oppositions 19/20 (1980).

7 Roland Barthes, “The Plates of the En-
cyclopedia,” in Barthes, New Critical Essays
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1980).
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Pre-Texts

A Way of Looking at the Present Situation

Changes in collective sensibility often establish themselves insidiously with-
out the support of a coherent architectural theory. (I refer, of course, to a con-
sensus within the architectural community, broadly defined, and not to any
institutionalized consensus among the public nor patronage, which, following
its decline during the nineteenth century, has finally disappeared completely.)
It is possible, at the moment, to recognize a certain uniformity in the projects
displayed in European magazines, exhibitions, and competitions, certain mor-
phological and thematic regularities, which clearly differentiate this work from
that produced a decade ago, or, more generally, from the work produced during
the time (roughly 1946-70) when the tenets of “modern architecture” were ap-
plied without being fundamentally questioned. There are exceptions that are
not easily explained, such as that in England, where it is still quite usual for
exhibitions to consist largely of schemes inspired by a picturesque “mecano-
ism.” But generally there has clearly been some (perhaps short-lived) compro-
mise between the modernist tradition and new ideas based on a reassessment
of the larger architectural tradition of classicism. This compromise usually
avoids the literal quotation of those stylistic tropes handed down from the eclec-
tic tradition, which were outlawed by the modern movement. For example, it
still accepts the modernist rejection of ornament, or at least has reduced orna-
ment to such devices as alternating material and colors, which remain tectonic,

Originally published in Casabella 490 (April 1983).



Friedrich Weinbrenner, Koenigstrasse, Karls- Giorgio Grassi, A. Monestiroli, and R. Raffaele
ruhe, 1808 Conti, Student housing at Chieti, 1978
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geometrical, and nonfigurative. But at the same time, it clearly makes a connec-
tion with the architectural tradition through such generalized themes as “col-
umn,” “room,” “corridor,” “window,” “roof” and is concerned with notions of
surface, limit, symmetry and difference, all of which bring into play the idea of
the limits of architecture and open the possibility of architectural discourse as a
critique rather than as a dogmatism. There is an awareness that, even in the S e P
avant-garde (or especially in the avant-garde), there was an element of trans- r( Elanss H-H—iig"m

gression, creating a tension between a received tradition and new ideas, and e H
that the “meaning” of avant-garde architecture lay precisely in the space be-
tween these two forces. Thus, this new sensibility seems to accept some of the
reductionism of the modern movement. But in acknowledging that fundamen- =

Hannes Meyer, Peterschule, Basel, 1926

tal changes have occurred in the modern world, it assigns the origin of these e 'i_
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culture took a wrong turn around 1800—hypotheses that take into account only - f ot e8| ég

the “regressive” aspects of eighteenth-century thought and ignore its “progres- /\\\ =l il \
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Rather, we should seek a theory that does only as much as is necessary to ex- 1 Fro. i A -

plain the phenomenon. It might, for example, be argued that what we are wit-

nessing is a reversal of the positions taken in the classical avant-garde of the

1920s.

There is, at the moment, a strong current of feeling that this avant-garde was
somehow “betrayed,” that its utopian ideals have been distorted by its very
success in the sphere of construction and real estate development. This betrayal
is variously interpreted as a true betrayal (the extreme versions of this view, held
by Claude Schnaidt and Anatole Kopp, among others, maintain that modernism
was the true expression of an as yet unachieved socialism) or, as with Manfredo
Tafuri, as the revelation of an underlying complicity between the modern move-
ment and the capitalist system. According to Tafuri, the “materialism” of the
modern movement was the final ideology of a political process that no longer
had any use for philosophical idealism; the present absorption of modernism
into the system is, therefore, less a betrayal than an exposure, in which what
remained of the subversive in the original impulse has now been dissolved in
an all-embracing system from which there is no escape.
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Traces of these arguments can be seen in some recent pronouncements. (It is
these that have to some extent instigated the present article.) O. M. Ungers says
that “functionalism” vitiated the modern movement from the start. Vittorio Gre-
gotti replies that it was not functionalism that was wrong, but a later “economic
empiricism.”? Perhaps a better term, which embraces both points of view, would
be “positivism.” Positivism had its utopian progressive component from the
beginning. The point about positivism, however, is not (pace Gregotti) whether
or not it was utopian, but the manner in which this utopianism was seen as
functioning. In embracing a positivistic attitude, the modern movement applied
to architecture the criteria of the physical sciences (and it was part of positivism
that all aspects of culture could and should be so defined).

From one point of view, the “experimentalism” in the modern movement had
as its purpose the freeing of architecture from academic dogma. The theory of
this modern movement never said that architecture was “nothing but” science
and technology. What it said was that its main impulse should be openness to
technological and social reality. For this to happen it was necessary to reject a
priori rules of architecture altogether. Insofar as there were rules to be applied
to architecture, these should be the rules of scientific experiment.

We therefore see in modernism a positive and a negative charge, as it were.
The rules of correct architecture were now implicit, not explicit. They were a
court of appeal, whose purpose was to regulate the architectural system not to
provide it with a constitution. This countervalency of the criteria of correct ar-
chitecture varied between an explicit dialectic, as in Le Corbusier, and a sup-
pressed and unacknowledged system of values, as in Hannes Meyer and ABC.
But it was always there.

The contemporary situation seems to be one in which these charges have
been reversed. Faced with the palpable inadequacy of a practice that refuses the
formulation of architectural principles, and leaves them to work themselves out
within the context of external criteria, it seeks these principles as a structure
against which to solve empirical problems.

It is not a question of the “autonomy” of architecture—a meaningless phrase,
since any principles of architecture are empty until embodied in an action, in
the reality of a situation (using this word in literal and metaphorical senses—
site, program, technique).

Architecture itself, considered as a culturally defined concept, is merely a “sit-
uation” at a level deeper than immediate contingency. It is therefore neither
necessary nor possible to establish it as a transcendental entity outside and be-
yond contingency, a Platonic idea somehow acting as the mold for that from
which it borrows its forms in the first place. But this is not to deny architecture
its “ideality” or to say that we no longer need to distinguish between matter

and form. The ideality of architecture (or any art) lies in its ability to exemplify
an a priori necessity that can never be given by any particular set of empirical
conditions whatever.

This necessity was placed by positivism within the empirical. If the present
situation may be said, in a certain sense, to be a reversal of this, it is because
there now is a tendency to see the architectural tradition as that which gives
architecture its constitution, while it is the world of empirical action that acts as
the regulator.

Note

1 Vittorio Gregotti, “Common Enemies,”
Casabella (September 1982), p. 10.
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Classicism and Ideology

The return to classical models by certain architects has once more raised the
question of the “meaning” of styles and their capacity to imply political atti-
tudes. It is rather like the problem of whether handwriting reveals the character
of the writer. There has, however, usually been a “normative” handwriting,
taught at school, against which to measure any individual variant. A similar
double criterion has always bedeviled the problem of classicism in architecture:
does the classical tradition have ahistorical aesthetic value, or is it bounded
by a specific history and therefore a specific set of inescapable political
connotations?

The argument stems, ultimately, from the conflict between eighteenth-
century ideas of universal man and natural law, and nineteenth-century histor-
icism, which saw all cultural systems and their corresponding artifacts as rela-
tive to their position in history. But historicism did not result merely in cultural
relativism; it entailed what one might call a “reversal of paradigms.” Not only
was classicism denied its ahistorical status, but, precisely because of its absolut-
ist claims, it also acquired a new set of negative connotations, identifying it with
class domination and authoritarian government. This negative view of classi-
cism was one of the mainsprings of the nineteenth- and twentieth-century
avant-garde, according to which architecture should not be bound to a set of
stylistic rules, but should be a “free” and “spontaneous” reflection of life.

Formalism and structuralism have demonstrated that all cultural phenomena
are rule-governed and that, therefore, the idea of a “natural” architecture is

Originally published in Casabella 489 (March 1983).




necessarily false. It seems inevitable that, sooner or later, this point of view

would gravitate toward the one system of architecture that was explicitly based
on rules—classicism.

At the same time, it would seem that such a return must be skeptical about
classicism’s own claim to be based on nature. Classicism, newly interpreted,
would seem to gain its prestige more from its insistence that art is based on the
mediation of convention and type than on the belief that a typology of forms
has any ontological status in itself.

In fact, contemporary proponents of classicism, such as Leon Krier, tend to
base their preference more on the self-evident beauty and humaneness of the
classical tradition than on the cosmological beliefs of the sixteenth century.

Classicism has come to play a new role in which the passive admiration of the
art of the eighteenth century, so characteristic of the twentieth century, has been
converted into an active weapon against a putative “naturalism” that has no
defenses against the modern consumer society. If we remember the frequent
recourse of the modern movement itself to eighteenth-century models of order,
proportion, and “disornamentation,” we cannot avoid seeing contemporary
neoclassical trends as a closely related phenomenon, although no longer tied to
the historicist notion of progress and conformity with the Zeitgeist. In both cases
a minority culture attempts to destroy the hegemony of “materialist” and phil-
istine values. The first attempt failed because, obsessed with the analogy be-
tween Enlightenment rationalism and the rationalism of modern production, it
was quickly coopted by capitalist modes of production, distribution, and con-
sumption. The second attempt, so the argument goes, is proof against such
cooption because it is removed from all considerations of material progress.
Thus, what has hitherto acted in the twentieth century as a countercultural ideal
expressed in terms of passive consumption (monuments, concerts of eigh-
teenth-century music, exhibitions, “background” educational instruction) is
now posited as an active mode of artistic practice.

The very possibility of this reversal rests on the profound eclecticism of mod-
ern culture, in which different cultural paradigms exist side by side at different
levels of discourse. Nothing could show more clearly the “arbitrariness” of the
aesthetic sign as it operates in the twentieth century.

Therefore, any attempt to link classicism with a particular political ideology
or practice must itself appear as only one of a number of possible interpreta-
tions. An example of this is the connection of classical revivals to the totalitarian
regimes of the first half of the twentieth century and the imputation of guilt by
association. It can easily be shown that the preference of these regimes for clas-
sicism as the style for public buildings was only a special case of a more wide-
spread cultural tendency shared alike by totalitarian and liberal regimes. Even

Bertram Goodhue, Nebraska State Capitol, Lin-
coln, Nebraska, 1920-32
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Albert Speer, German Pavilion for the Interna-

tional Exposition in Pans, 1937

if we admit that its use in the liberal democracies was often associated with
imperialist dreams (The City Beautiful movement, Lutyens’s New Delhi), we
can hardly deny that an admiration for (if not the practice of) classical art has
been a feature of all those groups (even the most politically radical) that have
tried to maintain “cultural standards.” In this respect, advanced cultural think-
ing in the twentieth century is completely different from its equivalent in the
mid-nineteenth century. The return to classical paradigms in architecture at the
turn of the twentieth century, related to the neo-Kantian movement in philoso-
phy and art history, was a complex event covering the whole political spectrum.
It was equally capable of serving American, British, and Prussian commercial
imperialism and the aspirations of social democracy in Scandinavia. It was
linked equally to the rhetoric of “statehood” and to the vernacular tradition.

The facts suggest that classicism cannot be identified objectively with any
particular content or ideology, but that rather it is an architectural tradition ca-
pable of attracting a host of different and contradictory meanings within the
same broad cultural environment.

All returns to classicism no doubt have one notion in common: the idea that
it is impossible to create an architectural language ex nihilo. But there is another
idea that every moment of neoclassicism shares, which is that there is a single,
normative tradition in European architecture. Whatever immediate tactics may
be its motivation, neoclassicism has always been a return to this normative tra-
dition—a tradition that has once and for all established the boundaries of archi-
tecture as an art.

There seems to be two ways in which this idea has made its appearance in
the twentieth century. It can assume that classicism is a figural tradition whose
recovery involved the notion of imitation, even if one allows this imitation a
certain amount of license. This is the sense in which we must interpret such
varied phenomena as the Scandinavian neoclassicism of the 1920s and 1930s,
the classicism of the traditional Socialist and Fascist regimes, and that of certain
contemporary architects, notably Leon Krier. The meaning of classicism here
cannot be separated from the notion of its “reproducability.” Alternatively, it can
accept modern constructional techniques and programs as in some sense deter-
mining, and interpret these in terms of classical principles. Here the meaning
of classicism is either abstract and ahistorical, or, insofar as it refers to a figural
classicism, it relies on ellipsis and irony (as with certain columns and pediments
in Aldo Rossi’s work, which remain detached and enigmatic, bursts of memory
that refuse to be integrated as a synecdoche).

Indeed, it would seem that contemporary classicism can be measured by the
extent to which the architect brings irony to the problem of relating the modern

world to the values of the past.
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Regionalism and Technology

Recently there have been, once again, calls for a new regionalism in architec-
ture. These vary (to take only two examples emanating from America) from
Robert Stern’s belief in the possibility of an American regionalism drawing on
ethnic traditions, to Kenneth Frampton’s promotion of a “critical regionalism”
in which what is celebrated would seem to be more the loss of authenticity than
its recovery. But, like the regionalist philosophies which sprang up from within
the ideology of modernism in the 1930s and 1950s, the new regionalist doctrines
are all based on the idea of a return (whether reducible to the rhetorical modes
of the comic or the ironic) to an artisanal architecture that somehow symbolizes
a cultural “essence” smothered by universal technology. This urge has a sur-
prisingly old genealogy, going back to the romantic movement at the time of the
French and Industrial revolutions. It suggests some sort of historical blockage
in which the terms of the same debate keep on recurring without any substan-
tial change. All regionalists seem to speak with the voices of the Schegel broth-
ers and Pugin.

But there is another phenomenon which might equally be called “region-
alism” that has nothing to do with any vernacular utopia or any critique of
industrialism. This regionalism exists as part of the unconscious ideologies
underlying current practice and is connected with the actual political economic
situation whose modalities are only indirectly related to any supposedly indig-

Originally published in Casabella 491 (May 1983).




enous culture. It is the result of a complex interaction between modern inter-
national capitalism and various national traditions ingrained in institutions and
attitudes. We should not expect to find, in this sort of regionalism, any differ-
ences of a fundamental kind, or complete survivals. Rather it manifests itself in
the form of nuances. The materials of culture are similar in all cases, but each
country tends to interpret these materials in a slightly different way. It is pre-
cisely because the ingredients of contemporary architecture are so similar all
over the “developed” world that the slight differences of interpretation to which
they are subjected in different countries are so interesting. Needless to say, the
kind of regionalism I refer to has nothing to do with the old “regions of culture”
attributed to ethnic characteristics, climate, language, and so on. Their areas of
demarcation, on the contrary, are the most obvious and banal divisions of the
modern political world, in which the nation-state is a reality. It is a regionalism O
based on politics. It seems curious that whenever regionalism is mentioned it is
never these obvious regions of the political world that are referred to, but some I
imaginary entity, whose value is that it deflects attention from the most typical
products of the twentieth century. If this phenomenon could be called utopian,
the new and existent regionalism is more like a pathology. |
One of the ways in which it manifests itself is in differences of attitude toward |
208 the relationship between technology and “architecture,” where technology is
taken as an external force acting on a cultural concept that has become profes-
sionally institutionalized. One of the most striking regional distinctions lies in
the differences between American and European interpretations of this interac- ['
tion. The American attitude toward technology has always been relaxed and |
pragmatic, whereas that of Europe has been idealistic. In a recent exhibition at ;
the Museum of Modern Art in New York, this contrast was once again under- !
lined. The exhibit consisted of four skyscraper projects, three of which were
American and one English. The American examples (by Philip Johnson, Cesar
Pelli, and Gordon Bunshaft) were all concerned with the problems of exter-
nal configuration and surface. The buildings were conceived as consisting of
a given, maximized volume, wrapped with a skin. The main problems were
whether there should be more than one tower, what configuration the tower or
towers should be given, and what interpretation should be given to a more or
less opaque surface bounding the volumes. In recent American skyscrapers,
design decisions have mostly been based on the idea of the volume as a param-
eter given by economics, the “architectural” problem lying in the nature of the
surface enclosing this volume. No longer satisfied with the pure cube sheathed
in a fully glazed curtain wall, architects have sought to give “character” to sky-
scrapers either through the manipulation of the shape of the tower or through
the ornamental treatment of the skin. From this general perspective, recent ex-

Amancio Williams, Suspended Building for
Offices, 1948
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periments by Cesar Pelli and Michael Graves belong to the same syndrome. The

tower is a shed to be decorated, and this is possible because the technology of

skyscraper design has already forced a distinction between the body of the
Norman Foster, Bank of Hong Kong, Hong building and its external surface. Indeed, in recent years, there have been sev-
Kong, 1986, north elevation eral cases of resurfaced office towers in New York.

The English example, The Bank of Hong Kong by Norman Foster, was based
on a completely different approach. The tower was conceived of as an expressive
structure, of which the contained volumes were a by-product. The purpose of
the building is not primarily to satisfy the practical and economic needs of the
client, but to celebrate the idea of technological progress and to suggest a tech-
nological utopia. The roots of this idea lie in prewar modernism, and the build-
ing can be traced back to the office tower project of 1948 by Amancio Williams.
But its more immediate forebears are the fantasy projects of the 1900s by Archi-
gram, in which the program of modern architecture was projected into the
realm of Wellsian futurism. The surface image of Forster’s building (as with the
Centre Pompidou or the Lloyds bank project of Richard Rogers) is just as im-
portant as it is in the case of the typical American skyscraper. But this image is
supposed to be generated “organically” from the structure and the program. In
Forster’s building this concern for structural and technological expression has
resulted in an escalation of cost acceptable only in the case of a building whose 211
symbolic intention was political rather than commercial. But whether or not the
British government intervened in the promotion of the Hong Kong bank (just
as the French government did in the case of the Centre Pompidou), the interest
of this example lies in the fact that it suggests a connection between a certain
kind of architecture and a certain kind of national consciousness. It is difficult
not to draw the inference that the approach to technology in relation to archi-
tecture is influenced by deep-seated national obsessions. In America the basic
drive is commercial success, and the need to show that this is compatible with
“culture.” The job of the architect is to transform a commercially viable building
into a representation of cultural value, thus preserving the fundamental myths
of free enterprise and capitalism. In England the situation is somewhat differ-
ent. It is at least possible that the current enthusiasm there for high-tech archi-
tecture is a compensation for lack of recent success on a commercial and political
level. An architecture that aims at a transcendental and utopian vision of tech-
nology can, perhaps, be seen in Freudian terms, as a displacement.
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“Newness” and “Age-Value” in Alois Riegl

Aloi‘s Riegl’s essay “The Modern Cult of Monuments: Its Character and Its
Origin” sheds interesting light on the changing connotations of the words mod-
ern and historical !

The categories Riegl uses in this essay took shape at the dawn of what has
recently come to be called “modernism”—at a time when the artistic avant-
garde of Vienna was calling for an art and architecture which would reflect
modern life. Although his own purposes were limited to the theoretical and
institutional problems associated with the preservation of artistic monuments,
his remarks are clearly influenced by the historical context in which he lived and
are, at the same time, sufficiently general for it to be possible to apply them to
the contemporary situation in architecture.

Riegl distinguishes among three kinds of response to artistic works of the
past. Such works may be interpreted as intentional monuments, as unintentional
monuments, or as possessing age-value. He defines “age-value” as that which is
“rooted purely in its value as memory . . . [which] springs from our apprecia-
tion of the time which has elapsed since [the work] was made and which has

burdened it with traces of age.” He continues:

These monuments are nothing more than indispensable catalysts which trigger in the
beholder a sense of the life cycle, of the emergence of the particular from the general and

Originally published in Oppositions 25 (Fall 1982).
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its gradual but inevitable dissolution back into the general. This immediate emotional
effect depends on neither scholarly knowledge nor historical education.

He sets these categories in juxtaposition to two further concepts: that of the
Kunstwollen (which attributes to works of the past its own artistic values) and
something he variously calls “newness,” “completeness,” and “essential art-
value” (which he defines as the essential quality of all new art of whatever
period).

The notions of “age-value” and “newness” seem particularly apposite to the
problems of contemporary architecture. Although Riegl attributes “newness” to
all historical work when new, it is difficult to avoid the impression that he had
in mind the ideas and work of contemporaries like Otto Wagner, and one is
tempted to extend the concept to the modern movement which followed. The
justification for this lies in his remark: “In our modern view, the new artifact
requires flawless integrity of form and color as well as of style . . . the truly
modern work must recall . . . earlier works as little as possible” (my italics). Therefore
there should be “newness-value and the overwhelming aesthetic power it as-
sumes whenever the circumstances are favorable.”

Riegl himself establishes a sort of complementarity between this notion of
“newness” and that of “age-value.” He says that recognition of age-value de-
pends on its contrast with new and modern artifacts:

From man we expect accomplished artifacts as symbols of a necessary process of human
production; on the other hand, from nature acting over time, we expect their disintegra-
tion as the symbol of an equally necessary passing. . . . What must be strictly avoided is
interference with the action of nature’s laws, be it the suppression of nature by man or
the premature destruction of human creations by nature.

Therefore, although the two ideas are antithetical and must be kept rigidly sep-
arate, they are also complementary and dependent on each other. This idea
corresponds closely to the ideas of the modern movement, in which the pres-
ervation of historical monuments sometimes went hand in hand with the de-
struction and rebuilding of the city (see Le Corbusier’s 1936 Plan Voisin for the
center of Paris). Historical works have here lost their meaning as part of the
fabric of time and space and are preserved as emblems of a generalized and
superseded past.

It is clear that the idea of “newness” does not have the same complementary
relationship to the other two categories of historical awareness specified by
Riegl—those pertaining to intentional and unintentional monuments, which, as
Riegl points out, both depend on their commemorative value. In the first case
historical awareness is the result of a point of view “which is still normative,
authoritative, hence antique-medieval, and not historical in the modern sense,

Le Corbusier, Project for a business city in Paris,
1936
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Le Corbusier, Project for a business city in Paris,
1936, photomontage showing new and old sec-
tions of Paris. Le Corbusier’s caption reads: “Les
nouvelles dimensions modernes et la mise en
valeur des trésors historiques apportent une

grace délicieuse.”

Tourists visiting the Colosseum in Rome,

¢.1860. Collection of Piero Becchetti, Rome.
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since it did not recognize development.” There can therefore be no real distinc-
tion between the new and the old. In the second case, although there is con-
sciousness of historical development, historical knowledge requires that the old
be accurately reconstructed and be made to look as new as possible. In this
historicist perspective the old takes on a surreal contemporaneity, historical time
being simultaneously affirmed and annulled, as in the reconstructions of Viollet-
le-Duc.

The pair “newness” and “oldness” therefore belongs to a specifically modern
sensibility to which Riegl was evidently acutely sensitive and whose future he
vaguely anticipated. In terms of his own thought, one characteristic demand of
age-value was that monuments should be allowed to grow old gracefully and
exhibit the depredations of time, though in cases where the monument still has
a practical or symbolic usefulness the idea of its “natural” decay could be made
to include that equally “natural” arrest of decay which comes from continued
use and repair. This point of view still saw something almost organic in the
process by which the new superseded the old; it did not (and could not) antici-
pate the onslaught on the fabric of the past that was to characterize both the
ideal city plans of the 1920s and 1930s and the actual urban planning of the mid-
twentieth century, and which was, as a reaction, to bring a new level of con-
sciousness to the problem of the relation of the new to the old in architecture.
Yet it is precisely in considering this reaction that Riegl’s categories take on a
new meaning. Although evidence of decay is no longer, as it was in Riegl’s day,
the most crucial element in our sense of age-value, it would seem that it is still
the “age” of historical buildings that constitutes their value today, rather than
their qualities either as intentional or unintentional monuments. The past is
valued for its “pastness” and not because it provides models for a normative
architecture or represents timeless architectural values (as it did from 1450 to
roughly 1800), nor because it can be accurately reconstructed as evidence of the
organic relationship between monuments and the societies that produced them
(as was the case in the nineteenth century).

There are two ways in which this can be demonstrated. First, the old is still
defined, negatively, in relation to the new rather than in terms of positive qual-
ities. The difference between “postmodern” and “modernist” points of view
does not reside in any radical reassessment of our relationship to historical cul-
ture; it lies solely in the fact that, whereas according to the modernist ethos the
sense of the new had positive value and an “overwhelming aesthetic power,” it
is now often denigrated as a symbol of reductivism. The complementarity of the
new and the old still persists, but one of its terms is now missing.

Second, historical monuments no longer have that commemorative power
which Riegl said was an essential feature of both intentional and unintentional

The Ramparts of Carassone before the restora-
tion by Viollet-le-Duc, 1852

The Ramparts of Carassone after the restoration
by Viollet-le-Duc
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monuments. Likewise, the aesthetic rules and the rules of propriety that were
an integral part of their meaning no longer have any force. Contemporary eclec-
ticism is based neither on a belief in the absolute norms of beauty, nor on the
capacity of style to evoke definite sociocultural meanings.

[t seems, therefore, that we are still in the period that Riegl defined as domi-
nated by “age-value,” even though the problems connected with this concept
are no longer those that confronted Riegl himself.

Note

1 Alois Riegl, “The Modern Cult of Mon-
uments: Its Character and Its Origin,”
trans. in Oppositions 25 (Fall 1982).
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Twentieth-Century Concepts of Urban Space

In these notes I shall discuss urban space in terms of the ideologies of the
twentieth-century avant-garde compared to the revisionist notions of urban
space that have emerged in recent years—an aspect of the so-called postmodern
critique.

In doing this I shall use the example of Berlin. My reason for this is that,
during the last eighty years or so, Berlin has been the site of particularly intense
ideological conflict and creative production in the field of architecture and urban
planning, due to special economic and political circumstances. Berlin's tragedy
has also, in a sense, been its opportunity.

Let me first of all try to set some limits to what I mean by “urban space.”
Basically, I think, there are two senses in which the phrase is commonly used:
in the first, characteristic of geographers and sociologists, the object of study is
“social space”—that is, the spatial implications of social institutions. From this
perspective, the physical characteristics of the built environment tend to be epi-
phenomenal. In the second sense, characteristic of architects, the object of study
is the built space itself, its morphology, the way it affects our perceptions, the
way it is used, and the meanings it can elicit. This view is subject to two ap-
proaches—that which sees forms as independent of functions, and that which
sees functions as determining forms. In the latter view, the concept of space will
tend to approach that of the geographer and sociologist, though, unlike them,

Originally published in Architecture, Criticism, Ideology, ed. Joan Ochman (Princeton: Princeton Ar-
chitectural Press, 1985).
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the architect is always finally interested in the forms, however these may be
thought to be generated.

The question of the “autonomy” of architectural and urban space—that is,
whether forms or functions take priority—has been the occasion of much con-
troversy in architectural discourse since the late eighteenth century. One of the
reasons for this is the split which began to open up in the eighteenth century
between the idea of science and that of aesthetics, when considering artifacts in
general.

Such a controversy would have been meaningless to the Greeks, who were
the first in our culture to conceptualize the city as an artifact. In Greek thought
the criteria for an artifact of whatever sort were that it should be well made for
a good purpose. The post-Kantian concept of the work of art as a special kind
of artifact that is purposeful but without purpose did not exist. It is unlikely that
the Greeks thought of the city, or even buildings, as objects of aesthetic contem-
plation in the modern sense. The spatial organization of the city was the result
of social and political practice, of action in the public realm.

The Greeks did not make the distinction we are in the habit of making be-
tween nature and reason. For Aristotle architecture and the city were extensions
of the natural world and obeyed the same laws. This ancient view colored the
artistic theory of the Renaissance, with its concept of natural law.

With the rise of the historicist outlook in the late eighteenth century, however,
what was “rational” and therefore “natural” in classical thought became increas-
ingly dubious. What had been seen as “rational” was now seen as mere opinion.
Beauty, which had been underwritten, as it were, by absolute reason, was now
seen as contingent, subjective, and relative. But at the same time, in reaction to
this skeptical relativism, a new idealism emerged which attributed to beauty a
transcendental status. Idealism and historical relativism were two sides of the
same coin. We are still in this debate, and it has a strong bearing on the idea of
urban space. Modernism tended to take a historicist and relativist view of ar-
chitecture and to regard the city as an epiphenomenon of social functions, re-
sulting in a particular kind of urban space. But postmodern developments tend
to disengage urban space from its dependence on functions and to see urban
space as, at least in some sense, an autonomous formal system. This view may,
indeed, accept that all art is ideological, but it maintains that ideology always
operates with a limited number of rhetorical and artistic devices, which are not
mere symptoms of the ideologies that make use of them. It therefore insists that
we must discuss urban space in terms of these rhetorical and artistic strategies,
which are independent of any simple historical or functional determinism.

Before going on to discuss specific examples of contemporary urban space in
terms of these concepts, | would like to touch on the word space itself, as used

in architectural discourse. The notion of an entity which we can call “architec-
tural space” is relatively new. It was probably first formulated by the German
aesthetician and art historian August Schmarsow in the 1890s, as a critique of
the theory of stylistic development put forward by Heinrich Wélfflin in his book
Renaissance and Baroque. Schmarsow’s definition of space is strictly phenomeno-
logical and psychological. Before Schmarsow everyone had been perceiving ar-
chitectural space without realizing it, as Monsieur Jourdain had always been
speaking prose. But although in one sense all Schmarsow did was to categorize
something that had “always existed,” in another sense he contributed to a
change in the perception of space by architects.

From now on, space was a positive entity within which the traditional cate-
gories of tectonic form and surface occurred. Henceforth architects would think
of space as something preexistent and unlimited, giving a new value to ideas of
continuity, transparency, and indeterminacy. So when we use the apparently
value-free word space, we have to be aware of its ideological implications. It is
not a neutral expression. And, as I will show, it is precisely this idea of an ab-
stract undifferentiated space that has been one of the main objects of attack by
postmodern urban criticism.

With this caveat in mind, let us now look at examples of twentieth-century
urban space, using a narrative on Berlin to investigate two themes: the space of
social housing, and the space of the urban public realm.

Nothing illustrates more clearly the genesis of what one might call modernist
urban space than the social housing in Berlin and other German cities in the
1920s. It is well known that the liberal and socialist avant-garde architects of the
1920s rejected the perimeter courtyard housing block in favor of freestanding
parallel slabs. There were intermediate solutions, in Vienna, Amsterdam, and
Berlin itself, in which the perimeter block was retained, but cleared of all inter-
nal building to provide spacious interior courts, such as the Karl Marx hof in
Vienna. And one should not forget the French solutions of the early twentieth
century, like those of Eugéne Hénard, where the courtyard was turned inside
out and opened up to the street to provide light and air.

But on the whole the modernists of the 1920s rejected these solutions as “com-
promises,” and the seried ranks of parallel slabs a la Hilbersheimer and Gropius,
spaced according to angles of light, became the norm—especially in the Ger-
many of the Weimar Republic, though also in Holland in the second phase of
the Amsterdam plan and in various projects of the Italian rationalists.

[ believe we must see this typology as a direct answer to the Mietkasernen
which had been hurriedly built in German cities in the last third of the nine-
teenth century to house the rapidly increasing urban proletariat. When one sees
these Mietkasernen today, with their high densities and their labyrinthine and

225




226

squalid courtyards, one suddenly understands the whole modern movement.
Today, both in West Berlin, where they are occupied by Turkish immigrants,
and in East Berlin, where they are occupied by native Germans, these Mietkaser-
nen are still in use, and their slumlike condition is exaggerated by a total lack of
maintenance. The continued use of these Mietkasernen shows how patchy the
impact of the urban ideals of the modern movement has been on the structure
and morphology of the old cities, except in areas where considerable wartime
destruction has taken place—and this is true even under regimes in which the
state controls all real estate development.

The Berlin Siedlungen or “housing estates” of the 1920s, built under the gen-
eral supervision of Martin Wagner and Bruno Taut, were built as a critique of

 the Mietkasernen. They are halfway between garden cities and urban quartiers,

mostly (though not always) situated on the periphery of the city, often near
industrial areas, and served by public amenities.

The garden city movement had had a profound impact in Germany in the
years immediately preceding World War I, when several suburban sites had
been laid out in Berlin on principles derived from Unwin, the Beaux-Arts, and
Camillo Sitte.

Neither these kinds of schemes nor the Siedlungen were thought of as exten-
sions of the city grid, as the new nineteenth-century housing areas had been.
They were seen as self-contained model “suburbs.”

Unlike the garden city estates, however, the new Siedlungen did not exhibit
symmetrical axes or spatial containment. They consisted of mechanically ar-
ranged series of parallel blocks, were deliberately sachlich; that is, they were anti-
sentimental and “scientific” both in layout and iconography—smooth white
surfaces, flat roofs, repetitive windows. The whole operation, from the arrange-
ment of the slabs to the organization of the standard apartment plans, was in-
fluenced by the management theories of the Americans Taylor and Henry Ford.

Nonetheless the architects who designed them retained many of the “human-
istic” ideas of the previous, more “artistically” oriented generation (many of
them were indeed apostates of this very generation, including Bruno Taut him-
self). There are many examples of spatial manipulation to create a recognizable
order and enclosure, including centrally focused spaces like Taut’s horseshoe
scheme in the Britz Siedlung and the long curved wall of apartments at Siemen-
stadt. There is also some attention given to variety of design, composition of
solid and void, and a highly sensitive use of materials and color to mitigate the
effect of regularity, monotony, and abstraction. Today, after fifty years of plant-
ing, few of them resemble Hilbersheimer’s diagrammatic and heartless projects.
In fact, in many ways they seem to belong more to the ethos of the Arts and

Crafts movement than to that of Hilbersheimer, or to the post-World War II
housing estates of the 1960s with which we are now familiar.

A main feature of these 1920s Siedlungen was the concept of the building slab
in space as opposed to the perimeter block—a figure-ground reversal of the tra-
ditional city, with its solid fabric cut through with streets. This concept was
retained in Soviet housing of the 1960s. But the more human features of the
prewar Siedlungen—their relatively small scale and uniformity of height, for in-
stance—were abandoned for higher slabs with elevators, widely separated, oc-
cupying a no-man’s-land of open space. This approach was characteristic of
social housing in western Europe and some North American cities (notably New
York City) after World War II. It was also a feature of the post-Stalin era in East
Berlin, when whole sections of the inner city were razed and replaced with
widely spaced ten-story slabs.

If we take these developments as a whole, from the 1920s to the 1960s, we
have to ask the question: Does it represent a continuous humanizing and ame-
liorative attention toward the space of social housing, or are there other, less
utopian factors at work? With this question we are at the heart of the problem
of modernism, with its blowing apart of perceptible urban space, its insistence
on high-rise housing, and the precedence it gave to fast automobile circulation.
It seems that what started as a utopian critique of the nineteenth-century hous-
ing conditions turned into nothing more than what was needed for the success
of the twentieth-century economic centralism, whether in the form of monopoly
capitalism or socialist bureaucracy. It raises the whole problem of the unbridge-
able gulf between what the individual can perceive and feel at home in and the
vast abstract infrastructural network that is necessary for the operation of the
modern consumer- and media-based society. Modernist city planning has de-
stroyed the possibility of symbolizing the social public realm and has created a
polarity between increasingly isolated private space and a public realm that de-
fies any kind of spatial representation.

This leads me to the consideration of my second theme: the space of the urban
public realm. There is a sense in which the avant-garde of the 1920s denied the
distinction between the public and private realms, if only because it was mostly
concerned with the problem of social housing on the periphery and the creation
of self-contained dormitory areas. But this tendency of the twentieth-century
avant-garde to ignore the public realm was balanced, in the early years of the
century, by its very opposite: gigantic, Baroque-like, and purely honorific urban
spaces symbolizing the state. Examples of this are the Washington Mall as re-
designed under the McMillan plan of 1901, Lutyens'’s and Bakers's New Delhi,
Canberra, and Albert Speer’s plan for the new N/S cross axis of Berlin.

The pretentiousness and megalomania of Speer’s plan, and its political asso-
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ciations, should not blind us to the fact that it belongs to a type characteristic of
the early twentieth century in Democratic, Socialist, and Fascist regimes alike
and that it is connected to a phenomenon of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century that David Cannadine has called “The reinvention of ritual.”

The Speer plan, however, was not created in a historical vacuum. It was the
culmination of a whole series of abortive projects from the early nineteenth
century onward for developing a N/S axis across the Tiergarten, with its head
nestling in the convenient concave loop of the Spree. The Riechstag, which now
stands in the most derelict part of the Tiergarten, near the wall, was a part of
this historic development. Moreover, Speer’s scheme was not only the culmi-
nation of this tradition, but also a way of linking the N and S railroad station. It
therefore had the Hausmannesque purpose of creating an important circulation
route between the two parts of western Berlin historically isolated from each
other by the wedge of the Tiergarten.

To these examples must be added Karl Marx (previously Stalin) Allée in East
Berlin, where, in a curious fusion of Baroque forms and socialist housing, the
main route into Berlin from the east has been transformed into a boulevard.

Within the twentieth-century avant-garde, it was only Le Corbusier, who,
ambiguously, tried to bridge the gap between a socially functionalized city and
the city as symbol of civic or national identity and power—as is shown by his
projects for Paris, Rio, Algiers, Saint-Die, and the realized projects of Brazilia
and Chandigarh.

But in the 1950s CIAM took up, for the first time within the modern move-
ment, the question of the city core—the unprogrammed traditional city center,
forming a new category not covered by the previous CIAM categories: living,
working, recreation, circulation.

One of the most significant (if indirect) results of this new departure was the
competition for the Hauptstadt Berlin in 1957, in which Western architects were
invited to submit plans for the eighteenth-century downtown area of what is
now East Berlin. Leaving aside the political role this competition played in the
cold war, we can perhaps see this competition as a riposte to Stalin Allée and as
a counter symbol of “democracy and modernity.”

All the schemes submitted for this competition were demonstrations of the
principles of modernist urban space, at this time accepted as the architectural
reflection of welfare state capitalism. They consisted of objet-type buildings iso-
lated from each other, or forming series, in a neutral and limitless space,
arranged around the great axis of the Unter den Linden and connected by trans-
portation networks. Most of the schemes were vaguely Corbusian in inspira-
tion—Le Corbusier himself submitted a scheme—with those of Hans Scharoun
and Peter and Alison Smithson making some sort of “organicist” counterpro-

posals. Scharoun’s scheme was like a giant children’s play space. The Smithson’s
proposed a raised pedestrian grid forming an alternative circulation network,
which left the original street pattern more or less intact. This was the only
scheme to put a value on the existing urban structure, even though its presen-
tation of the old and new as coexistent realities and its vast areas of redundant
walkway were unrealistic and schematic. In all the schemes the surviving his-
toric buildings were preserved but left stranded, like the Reichstag is today—
isolated museum fragments dwarfed by the new buildings and transport
networks.

A short time before this the city architect of East Berlin, Hermann Hensel-
mann, in his post-Stalinist mood, had begun to erect housing slabs in the area
south of Stalin Allée based on previously rejected modernist principles. The
more recent housing on the Allée itself also reflects this change of direction.

But in recent years—and this underscores the curiously symbiotic relation-
ship between East and West Berlin—there has been, on both sides of the wall,
a reaction against these modernist urban ideas. In a sense there has also been a
reaction in the East (or so it would appear) against the monumentalism es-
poused by Stalinism—a monumentalism which, as we have seen, had some-
thing in common with that of Speer and Hitler. These rejections, however, are
not total. The modernist city has been rejected insofar as it was posited on urban
spaces as limitless and abstract, and based on the separation of the different
functional elements of the city. The monumental city has been rejected insofar
as its aim was propagandist and its style megalomaniac. But, as Tafuri and Dal
Co have rightly said, in connection with Stalin Allée:

It would be wrong to regard what resulted as purely ideological and propagandist; in
reality Stalin Allée is the fulcrum of a project for urban reorganization affecting an entire
district. In fact, it succeeds perfectly in expressing the presuppositions for the construc-
tion of the new Socialist City, which rejects divisions between architecture and urbanism
and aspires to impose itself as unitary structure.’

In 1984 models were displayed, in East Berlin’s Cultural Center, of plans for
the reinstatement of the gridded street pattern and the urban blocks over a large
area of inner Berlin. Instead of trying to create grandiose symbols, the intention
seems to be to reinforce the traditional center of the city. This intention is
confirmed by the fact that East Berlin is now in the process of renovating the
eighteenth-century monuments in the historic center. (There has even been
some collaboration between East and West; recently the West Berlin authorities
returned to the East the sculptures designed by Schinkel for the Schlossbrucke,
now Marx-Engels-brucke, and these have now been reinstated.)

At the same time, in West Berlin, the Internationale Bauausstellung (IBA) has
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inaugurated a series of schemes for rebuilding in derelict areas adjacent to the

wall, based on the urban block as the basic unit of urban morphology. These
projects are more modest in scale than those of East Berlin and differ from them
in planning logistics. In the West a number of sites have been distributed in an
ad hoc fashion to well-known architects working in conjunction with local de-
velopers, whereas in the East there is a concerted master plan, with variety and
individuality restricted to facade treatment. Large-scale concrete prefabrication
is now being used in East Berlin to produce “classical” and “art deco” facades,
in a way that suggests that, if we can talk here of “postmodernism,” it is a
postmodernism that has strong connections with the older tradition of socialist
realism. The projects being designed in the West are less literally “historicist” in
their facades, only very generalized references, in the neorationalism manner,
being made to classical or vernacular traditions. One of the disadvantages of the
planning procedures of IBA is that blocks by different architects and in different
styles face each other across the streets, so that the street itself is not unified.
But for all their problematic features, I think we can see in these developments
a welcome return to a new concept of the space of the public realm..The main
thrust of this new tendency is to reconstitute the city as a continuous urban
fabric. It rejects the notion that every program type has its equivalent type-form.
It rejects the CIAM classification of the city into differentiated generic functions,
with the rigid concept of zoning and the denial of multivalency which this
implied.

Instead, it seems to suggest a classification of the city in terms of a possible
number of formal types or strategies.

1. It sees the city, with its perimeter blocks and streets, as a solid, anonymous
fabric which should contain a variety of functions, including housing and
commerce.

2. The few isolated buildings, whether old or modern, would gain symbolic
importance by contrast with this continuous fabric.

3. Itreinstates the street and the public square as the places of unprogrammed
public enjoyment and congregation.

4. It reinforces the pedestrian scale and rejects the dominance of fast, motor-
ized circulation.

5. It sees the public space of the city as more analogous to so many external
rooms and corridors, with definite boundaries, than to a limitless void within
which buildings, circulation routes, etc., occur.

6. Finally, it conceives of the city as historically as well as spatially continu-
ous—capable of being read as a palimpsest. In the early-twentieth century
avant-garde, the city was seen diachronically, as a linear development over time,

each period cancelling the ones before in the name of the unity of the Zeitgeist.
The revisionist view looks at the city as a result of temporal accumulations in
space—the latest intervention taking its place in the total sequence.

This, I take it, is one of the most potent models of urban space to replace the
urban utopias of the 1920s and 1930s. Against this we must set not only these
utopias, but also the actual modern city, where the image is one of chance,
competititon, profit, and corporate power. In spite of its chaos—which is al-
ternatively seen as “stimulating” and “alienating”—this city tends toward a
specialization of functions, thus bringing to pass one of the aims of the 1920s
avant-garde. The city proper is the place of work and commerce. Private life
takes place in the rural suburbs. It sustains a schizophrenic image of the indi-
vidual, who is one person in his own work situation and quite another at home.
[t encourages the view of modern life as dominated by simulacra.

The revisionist model, in fact, is more tolerant of the existing city than of the
utopias of the classical avant-garde, precisely because the actual city is confused
and congested, and still makes use of traditional patterns. Nonetheless it im-
plies a degree of conscious ideological commitment and architectural order that
runs counter to the actual city. This view has been criticized as representing a
utopia (equal and opposite, perhaps, to the modernist utopia), based on a nos-
talgic image of past culture. This criticism would surely be justified if what were
being presented was a literal model of the past, which might easily decline into
kitsch or at best (to the extent that it was realizable on any substantial scale) be
nothing more than a formal solution incapable of being infused with life and
appropriated socially.

But to say that the past cannot simply be repeated, to acknowledge that mod-
ern life has its own exigencies equivalent to those that gave the traditional city
its original meaning, is not the same as saying that the break in modern society
is so complete and inexorable that no traditional values whatever can be rele-
vant to it. To suggest this would be to return to the modernist conception of a
fully determinist history, in which the past has simply to be erased. In this de-
bate, all such absolutist arguments are pointless, since they are based on purely
logical antinomies whose consequences are built into their premises.

Note

1 Manfredo Tafuri and Francesco Dal Co,
Modern Architecture (New York: Abrams,
1980), p. 326.
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Postmodern Critical Attitudes

The main purpose of cross-disciplinary discussions is not to blur the distinc-
tions between the different arts, but to be able to define, and if necessary re-
define, these distinctions with greater precision. It would be interesting, for
example, to investigate the areas of agreement and disagreement between crit-
ics of architecture and critics of painting over a definition of postmodernism.
Nonetheless there are certain factors common to present-day criticism in all the
arts. The most important and at the same time most obvious of these is that we
are no longer in the phase of modernism and the classical avant-garde.

In saying this I do not wish to imply that there was a monolithic critical posi-
tion during this phase, even with a single discipline. But, if we look at architec-
ture, we see that opinions, despite their mutual differences, had more in
common with each other than any of them have with advanced critical opinion
today. It is true that there exists an opinion that the expression “postmodern” is
meaningless and that our period is continuous with modernism. But the exis-
tence of a strong and coherent movement against this idea is enough to distin-
guish our period from that of, say, the 1950s.

But to say that we live in a postmodern critical atmosphere is perhaps not to
say a great deal, because so-called postmodernism contains, if possible, even
more variations than did modernism itself.
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[ said that modernist criticism was far from monolithic. But, in fact, the critical
statements of the architectural avant-garde during the 1920s and 1930s show
that there was considerable agreement. The leading ideas were even reiterated
with a certain monotony. The heterogeneity belongs more to the artistic practice
of different architects than to differences of opinion about what they were trying
to do.

One of the leading ideas in the architectural modern movement was the doc-
trine of functionalism. Functionalism, it is true, was emplotted differently by
different schools—the Dutch, German, Russian, and French—and by different
architects. But not so differently as all that. Let us take the “organic” analogy as
an example. It is usual to stress the difference between those critics and archi-
tects who used the analogy of organic form and growth and those who used the
analogy of the machine. Wright versus Le Corbusier; expressionism versus the
neue Sachlichkeit and so on.

Yet both the organic and the mechanical analogies, which had been part of
critical currency from the end of the eigtheenth century, depended on the fact
that there was a certain slippery ambiguity in the terms. They tended to become
each other. The same was true in modernism. There is no doubt that for Le
Corbusier, for instance, the machine itself was a metaphor for nature. And, on
the opposite side, what distinguished Wright or Hugo Haring from late-
nineteenth-century Art Nouveau and allied them to the more “rational” wing
of the movement was precisely the notion of abstract form deriving from
industrialization.

So, if one were trying to sum up the classical avant-garde, one might say that
it was concerned with the functional application of abstract form. But what ex-
actly was meant by “function”? After all, function and utility had been impor-
tant critical concepts since the late eighteenth century. How was modernism any
different? A possible way of defining the difference would be to say that mod-
ernism removed from the idea of function all traces of propriety or decorum—
anything in fact to do with social custom. It wished to create an architecture that
was entirely motivated and natural, without contamination from the arbitrary
forms that survived from history.

The modernist project, then, gave a privileged position to reason, abstraction,
science, and technique; and it made two assumptions about modern society.
The first was that the modern period must have its own unique cultural forms
with as little contamination as possible from tradition, and the second was that
society was like Locke’s description of the mind; a tabula rasa. Human institu-
tions and forms could be rationally created on the basis of known needs.

It is this positivistic and scientistic view of society and of culture, which was
an integral part of modernism (at least in architecture), that postmodern criti-
cism has made one of its main objects of attack. But it has done this in the name

of at least two widely different models. I would like to call these—adapt-
ing Francoise Choay’s useful terminology—the progressivist and the culturalist
models.

For the progressivists, postmodernism is a transfiguration of modernism. It
carries over many ideas associated with modernism—primarily the notion of a
radical break with history—but transforms them. For the culturalists, on the
contrary, postmodernism implies a complete disassociation from modernism
and a reaction against it in favor of tradition.

I will take Jean-Frangois Lyotard and his book The Postmodern Condition: A
Report on Knowledge as representative of the progressivist position.? In so doing
I am aware that Lyotard is not writing about architecture or even art, but about
knowledge and science. But his interpretation of knowledge is so broad that his
essay is essentially a critique of postmodern culture, and it is perfectly legitimate
to extrapolate from his ideas to architecture so long as one remembers that such
extrapolation is conjectural.

Lyotard’s critique of modernism is made from a position which is as libertar-
ian and antiestablishment as that of modernism itself. He is still concerned with
the Enlightenment project of Freedom—the title of his essay, with its “Ency-
clopedic” overtones, shows this—but he no longer believes that this can be
achieved by the means that modernism and the Enlightenment shared: a con-
certed, rational “program” that would replace one set of controlling ideas with
another (and therefore one set of controllers by another).

For him, the great meta-narratives that legitimized eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century visions of society are no longer available. These meta-narratives
were two in number: the first was the cognitive idea of spiritual and intellectual
freedom, which was German in origin; the second was the practical idea of
political freedom, which attained its principal expression in France. These two
“master narratives” are no longer available, Lyotard claims, because technol-
ogy—particularly information and communication technology—has irreversi-
bly taken over all the positions of power. It cannot be frontally attacked, because
it is, essentially, a success story, and it is judged purely on the basis of what it
is good at: performance and efficiency and the maximizing of output for a given
energy expenditure. Though he does not say as much, Lyotard imples that
modernism unknowingly aided this process through its conflation of science
and technique and its belief in technique as a liberating force.

To the extent that he diagnoses postindustrial society in this way, Lyotard
appears to agree largely with Niklas Luhmann and the German school of “Sys-
tem theorie” that in postindustrial society the performativity of procedures replaces
the normativity of laws. But he disagrees with Luhmann’s cynical and despairing
interpretation. He believes that we can prevent the system “taking over.” He
does not think this can be done in the manner of modernism, by frontal assault,
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because this would have to be based on technical control and would thus merely

reinforce the very system it intended to undermine. But he believes that it can

be done by action from within, because of certain in-built human factors that
cannot be absorbed by the system. He makes use of a number of concepts to
describe this power of resistance, this antibody within postmodern, postindus-
trial society. Three of these may be mentioned.

First, the idea of “narrative knowledge.” Narrative knowledge distinguishes
itself from scientific knowledge. It is prescriptive and not just descriptive. It is
“knowing-how” rather than “knowing.” Knowing how to live, how to listen,
how to make. It includes value judgments about justice, happiness, and beauty.
This kind of knowledge (which should perhaps be called “opinion”) was the
predominant kind of knowledge in the prescientific age. It is based on tradition
and custom. It is still, according to Lyotard, essential, and indeed quite perva-
sive in everyday life.

Second, the idea of “language games.” According to Lyotard there is a sort of
incommensurability between different kinds of discourse, such that they cannot
be reduced one to the other or to a common underlying type. Here he lumps
together J. L. Austin and Ludwig Wittgenstein: the difference between denota-
tive, performative, and prescriptive utterances (Austin), and between ques-
tions, promises, narrations (Wittgenstein).

Third, paralogy in science. Since scientific statements have to be tested accord-
ing to certain agreed procedures, they differ from narrative statements, which
are subject to no such constraint. However, science aims not at performative
efficiency (as does technology) but at complexity, diversity, instability, and con-
tradiction. The overall results of science are paralogical: they cannot be sub-
sumed under a single logic or squared with each other. Science is always
producing new statements.

It is evident that these concepts all tend toward the relative and the indeter-
minate. Knowledge is not just scientific knowledge. There are many language
games, not just language. Science leads to multiplicity not to unicity. In a sense
this view continues the breakdown of traditional certainties even further than
modernism does. No global “meaning” is necessary—just multiple meanings
(petits récits)—which are imminent in the very interstices of existence.

What about the second type of postmodern criticism, the “culturalist”? This
is primarily concerned with validating specific traditional disciplines—such as
architecture—rather than trying to provide an overall philosophy of art in post-
industrial society. Therefore any example we may give will be more related to a
specific practice than was the case with the progressivist view.

As we know, in architecture the culturalist view is marked by the claim that
there are traditional values that are good independently of their place in history.

'

But these traditional values are no longer the Platonic abstractions by which
modernism provided itself with a genealogy (rejecting the father and going back
to a shadowy and remote great-grandfather). They are nothing other than the
devices and forms that the history of architecture has itself created. In other
words, we must build on the experience of the past in order to create a contem-
porary architecture.

What varies in this kind of postmodern critical discourse is the extent to which
the past is seen as providing absolute models, or a set of general principles
which have to be transformed if they are to be applicable to the modern world.
There is nothing in postmodern criticism that can decide this point, and we find
widely different interpretations of the idea of returning to the past. At one ex-
treme we find someone like Robert Venturi, whose attitude toward tradition
seems in some ways to be like that of Lyotard. Lyotard’s emphasis on the inde-
terminate, the mixed, the pluralistic, and the fragmentary seems to echo the
thesis of Venturi's Complexity and Contradiction and much of his architecture. At
the other extreme we find an architect like Leon Krier, who treats the tradition
of classicism as an absolute model even if he takes as much from neoclassicism
as from Roman architecture.

In between these two extremes one finds a whole range of solution types in
which classical forms are used fairly literally but are connected together in pe-
culiar ways. Many architects are now using these traditional forms with a sense
of parody (though why they should be parodied is not quite clear) or with a
cartoonlike irreverence and an apparently unintentional vulgarity (but what is
vulgarity?).

But different as they may be, they have one thing in common—they all reject
the modernist prohibition aginst imitation. They all, to some extent, loosen the
connection that historicist thought makes between artistic forms and the Zeit-
geist. They all treat architecture as a discipline with its own internal tradition,
which is at least partially independent of the change in technical, economic, and
social conditions. In other words, they de-historicize architecture.

Perhaps, in fact, the greatest difference between this type of postmodernism
and the first type is that the first type is fundamentally historicist. Instead of
underemphasizing the relevance of historical change, as culturalist postmodern-
ism does, progressivist postmodernism emphasizes it—emphasizes the differ-
ence between our age and all those that preceded it. The historiographic model
here seems to be that of Michel Foucault, with his notion of different periods
and their different “epistomes,” or of Thomas Kuhn, with his notion of changing
“paradigms.”

But here I would draw your attention to a curious reversal that seems to take
place in the respective positions of progressivist and culturalist postmoderns in
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their relation to history. Lyotard would like to say that we are committed to a

peculiar stage of cultural evolution which is different from anything that has
gone before and which is intimately connected to the economic and technical
developments of postindustrial society. He stresses this in his rejection of what
he calls legitimation by the kind of meta-narrative characteristic of all traditional
societies. But, as I have said, he also stresses the continued importance of nar-
rative knowledge and the role of the petit récit. Is he not invoking an archaic and
nostalgic image here? He says that, paradoxically, narrative knowledge, with its
dependence on customary and traditional kinds of wisdom, has the effect of
obliterating the past. It does so because, in the process of being reenacted, the
past becomes the present.

Translating this into architecture, one might imagine it to apply to the middle
ages, where a craft tradition internalized and transformed what had (remotely)
been received from antiquity. One might, perhaps, be able to apply it to the
Renaissance, when a defunct tradition was revived and codified, but soon be-
came second nature. It would, I think, be difficult to apply it to the end of the
eighteenth century, when the past suddenly begins to seem very remote and is
looked back to nostalgically. It would be more difficult to apply it to nineteenth-
century eclecticism and revivalism, and it would be more difficult still to apply
it to the present, when almost any more or less literal reference to the architec-
tural tradition looks like a quotation.

As for the cultural postmodernists, we see a reciprocal reversal. Here the
claim is that architecture is to an important extent free of historical determina-
tion. In returning to the past we are turning to eternal aesthetic values. Yet it is
precisely the use of past forms that draws our attention to our remoteness from
the time in which these forms were originally developed. We are reminded of
the past as the past. The only way in which a building could make us feel that
the values of architecture were eternal and not subject to historical change
would be if its forms seemed “natural” to our way of life, in other words, “mod-
ern.” But in this case we would have to be able to forget that these forms were
specifically historical, as was no doubt possible in the middle ages and in the
Renaissance. Historical time would have, once more, to become mythical time.

Finally, it might be interesting to compare the attitudes toward the “new” in
Lyotard and in culturalist postmodernism.

The “new” has been an ingredient of the avant-garde since the introduction
of this term into critical discourse in the mid-nineteenth century. In truth, the
argument goes back to the quarrel between the ancients and the moderns in the
French academy in the seventeenth century. Then, of course, it arose in the field
of science, but was applied by the Perrault brothers to architecture. “We can do
better than the ancients.” But in the nineteenth-century avant-garde the “new”

-

took on prophetic connotations: art was thought of as anticipating cultural free-
dom, chiefly through its ability to perceive and project reality.

In Lyotard the “new” is connected with science. In calling on the “players” in
the “game” of scientific discourse to be ready to accept different “rules,” he says,
“The only legitimation that can make this kind of request admissible is that it
will generate ideas, in other words, new statements.” This belief in the new is
even more extreme than it was in modernism, where statements were expected
to be “true” and correspond to “reality” as well as be new. (What else is func-
tionalism but a kind of realism?)

It is probably not altogether fair to guess from Lyotard’s view of science what
might be his view of art. If narrative knowledge is the knowledge of custom,
newness cannot be its most important property. (Absolute consistency is, after
all, the last thing Lyotard is claiming.) Nonetheless there is a spirit in Lyotard
which favors open-endedness and risk, which has much in common with the
classical avant-garde, and which is opposed to the conservative spirit of cultur-
alist postmodernism.

Few culturalist postmodernists would deny that modern works are bound to
be different from past works, if only because the artist or architect cannot be
conscious of all the factors that are impinging on him. But they would nonethe-
less be likely to place the emphasis on what was not new in a design—on the
element of tradition that was being transformed. It would seem, then, that in
their attitudes both to the way historical memory operates in the present and to
the concept of invention, progressivist and culturalist postmodernists have dia-
metrically opposite views, however much they may agree about other matters.

It has been my purpose in this essay to try to elucidate a few of these differ-
ences, and, in so doing, to show that postmodernist criticism is very far from
being monolithic. In my opinion not enough attention has been given to the fact
that the same term is often used to refer to opposite ideas.

Note

1 Jean-Frangois Lyotard, The Postmodern
Condition: A Report on Knowledge (Minne-
apolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1984).
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Postmodernism and Structuralism:
A Retrospective Glance

The term postmodern seems, by turns, empty or tendentious. Probably the
nearest we could get to an acceptable definition would be something along the
lines of Andreas Huyssen’s proposition: the movements in art and architecture
that have taken the place of an exhausted high modernism.! This definition
implies that the unifying concepts of modernism have been replaced by a plu-
rality of tendencies and that it would be foolish to expect a single guiding idea
in postmodern practice. On the other hand, certain dominant tendencies can be
discerned in each of the semi-autonomous institutions of contemporary culture,
and this essay will investigate these within the field of architecture. This is not
to say that in architecture we are confronted with a unique set of practices that
have nothing in common with those of other disciplines. But before we can
recognize the overlaps and transgressions that take place across the bounda-
ries separating different fields, it is first necessary to establish provisional
boundaries.

I will begin, therefore, by pointing to two characteristics of architecture that,
it seems to me, differentiate it from the other arts and that help to explain the
specific forms of postmodern practice that we find in architecture. The first way
in which architecture differs from the other arts is that it is very expensive. With
architecture so bound to the sources of finance and power, it is much more
difficult for the architect than for other artists to operate within an apparently

Originally published in Assemblage 5 (February 1988).
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autonomous subculture or to retain that independence from bourgeois taste that
has been the ambition of art since the early nineteenth century. To play an effec-
tive critical role, architecture has to ally itself with major economic tendencies
claimed as progressive—as happened in the 1920s when “modernization” and
technical advance were associated with social renewal and a utopian vision. The
second way in which architecture differs from the other arts is that its mode of
reception is one of distraction rather than contemplation. As Walter Benjamin
pointed out in his essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduc-
tion,” this distracted mode of reception—which led him to see architecture as a
paradigm for those characteristically “modern” arts, photography and cinema—
is shaped by the establishment of habits.? Thus the power that initially seems
to be invested in the architect is withdrawn from him, first, because he is a mere
agent and, second, through a sort of indifference to architecture that results
from its very ubiquity and usefulness. These factors have played a large part in
the failure of the modern movement in architecture to live up to its own pro-
gram, based as it was on a somewhat fictitious view of the architect’s prophetic
and influential role in society.

The critique of modernism that developed in the late sixties was overwhelm-
ingly concerned with this failure. Modern architecture had promised no less
than the complete renewal of the urban and rural environment. In this it dif-
fered from the avant-garde movements in the other arts, which could only
promise a spiritual renewal. Of course certain artistic movements—notably
dada and surrealism—were closely connected with the political left; but only
architecture offered a revolution in the actual social realm irrespective of
whether or not its protagonists were on the political left (which, as it happens,
many of them were). Only in the architectural avant-garde were the ideal world
of art and the real world of empirical fact conflated without the presumptive
need for political revolution. Architecture founded its promise largely on the
belief that technology could solve the practical and artistic problems of modern
social existence.

Since the modern movement intended a global revolution, not merely of ar-
chitectural taste, but of the urban environment, it is with the attack on the mod-
ernist city that we should begin our description of at least one strand of what is
known as “postmodernism.” Many factors contribute to the reaction against the
modernist city. One is the view that it was essentially unbuildable except under
those inherently rare political conditions that made possible a Brasilia or a
Chandigarh—and that there the results were highly questionable from both a
sociological and an aesthetic point of view. Another is that in existing cities, the
piecemeal application of such modernist principles as zoning, highway con-
struction, and the welcoming of skyscraper technology destroyed or rendered

alien the central urban areas. A third is that the creation of large high-rise hous-
ing projects in the center or on the periphery of the great cities obliterated all
trace of the existing fabric and the community structure associated with it with-
out providing a genuine alternative.

Thus we can observe two main phenomena: first, the fragmentary and piece-
meal application of versions of the technological utopia of the 1920s as part
either of welfare state politics or of capitalist growth; second, the appropriation
of modernist techniques and imagery, originally utopian in intention, by busi-
ness corporations and private interest pressure groups. In the first case the cri-
tique was sociological and psychological. In the second it was ideological: the
very intention and meaning of the modern movement was seen as having been
“betrayed” and inverted, so that advanced building technology and its asso-
ciated aesthetic, no longer the symbols of a new social order based on coopera-
tion, became a means of enhancing the prestige of big business.

When we turn our attention from the city to the individual building we find
that one of the strongest critiques was directed against the architectural version
of minimalism, closely tied to the doctrine of functionalism. As modern archi-
tecture was generally adopted after the war, adapting itself to the real tasks of
building on a large scale, and being disseminated throughout the profession, its
formal rules came to be applied in an increasingly perfunctory way. What could
be called the proto-postmodern critique of modern architecture in the 1960s was
largely based on the monotonous and boring quality of most modern buildings.
Not only did these seem artistically incompetent, but they often failed as well
to work at a technical and practical level. Even allowing for the naive populism
and philistinism of much of this criticism, we have to admit that it contained
much truth. A good deal of professional arrogance was involved, and, for a
short period, we had the curious spectacle of an entire professional body think-
ing of itself as an avant-garde. I believe that it is therefore important to under-
stand that the antimodernist reaction was, in fact, a reaction against a modern
movement that had become conservative, professionalized, and routinized. It
was not primarily directed against the seminal works of the 1920s or 1930s.

Also present, however, was a developing critique of modernist theory, espe-
cially the explicit doctrine of functionalism and the implicit doctrine of histori-
cism. It has been correctly said that this critique was more often directed against
the self-perpetuated mythology of modernism than against modern architecture
itself—which was far from allowing itself to be restricted by the narrow concept
of functionalism or the total rejection of history that was proclaimed by theory.
But it is not so easy to separate the practice of modernism from its theory, and
even if the criticism left certain modern works intact, it was high time to ques-
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tion a body of assumptions that had, by the mid-1960s, clearly become restrict-
ing and irrelevant.

Funtionalism and minimalism were closely bound together in architecture.
This combination of ideas was not restricted to architecture—we can find a com-
parable system of ideas in the philosophy of Bertrand Russell and the anthro-
pology of Bronislaw Malinowski, as well as, most apparently, in the music of
Arnold Schénberg—but in architecture functionalism had an obvious common-
sense application that it lacked elsewhere. Architecture, like music and the
other arts, has traditionally depended on the arrangement or composition of a
number of preformed rhetorical figures—what Charles Rosen, speaking of mu-
sic but using an architectural metaphor, calls the use of “large blocks of prefab-
ricated material.” The new architecture of the 1920s sought to banish these
tropes and formulae and to replace them with atomic elements that were con-
sidered formally and functionally irreducible. The meaning was to be derived
from the formal and functional context of the work itself, supposedly indepen-
dent of the stylistic clichés and rhetorical gestures handed down by the
tradition.

One of the chief objects of the postmodern attack was this notion of a set of
functions, tied to the particular work, but having a prior and external existence
to it. The attack was not against the idea of a building having a purpose, but
against the idea that the aesthetic form of the building should be utterly trans-
parent to this purpose, defined by a set of more or less quantifiable functions.
Such ideas had been questioned before, both by the enemies of modernism and
by architects within the movement. But by the 1960s, just at the time that some
architects had reduced the idea of functionalism to a would-be behavioristic
system, a weapon of attack against functionalism became available—a weapon
that itself seemed to possess all the credentials of a positive science. This was
“structuralism,” as inaugurated by Ferdinand de Saussure and as developed
variously by Roman Jakobson, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Roland Barthes. Ac-
cording to this approach the ability of signs to convey meaning, within any sign
system whatever, depends on an arbitrary and conventional structure of rela-
tionships within a particular system and not on the relation of signs to preexis-
tent or fixed referents in outside reality. The application of this linguistic model
to architecture enabled “function” to be seen as the false reification and natu-
ralization of a set of culturally determined values that might or might not be
considered as part of the system of meaning constituted by a building,.

The second object of attack was historical determinism. Modern architecture,
as propounded by its main theorists and historians, depended on a theory of
history established in the early nineteenth century that, in part, interpreted
cultural development through the metaphor of organic development. In this it
was closely connected to the aesthetic theory of romanticism and its use of the
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organic analogy to explain the structure of artistic form. According to an ex-
treme historicist interpreation, the cultural practice of any one period could be
understood only from its position on an evolutionary time scale and as part of
a causal-temporal chain. This approach was as vulnerable as that of functional-
ism to a structuralist critique. The countermodel was again Saussure’s linguis-
tics, an explication in terms of structure replacing one advanced in terms of
linear causality.

Cultural systems—the argument goes—like language itself, can be explained
less as temporal processes than as spatial structures. The cultural meanings of a
period are interrelated, and the meaning of any one word, or any single artistic
form, depends on the existence of all the others. If we take a practice like archi-
tecture, we can see that, as in the case of language, history is present not as a
process in which each phase negates a previous one, but as a series of traces
that survive in current ways of looking at the world. A historical form can there-
fore be seen as raw material within the present practice of architecture—not as
something that has been relegated to an external past.

The application of the linguistic model to the arts resulted in a certain confu-
sion, for it could be interpreted in one of two ways: as a syntactics that was
“empty” or as a semantics that was “full.” Neither of these interpretations con-
tradicts the notion of the arbitrariness of the sign. Nor do they necesarily ex-
clude each other, since one is concerned with the signifier and the other with
the sign (signifier + signified) as its object of attention. But, I would argue, it
is the second of these two interpretations that applies to architecture, a position
best justified by Lévi-Strauss in his discussion of a different field—that of mu-
sic.? Lévi-Strauss bases his argument on the analogy of the double articulations
of language. In music, meaning (that is, “musical” meaning) is only imaginable
if the sonic material has already been given a structure; new meanings can
emerge only as modifications of an inherited structure. Now in music the basis
for any such cultural structuration already exists in the natural degrees of dis-
sonance. I would argue that a similar basis exists in architecture and that, there-
fore, architecture, like music, is both a natural and an arbitrary system.*

We can see from what I have said that structuralism was able to provide the
rationale for an attack on two dogmas—functionalism and historical determin-
ism—that were fundamental to the theory and practice of modernism. But
structuralism could provide only a general critical framework. To understand
how a structuralist critique might be applied to architecture requires a process
of translation.

One means to such a translation is through the notion of type, which might
explain how, within a system analogous to language, forms are generated in
architecture. Just as language always preexists a group or individual speaker,
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the system of architecture preexists a particular period or architect. It is precisely

through the persistence of earlier forms that the system can convey meaning.
These forms, or types, interact with the tasks presented to architecture, in any
moment in history, to form the entire system.

One of the many reasons why a typology of forms might have more impact
on practice in architecture than in the other arts is the inherent reproducibility
of architecture and its dependence on prototype. In the past, all the arts de-
pended, to a greater or a lesser extent, on the faithful reproduction of prototyp-
ical elements. In classical artistic theory this use of prototypes was, so to speak,
sublimated into the theory of mimesis, insofar as this applied to the imitation
of models of classical art. The romantic movement condemned this concept as a
denial of the absolute originality of each artwork; though the process was not
destroyed, after romanticism it ceased to be a de jure practice and went under-
ground. But in architecture the concept of reproducibility persisted. (It is curi-
ous that Benjamin does not mention this in his Kunstwerk essay.) Once an idea
has been established in architecture it tends to be repeated in countless ex-
amples. Though monuments are seldom repeated exactly, more humble build-
ings like houses are often identical. This is no doubt partly because such
buildings are intended to satisfy basic and continuing human needs, and partly
because to translate an idea into material form requires the mediation of a num-
ber of agents, which in turn demands a certain degree of standardization.

All of which the modern movement understood. Both Hermann Muthesius
and Le Corbusier made a connection between industrial production and an im-
personal and normative classicism. The concepts of Typisierung and the objet-type
were developed in the early days of the modern movement. But here the em-
phasis was on industrial production. The revival of the idea of type in the 1960s
was certainly related to this aspect of modernism. But it differed from modern-
ism in that it contained the notion of the repetition of certain morphologies in
the history of architecture that appear to be independent of technical change.
Giulio Carlo Argan, who revived this idea at a period of interest in Enlighten-
ment architecture on the part of the Casabella group, based it on a rereading of
the entry under “Type” in Quatremere de Quincy’s Dictionnaire historigue d’ar-
chitecture. This notion of type has since become one of the recurrent ideas in the
critical discourse of architecture.

In it we see an attempt to reinvest the form and body of a work of architecture
with a dimension of meaning that depends on a kind of collective memory. The
idea not only contests naive functionalism and the tyranny of technology over
form; it also sets up a new kind of necessity in the place of function and histor-
ical determinism. It sets limits to the fancy of the architect and binds him to
something analogous to the concept of langue in Saussure—a received structure

and a collective possession that must be presupposed before any significance
can be attributed to the parole of the individual speaker.

But in the notion of type, both as established by Quatremeére and as reinter-
preted by Argan and the Casabella group, there is a distinction between type
and model. The reestablishment of continuity between modern architecture and
history was the drive behind the whole concept, and it was supposed that this
could be achieved by establishing an architectural typology at a relatively ab-
stract level. But it has not proved so easy to distinguish between the abstract
and the concrete, and it has, in practice, been impossible to distinguish abso-
lutely between type and model.

Rather than try to give an account of all the different tendencies that, during
the last ten years or so, have produced various fusions between traditional mod-
ernism and historical reference, and between a strict idea of typology and a free
eclecticism, I would prefer to concentrate on a single problem: one that involves
the relationship between a recovery of the past in architecture and an attitude
toward social reality. I will here be concerned with architecture as affirmation or
criticism.

The problem of distinguishing between an affirmative and a critical postmod-
ernism is immediately complicated by uncertainty as to what aspect of cultural
production is being attacked and what reinforced. If we examine modernism
and the avant-garde as a necessary precondition for the discussion of postmod-
ernism, we see that it is already fraught with ambiguities and reversals in this
matter. In the dialectic of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft we find the seeds of most
of these later ambiguities.> According to the proponents of Gemeinschaft, life in
industrialized society was abstract and alienating.® But this implied an opposite
interpretation: a true modern culture could not be achieved until we overcame
our resistance to abstraction and specialization and were prepared to reject tra-
ditional values and their idealist underpinnings.

At the same time, the project of “modernization” stemming from the second
interpretation of the Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft opposition was itself imbued with
an ideal content by architects like Muthesius and Le Corbusier. In a tendency
related to the rappel a l'ordre in postwar Paris, the architecture of the machine
age was seen as overcoming history to achieve a kind of transhistorical classi-
cism. In an opposite movement, but still within this “progressivist” frame of
mind, the neue Sachlichkeit architects called for the abandonment of all artistic
pretensions in an architecture that would be absolutely objective and transpar-
ent to social needs.

Already, therefore, we can see the formation of a set of oppositions that be-
comes increasingly important: high art versus popular art; “modernization” as
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the symbol of artistic purity versus “modernization” as the symbol of social |

renewal.

There was an analogous situation in painting: a distinction can be made be-
tween on the one hand, a true “avant-garde” aiming at the subversion of the
very concept of high art and, on the other, a “modernism” continuous with the
historical development of the high artistic tradition (a position advocated by
both Clement Greenberg and Theodor Adorno). A case in point is the argument
between Adorno and Benjamin over “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction.” Benjamin perceived the cinema, in positive terms, as a new
mass culture; Adorno condemned all mass culture as a symptom of cultural
decadence—a decadence that it was the purpose of modernist art to arrest.
Adorno’s aesthetic theory is a typical reversal of the character traits of Gemein-
schaft and Gesellschaft. Now a Gesellschaft-like abstractionism was identified with
the preservation of culture, preventing art from being swallowed up by the cul-
ture industry. The autonomy of art, its aura, could only survive if the original
conditions of its practice were abandoned.

If conflicts of this sort existed within modernism itself, those between the
modernists and antimodernists in the interwar years were even more clear-cut.
But they were cut along exactly the same cultural fault lines. In the 1930s, with
the fading of postwar optimism in Russia and western Europe and with the rise
of fascism, these conflicts became critical. The traditionalists surfaced in Ger-
many, Italy, and Russia, promoting various forms of social realism. Heimatstil
and state classicism in Germany, the projects of Marcello Piacentini in Musso-
lini's Rome, and the promotion of a “bourgeois” realism in Russia were closely
related. And the same tendencies existed at the time in the democratic coun-
tries—notably in the United States.

After the war social realism continued in Russia; but in the West it was mod-
ernism that came to be associated with democracy and victory over fascism. In
Germany and France, despite their many differences, a monolithic and profes-
sionalized modernism developed that made any external criticism virtually im-
possible. It was mainly in Italy that an external critique developed, due in part
to the ambiguous relation of modernism to fascism, but also to the relative
weakness of the institutional and financial structures, upon which large-scale
housing and commercial development plans depended. This critique seems to
have incoporated many influences, the chief of which was a new form of social
realism—as found in the work of Ludovico Quaroni and Mario Ridolfi in Rome,
whose housing projects borrowed formal elements from the vernacular tradi-
tion. In these tendencies we can perhaps discern the influence of Russian social
realism and the artistic theories of Georg Lukacs. At what point these various
critical movements can be said to anticipate a “postmodernism” is doubtful and

probably not very important. But postmodern or not, the attitudes of the sub-
sequent movement of neorationalism—as represented, for example, by Aldo
Rossi—constituted an unambiguous and uncompromising rejection of the doc-
trine of functionalism and opened the door to association and memory and to
historical quotation. The simultaneous acceptance of some of the typical solu-
tions of the 1920s by Rossi and Giorgio Grassi was not based on an acceptance
of modernist dogma. Instead, they added certain modernist inventions to a
more general typological inventory of architecture. The turning points of archi-
tectural history, represented by the Enlightenment and the earliest years of the
modern movement, were approached with renewed interest as periods that
could still provide analogies and models for the present situation. For the first
time we see the project of revising the modern movement from a perspective
that is no longer inside the modern movement itself.

It is interesting to note that the most coherent critique of modernism in Eu-
rope—that of the Italians—came from architects who belonged to the political
left and were concerned with the fundamentally social role of architecture. It is
true that the neorationalists stressed the relative autonomy of architecture and
that they no longer considered architecture as capable of generating a technical,
social, or political revolution. But this negative attitude toward architecture’s
revolutionary potential was not due to any desire to preserve the political status
quo. Rather, it arose out of a loss of faith in technology as a liberating force, in
the idea of “modernization,” and in the corresponding elements of a modernist
architecture.

What [ am suggesting is that in this branch of postmodernism resides a theory
of the work of architecture that contradicts the conflation that Adorno and the
Frankfurt School made between modernism and cultural resistance. This new
theory goes back to the notion of Gemeinschaft in the sense that it is critical of
the increasing routinization and centralization of modern capitalist culture and
sees in the autonomous tradition of architecture one way of combating this cul-
ture. It seems clear that this position combines a rather conservative concern for
certain cultural traditions with a critique of modern capitalism: The affirmation
of particular architectural “values” does not mean an endorsement of the exist-
ing political structure.

But it seems equally clear that the reintroduction of traditional stylistic ele-
ments and structures into contemporary architecture does not in itself mean any-
thing at all. It does not necessarily imply either an affirmation of genuine
architectural values or a criticism of modern cultural tendencies. What if the big
corporations, increasingly the patrons of large architectural projects, go along
with this change of architectural image? What if they see it merely as a change
of fashion that can be easily accommodated within state-of-the-art technology
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and budgetary constraints? This, of course, is precisely what has happened.
Architects who have been at the forefront of skyscraper development during the
last thirty years have suddenly discovered that no economic (that is, functional)
argument exists for a minimalist architecture deriving its expressive power from
abstract geometry and a sleek, uniform curtain wall. Within reasonable limits,
it is economically feasible to complicate the profile of a tall building in a number
of different ways, including some that vaguely recall classical compositions.

To understand the contradiction between these two different examples of
postmodern practice, we must return to the notion of type. A typology of forms
that seeks to make available the more invariant elements of the historical tradi-
tion cannot ignore the problem of the program, however much it rejects func-
tion as the sole determinant of architecture. The use of historical forms implies
some analogy—an analogy perhaps at the most general level —between the tra-
ditional uses associated with these forms and their present adaptation. Indeed,
if, as the neorationalists claim, it is only through the manifestation of its auton-
omous codes that architecture can relate to social practice, this necessarily sug-
gests, at some level, a homology between these codes and social practices.

If we look at the problem in this way we can see two poles limiting the use of
historical motifs: at one pole, we find buildings whose purpose still bears some
relation to a historically continuous res publica, or that are sited in dense, histor-
ically and artistically resonant urban contexts; at the other pole, we find new
types without historical equivalence. The kind of postmodern practice asso-
ciated with neorationalism often, though not invariably, fits into the first cate-
gory. By contrast, the clearest examples of the second category are found in the
forms of North America’s predominant new building type, the corporate office
building, whether low-spreading complexes in the countryside or towers in the
city. Both programmatically and morphologically, this building type differs so
greatly from any traditional type that when historical forms are applied to it,
they operate in a kind of semantic void. These figures become merely the signs
of “culture”; a previous signifier and signified have been collapsed and served
up again as a new sign. The substance of the type remains stubbornly modern,
while the building’s clothing serves to give it a false appearance of architectural
complexity and cultural depth. Such an interpretation is naturally very useful
to a corporation eager to convince the public that it plays a responsible role in
the realm of culture. Of course architecture has always been used in this way to
“persuade,” and whether such a rhetorical mode is acceptable or not is simply
a question of one’s position in a political spectrum. The problem that we en-
counter in the typical postmodern American office building is the lack of con-
nection between the purpose of the building and the historical associations of
its artistic form.

r

This situation seems to have been brought about by a cultural condition that
is characteristically modern. During the last two hundred fifty years it has be-
come increasingly possible to detach the aesthetic reception of works from the
conditions of their creation. In his essay “The Modern System of the Arts,” Paul
Kristeller drew attention to the rise of amateur connoisseurship in the eigh-
teenth century and the permanent shift this effected toward a receptionist
theory of art.” The touchstone of artistic value was, he argued, no longer the
artist or craftsman, but the spectator. This suggests a historically unique devel-
opment since the eighteenth century; the “space of possibilities” of the artist
and that of the spectator no longer coincide. The artist continues to be con-
strained by the technical and practical possibilities of his art, while the connois-
seur is relatively free to adjust his threshold of perception to the art of different
periods and different cultures.

This split between the artist and the spectator is an aspect of eclecticism sel-
dom noticed. Eclecticism, which has usually been seen as something that exists
equally for the artist and his audience, seems to be closely bound up with the
increasing importance of connoisseurship. To take a counter example, a period
such as the sixteenth century reveals a general convergence between the artistic
preoccupations of the artist and those of the public. When it becomes possible
for cultivated people to enjoy the works of a historically remote culture, the
forms of these works are immediately absorbed into artistic practice. For in-
stance, the discovery of gesso decoration in the Domus Aurea in Rome inspired
Raphael and others to revive both the techniques and the forms of this genre.

The distance between the space of possibilities of the spectator and of the
artist has continued to grow. Some contemporary designers assume that the
artist has the same access to the past as the connoisseur. But there seems no
reason why a two-hundred-year trend in the opposite direction should sud-
denly be reversed. When artists go to museums, concert halls, or old cities, it is
more in their capacity as connoisseurs than with the aim of learning how to
operate a living tradition.

I began this paper with a claim for the importance of structuralism in the
critique of modernist architecture. I would like to end it by pointing to the in-
adequacy of structuralism when the question is one of acting in a particular
historical situation. Structuralism provides us with the field of possibilities that
exists at any one moment; in doing so, it reintroduces the element of choice that
was excluded by functionalism and historicism. But it remains silent about the
motives for the choices that artists must continuously make—choices that, col-
lectively, may determine the change from one set of paradigms to another.

No theory of architecture can ignore this problem. On the one hand, we must
accept that there is no direct translation between function and form. Their re-
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lation is always mediated by custom and history. The architectural imagination
should be free to choose from the entire cause of architectural forms without
being constrained by a priori theories about the dictates of the spirit of the age.
On the other hand, we should not think that this choice is unlimited. Architec-
ture derives its meaning from the circumstances of its creation; and this implies
that what is external to architecture—what can broadly be called its set of func-
tions—is of vital importance. It is this that provides what Pierre Bourdieu has
called the “motor.” Structure and function are false opposites; they must be
reconciled.
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unités d’habitation and, 187
Hétel le Gendre, plan, 147
Hume, David, 4
Huyssen, Andreas, 243

Idealism
German transcendental, 51, 54
gnosiological, 14-15
Hegelian, 14, 118 n8
industrial production and, 89-90, 95, 97
science and, 64

Ideclogy
modernism and, 244, 245, 250-51
monumentalism and, 231

Imitation
German formalism and, 87 n24
gnosiological idealism and, 14-15
history and, vii
music and, 33-34
of nature, x, 4, 59-60
neoclassicism and, 205
opacity and, 14-15, 17
postmodernism and, 239
romanticism and, 48, 51
type and, 248

Industrialized architecture, classicism and,

76-77, 205
Innate ideas, 58-59, 60
Internationale Bauausstellung (IBA), 231-
32
Intuition, 100
Italy, modernism and, 79, 25051

Jakobson, Roman, 246

Jeanneret, Charles-Eduard, 118 n15
Johnson, Philip, 208

Jones, Owen, 92

Junod, Philippe, 65-66
Transparence et opacité, 14

Kandinsky, Wassily, 73
Kopp, Anatole, 196
Krier, Leon, 202, 205, 239
Kristeller, Paul, 253
Kuhn, Thomas, 239

Labrouste, Henri, 65
Lancelot, Claude, 86 n8
Language. See Linguistic model
“Language games,” 238
Langue, 248-49
Laugier, Abbé, 4, 30, 61, 107-8
Essai sur l'architecture, 61
Le Corbusier, vi—vii, x, 15, 45, 51, 64, 77,
79, 84, 198, 236, 248, 249
architect and engineer in, 97-103, 104
design principles of, 108-10, 115, 169-
70
dialectical themes in, 168-70
functional vs. symbolic views of city
and, 230
influences on, 90-97
machine metaphor in, 236
paintings by, 170, 171, 175, 176
plan in, 108, 110, 115, 169-70
public buildings of, 121-60, 173, 175,
191n
works
Ahmedabad, India, buildings of, 179,
186
Algiers, plans for, 187, 190
Centrosoyus, 35, 121, 122, 128, 131,
134, 138, 139-45, 140-44, 152,
161 n6, 173, 174, 175
Chandigarh, India, buildings of, 179,
186, 187, 189, 190, 244
Cité d’hospitalisation, 121, 123
Cité de Refuge, 121, 145-52, 146,
148-51, 158
“Five Points of a New Architecture,”
108-10, 109, 115
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Le Corbusier, works (continued)

“Four Compositions,” 115, 117

House at Mathes, 177, 178

House of the Tragic Poet in Pompeii,
110, 111

“Il6t insalubre No. 6 apartments,” 180

Istanbul travel sketch, 94

La Tourette, 179, 190

Linear Industrial City, 189

Lotissement Dom-ino, 129

Maison de M. Errazuriz, 177, 275

Maison de Mme. de Mandrot, 96

Maison Dom-ino prototype, 98

Maison La Roche-Jeanneret, 115, 133

Palais des Nations, 127, 133-34, 135-
37,139, 152, 158, 173

Palais des Soviets, 35, 38, 152-58, 153,
155-57

Pavillon Suisse, 53, 173, 174, 175

Plan Voisin, 104, 107, 125, 134, 214

Pompeii forum, 154

Porte de Sainte-Cloud plan, 121, 124

project for business city, 215-16

Rentenanstalt office building, 173, 175

Rio de Janiero, plans for, 182-83, 187,
190

Ronchamp, chapel at, 179, 185, 190

Rogq et Rob a Cap Martin, 179, 184

Salvation Army Hostel, 90, 173, 175

Unité de Briey-en Forét, 188

Villa a Carthage, 115

Villa Fallet in La Chaux-de-Fronds, 93

Villa Meyer, 130

Villa Ocampo, 172

Villa Savoye, 112-14

Villa Schwob, 97

Villa Stein-de Monzie, 115, 116, 133,
170

Ville Contemporaine, 104, 125, 134

Ville Radieuse, 105, 159, 161 n9,
191 n4

Vilie Verte, 106

writings
L’Esprit Nouveau, 167-69, 173
Oeuvre compléte, 121, 145
Urbanisme, 92, 97, 99-107
Vers une architecture, 45, 79, 90, 97-99,
133, 134, 158, 169, 178
Ledoux, Claude-Nicholas, 6, 89
house for a milliner, 9
project for center of production, 50
Legrand, Jacques-Guillaume, 51
Essai sur I'histoire générale de I'architecture,
62
Leibniz, Gottfried W. von, 58
L’Eplattenier, Charles, 92, 95, 170
Lessing, Gotthold Ephraim, 33
Libera, Adalberto, concourse for urban
reorganization of beach, 80-81
Linguistic model
architectural discourse and, 30
neoclassicism and, 205
postmodernist criticism and, 246-54
Locke, John, 236
Lodoli, Carlo, 61
Logical atomism, 67-74
Logical constructionism, 69, 73
Loos, Adolf, Raumplan Analysen, 74
Louvre, Paris, 134
Luhmann, Niklas, 237
Lukéacs, Georg, 250
Lutyens, Sir Edwin, 190
New Delhi, 205, 227
Lévi-Strauss, Claude, 246, 247
Lyotard, Jean-Francgois, 237-38, 240-41
The Postmodern Condition: A Report on
Knowledge, 237-39

Mach, Ernst, 74
Machine-oriented architecture, vii-viii
Maillart, Robert, 69
Malinowski, Bronislaw, 74-75, 246
Master narratives, viii, x, 237
May, Ernst, 77, 173, 178

Neue Frankfurt apartments, 181

Meaning
collective memory and, 248-49
irreducible elements and, 73
Le Corbusier’s public building exten-
sions and, 159-60
in music, 247
postmodernism and, 79-85
Mechanization
Le Corbusier and, 101, 103, 163, 167
modernism and, 236
Viollet-le-Duc and, 67
Medieval art, 25, 28
Meinecke, Friedrich, 12
Meyer, Hannes, 75, 77
Peterschule, 197, 198
Middleton, Robin, 86 n7
Mies van der Rohe, Ludwig, x, 77
Wolf house, 43
Mietkasernen, 225-26
Minimalism, 245, 246
Modernism
betrayal of, in cities, 196, 245
city and, 244
cultural resistance and, 251
experimentalism in, 198
functionalism and, 236
historicism and, 14
history and, viii-xi
interwar antimodernists and, 250
logical atomism and, 67-74
morality and, 118 n2
positivist view of, 236-37
present reality and, ix—x
public vs. private realm and, 227
reaction against, ix, 178, 244-45
reassessment of classical tradition and,
193-95
Scandinavian, 79
social housing and, 225-27
Moholy-Nagy, Lazlo, 35
Von Material zu Architektur, 35
Mondrian, Piet, 34-35, 73
Composition with Red, Yellow, and Blue, 36

Montesquieu, Charles, 4
Monumentalism
East Berlin and, 231
Le Corbusier and, 179, 187
Monuments, intentional vs. uninten-
tional, 214-15
Morality, modernism and, 118 n2
Moser, Karl, 45
Music
absolute vs. customary in, 60
abstraction and, 91
imitation and, 33-34
structuralism and, 247
Muthesius, Hermann, 76-77, 97, 248, 249
Muzio, Giovanni, 79
Myth of origins, 30

Narrative knowledge, 238, 240
Natural law, 14

classical thought and, x, 4, 14, 59-60,

202

in modernism, 15

rationalism and, 59-61
Neoclassicism, 4, 15, 28, 30, 205
Neoplasticism, 34-35
Neorationalism, 251, 252
Neue Sachlichkeit, 169, 178, 249
New Delhi, India, 205, 227, 229
Newness, 17

absolute values and, 92

age-value and, 214

Le Corbusier and, 190

modern sensibility and, 218
Nietzsche, Friedrich W., ix
Novalis, 48

“Fragments,” 28

Objet-type, 248
Office buildings, ix-x, 69, 252
Opacity of the work of art, 14-15, 17-18,
163
Order, 28
building plan and, 110
city planning and, 107-8
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Order (continued)
in classical rationalism, 64
for Le Corbusier, 163
Organic forms, 65-67
mathematical regularity and, 179
modernism and, 236, 24647
Ornamentation, 92, 193, 208, 211
Ozenfant, Amedée, 163

Panofsky, Erwin, 25
Parallel slabs, 225, 226
Parataxis, 25, 28
Paris, city plan, 119 n43, 228
Parthenon, 79
Patte, Pierre, 119 n43
Paxton, Sir Joseph, 69
Pelli, Cesar, 208, 211
Perachora, temple or house from, 29
Perimeter block, Siedlungen and, 225, 227
Perrault, Claude, 4, 60, 90-91, 240
Perret, Auguste, Apartment building at 25
bis rue Franklin, 70, 71, 97
Persico, Eduardo, 79
Petit récit, 238, 240
Pevsner, Nikolaus, vii, 14
Piacentini, Marcello, 79, 250
Picasso, Pablo, The Violin, 166
Picturesque grouping, 133
Piranesi, Giovanni Baptista, Temple of
Neptune, 7
Pluralism, xi
Pollini, Gino, 79
Pompeii, forum, 158
Popper, Karl, 84
Positivism, 89-90, 198-99
Postmodernism
affirmative vs. critical, 249
critical attitudes in, 235-41
history and, 15, 239-40, 246-47
imitation and, ix, 239
modernism and, 17
newness and, 241
oppositions within, 249-50

progressivist vs. culturalist models in,
237-41
rationalism and, 79-85
structuralism and, 243-54
urban space and, 223-33
Primitivism, 17-18, 28, 30
Progress, viii, 85
Promenade architecturale, 152
Provensal, Henry, 95, 101
L'art de Demain, 91-92
Public buildings
of Le Corbusier, 121-60, 173, 175,
191 n4
modernism and, 227-33
representational function of, 159-60
volumes in, 133
Pugin, Augustus W. N., 207, 255 né

Quaroni, Ludovico, 250
Quatremeére de Quincy, 39, 60, 62, 65, 248,
249
Dictionnaire historique d’architecture, 39,
248
Quirinale, Rome, 134

Rameau, Jean-Phillipe, Traite de I'armonie
réduite a ses principes naturels, 59
Ramparts of Carassone, 219
Raoul-Rochette, Désiré, 51
Raphael, 253
Rationalism, vi, 58, 255 n5
avant-garde and, 67-79
classical, 57-61
eclectic, 62
empiricism and, 58-60, 77, 79
historicism and, 224
idealism and, 89-115
innate ideas in, 58-59, 60
in Le Corbusier, 89-115, 178
organic, 65-67, 77, 79
structural, 64-65
Real estate development
modernism and, 196, 245
postmodernism and, 251-52

Reality
historiography and, 5-6
linguistic forms and, x
modernist theory and, ix—x

Regionalism, 207, 208

Reinvention of ritual, 230

Relativism, 6, 12, 14

Reproducibility, concept of, 248

Reynard, Léonce, 64

Rickman, Thomas, Hampton Lucy

Church, 13

Ridolfi, Mario, 250

Riechstag, 230

Riegl, Alois, 17, 76, 213-21

Rietveld, Gerritt, Schroeder house, 35, 37

Rio de Janiero, Brazil, 182-83, 187, 190

Robertson, Howard, 45, 46

Rogers, Ernesto, Casabella, 84

Rogers, Richard, 211

Romanticism, vi, 86 n12, 246, 255 n6
composition and, 45, 48, 51
modernism and, 45, 48, 51
vernacular architecture and, 28

Rosen, Charles, 246

Rosenblum, Robert, 6

Rossi, Aldo, 85, 205, 251

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 30

Ruskin, John, 28

Russell, Bertrand, 69, 73, 246

Russian constructivism, 90

Rykwert, Joseph, 86 n6

Saint-James, Claude Bernard, 6
Sant’Elia, Antonio, 79
Saussure, Ferdinand de, 246, 247, 248
Sauvage, Henri, 79
Scharoun, Hans, 230-31
Schelling, F. W. |, 51
Schinkel, Karl E., 62

sculptures for Marx-Engels-Brucke, 231
Schlegel, August W., 66, 86 n12, 207
Schlegel, Friedrich, 28, 86 n12, 207

Schmarsow, August, 225
Schmidt, Hans, 77
Schnaidt, Claude, 196
Schénberg, Arnold, 246
Schumann, Robert, 34
Science. See also Engineering
art and, 60
newness and, 241
paralogy in, 238
vs. aesthetics, 224
Semper, Gottfried, 66
Sentiment, 100
Serlio, Sebastiano
Scena Comica, 23, 25-28
Scena Tragica, 24
Shapiro, Meyer, 170
Sieldlungen, 226-27
Simmel, Georg, 104, 255 n6
Sitte, Camillo, 226
Der Stadtbau nach seiner kiinstlerischen
Grundsitzen, 125
Skyscrapers, American vs. English, 208-
11
Smithson, Alison and Peter, 230-31
Social realism, 250
Soufflot, Jacques G., 61
Space, as term, 224-25. See also Urban
space
Speer, Albert, 231
German Pavillion for the International
Exposition, 204
N/S cross axis of Berlin, 227, 230
Spinoza, Benedict, 58
Stalin Allée (Karl Marx Allée), 230, 231
Stam, Mart, 77
Standardization, 178
Steel frame, 69
Stern, Robert, 207
Stockton, California, Venetian Gardens
development, 220
Stowe, Temple of Ancient Virtue, 6, 8
Strasbourg Cathedral, 27
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Structuralism, 201-2
historical context and, 253-54
postmodernist criticism and, 246-54
Sullivan, Louis, x, 66
Surface
American skyscrapers and, 208, 211
in Le Corbusier, 108, 110, 115, 169-70,
175
Symbolic representation, in Le Corbusier,
145, 163-69, 187
Symmetry, 133-34
System, the building as, 51, 54

Tafuri, Manfredo, 196
Taut, Bruno, 226
Britz Siedlung, 226
Siemenstadt, 226
Taylor, Brian Brace, 90, 226
Technology. See Engineering; Science
Teige, Karel, 178
Terragni, Giuseppe, Casa de Fascio, 78, 79
Tetbury, market house at, 29
Todorov, Tzvetan, 48, 51
Tonnies, Ferdinand, 255 n5
Totalitarianism, 204-5
Tracy, Destutt de, 86n
Transcendentalism, x—xi
Tullius, Servius, 22
Turner, Paul, The Education of Le Corbusier,
91-92
Type, 247-49, 252
Typisierung, 248
Ungers, O. M., 198
Unwin, Robert, 226
Urbanism, Le Corbusier’s theory of, 103-8
Urban space, 223-24, 227, 233
modernist vs. postmodernist concepts
of, 223-33
Utility, 64
Utopianism, 198, 227, 233, 245

Valéry, Paul, 85
Van Nelle factory, 47
Venturi, Robert, 239
Complexity and Contradiction, 239
Vernacular
classicism and, 21-30, 205
neoclassicism and, 30
use of word, 21, 22, 25, 30
Viollet-le-Duc, Eugéne-Emmanuel, 12, 51,
65-69, 76, 218
diagrammatic section of Gothic cathe-
dral, 52
Ramparts of Carassone restoration, 219
Vitruvius, 4, 22, 30, 59, 74
Von Humboldt, Wilhelm, 14
“On the Historian's Task,” 5-6
Von Ranke, Leopold, 5, 12, 14

Wagner, Martin, 226
Wagner, Otto, 214
Bodenkreditanstalt, 126, 126
Post Office Savings building, 67, 72
Wagnerschule, 79
Walpole, Horace, Strawberry Hill, 13
Washington, D.C., 227, 229
Watkins, David, 118 n2
Weinbrenner, Friedrich, Koenigstrasse,
Karisruhe, 194
Wickoff, Franz, 76
Williams, Amancio, 211
suspended building for offices, 209
Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 74, 238
Philosophical Investigations, 84
Tractatus logico-philosophicus, 74
Wolfflin, Heinrich, 76
Renaissance and Barogue, 225
Wood, John, the Elder, 60
Wren, Sir Christopher, Parentalia, 91
Wright, Frank Lloyd, 66, 236
Larkin Company building, 68
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