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The journal archithese may have started as the modest mouth-
piece of a professional association with headquarters in central 
Switzerland. But already with its first issues it was able to attract 
an impressive range of international contributors. Moreover,  
it quickly achieved critical acclaim beyond national borders. 
Running from 1971 to 1976 under its founding editor, Stanislaus 
von Moos, the periodical drew, on the one hand, from the tradition  
of little magazines of the 1920s and 1930s avant-garde. On the 
other hand, it departed from the speculative outlook of late 
1960s radical architecture magazines.1 In doing so, it prepared 
the ground for a more substantial shift of focus in architectural 
discourse: from criticizing technocratic visions (e.g., of modernist  
urban planning) to revisiting and mining modern concepts  
with an astute sensibility for the historicity of form and meaning.  
In this vein, the magazine featured articles that tackled topics 
from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries and covered 
politically relevant topics from architectural pedagogy to the 
impact of grassroots movements on urban planning. In its visual 
aesthetic, the magazine’s layout differed from the provocative, 
comic, and pop aesthetic of its radical precursors in Italy and  
the United Kingdom, like Casabella and Architectural Design.  
Still, the collisions between different sets of typographies  
and the deployment of images as argumentative evidence rather 
than glossy project illustrations gave archithese a fresh and 
playful appeal.

Critical Positions  
in Search of  
Postmodernity
Gabrielle Schaad  
and Torsten Lange
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Well before postmodernism crystallized into a set of  
clearly distinguishable architectural gestures in the 1980s,  
the positions laid out on the magazine’s pages responded  
to the (post-)1968 condition. They each wrestled with the  
consequences of postwar socioeconomic and political upheaval: 
urbanization and environmental crisis, social diversification, 
and the questioning of welfare state interventionism, as  
well as Cold War politics and decolonization, to name but a few. 
Rather than drawing on a common theoretical basis, most 
featured authors shared an interest in the polysemy of archi- 
tectural form. Their readings of buildings and cities as layered 
cultural expressions drew from established and novel inter- 
pretive frameworks, ranging from history to aesthetics, 
phenomenology, literary theory, politics, and sociology.  
The new sociological approach, in particular, was applied  
not only to “high” architecture but also to the less spectacular 
everyday phenomena that make up the built environment.

Postmodernism vs. Postmodernity
In this publication, we deliberately use the term postmodernity 
instead of postmodernism. In recent years, historians, curators, 
and architects have begun to critically interrogate and  
historicize postmodernism both as style and concept. In their 
far-ranging review exhibition cutting across the arts, design, 
and popular culture, Postmodernism: Style and Subversion, 
1970–1990 (Victoria and Albert Museum, September 2011–
January 2012), curators Glenn Adamson and Jane Pavitt abridge 
postmodernism as a set of “gestures [that] marked a moment  
in the long trajectory of dissatisfaction, beginning in the early 
1960s, with the commercial and institutional mainstreaming  
of the Modern Movement.”2 Answering Hal Foster’s question 
from 1985, whether postmodernism was “a matter of local  
style or a whole new period or economic phase,” they argue that 
it is best understood as a contested territory, hybrid style, and 
peripheral practice.3 While they present interiors and furniture 
of late-1970s Italian radical design as one of postmodernism’s 
multiple points of origin, they also see its rapid global spread 
beyond such regional manifestations in the ability to forge new 
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relations between “late capitalist, post-Fordist service culture” 
and “localized, specialist and traditional forms of production,” 
establishing the “subversive entrepreneur” as a type of (un)dis- 
ciplined practitioner.4 Moreover, the dissatisfaction with 
 a (techno-)utopian spirit that underpinned many modernist 
—and even some of the radical—projects further propelled  
the “unthinking of utopia” that Reinhold Martin deems one of  
the characteristics of postmodernism.5

Especially on this last point, archithese takes a slightly 
different angle. While its thematic plurality and semiological 
approach place it squarely within postmodernism’s interest  
in difference and meaning, the periodical’s take on modernity 
and modernism appears far less clear. Of course, such general-
izations are inherently tricky, given the distributed nature of the 
magazine’s production and, thus, the lack of a unified editorial 
line. Nevertheless, instead of simply denouncing twentieth- 
century modernist utopias, many of the contributors turned to 
their (pre)history to unearth overlooked potentials in all too 
easily dismissed projects. At the same time, they also addressed 
problematic aspects such as these projects’ universal claims, 
their polemic (at times bombastic) tone, technocratic gestures, 
political opportunism, and links to colonial violence.

In its early years, the editors and authors of archithese were 
thus less intent on setting a specific formal agenda or promoting 
a postmodern style out of discontent with modernism. Rather 
than focus solely on present-day architectural production,  
they sought to establish a forum that would allow them to reflect 
critically on the historical and theoretical dimensions of recent 
sociospatial developments. This differed from viewing history  
as a precedent for creative practice (e.g., by establishing historical, 
formal, programmatic, or typological references). Instead, 
architectural history and iconography were often mobilized in 
archithese to comment on the architectural output of the time. 
As a result, difference and repetition came into play not only 
when authors turned to questions of historic preservation and 
reconstruction but also in the transfer and translation of North 
American discourse—for example, regarding the aesthetics  
of the everyday, pop culture, or suburban sprawl—to the context 
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of Switzerland, with its diverging geographic scale and cultural 
traditions. Because of this critical-inquisitive rather than  
polemical-assertive character, we have chosen the term post- 
modernity instead of postmodernism as a header for this reader.

Thinkers like Jean-François Lyotard, Fredric Jameson,  
and Zygmunt Bauman view the postmodern as a discursive 
formation and an economic and geopolitical condition that 
collapses familiar notions of historical time and geographically 
distinct locations. Egyptian literary theorist Ihab Hassan  
further defines postmodernity “as a world process, by no means  
identical everywhere yet global nonetheless.” “The term,”  
he continues, acts “as a vast umbrella under which stand various 
phenomena: postmodernism in the arts, poststructuralism  
in philosophy, feminism in social discourse, postcolonial and 
cultural studies in academe, but also multinational capitalism, 
cybertechnologies, international terrorism, assorted separatist, 
ethnic, nationalist, and religious movements.”6 This world 
process follows a “cultural logic,” as Jameson would say, and 
leads to a situation where the logic of capital pervades all aspects 
of life and thought.7 However, while Jameson’s totalizing critique 
of postmodernism emphasizes the dystopia of presentness,  
with its hollowing out of the past and total commodification  
of historical traces, Hassan’s use of the term postmodernity 
strikes a less pessimistic chord by embracing difference. When 
we adopt Hassan’s notion here, we deem it more inclusive by 
shifting the frame from the cultural sphere—postmodernism’s 
connection to technologically advanced and media-driven 
consumer societies—to the realm of geopolitics, where 
conflict-laden processes of globalization and localization play 
out simultaneously. The contemporary world in flux, with its 
crisis of cultural and personal identities mirrored in its infancy 
on the pages of archithese, contributes to historical intro- 
spection and epistemic self-reflexivity. Hence, postmodernity  
is connected to the ethicopolitical challenge of working with  
and from difference, even at the risk of conflict, of recognizing 
distinctions, and “cultivat[ing] a keener, livelier, more  
dialogical sense of ourselves in relation to diverse cultures, 
diverse natures, the whole universe itself.”8
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Critical Positions
archithese was founded in 1971 as a more discourse-oriented 
version of the already existing bulletin of the Fédération Suisse 
des architectes indépendants (Association of Independent  
Swiss Architects, FSAI) on the initiative of the association’s  
president, Hans Reinhard. His motivation was to cultivate 
current architectural and planning debate instead of primarily 
reflecting professional politics and concerns. In contrast to  
the more academically oriented Bund Schweizer Architekten 
(Union of Swiss Architects), the FSAI represented the interests 
of smaller architectural practices without an explicit cultural 
agenda. The founding editorial team of the bilingual German-
French journal consisted of the art historian von Moos, who  
had been a casual friend of Reinhard’s; von Moos’s wife, Irène  
von Moos, as a translator; and the French-Swiss architecture 
journalist Jean-Claude Widmer. The association provided  
a modest budget; hence, hiring the professional designer Paul 
Diethelm and working with a large printing press (Imprimeries 
Réunies Lausanne) quickly broke the cost ceiling. The archithese 
experiment thus almost failed within a year due to a lack of 
funding.

 In its first year of publication, archithese with its four 
thematically open issues met with a certain skepticism, if not 
resistance—the political thrust of contributions challenged  
the sensibilities of many architects in “neutral” Switzerland. 
Thanks to Reinhard’s mediation and persuasion efforts, however, 
a “relaunch” succeeded in 1972 under changed auspices. The 
journal redefined itself as a “publication series,” with each issue 
highlighting a specific topic from multiple angles. In the second 
issue of the original run, Reinhard, the president of the FSAI,  
had defined the journal’s mission as pluralistic. The “neutrality” 
of the association was thus transferred to archithese by Reinhard 
as a mission of openness to diversity of opinion, an approach 
persistently followed in the journal’s subsequent years by the 
editor-in-chief von Moos. This was also the moment when Niggli 
Verlag, Teufen, known for its architecture and typography 
books, entered the stage. To redefine the journal as a publication 
series had been Arthur Niggli’s idea. Through 1976, the Niggli/
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von Moos team produced twenty issues in the handy brochure 
format that would become the trademark of the journal’s  
formative years under Diethelm’s initial graphic lowercase 
“archithese.” Von Moos, in dialogue with Niggli, more or less 
single-handedly managed the magazine for five years, over- 
seeing not only the editorial work but also the graphic design.  
In 1977, the merger with the long-established magazine werk, 
whose editor-in-chief, Lucius Burckhardt, had left, offered  
the opportunity to enlarge archithese’s readership and  
overcome its financial hardships. werk.archithese was  
coedited with Diego Peverelli from 1977 to 1979. Since 1980,  
the journal has existed under its original name with changing 
editors.9

In its founding phase, archithese held a unique position in  
the European landscape of architectural publications due  
to its focus on an often sociologically informed architectural 
criticism that drew from historical and theoretical scholarship 
—as opposed to dry professional debate, architects’ self- 
promotion, or pure scholarly writing. From today’s perspective, 
the field of architectural criticism of the time appears more 
heterogeneous. The magazine presented a plurality of voices,  
all of whom were, in different ways, “in search of postmodernity.” 
Among these were architects Gian Piero Frassinelli of Super- 
studio, Rem Koolhaas, Bruno Reichlin, and Denise Scott Brown; 
sociologists such as Henri Lefebvre and Eliane Perrin; and 
architectural historians and critics including Rosemarie  
Bletter, Franziska Bollerey, André Corboz, Charles Jencks,  
and Manfredo Tafuri.

Establishing a Transatlantic Dialogue
Architectural historian Léa-Cathrine Szacka writes that by 1980 
the “distant realities” that European and American traditions 
still represented in the 1970s had “converged into a global 
architectural culture.”10 We deem archithese one of the means 
and media producing this transatlantic dialogue; it was  
a “medium on the move.” Among its “material conditions”  
of production, we may count, for example, increased mobility 
through transatlantic flight, job opportunities in the United 
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States, and emerging friendships and professional networks 
between scholars and architects—notably, the connection 
between von Moos and Venturi, Scott Brown. Articles that testify 
to this were written, for example, by Swiss architects and  
historians who either worked or held teaching positions in  
North America, including von Moos himself, as well as Corboz,  
Kurt W. Forster, and Niklaus Morgenthaler. Furthermore,  
the global spread of American pop and consumer culture, as well 
as petro-modernity, across all scales of the built environment 
meant that familiar models of the “old” and “new” world were 
becoming increasingly obsolete. Thus, recent spatial phenomena 
and their architectural manifestations—suburbanization, urban 
sprawl, shopping malls, etc.—visible on both sides of the big pond 
could be brought into productive dialogue. The cross-fertilizing 
effects of personal mobility surface in similar lines of thought 
and features when comparing archithese to the later-founded 
Oppositions (1973–1984). If archithese was not imbedded  
in an institutional context, Oppositions famously emerged from  
the discursive constellations at Peter Eisenman’s Institute  
for Architecture and Urban Studies in New York. Both periodicals 
shared a “provenance being neither academic nor professional.”11 
Oppositions’ orientation could be termed “strongly European” 
because it covered “several major currents of contemporary 
European discourse, mainly the ideological, Marxist oriented 
Frankfurt school and the more linguistically oriented French 
structuralist school.”12 archithese had ventured into similar terrain 
a few years earlier. Thus, we might call it the European “cousin” 
thanks to its orientation toward U.S. architecture culture.

Another context was that of Italy. During his research stays  
at the Istituto Svizzero di Roma, von Moos was exposed to publi-
cations produced and distributed between Venice, Florence, and 
Rome and established contacts with colleagues—among them 
Tafuri. From the mid-1970s, the outspoken Marxist architectural 
historian contributed several articles to archithese. Before  
that, Tafuri was strongly associated with the short-lived Italian 
Contropiano: Materiali Marxisti (1968–1971), which had 
escaped von Moos’s attention. It was founded by Alberto Asor 
Rosa, Massimo Cacciari, and Antonio Negri. The journal’s editors 
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treated architecture and the city as a field of political operaist 
analysis, among other theoretical (or perhaps better, dialectical) 
dissections of literature and film. The journal was an important 
outlet for members of the newly formed Institute of History  
at the Istituto Universitario di Architettura di Venezia, Venice’s 
architecture school. Its decidedly political stance stands in 
sharp contrast to the pluralist approach of archithese. Yet, this 
did not stop authors like Tafuri, Giusi Rapisarda, and Francesco 
Dal Co from presenting their views on its pages. 

Apart from Contropiano, there were other periodicals whose 
thematic focus resonates with that of archithese but with  
whom direct exchange cannot be tracked. Briefly looking at 
these examples strengthens the argument that the discursive 
affinities were transatlantic, while the vicinity of the European 
publishing context yielded surprisingly fewer intersections.

In Germany, assistants and students at Stuttgart University’s 
Institute for the Foundations of Modern Architecture and  
Design (Institut für Grundlagen der modernen Architektur  
und Entwerfen), founded in 1967 by Jürgen Joedicke, kickstarted  
the journal ARCH+. Its initial objective was to ground archi- 
tecture in scientific criteria. In the 1970s, the agendas of ARCH+ 
and archithese grew close, as ARCH+ based its systems thinking 
approach on the cybernetically underpinned semiotics of Max 
Bense, Horst Rittel, and Christopher Alexander. The attention  
to social movements in architecture and urbanism pops up  
in several monographic issues of archithese. However, for ARCH+, 
its sociopolitical agenda, bolstered by Marxist theory, became 
an increasingly defining characteristic that eventually differen-
tiated it once again from archithese’s pluralist stance.

Because archithese appeared throughout its run in a bilingual 
format (French and German), its lack of reception in the French 
architectural discourse of the time—prominently featured  
in the journal utopie—is equally surprising. Other than Henri 
Lefebvre’s early contribution in conversation with archithese’s 
Lausanne-based founding coeditor Widmer, we search in vain 
for overlaps among the two journal’s contributors. In terms  
of topics, the historical approach to utopia as a “no-place” 
(ou-topos) rather than a “good place” (eu-topos), which Craig 
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Buckley describes as characteristic of the “cautionary tales” 
presented in the French periodical’s first issue (1968), could be 
considered a point of intersection.13 Examples from archithese 
that resonate with this reading are Martin Fröhlich and Martin 
Steinmann’s article dealing with Karl Moser’s 1930s plan for  
a modernist rebuilding of Zurich’s old town or Franziska Bollerey 
and Kristiana Hartmann’s discussion of socialist utopias  
(e.g., by Charles Fourier).14

When we consider archithese against its immediate backdrop 
of the discursive landscape within Switzerland, a similar tendency 
for dissociation can be observed. This is most noticeable in the 
(non)relationship between archithese and the Institute for the 
History and Theory of Architecture (gta) within the architecture 
school of the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology, ETH Zurich, 
founded four years before the journal in 1967.15 While some  
of its members contributed and later even became coeditors of 
the journal, archithese always remained independent of, and 
coexisting with, the gta Institute. The latter distinguished itself 
through its “rainbow series” of publications issued by Birkhäuser 
Verlag. In 1970, von Moos criticized the institute’s series of 
publications as a medium whose contemporary graphic design 
surpassed the modernity of the methods and academic style  
it represented.16 archithese can be understood as an unconscious 
commentary on these gta publications. With its iconographic 
and monographic features, it complemented and occasionally 
countered the more formalist approaches to architectural  
theory and the historical topics championed by scholars from 
the architecture department.17 Perhaps it was precisely this 
original attitude that turned archithese into a compass for inter- 
ested architecture students at ETH, as Ruth Hanish has noted.18  

At times, archithese also consciously held up a mirror to 
Switzerland’s leading architecture school. For example, it 
published an issue dedicated to the politics of higher education. 
Moreover, in 1971, it offered a platform to the collective formed 
around the infamously expelled guest lecturer Jörn Janssen  
to present the sociological and anti-capitalist thrust of their 
bottom-up seminar analyzing the operations of Swiss general 
contractor Goehner.
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Thematic Axes
The articles chosen for translation and republication in archithese 
reader: Critical Positions in Search of Postmodernity were 
selected from the four issues of the first series in 1971 and from 
issues one to twenty of the “magazine in the form of a publication  
series” published by Niggli from 1972 to 1976. Several among these 
miniature monographs were curated by guest editors who drew 
on their scholarly and professional networks. The monographs 
form a series of relatively hermetically themed issues. However, 
specific topics such as history and preservation, housing, American 
architecture and planning, urbanism, realism, and the metropolis 
feature across multiple issues. Recontextualizing the articles by 
combining them under a series of contemporary keywords opens 
the arguments in the source material to readings in the present, 
allowing us not only to assemble a digest of the periodical and 
point to thematic strands but also to acknowledge the farsighted-
ness of the selected contributions, highlighting their continued 
relevance without overlooking their areas of weakness.

From today’s perspective, the difference in vocabulary and 
tone—the audacity of the arguments—in the translated sources 
assembled here is immediately apparent. In a few instances,  
the originals presented challenges to the translator, but over-
coming them granted additional insight into their historicity. 
Our argument that archithese had, in many ways, a visionary 
character is supported by the fact that several featured articles 
or early versions of them grew into volumes that became mile- 
stones in architectural historiography and criticism. Examples 
include Koolhaas’s article “Roxy, Noah, and Radio City Music Hall,” 
published in issue 18 (1976) and later turned into a chapter  
in Delirious New York (1978), or Tafuri’s contribution to issue 20 
(1976) titled “New Babylon,” which was later revised and  
extended for his La sfera e il labirinto (1980; translated into 
English as The Sphere and the Labyrinth in 1987). Where 
(partial) translations existed, we carefully integrated them with 
the earlier versions’ not-yet-translated parts. The book high-
lights these textual hybrids by referencing the sources.

To highlight texts whose approach to crucial questions in 
postmodernist discourse is relevant to present-day analysis,  
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we introduced new thematic axes. They are reflected in the section 
titles, offering a lens onto discursive arenas, as suggested  
by the specific case studies in this section. Five critical historio-
graphic essays contextualize the reprinted articles, considering 
and reflecting on their continued relevance. 

The first section, “Historicity and Meaning,” dissects the 
multiple ways archithese engaged the past and the practice  
of history. As Marie Theres Stauffer points out, during the 
second half of the twentieth century, history gained significance 
within international architectural debates. Yet, despite forming 
a common reference point, no consensus was achieved around 
this new appreciation of historicity. In fact, how the past  
was mobilized depended on an author’s disciplinary and cultural 
background. Debates about the relationship between old and 
new stood side-by-side with the embrace of heritage protection 
and calls for preserving historic buildings, neighborhoods,  
and old towns. These were paralleled by criticism of the modern 
movement’s alleged ahistoricism and break with history—even 
if those critiques followed a similar logic of historical cycles  
to argue for a postmodern rupture. The articles presented in this 
section share the architectural interest, especially among those 
following Rossi, in the permanence of autonomous form.

This thread is taken up in section two, “Realism and Autonomy.”  
Just as archithese’s authors shared no single definition of history, 
the much-discussed notion of realism also eluded stable meaning. 
As Irina Davidovici stresses in her introductory essay, any appeal 
to a universal notion of “reality” has been eclipsed by the recog-
nition of (epistemic) difference and the embrace of multiple 
perspectives, an approach that germinated in the 1970s with 
thinkers like Lyotard. Post- and decolonial scholars in the 
humanities, such as Dipesh Chakrabarty and Walter Mignolo, 
have since expanded this position. These pluriversal realities 
can no longer be contained within the synthetic notion of  
“realism” championed by the editors of archithese in issues 
dedicated to the theme. The divergent realities and, hence, 
competing notions of realism upheld on either side of the Atlantic 
—represented in the journal through figures such as Scott Brown 
and Venturi versus Rossi—were a harbinger of this fractured 
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perspective. Moreover, revisiting this discourse exposes a 
paradox: a shared and constitutive aspect of the various appeals 
to realism in architecture is its idealism, the very thing realism 
claims to counter.19

The third section, “Urbanism and Consumption,” charts  
and unpacks the intense, multidisciplinary debates concerning 
the city and urban planning from the early to mid-1970s.  
The array of positions assembled in archithese testifies to the 
palpable sense of crisis that large-scale modernist planning  
had encountered since the mid-1960s and to which these new 
perspectives—ranging from sociology to critical theory, history, 
economics, psychology, and literature/fiction—sought to 
respond. Using various means, from critical historical analysis 
to design speculation, the new perspectives confronted  
a perception that utopian ideals had been exhausted and that 
the underlying myths of modernity needed to be deconstructed. 
In hindsight, the articles furthermore reveal the late capitalist 
shift from the modern industrial metropolis to the postmodern 
global city and its role in novel forms of flexible accumulation, 
linked foremost to cities’ increasing culturalization during  
the past fifty years, a process having two dimensions: first,  
a transition to new forms of production, with culture and imma-
terial labor at their heart; second, the city as a cultural object 
—visible, for instance, in the revitalization of historical inner 
cities or the blending of past and present in urban image making 
and place marketing.

The commentary on the texts assembled in “Use and Agency” 
assesses the various ways authors evaluated a transition  
from the imagined, normed, and relatively passive figure of  
the unmarked user of buildings and urban infrastructures  
to active “citizen participation” in architecture—at a time when 
large-scale social housing projects were, despite their social 
agenda, being criticized primarily for their reductive molding  
of everyday routines. Recall Jencks’s preface to The Language  
of Postmodern Architecture (1977), conflating the “death of 
modern architecture” with the destruction of the social housing 
complex Pruitt Igoe in St. Louis, Missouri, in 1972.20 The section 
illuminates the potentials and pitfalls of emancipatory initiatives, 
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open-process planning, participation, and citizen activism.  
It showsß that the archithese authors not only destabilized the 
position of architects as prescient planners but even questioned 
their ability to shape the use and adaptation of buildings. The 
social criticism of the time covered a wide range of differing,  
if not dissonant positions, from open criticism of the capitalist 
(building) economy on the one hand to the celebration of the 
everyday that the work of Venturi and Scott Brown represented 
on the other. Acknowledging the expansion of architectural 
discourse today—that is, architecture becoming an increasingly 
transdisciplinary, diverse, and inclusive field—this section 
critically renders the question of “agency” in architecture 
against the backdrop of larger emancipatory struggles and 
initiatives around and after 1968.

“Territory and Shelter” testifies to geopolitical aspects in  
the debates around housing in various cultural and climatic 
settings and characterizes the spatial discrimination and 
violence ingrained in modern architecture. Critically situating 
the early 1970s texts and their contents, Samia Henni argues 
that coloniality went hand in hand with modernity as a project  
of spatial expansion and domination. She goes on to question 
whether postmodernity amounted to postcoloniality, especially 
when looking, for example, at the establishment of the United 
Nations Human Settlements Program (UN-Habitat). In her 
commentary, Henni draws connections among the disparate 
phenomena explored by the sources in this final section, from 
“informal settlements” over immigrant worker housing to  
the architecture of military fortifications. She shows how archi-
tecture, buildings, and other constructed environments could  
be weaponized against people who were otherwise praised  
for their nonspecialized constructions or worked as subaltern 
minorities in the building industry during the explosion  
of urban renewal projects in the 1970s across many countries 
globally.

This book is the work of many minds and hands. After  
picking up the threads laid out in journal articles historicizing 
archithese, we began to consider the seminal role of archithese 
as a critical medium within the Swiss architectural landscape, 
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particularly within the frame of the “Critical Issues” seminar  
we cotaught at the gta Institute, ETH Zurich in 2018.21 Our 
thanks go to the students who contributed to this course and 
whose ideas helped shape the inquiries that led to this publication. 
From the outset, we were lucky enough to have the journal’s 
founding editor, von Moos, at reach for questions and advice on 
the project. From this close collaboration sprang an extensive 
conversation about the early years of the journal, which is  
also included in this volume. The content and selection of source 
material took shape in a joint workshop with contributing 
authors Davidovici, Henni, and Stauffer in the summer of 2019. 
We thank them for their invaluable work. The workshop itself 
was conducted with the support of Blanka Major, Lisa Maillard, 
and Ina Stammberger. Later, Erich Schäli helped research  
and prepare the original texts for translation. Tracing and 
reconstructing the publication histories of the twenty-five 
original articles would have been impossible without their help. 
We also thank Sara Finzi-Longo and Michael Gnehm for  
their assistance. The final manuscript was reviewed by Ákos 
Moravánszky, whom we thank for his generous feedback and 
suggestions. Nina Paim and Eliot Gisel were key partners in the 
making of the book, thanks to their sensitive graphic concept. 
Finally, our thanks go to Andrea Wiegelmann of Triest Verlag, 
our publisher, who has supported and guided the project  
from day one.
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When an art historian in the early 1970s proposed creating  
a series of texts on architecture, it is hardly surprising that the 
historical dimension of building played a role. That aspect 
probably also benefited from the fact that Stanislaus von Moos 
founded archithese while living in Rome. The presence and 
significance of the history in that environment need not be 
especially emphasized. In the Rome of that time, however, other 
significant factors were also present. Von Moos’s choice to live  
in the Eternal City was connected with a research project on 
Italian Renaissance architecture.1 In the context of that project, 
von Moos was part of a scholarly community whose members 
maintained a lively exchange while conducting research at 
various countries’ Italy-based study centers.2 A not insignificant 
number of scholars from that network later wrote articles  
for archithese. Furthermore, Italian debates on architecture, 
long conscious of history, had since the 1960s only increased 
their reflections on the debates’ historical dimensions.

Beyond Italy, the significance of the history had increased in 
international discourses on building as well. Von Moos was thus 
positioning his series in a broader context and establishing 
particular emphases by doing so. Accordingly, archithese quickly 
stood out from other specialist journals as both independent- 
minded and original for its emphasis on text and its broad horizon  
of cultural history, as well as for the topics it addressed and its 
formal design. This approach especially differed from the way 
architecture was reported on in Swiss circles, to which von Moos 
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attributed a lack of exacting criticism.3 His view was shared  
by the architect Hans Reinhard, who, while president of  
the Fédération Suisse des architectes indépendants / Verband 
freierwerbender Schweizer Architekten (Swiss Federation of 
Independent Architects, FSAI), was also involved in the founding 
of archithese.4 The avowedly pragmatic FSAI was prepared  
to finance a decidedly theoretical debate in order to “once again 
focus on architecture as a design problem and as a conveyor  
of cultural meaning.”5

The comments that follow engage with the five essays from 
various issues of archithese that precede this text. Special 
attention is paid to historicity, which is treated from the  
viewpoints of “Historicity and the Present,” “Rise and Reversal,” 
“Cycles,” and “Constants (and Rifts).” In restricting the  
present discussion to selected aspects, the intent was to better 
confront the arguments of various authors against a backdrop  
of separate themes and in their historical cultural context.

History and the Present; or, Old and New
Various contributions to archithese emphasize the question  
of historicity by relating antithetical concepts to one  
another—“old” and “new” or “historical” and “contemporary.”  
These antitheses are made even more trenchant by pitting 
“modern architecture” against “traditional construction”  
or “inherited building fabric.”

In the essay “Phase Shift,” von Moos presents his own  
reflections on the relatedness, interdependence, and relativity  
of “old” and “new.” He uses examples of architectural objects  
and urban planning phenomena that have enjoyed a certain 
boom and appeared in various places and times. His title refers 
to the fact that that which has only just emerged reaches a next 
stage through enduring presence and lasting use. In such cases, 
that which broke with conventions at the time it originated will 
transition over the years into its own convention and eventually 
into the phase of “being old(-fashioned).” That does not have  
to be the case, however. From von Moos’s discussions one could 
also conclude that the new preserves some of its unconventional 
aspect if it collides with conservative attitudes and is therefore 
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unable to establish itself. This outcome is revealed, for example, 
in the disapproving attitude in the “New World” toward  
architectural innovations: “In the meantime, the sentiments  
of the ‘common man’ continue to cling to bourgeois ideas of 
sensual gratification.”6 By contrast, modernism is “affiliated  
with the world of business, bureaucracy, and schools—as well as, 
more recently, with ‘urban renewal’”; under those circum- 
stances, architectural modernism “remains a concern of the 
intellectual elite; it appears to be unattractive to the majority  
of people.”7

Whether the original difference between the new and the 
traditional is preserved, one must also consider the fact that, 
over the years, architectural innovations “grow old” in the  
sense that they become historical. An additional element comes 
into play, too, as inadequate maintenance can cause innovative 
buildings to look disproportionally “outdated,” as von Moos 
observes of American cities of the 1970s, with their “skyscrapers, 
freeways, and billboards.”8 At the time they were built,  
these constructions were symbols of a (seemingly) unlimited 
progress based on an extremely liberal economic system that 
benefited from far-reaching deregulation. In the United States, 
construction projects are understood primarily as short-term 
investments—and in that sense also as episodic signs of the 
efficiency of the market economy. As much as possible, American 
architects take advantage of the great design freedoms  
offered by the task of creating a “monument to uniqueness,”  
but hardly consider questions of durability. Once the “monument” 
has become a “kind of gigantic scrap,” it has passed its  
moment of relevance and is at risk of losing even its use value. 
Two decades into the twenty-first century, this situation has  
only grown worse, as demonstrated, for example, by the many 
scaffolds placed over sidewalks in Manhattan to protect passersby 
from falling facade elements!

Von Moos observes a somewhat inverted correspondence  
in Switzerland, a country of the “old continent.”9 There, a discreet 
but continual progression of architectural modernism is taking 
place that affects even the worlds of the middle class: the “new”  
is spreading in parallel, as it were, with the preserved traditions. 
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As a result of this “sidling” openness to “modern architecture,” 
broader strata are open to accepting inspiration from the land  
of unlimited opportunities, only to immediately clothe them  
in a high “mediocrity” and implement them with “propriety.”  
But that is not yet enough. In “Phase Shifts,” von Moos also 
observes that the “highly industrialized” countries of the  
“old continent” have the ability to make the new even newer: 
architectural forms and construction methods developed in the 
New World are assimilated in old Europe after a time—that is, 
they are “phase shifted.”10 Once borrowed, however, high-rises, 
highways, and urban infrastructure become (technologically) 
more “solid, modern, tasteful, and ‘clean.’ In a word: new.”11

Rise and Reversal
Certain preconditions must be met for building types and 
methods of construction to be adopted in places that are  
at considerable geographical distance. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
these preconditions were essentially based on the fact that in the 
twentieth century the United States had risen to become a world 
power. This position of political supremacy was also tied to 
advanced positions in many other sectors, including construction 
technology. At the latest from the 1950s onward, the latter was  
a point of reference for building construction in Switzerland and 
communicated the mythos of the skyscrapers of Chicago and, 
especially, New York. A broad swath of the Swiss public at the 
time was impressed, both positively and negatively, by American 
metropolises and their architectonic monuments. Against  
the backdrop of this general attitude, which could acquire the 
features of an idealization, von Moos’s reading is fresh—and 
deconstructive in the literal sense. It attests both his fundamental 
critical distance and his personal, on-site exploration, which 
permitted him a look at and behind the scenes. In the 1970s, 
when transatlantic flights were expensive, such experiences 
were available to only a few Europeans, which is why many  
knew the Manhattan skyline or the multilane viaducts of the U.S. 
Interstate Highway System only from films and photographs.  
As Rosemarie Bletter explains in her article “Shrunken  
Metropolis,” such media put the looming residential and office 
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towers of urban America in a particularly advantageous light.12

In the United States, too, skyscrapers were avowedly objects 
of self-glorification, as Bletter notes.13 She addresses the most 
outstanding examples built during the construction boom  
of the 1920s in Manhattan with an eye toward a special kind  
of decor. It consisted of these buildings being made accessible  
to urban people a second time in the form of models or photo-
graphs: “Often these skyscrapers feature lavishly decorated 
portals” or special decorative elements in the halls on which the 
building in question is shown in miniature form.14

Bletter hypothesizes that the miniature is supposed to offer  
a more tangible picture of the high-rise, whose overall form  
is difficult to take in because of its height, the tapering required 
by the building code, and the building density of the local context. 
She also notes among those architects who built skyscrapers  
a certain discomfort resulting from the economic pressure  
that demanded the optimization of profits and consequently 
enormous building heights. In Bletter’s view, reproducing  
the building as a model restored it to a human scale. One may 
also assume that the architects wanted to illustrate their  
work fully to passersby and users of the building to ensure  
that their creative achievement was appreciated. Likewise,  
the decoration of portals and lobbies must have served  
the client’s interest in creating a status symbol. The additional 
financial investment in “miniatures” was surely intended  
to firmly establish the particular form of a building—whether 
the Empire State Building or the Chrysler Building—in the 
visual memory of New Yorkers and thereby give wing to  
the mythos that had grown up around the tall towers with 
respect to one’s own building.

If the mythical high-rises of Manhattan were about  
excessive heights (initially) passed off as futuristic, the later 
Swiss reception of this building type reveals a combination  
of excessive height and reversal—though this combination was 
not perceived as such. In postwar Europe, skyscrapers were 
considered the building forms of the future.15

Another kind of reversal in combination with a certain  
excessive height concerns the value of historical architecture. 
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Von Moos opens up both old and new to debate, whereas Bletter, 
Jürgen Paul, and Bruno Reichlin and Fabio Reinhart express in 
their texts their appreciation for historical forms of architecture 
and settlements. Recall that until the nineteenth century the 
new was preferred. The only exceptions were buildings of high 
symbolic capital and special meaning for society. Everything 
else that had existed for a long time and no longer conformed  
to current taste or was worn out and defective was replaced  
whenever possible. The existence at the beginning of the twenty- 
first century of a broad consensus on the cultural meaning  
and material value of historical buildings is a “modern” approach 
and the result of a multistage process. What follows is a synthesis 
of several important aspects of this development that were 
significant with respect to the situation in the 1970s and hence 
at the time the archithese contributions discussed here were 
being written.

The first significant factor is the increasing centrality in  
the second half of the twentieth century of historical architecture 
and building traditions in debates among specialists but also 
among a broader public with an interest in culture. This centrality 
was connected to the loss of historical buildings in the context  
of the postwar economic miracle and the associated building 
boom. Interventions in the existing urban fabric that were 
careless and of dubious quality occurred in many places  
in industrially advanced Europe, peaking in the period around 
1970 especially, as von Moos and Jürgen Paul note in their 
articles.16 Criticism of this “destruction” also grew in parallel 
with its spread.

The increased interest in the historical and the need to protect 
it led to the founding of institutions such as the International 
Council on Monuments and Sites (1965), which followed the 
signing of the Venice Charter (1964). This and other initiatives 
urged a differentiated approach to architectural heritage, 
encouraged it to be understood as a witness of its time,  
and established the foundations for protecting cultural sites  
and individual structures. One other important factor was  
that the buildings of architectural modernism were becoming 
historical artifacts themselves. This was particularly true  
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of the buildings and projects of the 1920s and 1930s but also  
for those from the period immediately after the war. The emerging 
historical distance took on an additional, concrete reality from 
1965 to 1976 as the “great masters” of “modern architecture”— 
Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, and 
Alvar Aalto—passed away.

In some European countries of the 1970s, especially in West 
Germany, the two decades of reconstruction following the 
Second World War also had a major influence. In many places, 
the approach had been to replace historical districts that had 
been heavily or even just slightly damaged with superficially 
“modern” buildings. Design and sociocultural dimensions were 
neglected in favor of purely functional and economic consider-
ations. The result was formal impoverishment and monotony  
on a large scale and for those reasons rightly met with various 
sorts of resistance.

In his essay on the Kornhaus in Freiburg im Breisgau,  
which had been built at the end of the fifteenth century,  
Paul discusses one aspect of the postwar approach to the historical 
building fabric; namely, the reconstruction of historical  
buildings that were destroyed in the war.17 As Paul shows in his 
text, the historical dimension of lost (monumental) buildings 
was closely intertwined with their symbolic value, so that 
approaches to reconstruction also appealed to ethical standards. 
These crystallized especially in the question of whether to 
reconstruct the lost monument faithfully or “in the form of a  
free recreation” based on “specific values of formal structure.”18

The practicality of faithful reconstruction depends on 
adequate documentation of the historical building and whether 
it can be adapted to the functional, technical, and legal  
requirements of a later era. All of this led to a construction 
process that was as complicated as it was expensive and never-
theless resulted in practice in a new building in terms of 
materials. For that reason, faithful reconstructions are rare.  
By contrast, the freely recreated landmark building can be  
built at lower cost using current technologies. One significant  
disadvantage of this approach, however, is that the reduction  
to “specific values of formal structure” results in the loss of the  
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very decoration that was an indispensable source of meaning  
in the original historical context. For those reasons, the middle 
road that is often taken is to cloak a “new” core in an “old” shell. 
This creates a commercially optimized interior that remains 
hidden beneath the old garb.

Projects from the early twenty-first century such as the 
Berliner Schloss (Berlin Palace) make clear that the subject  
has lost nothing of its currency. As in Freiburg, in the German 
capital a historicizing shell was literally “glued” to a concrete 
core, but there it does not even extend across all of the facades. 
Superficial recreation thus results in an incoherent picture.  
One of the problems posed by—more or less faithful—recon-
struction, combined with contemporary facades on the other 
sides, is that the outcome lacks both architectural and conceptual 
qualities. The juxtaposition of contrasting architectural forms 
should ideally generate a tension that has aesthetic qualities. 
With both the Kornhaus in Freiburg and the Berliner Schloss, 
however, the resulting side-by-side architectural forms  
are unconvincing for two reasons. First, the contrast does  
not succeed on formal grounds; second, the old and new differ  
in quality. The Berlin newspaper taz remarked on historical 
value: “this architectural hybrid simulates for us a history that 
we never had.”19 The author was writing with the Berliner 
Schloss in mind, but the words also apply to the example in 
Freiburg. The (naive) will and (understandable) desire to repair 
“a history that cannot be repaired” quickly become evident  
in such projects.20 To find a persuasive solution is incomparably 
more difficult.

Cycles
Charles Jencks’s essay “Architecture Today and the Zeitgeist” 
also addresses the theme of reversal, in the sense of a new  
orientation around a historical approach; specifically, the cyclical 
emergence of architectural forms in the language of classicism.21 
Jencks associates this periodic phenomenon with repressive 
power structures, which deserve to be questioned critically.22 
The intent of this essay, however, is to emphasize the historical 
and its significance, which is why it is more relevant here that the 
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classical approach, in its reference to the architecture of antiquity, 
represents a paradigm that has the concerted influence of a 
centuries-old tradition.23 The cyclical emergence of classicism  
is thus manifested on a powerful foundation. Modern architecture, 
which was not only oriented toward the future in its ideas  
but also broke with the past by introducing new forms and 
construction methods, had an incomparably shorter tradition. 
The relationship between (neo)classical and modern archi- 
tecture also must be differentiated in another way: modern 
architecture’s approaches to construction and design were above 
all opposed to nineteenth-century historicism—and to the 
question of style. Yet admiration for the outstanding monuments 
of earlier eras was widespread among the great modernist 
architects. One need think only of Mies van der Rohe’s interest  
in the work of Karl Friedrich Schinkel or Le Corbusier’s grappling 
with the Athenian Parthenon or Rome’s monumental historical 
buildings.24 The formal idiom of modernism, which countered 
classical models with abstract forms, asymmetrical dispositions, 
and refusal of historical decorative elements, can nevertheless 
echo the earlier models on a structural or typological level.  
These echoes are, however, downplayed in the look of the buildings 
and are overshadowed on the discursive level by a rhetoric  
that presents itself as vehemently futuristic.

Constants (and Rifts)
In his contribution to archithese, however, Jencks did not so 
much address the architectural works of the modern era as the 
ethical and moral stance of their authors. According to him,  
it is typical that architects appeal to the zeitgeist and very  
much bend to it; accordingly, one could speak of a “constant.”  
As examples, Jencks mentions several of the great figures  
of the modern movement who tried to come to arrangements  
with the fascist dictators of the twentieth century or received 
architectural commissions from them.25 That these attempts 
often failed should be seen as a blessing of history; that  
such efforts should be condemned is beyond question.

Jencks’s reproaches, however, are intended to discredit 
modernism and its architects. The historian was not alone in 



32

that effort but rather was joining in a debate that became wide-
spread in the 1970s. First and foremost, it condemned a specific 
architectural practice of the postwar period that must be  
characterized as a vulgarized form of the International Style  
and placed itself at the service of speculative architecture 
without spatial quality. One of the prominent voices in the 
debate was Robert Venturi, who, as early as 1966 in his Complexity 
and Contradiction in Architecture, turned against “orthodox 
Modern architecture,” by which he meant a superficial and 
simplified version that was widespread in the United States—
although not just there.26 This condition is often blamed on  
the first generation of modern architects, and in North America  
the focus was on those influential representatives who from the 
late 1930s onward had taught at American universities. Another 
factor, however, is that numerous large building projects of  
the New Deal era and, especially, many examples of American 
public housing were planned without trained architects; that is, 
they were designed solely by investors and construction  
companies.27 Apart from the flat roof and unframed windows  
of the modern movement, the resulting buildings have no 
connection to it whatsoever. That does not mean that modern 
architecture should not be criticized, however, as it was in various 
ways in the 1970s. Among the more reflective voices were those 
who criticized the abstract formal language of modern archi- 
tecture as inaccessible and elitist or found fault with its distance 
from architectural traditions. Even proponents of the modern 
movement understood that it could no longer be a universal 
reference system on which a transformed world could rely.

If the growing esteem for the long history of architecture,  
in both its outstanding and modest manifestations, corresponds 
to the zeitgeist of the 1970s, another of Jencks’s contributions  
in “Architecture Today and the Zeitgeist” was to historicize the use 
of the zeitgeist as an argument. Jencks related themes from the 
zeitgeist to “powers” of a specific era: those difficult to recognize 
factors that emerge only indirectly, of which it is often said  
that they inevitably determine events and the course of history.28

Also characteristic of the 1970s is Jencks’s categorical 
distancing of himself from the concept of a singular “force”  
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that can be historically determined, such as “the Marxist appeal  
to inevitable laws of history” or Sigmund Freud’s concept of  
a drive that underlies everything and is said to feed on the libido. 
Jencks thus abandons the idea of one external force or of one 
internal necessity to which human beings are completely 
subjected and operates instead with the concept of the “system.” 
By doing so, he switches from one constant powerful concept  
to another. The idea of the system spread during the second  
half of the twentieth century through the reception of publica-
tions by Karl Ludwig von Bertalanffy such as An Outline of 
General Systems Theory (1950) and General System Theory: 
Foundations, Development, Applications (1969), as well  
as Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Anthropologie structurale (1958), 
Arthur Koestler’s The Ghost in the Machine (1967), and Fred E. 
Emery’s Systems Thinking (1969).29

The concept of the system made it possible to introduce not 
only complexity but heterogeneity. “The system” was accordingly 
conceived as a structured set of (extremely) different elements 
with certain relationships between them. For that reason, 
Jencks’s concept also includes the idea of the “dissectibility”  
of the system, a notion of particular interest to the broader idea 
of historical development. According to this understanding,  
a given zeitgeist is not simply “replaced” by another zeitgeist, 
with the human being remaining its unconscious victim.  
The idea of the system permits instead an analytical confron- 
tation with structure, which can be disassembled so that  
its individual aspects may be critically assessed. That means,  
in turn, qualifying the entities thus reflected on, and on  
that basis “putting the system back together” without its 
dysfunctional parts.30

Jencks’s discussions also contain aspects of the discourses 
that emerged in the context of the revolts of the 1960s, such as 
the calls for change and participation. Jencks takes the side here 
of those demanding participation and intervention in the existing 
structures. He thus finds himself at odds with his period’s more 
radical positions, which viewed any constructive intervention  
in the system as an improvement of a capitalist world order and 
hence as a task requiring critical distance. The call for active 
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intervention and participation also has an architectonic dimension; 
it focuses especially on integrating users in order to break  
up the architect-investor power relationship. Another point  
of agreement between Jencks’s essay and the radical movements 
of the 1960s lies in its combative, sometimes polemical tone  
and preference for commentary and argument over balanced 
and detailed discussion. At one point, however, Jencks trails  
far behind issues that would have been current around 1970.  
He counsels going “along with” and understanding an “inexorable” 
fate and to that end makes an analogy to rape: when it is “inevitable,” 
he writes, “lie back and enjoy it.” Such chauvinistic making light 
of a serious crime, one that not only feminists of the period  
but theorists such as Michel Foucault branded as a form of torture, 
is not just reactionary but discrediting.31

Constancy and Permanency
The archithese article by Bruno Reichlin and Fabio Reinhart 
shares with the other texts examined here the great weight 
placed on the historical dimension. The title already points  
to this: “History as a Part of Architectural Theory: Notes  
on New Projects for Zurich, Bellinzona, Modena, and Muggiò.”32  
However the distinctive quality of the discourse of these two 
architects from Ticino is the theme of constancy. This factor 
concerns the staying power of architectural traditions and their 
historical-social meanings, which are constitutive not only  
of approaches to historical preservation but also of new projects. 
Within this framework, Italian razionalismo and, in a broader 
sense, the modern movement represent a phase of history  
that the two architects recognize as a specific tradition.

This attitude is expressed when Reichlin and Reinhart 
explain their project for the Kratz district of Zurich, between 
Paradeplatz and Bürkliplatz. In their plan for the district,  
they focus on the historical context, specifically on traditions 
that are local but linked to significant aspects of a more  
universal history of architecture. Thus, they refer on the one 
hand to Gottfried Semper’s nineteenth-century plans for the 
Kratz district, plans that convey a classicistic approach  
both on the formal level and in the construction type of the  
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block perimeter. On the other hand, they refer to the modernism  
of German-speaking Switzerland, which in their eyes also  
has classicistic aspects.33 The broader horizon—“contesto in  
assenza”—of the project in Zurich is ultimately formed by 
typologically or functionally comparable realizations that are 
part of the cultural memory of the history of architecture  
and are mobilized by every architect in a personal way.

The attention the architects from Ticino pay to the context  
of an architectural brief can be traced back to debates in Italy;  
for example, over Vittorio Gregotti’s book Il territorio dell’ 
architettura (The Territory of Architecture; 1962), which 
discusses the relationship between the architectural inter- 
vention and its urban surroundings, as well as that between 
architecture and history.34 With reference to Giulio Carlo Argan, 
Gregotti also took up the theme of typology; that is, of a kind  
of constant structural basis underlying certain architectural 
traditions and permanently shaping their disposition.35

An even stronger basis for Reichlin’s and Reinhart’s approach 
were the ideas of Aldo Rossi, with whom they collaborated at the 
ETH Zurich and beyond. Rossi had pointed out as early as 1966 in 
his book L’architettura della città (The Architecture of the City) 
that “established building types [play a role] in determining the 
morphological structure of urban form as it develops in time.”36 
Accordingly, Rossi based his projects on historical architectural 
elements that are “abstracted from the vernacular, in the broad-
est possible sense.”37 This implies that the design also integrates 
an inventory of the surrounding buildings with the idea of 
inscribing an aspect of memory in the completed building that  
is formally analogous to its context. In this way, the old lives  
on in the new; temporary interventions nevertheless guarantee 
the permanence of that which is established locally. With projects 
such as the Gallaratese apartment block (1968–1976) or the San 
Cataldo Cemetery in Modena (1971–1984), Rossi demonstrated 
this mediation between historical traditions and the elementary 
geometric forms of architectonic rationalism.

Historicity is for Reichlin and Reinhart thus a true point of 
departure for both their theoretical reflections and their design 
practice.38 To some extent, historicity is also the objective of their 
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work, since, following a dictum of the German philosopher Hans 
Heinz Holz that they cite in their text, their projects are appro-
priate to the present “to the extent [they] have absorbed the 
past,” yet they can also be recognized as being of the present 
because they both “absorb what we have not experienced 
ourselves in existing forms … and expand it.”39

Relations
The wealth of topics discussed here reflects the heterogeneity  
of the discourses of the 1970s. These diverse debates must  
be viewed not least as signs of the extent to which architecture 
and its historiography were undergoing a process of upheaval  
in those years. With regard to the central question of that era 
concerning future approaches and architectural forms, which  
was swallowed by the multifariousness and contradictoriness  
of various proposals, awareness of the historical seems to  
have been a kind of leitmotif.

The archithese of the 1970s presented an extremely informative 
selection of contemporaneous themes with an astonishing 
density. The fact that articles from these years can still be read, 
discussed, and reflected on in ever-new ways shows that  
the ideas and hypotheses presented in them have not exhausted 
their importance for the historical and theoretical discourse 
today. The “strange seventies” are, however, both a point  
of contact and a point of repulsion for the important architects 
of our time, in which the connection to history, too, is present 
and significant in ever-new ways.
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La trahison perpétuelle des clercs1

The idea that man is an unconscious victim of 
external forces, or internal necessities, is one of 
the greatest intellectual orthodoxies of our time. 
Ever since the waning of traditional religions, 
men have been convincing themselves of one 
inevitable necessity after another, until the point 
has been reached where some of them have 
actually started to become operative in detail. 
Whether or not this desire to discover some 
omnipotent, external force signifies an intellec- 
tual rage for order and understanding or rather  
a deep psychological drive to identify with a 
superhuman force and avoid responsibility  
is open to question: but its existence is beyond 
dispute.

It can be seen in the Marxist appeal to 
inevitable laws of history, in the Freudian appeal 
to basic drives of the libido and most recently  
in the appeal to underlying forces of technology 
by Galbraith and McLuhan. It might seem  
at first, with such a superabundance of prime 
movers, that each one would largely serve to 
undermine the idea that any one was primary 
and therefore, perhaps, the whole idea of 
inevitable fate itself.

But quite the reverse has happened. What we 
have received is one fundamentalist explanation 
after another, with each supersession giving 
added hope to the belief that something really 
ultimate lies beneath the series of external 
appearances. Thus history could be seen as  
the gradual peeling back of layer after layer  
of partially true explanations which promised  
an absolute truth as their end. Recently, however, 
this search for an ultimate prime mover has 
reversed its direction and it now appears that  
if there is any such thing as an overwhelming  
fate it has to be considered as the concatenation  
of many forces together into a system, but  
it is even doubtful that this implies necessity.2  
For even within a rigidly deterministic system 
there always exists the possibility of transcen-
dence and this transcendence often has an 
indeterminate element of chance. In any case,  
we have continually made the mistake of  
substituting a single force for the general system 
and having given up beliefs in a transcendental 
existence have located it behind and external  
to us. Thus Karl Marx:

“When a society has discovered the natural 
law that determines its own movement, even 
then it can neither overleap the natural phases of 





 fig. 1 Vehicle Assembly Building, Cape Kennedy, view of exterior.  
An example of “technological determinism.” The fact that these objects 
transcend individual determinants and appear to be determined by many 
precise parameters gives them a certain moral, not to say religious, 
authority, especially among architects.



  fig. 2 Vehicle Assembly Building, Cape Kennedy, view of interior.  
The VAB, “the largest building in the world,” is so large that it creates  
its own weather conditions in its interior.
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its evolution, nor shuffle them out of the world 
by a stroke of the pen. But this much it can do:  
it can shorten and lessen the birth pangs.”3

Or as McLuhan later put it:“There is absolutely 
no inevitability as long as there is a willingness 
to contemplate what is happening.”4

In other words, fate is not altogether fatal  
as long as we are willing to go along with and 
understand it. A Czech proverb puts the acquies-
cence even better: “When rape is inevitable,  
lie back and enjoy it.” In fact, this fatalism, and 
the examples of it that will be quoted shortly 
from modern architects, is merely weak deter-
minism. It doesn’t even have the virtue of strong 
determinism such as is found in the religion of 
Islam which argues that the inevitable is only 
inevitable because we cannot know it. Rather, 
weak determinism asserts that although we can 
be aware of natural laws and inevitable trends 
we are actually powerless to change them.  
Thus it tends to undermine our will and reconcile 
us to that which we think is beyond our power.

The effects of this attitude on the future are 
often so unfortunate that, as Bertrand De 
Jouvenel says, “it deserves to be battered in  
the most brutal manner.”5 What effectively 
happens is that we deny that knowledge  
of a force allows us to do anything about it;  
we mistake an inexorable trend for an inevitable 
trend and thus implicitly mistake an “is” for  
an “ought.” Or in terms of a former example,  
we assume the positive virtues of some evolu-
tionary trend even when its correlation is that the 
“rich get richer and the poor relatively poorer.”6

What has been the attitude of intellectuals 
and leading architects toward these external 
forces or pressures? Obviously it has been 
varied: both critical and passive, moral and 
acquiescent. Yet there is a very strong tradition 
in modern architecture, and one can predict its 
continuance into the future, of appeals to the 
Zeitgeist, or the underlying spirit of history.  
One might even say there has been an attempt 
to coerce or stampede society into accepting 
certain trends which the architect favors, under 
the guise of making them appear inevitable.  
I would like to substantiate this statement, but  
in order to avoid the misunderstanding that  
I am attacking particular architects or the whole 
modern movement, rather than an attitude  
of weak determinism, I will cross quote from  

a number of architects, all of whom I agree  
with in other contexts.

In the early twenties Le Corbusier said: 
“Industry, overwhelming us like a flood which 
rolls on toward its destined ends, has furnished 
us with new tools adapted to this new epoch, 
animated by the new spirit. Economic law 
unavoidably governs our acts and thoughts.”  
He was followed shortly by Mies van der Rohe’s 
“The individual is losing significance; his destiny  
is no longer what interests us. The decisive 
achievements in all fields are impersonal and 
their authors are for the most part unknown. 
They are part of the trend of our time toward 
anonymity.” Both attitudes were summarized  
by Nikolaus Pevsner in his justification of the 
modern style in 1936: “However, the great 
creative brain will find its own way even in times 
of overpowering collective energy, even with  
the medium of this new style of the twentieth 
century, which, because it is a genuine style  
as opposed to a passing fashion, is totalitarian.” 
Although the last word was perhaps a slip of  
the pen and was later changed to “universal,”  
it is a significant slip, underlining the attitude of 
“overpowering energy” or “overwhelming flood” 
which is often connected with a particular style 
or technological determinism. Indeed we find  
a continuation of this tradition today in many 
places. Because of what he terms “an unhaltable 
trend to constantly accelerating change,” Reyner 
Banham suggests to the architect that he “run 
with technology and discard his whole cultural 
load including the professional garments by 
which he is recognized as an architect” or else 
the “technological culture” will “go on without 
him”7 or Buckminster Fuller uses the example  
of the rigorously designed space technology,  
to chide architects for not keeping up with the 
Zeitgeist and lessening the birth pangs of history. 
Common to all these prophecies is the appeal  
to a mixture of both moral choice and amoral 
inevitability: the conflation of an “ought” with  
an “is,” or “will be.” This position then leads to  
a form of pragmatism that says whatever exists,  
or works, is alright, or successful.

This step to pragmatism is a natural conse-
quence of weak determinism, and its pitfalls 
have long been pointed out—particularly  
with respect to intellectuals in Julien Benda’s  
La Trahison des Clercs [The betrayal of the 
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clerics] (1927) and Noam Chomsky’s American 
Power and the New Mandarins (1969). In fact 
the pitfalls are so well known (Time Magazine 
formulated them explicitly)8 that only one 
example among many will suffice to illustrate 
the problem. It concerns the way in which  
“the new intellectual elite,” the pragmatists  
of the coming “Post-Industrial Society,” discuss 
the bombing of North Vietnam. Instead of 
concerning themselves with whether it is moral 
in principle to intervene in a foreign country  
and bomb, or whether these principles apply  
in this particular case, they are concerned with 
whether or not it can be successful:

“I believe we can fairly say that unless it is 
severely provoked or unless the war succeeds 
fast, a democracy cannot choose war as an 
instrument of policy.”

Chomsky comments:
“This is spoken in the tone of a true scientist 

correcting a few of the variables that entered 
into his computations—and, to be sure, Profes-
sor Pool is scornful of these ’anti-intellectuals,’ 
such as Senator Fulbright, who do not compre-
hend ’the vital importance of applied social 
science for making the actions of our govern-
ment in foreign areas more rational and humane 
than they have been.’ In contrast to the anti- 
intellectuals, the applied social scientist under-
stands that it is perfectly proper to ’rain death 
from the skies upon an area where there was  
no war,’ so long as we ’succeed fast.’”9

The social scientists whom Chomsky is 
referring to are the “New Mandarins,” or the 
new class of intellectuals who tend to accept the 
assumptions and ideology of the status quo and 
then apply themselves to ameliorating its 
conditions. Their weak determinism consists in 
accepting the overall system, whatever it might 
be, and then applying their very real expertise to 
technological problems, to making the system 
more efficient, or humane, or smooth-running. 
Thus they are ready to make their peace with 
whatever system happens to be extant—whether 
it be a dictatorship, capitalism or Socialism—
claiming, in Daniel Bell’s famous terms, “the end 
of ideology” and the fact that social problems 
are physical and technical rather than ideological.

The most extreme statement of this view  
and its consequences for the future comes from 
Buckminster Fuller:

“It seems perfectly clear that when there is 
enough to go around man will not fight anymore 
than he now fights for air. When man is success-
ful in doing so much more with so much less 
that he can take care of everybody at a higher 
standard, then there will be no fundamental 
cause for war …  
 Within ten years it will be normal for man to 
be successful—just as through all history it has 
been the norm for more than 99 per cent to be 
economic and physical failures. Politics will 
become obsolete.”10

Aside from the naivety in assuming that  
most, if not all, wars are caused by a scarcity of 
material wealth, the most dubious part of Fuller’s 
prediction consists in assuming that if man  
gave up his political power and turned the whole 
world over to administrators then all would be 
well. At best we would have well-fed sycophants; 
at worst we would live under the most success-
ful form of Totalitarianism ever known, where  
no one was responsible for anything, where all 
tensions could be blamed on the system and 
where political action, or shaping collective  
destiny, had been perverted into occasional 
outbursts of violence. For, as shown in the study 
of past government and revolutions, when men 
hand over their political powers to a party or 
government which is not directly responsive  
to their will, they give up their fundamental right 
to shape their destiny and alternate between 
passive submission and violent aggression.11  
In politics, as in an individual’s way of life, there 
is no such thing as efficiency or specialization.  
To say there is would be as absurd as saying that 
an individual is a specialist at living.

Nonetheless, weak determinists and pragma-
tists assume this when they accept the present 
situations of politics. They assume that whoever 
holds political power at a given time is fated 
to hold it and that, in any case, the political 
problems will “wither away” as the increases  
in production make plenty for everyone. It is 
therefore not surprising that the advocates of 
this view, let us call them “service intellectuals,” 
will sell their services to whoever is in power.

For instance, when the Nazis came to power 
in Germany in 1933, many modern architects 
such as Gropius, Wassili Luckhardt and Mies 
van der Rohe made many pragmatic attempts  
to achieve conciliation.12 Gropius justified 







 fig. 3  Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Reichsbank, Berlin (elevation), 1933. 
The combination of “modern” and classical architecture in connection  
with the building of a national bank anticipates the analogous trends of 
many modern architects in the 1950s.



fig. 4 
Guerrini, 

Lapadula, 
Romano, 

Palazzo 
della Civiltà 

Romana, EUR, 
Rome, 1942.

 fig. 5 Kremlin Palace of Congresses, Moscow, 1961. 

 fig. 7 Minoru Yamasaki, Northwestern National Life Insurance, 
Minneapolis, 1965.



 fig. 6 Oscar Niemeyer, Palace of the Highland (seat of the president), Brasilia, 1961. 



 fig. 8 Albert Speer, Zeppelinfeld, entrance side, 1934.

fig. 9  
The architects of 

Lincoln Center for 
the Performing Arts 

in New York.  
Left to right:  

Wallace Harrison, 
Philip Johnson, 

Pietro Belluschi,  
Eero Saarinen,  

Max Abramovitz, and 
Gordon Bunshaft.

           fig. 10 Plan drawing for Lincoln Center, New York, 1961. The fact that 
neoclassicism recurs in twenty- to thirty-year cycles is common to public buildings. The fact that it is normally the  
result of teamwork makes prediction relatively easy. Unfortunately, it must be said that each of the architects on the 
team would have been able to produce a better complex as a whole than the one that resulted from collaboration.
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modern architecture in nationalistic terms,  
that is in terms of its “Germanness.” Mies  
van der Rohe went so far as to sign a racist 
appeal from Schultze-Naumburg, an architect  
who was fascist enough to have dissenting 
artists “bludgeoned” by storm troopers when  
he gave lectures on racist art. In fact as Sibyl 
Moholy-Nagy has written:

“When he (Mies) accepted in July 1933, after 
the coming to power of Hitler, the commission 
for the Reichsbank he was a traitor to all of  
us and a traitor to everything we had fought for.  
He signed at that time a patriotic appeal which 
Schultze-Naumburg had made as Commissar  
to the artists, writers and architects of Germany 
to put their forces behind National Socialism.  
I would say that, of the leading group of the 
Bauhaus people, Mies was the only one who 
signed. And he accepted this commission.  
This was a terrible stab in the back for us.”13

But Mies was hardly the only “pioneer of 
modern design” who made his private peace 
with the dominant power structure. Le Corbusier 
spent part of the year 1941 in Vichy trying to 
persuade the puppet regime to give him work.14 
Frank Lloyd Wright toured Russia at the invita-
tion of the Soviet government at a time when 
one and a half million Bolsheviks were falling 
victim to the waves of purges. Philip Johnson, 
who supported one demagogical group after 
another, paid a visit to Hitler in Danzig just after 
the latter had invaded Poland to start the Second 
World War.15 The case of the modern architects 
in Fascist Italy was even more conflicted,  
in part because Futurists such as Marinetti were 
fascinated by the aesthetic of power (he even 
wrote a Futurist pamphlet full of praise for the 
“aesthetic of war” after Ethiopia had been 
bombarded in 1934), and because Mussolini’s 
Fascism concealed a decidedly rationalist and 
technicistic element (“he saw to it that the  
trains run on time”). Pier Luigi Nervi built plane 
hangars, and practically every “modern”  
architect of significance, from Ponti to Pagano 
and Terragni, worked for the regime in one way 
or another.16 As so often in history, it seems that 
the architect—just like the banker and very  
much in contrast to the artist—must work for the  
ruling order if he wants to practice his profession.

The architecture commissioned by the 
Fascists (figs. 4, 8) has obvious formal parallels 

to the later semiclassical modernism created 
under similar albeit somewhat more liberal 
social conditions. One could even speak of a 
classical style of repression, which can be found 
in Brasilia (fig. 6), Moscow (fig. 5), Minneapolis 
(fig. 7), and New York (figs. 10, 12), and which  
is so similar that it could suggest a natural  
connection between form and content, expres-
sion and social order—even if one knows that 
such deterministic connections are wrong  
in theory.17 The trend of classicism to ally with 
repression, and vice versa, almost seems to  
be an unalterable law or at least a matter of  
high probability. In any case, some architects  
got involved in a social order in the forties 
against which they had fought, more or less 
united, in the twenties.

The reasons why such incidents can occur 
among architects, who are otherwise rather 
uncompromising, remains obscure until we  
remember how explicitly “apolitical” they say 
they are. Their disdain or hatred for politics 
makes them all too willing to accept the political 
status quo—if only to pretend that it really 
doesn’t exist and has withered away. Once  
we have realized this fatalism as well as its 
connection to pragmatism, several other struc-
tural connections become clear.

We see how Mies’s statement “the individual 
is losing significance; his destiny is no longer 
what interests us,” has parallels with Goebbels’ 
“It is the most essential principle of our victori-
ously conquering movement that the individual 
has been dethroned.” Or how Philip Johnson’s 
defense of the “new craving for monumentality” 
under the Nazis is parallel to the “new craving 
for monumentality” in the United States thirty 
years later (figs. 7, 10, 12).18 These parallels  
can be drawn on social, psychological and 
formal levels. In fact they allow us to identify 
structural tendencies and thus in broad outline 
to predict the future. Thus one could point to the 
tendency for neo-classicism to recur, in America 
for instance, every twenty-five years, and its 
association with public building and communal 
design, and then predict that the next large 
revival will occur, significantly enough, around 
1984 or so (see the self-conscious tradition).  
But here we come to the core of determinism 
and pragmatism, or the difference between  
an inexorable and inevitable trend.
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In fact, it is a characteristic of all open or 
biological systems to become unbalanced. 
This is another way of saying that in all life  
there is always a trend toward something or 
other. The systematic pessimist about the future, 
for example, can collect all the negative trends, 
which he will have little trouble finding: the 
population explosion, the pollution explosion  
and the explosive growth of deadly weapons  
to take a few instances. Indeed, if things keep 
growing at their present rate, he can say that 
sometime in the twenty-first century there will 
not be any room to move in, everyone will  
be living in one, dense city, everyone will be 
wearing gas-masks when they leave their fallout 
shelters and all those people between the ages 
of twenty-five and thirty-four who are not 
bureaucrats will be scientific hippies on a jag  
of LSD doing Research and Development for one 
large corporation, General, United Dynamics Inc. 
All the present trends show this to be inevitable; 
they are all growing at exponential rates. Thus 
the pragmatic thing to do would be to jump on 
all combined bandwagons at once—a recom-
mendation that we actually hear from some 
architects such as Doxiadis.19 But, in fact, all 
trends do not continue indefinitely; they always 
reach a point of equilibrium either because 
counter-action is taken, because the environ-
ment is saturated or because of a counter-trend.

Counter-action depends on our knowing  
that a trend is inexorable, that if we do not 
decide to do something rather emphatic about 
it, it will continue into the future. Thus we may 
say, contrary to Marx and in accord with Islam, 
that the only social trends which are inevitable 
are those which we don’t know about, and  
that the rest are inexorable and subject to our 
changing them. Fortunately, not all negative 
trends depend on our knowledge and desire  
for counter-action to disappear, but rather reach 
equilibrium because of an equal and opposite 
trend. For instance, the exponential growth  
of population, cities and pollution might be 
countered by a similar growth in contraceptive 
devices, decentralization, and exhaust con- 
verters. Any sophisticated accounting of trends 
will show how simple-minded it is to generate 
hysteria over any single trend such as the 
population explosion.20 There are always enough 
balancing forces to make any particular  

long-term imbalance improbable. Hence the 
characteristic S-curve of growth common to  
so many social and natural phenomena.

The importance for prediction of the S-curve, 
or Verhulst curve, cannot be overrated, as it 
represents the most typical and basic kind of 
force the forecaster tries to deal with. Essentially 
it is concerned with the growth of a force across 
time, or an imbalance or pressure within an  
open system. Often, as in the case of population 
growth, it is made up of many smaller growth 
forces which are usually misunderstood or 
neglected by initial assumptions. Thus many 
demographers predicted a population limit at too 
low a point because they did not assume large 
break-throughs in medicine, food cultivation  
and transport. Hence it is often safer to avoid 
specifying exact breakthroughs in advance and 
draw an hypothetical “envelope curve” over a 
series of superimposed S-curves and project this 
into the future. This method is used in predicting 
future transport speeds without predicting exact 
methods of vehicles to attain them.

However, the concept of the S-curve is 
introduced here not just to explain its general 
validity for prediction, but to emphasize the 
point that at any time there are always some 
imbalances in a system, which are felt as 
pressures. This overpowering feeling is probably 
as constant as the imbalances are perpetual. 
Since all open systems will remain inherently 
dynamic and unstable, it is quite likely that 
certain pragmatists and weak determinists will 
remain ready to exploit these changes without 
regard for their moral consequences. Thus  
one may postulate a perpetual “trahison des 
clercs” as long as their ideology persists.

Put in an entirely different way, we could  
say that there will always be “reasonable 
intellectuals” who regard systems as closed  
and deterministic, who say that given a trend X, 
certain consequences Y must follow.  
For instance, given our values of “liberty and 
equality” in housing, it must follow that we 
cannot achieve “fraternity.” The anthropologist 
Edmund Leach has argued that the architect’s 
desire to create “communities” based on kinship 
(or fraternity) naturally conflicts with the social 
values of democracy, liberty and equality.21  
Thus it is eminently “reasonable” to argue as  
he did, that one may have either alternative but 



 fig. 11  Luigi Moretti, Project for the Piazza Imperiale, EUR,  
Rome, 1941 (First prize ex aequo).

 fig. 12 Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts, New York.





 fig. 13  This S-curve (Verhulst curve) shows the growing speed of means 
of transportation over time. Frequently, exponential growth results from the 
sum of many individual growth trends that cannot be predicted. As a result, 
it often happens that the summarizing S-curve is placed too low.



 fig. 14   The Flying Bedstead developed by Rolls Royce Inc.



 fig. 15  Rocket Belt developed by Bell Aerosystems.

 fig. 16 
Hovercraft 
assault vehicle 
developed  
by Bell 
Aerosystems.



 fig. 17 Surface-free vehicles have the obvious consequence that men 
can move anywhere independent of streets. This will entail legislation 
to control traffic and protect the private sphere.
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not both. The problem with such thinking is  
that it does not allow for the fact that all systems  
can be dissected and restructured—or, in a 
word, transcended. The fatalism in this case 
consists in regarding all systems as wholistic 
rather than dissectible.

Dissectibility
Consider the tendency for all systems to form 

tightly interrelated wholes: in most societies,  
for instance, there has been a tight relationship 
between marriage, sexual pleasure and repro-
duction. In the large majority of cases, one  
could not have any part of the system without 
the whole. Now, however, because of changing 
values and increased technological control,  
it is possible to have sex without reproduction, 
marriage without reproduction and reproduction 
without sex or marriage. There are so many 
means at our disposal (including divorce and 
contraceptive devices),22 that we can dissect the 
related parts of the system and have those parts 
we desire in any new combination we want—
freed of the necessity of having them as a whole. 
This single example of dissectibility holds true for 
all wholistic systems, at least in principle; and its 
implications for the future are radically different 
from those put forward by most predictors.  
For it assumes that while there is a tendency for 
most systems to move inexorably in certain 
directions as interrelated wholes, it is always 
possible to dissect their positive from their 
negative consequences and, given sufficient 
effort, suppress the negative ones. To return to  
a former example, it was theoretically possible 
when the automobile came into use to foresee 
some of its negative consequences such as 
noise, congestion, and pollution. If these conse-
quences had been predicted and if society had 
been willing to pay a certain price, we would not 
now be confronted with more costly alternatives.

The same ambivalence of forces confronts  
us at every moment. For instance, there have 
been under development for the last ten years 
various forms of vehicle which move inde-
pendently of any surface, route, or road (figs. 14, 
15). These vehicles are being developed,  
as Galbraith would predict, by the very largest 
corporations which can invest the necessary 
capital in specialist knowledge and production 
costs. Furthermore, they are being supported 

by the military establishment as they have very 
obvious consequences for use in limited guerilla 
warfare (fig. 16). If we apply the normal rule of 
thumb that “what the few have today, the many 
will have tomorrow” plus a sufficient time-lag 
between invention and mass-production of thirty 
years—then we can see that by about 1990 we 
could have on a large scale the consequences 
that plague our airports even today (fig. 17).  
We have to dissect very consciously the obvious 
positive and negative consequences which 
these surface-free vehicles imply. On the posi-
tive side, they imply that men will be able to 
move over any surface they wish including ice, 
water and land and thus be able to cross all 
boundaries, which have hitherto divided vehicles 
into specialized types. This will have the effect  
of cutting some transit times in half, removing 
interchange points such as ports and stations 
and lessening such geographic obstacles  
as have previously constrained location. In short 
the trade routes will shift, along with political 
boundaries which are certified by natural 
obstacles. For instance, the political problems 
arising from the Suez or Panama Canal will  
have to move on to other constraints when 
hovercraft shipping becomes feasible. Cities  
will become more decentralized and location,  
due to economic factors, will take on a more 
even spread. As for the obvious negative con- 
sequences, they include the loss of visual and 
acoustic privacy, the invasion of secluded areas 
and the various forms of pollution with which 
we are already too well acquainted.

It is clear from this and other examples that  
to a large extent we are implicated with, and 
dependent on, very questionable forces and 
ideas. A large part of the hardware which we shall 
use in the future was used first in Vietnam, was 
developed for warfare by the largest monopolies 
in the world. Many of the ideas adopted here, 
such as the post industrial society, come from 
those fatalists we have just criticized. The object 
of dissectibility is to take those consequences and 
ideas which we favor, cut away those we dislike 
and project forward the new combinations. This 
method avoids the either/or fatalism of accepting 
or rejecting wholistic systems the way they are 
presented to us. As a method, it is close to that 
natural evolution on which it depends; but as  
it demands the presence of human value and 
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intervention, it should be distinguished from the 
former concept as the idea of “critical evolution.”

Critical evolution accepts—as the dualistic 
terminology already suggests—the tendency of 
inexorable trends to form a baseline for social 
coexistence; at the same time, however, it 
denies the fatality of these trends and confronts 

them with the desires of society. It proceeds 
according to the usual scientific analytical 
method of dissecting an unmanipulable whole 
into manipulable components but then exceeds 
the purely scientific foundation in order to 
establish new combinations based on sub- 
jective and cultural values.
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The Reconstruction 
of the Kornhaus in 
Freiburg im Breisgau
and Several Observations on Architecture 
and Historical Understanding

In Freiburg im Breisgau, on the north side of 
the Münsterplatz, which had been completely 
destroyed during the war, the last remaining gap 
was closed with the reconstruction of the Altes 
Kornhaus [Old Granary] (fig. 1) in 1970–71.  
The building that had stood there until its utter 
destruction in 1944 had been built in 1497  
as a municipal dance hall and granary. Despite 
several conversions of the interior, most recently 
into a concert hall, that had also caused changes 
to the exterior—on the ground floor and the 
sides—it had preserved its late Gothic form with 
a stepped gable and elaborate cross windows 
and was one of the outstanding historical 
architectural landmarks of old Freiburg (fig. 2).

After its complete destruction, its reconstruc-
tion was heatedly debated for years, for reasons 
of architectural principle and economics. A series 
of new uses of diverse cultural character were 
discussed until finally a private group of compa-
nies took the problem of its use and funding  
out of the hands of the city, the building’s owner.

An architectural competition was announced 
to design a historically faithful reconstruction  
of the two gabled facades. The design, which 
was carried out with subsidies from the pre- 
servation authorities, fulfills this task but has 

nothing else in common with the historical 
building’s technique and interior subdivision.

Behind the gabled facades stands a six-story 
skeleton construction whose two main floors 
under the gable of the facade contain three 
interior floors and extends to three-fourths of  
the roof height. The roof slope up to that height 
is a concrete shell above which lies a small, 
doubled remnant of a roof truss that has been 
flattened on top and contains the ducts.  
The gabled facades, which were previously 
made of undressed stone with frames of hewn 
stone, were constructed from bricks, entirely 
independently of the structure of the skeleton.  
The stonemasonry is colored cast stone; the 
former corner ashlar was simulated with thin 
slabs. The form of the lower floors was slightly 
altered to accommodate three floors: the center 
arch on the ground floor was tripled in front and 
back. The side facades are modern in design with 
exposed concrete and washed-concrete infill.

The building, which receives natural light 
through elongated triangular openings that 
follow the vanishing lines from the cellars to  
the ceiling, is used commercially by restaurants, 
cafés, night bars, smaller shops and boutiques, 
and a few offices.
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 fig. 1 Freiburg im Breisgau: the Altes Kornhaus 
[Old Granary] as reconstructed in 1970–71.

 fig. 2 The Altes Kornhaus (1497) before its 
destruction in 1944.
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Although the reconstruction of the Kornhaus 
in Freiburg is a business venture in which every 
square centimeter has been filled to bring  
in profit, its purpose is to return to the city a 
historical building. But is this new “Altes Korn-
haus” still, or once again, a historical building?  
It is futile to quarrel over the value of authentici-
ty regarding building history. The Kornhaus is a 
historical building in its brief; to fulfill that brief, 
however, it is also a twentieth-century building. 
It belongs to that immense army of historical 
architectural landmarks that were rebuilt after 
the destruction of the last war. After the at times 
vehement debates of the early postwar years 
about whether to reconstruct them, we have in 
the meantime grown used to them and stopped 
thinking much about them and the motivations 
that led to their reconstruction. We always view 
them—both the single building and the restored 
historical image of the city, with its reconstruct-
ed cathedral and reused baroque facade, the 
Renaissance portal inserted into a new building, 
or the relocated half-timbered building—with 
very different eyes, sometimes as authentic 
documents of history, sometimes as a reflection 
of something lost, in isolation or as part of an 
urban-planning context, but always primarily  
as a historical object. They all have in common 
that they have not been removed as a worthless 
ruin but rather restored. As a result, even when 
their form has regained so very precisely the  
old image, as sociological products they are 
twentieth-century architecture. Even when we 
can scarcely see them as our era’s legitimate 
contribution to the history of architecture, these 
reconstructed images of history are just as 
important as an expression of our time—of its 
self-image and its relationship to the present 
and to history—as is modern architecture.

The new Kornhaus is the late consequence  
of the general historical concept of the recon-
struction of Freiburg’s center. There are, however, 
fundamental differences between the one and 
the other in the concern with and criteria for 
historical architecture that reflect a crucial 
change in the relationship to history and the 
historical object in now nearly thirty years of post- 
war history. This example was chosen in order  
to make several observations on that subject.

The reconstruction of Freiburg’s old town  
is based on then-municipal director of building 

Schlippe’s development plan of 1946, which 
countered the optimistic programs motivated  
by the impetus in the early days for a radical  
new order and total rebuilding of the cities on  
the basis of tabula rasa and principles of modern 
urban planning and modern architecture oriented 
around economics and technology with a 
compromise solution seeking to restore the old 
order.1 Schlippe’s plan for Freiburg represents 
with rare consistency (plans for nearly all blocks 
of the destroyed old town had, by that time, been 
carefully laid out) the attitude and objectives  
of the conservative side in the embittered conflict 
then being fought over the question of the 
reconstruction of historical cities in which both 
sides postulated their programs as an ethical 
mission: on the one hand, the requirement of the 
present and the necessity of vital self-confidence 
and historical honesty; on the other hand,  
the obligation to the everlasting, timelessly valid 
values of the past as a cultural mission.

Schlippe’s plan for Freiburg set itself the task 
of restoring the character of the medieval look  
of the city by preserving the elements that were 
perceived as essential: preserving the planned 
layout of this Zähringer town, which was 
recognized as an urban-planning work of art, 
with its lines of streets and facades; preserving  
a limited and uniform overall height subordinated 
to the dominance of the cathedral; restoring  
the small-scale structure of individual homes of 
burghers; retaining the local housing type on the 
eave side: steep roof, executed with appropriate 
masonry technique, coherent surface form,  
and large windows; restoration of the partially 
destroyed important architectural landmarks; 
and reuse of historical architectural parts that 
had been preserved (figs. 3, 4).

Our concern here is not an architectural or 
urban-planning assessment of this program,  
or of that which was offered as an alternative  
at the time, but rather the question of which 
principle of the theory of history and art it 
reveals. A reconstruction like that of Freiburg 
rejects the reproduction of the city that was 
destroyed. It was instead intended as a revival  
of a familiar architectural structure in which one 
saw not only an artistic value but the expression 
of a way of life; namely, that of the historical  
city as the visible and experienceable form of  
an unbroken historical and national continuity. 
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The reconstruction was thus justified as the 
fulfillment of an ethical requirement not to undo 
the destruction of historicity caused by the 
catastrophe of the war—as had been done in 
Warsaw—but to repair the torn historical thread. 
It was supposed to restore the unity of historicity 
and contemporaneity in the ideal image of a 
historical city that can also function as a modern 
city, as an architectonic image of a compressed 
historicity, as a historical novel, so to speak, built 
in a language that freely connects to the past—
comparable to, say, Thomas Mann’s Doktor 
Faustus; and the spirit of the educated bourgeoi-
sie à la Mann is in fact what was expressed here.

Reading the apologies for this and similar 
reconstruction programs, one encounters a 
wealth of biological and musical analogies in 
which the destroyed city is compared to a 
multicellular creature whose injuries are healed 
not by rebuilding the individual destroyed part  
as a dead backdrop, not by aping faded melodies, 
but by taking up the old rhythm again, so that 
the old harmony will resound again, by growing 
new tissue over the old bone. This vitalist 
metaphor reveals the antirational philosophy  
of life with romantic features that runs through 
the entire nineteenth century as an antithesis  
to positivism, materialism, and faith in progress 
and lives on unbroken in twentieth-century 
architecture alongside and opposed to function-
alism and the aesthetic of technology. And the 
image of lebensraum that is recreated in this 
reconstruction—a medieval city of artisans and 
the bourgeoisie centered around the church—
corresponds to this movement’s ideal image of  
a middle-class society opposed to the metropolis, 
industrialization, and technology (fig. 5).

Artistically, after all, this image of the city  
is a reformation of certain aesthetic categories  
of experience of a modern reception of historical 
urban planning and architectural history: scale, 
restricting dimensions and compartmentaliza-
tion, irregular lines, limited individuality within  
a larger order, a self-contained structure of open 
spaces, and an organic ethics of materials. What 
is revealed here is the urban planning ideal of  
the aesthetic of empathy of Camillo Sitte and his 
followers and the principles of the traditionalist 
architecture movement in the manner of Theodor 
Fischer and Schultze-Naumburg, with their fierce 
rejection of functionalist urban planning, the 

technological aesthetic, and the high-rise. With 
an awareness of an unbroken artistic tradition 
based on timeless values, this urban-planning 
synthesis of old and new is the model of a social 
utopia of the identity of history and present,  
that counters the relentless demands of the 
modern metropolis of capitalism. That this model 
could not get far, because it contradicts the 
social and economic preconditions and was 
therefore soon overrun by architectural develop-
ments, is demonstrated by what the city of 
Freiburg ultimately became with the increasing 
alteration of Schlippe’s plan and is only too clear 
just as in all the other reconstructed cities.

The artistic program of Freiburg’s reconstruc-
tion plan distinguishes, in sternly moral terms, 
between recreating and copying, between the 
repeatable and unrepeatable aspects of histori-
cal form. The artistic object is thereby divided 
into two formal spheres: an overall form and  
an individual form. This corresponds to a specific 
level of the theory of historical preservation  
as found, for example, in the statements of Paul 
Clemens. Very much in contrast to Dehio’s 
positivist stance, Clemens postulates a symbolic 
value of the historical object that goes beyond  
its physical existence as an individual document 
of history. Clemens, who, as we know, lived to 
experience the destruction of the Second World 
War, also belongs to the theoretical advocates  
of a historical reconstruction in the form of a free 
recreation of specific values of formal structure.

The crucial problem with this concept,  
from the viewpoint of historical preservation,  
is defining the hypothetical line between the 
universal form of the symbolic value that is 
elevated over the decline of history and the 
individual form tied to a time. Famously, this line 
was drawn anew and differently over and over  
in debates of often moral and ideological vehe-
mence, from the Prinzipalmarkt in Münster to  
the cathedral in Würzburg, from the Goethehaus 
in Frankfurt to the Marktplatz in Hildesheim. 
Several factors play a role in this, having to do 
with the understanding of style—that is, the 
aesthetic closeness to or distance from specific 
historical styles—with the problems of the theory 
of materials, and with the individual emotional 
value of the historical object. The most essential 
criterion was the distinction between architec-
tonic form and decorative form. Despite its claim 
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 fig. 4 Typical street facade based on Schlippe’s plan.

 fig. 3 Joseph Schlippe, development plan for Freiburg im Breisgau (1946).



 fig. 5 Freiburg im Breisgau: the center of town after reconstruction. Lower right: cathedral.



 fig. 6 Munich, Heiliggeistkirche,  
after being damaged in the war.



 fig. 7 Munich, Heiliggeistkirche  
after its “restoration” of 1952.
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to historical absoluteness, this aesthetic dissec-
tion of the historical object is clearly a passive 
interpretation. The qualities of historical experi-
ence that underlie the simplified reconstructions 
of cityscapes and the sparsely re-Romanesqued 
cathedral of Hildesheim or the concrete patterns 
of the new vault of St. Michael in Munich 
amount to a reduction to the abstract basic 
structures of volume and space, line and outline, 
plane and proportions as modern art employs 
them. This becomes most clear in the decoratively 
simplified or completely undecorated recon- 
struction of baroque interiors, such as the 
sharp-edged, contour-like redesign in 1952 of  
the Heiliggeistkirche [Church of the Holy Spirit] 
in Munich, which at the time was considered  
an exemplary reconstruction solution (figs. 6, 7).

How does the new Kornhaus in Freiburg 
relate to the historical reconstruction program  
for Freiburg’s old town? The very fact that  
an architectural monument of which none of  
its original fabric remained to which it could  
be connected was nevertheless reconstructed 
decidedly violates the philosophy of life that the 
historical city should be organically healed like  
a living creature. In the first postwar phase,  
for example, the idea of reconstructing the 
Knochenhaueramtshaus [Butchers’ Guild Hall]  
in Hildesheim was abandoned with heavy heart 
because neither its fabric nor its context existed 
any longer, and the reconstruction of the Goethe-
haus of 1949, which was vehemently attacked  
by preservationists and architects, was guiltily 
justified with decorations taken from storage  
and existing remnants on the ground floor.

Moreover, the reconstructed Kornhaus in 
Freiburg dispensed not only with an organic 
connection of “old” and “new” in its construction; 
the formal and material contrast of the directly 
clashing antitheses of copies of historical gables 
and modern side facades and the view through 
the undivided large panes into the modern  
interior were compelled as qualities of the design.

In the spirit of the original reconstruction 
concept, this new Kornhaus would have been 
seen as a dishonest, filled-in, historical mock-up 
—the exact opposite of what was wanted. Yet 
clearly the former ambition for the reconstruction 
of historical buildings was no longer relevant. 
The merely faked corner ashlar and the faux 
material of the decorative parts show that these 

historical facades are not intended to be anything 
other than a stage set, a production achieved  
by economic means, attached to the front of  
a building of modern design that is displayed  
as openly as possible (the same thing has been 
practiced in recent years with existing facades).

One especially revealing motif is the long, 
unfolded triangles of the roof openings.  
In connection with the gables and the steep 
roof, they seem like a playfully defamiliarized 
paraphrase of historical dormer windows. 
Defamiliarized implementation of historical 
forms, literal copy, even using modern materials, 
and a recherché antithesis of old and new—
these are the phenomena encountered today  
in a wide range of artistic contexts: in pop  
art as well as home decorating (Gothic Madonna 
in front of a white wall), in advertising,  
in fashion, in music (Kagel’s Beethoven ’70),  
and in the theater (The “Naked” Hamlet).

In architecture, the programmatic unity of  
old and new has broken down. The compromise 
architecture of the early postwar years has 
evolved, on the one hand, into an abstract, 
historicizing architecture of adaptation and 
allusion that is spreading especially in the 
context of renovating old towns. More and 
more, gabled house abstraction in concrete  
or grid curtain facades—a form in which all that 
remains of the former complex ambitions are 
the formal criteria of scale and outline (fig. 8)—
are superseded by more imaginative, playful 
defamiliarizations and realizations of historical 
forms (fig. 9).

The willingness, on the other hand, to 
faithfully copy or reproduce details is also 
revealed in the suddenly universal, enthusiastic 
assessment of the reconstructions in Poland that 
were previously vehemently criticized, at least  
in the West, as well as in the high praise that the 
once equally vehemently rejected reconstruction 
of the Goethehaus in Frankfurt now gets from 
preservationists, and in the newer reconstruc-
tions of destroyed historical buildings and 
spaces. The Heiliggeistkirche, whose sparse 
form of 1951 was considered to be final, has 
recently been given a precise reconstruction  
of the details of its stucco and fresco decoration.

Famously, this is not an isolated case: the 
Erbdrostenhof [High Steward’s Court] and  
the Clemenskirche [St. Clement’s Church] in 

Jürgen Paul
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Münster, the Würzburg and Munich Residences, 
and the Klosterkirche [Monastic Church] in 
Kreuzlingen, Switzerland, are just some examples 
chosen at random. The plans to reconstruct the 
Leibnizhaus in Hanover in another location and 
now to rebuild the Knochenhaueramtshaus, even 
though its place has long since been occupied, 
are particularly pronounced examples.2

The point of these observations is not to 
evaluate these things from the perspective  
of historical preservation or as artistic products. 
Rather, it is intended as an effort to say some-
thing about the motifs they produce and the 
needs they satisfy. Seen from that perspective, 
the defamiliarization and copying of historical 
forms go together as documents not of history 
but of our relationship to history. The unlimited 
freedom with which the historical object is  
used today is a logical continuation of the long 
process of art becoming autonomous and the 
ultimately excessive expansion of the artistic 
experience, which has now also discovered free 
play with historical form in the musée imaginaire 
of universal history as a new, additional aesthetic 
dimension. It is not, however, merely a new  
form of artistic or fashionable taste but rather  
a changed relationship to the historical object 
that lends it a new function, a transformation 
that has evolved in a slow transition from  
the early postwar period.

The use of the historical that we find today  
is anything but a total historicism and rather 
belongs to certain, demarcated spheres of life: 
the cultural scene, the worlds of leisure and 
privacy, but not to the everyday, the world of  
the economy and work. The fact that boutiques 
and chic stores were located in the Kornhaus  
in Freiburg and that one of them insisted on the 
name “Ratskeller” [Town Hall Cellar], which 
makes no sense at all there, is just as character-
istic as the now fashionable style of decorating 
the interiors of restaurants with lots of wood 
paneling, wrought iron, and turned chair legs,  
as well as the forms of the exclusive vacation 
spots on the Côte d’Azur or the reconstruction  
of the Munich opera house, whose auditorium 
has been shifted several meters but reconstructed 
more faithfully than ever before.

The historical reconstruction of the early 
postwar period set itself the ambitious goal of 
creating a total unity of history and present as  

a universally valid way of living that unites culture 
and the work world. This romantic utopia, borne 
by the spirit of the educated bourgeoisie, has, 
where it could gain a foothold, been assimilated 
into the economic and technical requirements of 
the development that resulted from the postwar 
economic miracle, its social and economic 
changes, its optimism and faith in progress—and 
the architecture of the city that resulted from it.

Today’s wave of nostalgia and emotional 
return to historical forms is a flight from its 
ultimate consequences, reflecting the need for  
a completely different, more beautiful reserve 
world to counter the technological work world 
created in this second phase of the postwar 
period—not as a total ideological antithesis but 
merely as a supplement.

The new emotional popularity of preserving 
old towns results not from a new interest in 
history that has suddenly seized all social strata. 
People today prefer to live in modern housing, 
but they prefer to see old buildings; people 
satisfy their practical needs with modern archi-
tecture, but they spend their leisure time and 
prefer to see themselves represented by historical 
architecture. Old towns and historical buildings 
derive their significance above all from their 
connection to this reserve world. The Kornhaus 
in Freiburg would not have been rebuilt so late  
if it had not been located on the tourist center 
Münsterplatz. Other historical buildings in 
remote locations of the same old town were 
being demolished at the very same time.

Nevertheless, we have begun to develop this 
sociologically constantly growing reserve world 
by, among other ways, the now popular use  
of historical forms for aesthetic appeals. Because 
the historical object is no longer identified as  
a document of history (being adopted free of 
content) and because formal affinities to specific 
historical styles have also become less signifi-
cant as a result of aesthetic pluralism, the entire 
store of history is available for arbitrary use.

Jürgen Paul
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 fig. 8 “Gable house abstraction in concrete”;  
typical street facade of the early years of reconstruction.

 fig. 9 “Playful distortion of historical forms”; 
typical street facade of the 1960s.
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History as a Part of  
Architectural Theory
Notes on New Projects for Zurich,  
Bellinzona, Modena, and Muggiò

The intent of this article is to roughly  
outline an approach to architecture based on  
the following convictions and insights:
— the conviction that the fundamental problems  
of restoring and building in the historical  
context are those of architecture as a whole.
— the insight into the need for an “operative 
critique” that tries to unite thought and action 
by basing historical analysis, architectural 
criticism, and design on the same criteria  
(an approach that has nothing to do, however, 
with the naive “imperialist” idea of fusing the 
historical and the architectural disciplines). 
These insights or hypotheses are based in turn 
on convictions: convictions, on the one hand, 
about the issue that is to be assumed as the 
specific significance of architecture and, on the 
other hand, about the consequences that result 
from the assumption that the semantic content  
of architecture is defined in each case only 
within the field of reference of architecture’s 
own tradition. We understand tradition to mean 
both the works and the understanding we have 
of them. We refer to the more comprehensive 
definition that H. H. Holz offers in “Tradition  
und Traditionsbruch” [Tradition and Breaking 
with Tradition]: “Tradition is … an anthropological 

category as much as an epistemological one, 
since we are only present to the extent we  
have absorbed the past into us, and we know  
only insofar as we absorb what we have  
not experienced ourselves in existing forms  
of thought and expand it.”

These merely suggestively elaborated 
fundamental reflections on the problem of 
“significance” in architecture, which are far 
from forming a coherent theory, stand at the 
beginning of the studies and efforts that can  
be discovered in the work of Aldo Rossi  
(L’architettura della citta [The Architecture of  
the City]) and his circle, above all in the fields  
of semiological studies (especially those that 
appeal to Russian formalism or should be 
ascribed to structuralism of French influence), 
and finally in certain orientations of more recent 
American architecture.

These reflections will be briefly summarized 
in what follows. Subsequently, we will attempt 
at least to explain their operative scope for 
criticism and design in the discussion of designs 
and buildings.

The study of the architecture of the city, the 
analysis of modern buildings, and design activity 
itself represent structurally interrelated attempts 

Authors:

Bruno Reichlin 
Fabio Reinhart 

Source:

archithese, 11 (1974): 
20–29

Translated by:

Steven Lindberg



78 I: Historicity and Meaning Bruno Reichlin and Fabio Reinhart

to understand architecture as a sign. Dealing 
with architecture in this way tends toward an 
operative discourse on the relationship—and  
on the nature of this relationship—that ties  
an empirical object (architecture) to the cogni-
tive experience that belongs to it and that is 
developed from it. That means, in other words: 
this empirical object becomes the signifier of  
a sign that, on the one hand, finds its signified  
in the most general context of the social life and 
of the institutions of society in which it occurs. 
On the other hand, architecture creates its 
signified itself insofar as every example of 
architecture essentially reflects its own “nature” 
(the autoriflessività of the work of art). In this 
view, the significance (signified) of a work of 
architecture is providing an object with “mean-
ing”: a meaning that is inherent in social use  
in the broadest framework. In the process,  
the activities of design and of historical-critical 
analysis are assigned a categorically preferred 
role in that they try to capture the meaning  
of the history of the creation of architecture and 
the gene-specific significance of their object; 
that is, its particular quality as an architectural 
work of art. This significance refers to, on the 
one hand, a typological, morphological, techno-
logical-constructional, functional, iconographic, 
and finally ideological knowledge and, on the 
other hand, to the epistemology of architecture 
as a specific product according to the concepts 
and categories of the theory of architecture.  
The task of an architectural semantics would  
be to develop a terminology that would permit 
one to describe, study, and classify architectural 
significances abstractly defined in this way.

For us architects—and this will subsequently 
represent a necessary restriction—the activity  
of design stands in the foreground. We try to 
explain in the process that along with the 
architectural work its significance is created  
as well. The synthetic aspect of our study is thus 
the work, the design; this procedure, however, 
makes use of diverse, eclectic approaches that 
are continually modified and perfected as work 
progresses. This procedure is justified by the 
conviction (already expressed above) that the 
fundamental dimension of architectural signifi-
cance lies in the reference of architectural 
language to itself (autoriflessività). That is, to  
the same extent that architecture develops on 

its own foundation, it signifies its own logical 
construction. Aldo Rossi elaborates on this, 
commenting that historical works of architec-
ture such as “Roman monuments, Renaissance 
Palazzi, Gothic cathedrals, constitute architec-
ture and are part of its construction. As such 
they will not only come back as history and 
memory, but as elements of design.” In this 
view, then, the history of architecture is not  
an enormous field of stored experiences, design 
results, and attempted possibilities but the site 
where the significance of architecture is defined 
according to our interpretation. Every work 
refers conversely to the history of its own type, 
to the relevant reference to technology,  
to nature, to related figurative phenomena,  
and so on. Understanding the significance of  
an architecture work thus means situating  
it in a dense network of relationships, assigning 
it a place in a value system. Under such condi-
tions, the concept of context takes on a new, 
more comprehensive dimension. We can speak 
of a context in presenza (the architecture of  
the place, the usual “historical” context); we can 
also supplement this by the context in assenza 
and by that mean, roughly, the architectural 
imagination that produced a project by way  
of manifold associations, the formative energies 
that emerge from grappling with the history  
of architecture, and so on. Building is thus 
always a building in context, even if the latter  
is not physically tangible.

Architectural significance is understood  
in a way similar to that of a language: it is a 
system—albeit one that is constantly evolving— 
a coherent whole of parts whose generative 
rules have to be learned arduously in practice. 
We speak this language and are spoken by it.  
A study that attempts to inventory the typological, 
morphological, technological-functional norms 
that are defined by a historically datable collec-
tive use obtains an exact meaning in this way. 
For the design, these insights make possible  
the articulation of an exact and intelligible 
discourse insofar as the various codes are 
updated in an acte de parole. This updating  
is unique and unrepeatable because it is also  
tied to a specific site and to the architect’s  
will to express. Given the self-referential, 
“self-reflexive” language of architecture, it is 
necessary to explore how this “self-reflexivity” 







 fig. 1  Reichlin / Reinhart: Project for developing the Kratz neighborhood in Zurich.  
View from Fraumünsterstrasse (1973).

 fig. 2
Model seen from 
above. Left:  
the lake; below: 
Limmat River with 
the Bauschänzli 
[artificial island].

 fig. 3
Gottfried Semper, 
Project for a new 
neighborhood  
in Kratz (1858).



 fig. 4  Reichlin / Reinhart: View of the  
complex of new buildings seen from the lake.

 fig. 5  Project 
for a design of 
the lakeshore in 
Zurich, 1926.
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reveals itself. It is like the postulate of an archi-
tectural poetics; that is, like a theory immanent 
to architecture that works out categories that 
are suitable to grasping simultaneously the unity 
and difference of all architectural works and 
hence the poetic procedures that can be found 
there.

The systematic analysis of works of architec-
ture must lead to the determination of poetic 
structures and at the same time verify whether 
concepts such as homology between different 
systems (typological, distributive, static, 
constructional, and so on), comparison, norm 
and the violation of norm, alienation, and so on, 
are suited to describing the nature of architec-
tural discourse.

Zurich
The first design we introduce was worked  

out especially for an exhibition of design studies 
for the international architecture section of the 
fifteenth Triennale di Milano. The hypotheses  
put forward with it were used as an operative 
model: from the choice of site to the typological 
form to the morphological and detailed deci-
sions, the project intends to spark a discourse 
on architecture, on the image of the city of 
Zurich and, in particular, its built and conceived 
architectures. We will describe the design  
from this viewpoint.

If in Zurich, as someone once incisively 
remarked, culture and bustling public spirit  
have lent the city, with its Bahnhofstrasse and 
lakeside quays, an ideological visage, these  
two elements have also decisively shaped the 
individuality of the city. In one instance, however, 
the stubborn will to self-celebration did not 
provide an architectural solution. Despite repeat-
ed attempts, the seam between Bahnhofstrasse 
and the lakeside quays has remained an unre-
solved point in the nineteenth-century system 
for the city.

The difficulties have left their traces in the 
contradictions of urban planning, in a series  
of design ideas, and in the unique topographic 
features of the place.

Indeed, this zone, created largely by a series 
of land reclamations (from 1834 to 1885) has 
inspired entire generations of architects to 
interpret and develop an idea from Gottfried 
Semper. In a competition in 1858, he had 

proposed opening up the city to the lake and 
freeing it of its traditional orientation toward  
the river. Although the neighborhood today has 
preserved Semper’s schema in broad outlines, 
the creation of the quay—by orienting all of the 
buildings equally toward the lake—deprived  
it of the significance Semper wanted to give it. 
Today’s modest panorama terrace is merely  
a stopgap that betrays the embarrassment over 
this unresolved conflict.

The later proposals explain the nature of the 
architectural problem. In the competition of 
1924, several designers proposed a scenographic 
doubling of Semper’s structure in the lake on 
the other side of the quay, albeit taking into 
account the axial structure of the arrangement 
of the neighborhood. Other designers, in 
contrast, revealed a greater distance from— 
if not already a misunderstanding of—the 
cityscape until that point, seeking the point  
of departure for their composition solely in the 
topographical feature—for example, one project 
would have constructed a seam (caesura) 
between the river and the lake and completely 
altered the entire neighborhood with a “romanti-
cally” autonomous composition of volumes.

The public spaces facing the lake find their 
point of reference in the typology of the Kappeler- 
hof and the Zentralhof. The urban and semi- 
public character of these courtyard structures  
(in their day, they were called “squares”)  
is radicalized and fused with the image of a 
rationalist development whose basis is ambi- 
valently assigned a place between nature and 
architecture. This image has remote but not 
coincidental points of reference in the ideal 
construction of the Temple of Solomon by 
Fischer von Erlach but also in Hilberseimer’s 
concept of the vertical city. Although from the 
city the project still looks like a large palace 
closely related to the architecture of the neigh-
borhood, the interior design prefigures an 
autonomous section of city, with apartments, 
public buildings, and squares—a city typologi-
cally so very different from Zurich that the 
juxtaposition results in a valid paradigmatic 
reference. The effectiveness of this synoptic 
account of the city is sought in a typological  
and iconographic-emblematic reference:  
the rationalist development stands for residential 
architecture; the architecture of the Enlighten-
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ment, tempered by a Swiss rationalism that 
strives for a neoclassicism, stands for public 
buildings.

The juxtaposition of architecture versus 
nature finds its continuation in the transforma-
tions of the basamento [base] that develop  
the “naturalist” connotations of this element. 
Already on the street facades, the rustico 
character of the basamento is emphasized more 
than on the buildings in the neighborhood.

Where the building extends to the lake,  
this element takes on increasingly clear topo-
graphical connotations and ends at a steep 
terrace sloping down toward the water.

The rowhouses of the development are 
organized on three floors. The drawing of the 
prospects reveals the analytical nature of  
the rationalist methods and results to which 
they refer. The form is supposed to adapt to the 
trace of the sense—as a paraphrase of Pope’s 
advice to the poet: “The sound must seem  
an echo to the sense.”

In the design, we find two inclined levels:  
the first connects the development and the city 
by overcoming the height of the base; the other 
opens the development to the lake. The drawing 
of the latter—an enlarged fragment of the  
piazza adjacent to Canova’s temple in Possagno 
—emphasizes the oriented character of the 
square.

This project derives its form from the discus-
sion of the previous designs. And by taking up 
these designs, it ultimately provides an assess-
ment of them. Semper’s idea of an architectural 
park projecting like a wedge into the lake  
is achieved by the inclined level, just as it is 
situated outside the quay, at the fulcrum 
between the lake and the river; as in Semper’s 
design, a public building is standing on the  
main axis of the panoramic terrace.

The design comprises two elements that 
extend the slightly converging lines of Bahnhof-
strasse and Fraumünsterstrasse out to the lake 
and demarcate, with the short sides where  
the public buildings are located (the covered 
square and the pavilion above the lake), an inner, 
open courtyard. The long, ribbon-like building 
volumes are divided vertically into two zones: 
the lower one, accessible from the level of the 
city, has retail stores on the ground floor and 
mezzanine. The upper zone, accessed via a 

loggia six meters above street level, comprises 
primarily three-story row apartments and, in the 
section above the street, office and commercial 
spaces, as well as, in a small courtyard on the 
top floor, small apartments.

Corresponding to the hypothesis based on 
architectural language relating to itself is the  
will to determine exactly the object and the way 
of addressing it in one’s own design. The design 
includes, at least as an objet trouvé, the context 
of reference that it established for itself and  
that it sets as an example: context in presenza—
the architecture of the place—and context in 
assenza—the designs and buildings evoked  
by association (in an iconographic montage). 
We will go into somewhat more detail about that.

The vertical division of the design into two 
parts has its precise correspondence in the 
architecture of the nineteenth-century neighbor-
hood: the Zentralhof and the Kappelerhof with 
their upscale businesses on the ground floor  
and mezzanine and prestige apartments on the 
upper stories propose as models the design of  
a conflict that emerged along with the capitalist 
city: the separation of the place of work and that 
of living. This distributive separation into two 
relates analogously to the stylistic differentiation 
of the exterior. Iconographically, the rustic wall 
assigns the role of the base to the ground floor 
and mezzanine. The column orders, which are 
often reduced to ciphers even on main facades, 
are, as a rule, limited to the upper stories.  
A revealing juxtaposition in the distribution 
systems: apartments versus commercial spaces. 
And iconographic juxtaposition in the system  
of styles: naturalistic versus nonnaturalistic 
architectural elements correspond to one 
another in a “unity of two.”

Few requirements of the nineteenth century 
could be expressed in as unmistakable a building 
type as the gallery, a creation of private specu- 
lation in the retail trade. That a place of honor  
is granted to this building type in the unbuilt 
parts of Zurich is no coincidence. One is almost 
tempted to attribute the later designs of a 
gallery in the form of an autonomous building 
on the quay, between cultural institutions, more 
to a sense of incompleteness than to a real 
need. A gallery—significantly at the opposite 
end of Bahnhofstrasse from the train station—
completes as an equal element the iconographic 

Bruno Reichlin and Fabio Reinhart



 fig. 6  Reichlin / Reinhart: View of the complex of new buildings seen from the city.

 fig. 7 Project for a design of the lakeshore  
in Zurich, 1926.



 figs. 8–10  M. Campi, F. Pessina, and N. Piazzoli,  
Restoration of the Castello di Montebello in Bellinzona. Details (1974).



 fig. 11 Aldo Rossi, Cemetery project for Modena (1971).



 fig. 12 Aldo Rossi, Project for the town hall 
in Muggiò, Milan, 1971.
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outfitting of the nineteenth-century city, which 
even today offers the flaneur the deceptive 
image of the metropolis, of cosmopolitan 
generosity and liberalism. In correspondence 
with the canonic description of the type,  
it is connected by two streets, which seem 
equals on the map but not in actual use: Bahn-
hofstrasse and Fraumünsterstrasse. The latter 
remains a torso despite plans proposing to 
continue it through the entire historical center  
in parallel with the former.

The insertion of a round element between 
two slightly converging, tangential volumes, 
following the arbitrary geometric form of the 
property, enriches the plan with the composi-
tional complications that yielded many bravura 
works of nineteenth-century architecture.

Bellinzona
In the second example presented here— 

the restoration of the Castello di Montebello  
in Bellinzona—the old Visconti fortification and 
the new structures seem to be in a relationship 
of morphological, technological, and static 
inequality. On closer inspection, these contra- 
dictions can be traced back to deliberately 
calculated analogies in the form of antitheses. 
The first concerns two static principles (tension 
and compression): a metal structure is suspended 
on the thick walls of the tower. The second 
concerns different technological conceptions:  
a minimum of differentiation (functional 
morphology of the rough stone construction  
of the castle); highest degree of differentiation 
of the new construction in metal and wood 
(joints, gears, plates, bolts, double-T profiles, 
and so on), which are, however, also to be 
understood as a conscious thematic choice that 
integrates the overall design. The uniformity  
of the treatment of the details in the joint areas 
and the profiles also contrasts with this  
discontinuous assemblage. The third antithesis 
concerns the different morphologies: geometric 
indifference in the irregular old building;  
perfected geometry with the square as a  
basic form in the new construction.

In view of an architecture richly laden with 
meanings, as represented precisely by a medieval 
castle with all its fabulous backgrounds, the 
restoration of the Castello di Montebello seeks 
to bridge the distance between old and new 

based on the principle of the antithesis (figure  
de style par rapprochement) and at the same 
time tries to overcome the limits of a historicizing, 
adapting restoration that neither leaves free  
play for the imagination nor believes in the 
possibilities of a genuine integration. The old 
and the new structure correspond perfectly in 
the definition of the common place as a vertically 
determined, dynamic unity. Accordingly, the 
entire museum becomes a continuous sequence 
of spatial cells that follows rhythmically from 
half-landing to half-landing and avoids the brutal 
subdivision into one floor boringly stacked 
above another.

Modena
Few works of architecture mirror so directly 

and with such great intensity the historical 
meaning of architectural forms as does Aldo 
Rossi’s project for the San Cataldo Cemetery  
in Modena. The image evoked is very closely 
tied to the typological tradition of the cemetery: 
the city of the dead as the correspondence  
to the city of the living. Let us follow the architect’s 
description: “Together, all of the buildings read 
as a city in which the private relationship with 
death happens to be the civil relationship  
with the institution. Thus the cemetery is also  
a public building with an inherent clarity  
in its circulation and its land use. Externally,  
it is closed by a fenestrated wall.

The elegiac theme does not separate it  
much from other public buildings. Its order and 
its location also contain the bureaucratic aspect  
of death. The project attempts to solve the  
most important technical issues in the same 
manner as they are solved when designing  
a house, a school, or a hotel. As opposed  
to a house, a school, or a hotel, where life itself 
modifies the work and its growth in time,  
the cemetery foresees all modifications; in the 
cemetery, time possesses a different dimension. 
Faced with this relationship, architecture  
can only use its given elements, refusing any 
suggestion not born out of its own making; 
therefore, the references to the cemetery are 
also found in the architecture of the cemetery, 
the house, and the city. Here, the monument  
is analogous to the relationship between life  
and buildings in the modern city. The cube  
is an abandoned or unfinished house; the cone 
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is the chimney of a deserted factory. The analogy 
with death is possible only when dealing with 
the finished object, with the end of all things: 
any relationship, other than that of the deserted 
house and the abandoned work, is consequently 
untransmittable. … Death expressed a state of 
transition between two conditions, the borders 
of which were not clearly defined. The urns, 
shaped like Etruscan houses, and the Roman 
Baker’s tomb express the everlasting relation-
ship between the deserted house and the 
abandoned work.”

Muggiò
Aldo Rossi’s design for the town hall in 

Muggiò in the province of Milan shows how 
architecture can find its points of reference  
in other artistic genres as well, in the realm  
of the figurative. Because an image in its 
selective-synthesizing character represents  
a conscious cultural choice, it can function  
as a decided point of reference and paradigm  
in the construction of meaning.

In a context lacking in individualizing archi-
tectural and urban planning elements, such  
as that of a small town on the periphery of Milan, 
the reference to the Italian squares portrayed  
by the painter de Chirico can lend individuality 
to an anonymous urban planning site.

A Side-Glance at Ernst May and the  
“Römerstadt” Housing Development

Our final example demonstrates impressively 
how even the works of modern architecture—
that is, a trend with a decidedly antihistorical 
gesture—obtain their significance through  
direct and indirect engagement with tradition.

Ernst May’s “Römerstadt” is based—in  
terms of its rational solution to access and other 
functional problems, which cannot be misled by 
any specious, pseudopsychological argu-

ments—on the same typology of the 
development and the building that we know 
from countless historical developments.

The concise, precise morphology of modern 
architecture describes the type and lends it the 
impressiveness of an example. But where the 
housing development was at risk of being broken 
up by the intended organic embrace of the 
topography, Ernst May employed a classic urban 
planning element: a quay promenade extending 
toward the Nidda Valley. By doing so, he gave 
Römerstadt its unmistakable individuality and 
distinguished its urban character—something 
that could never succeed in our much more 
densely built developments. In Römerstadt,  
the housing development and the quay prome-
nade follow the topography and trace it, but a 
classical architectural element in the sense  
of an embellissement de la ville draws a precise 
line between the development and nature, 
between inside and outside.

These few examples, which are, however, 
representative of many, should have demon-
strated how every example of architecture— 
the author’s conscious intention is not decisive 
here—and every design expresses a judgment 
about the architectural tradition, a historical 
knowledge or ignorance.

Accordingly, restoration and building in  
the historical context are merely striking aspects 
of a broader problem: no work can be seen  
and understood separate from the tradition of 
architecture.

Restoring and building in the historical 
context become rather the genuine touchstone 
of the rational and cognitive value of contem- 
porary architecture.

[Editor’s note: For the non-referenced citations, see Aldo Rossi, 
“Architecture for Museums,” in Aldo Rossi: Selected Writings and 
Projects, ed. John O’Regan (London: Architectural Design; Dublin: 
Gandon, 1983), 21; and Aldo Rossi, “The Blue of the Sky,” in ibid., 47.]



 fig. 13 Giorgio de Chirico, 
“Semantic reference point” for the 
design of the center of Muggiò.

 fig. 14  
Ernst May,  
Site plan for  
the Römerstadt 
housing 
development, 
Frankfurt  
(after 1926).
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Phase Shifts

Background
The present essay takes America as an 

excuse to speak somewhat more frankly about 
the obvious; that is, the situation at home,  
in Switzerland. Albeit going against the trend,  
it focuses on outward appearance and personal 
impressions. They can perhaps be subsumed  
in three loosely connected propositions, which 
may serve as a background to what then 
follows.

1.
The notion of America as the “New World” 

no longer concurs with our experience; it has 
become outdated. Everything may be bigger  
and mightier across the Atlantic, but not newer.  
Not to mention the urban degradation: Today, 
America’s big cars, skyscrapers, freeways,  
and billboards are scattered around like colossal 
pieces of junk. We have those things in our 
country, too, by now—though in general they 
come in an impeccably crafted form, solid, 
modern, tasteful, and “clean.” In a word:  
new. The boom started later and appears to have 
benefited from greater know-how. Is Europe  
(or at least its highly industrialized parts) now 
the “New World”?

2.
“Modern architecture” in America mainly 

established itself as part of the New Deal 
(triggered by the “purgative” shock of the 1929 
crash) and primarily so in the tertiary sector 
(office buildings). The big housing projects 
followed later—particularly so after 1948—and 
they did much to seriously damage modernism’s 
popular reputation. In the meantime, the senti-
ments of the “common man” continue to cling 
to bourgeois ideas of sensual gratification  
(see the furniture ranges in any big department 
store). Modernism, affiliated with the world of 
business, bureaucracy, and schools—as well as, 
more recently, with “urban renewal”—largely 
remains a concern of the intellectual elite;  
it appears to be unattractive to the majority of 
people.

The situation is different in industrialized 
postwar Europe, and particularly in Switzerland, 
where modernism (i.e., the reform movement 
that emerged roughly during the Bauhaus period 
and was supported by the Werkbund) has 
managed to gain a foothold in the middle class. 
As a result, and rather unlike his American 
counterpart, the Swiss petit bourgeois appears 
to feel at home with “functional” graphics 
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(compare MIGROS or CO-OP advertising  
with campaigns by A+P and FINAST). “Modern 
design” thus appears as an equivalent to  
a puritanical preference for “tidy solutions”  
as well as to an equally visceral delight in the 
orderly; in short: a rationalized everyday where 
the average standard is high but outstanding 
achievement is rare.

3.
The American city gives architecture a 

leeway that was lost long ago in Europe—if it 
ever existed in the first place. Office buildings 
are part of the corporate identity of leading inter-
est groups and trusts. Thus, the nonconformity 
(with respect to the historical and topographical 
context), overwhelming scale, and design 
originality are perceived as desirable, since they 
contribute to the “visibility” of the respective 
corporation or patron. Unlike Europe, with its 
restrictive roof lines, and so on, American zoning 
regulations encourage the staging of particular 
achievements.

Thus, architects have “more say” in the USA. 
They have a greater chance of slipping into 
positions with plein pouvoirs [complete authority]. 
Although only a few manage to do so, once  
that status has been reached fewer design 
boards tend to “meddle” with their work, and 
the architects are not continually called upon  
by a grumbling environment of professional 
jealousy and parochial politics to scale down 
their dreams. That explains the enthusiasm of 
many European architects for what they primarily 
perceive as genuine openness toward imagina-
tion and creative endeavor.1 From a sociological 
perspective, such generosity, after all, indicates 
nothing so much as a surviving distribution  
of roles in society that respects the “master”  
in the architect. In that sense, too, the New 
World appears to be functioning as a hothouse 
for upholding the “old” social order.

Be that, as it may: time and again, the 
American experience forces one to recognize 
that the “old” in America—that is, the jungle  
of laissez-faire—produces a vibrancy and  
a freshness that makes the “newness” in our 
much more controlled Swiss reality look stale. 
Such “oldness” enables adventure, while  
our “newness” merely ensures decency and 
mediocrity.

“Environmental Destruction”
What I mean by “phase shifts” can be 

illustrated by two books. The first of the two  
is Peter Blake’s God’s Own Junkyard (1964).  
Blake was editor of Architectural Forum at the 
time. The title is a mocking allusion to the notion 
of the United States as “God’s Own Country.” 
Architects will be familiar with some of the 
book’s imagery, though most likely via Venturi, 
who used them in some of his own works—
albeit in miniature format—the best known 
being the picture of a duck restaurant (figs. 1, 2, 3).2  
The text is worth recalling, both for its content 
and its rhetoric. The book’s subtitle castigates 
“The planned deterioration of America’s  
landscape.” Blake compares the campus of  
the University of Virginia (which was built  
by President Thomas Jefferson around 1820)  
to Canal Street in New Orleans as follows:

“Jefferson’s serene, urban space has been called ’almost 
an ideal city’—unique in America, if not in the world. 
Canal Street, one fervently hopes, has not been called 
anything in particular in recent times. It is difficult  
to believe that these two examples of what a city might 
be were suggested by the same species of mammal,  
let alone by the same nation. Jefferson called his campus 
’an expression of the American mind’; New Orleans’ 
Canal Street, and all the other dreary Canal Streets that 
defile America today, have not been called ’expressions 
of the America mind’ by any but this nation’s mortal 
enemies.”

Other outbursts of rage spice up the text. 
Blake’s indignation reaches biblical heights when 
he speaks of the “Moloch” of vehicle traffic:

“Most of them [Blake is referring to ’highways’] are 
hideous scars on the face of this nation—scars that cut 
across mountains and plains, across cities and suburbs, 
poisoning the landscape and townscape with festering 
sores along their edges.”

Filtering out some of the tirade’s undisputed 
journalistic verve and pepping up its apocalyptic 
fervor with a shot of parochial stubbornness, 
one finds oneself at about the level of Rolf 
Keller’s successful Bauen als Umweltzerstörung 
[Building as environmental destruction] of 1973, 
which, revealingly, was published in Switzerland 
nearly a decade after Blake’s book. The same 
themes, the same tacitly accepted concept that 
the environmental disaster is basically a “moral” 
issue, and the same angry urge for a change 
from within, always dangerously close to  
the involuntary humor of a penitentiary sermon  
to Boy Scouts, yet this time dressed up in a 



 figs. 1–3 Illustrations from Peter Blake, God’s Own 
Junkyard: Charlottesville (1), New Orleans (2).



 figs. 4–6 Illustrations from Rolf Keller, Bauen als Umweltzerstörung: Dübendorf yesterday / here (4) and today (5).



 fig. 7 Saint Louis, Missouri: Demolition of residential 
blocks (Pruitt Igoe), 1972. From Rolf Keller op. cit.



 fig. 8 Caesar’s Palace, Las Vegas; 
from Learning from Las Vegas.  figs. 9–10 Bürgenstock Hotel, Lucerne, driveway.



 fig. 11 Kallmann, McKinnell  
& Knowles, Boston City Hall (1963).

 fig. 12 Le Corbusier,  
La Tourette convent (1958).

 fig. 13 Boston City Hall Plaza.  fig. 14 Dolf Schnebli, Catholic 
church, Oberentfelden, Aargau.

 fig. 15 Rolf Keller and Fritz 
Schwarz, Muttenz town center.

 fig. 16 Rolf Keller and Fritz 
Schwarz, Muttenz town center.



 fig. 21 R.+E. Guyer Stettbach school in 
Schwamendingen district of Zurich.

 fig. 17 Boston  
City Hall.

 fig. 18 Court building, 
Clayton, Missouri.

 fig. 22 Boston City 
Hall, detail.

 fig. 23 R. Meyer, 
Headquarters of an electric 
company, Aarau, detail.

fig. 19  
Töss-Zentrum, 

Winterthur.
 

fig. 20  
Ernst Gisel, School in 
Engelberg, 1965–67.
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tabloid genre that borrows its rhetoric from 
BLICK headlines.3

Indeed, Keller’s book was necessary  
and useful. The situation it flags is alarming;  
it needs to be discussed. Often enough,  
Keller’s observations hit the mark—as do 
Blake’s. Nevertheless, in the end both authors’ 
outrage sounds somewhat hollow. In hindsight, 
and measured against the real challenges  
at stake, the heroic posture and the apparently 
irrevocable belief that people’s happiness  
or distress depends on architecture is simply 
grotesque. Granted the relevance of the issues 
raised, more often than not the arguments 
thrown into the debate are based on gross 
generalization and platitudes. To present  
a randomly chosen American “Strip” (Blake, 
1964) or an ordinary Swiss road junction (Keller, 
1973) as an epitome of “environmental pollution” 
is just too easy (figs. 5, 6). You don’t have to  
be a Touring Club fan to know that freeways  
not only disfigure landscapes and settlements 
but also provide access to them. Similarly,  
road signs are neither good nor bad; as to traffic 
signs in particular, they are an indispensable 
means of organization and information along 
streets and freeways.

Nor are the famous pictures documenting 
the demolition of new housing blocks in  
St. Louis, Missouri, the decisive evidence of  
the “perversity” of modern planning principles  
(fig. 7).4 Anyone with a modicum of impartiality 
can see that what failed in Pruitt-Igoe was  
not so much architectural principles as the 
administration’s ability to coordinate those 
principles with sociopolitical measures.  
Had Yamasaki’s blocks been cut half in scale 
and erected in a European suburb such as 
Schwamendingen, rather than in an especially 
neglected black ghetto in St. Louis, who  
knows whether they might not be regarded  
as a particularly successful component  
of Zurich’s cooperative housing program.

Luckily, Americans tend to treat false  
pathos with a healthy skepticism. And indeed,  
Blake’s cry of alarm has by no means been  
this critic’s last word. Nor did all his American 
colleagues choose to move out to Las Vegas  
to study the landscape that Blake had just 
labeled as America’s junkyard. Meanwhile,  
in Switzerland, when it comes to architecture, 

“progressive” journalism still considers it 
appropriate to discuss its problems and chal-
lenges in terms of moral indignation and 
metaphysical disgust. When will reporters  
and critics take the time to open their eyes? 
What will be the Swiss Las Vegas, the Swiss 
“mirror on the wall”? Will it perhaps be the 
Bürgenstock, that elegant retreat for private 
weekends and well-sponsored congresses  
in the very heart of Switzerland?5

“Architecture” and Architecture
The hotel landscape of the Bürgenstock has 

at least two things in common with the enter-
tainment resort in Nevada (though Miami or  
any other American leisure landscape might also 
serve as a paragon): it caters to a clientele with  
a high age profile, and it pampers its customers 
with architecture and interior decoration capable 
of pandering to their secret social aspirations. 
And it does so all the more successfully the 
more consistent it is in avoiding outré “modern” 
design. This is how the authors of Learning from 
Las Vegas investigated the architectural symbol-
ism of Caesar’s Palace, one of the major casinos 
in Las Vegas (fig. 8).6 In its ground plan, the 
colonnade, which opens out in a large, envelop-
ing gesture toward the car park, recalls Bernini’s 
St. Peter’s Square in Rome. In elevation, howev-
er, it makes one think of Yamasaki. The main 
building behind it is a kind of Gio Ponti baroque. 
The sculptures standing between the columns 
are reminiscent of the Canopus in Hadrian’s  
Villa in Tivoli, although in this case they are 
made of plaster and papier-mâché and represent 
imitations of Renaissance originals rather than 
examples from antiquity. The four fountains 
seem to want to outdo St. Peter’s Square  
in Rome (where there are famously only two). 
Thus, amid a sea of parked cars, an image of 
late Roman opulence is created with the help of 
eclectic borrowings from both the Renaissance 
and modern motel glitz.

What we are dealing with is an architectural 
environment that fulfils its task not via abstract 
criteria of “quality” but based on figurative 
symbolism. The cour d’honneur at the core  
of the Bürgenstock hotel complex basically does 
the same thing (figs. 9, 10). The reception 
building (the top station of the funicular railway) 
flaunts a Lucerne barn roof. As to the windows 
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beneath it, they are large and modern, because 
what counts in the hotel business is not the 
“antique” or the “local” as such but its combina-
tion with modern comfort. The quarry-stone wall 
on the ground floor is part of this architectural 
combinatorics. Quarry-stone walls do not merely 
refer to Ticino folklore. They are also expensive 
and therefore give us a clue as to the status 
 of the establishment. Finally, the coquettish, 
kidney-shaped border with its fountain, 
surrounded by a pool—a somewhat meager 
echo of baroque garden art—invites the passers-
by to linger. The border is modern. Its kidney 
shape, a 1950s cliché, recalls the Brazilian 
landscape gardens designed by Roberto Burle 
Marx. At the same time, its indentation and 
bulging force visitors driving past to travel  
at a pedestrian pace. That, in turn, increases  
the thrill of driving there to begin with—as it is 
only in this way that you are seen in your car. 
The car, after all, being the ultimate accessory, 
especially on holiday; it enhances and dramatizes 
personality (of course, if you are not driving  
a Lamborghini or a Mercedes, you are more 
likely to park outside the hotel precinct).

Nobody will claim that this “spa square”  
is good architecture (apart from perhaps the 
Bürgenstock’s owner himself). It is as boring  
as any banker’s villa on Zürichberg or in the 
Ticino region. But then, first, isn’t unpretentious 
boredom less annoying than noisy bumbledom? 
Second (and more important): Why can’t  
a complex, multifaceted iconography such  
as the one displayed here be brought together  
into a convincing formal whole?—To date,  
I (still) cannot name a single such Swiss example.  
Tidy solutions remain the trump cards. Such 
buildings want to be seen as a triumph of  
pure form over complex program and fuzzy 
symbolism.

The (No Longer Completely) 
“New Monumentality”

There are many examples in Switzerland of 
well-planned urban or village squares that can 
be juxtaposed to the arbitrary eclecticism of the 
Bürgenstock “plaza.” Design and orchestration 
of public space enjoy a high status among  
Swiss architects, especially since the 1950s,  
and the same applies to the United States. In his 
small book Architektur und Gemeinschaft (1956) 

[published in English as Architecture, You and 
Me (1958)] Sigfried Giedion outlines a number  
of ideals that appear to have spawned a global 
fascination with squares:

“Sites for monuments must be planned. This will  
be possible once replanning is undertaken on a large  
scale which will create vast open spaces in the  
now decaying areas of our cities. In those open spaces,  
monumental architecture will find its appropriate  
setting which now does not exist. Monumental buildings 
will then be able to stand in space, for, like trees  
and plants, monumental buildings cannot be crowded  
in upon any odd lot in any district. Only when this  
space is achieved can the new urban centers come  
to life.”7

Boston City Hall and the huge public plaza  
at its foot are not merely an archetype of 1960s 
urban design but a key example of the “New 
Monumentality” that Giedion and others had 
launched as a concept in the 1940s (architects: 
Kallmann, McKinnell & Knowles). Unfortunately, 
the sacrifice to be made for this celebration  
of the idea of “community” was the de facto 
eradication of the real community that previously 
occupied this space—in fact, the ruin of an 
entire neighborhood. Such sweeping measures 
would be difficult to carry through in tiny 
Switzerland, given the grassroots culture of 
direct democracy practiced there. Hence it was 
in the format of small public spaces in some 
well-to-do Swiss towns and villages that the 
“regeneration of public life” was tested as  
an architectural theme (figs. 16, 23)—to be 
further refined in church centers, where Boston 
with its large piazza, “humanized” by cobble-
stone paving and steps, with a “monument” 
grimly peering down upon it from behind,  
is echoed in miniature format (figs. 13 to 16). 
Elsewhere, the American “civic centers”—or 
rather “plazas” and (exotic) “piazzas” have  
been downsized to the more congenial Swiss 
village square. Or into “Stätten der Begegnung” 
[sites for encounters], as developers of  
downtowns and shopping centers like to call 
them—now that they, too, have discovered  
the theme of community.

What distinguishes the ecclesiastic or civic 
“piazzas” just referred to from the Bürgenstock 
patchwork is the fact that they focus on abstract 
qualities of space, form, and construction. The 
spectrum goes from carefully scaled solutions 
—an example is Dolf Schnebli’s beautiful church 
forecourt in Oberentfelden, Aargau (fig. 14)— 



 fig. 24  
Holiday Inn, sign.

 fig. 25 Dr. J. Dahinden, 
Catholic church, Dielsdorf, 
Canton of Zurich (1962).

 fig. 26 Polynesian restaurant on  
an arterial road of Boston.

 fig. 29 E. Rausser, Church in the Canton of Bern.  figs. 30–31 Gas station in Müstair, Graubünden.



 fig. 33 R. Venturi, “The Duck,”  
from Learning from Las Vegas.

 fig. 32 Walter M. Förderer, Catholic church, 
Bettlach, Solothurn.
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to examples of singular banality, such as the 
recent high court building in Aarau, which 
functions as the backdrop to a mini civic center. 
What a glorious spectacle that is: the boldness 
of a concrete pillar driven into the coattails of  
a curtain wall. Sure, Boston City Hall, too, is first 
of all a demonstration of static forces—a highly 
controlled one in comparison (figs. 22, 23).

Both examples play with architectural themes 
that are basically unrelated to the function  
of the given building and even more so to its 
“significance.” In doing so, they, too, become 
symbols—whether intentionally or not: first,  
for dramatizing load-bearing performance; 
second, for celebrating an architectural aesthetics 
that has severed its ties to the simple, undramatic, 
and friendly aspects of everyday life.

What is questionable with buildings like 
these, however, is not that they are “modern” 
(whatever that may mean) but that they strive  
to achieve heroism and originality at any price, 
where a more obvious solution, perhaps  
laced with a little humor, would have sufficed.  
In an industrial suburb like Muttenz, the obvious 
might have been to highlight the town’s smoothly 
running administration by way of an elegant 
curtain-wall office building as would be done  
in nearby Basel, rather than to drape it as  
a pepped-up post-Ronchamp-style concrete 
village (figs. 15, 16).

Swiss Duck Architecture
In the meantime, the Swiss landscape has 

been enriched with buildings of the heroic kind, 
some of considerable design quality. Many of 
them boast of a massive volume containing one 
or more floors and placed on supports that 
allow for generous public space below. Slatted 
profiles at times dramatize the spectacle, 
hanging from the upper floors like inverted 
crenellations. That order seems to have become 
a universal pathos formula for public buildings. 
The designers of Boston City Hall derived it from  
Le Corbusier (La Tourette). Its message is almost 
as universally understandable as a Holiday  
Inn sign: it says something like “Attention:  
Here comes serious architecture.” In such 
buildings, construction itself becomes  
ornament. If, as Venturi has done, the field  
of contemporary building were divided into 
structures with applied decoration and ones 

that are themselves sculpturally staged decora-
tion, then the legendary duck-shaped duck 
restaurant in Long Island can’t help ending up  
in the same category as a brutalist monument 
—be it a city hall, a high school, or a church 
(fig. 33).

Churches as ducks? Could it be that much  
of the work produced in the name of creativity 
and originality in Swiss church building is 
ultimately to be ranked as a religious subspecies 
of restaurant and exhibition architecture?— 
Was good old Peter Meyer ultimately right?

“Technical forms, the chichi of exhibition architecture 
and the haut-goût of the graphic designer are applied to 
the church, which has now become an exhibition pavilion 
of the Lord, a tasteful travel agency to the beyond—with 
free brochures presented at the entrance. It fidgets in  
a permanent St. Vitus dance of architectural geniality and 
’waywardness,’ equipped with super-archaic or infantile 
sculptures, mosaics, paintings …” 8

Of course, he is right, except for telling only 
half the truth. Not only do churches resemble 
exhibition pavilions; it works the other way 
around too: shopping centers present them-
selves as prehistoric sanctuaries with divine 
thrones and tabernacles in the form of enormous 
menhirs. Some Catholic churches in Switzerland, 
if they stood along Route 1 north of Boston, 
could easily be mistaken for a Polynesian restau-
rant (figs. 25, 26). Nor is that a coincidence,  
since the architect in question is famous for the 
magic of the gastronomic and entertainment 
resorts he designed. And there are gas stations 
in the Grisons where the benefits of their border 
location and the resulting high gas sales are 
transfigured into secularized bell towers: gas- 
station chapels, with tabernacles offering 
supplies for the journey (figs. 30, 31). Not that  
the Grisons gas station deliberately intends to 
resemble a sacred building, or that rural churches 
in the Zurich region mean to look like nightclubs. 
Clearly, the intention in these cases is nothing 
but semantically unburdened “artistic quality.” 
However, the aim of avoiding symbolism does 
not prevent it from actually happening. Hence, it 
would be worth attempting to regain an element 
of control over that phenomenon—at least so 
long as architecture is thought to express values 
relevant to and shared by its users.

Granted that today, with the oil crisis, the 
luxury rhetoric of bunker sacredness and other 
less pompous fashions of the sixties may have 
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to face much more trivial challenges. The 
system already appears to have initiated a much 
tougher approach to expenditures altogether. 
Spreitenbach, just outside Zurich, may be one  
of the locations where the moment of truth 
appears in its most naked fashion. Ten years 
ago, a large shopping center was built there, 
packed and plastered in a great deal of architec-
ture: with a curved, Moorish envelope in 
concrete, a piazza as well as a fountain in the 
atrium (fig. 35). Ten years later, a new version  
of a shopping center is being erected directly 
beside it (fig. 36). Architectural packaging is  
no longer thought to be essential. In the days  
of discount retailing, design costs are radically 

skimmed down. A simple container will do— 
one of those boxes lying around along our 
freeways in all colors and sizes. The savings  
in architecture are canceled out by the additional 
energy costs: such boxes are completely sealed, 
both visually and climate-wise. And they are  
tidy (fig. 37). Architecture, design, form,  
and symbolism are suddenly reduced to the 
“cheerful” coloring of facades and the eclectic 
decor inside: the familiar folklore of good old 
Swiss graphics and the cool magic of neon light 
will do the job. The tone has been set: Switzer-
land is about to show its big brother how to  
do things better with “ducks and sheds.”
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 fig. 35 Shopping 
center, Spreitenbach, 
Aargau (1965).

 fig. 36 Tivoli shopping center,  
Spreitenbach (1974).

 fig. 34 E. Naef + G. Studer, 
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Shrunken  
Metropolis

“New York’s skyscrapers are too small.”
Le Corbusier, 1935
(from When Cathedrals Were White)

When one considers the reactions of Europe-
an architects to the American skyscraper 
phenomenon of the 1920s, one gets the sense 
that American architects looked on complacent-
ly as this new building typology proliferated. 
Others—for example, Le Corbusier—held that  
it might have benefited from further refinement. 
Of course, these reactions date from a time 
when Europe had yet to be confronted with the 
reality of skyscraper construction. For someone 
like Le Corbusier or Erich Mendelsohn, the 
American skyscraper became an object of envy 
and derision alike, because nothing in Europe 
compared to it, and because European archi-
tects felt they could have made rather more of it.

On the other hand, the questionable, perhaps 
even harmful effects of skyscraper construction 
were beginning to be felt by American archi-
tects. Although they accepted and carried out 
commissions for skyscrapers, they displayed  
a certain ambivalence toward what seemed  
like unstoppable growth influenced more by 
economic factors than by architectural planning 

considerations. The impression that architecture 
was no longer under the control of the architec-
tural profession is reflected in Edwin Avery 
Park’s 1927 book New Backgrounds for a New 
Age, in which he writes:

“The architect might as well never have wasted his  
time learning to design. His job is now that of a financial 
engineer, his time spent cutting, scraping and shoe- 
horning, trying to produce something, without time  
to worry too much how that thing will look. … Art and 
architecture no longer function upon a basis of 
patronage. Architecture is competing in the great 
modern struggle to survive through fitness.”1

The idea that the architect had become a mere 
technician in the service of property speculators 
was expressed even more bluntly by Sheldon 
Cheney in The New World Architecture in 1930:

“Perhaps Commercialism is the new God, only too 
powerful and alluring, to Whom men are building today 
their largest, costliest, and most laudatory structures.  
In this service they are building higher and ever higher, 
concentrating more and more activity in less ground 
space, stealing light and air from their neighbors, 
piously recording in their structures the exploitation  
that is [the] right-hand attribute of Commercialism. 
 At any rate, the skyscraper is the typical building  
of the twentieth century. New York City, to be sure,  
… sees the rise of scores of business buildings larger, 
more honest in methods of construction and in  
purpose …, and more expressive of contemporary  
living. Business rules the world today, and as long as 
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business can best be served where many offices are 
concentrated in one small area, in buildings designed  
as machines for the efficient discharge of buying, 
selling, trading, banking, law disputes, gambling,  
and exploitation, business architecture will be 
supreme.”2

American architects were caught between the 
realities of the market and a cultural mythology 
that favored agrarian ideals, the notion of  
a limitless countryside, and Rousseau’s belief  
in the superiority of rural life over city living.  
The resulting uncertainty found its strongest 
expression not in the general appearance of  
the skyscraper but in its architectural ornamen-
tation, an area more likely to escape the kind  
of control that owners exercised over the 
building’s marketability.

For example, in William Van Alen’s Chrysler 
Building (1928–30), the very elaborate painted 
ceiling just over the threshold of the lobby 
depicts a scaled-down Chrysler Building.  
The lobby of the Empire State Building,  
by Shreve, Lamb & Harmon (1930–31), includes 
a metal relief of the building (fig. 1). And  
above the entrance to 60 Wall Tower by Clinton  
& Russell and Holton & George (1930–32),  
one sees a sculpted model of the building itself 
(fig. 2).

The placement of these miniaturized replicas 
near street or lobby entrances has an obvious 
purpose: to give employees a clear understand-
ing of the form of the building they are entering. 
This is because the general form of the large 
buildings erected in the 1920s could be appreci-
ated only from a considerable distance. Seen  
up close, their silhouette is impossible to read 
due to the effects of foreshortenings and 
obstructions. From the sidewalk, moreover, 
everything above the first setback in the facade 
is generally lost to view. Architects were clearly 
also invested in maintaining the “legibility”  
of their buildings despite their immense size. 
This concern with making architecture tangible 
was articulated in the nineteenth century by 
John Ruskin and reworked for the American 
context by Louis Sullivan. However, while 
Ruskin’s and Sullivan’s intention had been  
to make the overall outline of a building more 
readily discernible, only in the New York building 
boom of the late 1920s was it deemed  
necessary to provide every skyscraper with  
a diminutive version of itself.

There may be a second reason for these 
efforts to diminish the scale of the building,  
one that has nothing to do with a concern for 
legibility. These scaled-down projections may 
well reflect the architect’s true ideals. That is, 
this may be a curious reversal of the old conven-
tion by which a scale model served as a stand- 
in for the larger structure that was wanted.  
Here, the small-scale replicas of these buildings 
that seemed so colossal at the time may well  
be closer to the intentions of the architects,  
who were discomfited by the construction  
of buildings they saw as oversized.

The 500 Fifth Avenue Building (1930–31)  
by Shreve, Lamb & Harmon offers one more 
example of this reduction in scale. In a bas-relief 
above the entrance, a kneeling figure wearing  
a peplos presents a model of 500 Fifth Avenue, 
possibly serving as a kind of Tyche, or protector 
of the site (fig. 3).3 In this example, where the 
architectural model appears alongside a human 
figure, the building’s proportions are even more 
readily measurable, scaled down to less than 
human height. If Tyche were standing, 500 Fifth 
Avenue would reach to about the height of  
the reeds. The same can be said of the Fuller 
Building by Walker & Gillette (1928–29).  
In the presence of two athletic male figures,  
the stylized “skyline” is reduced to the dimen-
sions of a small decorative balustrade (fig. 4).

These miniature replicas can thus be regarded 
as commentary on the buildings they decorate. 
They retain a sense of the human scale that  
no longer exists in the skyscrapers themselves. 
Many skyscraper architects seem to have shown 
some hesitation in taking on the design of 
mammoth office towers. However, the romantic 
power and visual drama of the skyline that  
was starting to emerge in the 1920s still made  
a deep impression on most American artists, 
photographers, and filmmakers. For example,  
in 1922 the artist Charles Sheller and the 
photographer Paul Strand made a film dramatiz-
ing the skyscrapers of Manhattan. Entitled 
Manhatta, after a poem by Walt Whitman,  
it almost never shows skyscrapers from street 
level. Instead, the camera is either aimed at  
the summit, or, for even greater dramatic effect, 
placed on the roof, plunging straight down to 
the streets below. Here, human beings are mere 
minutiae in the cityscape.4 The exaggerated 



 fig. 1 Shreve, Lamb & Harmon, 1930–31.  
Empire State Building. Lobby.

 fig. 2 Clinton & Russell, Holton & George, 
60 Wall Tower, 1930–32. Detail of the entrance.



 fig. 3 Shreve, Lamb & Harmon, 500 Fifth Avenue, 
1930–31. Detail of the entrance.



 fig. 4 Walker & Gillette, Fuller Building, 1928–29. Detail of the entrance.
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perspective used by Sheller and Strand became 
even more overwhelming in Fritz Lang’s Metrop-
olis (1926–27), for which the Manhattan skyline 
was also a primary inspiration. Lang arrived  
in New York in 1924, and, while waiting on 
board for permission to disembark—Germans 
were then still viewed as the enemy—he 
watched the city from his ship, at anchor in  
the Hudson River, and

 
“looked out into the streets at the dazzling lights and the 
slender buildings—and there … conceived Metropolis.”5 

The same dehumanizing, melodramatic perspec-
tive used by Sheeler, Strand, and Lang can  
still be seen in Berenice Abbott’s photographs  
of New York City in the 1930s. For everyone not 
directly involved in their construction—whether 
European architects or American artists and 
photographers—the skyscrapers thus retained 
an image of lyrical and spectacular power into 
the 1930s.

One more element of the architectural 
decoration of buildings in the 1920s, in addition 
to the miniaturization of skyscrapers, raises 
doubts about architects’ acquiescence to  
the building boom. For example, Churchill & 
Lippmann’s Lowell Building (1926) has an octa- 
gonal mosaic above its entrance, depicting  
a landscape of skyscrapers dotted with greenery, 
with trees in the foreground (fig. 5). This image, 
suggestive of Manhattan seen from the middle 
of Central Park, is a nostalgic reference to 
nature, since the skyscrapers are much less 
distinctly rendered than the trees. Similarly,  
the large bas-relief above the entrance to 
Raymond Hood’s Daily News Building (1929–30) 
employs a screen of clouds to obscure a 
skyscraper panorama that would otherwise  
be very striking (fig. 6). Moreover, tennis players 
and horse riders rise surreally from these clouds 
in a sort of Nirvana of outdoor pursuits.  
The ambivalence between the man-made  
and the natural environment is resolved here  
by superimposition [collusion].

One can likewise discern an element of 
nostalgia for a preurban community, or at least 
an inability to choose between town and coun-
try, in the drawings of Hugh Ferriss in Metropolis 
of Tomorrow, published in 1929. Here, the 
Manhattan skyline is often rendered in a way 
that evokes rocky peaks and high mountain 

ranges, so that mountains and skyscrapers 
become interchangeable images, obviating the 
need to choose between them. The Rockefeller 
Center, begun in the late 1920s but not completed 
until the 1930s, also featured in this urban/
exurban schizophrenia, at least in its early 
incarnations. In one of the first models produced 
by Associated Architects, the setbacks on the 
lower levels, as well as on the roof, were to be 
used for hanging gardens connected by bridges 
and open to the public. The largest urban 
complex of its time was thus also intended  
to take up its place in paradise. However,  
this proposal by the architects was rejected  
by Depression-era developers as too costly.6

After the 1920s, when architectural orna-
ment began to be used less and less frequently, 
visual commentary on the skyscraper and the 
city continued mainly in film. Filmmakers built 
on earlier work by artists and photographers to 
create a mythology around these exaggeratedly 
spectacular representations. As a result, depic-
tions of New York in the 1930s are rarely 
realistic. Manhattan is presented as a place  
of underground night clubs and millionaires’ 
lofts. The city is hardly ever shown at street 
level, at the level of everyday life. On the 
contrary, many films suggest dramatic hyper- 
bole and escape from the city. A typical film 
from 1930, Cecil B. DeMille’s Madam Satan, 
culminates in a masked ball aboard an airship 
hovering over Manhattan. The script summarizes 
the plot in these terms:

“Wealthy socialite Angela Brooks finds she is  
losing the love of her husband, Bob, to a wild young  
showgirl named Trixie; … she sets out to recapture  
her husband by taking on the personality of the 
mysterious ’Madam Satan.’ At a costume party  
given aboard a giant dirigible, Angela entrances her 
husband by her modish vamping, amidst a spectacular  
electrical ballet in which characters simulate every- 
thing from sparkplugs to lightning bolts. After she  
has successfully ensnared him, the dirigible is struck  
by lightning, and the guests are forced to parachute  
from the ship, Angela giving hers to the distraught  
Trixie. Realizing his love for Angela, Bob gives  
her his parachute and dives from the ship, suffering  
only minor injuries by landing in the Central Park 
Reservoir.”7

While the architects introduced an element of 
the human scale into the imagery of architectural 
ornament, filmmakers had developed a vision  
of New York as a place where you never have  
to come down to earth.

Rosemarie Bletter
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architects educated in the Beaux Arts 
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imagery are discussed in detail in  
an unpublished study of Paul Strand by 
Maria Morris, Department of Art History, 
Columbia University, 1975.
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6 A good summary of the history of the 
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Mid-twentieth Century (New York, 1972). 

7 American Film Institute Catalogue of 
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 fig. 6 Howells & Hood, News Building, 1929–30. 
Detail of the relief above the entrance.
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Two issues of archithese published in the mid-1970s (number 13 / 
1975 and number 19 / 1976) framed the agenda of architectural 
realism and autonomy that would shortly accompany the arrival 
of postmodernism. Under the shared title “Realismus in der 
Architektur” (Realism in Architecture) each issue had its own 
particular handle on the theme. Issue 13, subtitled “Las Vegas etc.,” 
literally pink-tinted realism with reflective irony, connecting  
it to Robert Venturi’s and Denise Scott Brown’s forays into middle-
class American popular culture. Issue 19, coedited with guests 
Martin Steinmann and Bruno Reichlin, had the explicitly  
theoretical ambition to provide a cogent, if synthetic, definition. 
Presenting a mainly European perspective focused on Italian 
neorationalism, the editors painted a pluralist overview of  
architectural realism as a theory whose general validity would 
transcend specific historical or cultural conditions. The differences 
between these two issues were partly explained by the make-up  
of the editorial boards. The first had been curated by the archithese 
editor in chief, Stanislaus von Moos, together with his two  U.S. 
guest editors and Swiss historian Jacques Gubler. The second issue  
had been coedited by von Moos with Steinmann and Reichlin, 
both trained architects and researchers at the gta Institute of ETH 
Zurich, who brought an undertone of earnest theoretical density. 
The two issues were conceived as a diptych: the first, exploring  
an impressionistic understanding of realism through the lens of 

From Idealism  
to Disenchantment 
Realism in and beyond  
archithese

Irina Davidovici
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contemporary architecture; the second offering a systematic 
overview from historical and theoretical perspectives.1

Culled from both archithese issues, the texts selected for  
this section were penned partly by Swiss writers (von Moos, 
Steinmann, Reichlin) and partly by international figures 
(Venturi and Scott Brown, Giorgio Grassi, Aldo Rossi, Alan 
Colquhoun). Their range bears testimony to the journal’s global 
perspective and explains the wider, indeed international,  
resonance the journal had by this time acquired. The historical 
legacy of the texts lies in their early exploration of ideas that 
later became defining components of architectural postmodern-
ism, anticipating its explicit emergence in Charles Jencks’s  
The Language of Post-modern Architecture (1977). Their 
curatorship betrays an editorial ambition to forego the immediate 
interests of the Swiss readership in favor of contributing to  
a wider theoretical discourse. Veering from the pragmatic aim  
of the journal’s funders—to present the latest architectural 
developments worldwide to the local professional audience—
issues 13 and 19 were intended as an international contribution, 
demonstrating the journal’s relevance beyond its immediate 
context. Subsequently, the concepts of architectural realism  
and autonomy were woven together into a hybrid design method 
that gained traction in the Swiss architecture of the 1980s  
and 1990s, influencing and resonating in various contextual 
architectural productions in Europe and beyond.

This text provides commentaries for the selected articles, 
integrating them into a partial overview of the established 
discourse on architectural realism and autonomy. In the decades 
since the selected articles first appeared, a perceptible sense of 
transformation occurred in the oscillations between the theories 
and practices associated with these notions. Historically,  
even when intended to express a critical view of a nominal “real,” 
realism was grounded in the search for an underlying order.  
In its societal dimensions, the disenchantment of architectural 
realists concealed an ultimately idealist belief in the existence 
and necessity of meaning. Today, overtaken by other priorities, 
that perspective is tinged with the nostalgia usually reserved  
for certitudes that no longer matter.
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An Imperfect Reality
The conversation “To Laugh in Order Not to Cry”2 between  
von Moos, Venturi, and Scott Brown, recorded in October 1974  
in Philadelphia, posits the notion of realism as the precondition 
for socially engaged architecture. In opposition to the modernists’ 
attempts to bend reality to suit their vision, Venturi and Scott 
Brown acknowledge existing constraints and contradictions  
as generators of form.3 This position is reflected in the issue’s 
editorial, which states,

Today, the renunciation of bold building alternatives, the acceptance of reality  
and what is possible within its framework is an important concern of socially committed 
architects. … It is not just a matter of escaping into a sociological and planning  
empiricism, but also to challenge the architect to take a closer look at the rich store  
of traditional and folkloric images and forms that history has left us.4

Realism, that is, is a political matter, informed by the specificity 
of socioeconomic conditions. Conversely, the attempt to conceal 
or suppress them to bring into being an alternative reality—
procedures associated with the modernist project and manifest 
since the late 1960s in U.S. advocacy planning—is seen as a with- 
drawal from reality:

[I]t seems to us that the usual rhetoric of modern architecture about “building for the poor,” 
and so on, is not an approach to reality but a flight from it. And as soon as one tries  
to keep a lookout for opportunities to get closer to the reality, one finds that there is simply  
no option other than to work within the system—or to give up and design utopias.5 

This critique of modernist design procedures, however, 
contains a paradox that hinges upon architecture’s social 
engagement. Both modes of practice—the former aiming at the 
production of transformative utopias, the latter at the analysis 
and interpretation of the realities on the ground—claim a  
sense of social conscience. At the same time, both are defeatist: 
whether by engaging in knowingly quixotic attempts at chal-
lenging the hegemonic system or by subverting it from within. 
The realist approach of Venturi and Scott Brown consisted  
of studying “what cities actually look like and … understand  
why it is that they look the way they do—without all too many 
aesthetic and moral expectations.”6 Nevertheless, this critical 
acceptance resulted in a misalignment of design aims and 
procedures. Venturi and Scott Brown used irony as a critical 
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device to distance themselves from the imperfect reality they 
were attempting to make sense of:

Our answer is that we try as best we can to get closer to the realization of our social 
concerns—specifically, in the immediate future and with the aid of instruments that  
the society around us makes available. As artists, we use irony. … We see irony as a means  
to help the individual to survive in a culturally multicolored, thrown-together society.  
We believe that the role of a socially committed artist or architect in our society does not 
have to be so far removed from that of a jester.7

The title of the interview, “To Laugh in Order Not to Cry,” 
indicates the true cost of adjusting to an imperfect reality.  
If, by using irony, Venturi and Scott Brown found they could 
address the lack of ideological content and the potential  
generalization of postwar capitalism, they also acknowledge 
that the conclusions thus reached are incomplete.

The Right to Architecture
The shift in tone of the second archithese issue on “Realism  
in Architecture” is largely explained by the influence of its 
guest coeditors. Unlike the art historian von Moos, Steinmann 
and Reichlin had trained as architects at the ETH during  
the 1960s, part of a politicized generation that closely followed 
the debates of Italian neorationalism. Both men had conducted 
research at the gta Institute in the chair of Adolf Max Vogt.  
The Ticinese Reichlin had assisted, together with his partner  
in practice, Fabio Reinhart, Rossi’s teaching studio at ETH from 
1972 to 1974. In 1973 they had been actively involved in the 
Fifteenth Triennale in Milan, “Architettura Razionale,”  
and in 1976, alongside Eraldo Consolascio, had collaborated 
with Rossi on his Venice Biennale exhibit, the collage Città 
analoga (The Analogous City). A researcher at the gta Institute  
from 1968 and until 1978, in 1975 Steinmann curated the  
ETH exhibition Tendenzen—Neuere Architektur im Tessin, 
which theoretically reframed the recent Ticinese architecture 
as an illustration of architectural autonomy.8 The collaborative 
editorship of archithese 19 followed a similar agenda to  
the Tendenzen exhibition, exploring the potential of realism  
to enact a “critical revision of the notion of architecture  
itself.”9 To this end, the editors invited contributions from  
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architects Colquhoun, Grassi, Rossi, and Scott Brown, Marxist 
philosopher Hans Heinz Holz, and architectural historian 
Otakar Mácel.

Steinmann and Reichlin’s definition of realism was relative  
to the notion of architectural autonomy. Rather than consider 
the role of architecture within wider cultural, political, and social 
structures, they proposed an interpretation of realism pertaining, 
first, to intradisciplinary reflections on the history of architecture 
and, second, to its material presence. Their essay “On the Problem 
of Inner Architectonic Reality” examines how the conceptual 
category of realism could be applied to architecture. In the 
article, Steinmann and Reichlin reject both the purely ideological 
and purely functional understandings of realism, focusing 
instead on its rhetorical potential. This vision of realism amal-
gamated Rossi’s interest in formal typological analogy with 
Venturi and Scott Brown’s appreciation of everyday environments.

For Steinmann and Reichlin, the inherent reality of archi- 
tecture is generated in dialogue with its own history. Quoting 
Rossi’s hermetic formulation “l’architettura sono le architetture 
[architecture is architectures],” they argue that “the fundamental 
dimension of meaning lies in the relatedness of architectural 
language to itself (self-reflexivity).”10 On the other hand, echoing 
Scott Brown’s contribution, they posit architecture’s inherent 
reality in an empirical understanding, ultimately aimed at the 
experience of its constructed, material existence. This grounding 
of architectural production in readings of reality—cultural 
baggage, rules, habits, and customs derived from personal and 
collective experiences—established ideological connections 
with both neorationalism and structuralism. Realism in archi-
tecture is thus understood in a double sense in which its 
reflections on social reality are ultimately subsumed under  
its own, sensuous nature.

The repression of architecture’s own concrete reality has brought with it its reduction  
to an “object of daily use.” This is in keeping with a general trend to separate contemplative 
life from practical life and to restrict it to a compensatory, consolatory function.  
Practical life permits only desire (désir), which is the driving force of the capitalist  
process of valorization, but it precludes self-satisfying pleasure (plaisir)… . The pleasure  
of architecture is one of these deprived pleasures. The goal is to demand in the name  
of realism the right to the pleasure of architecture. 11 
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Delivered with the confidence of a manifesto, this final 
statement nevertheless opens more questions than it answers.  
It posits the aesthetic pleasure of architecture as a counterpart 
to its utility and outward desirability, both equally subject  
to capitalist consumption. Freeing the aesthetic experience  
from the same predicament, however, implies an autonomy  
of architecture without recourse: its ultimate isolation  
as artwork. The intellectual legacy of the article is cemented  
at its midpoint, where it addresses the question of architectural 
intelligibility: “Understanding the significance of a work means 
determining its position within a dense network of relationships. 
The denser this network is, the more numerous the examples, 
and the more concrete the knowledge, the more structured  
the field of architecture seems to the observer, no matter  
his preferences.”12 According to the authors, this density of 
meanings renders architecture legible—presumably as symbol 
but also in the concrete entanglements of form, material, 
construction, typology, and relations to site. In this legibility—
that is, in the architectural work’s connections to embodied 
experience—the work is able to lay claim to its realism.  
In hindsight, this statement can be read as an incipient form  
of a design method that situates every architectural object  
in a network of relationships—from its inner-architectural, 
typological history to the history of its site. This vision  
had profound implications for the subsequent Swiss and  
international discourse.

Between Autonomy and Heteronomy
For British architect and critic Colquhoun, realism represented 
an entry point to the issue of architectural autonomy. His  
essay “Rules, Realism, and History” examines the tension 
between architecture as “self-referential system” with its own 
traditions and value systems, and architecture as a “social 
product” shaped by wider social and economic circumstances.13 
Colquhoun is more skeptical of its aesthetic dimensions.  
He argues that historical attempts in art to circumvent stylistic 
norms by defining realism as a universal, unmediated language 
had been doomed, since the understanding and the represen- 
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tation of “reality” were different categories to begin with. 
Conversely, architecture retained a double condition—as part  
of the real world and as representation of that world—which  
the modern movement had “radically” conflated. The overlap 
between the (supposed universally intelligible) classical rule 
systems and the actual circumstances of architecture had 
resulted in a fundamental misalignment of form and content. 
Colquhoun resolves this tension in a dialectic manner, arguing 
that any substantive change in architectural norms must  
take into account “two variables—the socio-economic system 
and the aesthetic rule system—[that] can only be accounted  
for dialectically.”14 Paradoxically, architecture’s attempts to 
achieve realism by evading stylistic norms resulted in a new 
dominant style. Its disconnection from the ideological or symbolic 
meanings attached to certain forms had resulted in an eclecticism 
even more arbitrary than that of the nineteenth century, of 
which Rossi’s “purely self-reflective” Gallaratese housing block  
is a prime example.15 Given the proven futility of the search  
for an unmediated, primordial language, Colquhoun argues  
that the rethinking of realism must take into account the 
constant modification of cultural conventions by external socio-
economic pressures. The emergent synthetic, contingent 
realism “would gain its validity both from existing aesthetic 
structures and from a reality which would affect and alter these 
structures.”16

The text “Problems of Architecture and Realism,” also included 
in archithese 19, is the transcription of a lecture delivered  
by Italian architect Grassi at ETH on June 2, 1976. Its point of  
departure is Georg Lukács’s aesthetic theory describing the 
architectural work as simultaneously fulfilling a function and 
expressing this function symbolically. Grassi proposes the 
notion of “appropriateness” as the framework for architecture’s 
responsibilities as an inherently collective work. “Thus  
the notion of ‘suitability’ must always include the generalizing 
tendency that characterizes the historical experience of  
architecture; that is, the sense common to all the solutions  
of a particular problem that architecture poses to itself over 
time, be it the house, the public place, the street, and so on.”17 
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Architecture’s collective intelligibility is illustrated through  
a gamut of aspects: the correspondence of formal articulations 
and methods of construction, the relation to handicraft,  
the durability of meanings attached to forms, the necessity  
of professional “discipline” as guarantor of its communicability. 
Its potential as cultural superstructure is inextricably tied  
to its contribution to wider societal goals. In the end, “while 
architecture is linked to an immediate use, it is also the ‘world’ 
that most directly bears witness to the collective desire to  
leave a trace for the future.”18 Grassi’s argument is thus aligned  
with Colquhoun’s dialectic of architecture as artistic and  
social product, yet stops short of advancing a more proactive 
agenda.

Rossi’s contribution, “A Realist Education,” came at a  
pivotal moment in his career. In the same year, he exhibited  
at the Venice Biennale the collage La città analoga, created  
with his Zurich assistants Reichlin, Reinhart, and Consolascio,  
and published the related article “An Analogical Architecture”  
in A+U.19 Through these outlets, Rossi unveiled a new design 
method based on “a different sense of history, conceived of  
not simply as fact but rather as a series of things, of affective 
objects to be used by the memory or in a design.”20 Analogical 
architecture is inherently subjective, articulating forms through 
the processing of personal experiences, sources, and decisions. 
Rossi’s reorientation toward an individual poetics effectively 
supplanted the rationalism of his earlier typological and 
morphological method, which he had deployed during his 
teaching at ETH from 1972 to 1974 and which his ETH devotees 
still zealously followed.

Contrary to Reichlin and Steinmann, in his article  
Rossi is skeptical about architecture’s connection to “realism,”  
a category usually pertaining to art, literature, and film: 
“However, unless for some academic purpose, it is silly to make 
realism into a category of architecture. Otherwise, it will end 
up like rationalism, or symmetry, or so many other names  
that are useful for expressing a certain idea.”21 He argues that 
architecture could be realist only inasmuch as built artifacts 
have the capacity, with admittedly limited means, to produce 
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genuine emotion. The title “A Realist Education” refers to early 
formative experiences carrying emotive reactions that, in time, 
had become personal resources for his own projects: the 
“distant, fascinating, grandiose” reality of socialist realist art,  
the “everyday and antique” realism of Roman construction  
and Lombard houses. These references built up a multifaceted 
concept of “reality,” blurred by personal reflections and  
analogies so as to acknowledge its own subjectivity.22

Dialectical Realisms
The two archithese issues on architectural realism bring together 
a wide range of disciplinary and methodological approaches. 
The collection of critical essays is arranged around a set of 
dialectical tensions, sampling—as Ákos Moravánszky argues—
Rossi’s existential listlessness and Scott Brown’s unedited reality 
as an ideological polarity.23 This is due not only to the use of 
opposite referential frames, socialist-realist and liberal-capitalist, 
but also to procedural differences. Rossi’s insistence on formal 
autonomy and Venturi Scott Brown’s nonjudgmental acceptance 
of the everyday—Rossi emphasizing the formal aspects  
of architecture; Venturi Scott Brown, its sociopolitical reality—
rendered a dialectical rereading inevitable. Colquhoun, Grassi, 
Steinmann, and Reichlin seem to concur that such a dialectic  
is centered on the constantly renegotiated tension between the 
aesthetic and functional attributes of architecture. Colquhoun 
rephrases the dichotomy of architectural autonomy versus  
its social origins and responsibilities as a “dialectical process,  
in which aesthetic norms are modified by external forces to 
achieve a provisional synthesis.”24 Accordingly, the “traditional” 
realism that sought to read “real” conditions by rejecting stylistic 
choice could be superseded by a dialectical reading that considered 
both the actual conditions explored and the aesthetic dimen-
sions they generate. Steinmann’s and Reichlin’s affirmation of 
architecture’s concrete reality sought to resist the excessive 
intellectualization of architecture, a reiteration of its material 
presence. Subsequent developments in the actual architectural 
production of northern Switzerland over the following two 
decades offer several illustrations of such syntheses.
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Realism and Postmodernism in Swiss Architecture
The archithese realism issues illustrate the debt of Swiss  
architecture to a double theoretical import, Anglo-Saxon and 
Italian, widely associated with postmodernism. The weight  
and significance ascribed in Switzerland to this discourse  
is all the more remarkable since, in the 1980s, the highly hetero-
geneous architectural profession almost monolithically rejected 
postmodernism as an architectural proposition. The collective 
attitude is neatly summarized by Ticinese practitioner Flora 
Ruchat-Roncati, who dismisses it as “a purely pictorial, super- 
ficial dimension.”25 Across regional and generational categories,  
the Swiss voiced their rejection of formal arbitrariness, their 
contempt for frivolous irony, their suspicion of elaborate  
theories, and their abhorrence of shoddy construction—all seen 
as postmodernist motifs. Above all, however, postmodernism 
challenged Swiss architecture’s uninterrupted, if constantly 
probed, relation to architectural modernism as a form of cultural 
habituation.

As a rallying cry in 1980s and 1990s Swiss architecture, 
opposition to the postmodern discourse paved the way to its own 
self-definition. And yet, along ideological and intellectual lines, 
this resistance became both more nuanced and more partial.  
An older generation, cast in a firmly rationalist mold, would  
not accept the masking of rational structures behind stylized 
historicist elements—a procedure seen, in the modernist 
mindset, less as ironic than blasphemous. Even those who  
openly grappled with the impossibility of a total correspondence  
of form and construction balked at the idea of an arbitrary, 
seemingly haphazardly applied, classicist scenography.

In contrast, the younger generation of Swiss architects born 
around 1950, several of whom had studied at ETH under Rossi, 
were well attuned to the reevaluation of history as an instrument 
for design. Whether rejecting a historicist-formalist set or  
a constructional Potemkin village, they relied, to a great extent 
knowingly, upon the conceptual foundations of postmodernism, 
showing a keen interest in its design procedures. This cohort 
instrumentalized the conceptual and methodological principles 
of postmodernism to carve out a position distinct from the 
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somewhat dogmatic, limited, and dated modernism of their 
older peers. This Oedipal impulse manifested itself in the amal-
gamation of motifs derived equally from the work of Rossi and 
Venturi Scott Brown. Rossi’s melancholy appreciation  
of postindustrial landscapes merged with Venturi’s and Scott 
Brown’s fascination with a vital popular culture, finding new 
expressions in the local situation. By virtue of economic  
and political conjectures (the import of U.S. material values,  
the palpable effects of the transition from industrial manufacture 
to a service economy), both motifs reverberated deeply in 
postwar Switzerland. The proliferation of peripheral rust  
belts and the emergence of a new entropic (sub)urbanization,  
amplified by the economic slumps of the 1970s and early 1990s, 
represented a main category of the “real” that architects felt 
bound to address. As Herzog & de Meuron compellingly asked,

What else can we do but carry within us all these images of the city, or pre-existing 
architecture and building forms and building materials, the smell of asphalt and  
car exhaust and rain and to use our pre-existing reality as a starting point and build our 
architecture in pictorial analogies? The utilization of these pictorial analogies, their 
dissection and recomposition into an architectural reality is a central theme in our work.26 

This translation of “pre-existing reality” into “an architectural” 
one lies at the crux of architectural realism. In the Swiss case, 
realism sided strongly with Rossian melancholy, whereas 
Venturi’s and Scott Brown’s distancing use of irony was collec-
tively met with a blank stare. If, throughout the 1970s, the 
fascination with Rossi’s discourse led to experiments with the 
stark geometries of neorationalism, by 1980 this latter-day 
Italianate style had been abandoned—and with it, much of the 
formal vocabulary of a developing postmodernism.27 The reason 
was the collective recognition that the resulting architecture 
barely resonated in the Swiss popular imagination. As Marcel 
Meili wrote, “it was impossible simply to graft rationalistic 
Italian typologies onto our existing cities.”28 Instead, Meili and 
his contemporaries advocated an architecture that retrieved  
its meaning “from the fabric of customary activities secreted  
by actual modes of life in Switzerland, rather than from a typo-
logical tradition.”29 One of the most literal adaptations of the 
Rossian discourse to the Swiss context was pursued over many 
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years in the ETH Analogue Architecture Studio, originally set  
up by Reinhart, Rossi’s former assistant. The architecture  
of the “analogues” was redefined through the “oldnew” (altneu) 
architecture of Miroslav Šik, a contemporary of Meili and a 
fellow student in Rossi’s studio at ETH in 1977–78.30

I have discussed elsewhere the multiple meanings ascribed 
by Swiss architects to the idea of realism.31 The varied positions 
of architects such as Herzog & de Meuron, Šik, Meili Peter, 
Burkhalter Sumi, and other contemporaries signals the range 
and heterogeneity of Swiss realism. Alternate categories—the 
sensory presence of material, the reconstruction of everyday 
environments or practices, the pragmatism of construction,  
the adoption and abstraction of typical forms, and so on—could 
all be seen as realist design strategies. Little else connects, 
ideologically or referentially, the synthetic modernism of  
Diener & Diener’s knowingly anonymous buildings in Basel;  
the timber grammar of Burkhalter and Sumi’s forestry stations; 
the didactic tectonic experiments of Meili Peter; Gion Caminada’s 
exacting reinterpretations of vernacular in his native Vrin;  
or the deployment of local gneiss in Peter Zumthor’s Therme  
in Vals. And yet, all these take as a point of departure a generalized 
design method, based on the objective, nonsentimental appraisal 
of existing situations. Whether inspired by local modernisms  
in a minor key, the pathos of suburbia, or abstractions of alpine 
vernaculars, this common method drew its meaning from the 
analysis, interpretation, and reconstitution of typical, culturally 
recognizable “preexisting” realities.

Realism in Translation
The archithese explorations of architectural realism in the 
mid-1970s created a nexus of connections between Swiss archi-
tecture and international theory. Their trajectory is easier  
to identify closer to the time, most notably in the republication 
and translation of selected archithese themes, articles, and 
authors. These contributions propelled a wider discussion 
around the operative role of history as architectural tool, sub- 
sequently incorporated into postmodernist design procedures. 
Bernard Huet, who edited the thematic issue of L’architecture 
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d’aujourd’hui “Formalisme-Réalisme,” translated three texts  
from the 1976 archithese issue “Realismus in der Architektur”: 
Rossi’s and Steinmann and Reichlin’s texts in full, and excerpts  
of Grassi’s ETH lecture “Architekturprobleme und Realismus.”32 
Huet placed Italian neorealism—and Manfredo Tafuri’s theori-
zation of early twentieth-century realism—in the archithese 
trajectory of Ernst Bloch, Bertolt Brecht, Soviet socialist art,  
and Mácel. His editorial presents realism as a counterpart to a 
“political,” “technocratic,” and ultimately “irrational” formalism 
that had raised the specter of architecture’s dissolution into 
economic or technical operations.33 Conversely, Huet argues  
that realism in architecture does not consist merely in “accepting 
reality, but of using it in order to transform it politically.”34  
This attitude echoes Brecht’s plea for a politicized realist writing 
capable of “discovering the causal complexes of society / 
unmasking the prevailing view of things as the view of those  
who are in power / writing from the standpoint of the class 
which offers the broadest solutions for the pressing difficulties 
in which human society is caught up.”35 

In 1989, the issue of realism reemerged as the appeal of 
postmodern irony unraveled. Liane Lefaivre locates the  
“Dirty Realism” of emerging European architects away from  
the populist projections of Venturi and Scott Brown and  
in the urban grittiness of corroding industrial neighborhoods:

Whereas the pop contextualists of the 1960s were “learning” from the vital popular 
culture, these architects of the late 1980s appear to be “learning” from the frayed, 
abandoned, once-thriving industrial edges of cities and from their ransacked centres;  
from the Docklands in London, La Biccoca in Milan, the Péripheriques in Paris and Lyon, 
Kreuzberg and Moabit in Berlin. Reality is seen as harsher, and consequently the mood  
is on the whole confrontational. 36 

This “harsher” actuality was equivalent to the urban  
discontinuities that Herzog and Meili had acknowledged and  
felt compelled to address in their own design. Lefaivre illustrates 
her notion of “Dirty Realism” with a different and diverse coterie, 
including Jean Nouvel, Rem Koolhaas, Laurids Ortner, Carel 
Weeber, Kees Christiaanse, Hans Kollhoff, and Zaha Hadid. 
Their inclusion is argued based on a common method, extracted 
from the confrontation with the context of a European every-
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day—described in the article as “Reaganomic, Thatcherite, 
postindustrial.”37 These architects grounded their designs  
in common strategies of estrangement, which Lefaivre connects 
with the procedure of ostranenie, or defamiliarization, coined  
by Russian formalist Viktor Shklovsky.38 There is no clear reason 
to exclude from Lefaivre’s account the design operations of  
Swiss contemporaries, who also engaged within the immediate 
context by incorporating its fragments into their designs, 
submitting them to degrees of abstraction, reductivism,  
and recomposition. These common strategies, rather than  
the specific cultural context of the architects, rendered “dirty 
realism” an artistic strategy for its moment in time.

A Less Innocent Realism
The notions of architectural realism and autonomy that archithese 
had explored in 1976 came back to the fore in the early 2000s  
in the context of the postmodernism reviews that began,  
in earnest, at the end of its implicit statute of limitations.  
The architectural discourse trailed, as it often does, cultural 
criticism. Art historian Tomás Llorens distinguishes realism  
as a critical category—not merely as the faithful representation 
of a given reality but as giving formal expression to otherwise 
unexpressed social realities.39 As early as 1996, Hal Foster  
had located “The Return of the Real” in the attempts of artistic 
neo-avant-gardes to ground artistic production in societal 
critique.40 Foster theorized art-historical realism in terms of 
cultural trauma, itself based on the Lacanian theoretical model  
of “the traumatic as a missed encounter with the real.”41 Following 
the cultural imprint left by the tragic apocalyptic reality of 9/11, 
this theme was then forcefully reprised in U.S. discourse,  
which has rewritten the notion of realism into an altogether  
less stable and objectivity-affirming construct than ever before.  
This indefinite pluralism is made explicit in The Real Perspecta 
(2010), in which the newer, less innocent realism is loosely 
framed by the lens of “the physical, the imaginary, and  
the traumatic.”42 In comparison with the equivalent project  
of archithese, this heterogeneous collection of essays no longer 
offers a comprehensive framework for a recognizable realism.
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In the architectural discourse of the last two decades, realism 
and autonomy have been revisited in the context of major  
reevaluations of 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s theory. These reviews 
did not merely position these notions historically but also 
pondered their continued impact.43 K. Michael Hays circum-
scribes the peculiarity of architectural realism by arguing  
that “the ‘real’ represented by architectural realism is a real  
that architecture itself has produced.”44 In Architecture’s  
Desire (2010), he reiterates architecture’s capacity to comment 
critically on—rather than merely depict—the realities that be.45 
In The Project of Autonomy (2008), Pier Vittorio Aureli sites 
autonomy in the context of the politicized debates of 1960s 
Italian architecture, in which Rossi played a central role. Realism 
in an era of postcriticality is addressed in Utopia’s Ghost (2010), 
Reinhold Martin’s reframing of postmodernism as a discursive 
formation. Martin returns to a central dilemma of realism, 
architecture’s dual condition as both the representation  
of reality and an actual component thereof: “a cipher in which  
is encoded a virtual universe of production and consumption,  
as well as a material unit, a piece of that universe that helps  
to keep it going.”46  Martin had earlier addressed the paradox  
of realism by announcing the notion of “utopian realism” as  
a “style with no form … utopian not because it dreams impossible 
dreams, but because it recognized ‘reality’ itself as—precisely—
an all-too-real dream enforced by those who prefer to accept  
a destructive and oppressive status quo.”47

Thanks to its relativism, realism is the gift that keeps  
on giving. While its exhaustive review is not the objective here, 
certain common themes are worth highlighting. In The  
Antinomies of Realism (2013), Fredric Jameson revisits nine-
teenth-century realist literature as the synthesis of “narrative 
impulse” (the récit as the context and the act of narration)  
and “the realm of affect” (in which the story is elaborated to 
achieve a scenic affective quality).48 Mary Lou Lobsinger applies 
this antinomic character to her analysis of postwar Italian 
housing. By confronting the intrinsic paradox of realism with  
the ideological and typological trajectory of housing projects, 
from Tiburtino to Corviale, she acknowledges not only the 
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bewildering variety of positions included in the theoretical 
notion but also the necessity of grounding it at all times in the 
(relative) reality of the architectural project.

In the mid-1970s, archithese merely reopened the debates  
on realism; it could not bring them to an ordered conclusion.  
Its international contributions were later credited in K. Michael 
Hays’s anthology Architecture Theory since 1968 (1998) and 
historicized in Beatriz Colomina’s Clip Stamp Fold (2010).49  
And yet, the newer reconsiderations of realism make few, if any, 
explicit references to the archithese discourse. On the one hand, 
the archithese realism issues are themselves reflections of an 
international discourse into which they were quite naturally 
reassimilated. On the other hand, this process of assimilation 
should not stop us from acknowledging their momentous impact 
on a constellation of related agents and protagonists who were  
key drivers of subsequent developments in Swiss architecture.  
As with Italian theory in the late 1960s and early 1970s, realism 
and autonomy were connected in archithese with a renewed 
understanding of historical study as retaining a certain  
operativity.50 Within this mindset, history—and, indeed, its 
emanations in present-day reality: types, landscapes, the city 
—could be used to clarify architectural problems and define new 
design strategies. Its consequences for Swiss practice have been 
discussed, and the effects still reverberate today.51

The notion of realism in architecture is, as in art, subject to  
an unresolvable oscillation between its double ontology as artifact 
in the world and as representation of that world. Architecture, 
moreover, locates the paradox of realism in the impossibility of 
any number of subjective dispersed realities being summed  
up as one nominal “reality” or being adequately represented by 
any one, static building.52 The dispersed realities of the twenty- 
first century preclude even the remote possibility of a cogent 
synthesis like that formulated in the archithese issues decades 
ago. Revisiting their notion of realism today brings attention, 
more than anything else, to its idealism.
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142 II: Realism and Autonomy
Stanislaus von Moos,  
Denise Scott Brown, and Robert Venturi

To Laugh  
in Order Not to Cry
Interview with Robert Venturi  
and Denise Scott Brown

1. On Eclecticism, Irony, and Several  
Functionalist Myths

S.v.M.: Much of what you have planned  
and built in recent years smacks of eclecticism. 
Architects perceive that as somehow frivolous, 
as confusing. Because they assume that 
quality in architecture is first and foremost  
a question of originality, that, in other words,  
a building is good if it refers as neatly  
as possible and without further ado to the 
requirements of the program. But when 
planning you are not ashamed to adopt 
models of very different origins, historical  
as well as popular and commercial models—
including Las Vegas.

R.V.: First, a general remark: Every architect, 
every artist learns from numerous different 
sources and role models, consciously or uncon-
sciously and in different phases of his creative 
life, and I don’t believe that one can say or 
assume that certain sources are “right” and 
others not. As far as I am concerned, I believe 
that an architecture will be that much richer and 
more diverse the more sources an architect  
has, and I would never establish in advance that 
one source is better than another. Admittedly, 

for us certain sources were more important  
than others in certain phases of our creative 
work. In the years around 1960, when we were 
designing my mother’s house (figs. 29, 30),  
we were very heavily influenced by Italian 
architecture, especially by mannerist architec-
ture, but the “Shingle Style”1 also played  
a role—more in the background. We found 
inspiration in so many different buildings, such 
as the Villa Barbaro in Maser (I especially  
love the rear wall of the giardino segreto:  
a curved gable with no substructure [fig. 28]),  
in the Porta Pia (fig. 27), and also in the Villa 
Savoye—a building that is, despite its austere 
shell, extraordinarily complex (fig. 22). I 
addressed that in my book Complexity and 
Contradiction in Architecture. We have learned 
more since then. The ordinary and folklore have 
increasingly entered our field of vision, and 
today anonymous commercial architecture  
is one of our most important sources.

Admittedly, we are still sufficiently ortho- 
dox “modern architects” of the old school  
to keep us from copying a certain style all too 
literally and completely. That is one of the 
reasons for our mistrust of the so-called White 
School.2 These architects copy Le Corbusier  
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 fig. 27 Michelangelo, Porta Pia, Rome. 
 fig. 28 Andrea Palladio, Villa Barbaro  
in Maser, “giardina segreta.”
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(the Le Corbusier of the twenties) more literally 
than any eclectic American architect around 
1900 would have done when borrowing 
elements of Norman farmhouses or Italian 
palazzi for a house or a bank. I believe—at the 
risk of being dogmatic—that the influences 
must be more diverse and less direct in order to 
produce real and intense works of art.

S.v.M.: In other words, the sources them-
selves and the values they embody seem  
far less important to you than how those sources 
are turned into something new.

R.V.: That’s right. And that’s also the reason 
we love pop art: the pop artist is interested  
not so much in the ordinary reality on which  
he draws as he is in its reworking—by changing  
the context, the scale, the proportions.

S.v.M.: Is that what you have in mind when 
you speak of irony?

R.V.: Well, all of that should be understood,  
in part, a little as a game, as a joke. That is,  
we do not work like the “Battle of the Styles” 
architects, who used styles for propagandistic 
purposes. Observing styles is one way to think 
about architecture that seems especially excit-
ing to us; that is to say, it stimulates our work.

D.S.B.: In our book on Las Vegas we referred 
to an essay by Richard Poirier,3 which is about 
how hardly any voice is heard in Joyce’s Ulysses 
that is not imitating some other voice. The  
sum of these defamiliarized voices is Joyce. 
Joyce uses an amalgam, a collage of mimicry,  
to express himself. Nevertheless, it would never 
occur to anyone to say that Ulysses is not 
Joyce’s own work, just because it is “eclectic” 
in its structure.

R.V.: You know, we are only just beginning  
to return to symbolism in architecture. That  
is very difficult for us, and new. We don’t even 
know how we are supposed to treat symbolism 
in architecture. We were trained as modern 
architects in the traditional sense: that is,  
we learned to avoid symbolism and ornament  
as much as possible. So we are groping around 
in the dark.

In my case, it perhaps plays a role that I was 
trained as an architect in the forties at Princeton 
—and not, say, at Harvard. In Princeton, art 
history played an important role. Architecture 
was part of the Department of Art and Archaeol-
ogy. I had a natural interest in art history. Other 

architecture schools followed the Bauhaus 
method at the time—that is to say, not too  
much attention was paid to historical buildings 
—apart, perhaps, from those that Giedion  
had legitimized as precursors of modernism.

S.v.M.: As an art historian, of course,  
what you are saying speaks to me. If I were  
an architect with a traditional modern training, 
perhaps I would have more difficulties. Among 
many architects and theorists today, an almost 
iconoclastic puritanism dominates, a funda- 
mental mistrust of images per se. In Germany 
especially, you can hear things like: Form  
always lies, art always lies. It is a pretense,  
an obfuscation, and in that sense a symbol— 
or rather, an instrument—of oppression. From 
such a perspective, formal games in architecture 
represent nothing other than an attempt to 
prevent progress in the direction of a final goal 
of social happiness, a state in which people will 
be naked and will need neither art nor rhetoric.

R.V.: I do not have any particular knowledge 
in the field of psychology, but for me it seems 
like an impossible human condition to live in  
an environment that has no connections to past 
experiences. People seem to have a strong 
desire for security, for pleasure, and for comfort 
that comes from things that are not absolutely 
essential. More than that, everything you learn, 
you learn from imitation. Look at a small child. 
What is sometimes too funny and comical  
about the behavior of children is the way they 
understand the form more quickly and imme- 
diately than the content. They understand the 
form but not the content, and the lack of  
a correspondence between form and content  
is what fascinates us and makes us laugh.

If imitation were not such an important 
element in human coexistence, then every 
generation would be absolutely primitive—in  
the unpleasant sense of the word.

D.S.B.: That is also why we think Alan 
Colquhoun’s essay is so good.4 He is trying to 
show that architects who believe they can derive 
form directly from function—perhaps with  
a little aid from intuition—are very naive. 
Because that’s just not how the brain works.  
Not only are we anything but free of associa-
tions with our experiences of the past, we would 
also cripple an important dimension of our 
creativity if we wanted to free ourselves from 
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these associations. All that can be added to  
that is that the architects who believe they are 
free and independent of influence from existing 
forms and formal languages are in reality all  
but tyrannized by formal languages that they 
adopt unthinkingly—formal languages that  
are perhaps not especially suitable in light of  
the functional tasks with which these architects  
see themselves confronted.

2. On Pop Art, Consumerism, and Advocacy 
Planning

S.v.M.: You have mentioned your historical 
sources and also talked about how important 
the anonymous sphere of commercial architec-
ture has become for your work in recent years. 
Can you go into more detail about your sources 
in the twentieth century? Who are the contem-
porary artists you consider especially important 
for your work?

R.V.: You mean artists working today we 
admire?

S.v.M.: Yes, or those working between 1950 
and 1970 whose work has somehow proved 
important for your own work.

R.V.: We have learned a great deal from  
the masters, of course: Aalto, Mies, Le Corbusier, 
Kahn. We have also learned from many of the 
pop artists: Warhol, Oldenburg, Johns, Rosen-
quist, Lichtenstein. It took some time before  
I “discovered” pop art myself. But when I had,  
I learned a great deal. Their world of motifs was 
particularly important to me, the ordinary 
element and its relationship to our sensibility.  
On the other hand, we have not learned a great 
deal from the abstract expressionists, in contrast 
to the neo-realists, whom we find very interest-
ing. The conceptual artists, in turn, do not 
interest me, in my creative field. But I am  
not trying to be a critic here: we observe these 
artistic movements very much for our own  
ends and use them as part of our personal 
learning environment.

D.S.B.: To name a few more names: there  
are the architectural pictures of John Bader—
painted from photographs. We have assembled 
a collection of old postcards, and he in turn 
borrowed from Steve Izenour a series of old 
original photographs of White Towers on which 

to base a series of paintings.5 I should also 
mention Mahaffey, a painter from Philadelphia, 
who bases his paintings on beautiful architectural 
postcards; for example, a postcard of the Art 
Deco insurance palace opposite the museum  
in Philadelphia. And above all Ed Ruscha from 
Los Angeles, whose vision und whose interest in 
commercial art is very close to ours (figs. 31–33).

S.v.M.: One could conclude from all of that 
that you are more interested in the American 
status quo as such than in exploring the possi-
bility of changing that status quo. The opulently 
designed Las Vegas book conveys that impres-
sion as well. From a European perspective, 
however, it seems that anyone who goes to  
Las Vegas and spends time studying the 
commercial Strip must already have a strange, 
decidedly erotic relationship to consumer 
society, to the world of commodities. Ulrich 
Franzen—to mention only him—called this 
relationship “Nixonite.”6 To him and many other 
modern architects who declare that it is the  
task of the architect to build for a better, more 
humane, et cetera, world, you seem to be 
exponents of a system-stabilizing intelligentsia. 
Do you see yourselves in that role?

D.S.B.: That is a very long question and much 
more difficult to answer because it makes us 
aware of so many thoughts at once. We believe 
that our ideas are rooted in the social and aim  
at social improvement. In our book, in the 
context of a detailed discussion of this question, 
I said, “Don’t bug us for lack of social concern; 
we are trying to train ourselves to offer socially 
relevant skills.” But our critics cite only the  
first half of that observation: “Don’t bug us for 
lack of social concern.” Moreover, our entire 
argumentation that supports this observation 
and lends it meaning is simply ignored.

To answer your question, it is important first 
to recollect that the American context is very 
different from the European one. We believe  
that our—let’s call it—neo-populist stance is  
a left-wing position in the American context 
rather than a right-wing one. On the other hand, 
the arguments of our critics sound like left-wing 
arguments in Europe, but within the situation  
in the United States they are not really left-wing 
arguments. In truth, they represent an escape 
from reality, because America quite simply 
completely lacks the social and technical 
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 figs. 29–30 Venturi & Rauch, Venturi House, Chestnut Hill, Philadelphia, 1963.









 figs. 31–33 Ed Ruscha, Three gasoline stations, photographs  
(from Ed Ruscha, Twentysix Gasoline Stations [Alhambra, CA, 1962])





 fig. 34 Venturi & Rauch, with Denise Scott Brown (collaborators: Steven Izenour and David Mauker),  
Part of a visual dossier on the revitalization project for South Street, Philadelphia, 1968.



 fig. 35 Daniel H. Burnham,  
Civic Center project for Chicago, 1909.
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organization necessary to realize the many 
European ideas of social reform with the aid of 
architecture. In the United States in the fifties 
and sixties, on average around 20,000 apart-
ments were built per year as public housing.  
In the seventies, this average was probably even 
lower. In view of that fact, it seems to us that  
the usual rhetoric of modern architecture about 
“building for the poor,” and so on, is not an 
approach to reality but a flight from it. And as 
soon as one tries to keep a lookout for opportu-
nities to get closer to the reality, one finds  
that there is simply no option other than to work 
within the system—or to give up and design 
utopias. But if one tries to achieve improve-
ments here and now, that sounds like 
conservative politics, especially if one tries  
to achieve social goals with the help of private 
entrepreneurship. It is a complex situation that 
has little to do with the wagging finger of the 
neo-leftist architectural elite.

S.v.M.: So, one could say that the aesthetics 
and the ethics of the modern movement is 
directly dependent on the possibility—or at 
least the hope for a possibility—of working 
under a bureaucracy that is able to hand out 
substantial contracts in the area of public 
housing construction. Because this possibility 
does not exist in the United State, the social 
reformism of the modern movement in America 
is largely irrelevant.

D.S.B.: Not just irrelevant: it is abused by  
the establishment to justify socially repressive 
architectural programs. I can give you an 
example. When we were asked by the residents 
of a rather poor neighborhood in Philadelphia 
(South Street; fig. 34) to help their effort to stop 
the construction of an expressway, they said  
to us: If you like Las Vegas, then we trust you 
not to try to “revitalize” South Street at our 
expense. We were called in because people felt 
that we were first and foremost interested in 
what cities actually look like and that we could 
understand why it is that they look the way they 
do—without all too many aesthetic and moral 
expectations. To these people, that at least 
seemed like a good start. But for many archi-
tects, of course, that is fundamentally wrong. 
They find the architect “has to go to the people” 
and put up bold, clean, modern apartments. 
Now we have seen what happened in the United 

States, where these bold new apartments were 
built based on the corresponding social rhetoric 
—but unfortunately not for the right people.  
In fact, in general what happened is that the 
residents of a poor neighborhood had to clear 
the field while a wealthier public moved into  
the residential blocks built according to CIAM 
principles. However much the modern move-
ment worked to put poor and disadvantaged 
groups of the population in good apartments, 
the more rarely it actually happened—and  
for that reason several of us are trying out other 
methods. We studied Las Vegas, among other 
reasons, because people (at least people who 
belong to the middle and lower classes) seem to 
appreciate Las Vegas, at least more so than they 
appreciate the architecture that the architects 
tell them they should really appreciate. A very 
confused response to your question …

S.v.M.: A confused question, perhaps …
D.S.B.: No, not your question: the issue itself 

is confused. Our answer is that we try as best 
we can to get closer to the realization of our 
social concerns—specifically, in the immediate 
future and with the aid of instruments that the 
society around us makes available. As artists, 
we use irony when looking at this situation—
perhaps in a similar sense to that which Poirier 
had in mind in his article when he wrote that  
the artist takes the material for his art from the 
world around him. If the artist is in agreement 
with his world, then he uses this material openly 
and directly; if not, then ironically. We believe 
that we use it ironically: we laugh in order not  
to cry. We see irony as a means to help the 
individual to survive in a culturally multicolored, 
thrown-together society. We believe that the 
role of a socially committed artist or architect  
in our society does not have to be so far 
removed from that of a jester.

There, once again, you have our divided 
relationship to society. In many respects, it  
is horrible; in many respects, wonderful—and  
this split is expressed in our work as irony.

S.v.M.: So, a kind of gallows humor, as a 
German colleague, Michael Müller, expressed it 
in his response to your recent lecture in Berlin?7

D.S.B.: Yes, but it is kinder, less nasty,  
than gallows humor. We are not at all against 
this form of society. We believe not only that  
our position as American architects is a compro-
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mised position but also that the position of  
the whole industrialized world is compromised 
—compared to the rest of the world. For that 
reason, we are against many aspects of our 
society …

S.v.M.: … but you are not apocalyptic.
D.S.B.: No, not even by inclination.

3. On Monumentality Today; or, Problems of 
an Aging Revolution

S.v.M.: Why is it that modern architecture 
tends more and more to a heroic temper?  
Why are so many new buildings, especially  
in the United States, increasingly reminiscent  
of the monumentality, the theatricality, and the 
pomp of the architecture of the City Beautiful 
Movement, both in character and in tone  
(fig. 35), despite the anti-Beaux Arts theory  
it is still burdened with? How do you explain  
this phenomenon? I ask you because it seems  
to me that within today’s architecture scene  
you represent a position extremely opposed  
to post-brutalist heroism.

D.S.B.: I believe that what we can observe  
in some cases today is connected to two things: 
to the revolutionary zeal of the modern move-
ment, on the one hand, and to the impetus of  
a revolution that is suddenly turning reactionary, 
on the other. That means the zeal remains but 
the revolution itself has become reactionary.  
I believe that is one of the reasons for the heroic 
temper of modernism. I recall, for example,  
what the Italian architect Albini once said:  
that modern architecture had been a beacon 
that kept him alive during the fascist period  
and during the war. Now the ardor underlying 
this feeling was passed down through several 
generations, but the revolution itself has gotten 
old and gone over to the establishment camp.

Moreover, education in architecture  
is extraordinarily authoritarian, especially in 
America with its Beaux Arts background—more 
so than in England, for example, where there  
are schools such as the Architectural Association. 
Architects are trained to become leader figures. 
They have social prestige and consider them-
selves society’s gurus. In that sense, they are 
just as bad as psychiatrists, this other large, 
authoritarian professional group. We are 

informed, and you cannot understand that.  
If you think you want to drive a car and want to 
live out in the suburbs, that only proves that  
you don’t understand anything: You should walk 
and live in a megastructure. That is the typical 
attitude of an architect. Then there is something 
else: In America, architecture has long since 
been a concern of the upper class, and a 
concern of men; that is in part because anyone 
who wants to open up his own architectural 
office has to have a second income. It also 
seems to us that Gropius, as a kind of Prussian 
among the modern architects, was very well 
suited to the Boston Brahmins; that it was a kind 
of alliance of two related types. And, in fact, 
modern architecture established itself particularly 
well at and around Harvard and also spread 
from there across the country.

Another reason for the current hardening  
of the arteries in architecture is that architectural 
education has moved farther and farther from 
learning craft skills. American universities no 
longer have time for a meticulous basic educa-
tion in construction and the building trades;  
and one consequence of that is that we get  
a modern architecture without traditional 
constructional finesse and without details.  
But a man like Mies was a craftsman through 
and through. The next generation had already 
largely lost this sense of the craft, and in the 
generation that followed almost nothing more  
of it remained. It seems to me that this loss of 
the foundation in the craft has resulted in rather 
conceited architects and a rather conceited 
architecture.

S.v.M.: I don’t entirely understand your 
criticism of Gropius. I don’t really see him as  
the great, authoritarian “Prussian” (leaving aside 
the fact that he would probably agree with  
what you say about the loss of the sense  
of craftsmanship). He once said that the color  
he likes most is “colorful.” The whole Bauhaus 
would have been inconceivable without his 
essentially nonauthoritarian, pluralist attitude.

D.S.B.: I am, of course, not speaking of 
Gropius as a person; I’m speaking of his convic-
tions as an architect.

R.V.: His prescriptions for a “total” and 
“objective” design of the environment8 have  
a strong puritanical streak; they aim at a world 
in which leading architectural figures design  
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 figs. 36–37 Venturi & Rauch (with Gerod Clark), 
“Bill-Ding-Board” for the National Football Hall  
of Fame. Project, 1967.



                   fig. 38–39 Murphy, Levy, Wurmann, 
Venturi & Rauch (with Steven Izenour), Billboards along a Philadelphia highway. 
Project, 1974 (Schuylkill River Corridor Study).



 fig. 40 Venturi & Rauch, Study for bicentennial celebrations  
in Philadelphia, 1972.



 fig. 41 Venturi & Rauch, Study for bicentennial celebrations  
in Philadelphia, 1972.

 fig. 42
  
Venturi & Rauch  
(with David Vaughan), 
Reconstruction of the 
outlines of the home 
of Benjamin Franklin 
in Philadelphia,  
with underground 
exhibition spaces. 
Under construction.

 fig. 43
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the “total landscape” in order to achieve a  
total unity, and specifically a unity that is 
regulated from above, by the experts for the  
rest of humanity.

I am in complete agreement with what 
Denise said about the progressive revolutionary 
ardor that is in reality reactionary. It is heroic  
to be a revolutionary; you risk your life doing it.  
It seems to me that this heroic feeling still lives 
on, somehow, this rhetorical quality, the dogma 
of a revolution. We live in an expressionist 
period, I don’t really know why, but it is a period 
that is expressed in part in the form of exaggera-
tions of earlier dogmas.

S.v.M.: It seems to me that something  
else plays a role in addition to all that. People 
seem to feel comfortable in an environment  
in which there are monuments that recall heroic 
events and conflicts. That is in part the sense  
of the tradition of classicist forms in American 
“state architecture”—or at least the tradition  
of classicist austerity in architecture: it wants  
to symbolize the triumph of law and order,  
of state control over disorder and laissez-faire, 
from the eighteenth century right up to Boston 
City Hall (fig. 4).

R.V.: What you are saying about monumen-
tality seems right to me. People want rhetoric; 
they want expression, both in their lives and  
in their environment, and they want the big 
message summed up in a manageable form. 
And that is how it should be. But it may be that 
today, in this special era, no one is entirely sure 
what this big message could be. Perhaps the  
big corporations were entirely sure of them-
selves—at least until a few months ago.  
But even they have become somewhat more 
discreet; often they even try not to stand out  
too much.

I agree with you that now and again society 
wanted big public messages in the form of 
architecture, but I simply don’t know what  
our big messages could be in America today. 
There are really just two kinds of popular, 
easy-to-understand messages: On the one hand, 
the architectural images of the big corporations, 
of big business, and, on the other hand, the 
leisure images à la Las Vegas. I wouldn’t say 
that we are so confused today that we cannot 
have any public messages—big, rhetorical 
messages—beyond that. That would be too 

simplistic. I would not go that far, although it  
is clear that today we cannot make any big 
architectural message summed up in a form,  
like that of, say, Chartres in the twelfth century. 
We cannot have that here in America for various 
reasons. If only because we are not all Catholic; 
we have an extremely heterogeneous society, 
and we find ourselves in a time of confusion;  
we are in a kind of mannerist period. Be that  
as it may, I suspect that in the future the medium 
of our public messages will not be architecture. 
Our big public statements will not be architec-
tural in the same sense as, say, in Chartres,  
on the Acropolis, or in Versailles—nor in the 
same sense that was still possible in the American 
city of the nineteenth century, with its train 
stations and city halls. I don’t know what it will 
look like, in fact—perhaps they will be enormous 
public billboards or enormous three hundred-
feet-tall sculptures à la Oldenburg, in keeping 
with the spatial scale and speed in our cities.  
In any case, I believe that the solution to  
the problem will no longer be pure architecture 
(it was not pure architecture in the past either,  
of course). And I also believe that the monu-
ments of the big corporations are somehow 
irrelevant. I believe that a great deal in the area 
of our architectural monumentality today is  
an empty pose, in contrast to a rhetoric that has 
a real effect.

D.S.B.: People searched for years for a 
“message” for the American bicentennial (1976), 
but they never found anything convincing.

S.v.M.: Will it be a multimedia event?
R.V.: Well, that’s an interesting way to 

approach the problem, because in the past 
hundred years world’s fairs were mono- rather 
than multimedia events, right? In any case,  
they were events that glorified the Industrial 
Revolution, with the help of progressive,  
technological architecture—of the kind 
described by Giedion. That’s no longer true 
today: We have no Crystal Palace, no Galerie  
des Machines, and no Eiffel Tower. Today, 
even Buckminster Fuller and Frei Otto are  
rather boring. The truly interesting things  
at our world’s fairs happen in the area of film 
and the television movie. In such a situation,  
architecture is not supposed to be anything 
more than a receding backdrop for the national 
and international offerings at such a fair.  

Stanislaus von Moos,  
Denise Scott Brown, and Robert Venturi



164 II: Realism and Autonomy

Architecture should express what it has to 
express not by means of its forms but by means 
of symbols. The symbols and messages should 
be an “appliqué.” They constitute an environ-
ment that consists of messages and not of  
“pure architecture.” The belated heroic archi- 
tectural monuments that we mentioned earlier 
are nothing other than the last gasp of pure 
form, the quite boring last gasp.

D.S.B.: The big public messages or confes-
sions could be things like, for example, the  
effort to finally address the problem of poverty. 
Philadelphia proposed for the bicentennial  
that a large part of the municipal expenditures 

should go to social programs in order to  
eliminate the worst deficiencies in the city.  
But Washington didn’t want to hear about it. 
Ever since, the feeling here has been that there 
won’t be a lot to celebrate in 1976 if these  
social measures are not taken up first.  
Our own proposals for a bicentennial exhibition 
composed of exhibition sheds and symbols 
should be understood against that backdrop 
(figs. 38–41). (Philadelphia, October 1974)

[Ed. Note: “[…] the Art Deco insurance palace opposite the 
museum in Philadelphia” referred to above are the Fidelity  
Mutual Life Insurance Company Building (today the Ruth and 
Raymond G. Perelman Building), ca. 1927, designed by Zantzinger, 
Borie, and Medary; and the Philadelphia Museum of Art.]

ENDNOTES

1  “Shingle Style”: this term describes  
a series of American homes of the late 
nineteenth century in the tradition of  
the Arts and Crafts Movement that were 
important for the history of the evolution  
of architecture. See Vincent Scully,  
The Shingle Style (New Haven, 1955). 

2 Or the so-called New York Five:  
Peter Eisenman, Michael Graves, Charles 
Gwathmey, John Hejduk, and Richard 
Meier. See various authors, Five Architects 
(New York, 1972).

3 Richard Poirier, “T.S. Eliot and the 
Literature of Waste,” New Republic,  
May 20, 1967.

4 Alan Colquhoun, “Typology and Design 
Method,” Arena, June 1967, 11–14, 
reprinted in Charles Jencks and George 
Baird, Meaning in Architecture (New York, 
1969). 

5 See Paul Hirshorn and Steven Izenour, 
“Learning from Hamburgers,” Architecture 
Plus 1, 5 (June 1973).

6 Ulrich Franzen, “Letter to the Editor,”  
in Progressive Architecture, April 1970, 8. 

7   “Functionalism Yes, but …,” lecture  
as part of a symposium on “Das Pathos des 
Funktionalismus” [The pathos of functional-
ism], organized by the Internationales 
Design Zentrum, Berlin, September 1974. 

8   See Walter Gropius, Scope of Total 
Architecture (New York, 1943). 

Stanislaus von Moos,  
Denise Scott Brown, and Robert Venturi







167II: Realism and Autonomy  Alan Colquhoun

Rules, Realism,  
and History

Perhaps the most crucial problem in archi- 
tecture today is that of its relationship with  
the culture of society as a whole. Is architecture 
to be considered as a self-referential system, 
with its own traditions and its own system  
of values, or is it rather a social product  
which only becomes an entity once it has  
been reconstituted by forces external to it?

There is undoubtedly today a strong current 
of opinion which tends toward the first of these 
alternatives. These ideas seem to have appeared 
as a reaction against the weak theoretical 
position forced on architecture during the last 
fifteen years or so, during which its defenses 
have been attacked by successive waves of 
operationalism, systems methodology, poetic 
technology, social realism, and even certain 
semiological discussions, all of which have  
had as their chief aim the dismantling of “archi-
tectural values”—what Reyner Banham has 
called the “cultural baggage.” On the one hand, 
architectural creation has been postponed until 
an apparently endless process of induction  
and analysis (whether technical or social) has 
been completed; on the other, aesthetic fervor 
has been encouraged, provided that its roots 
were either expressionistic or populist, and the 

existence of any valid system of rules or norms 
belonging to the tradition of “high architecture” 
has been denied. If it has been admitted that 
architecture is a “language,” then it is a language 
which springs from intuition, unhampered by any 
previous knowledge of the subject—a language 
more natural than natural language itself, since  
it does not have to be learned.

These tendencies—which are still very 
strong—are, in one sense, the result of one of 
the most powerful motives of avant-garde  
art since the mid-nineteenth century—the drive 
toward “realism” or “naturalism.” The succes-
sive artistic revolutions of the last 150 years 
have all been attempts to “get behind” the 
“stylistic” representation of ideas, to destroy  
the artificial rules which not only mediate 
between the representation and the reality  
but also give this representation a particular  
ideological coloring. It is true that this search  
for a primordial language with which to express 
man’s relation to reality eventually took a form 
which seems almost the antithesis of realism, 
when, instead of imitating structures which 
were immediately given, it attempted to discover 
hidden and underlying structures. This turn 
toward formalism, which sought to create 
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analogues of the real world, not only affected 
painting and literature as “imitating” arts but 
also architecture and music, where the humaniz-
ing and reassuring elements of style belonging 
to the “classical” repertoire were rejected  
in favor of more elementary structures.

But if the aim of this revolutionary force  
was to eliminate style and to discover essences, 
it was in the end bound to come up against  
the fact that our mode of understanding  
“reality” and our mode of “representing”  
reality artistically are separate things.

Already in the 1920s Boris Tomashevsky 
drew attention to the infinite regress in  
which the avant-garde found itself in literature:

“In general the nineteenth century abounded in  
schools whose very names hint at realistic techniques  
of motivation—’Realism,’ ’Naturalism,’ ’the Nature 
School,’ ’Populism,’ and so on. In our time the Symbol-
ists replaced the Realists in the name of some kind  
of transnaturalism … a fact which did not prevent the 
appearance of Acmeism … and Futurism. … From school 
to school we hear the call to ’Naturalism.’ Why, then,  
has a ’completely naturalistic school’ not been 
founded…?—because the name ’Realist’ is attached  
to each school (and to none)… . This explains the ever 
present antagonism of the new school for the old—that 
is, the exchange of old and obvious conventions for new, 
less obvious ones within the literary pattern. On the  
other hand, this also shows that realistic material in itself  
does not have artistic structure and that the formation  
of an artistic structure requires that reality be recon-
structed according to aesthetic laws. Such laws are 
always, considered in relation to reality, conventional.”1 

The facts stated here, though clearly admissi-
ble in the case of the “nonutilitarian” arts, might 
be questioned in relation to architecture, which 
has to embrace both the real and the representa-
tional—the work of architecture being part of  
the real, “usable” world, as well as a representa-
tion of that world. It could be argued that the 
Modern Movement radically confused these  
two aspects, attributing to the need for practical 
buildings a representational function or, 
conversely, burdening the representational 
function with the responsibility for solving 
practical building problems. But if it did this,  
the reason must lie in the fact that these  
two aspects of architecture, which are indepen-
dent from a logical point of view, are never 
independent experientially, and that the search 
for the “essence” of the building has an aesthetic 
motivation, embracing a certain idea of utility 
and its representation—one in which the trans-

parency of the form was symbolic of a reality 
which could be totally described and manifested.

Thus the “materialism” of modern architecture 
was just as “metaphysical” as architecture had 
ever been, and this seems to show that when we 
are talking of architecture, we are referring to a 
system of representation of essentially the same 
kind as that found in the other arts. It is no more 
possible in architecture than any other system  
of representation to arrive at the ne plus ultra in 
which the representation and the represented 
coincide; the need for aesthetic laws of construc-
tion must be admitted. Such laws are not like the 
laws established on the basis of hypothesis and 
experiment in the physical sciences—laws which, 
according to Karl Popper, have to be capable of 
falsification. If we are to make a scientific analo-
gy, we should rather say that they are like the 
“paradigms” which, in Thomas Kuhns’s analysis, 
determine the area of scientific discourse.  
They are norms, and a complete description of 
the phenomenon of architecture could no more 
neglect to include them than could a description, 
say, of football omit to include those rules  
which alone render the game intelligible. In 
Tomashevsky’s terms, they are “conventional.”2

But however much the necessary existence 
of such laws may justify a view of architecture 
as a self-referential system, it does not support  
a view which would regard such a system  
as dependent on laws which are absolute and 
unchanging. The laws regulating aesthetic 
construction are subject to change, and this 
change comes about not from inside the 
aesthetic system but from outside.

That this is true can be seen even in a system 
so apparently independent of technical and 
economic conditions as music. The change  
in musical language which came about in the 
eighteenth century, when a contrapuntal gave 
way to a homophonic method, can only be 
explained by a change in the social function  
of music. What took place was, of course,  
a purely musical change, and it can be 
completely explained in terms of rules which 
belong to music alone. Nonetheless, the motiva-
tion for the change was external to music.

Up until the nineteenth century, the external 
pressures on architecture were no more than on 
the other arts, but since the Industrial Revolution, 
and with increasing intensity in the twentieth 





 fig. 1 Le Corbusier,
  Villa, Vaucresson, 1922.
Street facade. 

 fig. 2 Le Corbusier, 
Palais des Nations, 1927.  
Axonometric drawing.



 fig. 3 Le Corbusier,  
Armée du Salut (Salvation Army), 
Paris, 1932–33.

 fig. 4 Le Corbusier,  
Secretariat building,  
Chandigarh, 1958.



 fig. 5 Hertzberger, Centraal Beheer  
administration building, Apeldoorn, 1971–72.
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century, architecture has been subject to social 
and technological pressures of a more direct 
kind than in the other arts. Changes in patterns 
of settlement and work, technical changes 
involving the use of new materials, economic 
changes due to a vast increase in the profitability 
of land development, changes in the method  
of distributing people and goods, have radically 
altered the architectural infrastructure. None  
of these changes has originated from inside 
architecture; all of them have necessitated  
a change in architectural rules.

Such a process, involving two variables—the 
socioeconomic system and the aesthetic rule 
system—can only be accounted for dialectically.

As an example of this process in operation,  
let us look at what might be called the “facade 
problem” in modern architecture. In the early 
days of the Modern Movement this problem was 
widely held to be nonexistent. According to the 
organic analogy, the external form of a building 
was supposed to be the result of its internal 
organization; “facadism” was identified with an 
architecture of false rhetoric. Yet certain archi-
tects, notably Le Corbusier, retained the facade 
and the related function of frontality as part of 
their architectural language. The problem of 
frontality is not simply the problem of the outside 
appearance of the building, though this in itself  
is bound up with the whole problem of the 
building as a representation in the public realm 
and cannot be attributed to superficial rhetorical 
needs. It is also connected with the problem of 
the interface between public and private and  
the transition from “outside” to “inside.” In these 
terms it is a purely architectural problem—a 
problem that will not dissolve however much  
the conditions external to architecture change.

But the problem cannot be solved by recourse 
to any unalterable system of architectural rules.  
It can only come from taking the existing rule 
system, adapting it to the new conditions, and 
laying down a revised set of rules. In all his major 
buildings, we see Le Corbusier facing this problem 
with unrivaled inventiveness: the turning of the 
staircase through ninety degrees at the Villa in 
Vaucresson (fig. 1), the system of virtual frontal 
planes in the League of Nations building (fig. 2), 
the elaborate entrance system in the Salvation 
Army hostel (fig. 3), the invention of the brise- 
soleil (fig. 4), to mention only a few cases. As  

a counter-example we might take one of Herman 
Hertzberger’s projects (fig. 5). In his attempt to 
generate the plan as a system, Hertzberger has 
ignored the problem of the facade. His buildings 
can only be comprehended as internally generat-
ed, and no reference is made to the problem of  
the building as a representation or to the approach 
to the building from outside. The building is seen 
as a fragment of “real” space, whose laws of 
extension lie in the building’s internal organization, 
and the space between buildings as a specifically 
architectural problem is ignored. These criticisms 
are objective. The faults which they expose are the 
result of the belief that architecture can be created 
without the establishment of aesthetic norms.

It is also to Le Corbusier that one must turn 
for an example of new architectural rules.  
The most obvious of these are the “Five Points,” 
and with this example one notices a characteris-
tic of the modern situation which differs from 
the past; rule systems tend to be invented  
by individual architects and tend to attain only  
a limited degree of acceptance. What in previous 
epochs was part of the langue has become  
a function of the parole. Mies’s invention of  
a network of virtual structure superimposed  
on the curtain wall is another such rule system. 
The rule system can even extend to the behavior 
of people within a building—as can be seen  
in Le Corbusier’s drawings—thus annexing  
to the architectural sphere something which,  
in earlier periods, belonged to an external rule 
system (rules of social behavior) (fig. 6).

The invention of rule systems by individual 
architects has often resulted in the trans- 
formation of buildings in accordance with  
a contradictory rule system. One of the most 
striking examples of this is the modification  
of Pessac, where the organization of homes 
according to the principles laid down in the 
“Five Points” has been altered to conform to 
petit-bourgeois norms requiring small windows, 
shutters, pitched roofs, and so on (fig. 7).

The proposition that architecture is a self- 
referential system has been accompanied by a 
“softening” of the rule system which was devel-
oped during the 1920s and which has, albeit with 
important developments and shifts in viewpoint, 
governed architectural practice until recently.

Owing to the fact, mentioned above, that the 
rule systems of modern architecture were made 

Alan Colquhoun
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by individual architects, or, at most, by small 
groups claiming to stand in some special rapport 
with the Zeitgeist, there cannot be said to exist, 
within the framework of the Modern Movement, 
any firm basis for excluding alternative rule 
systems. The norms of modern architecture 
have no “right of exclusion,” and the very fervor 
with which the Modern Movement insisted  
on the inextricable links between architecture 
and the approaching “world culture” meant 
that, once that great ideological vision had 
faded, the rules of architectural form supporting 
it would also tend to weaken.

It is therefore possible to see the modern 
tendencies toward historicism, not as constitut-
ing an alternative to a monolithic Modern 
Movement but simply as acting out a centrifugal 
tendency which was never far beneath the 
surface.

But this development nonetheless has its 
paradoxical side. However much architecture 
derives its historicity from its own internalized 
tradition, it still depends for its realization on  
the “occasion.” And the occasions which are 
provided by modern social life for the symbolism 
inherent in the rule systems of classical architec-
ture are very rare. In this way we seem to see  
a separation taking place, not only between 
architecture and the broader ideological 
patterns, but also between architecture and 
those very occasions which a “realistic” archi-
tecture should accept. From a situation in which 
“style” was finally to be superseded, we find 
ourselves in a situation in which everything  
is “style”—including the forms of the Modern 
Movement itself—a type of eclecticism more 
arbitrary than that of the nineteenth century, 

since at that time the choice of a style was 
based on its ability to represent certain political, 
philosophical, or religious ideas.

An example of this can perhaps be seen  
in Aldo Rossi’s Gallaratese, where the “virtual” 
elements—giant pilotis, a “classical” arrange-
ment of windows—refer less to the program  
than to some kind of “absent” architecture.  
The function of the rule system seems less  
to establish an architecture of meaning than  
to bring architecture back from the verge of an 
empty garrulousness, where reality is reflected  
in endless functional episodes each more banal 
than the last—those stair towers and service 
shafts which so often form the lexicon of modern 
buildings. Whatever one may say in defense  
of such an architecture of polemic, there is a 
danger that the belief in an architecture which is 
purely self-reflective might lead to a devaluation 
of the building program and to an architecture 
which would no longer need to be built.

The dichotomy posed earlier (architecture  
as an internally or externally referential system) 
should be replaced by a less simplistic 
concept—that of a dialectical process in which 
aesthetic norms are modified by external  
forces to achieve a partial synthesis.

The kind of realism according to whose 
tenets a fundamental language can be 
disclosed, and which rejects the mediation  
of style, should be replaced by a new realism 
which would gain its validity both from existing 
aesthetic structures and from a reality which 
would affect and alter these structures—a 
realism which accepts the fact that it is  
not possible to foresee a society whose unity  
is fully reflected in the forms of its art.

ENDNOTES

1  “Thematics,” in Russian Formalist 
Criticism: Four Essays, trans. Lee T. Lemon 
and Marion J. Reis (Lincoln: University  
of Nebraska, 1965), 82–83.

2 I am not concerned here with the 
question of whether the norms of art have 
any basis in nature. This problem, which 
belongs to epistemology, has a long and 
complex history, and, as a problem, it 
appears in different guises at different 
historical periods. In the Renaissance the 
laws of art were considered to be divinely 
ordained. With the rise of the bourgeoisie 
and the development of empiricism, 
artistic norms began to be considered as 

residing in the link between sensation and 
mind (that is to say, in the subject rather 
than in the object) and their universality as 
being due to social customs. But from the 
eighteenth century, and increasingly with 
the development of mass culture and 
consumerism, social customs lost their de 
jure force, and the resulting incoherence 
(expressed in eclecticism) was certainly 
one of the reasons for the attempt by 
avant-garde art to rediscover archetypes 
and to reduce the subject to psychological, 
and even physiological, laws. At the same 
time an opposite tendency emerged—the 
study of the sign as a social function.  
The sign was not studied, as it had been  

in the eighteenth century, as the natural 
reflection of normative social customs 
but, in the generalized form in which 
it appears in any society whatsoever,  
as constituting a de facto rather than  
a de jure system, and as being essentially 
arbitrary and conventional. This essay,  
by stressing the de facto, conventional, 
and ludic aspects of the architectural sign, 
creates, perhaps, an unbalanced picture. 
It leaves out the extent to which the  
sign is always, in an ideological sense, 
motivated and therefore the extent to 
which meanings are historically limited.



 fig. 6 Le Corbusier, Drawing of a “hanging garden,”  
1928–29 (design for Wanner, Geneva).

 fig. 7 Le Corbusier, 
Gratte-ciel residence, 
Pessac, 1925.

 fig. 8 The same house as 
altered by its users, photograph, 
1968. From: P. Boudon,  
Le Corbusier.

 fig. 9 Aldo Rossi, Apartment building, 
Gallaratese.
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Problems  
of Architecture  
and Realism

I will try to discuss this subject from the 
viewpoint of my work; that is, from the view-
point of the architectural project.

I think that the concrete response architec-
ture can give to the question of realism lies 
above all in its being itself without going astray, 
in expressing its own necessity and pragmatism; 
that is, in renewing its raison d’être on each 
occasion.

While this may even seem obvious, in reality 
it is not, if we think for example of the experi-
mentalism we see in this field today; whereas,  
I believe, architecture renews its propensity for 
realism at the moment in which it rediscovers 
its fundamentals, its tradition. Having said that, 
the question of realism in architecture takes  
on specific relevance as a result of the charac-
teristics of architecture itself. Among the 
typical characteristics of architecture, one is 
undoubtedly decisive: I am referring to the 
“reality” of architectural space. There being  
no discernible gap between representation  
and object represented, the question of realism 
is posed in this case in highly unusual terms.  
For example, that the distinctive evocative 
quality of architecture can never be expressed 
through its forms as negation or as open 

contradiction is evident. Only someone who 
can imagine a built architecture capable 
simultaneously of negating itself (an architec-
ture that is incoherent, useless, that does  
not stand up, etc.) can postulate an architec-
ture of denunciation or protest; for instance,  
an “expressionist” architecture in the current 
sense of the term. In reality the architecture of 
expressionism is a marginal experience; where 
it has entered the history of architecture, its 
character derived in the majority of cases from 
superficial elements, often scenic or decorative 
ones. This characteristic mode of forcing 
architectural figuration, distorting or shattering 
it on the plane of the image, can also be found 
in the architecture of the past. There, too, since 
such works never display elements of contra-
diction within the process of construction, 
what stand out are the stratagems of an 
essentially “pictorial” nature (from Laon 
Cathedral to Borromini’s Sant’Andrea, and so 
on). Which means, for example, that architec-
ture may even be ambiguous (ambigua), but  
it cannot express—that is, evoke—ambiguity 
(ambiguità); and this is its peculiar fate.  
The fact is that architecture cannot be 
make-believe without paying a high price.
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For this reason architecture appears not only  
to be stable (stabilita), necessary—that is, 
affirmative in and of itself—but also and always 
essentially approbatory (approvativa). And just  
as architecture’s range of expression is limited by  
this thematic renunciation, the sphere of critical 
interpretation is greatly reduced for aesthetic 
inquiry as well. (See the inapplicability of the 
canonical distinction between critical realism 
and socialist realism and other forms of realism.)

In his Ästhetik [Aesthetics] Lukács gives a 
definition of the particular nature of architecture, 
and it is one that I find very important. He says 
something like this: architecture creates a  
real and appropriate space that visually evokes 
its suitability.

The crux of the question of realism is entirely 
contained within this definition. Obviously,  
the realistic content of architecture pertains  
to both these moments highlighted by Lukács. 
However, the two moments are inseparable, 
in the sense that one can be defined only 
through the other and vice versa. The realism  
of a pillar consists of course in its function,  
but also in the sensations that its form evokes; 
and within this perception the pillar’s support 
function is contained anew. That is, in design, 
the definition of “suitable space” will owe a 
great deal to the extent to which the notion of 
“suitability” itself has been analyzed—a suitabili-
ty that is precisely what is being evoked. 
Whence the reciprocal, inevitable link between 
different works of architecture over time.

If by appropriate space we can understand, 
for example, its unequivocal conformity with 
functional, technical, structural, and other 
requirements, then this sense of appropriate-
ness, as well as its special quality and role in  
the project, becomes accessible only through  
an observation that is aimed at evoking the 
particular world of architectural representation: 
the world of forms.

The eye that intends to share and thus  
evoke, the evocative eye, has a particular way  
of looking at the historical experience. It judges, 
seeks the truth of the object, recognizes the 
moments when it repeats itself. And, in contrast 
to the nostalgic eye that likes to linger, it shuns 
models. In other words, it does not rely on  
first appearances but looks for confirmation, 
attentive only to the logical and progressive 

thread that binds works of architecture together 
over time. Thus, it will be very difficult, for 
example, to force the notion of “function” to 
remain within the limits of immediate necessity 
or those of relevance to the present. And it will 
also be very difficult to turn it into an ideology.  
If by function is meant conformity to the use 
made of architectural forms, I believe that when 
all is said and done necessity has by now fixed 
those forms. It suffices to observe that, up until 
the bourgeois city of the end of the last century, 
the connection with function had never been  
a problem for architecture. The extreme func-
tional specification of the parts of the dwelling, 
for example, is a typical product of the bour-
geois culture that attained its definitive form  
at the end of the century; but the same is true 
for the layouts of buildings in general: it is a  
false problem that has been passed off as new 
content (it is in this sense that the ideologization 
of function should be understood).

We can say the same thing about the techni-
cal aspect. This can never be overruled by the 
aesthetic conception, but neither can it become 
an aesthetic in its own right, as some still 
accredited tendencies would have us believe 
(the Bauhaus must take some responsibility for 
this). Instead it has always been the specific  
task of the technical element to demonstrate  
its necessity directly.

Thus the notion of “suitability” must always 
include the generalizing tendency that charac-
terizes the historical experience of architecture; 
that is, the sense common to all the solutions  
of a particular problem that architecture poses 
to itself over time, be it the house, the public 
place, the street, and so on. In other words, 
suitability cannot disregard the element  
of universality that is evident in each work,  
and therefore the irrepressible progressive 
propensity that such solutions display.

This is the domain of the typical forms of 
architecture, of its elements of permanence,  
of those forms that seem more than others  
to present themselves as definitive solutions  
to particular questions. Let us give some exam-
ples: Filarete’s Ospedale Maggiore in Milan, 
Piermarini’s University of Pavia, Le Corbusier’s 
Unité d’habitation, and Mies van der Rohe’s 
Convention Hall are buildings remote from  
one another in time, and yet they are in fact 





 fig. 1 Project for a secondary school in Tollo,  
Chieti, Italy, 1975, with A. Monestiroli.  
Photograph of model.

 fig. 2 Plan of the ground floor.



 fig. 3 Competition project for a student dormitory, 
Chieti, Italy, 1975, 1976, with A. Monestiroli. 
Perspective and site plan.

 fig. 4 Plan of the ground floor.



 fig. 5 Competition project for the regional 
administration in Trieste, on the Corso Miramare, 
1975. Photograph of model.

 fig. 6 Plan of the upper floor.
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“contemporary,” because they have in common 
the tendency to establish themselves first  
of all as “types”; that is, as essentially definitive 
responses.

To be sure, reference to the specific condi-
tions of architecture does not exhaust the notion 
of “suitability,” but it does indicate a definite 
choice of method for design. The rest belongs  
to the sphere of the meanings of architectural 
forms. The built city, the layouts and forms  
of the rural landscape, and in general everything 
that reflects human domination of the natural 
element express collective contents. Architec-
ture is to a great extent their mirror, and this  
is how forms take on stable meanings.

So the notion of “suitability” also embraces 
the reflection of those collective contents that 
belong to a line of progress, regardless of how 
they manifest in the present. This principle of 
progress, which corresponds to a well-defined 
interpretation of the historical process (seen  
as a unified course in the multifaceted world  
of cultures), is the subject of precise analysis  
by Ernst Bloch. I quote here a passage from  
his famous 1955 essay Differentiations in the 
Concept of Progress. Bloch writes:

“Everywhere there is an advance from a primitive 
commune, through class societies, to the ultimate 
maturity of socialism; and everywhere, in all ensembles 
of social relations, there is the human element—from 
the anthropological to the humanum—which colors these 
ensembles so variously and holds them in a uniform 
embrace. … Therefore this humanum (still in process) …
provides the only genuinely tolerant (i.e., utopian-toler-
ant) point of time. And the more nations and cultures 
belong to the humanist camp, the larger and surer will  
be the reality and therefore the conceivability of a single 
goal for the multiverses in the new history of culture.” 
(Sitzungsberichte der deutschen Akademie der  
Wissenschaften zu Berlin [Berlin], no. 5. [1956]: 23–24) 

Architecture is the designated interpreter  
of these collective contents that place them-
selves above the conditions of history and  
yet are included so permanently in the historic 
process. This, in any case, positive trend,  
this line of progress that Bloch invites us  
to recognize in history, represents perhaps  
the last thing we can reasonably repeat on the 
subject of the evocative quality of architecture. 
All that we might say about the raison d’être  
of this particular, necessary world of architec-
tural forms is that, by its nature, it cannot 
express ambiguous or random contents.

And so it is that the world of possible forms, 
the realm of design, shows its innumerable  
ties with the past through images that have 
been constructed over time. It is revealed  
only in the comparison with this past, and  
it becomes reality only through a concrete, 
positive “imitation.” Imitation understood, 
that is, not as nostalgic reminiscence but as 
comprehension and surmounting, as continuity 
and unity of more general objectives; finally  
as the moment par excellence for a positive 
transmission of the elements of the discipline.

Just as we must reckon with the peculiar 
characteristics of architecture, we also  
must consider the specific conditions of the 
“discipline”; for these embody, so to speak,  
the transmissibility of architecture. Naturally 
they are directly connected with the former,  
and this connection is fixed in time, but since  
we are able to recognize such conditions 
precisely because they are the product of 
innumerable experiments and trials, they offer 
the assurance that they provide suitable means 
and solutions stemming from unchanging 
needs: just as a utensil represents the undis-
puted form and stability of a use.

In this the “discipline” of architecture is  
very close to handicraft. Tessenow deserves 
credit for having approached, at that particular 
moment, the relationship between architecture 
and handicraft from the correct angle of tradi-
tion. His intervention was decisive for a series 
of false problems that the modern movement 
was debating. But Tessenow got it wrong when 
he saw handicraft as a condition that preceded 
the work of architecture. Accepting this version 
would mean recognizing a de facto fracture 
between the moment of confidence in the skills 
acquired, of “manual ability” in addition to  
that of observation and knowledge, and the 
moment of imagination and of succinct choices; 
that is, the moment when intellectual qualities 
are brought to bear. This split (which is not 
present in Tessenow’s work) means consciously 
distancing design from experience, architecture 
from its reality. We could say the same thing  
of Loos’s famous axiom:

“Only a very small part of architecture belongs to art:  
the tomb and the monument.” 
(Adolf Loos, “Architecture,” in On Architecture  
[Riverside, CA: Ariadne Press, 2002]1) 

Giorgio Grassi
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Breaking up this unity of experience may 
meet the needs of contingent questions,  
as in the case of Loos and Tessenow himself,  
but it invariably proves pernicious. It means 
detaching architecture from the reason for  
its existence. It means nullifying its state of 
constant effort to overcome the contradictions 
of reality in its representation, which is the 
condition of that existence. When dealing with 
handicraft, we do not raise questions of realism, 
just as we never pose the problem of invention 
or imitation. The model in handicraft is always 
the work itself, and this is not modified. It is  
not the same in architectural design. The 
specific conditions of the project always  
maintain a high degree of uncertainty and 
complexity; the more numerous the conditions 
limiting the design prove to be, the more it  
gains confidence, and so these conditions are 
necessary. And since they arise and are defined 
in the course of the work, the work is also 
always defined as it is carried out. Here, too,  
the model is the work itself, but it is modified: 
designing also signifies adjusting the “images” 
to the work that is being shaped, in such a  
way that the person who is creating is always 
also in part a spectator.

So architecture must always be attentive to 
handicraft while clearly bearing in mind that  
the conditions of craft and architectural labor 
only partially correspond. If anything, we might 
say, turning Tessenow’s hypothesis on its head, 
that the condition of craft is the utopia of 
architectural work. And this is true and manifest 
precisely in the moments of greater unity,  
of stability of form in history; in those moments  
in which image, evoked form, real form, means, 
and techniques coincide perfectly in the unity  
of the style: in fact, moments of great formal 
stability are precisely those that bring architec-
ture closest to the state of a craft.

Finally, another aspect of the question  
of realism regards the special relationship that 
exists between the work of architecture and  
the public. In fact, architecture is a public work, 
a collective work par excellence. This is why  
we should give careful consideration not only  
to those tendencies that seek to exclude  
architecture from the field of art, but also, for 
example, to the fact that today there is a general 
lack of interest in architecture, which again 

signifies exclusion of architecture as such from 
the realm of common goods. 

The fact is that architecture must first come 
to terms with itself; that is, with its specific 
characteristics. At the same time, however,  
it has to face up to its social responsibility. From 
this point of view, the question of its relationship 
with the public cannot be ignored. This is why 
the language of architecture is—or indeed  
ought to be—a direct language. Moreover,  
since architecture enters directly into life—for 
instance, through the functionality that takes  
it outside the domain of art—this creates  
a permanent bond that offers the public a basis 
from which to pass irrevocable judgment.

Yet another less obvious, but equally strong 
link that derives from architecture’s particular 
evocative purpose has already been mentioned. 
It is the link between architecture and society 
and its grand collective aims; it is the character-
istic conceptual tension that manifests in style, 
which in turn is destined to embody those aims 
(see, for example, the architecture of the bour-
geois revolution). A link capable, therefore,  
of performing a well-defined historical function 
in the domain of cultural superstructure. This 
tension can be recognized in all the great 
architecture of the past: in the most significant 
moments in the history of cities, in their build-
ings, and in their dominant forms. This tension  
is maintained as historical conditions change; 
this is due not only to the fact that forms 
become part of collective memory but also, and 
above all, because these forms represent very 
long-term goals (see again Bloch’s concept  
of progress). The forms themselves do not lose 
their efficacy with respect to these aims over 
time. This is the precise meaning of the question 
that Hannes Meyer asked at the end of his 1942 
essay “The Soviet Architect”:

“Shall we, the architects of the democratic countries,  
be found ready to hand over the pyramids to the society 
of the future?”

Above and beyond the symbolic meaning 
Meyer assigned to the pyramids, he also affirmed 
the destiny of architectural forms to serve as a 
concrete, perennial testimony. In fact, while 
architecture is linked to an immediate use, it is 
also the “world” that most directly bears witness 
to the collective desire to leave a trace for the 
future. Let us take the same examples as before: 

Giorgio Grassi



 fig. 7 Photograph of model of the Corso Miramare.
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Filarete’s Ospedale Maggiore in Milan, Piermarini’s  
University of Pavia, Le Corbusier’s Unité d’habi-
tation, and Mies’s Convention Hall are buildings 
remote from one another in time and thus suited 
to demonstrating this aspiration and this destiny. 
They are works of architecture that correspond 
to well-defined cultures, but through the 
common tendency to establish themselves  
first of all as “types,” they become universal  
and progressive; that is, archetypal in the truest 
sense—namely, in the sense of Meyer’s “pyra-
mids.” Rather than meeting an expectation for 
the present, these buildings interpret utopia;  
that is, they evoke “appropriateness.”

In reality, the medieval city, the cathedral  
and the castle, the elements of the monarch’s 
city or of the neoclassical one, townhouses and 
squares always go beyond the real city in their 
forms, even though they are the very constitu-
ents of that city.

In this sense realism cannot avoid reckoning 
with the particular destiny of architectural forms 
to serve as testimony. If architecture shirks  
this task, then we can say that the very sense  
of its “durability” is lost.

This is true even for personal exploration. 
That is why it is difficult to accept much of 
today’s experimentalism, even when it affirms 
architecture. I am referring to those attempts  
at geometric composition and decomposition 
that most clearly display their abstract and 
radical basis; or those explicitly and program-

matically “unfinished” or “makeshift” works  
of architecture; or, finally, those explorations 
that are based on experiences in another 
practice, such as sculpture or painting (for  
these last cases what holds good, in my view,  
is the opinion expressed by Michelangelo,  
who, trusting solely in architecture,  
also assigned it a permanent preeminence).

We must also judge those experiences that 
have programmatically tackled the question  
of realism from this same point of view: apart 
from the decisive and complex experience  
of the Soviet Union and the socialist countries,  
I am referring, for example, to the architectural 
neorealism of postwar Italy—but it is also 
necessary to consider the far less widely debated 
“pragmatic” choices of much of Northern 
European architecture. I am thinking here of  
the gross misunderstanding that has led to the 
equally paradoxical and degrading imitation  
of the image of the Gothic-bourgeois city. 
Architecture cannot escape its fate of being a 
collective work in the broadest sense; just as it 
cannot evade the particular world of its repre-
sentation by neglecting, for instance, thematic 
questions that have always been peculiar to it 
(such as the question of the “monumental” and 
the absurd controversy over “monumentalism”).

Only by confronting the themes of its own 
historical experience can architecture reasonably 
hope to vie with it and aim to be a concrete 
point of reference in daily life.

Giorgio Grassi

ENDNOTE

1  German original: Adolf Loos, “Architektur,” Der Sturm, 15. 
Dezember 1910.
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A Realist Education

“They called me Pablo because I played the 
guitar.” With this sentence, Cesare Pavese begins 
The Comrade, his most personal novel, and also 
the work most closely based on a specific program 
—realism. From the first sentence, realism is 
interwoven with personal drama, in language that 
blends García Lorca with Piedmontese. Italian 
neorealism rediscovered the Paduan countryside 
with new realist principles that come as much 
from the Americans—Hemingway, Faulkner— 
as from distant memories of picaresque novels. 
The landscape of Italian neorealism is that  
of Luchino Visconti’s Obsession. An incredible 
Clara Calamai wanders, sunglasses on, through 
the gardens of Ferrara, looking for the love  
and the blame entangled in her everyday reality. 
Reality emerges here from a singular composition 
of monuments and emotions that envelop the 
characters, with a sublime and ridiculous mélange 
of the music of Verdi. An aria from La Traviata 
fades into ditties of the time, “Ma [sic] il tuo 
vecchio genitor” [But your old parent] and  
“Fiorin Fiorello / L’amore è bello” [Love is beautiful], 
while the Castle of Ferrara strips itself of de 
Chirico’s metaphysics to present itself as a heap 
of bricks, a shed, or a wood-fired oven made  
by a long-gone peasant civilization.

In Roberto Rossellini’s Paisà, realism is  
more straightforwardly aggressive. However,  
the black children of America, the ladies  
of the night, the boarding rooms beyond belief,  
the body sold for a packet of Américaines  
under a scorching sun—today, all of these  
look almost archaeological, like evidence  
of an impossible Italy. Fellini could use them  
in a new Satyricon.

These are, perhaps, my memories of  
realism; at that time, one could find it in the  
grand cinemas and in small outlying ones,  
in Aristarco’s Cinema magazine, and in the  
pages of the Politecnico. With these examples  
we tried to translate reality; perhaps we simply 
discovered it.

Later, in films, we met the Soviets again. 
Pudovkin and Eisenstein seemed identical:  
an unknown world was discovering reality— 
a distant, fascinating, grandiose reality.

As a young student, wandering the immense 
streets of Moscow, this reality seemed incredible  
to me, as I had an interest in architecture.  
The provocative, incredible, gentle architecture 
of the time of metro stations and the university 
on the Lenin Hills.

Was this realism?
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 figs. 1–2 Aldo Rossi, competition project for a student residence in Chieti, Italy; 1976. Plan (1); facades (2).



 figs. 3–4  Aldo Rossi, the “portone” in Bellinzona, 1974, with Bruno Reichlin and Fabio Reinhart.  
Plan (3); elevation (4).



 fig. 5   Aldo Rossi, “Städtische Landschaft mit Schnitt”/  
“paysage urbain avec coupe,” 1970. 
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At first, I saw realism as an alternative:  
more than anything, it seemed to triumph over 
the gray, carceral aspect of modern architecture.

I repeat, it was not architecture specifically 
that interested me then (and that is still true);  
it was rather the emotion that architecture 
(among other things), and despite its limits, 
seemed to give me.

That is why, for me, socialist realism in 
architecture was a glorious chapter. Many of the 
debates I have followed flow from this issue. 
However, unless for some academic purpose,  
it is silly to make realism into a category of 
architecture. Otherwise, it will end up like ratio-
nalism, or symmetry, or so many other names 
that are useful for expressing a certain idea.

Realism can, in some ways, be a social  
or political issue—so can bone bleaching.  
What statistics textbook has studied the struc-
tural stability of human bodies interred in  
the Great Wall of China or in other ancient  
or mythological structures? 

These are the gestures, the sorrows, the 
shames of an unknown city.

I was looking for an everyday realism. It had  
to be ancient too. I countered the study of typo- 
logical schemas of modern movement with the 
long hallways of houses in Lombardy, and from 
the emotions I returned to a degree of certainty. 
The great courtyards represented the insula, the 
local elements of Latin colonization in antiquity. 
What the Romans had built accepted this civiliza-
tion and gave it a universal form: this was the 
most authentic relationship with reality. That is 
why realism—or reality—was riddled with analo-
gies, references, reflections, and relationships— 
licit and illicit. But I was also increasingly free  
in my thinking about architecture: Clara Calamai’s 
love and blame in Obsession could wander calmly 
through the hallways and corridors of my projects, 
while Tanzio de Varallo’s David offers up the 
unforeseen meaning of the “analogous city.”

Is realism, then, only pedagogical and 
didactic? No, certainly not. But it is certainly  
not academic; it flees from academics  
and doctoral theses, from professors and their 
students, with its incredible, marvelous, oblique 
vitality—or, more precisely, its reality.
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On the Problem  
of Inner  
Architectonic  
Reality

“We are like sailors who have to rebuild their ship 
on the open sea, without ever being able to dismantle 
it in dry-dock and reconstruct it from the best  
components.” 
 Otto Neurath 

Around 1950, when socialist realism (which 
had been worked out as a theory or method in 
the period before World War II) was monopoliz-
ing that concept with its own interpretation of it, 
various attempts were made to counter it with  
a materialist standpoint taken from Neues 
Bauen [New Building]. That is true, for example, 
of Georg Schmidt, for whom this view was 
confirmed by the fact that Sachlichkeit [objectivi-
ty/functionalism] is the German word for 
“realism” (“Realismus und Naturalismus”). The 
proposition of his brother, Hans Schmidt, that 
building was by its nature technology—that is,  
a matter of necessity—describes the foundation 
of this realism: building is the technology that

“everywhere where it does not have to take anything 
alien to its nature into account is … calculating with 
specific laws, the laws of forces that apply in nature.” 
(“Die Technik baut,” 1930)

This realism aims to exchange the laws  
of style or, more generally, of form, for “more 
natural” laws (precisely the laws of nature),  

with which reality could be grasped directly. 
(Alan Colquhoun addresses this question  
in more detail elsewhere in this issue.)

(It is characteristic of the seriousness of his 
view that, for a time after the Great Depression, 
under transformed conditions of production, 
Hans Schmidt rejected as formalism the forms 
of Neues Bauen; that is, as a style in the nine-
teenth-century sense that was not grounded  
in the reality of the construction site.)

In the Dessau-Törten housing development 
(1926–27), Gropius adopted precisely the 
approach of the technological way of thinking 
and working, which

“clearly designs outward from the materials, from  
the building processes, and from the requirement for  
the finished building,”

as Schmidt wrote. But: the forms are not simply 
the consequence of the construction processes; 
they illustrate them (on a scale of mechanization 
that was not employed at all). Another building by 
Gropius in Dessau, the Arbeitsamt [Employment 
Office], makes clear how the form was deter-
mined on the level of organization, as laid out  
by Karel Teige: the organization of spaces, levels, 
paths, and fixtures that serve the procedures  
in a building and constitute its content.
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 fig. 1 Walter Gropius,  
Dessau-Törten housing develop- 
ment, construction scheme, 1926.

 fig. 2 Walter Gropius, Employment Office, Dessau, 1928–29,  
plan of ground floor, “Arrangement of the main facility on ground  
level to avoid congestion on the steps.”





 figs. 3a+b Le Corbusier, Residence near Cherchell, 1942. Analyzed for “transparency” in Rowe and Slutzky, 
ed. Bernhard Hoesli, Transparency.
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This simplifying interpretation of realism 
preferred certain demands at the cost of others, 
striving for quantifiable values such as “light,  
air, openness” and ignoring unquantifiable ones 
such as the “values of the interior” (which are 
more closely tied to form and are passed on 
through mimesis). The realm of form was limited 
to that of “calculation,” and that which could 
not be captured by these impoverished criteria 
was excluded from it. (In science, the same 
approach would mean not perceiving at all new 
facts not predicted in a theory.)

As long as the only task of form is to conform 
to measurable values, it remains far underdeter-
mined. Le Corbusier pointed to this fact when he 
took up a position against the aforementioned 
interpretation:

“An engineer works out the section of a beam; the 
inquiry into the strain it will bear gives him the coeffi-
cients of tension, resistance and inertia. But the 
coefficient of inertia is the product of the height and 
breadth of a beam chosen by himself. Therefore he can 
choose a beam height for his beam whose only 
justification may be his own pleasure; the breadth  
is a necessary consequence of that height.”  
(The City of To-morrow and Its Planning) 

Indeed, an architecture whose only content is the 
laws of nature, of construction, and of distribu-
tion has no assured criteria for the determination 
of form, as all formal and cultural motivations are 
banned from it as “arbitrary.” In reality, for lack 
of laws of form, they return to it as all the more 
arbitrary! That explains the diversity of forms  
in postfunctionalist architecture.

The view that understands functionalism  
as realism disputes the reciprocal relationship 
between form and content, believing it can 
grasp social reality directly in this way. In truth, 
the social, extra-architectural, and inner-archi-
tectural aspects do not relate to one another  
as an “either-or”: they are different from one 
another and are conveyed by one another.  
For that reason, Lukács denounced the view of 
realism that tries to understand works of art as 
simple social phenomena without also constant-
ly integrating their particular aesthetic 
constitution: they decline into a trite sociologism.

Architecture belongs to the “world of 
commodities” and is determined by particular 
social needs. To satisfy these needs, architecture 

creates certain material-technical structures, 
but, in a second reflection [Widerspiegelung],  
it transforms these structures that exist as  
a reality “for themselves” such that they become 
a reality “for us.” (This is exactly what Lukács 
charges functionalism with: that, in a sense,  
it equates the second reflection, which turns  
the building “for itself” into a work of art  
“for us,” with the first reflection that produces 
the building “for itself,” and thus sublates  
the “vividness” of architecture.)

This definition of the architectural reality  
is correct, but it does not avoid the risk of being 
perceived as “contentist,” so long as this reality 
is studied from “outside” and one does not 
proceed from within it. The Russian formalists 
deserve credit for having asked the question  
of realism (in literature) from “inside.” Roman 
Jakobson’s essay of 1921 refers to the processes 
that realism employs. The reason for realism 
should be sought in the development of society, 
but the processes that realize it aesthetically 
obtain their significance inside literary structures 
themselves. (The use of popular language,  
for example, is not realistic because of its 
“populism” but because of its antagonism to 
“high” language: by means of the violation of 
norms that it represents and from which obtains 
its significance in relation to the violated norm.)

Concerning this level—the level of inner- 
architectural reality, which is often not perceived 
at all in the question of realism in architecture—
we will speak below, at the risk of seeming 
one-sided.

In the realistic approach, art is often reduced 
to ideology or to offering a “picture” of society. 
The philosophers, sociologists, and so on who 
find themselves restricted by this idea are  
those who attribute to art merely an expressive 
function and who differ from it only in relation to 
something other. At least one of the roots of this 
“contentist” obstacle, which persists even in a 
Marxist aesthetician such as Lukács, was clearly 
recognized by Walter Siti in his book Il realismo 
dell’avanguardia [The realism of the avant-garde];  
namely, when he writes that contentism

“is derived, strictly speaking, from a sin of idealist origin; 
the work cannot be considered a phenomenon because 
one cannot find in it the mechanism of work.”

This insight leads us to starting out from work  
in our study.
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“Art is based on an ability, and it is an ability to labor. 
Anyone who admires art admires labor. And it is 
necessary to know something about this labor in order  
to be able to admire it and enjoy its result, the work  
of art.” (Bertolt Brecht, “Betrachtung der Kunst und 
Kunst der Betrachtung” [Contemplation of art and the  
art of contemplation])

Understood in this way as labor that can be 
determined based on the dialectically conceived 
productive process that it represents, architec-
ture turns out to be a special form of knowledge 
that is its own object, as material that is always 
worked out 

“precisely by the imposition of the complex (sensuous- 
technical-ideological) structure which constitutes  
it as an object of knowledge, however crude, which 
constitutes it as the object it will transform, whose  
forms it will change in the course of its development 
process in order to produce knowledges which are 
constantly transformed but will always apply to its object, 
in the sense of object of knowledge.”  
(Louis Althusser and Étienne Balibar, Lire le capital 
[Reading Capital])

There is therefore no Archimedean point 
outside the architectural work from which one 
could understand the “teleological” meaning, 
the essence, the “nature” of architecture. 
If one disregards the labor that is concretized in 
a work, it appears in a deceptive “naturalness” 
that conceals its artificiality: the fact that it  
is the product of certain labor processes and 
techniques that establish the functioning of the 
poetic fact.

In other words, architecture not only reflects  
a social reality but points to its own reality of form.

“An architectural mass, a relationship of tones, a 
painter’s touch, an engraved line exist and possess value 
primarily in and of themselves …, the fundamental 
content of form is a formal content.” (Henri Focillon,  
La vie des forms [The Life of Forms in Art])

From this derives the call for a theory immanent 
to architecture that studies this reality by 
working out the categories suited to grasping 
the similarity and difference of all works and  
the poetic approaches that can be found  
in them (the rhetorical figures, their updating,  
and so on).

When Bernhard Hoesli describes “transpar-
ency” as creating locations in space

“which can be assigned to two or more systems of 
reference—where the classification is undefined and the 
choice between one classification possibility or another 
remains open” (commentary on Colin Rowe and Robert 
Slutzky, Transparency)

he is characterizing one of these rhetorical 
figures that has found its more multilayered 
realization in modern art but can be traced again 
and again in the history of art. The immediate 
collision of parts (pezzi e parti) in Aldo Rossi’s 
design for Scandicci (1968) as a case of parataxis, 
the inflection in the house in Chestnut Hill (1962) 
by Robert Venturi, the various forms of symmetry 
—they are all such rhetorical figures. In the 
forms of their actualization, they constitute  
the poetics of the works. For example, mirror 
symmetry is systematically called into question 
by Le Corbusier: “non-symmetrical balance” 
(Klee) of the northern facade in Garches (1925–
27), a certain kind of chiasma in the first design 
for Carthage (1928), and so on.

It is illuminating for the rhetorical status  
of architecture that Rossi also included the 
aqueduct of Segovia among the points of 
reference for his design in Milan-Gallaratese 
(1970–72). The difference in time and the 
difference in purpose separating Roman  
engineering and a residential complex confirm 
that for him it has to do with an analogy of purely 
formal values. In the aqueduct, Rossi saw  
the mastering of large scale by a strict rhythmic 
articulation (of particular importance in  
this respect is the theoretical work written  
by Ginzburg in 1923: Rhythm in Architecture!).

When Rossi says of analogy that it is
“a way to understand the world of forms and things  
so directly that it can hardly be expressed other than 
through other new things” (“Analoge Architektur” 
[Analogous architecture], lecture in Zurich in 1976)

he is calling for anything but an irrational 
approach to the world of forms; rather, he is 
drawing the logical and necessary conclusion 
from the insight that the special, also sensory 
experience of space, form, materials (and  
the associated pleasure) originates in the most 
appropriate way from comparison.

The tradition of the métier itself proves  
the effectiveness and necessity of this kind of 
architectural knowledge: the provision of 
evidence as usual in the treatises, with their very 
different comparative plates based entirely on  
a structured, ordered inventory of variations; the 
traditional teaching of architecture founded on 
the copy, imitation, the building survey, working 
in the studio, and, finally, also on study journeys 
(the stay in Rome and the voyage d’Orient).

Bruno Reichlin and Martin Steinmann



 fig. 4 Aldo Rossi, Competition entry for the town hall of Scandicci, 1968, photograph of a model.



 fig. 5 Robert Venturi and John Rauch,  
House in Chestnut Hill, Philadelphia, 1962.

 fig. 7 Le Corbusier, Villa in Garches, 1927,  
entry facade.

fig. 6  
Le Corbusier, 

Villa in Carthage, 
1928, first project. 
Analytical drawing 

from a study 
by B. Reichlin.



 fig. 9 Aldo Rossi, Residential 
unit in Gallaratese, Milan, 1970.

 fig. 8 The Roman  
aqueduct of Segovia.



 fig. 10 Venturi and Rauch, Fire Station No. 4, 
Columbus, Indiana, 1965.

fig. 11  
Olivetti  

Divisumma-18.

fig. 12  
James Stirling, 

Olivetti Training 
Center,  

Haslemere,  
1969.
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In our view, what Jacques Derrida writes  
on the production of text also applies to the 
production of architecture:

“Whether in the order of spoken or written discourse  
[this also applies to architectural discourse], no element 
can function as a sign without referring to another element 
which itself is not simply present. This interweaving 
results in each “element”—phoneme or grapheme  
[or archeme, to use a term that has been introduced into 
the semiology of architecture]—being constituted  
on the basis of the trace within it of the other elements  
of the chain or system. This interweaving, this textile,  
is the text produced only in the transformation of another 
text.” (“Sémiologie et grammatologie” [Semiology and 
Grammatology], Social Science Information, June 1968)

The site of these changes is history. Accord-
ing to Karl Popper, however, history (i.e., the 
description of change) and essence, “nature” 
(i.e., what remains unchanged during the 
change) are correlative concepts. More than 
that: the “nature” of a thing all but presumes 
change, since the latter brings the different sides 
of the thing to the fore; that is, its “nature.”  
It [history] can be grasped as the sum of the 
possibilities inherent in a thing and change as 
the updating of their “nature.” From this Popper 
draws the conclusion that nature can only be 
known through its change and that the concepts 
to describe it must be historical (The Poverty  
of Historicism). That is the precise meaning  
of this seemingly hermetic sentence from Rossi:

“the architectures are the architecture.”

And that leads to the conclusion that the 
significance of architecture is determined only in 
relation to itself, to its tradition, whereby tradi-
tion comprises in equal measure both the works 
and the ideas we have of them. In other words, 
the fundamental dimension of meaning lies in 
the relatedness of architectural language to itself 
(self-reflexivity). The history of architecture is 
thus not simply a great repository of experiences 
gained; rather, it is the place where the meaning 
of architecture is formed. That guarantees the 
intersubjective—that is, relatively objective—
character of the terminological and sensory 
experience associated with it.

Understanding the significance of a work 
means determining its position within a dense 
network of relationships. The denser this 
network is, the more numerous the examples, 
and the more concrete the knowledge, the more 
structured the field of architecture seems to the 

observer, no matter his preferences. For the 
architect, this knowledge is determined as 
métier: this

“sets boundaries against the bad infinity in works.  
It makes concrete what, in the language of Hegel’s  
Logic, might be called the abstract possibility of 
artworks.” (Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory)

Architecture is the object of a special knowl-
edge related to its own reality. That makes it  
an undeniable fact. Abandoning this reality and 
its problems in the name of an immediacy of 
expression (which is often understood to be 
social engagement) means condemning oneself 
to architectural aphasia, once again deceiving 
our senses concerning fundamental experiences. 
For only the tritest naturalism can imagine there 
could be spontaneous sensory experiences that 
are not mediated by a social, historical knowl-
edge. The forming of the five senses is also,  
as Marx noted,

“a labor of the entire history of the world.”  
(Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte  
[Economic-philosophical manuscripts])

Our thought processes above placed the 
main emphasis on the autonomous creation of 
architecture. Over its evolution, architecture has, 
however, also continually acquired new realities, 
techniques and materials, problems and inven-
tions, and so on. Its creation is both autonomous 
and heteronomous. The best works of James 
Stirling represent a genuine discourse on this 
“both-and.” For example, his engineering school 
in Leicester (1959–63) adapts materials, means, 
and structural engineering techniques (from  
the nineteenth century)—sometimes directly, 
sometimes mediated by the works of Russian 
constructivism, a movement that had for its  
part made this kind of adaptation its program. 
Heteronomous creation seems to have reached 
a limit in the same Stirling’s work; namely,  
in the Olivetti building in Haslemere (1968–72):  
in the classroom wings, the architecture repro-
duces completely the formal language of 
industrial design, to which Stirling deliberately 
appeals in an analogy. Rather than speaking 
with the terms of architecture about the 
language of design, about its mechanisms,  
the architecture of these wings is, as it were, 
“spoken” by the latter.

One special form of heteronomous creation 
is found in the works of Venturi and Rauch.  

Bruno Reichlin and Martin Steinmann
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They pay attention to the “ordinary” archi- 
tecture of suburbia, which they make  
the point of departure for their own “high”  
architecture.

“We say our buildings are ’ordinary’… . But, of course, 
our buildings in another sense are extraordinary, 
extra-ordinary. Although they look ordinary, they are  
not ordinary at all, but are, we hope, sophisticated 
architecture designed very carefully, from each square 
inch to the total proportions of the building. Literary 
critics have known about this all along, that is, about  
the use of clichés, the use of common, everyday 
language which makes the literature of Eliot and Joyce, 
for instance, extra-ordinary. This is a widely-used method 
in all art, and it is well-known, except, apparently,  
to architects.” (Conversations with Architects)

The theory of the “decorated shed” that  
the Venturis propose, “learning from what’s 
there,” seems to declare architecture to be the 
packaging of a commodity. In this way, it seems 
to rationalize in the Freudian sense a funda- 
mental experience that the “man on the street” 
has in the world of commodities: the contra- 
diction between commodity appearance and 
use value. By restricting architecture to pure 
drawing, moreover, it represents a not-easy- 
to-accept renunciation of sensory experiences. 
(The Venturis criticize “high” architecture 
precisely because one has to walk through  
it in order to enjoy it.) But the fact that the  
works that emerged from the theory of the 
“decorated shed” are a clear reflection of the 
aforementioned contradiction is indebted  
to the trick inherent in works of art; that is,  
to the fact that the antagonisms of reality  

reappear in them as the object of poetics and  
as problems of form:

“Form … is that through which artworks prove 
self-critical.” (Adorno, Ästhetische Theorie [Aesthetic 
Theory])

In that sense, the architecture of Venturi and 
Rauch is realistic in the same way that the 
novels of Balzac are.

The repression of architecture’s own 
concrete reality has brought with it its reduction 
to an “object of daily use.” This is in keeping 
with a general trend to separate contemplative 
life from practical life and to restrict it to  
a compensatory, consolatory function. Practical 
life permits only desire (désir), which is the 
driving force of the capitalist process of valori- 
zation, but it precludes self-satisfying pleasure 
(plaisir). What Roland Barthes writes in his 
challenging book Le plaisir du texte [The Pleasure 
of the Text] applies to the exclusion of pleasure 
from architecture:

“One out of every two Frenchmen, it appears, does  
not read; half of France is deprived—deprives itself of  
the pleasure of the text. Now this national disgrace is 
never deplored except from a humanistic point of view, 
as though by ignoring books the French were merely 
forgoing some moral good, some noble value. It would 
be better to write the grim, stupid, tragic history of all  
the pleasures which societies object to or renounce: 
there is an obscurantism of pleasure.”

The pleasure of architecture is one of these 
deprived pleasures. The goal is to demand in  
the name of realism the right to the pleasure of 
architecture.

Bruno Reichlin and Martin Steinmann



 fig. 4 Aldo Rossi, Residential unit in Gallaratese, Milan, 1970. The portico.





209II: Realism and Autonomy  

SOURCES

[Otto Neurath, “Protocol Statements,”  
in Philosophical Papers 1913–1946,  
ed. and trans. Robert S. Cohen and  
Marie Neurath with Carolyn R. Fawcett 
(Dordrecht: 1983), 92.]

Georg Schmidt, “Naturalismus und 
Realismus” (1959), in Umgang mit Kunst: 
Ausgewählte Schriften, 1940–1963,  
2nd ed. (Basel, 1976), 36.

Hans Schmidt, “Die Technik baut,”  
Das Wohnen, 6 (1930): 120–21.

Martin Steinmann. “Hans Schmidt:  
Zur Frage des Sozialistischen Realismus,” 
Werk, 10 (October 1972).

Karel Teige. See the essay by O. Macel  
in this issue.

Le Corbusier, Urbanisme (Paris, 1925), 
47–48. [Le Corbusier, The City of 
To-morrow and Its Planning, trans. 
Frederick Etchells (New York, 2013), 
49–50.]

Georg Lukács, Ästhetik, pt. 1 (Neuwied 
and Berlin, 1972), 402ff.

Roman Jakobson, “Realismus” [in Czech], 
in Cerven 4 (1921): 300.

Walter Siti, Il realismo dell’avanguardia 
(Turin, 1975), 7.

Bertolt Brecht, “Betrachtungen der Kunst 
und Kunst der Betrachtung,” in Über 
Realismus, 2nd ed. (Frankfurt am Main, 
1971), 80.

Marcelin Pleynet, L’enseignement de la 
peinture (Paris, 1971).

Louis Althusser and Étienne Balibar,  
Lire le Capital (Paris, 1971), 49–50.  
[Louis Althusser, “From Capital to Marx’s 
Philosophy,” in Louis Althusser and 
Étienne Balibar, Reading Capital, trans. 
Ben Brewster (New York, 1997), 43.]

Henri Focillon, Vie des formes, 6th ed. 
([Paris:] Vendôme, 1970), p. 5. [Henri  
Focillon, The Life of Forms in Art, trans. 
Charles Beecher Hogan and George 
Kubler with S.L. Faison (New York,  
1989), 35.]

Bernhard Hoesli, in Colin Rowe and  
Robert Slutzky, Transparenz (Basel and 
Stuttgart, 1968), 49. [Bernhard Hoesli, 
“Commentary,” trans. Jori Walker, in  
Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky, Transpar-
ency (Basel, 1997), 61.]

Aldo Rossi, “Analoge Architektur” (lecture 
at the ETH Zürich, July 1976).

Jacques Derrida, “Sémiologie et 
grammatologie,” Social Science 
Information, June 1968. [Jacques Derrida, 
“Semiology and Grammatology:  
Interview with Julia Kristeva,” in Positions, 
trans. Alan Bass (Chicago, 1972), 26.]

Karl Popper, The Poverty of Historicism 
(London, 1957), 33.

Bruno Reichlin and Fabio Reinhart,  
“Die Historie als Teil der Architektur- 
theorie,” archithese, 11 (1974).

Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetische Theorie, 
2nd ed. (Frankfurt am Main, 1974), 71–72. 
[Aesthetic Theory, ed. and trans. Robert 
Hullot-Kentor (Minneapolis, 1997), 44.]

Karl Marx, Oekonomisch-philosophische 
Manuskripte, in Marx-Engels-Werke, 
suppl. vol. 1 ([East] Berlin, 1968), 541. 
[Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic 
Manuscripts of 1844, trans. Martin 
Milligan (New York, 1988), 109.]

Robert Venturi in “Robert Venturi and 
Denise Scott Brown,” in John W. Cook 
and Heinrich Klotz, Conversations  
with Architects (New York, 1973), 248.

Wolfgang Fritz Haug, Kritik der  
Warenästhetik (Frankfurt am Main, 1971). 
[Wolfgang Fritz Haug, Critique of 
Commodity Aesthetics, trans. Robert 
 Bock (Minneapolis, 1986).]

Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown,  
and Steven Izenour, Learning from Las 
Vegas (Cambridge, MA, 1972), 65ff.

Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetische Theorie, 
2nd ed. (Frankfurt am Main, 1974), 16.

Roland Barthes, Le plaisir du texte  
(Paris, 1973), 74. [Roland Barthes, The 
Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard Miller 
(New York, 1975), 46.]

Bruno Reichlin and Martin Steinmann





III  URBANISM AND  
  CONSUMPTION



213 
Between Crisis and Myth: 
The City at the  
End of Modernity
 by Torsten Lange

232
Questions for Henri Lefèbvre
 by Jean-Claude Widmer

242
Three Warnings against  
a Mystical Rebirth of Urbanism 
 by Superstudio

252
Collective Housing:  
Theories and Experiments  
of the Utopian Socialists Robert 
Owen (1771–1858) and  
Charles Fourier (1772–1837)
 by Franziska Bollerey   
 and Kristiana Hartmann

273
“New Babylon”: The New  
York of the 1920s and  
the Search for Americanism  
 by Manfredo Tafuri 

296
Roxy, Noah, and  
Radio City Music Hall
 by Rem Koolhaas



213

The 1970s marked a critical juncture in the discourse surrounding 
city planning and architecture. The period was characterized  
by a pervasive sense of crisis that underscored the limitations  
of modernist approaches to urban development. This notion  
of crisis also found expression on the pages of archithese. 
Significantly, after the journal’s relaunch as a series of thematic 
monographs in 1972, the inaugural issue was dedicated to the 
“crisis of city planning” and put a question mark behind the word 
urbanism in its title. “Most new cities,” Stanislaus von Moos 
remarked in the issue’s editorial, “still give the impression that 
city planning, urbanism, is a matter of composing volumes  
in space.”1 Nevertheless, for more than a decade, word had been 
out that architects’ urban plans, no matter how ambitious and 
well-crafted, played a relatively subordinate role in city-making 
processes that were chiefly determined by economic and social 
factors.2 This admission—that design endeavors were inherently 
subservient to these intricate forces—represented a seismic 
shift in perspective, highlighting the limited authority architects 
exerted in shaping the urban milieu. Von Moos’s barb against 
architects: plan-makers were not necessarily good planners. 
Furthermore, “a good architectural plan might even get in the 
way of sound planning development.”3  While this predicament 
had haunted the profession for at least a century as architects 
shifted their attention from erecting monuments for those  

Between 
Crisis and Myth 
The City at the  
End of Modernity

Torsten Lange
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in power to more quotidian challenges, the sentiment that 
experts in building design may not have all the answers to 
people’s ever-changing needs was now more acutely felt—first 
among those affected by architectural solutions, city residents 
and users, and later by architects and planners.4 Because of  
its scale of intervention, city planning, more than other design 
tasks, causes unforeseen consequences, often with far-reaching 
ecological, material, and socioeconomic ramifications. In their 
1973 essay “Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning,”  
Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber put a name (and theory) to  
the frequently perceived “wickedness” of the problems confronted 
by design and planning professionals.5 Planning problems,  
they argued, due to their uniquely complex and open-ended 
character, resist being reduced to a set of general principles and 
therefore defy definitive and static solutions in favor of temporary 
resolutions. Arguably, precisely this recognition of architec-
ture’s relatively restricted influence on the urban scale threw  
the profession and its long-held beliefs into crisis—with ripple 
effects lasting to this day. This is not to deny that, during the 
1970s, cities underwent genuine crises that were symptoms  
of more significant ecological, economic, and social upheavals.

A sense of disenchantment with modernist urban planning 
had already set in during the 1960s. Until then, professionals 
were widely in agreement not only in their assessment  
of the condition of the “industrial city”—an ideal type in the 
Weberian sense—but also concerning the broader aims, analytical  
methods, and instruments with which planning sought to 
overcome the perceived common ills of the modern metropolis: 
its uncontrolled growth and resulting formlessness, congestion, 
pollution, poor housing, and segregation. From the start of  
the decade, the clash between city planners’ idealized visions 
and urban realities on the ground increasingly received critical 
attention; moreover, existing urban forms and their qualities 
became objects of analysis and reappraisal.6 In 1961, Jane Jacobs 
warned of the imminent death of North American cities at the 
hands of “modern, orthodox city planning and rebuilding.”7  
Only a few years later, across the Atlantic, Berlin-based journalists 
Wolf Jobst Siedler and Gina Angreß together with photographer 
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Elisabeth Niggemeyer announced the “murder” of the historic 
European city (in contrast to Jacobs, however, they refrained 
from declaring modern planning guilty of the crime, instead 
noting that the historic city had become the victim of new social 
conditions).8 Preceding the historic preservation movement, 
which gained traction in the run-up to the European Architectural 
Heritage Year 1975, the authors mourned not the loss of the  
city’s material fabric per se but rather the disappearance of  
a sense of “urbanity” that, they claimed, had persisted over time  
and enabled affective experiences of the city and its “dwelling 
figures” (Wohnfiguren).9 In 1965, psychologist Alexander 
Mitscherlich diagnosed modern cities as increasingly “inhospitable”  
environments that caused human isolation and alienation.10   
The growing interest in urban patterns and their experiential 
qualities was mirrored in the architectural and planning  
disciplines through studies informed by Gestalt psychology,  
like those of Kevin Lynch.11 Furthermore, Aldo Rossi championed 
a renewed understanding of the continuity of urban form and 
memory through adaptation, in contrast to the rupture and  
loss resulting from large-scale urban reconstruction and other 
drastic interventions in the city.12

While this historical sketch is far too brief and schematic  
to properly delineate the contours of what might be called the 
postmodern turn in urbanism, it must suffice to set the scene  
for how the discussion on urbanism and the city played out 
across the twenty-four issues of archithese published from  
1971 to 1976. Overall, this discussion followed the broader 
perception that the crisis of city planning was indicative of  
a larger crisis of modernity—its promises, enduring faith and 
confidence in technical solutions, and the overstated agency  
of experts. Furthermore, it reflected vital characteristics  
of the shifting urban discourse of the time; above all, the growing 
interdisciplinarity of knowledge, combining insights from 
sociology, anthropology, psychology, economics, political theory, 
and the nascent cultural and media studies. Crucially, it also 
reflected the turn to history within urbanism. This not only  
left its mark on the face of the city itself through a revaluation  
of the historic urban fabric, including the hitherto reviled 



216

nineteenth-century city; it also involved growing awareness  
of both the city and urban planning’s historicity. Because cities 
were subject to change over time, historically distinct ways  
of conceiving and making cities became connected to different 
economic conditions, technological transformations, and shifting 
ways of life. Finally, the role of architects in urban processes  
was profoundly interrogated and reformulated in response to an 
influx of critical theory, particularly the analysis of “architectural 
ideology” by the influential Italian architectural historian 
Manfredo Tafuri.13

The original contributions to archithese chosen to accompany 
this essay as primary sources to support its core arguments 
embody the abovementioned characteristics. Their authors 
reflect a relatively broad spectrum: among them are a sociologist 
(Henri Lefèbvre), three historians (Franziska Bollerey, Kristiana 
Hartmann, and Tafuri), one architect (Rem Koolhaas), and  
a design collective (Superstudio). The articles have been culled 
from volumes one, two, three, and six of the journal. Urbanism 
and the city are explicit themes in only five of the issues—two 
from the early phase of archithese (nos. 1 and 3, 1972) and three 
from its late period immediately preceding the merger with  
Das Werk (nos. 17, 19, and 20, 1976, dedicated to the theme  
of “Metropolis”). In the interim years, planning and the city 
remained essential concerns. However, they were folded into 
such topics as “Anfänge des sozialen Wohnbaus” (Origins of 
Social Housing; no. 8), “‘Spontane’ Architektur” (“Spontaneous” 
Architecture; no. 9), “Das Kollektivwohnhaus (1900–1930)”  
(The Collective Dwelling; no. 12), “Realismus in der Architektur: 
Las Vegas etc.” (Realism in Architecture: Las Vegas etc.; no. 13), 
and “Grosshaushalt” (Communal Household; no. 16). The five 
years from 1971/72 to 1976 are characterized by a noticeable 
shift in approaching the topic of urbanism, from an engagement 
with present-day concerns to a more clearly delineated historical 
outlook that aims to uncover pervasive and unquestioned  
truths about the links between modernity and the making of  
the early twentieth-century American metropolis.

Crisis and myth thus form the two brackets between which 
the discourse on the city in archithese unfolds. While the former 
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bears witness to the waning of modernity, the latter seems  
to foreshadow developments and debates that would crystallize 
about a decade later with the emergence of the postmodern  
city as a vehicle for “flexible accumulation”—already embryonic  
in both historical and speculative analyses of Manhattan and  
the skyscraper as a distinct building type.14 In contrast to the 
modern city as a site for industrial production, the postmodern 
city with culture and consumption at its heart is simultaneously 
a financial asset and economic factor.15 Revisiting these 1970s 
urban discourses is worthwhile not only because their questions 
persist to this day, but also because the articles hold several 
unfulfilled lessons. Today, many architects remain fixated on 
object making and continue to show little interest in grasping 
the social and economic dynamics of cities, let alone in develop-
ing systematic strategies to intervene in these dynamics.  
In architectural education, the socioeconomic factors of design 
continue to be a sidenote too. While knowledge about the 
dynamics of space production has multiplied and deepened 
within the social sciences and cultural studies, this interest is  
not matched by architects, many of whom still refuse to engage 
meaningfully with this “external” knowledge.16 Moreover,  
large parts of the profession cling to the enduring ideal  
of autonomy, to which critical theory could not provide a fix  
but could at least offer a necessary corrective.

The Crisis of the City
When we delve into the issues of archithese, the theme of crisis 
is present from the outset. Whether “we are currently in the 
midst of a crisis in urban planning” was the opening question 
that the journal’s coeditor, Jean-Claude Widmer, a journalist 
from Geneva, posed to the renowned French Marxist philosopher 
and sociologist Lefèbvre in their conversation published in  
issue two of the inaugural volume. The latter’s resolute answer:  
“We have been in one for a very long time! To the extent that archi- 
tecture has tried to solve the contemporary world’s problems,  
it has very plainly subordinated itself to a certain number of 
economic requirements, such as the requirement for industrial 
growth.”17 In Lefèbvre’s view, the fundamental challenge of the 
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present lies in overcoming this growth paradigm. In contrast  
to the past, when architecture supplied the forms required  
for industrial expansion, the present need to change course 
(already urgent in 1971 and still unresolved today!) called for the 
invention of “something profoundly novel, but that something 
cannot be isolated, architecturally speaking, from issues that 
are political in nature.”18 One of Lefèbvre’s fundamental tenets, 
that architecture is a heteronomous discipline enmeshed  
in a web of ideologies, practices, laws, regulations, and institu-
tions, all of which shape its field of action, shines through here. 
That is, architecture constitutes a social practice that does  
not operate in isolation but is one among many actors engaged  
in the production of space, typically through the medium  
of the plan/drawing. Hence, any critique—and potential recon-
ception—of its operations must begin with this recognition.  
The extent to which the conditions of architectural production 
could be reflected upon and ultimately changed from within  
the discipline thus remained a highly controversial question 
—indeed, one over which Lefèbvre quarreled with the other 
influential Marxist position on architecture and the city 
presented in the journal, that of Tafuri.19 But more on that later.

The fact that Lefèbvre was interviewed for archithese  
not only testifies to its interdisciplinary and international 
scope—a red thread that runs through its early years. It also 
speaks to Lefèbvre’s position as a central figure in urban 
discourse in France and internationally, primarily through his 
leadership of the Institut de sociologie urbaine (ISU) from  
1962 to 1973. Łukasz Stanek resituates Lefèbvre’s key theoretical 
contributions on “everyday life” (1947, 1961, 1981), “the right  
to the city” (1968), and “the production of space” (1974) by 
showing that these concepts were shaped in dialogue with the 
empirical studies the French sociologist conducted at various 
public research institutions over his decades-long career,  
thus pointing to the intersections between “his critical reflections  
on the general condition of modernity, his research on the 
process of urbanization, and his project of spaces for a trans-
forming society.”20 Owing to his rich oeuvre, unconventional 
thinking, and political commitment, also expressed in his  
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close involvement with the journal utopie (1967–1978), Lefèbvre 
became a transformative force within the urban planning 
discourse and practice of his time.21 His conceptualization of space  
as a material construct and a sociopolitical arena engendered  
an especially profound reevaluation of urban studies. His triadic 
formulation of “perceived, conceived, and lived” space in The 
Production of Space instigated a conceptual shift, challenging 
abstract functionalist perspectives on the city as championed  
by members of the Congrès internationaux d’architecture 
modern (CIAM) and foregrounding the dynamic interplay 
between spatial configurations, lived experiences, and societal 
power structures instead.22  Notably, Lefèbvre also advocated  
for a participatory and inclusive approach that recognized  
the agency of city dwellers in shaping their environments.23

Lefèbvre’s interview for archithese—which runs through  
his critical positions on industrial modernity, the agency of city 
residents, the link between urban planning and capitalist 
production (he did not distinguish between state-managed 
capitalism and socialism in producing modern abstract space), 
architecture’s role in representing political ideologies and 
embodying bureaucratic rule, the disillusionment with techno-
cratic utopias, reforms in the education of architects and  
city planners, and alternative forms of practice—introduced  
a Swiss readership not yet familiar with Lefèbvre to his complex 
thinking.24 Many of the interview’s central theses resonate with 
the third archithese issue, “Zürich & Co.,” published in 1972.  
This issue focuses entirely on Switzerland’s largest city, where 
some of the dynamics Lefèbvre had described played out directly 
on the lead editor’s doorstep. Von Moos and the issue’s contributors, 
including Max Bill, Lucius Burckhardt, Martin Fröhlich, Martin 
Steinmann, and Sibylle Schroeder-Keller (the last three working 
at the Institute for History and Theory of Architecture (gta 
institute), ETH Zurich), were representative of the growing 
population that had become weary of growth and development for 
profit’s sake. “Enough of the shiny showcases, spicy business 
advertisements presented in the form of pop facades, and  
musically accompanied pedestrian passages,” von Moos wrote.25 
Since the mid-1960s, the editorial summarized, the restoration 
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of Zurich’s city center had pushed out residents; zoning plans 
had been drawn in the shadow of institutions using dubious 
methods; car-friendly transport planning had torn up the urban 
fabric; and banks, department stores, insurance companies,  
and hotels had shot out of the ground—all in the name of “progress,” 
“prosperity,” and “pride.”

In 1969, Richard Allemann, chief executive of the City  
Vereinigung Zürich (Zurich City Association), the umbrella 
organization of downtown businesses founded in 1967, publicly 
presented his visions—propelled by the optimism of the 
economic boom years—for the development of Zurich into a 
“European metropolis.”26 In the preceding years, several  
speculative proposals had fired the imagination. For instance, 
authors dreamt of expanding the city into the lake basin,  
beginning with Werner Müller’s “Seepark” proposal (1956), 
followed by Andre E. Bosshard’s “City im See” (1961) and Hugo 
Wandeler’s megastructural “Seebrücke” (1969), a multistory 
inhabitable bridge connecting the western and eastern lake 
shores.27 Many of these projects sought to tackle the problems  
of densification and congestion simultaneously. One such 
example was the “counterproposal for the configuration of 
expressways and layout of the Sihl area” along the western side 
of the city center between the central rail station and Selnau 
offered by the  Zürcher Arbeitsgruppe für Städtebau ZAS  
(the Zurich Working Group for Urban Planning) founded in 1959 
as an initiative of eighteen young architects, including Benedikt 
Huber, Eduard Neuenschwander, and Beate Schnitter, to promote 
their vision of a better city.28 Nevertheless, the growing public 
awareness of the “limits of growth”—the Club of Rome report 
was published in 1972, the same year as the Zurich issue  
of archithese—spelled an end to these visions as disillusion with 
dreams of linear progress set in. The population’s rejection of 
the city’s plans to construct an underground railroad in the 1973 
cantonal referendum was a decisive turning point.29 Lefèbvre’s 
critique of architecture and urban planning in the service  
of capital spoke through many articles that renounced large-scale 
urban reconstruction for profit not people, as did his disdain  
for the architect-expert as the embodiment of state bureaucracy.30
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Disenchanted Utopias
Without a direct link to the situation in Zurich, yet in dialogue 
with Lefèbvre’s disavowal of abstract and technocratic utopias 
(though he nonetheless maintained that the construction  
and interrogation of what he called “concrete utopias” was 
crucially important), was an article by the Italian radical  
architecture collective Superstudio published in the 1971 
“Urbanismus?” issue.31 Conceived initially by group member 
Piero Frassinelli as a total of “twelve cautionary tales,” each 
describing a vision of an ideal city turned dystopian nightmare 
due to the hyperbolic exaggeration of prevailing concepts  
of modern urbanism, such as users’ needs, dwelling cells,  
or production, the complete project was simultaneously launched 
in various international architecture outlets, including AD 
Architectural Design and Casabella.32 For the archithese spinoff 
version, only three narratives of “ideal cities” were chosen,  
all of which heavily drew from popular science fiction both in 
content and narrative style: “First city: 2,000-Ton City,” “Second 
City: Temporal Cochlea-City,” and “Third City: Continuous 
Production Conveyor Belt City” (the seventh city in the AD 
version). They were accompanied by a sinister epilogue in the 
form of a personality test that would reveal to readers whether 
they embodied a (designated) “head of state,” “an element of the 
system,” “a worm,” or someone who had not “understood that  
the descriptions represent cities now,” depending on how many 
of the portrayed visions one hoped would come true—from three 
to none.33

Superstudio employed a deliberately prophetic tone to depict 
prevailing trajectories of the time and amplified them through  
a lens of profound irony and corrosive commentary, offering  
a dramatic and scathing interpretation of urban realities and 
their repressive and inhumane character. In the collective’s eyes, 
the (post)industrial city was a thoroughly rational apparatus 
shot through with totalitarian control that threatened the 
destruction of nature and caused the alienation of its inhabitants. 
People’s needs and behaviors were entirely subordinated to  
the primacy of the system’s self-preserving mechanism, tolerating 
no dissent.34 Their work was informed by critical theorists  
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like Herbert Marcuse and his notion of the “end of utopia”  
in advanced capitalist society, presented in 1967, where ideas  
pose as utopian while, in truth, being no more than the negation 
of existing realities. Rather than offering a means of liberation, 
utopian ideals had been co-opted and neutralized by the pre- 
vailing system, becoming a form of social control. A reinvigorated 
and subversive form of critical thinking should thus challenge 
the existing system’s domination and conformity. At the same 
time, Superstudio’s “projects” were informed by the strategy  
of refusing work championed by the Italian labor theorist Mario 
Tronti and members of the Operaismo (Workerist) movement. 
Against this backdrop, Superstudio renounced the creation  
of utilitarian items, the act of building, or pragmatic urban 
planning and engaged instead in communicative strategies, 
perception, and the construction of subjectivity.35

In presenting a negative form of utopia, or “counter-utopia,” 
Superstudio also eschewed the work of many leading archi- 
tectural historians—in particular, those charged by Tafuri with 
operative criticism; that is, distorting their reading of the past 
by conforming to the needs of the present—who recounted  
the involvement of architects imbued with a sense of moral duty 
in pursuit of “utopia” and social betterment through meticulous 
and rational urban planning.36 This is where the contribution  
of the German and Swiss urban historians Bollerey and Hartmann 
lies. The pair sought to create an alternative to this established 
historiography by excavating the “theories and experiments  
of the utopian socialists Robert Owen and Charles Fourier.”37 
Their article, published in archithese 8 (1973; guest edited  
by art historian Kurt W. Forster), drew heavily from Bollerey’s 
PhD dissertation submitted at TU Berlin.38 Hartmann had 
completed her doctoral thesis on the German garden city move-
ment, cultural politics, and social reform at Freie Universität 
Berlin at the same time.

For Bollerey and Hartmann, Owen’s proposals for ideal 
workers’ communities and their corresponding social infra-
structures and Fourier’s Phalanstère, a palatial building  
to achieve collective luxury, presented an ambiguous heritage.  
On the one hand, their work stood out against other reform 
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models of the period as it offered “overall conceptions for  
a new urban organism” while “at the same time anticipat[ing] 
new social conditions” based on the recognition that, “in the  
bourgeois order, … true misery is and cannot be eradicated.”39 
Projecting the past into the present, Owen’s and Fourier’s  
“ideally conceived housing schemes”—shunned as ideological 
by later proponents of scientific socialism—were therefore 
viewed as an antidote to the technocratic operations of urban 
planning in the postwar era. On the other hand, the authors 
concluded that “the complexity of their planning, which is  
today interpreted as progressive, … condemned all pragmatic 
approaches to failure. The complexity was not planned  
for a restructured society but was supposed to contribute  
to the restructuring. Idealism operating in isolation failed 
because of its existence as a foreign body within the society.”40 
Nevertheless, Owen and Fourier were of interest to historians  
of architecture precisely because they lent concrete forms  
to social and urban ideas—even if, according to Bollerey and 
Hartmann, they differed in how they approached the status of 
the formal solution vis-à-vis the social vision. Owen interpreted 
the “transformed architectural environment [as] the precondition 
for the socialization process,” while Fourier held that “archi- 
tecture should be adapted to the psychological and physical 
conditions of human beings.”41 That said, the authors also stress 
how, in the case of Owen, formal and aesthetic expression  
were secondary concerns behind the suitability of the proposed 
infrastructures for their intended social purpose, not least 
because architects at the time were skeptical of these projects, 
so actors from outside the discipline ended up planning them.  
In contrast, the graphic rendering of Fourier’s Phalanstère by 
Victor Considerant (1840) is, in its deployment of lavish classical 
ornament on the exterior facades, interpreted as a marketing 
stunt that sought to play to prevalent bourgeois tastes in order 
to secure funding for the ambitious project. In closely attending 
to the historical conditions from which the urban models of 
these two utopian socialists emerged and by tracing their historical 
trajectory over the nineteenth century until they eventually 
became subsumed by bourgeois society, Bollerey and Hartmann 



224

sought to instill a historical consciousness in the often uncritical 
present-day search for planning concepts, a project of de- 
mystification to counter the commonplace ahistorical citation 
of precedent.42

Metropolitan Myths
This ambition to dispel “myths” through rigorous historical 
analysis, shared by most if not all members of the editorial 
board of archithese, also defined the work of Tafuri, the Italian 
Marxist architect turned historian based at the Istituto  
Universitario di Architettura di Venezia. He contributed an 
article titled “‘New Babylon’: The New York of the 1920s and the 
Search for Americanism”—his second for the journal—to the 
third monograph on the theme of “Metropolis.”43 This essay  
was an early draft version of a lengthier chapter published four 
years later as part of his La sfera e il labirinto: Avanguardie  
e architettura da Piranesi agli anni ’70 (The Sphere and  
the Labyrinth: Avant-Gardes and Architecture from Piranesi 
to the 1970s).44  It reframed, as Joan Ockman highlights, Tafuri’s 
earlier work on the American city conducted as part of a decade-
long collaborative research program, beginning in 1968, with 
“[t]he aim … to study twentieth-century architecture and cities 
in relation to the three ‘great systems’ that had shaped them: 
Soviet communism, American capitalism, and European social 
democracy.”45 With its ambition to construct a multidimensional 
picture of New York as an enigmatic symbol of modernity and 
the embodiment of Americanism, the effort by the editors of 
archithese may have taken inspiration from the research project 
that Tafuri had launched shortly before. Indeed, as the editorial 
of the first of the three “Metropolis” issues confirms, he was 
involved in the issue’s conception alongside Claude Lichtenstein, 
Werner Oechslin, Andreas Adam, and Rosemarie Bletter as  
part of a team of guest editors spanning three countries and  
two continents.46 The first issue focused on European represen-
tations of the American city that oscillated between admiration 
and revulsion, while the second issue focused more intensely  
on the architecture of the city: “the traffic machinery, stylized  
to the essence of the metropolis”; “the lighthouse as ‘model’  
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of the modern skyscraper”; “the battle for the tangibility of  
the metropolitan skyscraper as a single form”; “the looming 
divergence of large architectural form and decorative-theatrical 
infill, tasked with the communication of meanings on a human 
scale.”47 The third and final “Metropolis” issue, edited by 
Oechslin, continued the focus on the skyscraper, and here is 
where Tafuri’s article was placed.48 

In hindsight, the editors’ interest, in the mid-1970s, in the 
theme of Americanism may seem surprising, perhaps even 
slightly anachronistic. Undoubtedly, the United States exercised 
huge geopolitical, economic, and (pop) cultural influence 
throughout postwar Europe, mainly through the proliferation  
of consumer goods and mass media (“soft power”). However,  
the country’s influence as an aspirational role model had faded 
after the U.S. involvement and atrocities in the Vietnam War.  
In this context, the widespread perception by the European 
public and intellectual elites of the United States as a “laboratory 
of modernity” and its blanket association with “everything 
considered modern” gradually became questioned, a process  
of deconstruction and demystification that continues today as 
scholars on both sides of the Atlantic undo these monolithic 
constructs with postcolonial and other readings that shed light 
on the multifaceted and incoherent experience of modernity  
in the United States, including its dark aspects and historical 
oversights (settler colonial violence, slavery, and racism).49  
In a way, this shifting assessment is already somewhat palpable 
in the three “Metropolis” issues, even though some of the  
contributions repeat more than deconstruct the “fictions of the 
European avantgarde” about New York and the United States.50

As Ockman notes, the capitalist metropolis was difficult to pin 
down. Was it “an exceptional phenomenon, unique to the special 
circumstances that gave birth to it, or was it an unconscious 
anticipation of what was to come everywhere?”51 At least when  
it came to understanding the role of the skyscraper within  
this constellation, Tafuri’s verdict was clear: it was less a unique 
typological invention insofar as its volumetric form, dramatically 
staged in the renderings of Hugh Ferriss, sprang from zoning 
legislation introduced in the 1910s. Likewise, the eclectic and 
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loose reinterpretation of Indigenous motifs in its decorative 
treatment was chiefly aimed at providing a “consumable 
image.”52 The skyscraper, a mythical construction, therefore 
presented “an (ultimately futile) effort by technocratic  
architects and planners to resist urban formlessness by means 
of a singular, monumental building.”53 In this sense, it shared 
the same fate as the architecture designed and built in the  
other socioeconomic systems Tafuri studied—communism  
and social democracy—because a joint trajectory of modernity  
and capitalist development shaped it.

In this assessment, Tafuri differed drastically from the last 
position presented in the archithese “Metropolis” monographs 
to be discussed here—that of Koolhaas. For Tafuri, the skyscraper 
type proved an unsuitable model for future urban invention 
because it demonstrated, in historical retrospect, that possibilities 
for control on the urban scale had run aground under American 
capitalism. He ended his 1973 essay “The Disenchanted Mountain” 
by noting that “the realism that characterized the creation of  
the Rockefeller Center—to the point of cynicism—marked the 
end of any utopian ideal of comprehensive public control over the 
urban structure.”54 Koolhaas, in contrast, perceived Manhattan  
as the starting point for further speculation, “a germinal moment, 
the dawn of a new world of possibilities for architecture and 
architects.”55 The skyscraper and urban grid became the chief 
characters in his “retroactive manifesto for Manhattan.” After 
graduating from London’s Architectural Association at the 
beginning of the 1970s, the young Koolhaas, captivated by the 
enduring myth of New York like so many modern architects and 
artists before him, moved across the Atlantic to continue his 
studies at Cornell University. A few years later, he was one  
of two designers researching the hidden creative potentials of 
Manhattan’s past and present at the Institute of Architecture 
and Urban Studies in New York, next to the French-Swiss architect 
Bernard Tschumi.56 The result of this investigation was his  
1978 book Delirious New York, of which his article for archithese 
“Roxy, Noah, and Radio City Music Hall,” is an early fragment.57

Koolhaas’s short text, later woven into the book’s significant 
fourth chapter on the Rockefeller Center, focuses on the episode 
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of the conception around 1930 of Radio City Music Hall,  
the gigantic (yet empty) performance machine dreamt up  
by theater director Samuel Lionel “Roxy” Rothafel and installed 
in the center’s belly. In condensed form, the article rehearses 
some of the book’s core arguments regarding the unconscious 
production of architectural and urban form without a master-
mind, largely “automatic” and without any conventional—that is, 
professional—design intent. Koolhaas says, “In Roxy the Music 
Hall has a planner whose vision is the laughingstock of his  
fellow men, or at least of his architects.”58 Moreover, using the 
metaphor of Noah’s Ark, Koolhaas claims that, in anticipation  
of impending (economic or ecological) catastrophe, each single 
Manhattan block contained an entire city able to reproduce 
itself. The blueprint for this thinking, which reveals Koolhaas’s 
doubts about the potential of planning and prediction, can  
be found in his close collaboration with Oswald Mathias Ungers  
on their 1977 study “Berlin—A Green Urban Archipelago.”  
With its embrace of loosely connected urban islands, or nuclei, 
surrounded by urban greenery, Koolhaas gave up on previous 
modernist theories of comprehensive urban development.59  
This is why he hailed Manhattan (and the Rockefeller Center  
as its main achievement) as “the result of a feverish dream,  
a phantasmagoric delirium freed from any rational control.”  
It had “evolved without a script or master plan, in a space void  
of theory, unconsciously and at breathtaking speed.”60

Conclusion:  
From the Industrial City to the City of Flexible Accumulation
The discussion of urbanism and the city in archithese from 1971 
to 1976 encompassed an impressive array of positions, from  
the emergence of critical urban theory in response to the crisis  
of city planning (Lefèbvre), to debates concerning the exhaustion 
of utopia and the presentation of counter-utopias, as well as 
utopia’s demystification (Superstudio, Bollerey and Hartmann), 
to the deconstruction and reactivation of the myth of the  
metropolis (Tafuri, Koolhaas). As a representative of the younger 
generation, Koolhaas, despite sharing with Tafuri the impetus 
for revising modernist historiography and similar methods,  
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had a significantly different outlook on planning compared  
to the other voices discussed here. Furthermore, the view in the 
rear mirror discloses a process of departure from the industrial 
city, with its corresponding scientific and comprehensive urban 
planning approaches, toward the gradual emergence of the 
postmodern city of flexible accumulation and its concomitant 
abandonment of overarching theories for reshaping urban 
realities. For Harvey, postmodernism in the urban context marks 
a “break with the idea that planning and development should 
focus on large-scale … design, and that vernacular traditions, 
local history, and specialized spatial designs ranging from 
functions of intimacy to grand spectacle should be approached 
with much greater eclecticism of style.”61 Such new forms of 
postmodern urbanism deliberately seek to promote new cultural 
values and practices in line with the regime of flexible accumulation.  
Transitory spectacle, play, and festivities have become core 
features of this new urban reality. Work on the “generic city” 
today, to refer to one of Koolhaas’s dictums, is piecemeal  
and happens through individual objects that are supposed to  
act as catalysts for urban change.62 At the same time, the forces 
shaping contemporary urban dynamics and its challenges  
have steadily grown, provoking the question anew whether  
it is time to rethink the accepted truths about urban planning.
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Questions for 
Henri Lefèbvre

In our present moment, while it is not the 
case that everything is changing, some of the 
most central problems are transforming quite 
rapidly. A few decades ago, urban and town- 
planning problems were not the center of 
attention. I think that there has been a shift  
in focus, in the scientific as well as the political 
sense, and that that shift has gained ground 
with exceptional speed. Over the last two  
or three years, urban planning issues that were 
already well defined have been moving into  
the mainstream, but they have done so in  
a very strange way, by means of minor and 
indirect aspects. For example, we start talking 
about the environment or about pollution when,  
in reality, the central problem lies elsewhere.  
But little by little, we arrive at that problem  
by following its edges and adjacencies.

Can we say that we are currently in the midst 
of a crisis in urban planning?

We have been in one for a very long time!  
To the extent that architecture has tried to solve 
the contemporary world’s problems, it has very 
plainly subordinated itself to a certain number 
of economic requirements, such as the require-
ment for industrial growth. Architecture has 

simply provided the morphology that industrial 
expansion requires, such as low-cost housing 
and bedroom communities: places for the 
workforce to rest from their labors. And even  
a certain architect—you know who I’m talking 
about; it’s Le Corbusier—who was considered  
a creative genius among architects, has in fact 
provided this society with both state capitalism 
and state socialism. He provided the places 
such a society needed, which were only pseudo- 
inventions. Today, now, we have our backs 
against the wall; we have been put on notice  
to invent something profoundly novel, but that 
something cannot be isolated, architecturally 
speaking, from issues that are political in 
nature.

The fundamental problem, in my opinion,  
is this: For how long will the major industrialized 
countries, of which we are a part, persist in 
maintaining growth patterns that subordinate 
everything else to industrial growth? When  
will they realize that industrial growth cannot 
continue indefinitely and that we need to adopt 
different development patterns, starting right 
now? That means thinking about a society, 
indeed a civilization, in which the growth 
imperative is not the measure of all things,  
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but in which we can start organizing, producing, 
and managing space conscientiously. This is  
the fundamental issue of our time. It’s emerging 
bit by bit, but it is becoming crucial.

But don’t you believe that people—that is, 
city residents—get the architecture they 
deserve?

Your assessment is a little harsh. Yes,  
people get the governments they deserve,  
and they get the places and the social  
morphology they deserve, but people are  
not entirely passive either. They may accept 
things, they may resign themselves to the  
way things are, but that acceptance and  
resignation have their limits. Once that limit  
is reached, you will see what might be called 
spectacular repercussions that are socially  
and politically spontaneous.

If you had to give an example of an interest-
ing architect or researcher at this point in 
time, who would it be?

Your question puts me in a bit of a delicate 
position, because in my research across many 
different countries, most of what I’ve seen is 
indescribable chaos. I will never tire of talking 
about some of the urban chaos I have seen in 
North America or Japan. If I had to name a place 
that has been particularly successful, I could 
mention Stockholm, but most of all, Montreal,  
a city that is very close to my heart, and I can  
tell you exactly why. It lies at the crossroads  
of several cultures and civilizations. It is at once 
French and American. It is highly industrialized, 
but its old town dates back to the sixteenth  
and seventeenth centuries. And in the heart of 
Montreal, which was designed and redeveloped 
by very smart architects and urban planners,  
you have the Place Ville Marie, one of the most 
beautiful places in the world. It’s a traffic-free 
square framed by vast American-style buildings 
where you can find cafés and cinemas, with 
access to an underground city that is perfectly 
suited to pedestrian movement and crowds in 
the winter months. Place Ville Marie, seen in the 
context of capitalist urban planning—and I must 
insist on that very important qualification—is,  
as capitalist urban planning in a highly urban-
ized, wealthy country, an altogether remarkable 
achievement.

But urban planning in Western countries is 
still in the hands of capitalists?

Yes, but the most surprising thing is that 
urban planning in socialist countries is not so 
different. Whether it’s pure capitalism or state 
capitalism or state socialism, it’s the impera-
tives of economic growth that govern how 
space is organized. And it is within this frame-
work of subordination to the growth imperative 
that the way in which space is occupied leads  
to the extraordinary chaos of the kind of city 
region that we rather grandly term a “megalop-
olis” or even “ecumenopolis.” In reality, these 
spaces need a complete reorganization from  
top to bottom, beginning with an acknowledg-
ment of new challenges.

And what about Brasília, which was roundly 
praised by international “critics” in its time?

I must confess that I have a particular 
aversion to Brasília. I have a particular aversion 
to the works of Oscar Niemeyer. Niemeyer  
may be a great architect, but he has come to 
embody state bureaucracy in architectural 
design.

The work he is doing elsewhere—for exam-
ple, the plans for the new Algiers that I was 
shown not long ago—look indescribably appall-
ing. You might even call it madness. The new 
Algiers is to be a bureaucratic complex of 
500,000 residents on Cape Matifou, created 
under the pretext of a search for a colossal 
architectural gesture to complement the Bay  
of Algiers. Imagine what it means to set down  
a city of 500,000 residents—nothing but bureau-
crats—on a rocky promontory. The most basic 
common sense tells you that access is going  
to be difficult. Niemeyer’s town planning and 
architecture are utterly bureaucratic, and that, 
to me, is the worst thing you can say of an 
architectural project.

At the same time, it seems to me that the 
political contexts of Brazil and Algeria are 
quite far apart, if not diametrically opposed.

I’m afraid that state bureaucracies have 
certain features in common, regardless of  
the regime. That assessment may shock some 
people, but I stand by it. State power, state 
bureaucracy, and the compromise between 
bureaucracy and technocracy in many countries: 
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all of these impose a kind of common denomi-
nator, whether the regime styles itself a 
capitalist or socialist one. There may be differ-
ences elsewhere, but as far as the role and 
social function of the bureaucracy is concerned, 
there are common elements, and they come  
to light through architecture. We can take 
architecture—and, for example, Niemeyer’s 
architecture—as symptomatic of a unique 
rapprochement between states and state 
bureaucracies, whether they call themselves 
socialist or capitalist. Algeria has a particular 
kind of socialism. Brazil has a fairly hard-nosed 
strain of capitalism, it is even overseen by a 
rather strong military authority. And yet, they 
share common elements, which we find not only 
in Algiers or Brasília but also in Paris, where  
Mr. Niemeyer is putting up a building of especial 
importance—in fact, it is none other than the 
headquarters of the French Communist Party.

So far we have been rather pessimistic.  
What positive outcomes can we expect?

We can expect to see a burst of invention 
and creativity that, I think, hasn’t yet broken 
through but is taking shape on all sides.

Are you referring here to those who were 
called “Utopians” ten years ago, people like 
Yona Friedman, or to someone else?

I have some reservations about technocratic 
utopias. Technocratic utopias like Friedman’s 
reduce society to a schema of truly excessive 
simplicity. A space cut out like a piece of rough 
construction is supposed to be the only social 
space? I don’t think so at all. But attempts are 
being made on all sides. I’m thinking of Ricardo 
Bofill in Spain. I’m thinking of Constant in 
Amsterdam, and I’m also thinking of a number 
of social formations that may be a little rough 
and spontaneous, and perhaps won’t go  
very far, but which can create morphologies.  
I am thinking of communities such as hippie 
communities or communities of students that 
form in different contexts. And I am thinking  
of all kinds of attempts to create spaces.

Imagine someone studying slums. Imagine 
someone studying all the underground shelters 
that Vietnamese fighters made to escape  
the terrible bombings of the American air force.  
Just think what would be possible if we studied 

all of these kinds of space creation—don’t you 
agree that surely we would come up with  
new notions of space?

Do you think that the training currently being 
given to future architects is sufficient?

No, I don’t think so. But I think that a transfor-
mation of architectural teaching is underway; it’s 
still in the making. In my view, this approach to 
teaching architecture cannot be separated from a 
theory of space. Here I am advocating for my own 
work a little; an area in which I think I’m some-
what competent. It is this theory of space that  
I am trying to develop further, and it would be a 
theory of a new kind of space, a space produced 
in full cognizance of the facts, taking into account 
all the elements—social, political, technological, 
formal—of which it consists. For example,  
I emphasize the fact that information technology  
is a very important element in the constitution 
and creation of space on a global scale.

But in order to achieve this, wouldn’t  
architects or architectural researchers have 
to become politicians?

This is an extremely difficult question to 
answer, because one could demand of architects 
that they develop an encyclopedic knowledge  
of many fields. For example, demography and 
sociology, because real, actual people must 
inhabit what the architect builds; or psychology, 
because these people have tendencies and 
desires; or psychoanalysis, because urban 
reality, after all, has a subconscious of its own. 
The architect should be conversant in mathe- 
matics and anthropology, and, in addition,  
the architect should be political. So that’s the 
great difficulty. We are called upon to create 
truly encyclopedic syllabi. And then, once we’ve 
created these enormous course loads, we  
must trim them and bring them down to a level 
accessible to students between twenty and 
twenty-five years old who need to be prepared  
to work in a challenging profession and within 
fairly narrow limits. And I must say in all honesty 
that this problem has not been solved.

And yet, there is still the option of working  
in teams?

Yes. So, in this area, we have tried to build 
collectives, teams. I must say that, thus far,  
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this has not been successful. Everyone knows 
that interdisciplinary work means bumping  
up against barriers, first and most simply those 
of language. We do not share a common 
language. Yet we have to bring together and 
orient people from different disciplines, working 
on a given project, conforming with a public 
mandate, that is also generally very narrowly 
defined, either by the authorities, or by financial 
interests, or by developers. And, you know, 
there is a kind of lack of proportionality between 
the terms we use to describe this problem.  
To date, to be very honest, this problem has  
not been resolved, despite the efforts we have 
made in France over several years.

So, the architecture of the past is no longer 
applicable to our society, but the architecture 
of today, or that of tomorrow, must still be 
created?

Yes, those are the stakes of the situation.  
If problems had been solved, they wouldn’t be 
interesting. If it was only a question of drawing  
a line under the past, that wouldn’t be very 
interesting either. We have to take stock of what 
has been done up to now. There can be no 
question of setting out with a clean slate. After 
all, to some extent, we can also draw on history 
and historic architecture and historic cities.  
On the other hand, the problems of the future 

are immense, almost limitless. In my opinion,  
a whole era will face these problems, and I don’t 
think they can be solved at all in the short term. 
As far as I’m concerned, it is possible only in the 
long term, and I think that for decades, maybe 
centuries, users, on the one hand, and builders 
and theorists on the other, will be confronted 
with profoundly new problems. This is the  
start of a whole new period, one I call the urban 
society, as opposed to the industrial society 
from which we are beginning to emerge and, 
even more so, the agrarian society from which 
we have already, to a large extent, emerged.

Would ours then be the generation that gets 
sacrificed?

All generations are sacrificed to the future. 
But no generation is completely sacrificed.  
They live their lives as they can; they assert 
themselves. I don’t think I belong to a generation 
that has been sacrificed. We did what we  
could. We’ve asserted ourselves, sometimes 
quite strongly. On other occasions, particularly 
political ones, we have been rather vigorously 
thwarted by governments. But it must be  
said that, through the clashes and the conflicts  
and what in my Marxist terms is called  
the dialectical process, you can trace a thread  
of something that has a certain orientation and  
a certain meaning.
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Three Warnings  
against a Mystical  
Rebirth of Urbanism

Here follow visions of three ideal cities: 
apotheosis of humanity after twenty thousand 
years of blood, sweat, and tears. They show 
Man, having arrived at the goal of his dreams,  
in possession of the Truth, finally freed from 
contradiction, equivocation, and indecision. 
Totally and forever subsumed in the abundance 
of his own PERFECTION.

First City
2,000-Ton City

Even and perfect, the city lies amid green 
lawns, sunny hills and wooded mountains;  
slim, tall sheets of continuous buildings inter-
sect in a rigorous, square mesh, one league 
apart. The buildings, or rather the single,  
uninterrupted building consists of cubic cells  
5 cubits each way; these cells are placed one on 
top of another in a single vertical stack, reaching 
a height of a third of a league above sea-level,  
so that the relative height of the building varies 
in relation to the level of the ground on which  
it rises. Each cell has two external walls. Cell 
walls are of opaque material, porous to air, rigid, 
but light. The wall facing north (or if this is an 

external wall, the wall facing west) is capable  
of emitting 3D images, sounds and smells. 
Against the opposite wall is a seat capable of 
moulding perfectly to the human body, even of 
enclosing it completely. Incorporated in this seat 
is an apparatus for satisfying all physiological 
needs. When not in use, this membrane and  
all apparatus withdraw and the wall reforms. 
The floor is a simulator, and can evoke all 
sensations of living things. The ceiling is a 
brain-impulse-receiver.

In each cell is an individual whose brain 
impulses are continually recorded by a ceiling 
panel and forwarded to the central electronic 
analyzer. This analyzer, a complex system of 
apparatuses, is located at the top of the building, 
beneath a continuous semicylindrical vault.  
It selects, compares, and mediates between the 
needs of the individuals, programming the life  
of the entire city moment by moment with the 
aid of the broadcast wall, the material simulator 
(floor), and the reflexes of the automatic “hous-
ing wall.” In this way, all citizens possess at every 
moment the same preconditions of equality.

Death no longer exists. Sometimes someone 
indulges in absurd thoughts of rebellion against 
the perfect and eternal life granted to him.  
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 fig. 1  
2,000-Ton City.





 fig. 2 Temporal Cochlea-City.
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At first the analyser ignores the crime; but if it  
is repeated. the man who has shown himself 
unworthy is rejected. The ceiling panel descends 
with a force of two thousand tons until it reaches 
the floor.

At this point, in this marvellous economy, 
another life is initiated. The panel returns to  
its original height, and all the individuals living  
in cells within a distance of a quarter of a league 
from the empty cell donate an ovum or  
a group of spermatozoa, which are transported  
in channels created for this purpose in a mad  
race to the now-empty seat. Here, an ovum  
is fertilized and the seat is transformed into  
a uterus, protecting the new son of the city  
for nine months, until his happy dawn.

Second City
Temporal Cochlea-City

The city is an endless screw, 4.5 Km. in 
diameter, completing one revolution a year.

Like a spaceship, the city moves in the litho- 
sphere with an angular velocity of 2′ 28″/sec.; 
the perimetral velocity is 3,584 mm/hr. Its  
lower extremity, facing the centre of the earth, 
consists of an excavating apparatus (a kind of 
turbine, with blades) that, in revolving, crushes 
rock, forcing all matter towards the centre  
of the cylinder and through a duct up to the 
ground. Above the turbine is the propulsion 
apparatus, an atomic power centre set to last 
10,000 years and the automatic plant and 
electronic computers that control the city.

The upper extremity grows gradually, remain-
ing constantly at the level of the ground outside. 
Growth is realized through the continuous 
construction of new sections of city by means  
of an automatic building-site placed like a bridge 
between the centre and the perimeter. On this 
site, rock detritus from the excavations at the 
bottom is used as building material.

The city is composed of living-cells arranged 
in a double row of concentric circles. The wall  
of each cell is as tall as it is deep: 280 cm. 
Between the two contiguous circles of cells  
is a roadway 280 cm across. 1,440 radial 
roadways connect the circular streets. Each  
cell has a single opening, a door giving on  
to the circular roadway; the other walls backing 

onto other cells are totally opaque and sound-
proof. The difference in levels between two 
floors is 330 cm.

The floor of the cells is soft, all apparatus 
required for the satisfaction of individual living 
needs are hidden in the ceiling and are tele- 
controlled. The entire city is climatized at  
a constant 25°C, with 60% humidity. Each  
cell is constantly lit to an intensity of 150 lux;  
the roads are illuminated to an intensity of  
500 lux; this light contains all the wavelengths  
of the visible spectrum; that of the roads also 
contains small quantities of ultra-violet light.  
The entire ceiling surface serves as a light 
source, both in the cells and on the streets, 
making it impossible to create zones of shade  
or semishade.

The cells have no system for closing or 
screening.

Inhabitants live one to a cell, and possess  
no clothes or other objects because the city 
provides for their every need. They are absolutely 
free to act and organize their lives, both as 
individuals and as a community; to be alone;  
to gather in groups; to create laws or regulations; 
the only restriction is that they cannot go 
outside the city because the upper ends of  
the circular roads are closed by the automatic 
building-site. Each cell contains an “automatic 
obstetrician” which, applied to the abdomen of 
the future mother, extracts the foetus painlessly. 
The baby is transported by pipeline to a cell  
in the newly-built section, where it is fed and 
looked after automatically. Only in this phase  
is the door of the cell sealed by a steel panel.  
For four years the child remains in his cell, 
during which time he learns the ethics and 
working of his city. Thereafter the metal door 
slides away and disappears forever into the wall.

Materials used for building the city remain 
unaltered for a century, without maintenance; 
then they begin to degenerate; this is also  
true of the equipment and machinery. Naturally, 
load-bearing structures and the general equip-
ment of the city are an exception.

The inhabitants spend a lot of time in the 
roads near their cells; often, in groups or alone, 
they climb the spiral roads until they reach  
the children’s zone and beyond, into the last four 
deserted and silent spirals where the newborn 
babies live. Often, placing their hands and ears 
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against the warm, vibrating metal walls of  
the building-site, they try to penetrate the 
mystery of the outside world. But it is rare for 
someone to go down the road beyond the zone 
of extreme old age, into the spirals of decay  
and putrefaction of things and men, and yet 
further into the uncertain light and the heat, into 
the spirals scattered with detritus, dust, bones, 
until they reach the dark, suffocating and vibrant 
zones spiralling towards indefinite depths.

Third City
Continuous Production Conveyor Belt City

The city moves, unrolling like a majestic 
serpent, over new lands, taking its 8 million 
inhabitants on a ride through valleys and hills, 
from the mountains to the seashore, generation 
after generation.

The head of the city is the Grand Factory,  
four miles wide and 100 yards high, like the  
city it continuously produces. The Grand Factory 
exploits the land and the underground materials 
of the territory it crosses, and from these 
marvellously extracts all that it requires for  
the construction of the city. The Grand Factory 
devours shreds of useless nature and unformed 
minerals at its front end and emits sections  
of completely formed city, ready for use,  
from its back end. The Grand Factory moves 
forward at a speed of 1 ft. 2½ in. per hour.  
The plan of the city is based on a chequerboard 
of roads perpendicular and parallel to the  
Grand Factory; the roads separate square 
blocks, 261 × 261 yards, and are 29 yards wide. 
The perpendicular roads are numbered pro- 
gressively, starting from the central axis of  
the city adding the letter L or R to the number 
according to whether it is on the left or the  
right of the axis; the parallel roads however are 
called by the name of the month and year of 
their construction. The Grand Factory produces 
a series of blocks (including the segments  
of perpendicular roads between them) in  
27 days and the parallel road next to them  
in 3 days. Because the production of the streets 
is completely automated, the factory remains 
closed during these 3 days. This break in  
the incessant work is called “month end” or, 
popularly, “street holiday.”

The greatest aspiration of every citizen is  
to move more and more often into a new house 
because the houses produced are continually 
modernized and equipped with the yet more 
perfect commodities that the Administrative 
Council invents for the joy of the citizens.  
The Great Families move monthly into the 
houses just built, following the rhythm of the 
Grand Factory. The other citizens do their best 
and only those with little willpower and the 
laziest wait for four years before moving house. 
Luckily, it is not possible to live in the same 
house for more than four years after its con- 
struction; after this period, objects, accessories 
and the structure of the houses themselves 
decay, become unusable and soon after 
collapse. Only society’s rejects, mad or insane 
individuals, still dare to wander amongst the 
ruins, the detritus and rubble that the city leaves 
behind it.

It is in order to prevent the citizens being 
reduced to such a desperate state that  
from their earliest age they are inculcated  
with the concept that everyone’s greatest desire 
must always be a new house, and it is for this 
reason that the newspapers, TV and all other 
media continually advertise the marvellous 
novelties of the new houses, the technical 
innovations, the never-before-seen comforts.

What could be more fascinating and reassur-
ing than the spectacle of the families that  
daily drive up the perpendicular roads in the  
little yellow buses put at their disposal by  
the Administrative Council, in the direction of 
the Grand Factory, towards their new houses? 
What could be more stimulating than the 
continual rivalry between all citizens in trying  
to live on parallel streets with the most recent 
dates? What day could be happier than when 
you move into your new house, and your 
Director gives you a day off on special grounds 
and congratulates you? What hour could be 
happier than when you enter your new home 
and discover all your new things, your new 
equipment, your new clothes and everything 
else that the Grand Factory has prepared for 
you? Admire the city from above, with its great 
black head, plumed with the smoke of thou-
sands of factory chimneys, with its tidy body 
eight miles long, with at its centre the grandiose 
crest of skyscrapers, flanked by great blocks  



 fig. 3 Continuous Production Conveyor Belt City.





251III: Urbanism and Consumption 

of popular housing estates, and stretches  
of villas with gardens at the edges; with  
its interminable wake of rubble indicating  
the ground covered. Look at the perfect city  
that produces more goods for export than  
any other city. Look at the rows of lorries 
arriving empty and going away loaded with 
goods to contribute to the greater prosperity  
of our great country and the better fortunes  
of our well-loved shareholders. 

(Excerpt from “Happy Birthday, Grand Factory: Our Town  
Is Two Hundred Years Old,” published by the public relations 
office of the city).

Epilogue

Now you have been presented with three* 
examples of the lavishness of the dreams 
produced by the slumber of our civilization. 
Three: a magic, reconciling number. A kind  
of homage by us city dwellers to the people  
of a remote time who will invent the cities.

The moment has come in which to reveal  
the significance of these descriptions. It is a test, 
no less meticulously compiled than the tests 
glossy magazines often publish. As usual, here, 
too, you will find the answers.

READ THEM CAREFULLY, AND YOU  
WILL KNOW WHO YOU ARE. THE REVELATION 
IS NIGH.

Question: “How many of these three cities 
whose descriptions you have just read awaken 
in you the desire that they become reality?  
Or: Are you of the opinion that their coming 
about would benefit humanity?”

Results on page 36

* The complete version compiled by Superstudio 
has twelve ideal cities; see Casabella, no. 361
[(1972): 44–55].

Results of the Test on Page 7

Three: You are a head of state or  
hope to become one, or at any rate you 
are suited to be one. You have completely 
assimilated the logic and the mechanism 
of the system. They are part of you—
indeed, you are identical with them.  
You are but an empty shell, a dark and 
humid cavity into which the system has 
penetrated like tendrils of pumpkin plants 
into earthy crevices, completely filling 
them. You are a horrid vision of hell—
indeed, you are horror personified.  
You are not a human being. You are simply 
a zombie.

Two: You are an element of the 
system, a cog functioning perfectly within 
the whole. Oiled and lubricated by the 
logic of the culture and thus free from 
friction, you turn smoothly, perfectly 
synchronized with other members of  
your species. You are the perfect product 

of your creator: hallucinating and sadistic, 
you disseminate terrors. You are not  
a human being, either, but a small and 
crippled “golem.”

One: You are a worm. You have got 
the idea, and you don’t want to admit  
it even to yourself. You have amputated 
your legs, arms, and teeth because you’re 
scared even to run away. And now  
you’re hidden away in a dark corner with 
your snout in the mud so as not to see  
or hear. But the disgusting thing about 
you is that you’d like to be less frightened 
so as to be like everyone else. You are  
a bogeyman. You’re a human being,  
but perhaps it wouldn’t be as bad if you 
weren’t. You are an obscene “mutant.”

None at all: So, you feel self-satisfied, 
but you shouldn’t. Because you have not 
caught on: you haven’t understood that 
the descriptions represent cities now.  
Is it possible that you didn’t realize that it 
is enough to carry forward the logic of the 

system until it becomes rigorous logic,  
to concretize many more hallucinating 
fantasies than those described here?  
Hold on, the way is broad, the “techno- 
logically advanced” countries are running 
rapidly along it (ever nearer their goal), 
and the “developing countries”  
are following close. You are an “idiot.”

Only IF YOU UNDERSTOOD THE 
GAME from the beginning can you hope 
to be saved. From the horror of us and  
our surroundings, “revelation” could 
spring. Ascend, then, up to the Old Man  
of the Mountain and be of his children. 
Observe time through the white hairs  
of his beard, and when you have been 
reborn, descend with a pill of hashish 
beneath your tongue and a knife under 
your shirt, to exterminate the spirits, 
monsters, and demons that infest the 
Earth, and finally, purified with water and 
incense, you can prepare the foundations 
for the new City of the White Walls.

Superstudio
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Collective Housing
Theories and Experiments  
of the Utopian Socialists  
Robert Owen (1771–1858) and  
Charles Fourier (1772–1837)

Utopian designs for collective housing 
developments reflect the urban planning prac-
tice of their time and at the same time anticipate 
new social conditions. It is in keeping with the 
self-image of the utopians not to present their 
architectural ideas in an isolated space; their 
planning concepts are instead part of general 
proposals to restructure the entire society. The 
urbanistic reflections of the advocates of utopian 
socialism—Owen and Fourier—differ from  
those of the utopians and planners of ideal cities  
of antiquity and the Renaissance in their relation-
ship to the changed conditions of production. 
Owenite activity and the theoretical and practical 
models of architecture to be described here  
fell in the era of the Industrial Revolution and  
the establishment of the industrial bourgeoisie.  
The concepts of Fourier and his disciples 
emerged against the backdrop of postrevolution-
ary events, the Napoleonic era, the Restoration, 
and the period after the July Revolution.1

The proposals for reform resulted from 
analyzing contemporaneous sociopolitical 
deficiencies. In the effort to redress those ills, 
two possibilities stood out. On the one hand,  
in the urbanist sector the old cities were  
countered with new forms of living together;  

on the other hand, there was an effort to resolve 
partial aspects of the problem in a kind of 
pseudo-redevelopment. In the process, however, 
they lost sight of the connections and, unlike  
the utopian socialists, did not come up with 
overall conceptions for a new urban organism.

Robert Owen (1771–1858) and Charles 
Fourier (1772–1837) shared with the utopians  
of antiquity and the Renaissance an opposition 
to the apologists for existing conditions and  
the insight that in the bourgeois order, despite 
the liberation of the individual from feudal 
society, true misery is not and cannot be  
eradicated.2 Like the former, they assumed that 
the society they designed could be established 
at any time and in any place. This overestimate 
of the field of influence of ideally conceived 
housing developments provoked the critique  
of the representatives of scientific socialism.  
For the utopian socialists, therefore, it was 
“necessary, then, to discover a new and more 
perfect system of social order and to impose  
this upon society from without by propaganda, 
and, wherever it was possible, by the example  
of model experiments.”3

“Periods of development that are supposed 
to redesign what exists from the ground up [are] 
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 fig. 1 Robert Owen, Lithograph after  
an undated sketch by J. Comerford.  fig. 2  Portrait of Charles Fourier.





 fig. 3  Illustration of a schoolroom in the New Institute. Dance lesson before visitors. The dancers  
wear dresses designed by Owen. On the walls are illustrated panels on natural history and geography.

 fig. 4  
Cottages in the 
Southwark 
working-class 
district of London.

 fig. 5  
New Lanark,  
title page of a 
Russian book on 
the settlement. 
The “New 
Institute” is the 
building in the 
center with a 
portico.





 fig. 6  View of a settlement based on designs by Owen, 1817.  
Published as an offprint with a descriptive text in a print run of 30,000.

 fig. 8  
Drawing of the 
floor plan of the 
same design.

 fig. 7 Ideal design for New Harmony  
from a bird’s-eye view. Drawn by  
Thomas Stedman Whitwell in 1825.
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never produced by finished (even architec- 
turally conceived) plans of an ideal society, 
however astutely and thoroughly thought  
out (they occur in the dialectical process),  
if the conditions for a new formation of society 
are present.”4

The Communist Manifesto shed light on the 
contradictions of the earlier movements but also 
contributed to political theory underestimating 
all urban planning movements and experiments, 
“since they would like to have all proposals  
for partial reforms subsumed entirely under  
a general reform of society. Separated from the 
political discussion, urban planning increasingly 
becomes for its part purely a technology in  
the service of the ruling class.”5

For Owen as for Fourier, the housing devel-
opment—that is, the architectural vessel 
developed for the existing living conditions of 
the lowest classes of society (fig. 4)—is merely  
a component of a new general social system. 
The divergence within architectural planning  
in Owen and in Fourier—interpreting architec-
ture as the principal agent of emancipation— 
results from the different ways they engage  
with the human being. For the pragmatist  
Owen, the transformed architectural environ-
ment was the precondition for the socialization 
process he intended. Fourier, by contrast, 
presumed that architecture should be adapted 
to the psychological and physical conditions  
of human beings.

In both cases, the metamorphosis of the 
environment is planned as an emancipatory  
act. The site of this emancipation is not  
the single-family home, not the isolated small 
family, but the large housing unit.

1. The Owenite Parallelogram Settlement  
as the Site of Socialization

Robert Owen (fig. 1) ran, as acting partner, 
the cotton mill in New Lanark from 1800 to 1824 
(fig. 5). There he had the opportunity to put into 
practice his theoretical reflections. He shortened 
the work week, increased wages, created more 
humane housing, and built a school, a hospital,  
a cooperative store, and, in 1816, the Institution 
for the Formation of the Human Character. 
Setting out from education, Owen sought to 
counter the existing process of disintegration 
and to reintegrate workers in an ideal community. 

This “new institute” was the central communica-
tion center of New Lanark and was adopted  
in similar form in all the later ideal plans and 
practical experiments (fig. 3). New Lanark 
became the oft-visited model example of the 
paternalist charity of early enlightened industrial 
management.

Borne by the idea of realizing his experiment 
on a broad basis, Owen refined his architectonic 
concepts for the building of housing develop-
ments. The “Villages of Unity and Mutual 
Cooperation” were designed in 1817 as  
a solution to the problem of unemployment  
that had arisen after the Napoleonic Wars.

In his “Report to the Committee of the 
Association for the Relief of the Manufacturing 
Poor” of 1817 and, following another economic 
crisis, his “Report to the County of Lanark”  
of 1820, Owen explained his geometric model 
for housing developments (fig. 6). This architec-
tural design, first rendered graphically in 1817, 
was then refined and expanded by the architect 
Thomas Stedman Whitwell in 1824.6

Owenite housing developments, each for 
circa 1,200 people on 1,200 acres, were 
supposed to gradually cover the entire country. 
The two-story residential wings of a parallelo-
gram surround a square on which the common 
buildings are arranged around its center  
(public kitchen, dining halls, school, kindergar-
ten, reading and clubrooms, library, and so on).

Three of the residential wings serve the 
housing needs of the (mostly) married adults 
(housing units of four rooms). Two of the 
elevated central avant-corps of these wings  
are reserved for the apartments of the general 
superintendent, the clergyman, the teachers, 
and the physician. The third central avant-corps 
serves as a storeroom. The fourth wing has 
dormitories for the children above the age  
of three and the staff that supervises them.  
The two short outer wings of this section house 
an infirmary and a wing for guests.

Behind the buildings, outside the square,  
lie gardens surrounded by streets. Adjacent  
on one side are power plants and production 
facilities, which, like the stables and the slaugh-
terhouse, are separated from the settlement  
by trees. On the opposite side are the laundry, 
bleachery, and at some distance the farm 
buildings along with the brewery and mill.
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The first and most important function of  
the Owenite parallelogram was to offer opportu-
nities for production and consumption to  
the residents. That ambition, along with the 
provision of economical social infrastructure 
for the community, made it necessary to limit 
the number of residents on a circumscribed 
territory. Owen’s calculations were based  
on populations of between 300 and 2,000 and 
on 2,000 acres for the upper limit of population 
(and 1,200 acres for 1,200 people).7

The parallelogram was organized on a model 
of self-help. Addressing social problems also 
represented the effort to overcome the separa-
tion of city and countryside. The Owenite 
communities were constituted to counter urban 
sprawl in the countryside and the chaotic 
explosion of the cities. “Villages of this extent,  
in the neighbourhood of others of a similar 
description, at due distances, will be found 
capable of combining within themselves, all  
the advantages that city and country residences 
now afford, without any of the numerous 
inconveniences and evils which necessarily 
attach to both those modes of society.”8

The formal statement of architecture was,  
at first, a secondary problem. Owen was primarily 
interested in the social suitability of the facilities 
he had conceived. Contemporaneous architects 
were primarily interested in designing stately 
buildings in the Georgian style for private and 
public clients. The Industrial Revolution presented 
them with the problem of industrial archi- 
tecture and the associated housing construction.  
They approached these new construction  
problems with skepticism. Consequently, the 
planners of these projects were not architects  
but engineers, inventors, and entrepreneurs.9

2. The Ideal Design for New Harmony
In Great Britain, Owen’s proposals were 

never implemented. Tired of his European 
experiences but nevertheless following the 
European trend of attempting in the New World 
that which was impossible in Europe, he went  
to America in 1824. There he acquired from  
the Rappites, who along with the Shakers  
were some of the most successful settlers, 
20,000 acres of land, stone buildings  
for circa 700 people, and several production  
facilities in Harmony, Indiana.

Owen entrusted management of the New 
Harmony community, founded on June 5,  
1825, to his son William. He devoted himself  
to propagating his ideal. In a speech before  
the American Congress on March 7, 1825,  
he defined his concept for New Harmony,  
as summarized in a plan by Thomas Stedman 
Whitwell (figs. 7 and 8).10

The overall grounds were planned to be built 
on forty acres with the narrower residential area 
on a lot of twenty-seven acres, corresponding 
roughly to three times the size of Russell Square 
in London. The exterior, whose gabled fronts 
resemble Georgian terraces, was planned to  
be one thousand feet long. One of the planned 
diagonal lines was supposed to coincide,  
if possible, with a meridian and point to  
a striking feature in the landscape. This would  
also ensure that all of the buildings received 
uniform sunlight.

The elevation of the model colony, which 
does not deny that its theoretical existence is 
also indebted to the ideas of the likes of Plato, 
Lord Bacon, and Sir Thomas More, has at first 
glance little similarity to the design for a “village 
of unity” from 1817. The boom of inventions 
during the Industrial Revolution had scarcely 
slowed, and the community should have all the 
“advantages of scientific discoveries down to 
the present”;11 this pointed more to technologi-
cal comfort than to the embryonic conception.

The Whitwell Model is raised above ground, 
as if on a platter, on artificially elevated land.  
The very broad esplanade (o), a variation on the 
boulevard with green spaces and paved roads 
(p), is adapted, where it stands out in its border-
ing, to the accents on the corners and centers  
of the square structure. The bypass boulevard 
can be accessed at the corners and in front  
of the accents in the middle via stairs (s).  
The promenade highway is surrounded by  
a terrace (t) and connected to the landscape on 
one side by a ramp for vehicles. Built underneath 
it is an access way to the subterranean supply 
system (r). The whole is intended to rise  
in a paradisiacal landscape of trees, espaliers  
of fruit, and cultivated land. The symmetrical 
square of residences is flanked by flat-roof 
corner buildings with neo-Gothic elements (e), 
while the early Owenite design related only 
loosely the four boundaries of the square (fig. 6).



fig. 9  Caricature by G. Cruikshank of the failure  
of the American experiment. The bust on a pedestal  
is of R. Owen. (The Comic Almanac, 1848.)



 fig. 10  Facsimile of a phalanstère design from  
Le nouveau monde industriel (Paris, 1829).

 fig. 11  Course of the street-galleries.  
Reconstruction by Leonardo Benevolo.
 fig. 12  Elevation of a phalanstère.
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Whitwell adopts the central avant-corps of 
the Owenite plan, borrowed from the “Georgian 
style,” by directly integrating them, stylistically 
analogously to the corner buildings, with  
the sections with the various service and social 
infrastructure facilities (f, g, h, i), which extend 
into the center of the square. Although they 
perform different functions, the latter have  
the same structure. Connected to the central 
section by the continuous interior terrace  
and an arcaded walkway (q), a section of the 
building, also with a flat roof, looms up from  
the nearly square ground plan. The section of 
the building that faces the center of the square 
is the base for the 200-foot-tall fluted round 
towers with exterior spiral stairs (I)—a tower 
construction that resembles Boullée. The living 
spaces proper are located in long wings extend-
ing between the flat-roofed central and corner 
buildings. Bay windows and variations in 
window size and gable height lend rhythm to  
the elongated facades (m, n).

The residential buildings have apartments  
on the ground floor and second floor, each with 
one room and a “sitting room” (m). Separate 
entrances are located on the outer side of  
the promenade and in the arcaded walkways  
of the interior courtyard. Stairs provide access  
to the terrace. The third floor of the residential 
wings houses dormitories for the unmarried  
and for children (n), which are reached via stairs 
in the corner and central buildings. The special 
feature of these halls is their variability. They  
can be converted at will into large apartments  
or small rooms.

The central (f, g, h, i) and corner buildings (e) 
are not so much the symbolic defensive  
towers of a fortified castle as they are the  
main entrances to the interior botanical garden  
and the linchpins of public life. They house 
libraries, museums, theaters, exhibition halls, 
ballrooms and concert halls, communication 
spaces of all kinds and sizes. There are four 
more building complexes in the interior court-
yard. The “Dining Cathedral” (d) is a brightly lit, 
stately hall that extends up to the ceiling.  
It is accessed from the arcades via a vestibule. 
This entry hall is flanked by the dining rooms  
for the children and teenagers (k). The service  
is extremely functional. Dumbwaiters connect 
the refectory to the kitchen below it.

Baths are located in the small octagonal 
central buildings (c), which are identical in form 
to the gymnasiums (b). The breweries, bakeries, 
and washrooms are located around the towers 
(j). Rising like an exotic flower in the middle  
of the grounds is the polygonal conservatory (a).  
A heating and ventilation system is planned  
for the private areas of the apartments and for 
the public area of the wings. Hot and cold water 
flows from all the taps; repair and cleaning 
services are open nonstop.

A broadly ramified subterranean system  
of conveyor belts and rails connects all the parts 
of the settlement’s square. It leads to various 
storerooms and kitchens and provides mechanical 
waste disposal. This subterranean network is 
connected to the aboveground floors via numer-
ous elevators.

Arcades resembling a cloister—and presum-
ably also modeled on one—offer covered access 
to apartments, schools, theaters, baths, and 
dining halls. There are benches here, on the 
terrace above, and on the garden paths.

The four towers far exceed the original 
design and add functional and stylistic accents. 
Their base is formed by the central buildings 
inside the perimeter, from which one can climb 
comfortable spiral stairs to observatories. 
Clocks are installed approximately in the middle 
of that shaft. Lit with gas lamps and visible from 
every side, the time can be seen even at night. 
In a ring under every tower gallery, Whitwell 
installed a system of gas spotlights with reflec-
tors that was intended to be capable of lighting 
the entire grounds.

In our interpretation, Whitwell is important 
not for his formally imaginative gimmicks but  
for his society-based planning criteria. He 
created an architectural housing for the Owenite 
social and societal theories that integrates  
the latest technological achievements.

As a counterpart to the cottages that also 
were later criticized by Engels,12 he created the 
large residential unit. Isolation, exhausting work, 
crowded, unhygienic construction, and the 
single-family household were to be replaced  
by the spacious, hygienic, well-planted construc-
tion, the shared kitchen, the service house, 
communication, and more leisure time. This 
architectural model born of social commitment 
and unbroken optimism remained a theory.  
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New Harmony failed as an experimental settle-
ment (fig. 9).

The experimental settlements in the United 
States and Great Britain (e.g., Orbiston, 
Ralahine, Harmony Hall) inspired by Owen’s 
proposals failed because of their insular  
existence. An isolated group—however much 
idealism its members might have—is not  
in a position to change the society from which  
it has closed itself off.

3. Palace Architecture in Social Services
Fourier’s ideas for the construction of  

social housing (fig. 10) are embedded  
into an interwoven sociopsychological and 
philosophical system. Within the “Schema  
of the Course of the Social Movements”  
he conceived, he designed precise architectural 
models for the sixth and seventh of thirty-two 
periods. Setting out from the rejection of 
“Civilization” (fifth period) and its contradic-
tions, he strove for “universal harmony.”  
The new form of society developed by Fourier—
the “association of humanity”—subjects itself  
to the dual causality of the economic and  
the psychological. In essence, Fourier’s  
philosophy assumes that all social reforms  
of humanity are determined by the essence  
of the human being and that social knowledge 
is of value only if it is based on knowledge  
of the human psyche. Fourier’s objectives  
are aimed at institutionalizing collectives.  
He addresses the individual’s devotion to the 
universal—without abandoning individuality  
or even identity—and hence indirectly the 
rejection of egoism as a principle of organization. 
Already in the city designed for the sixth period, 
the collective housing unit is in the foreground. 
It is divided into green zones and industrial  
and residential areas and recalls Howard’s 
garden city diagram (1898).

In Théorie des quatre mouvements [Theory of 
the Four Movements], published in 1808, Fourier 
goes into the details of this form of housing  
for the first time. In Le nouveau monde industriel 
[The new industrial world] (1829), the ideal 
architecture of the seventh period—the Phalan-
stère—is described in detail. Fourier repeatedly 
points out “that the theoretical approaches can 
only be realized in relation to their practicality  
in a completely new founding.”13

Formally, the Citoyen Fourier seems to have 
been guided by the splendor of an absolutist 
palace grounds such as Versailles or Meudon—
and by the austerity of a monastic grounds  
of the stature of the Escorial—although he 
explicitly speaks out against such comparisons. 
In terms of function, the Fourieresque large 
housing unit counteracts monarchical and 
monastic habits.

The societal palace is the architecture center 
of the 1,620 residents, a phalanx. The settlement 
communities, of which Fourier imagines a total 
of 2,985,984 on earth, are supposed to have 
from 900 to 2,000 members. They are supposed 
to seek out, if possible, one square mile of hilly 
terrain with a river running through it and to take 
care not to destroy the charm of the landscape 
when establishing cultures, in order to offer the 
work groups varied work.

The central building of a large winged 
structure around a cour d’honneur houses the 
dining halls, the library, study halls, the temple, 
the telegraph office, the observatory, and so on. 
One wing is reserved for the “noise-producing 
workshops”—the carpentry workshop, the 
smithy, and so on—as well as the nursery. The 
other wing houses the caravansary: the meeting 
place for outsiders and visitors (fig. 10).

The Phalanstère offers apartments with 
different floor plans and sizes in eighteen price 
classes for residents of different strata. Although 
the quality and price of the apartments was 
supposed to increase as one moved toward  
the central building, there should be a mix of 
offerings.

The idea of the large housing unit, of an 
organized collective community of consumption 
and production on the basis of Fourier’s hedo-
nistic theory, was supposed to be crowned  
in a particular way by the “rue-galerie” or 
“perystile continue” (fig. 11). The rues-galeries, 
which enable the phalangistes to change their 
location unhindered by the influences of weather, 
are located on the second story. Fourier  
imagines the architecture of the street-galleries 
as follows: “The street-galleries of a Phalanx 
wind along just one side of the central edifice 
and stretch to the end of each of its wings.  
All of these wings contain a double row of 
rooms. Thus one row of rooms looks out upon 
the fields and gardens and the other looks 



 fig. 13  Victor Considerant’s depiction of the social palace, 1840.
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out upon the street-gallery. The street-gallery, 
then, will be three stories high with windows  
on one side. The entrance to all the apartments 
of the second, third, and fourth stories is located 
in the street-gallery. Flights of stairs are placed 
at intervals to ascend to the upper stories. … 
The windows of the gallery can be, like those  
of churches, de forme haute et ceintrée [cintrée] 
[long-arched]. It is not necessary that there be 
three levels of windows like the three floors.”14

The street-galleries are among the most 
important architectural aspects. They are a 
central planning feature of the sequence of 
functions within the Phalanstère, but Fourier 
overestimated their effect. “The street-galleries 
are a mode of internal communication which 
would alone be sufficient to inspire disdain for 
the palaces and great cities of civilization. Once  
a man has seen the street-galleries of a Phalanx, 
he will look upon the most elegant civilized 
palace as a place of exile, a residence worthy of 
fools who, after three thousand years of architec-
tural studies, have not yet learned how to build 
themselves healthy and comfortable lodgings.”15

In his concept for these paths of communica-
tion, Fourier takes up the early unité d’habitation 
he admired, the Palais Royal. It certainly corre-
sponds to the character of a utopian design  
to take up contemporaneous or even earlier 
urban planning practice when anticipating  
new social conditions, although the resulting 
formal-aesthetic statement then often remains 
conventional.

4. The Graphic Concretizing of the  
Phalanstère

Fourier had assembled several disciples 
around him in Paris. The Fourierist and graduate 
of the École Polytechnique Victor Considerant 
published in his Description du Phalanstère  
of 1840, which was intended to systematize  
and clarify the scattered architectural and 
sociographic ideas of his master, Fourier,  
an ideal view that corresponds to the societal 
concept (fig. 13). Although Considerant assures 
us that his formal proposal has no claim  
to absoluteness whatsoever, his Phalanstère 
dedicated to humanity seems highly deter-
mined. The classicistic winged structure evokes 
once again the association of the architecture of 
palaces, the association of Versailles. The broad 

housing palace, the Phalanstère, is located—
Considerant adopts Fourier’s proposals in this 
respect—in a garden landscape opposite an 
industrial and agricultural complex. “Consider 
the panorama that unfolds before our eyes.  
A splendid palace rises out of the bosom of the 
garden, out of shaded beds and lawns, like  
a marble island bathing in an ocean of greenery. 
That is the royal sojourn of a regenerated 
population.”16

The central square with a tower is flanked by 
wings of buildings that connect in turn at right 
angles—framing a large cour d’honneur—to 
other wings of buildings. The latter bend again 
toward both sides parallel to the main facade. To 
accommodate as many people as possible (up to 
2,000), this movement of the buildings occurs in 
two rows.

The sections of the facade that point outward 
(toward the cour d’honneur, the street, and the 
landscape) have an elevation of three stories, 
whereas the sections of the building facing the 
interior courtyards have four or five windows 
one above the other. Here, too, Considerant 
adopts Fourier’s concept for the floor plan, in 
which the rues-galeries are oriented toward the 
interior courtyard and the living spaces toward 
the countryside or the street.

It can be assumed that the entire complex 
has three floors (a ground floor and two upper 
floors). The lower height of the windows facing 
the interior courtyards results not from a differ-
ence in floor height but from the construction  
of the rues-galeries (or cirsum-galeries). “The 
gallery-street of a Phalanstère (phalanstery) 
imbued with the high Harmony is at least as 
wide, and as sumptuous, as the gallery of the 
Louvre. It is host to large meals and extraordinary 
meetings. Adorned with flowers in the manner 
of the most beautiful greenhouses, decorated 
with the richest products of art and industry,  
the galleries and salons of the Phalanstères offer 
admirable permanent exhibitions to the artists  
of Harmony. It is likely that, more often than not, 
they will be built entirely of glass.”17

The differences in the architectural design  
of the exterior facade and the interior one can 
accordingly be explained functionally. Whereas 
the facades of the Phalanstère facing the street 
and the square are articulated architecturally 
and the different parts of the building have 
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central and corner avant-corps, these classicistic 
accents are absent from the courtyard facades.

The classicistic citations could be interpreted 
as a means of propaganda. After all, the goal 
was to find someone who would finance  
the large complex being planned. Considerant 
admits that both stately and more modest 
apartments are furnished in the Phalanstère 
(“pour que chacun puisse s’y caser suivant ses 
goûts et sa fortune” [to each according to their 
taste and ability to pay]).18 The architectural- 
decorative statement of his Phalanstère design 
can therefore be understood as a concession  
to the aesthetic ambitions of the bourgeoisie. 
The central square building is—as in Fourier’s 
design—reserved for luxury apartments and  
is particularly emphasized. It is impossible  
to overlook that the avant-corps are more 
numerous as one moves toward the center;  
the planned Tour d’Ordre also draws the view-
er’s eyes to itself.

The overall complex of buildings has a 
continuous balustrade as its upper termination. 
The facade facing the farm buildings is decorat-
ed with figures that correspond to the 
avant-corps and are repeated at smaller intervals 
on the garden facade. It is not possible to 
determine precisely from Considerant’s design 
whether the garden facade and the facade 
facing the cour d’honneur differ in form. Despite 
some of the imprecisions resulting from the 
perspectival foreshortening, the viewer cannot 
help but notice that the design of the courtyard 
facade is more lavish. The flat roof of the 
building has stairs where the avant-corps are 
elevated. Considerant conceives this walk-on 
roof zone as another level of communication. 
The accessible roof is later again taken up  
by, among others, Le Corbusier in his unité.

Fourier’s theoretical design and Consider-
ant’s graphic concept are nearly identical. 
Considerant placed greater weight on the 
technological developments of his time in  
terms of glass construction and further refined 
the system of heating and ventilation already 
planned by Fourier.

5. Paternalistic Fourierism in Guise
Just ten years after the revolution of 1848, 

the idea of the societal palace was realized in  
an experiment in France. From 1859 to 1885,  

the Fourierist and industrialist Jean-Baptiste- 
André Godin constructed a complex of housing 
and production facilities in Guise on the Oise.19

The complex known as the Familistère is 
subdivided into three self-contained blocks of 
buildings totaling 180 meters in length. (The 
facade of the largest Phalanstère by Fourier was 
1,200 meters!) The interior courtyards of the 
three residential blocks are covered with glass  
in a wooden truss construction. These interior 
courtyards are accessed by galleries that lead to 
465 housing units of different sizes (figs. 14, 15).

The social infrastructure (e.g., a nursery, a 
kindergarten, a school, a theater, restaurants, 
showers, and swimming pools) of Godin’s 
Familistère overshadows other contemporane-
ous settlements based on the system of  
the single-family home (e.g., the Cité Ouvrière  
in Mulhouse). Compared to Fourier’s ideal, 
however, the paternalist experiment lost  
a great deal of ground. Perhaps, however,  
it was precisely the securing of the seed of  
the nation—the family—that resulted in  
so much applause from the bourgeois side  
for the Fourierist experiment in Guise.

Owen and Fourier designed new forms of 
cohabitation for the masses. For the scientific 
socialists, their restlessness and theoretical 
anticipation of new social conditions downgrad-
ed them to utopian socialists. It is, however, 
precisely their lending concrete form to urbanist 
ideas—the flaw of the utopian—that makes 
them interesting for scholarship on the history  
of architecture. “Only where heterogeneity itself 
has an activating influence can a social life result 
and a socially autonomous form, in the sense  
of a settlement, a village, or a city, obtain 
content and structure. But that is the precondi-
tion for a society living together in a limited 
space.”20 It is above all the social ambition and 
the integrative character of the designs by Owen 
and Fourier that produce fascination. But it  
was precisely the complexity of their planning, 
which is today interpreted as progressive, that 
condemned all pragmatic approaches to failure. 
The complexity was not planned for a restruc-
tured society but was supposed to contribute  
to the restructuring. Idealism operating in 
isolation failed because of its existence as a 
foreign body within the society.

Franziska Bollerey and Kristiana Hartmann



  fig. 15  Cross section of the Familistère.

 fig. 14  Site plan of the Familistère: (A) Interior courtyard; (B) Nursery and day care; (C) School;  
(D) Farms and outbuildings; (E) Washroom, bathtubs, and swimming pool; (F) Gasworks.
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“New Babylon”

The New York of the 1920s  
and the Search for Americanism

Writing in Pencil Points in 1923, Corbett 
exalts—as he had already done in previous 
articles1—the new formal possibilities  
and the functional advantages of the New  
York Zoning Law. Corbett is not as interested  
in the structural significance of zoning,  
even though he points out in passing its effect  
on the stabilization of land prices,2 as he is  
in the new scenic apparatus that it suggests: 
precisely in that article are reproduced the  
four famous schemes for setback skyscrapers,  
made emphatic in the perspective renderings  
by Hugh Ferriss that illustrate the results  
of Helmle & Corbett’s zoning envelope studies. 
Corbett, while holding reservations of an 
economic and functional nature regarding  
the second scheme—with its upward thrusts 
arranged in levels of two floors in the tower on 
the right side, and with its tower of an indefinite 
height on the left—comments on it in a most 
significant way:

“with the vertical part inclining up to the top and  
with the tower that, like the ideal of the Biblical epoch, 
touches the sky: an authentic tower of Babel.”3

The specter of the tower of Babel thus begins 
to circulate in New York architectural culture; 
the apocalyptic allusions perfectly coincide with 

the new optimism that in Manhattan, especially 
after 1925, follows the upsurge in building and 
the new boom in tertiary structures. It is not 
accidental that a few years after the publication 
of Corbett’s article, Fritz Lang films, in his 
Metropolis, the very reconstruction of the myth 
of Babel.4 The setback skyscrapers, determined 
by the zoning law, come to be read as carriers  
of two complementary symbolic meanings.  
The confusion of tongues resulting from the 
undertaking of Babel merges with the reference 
to the city as “New Babylon”: the project  
for the system of roof gardens and bridges 
suspended over the streets in Rockefeller Center 
is only a belated result of this widespread 
identification.5 But, meanwhile, it becomes 
necessary to compensate for such a disquieting 
reading with a cathartic interpretation. Babel  
is the prelude to new knowledge, to the division 
of language, the triumph of “difference”—but 
only as the premise of a new globality. If Claude 
Bragdon could interpret the renderings by 
Ferriss as Piranesian prisons, in which man  
is swallowed up by a machine that is infernal 
because it is irrational,6 Helmle & Corbett do not 
hesitate to elaborate in 1925 an ideal restoration 
of King Solomon’s Temple and Citadel, in a plan 
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sent, along with others, to the Berlin exhibition 
of American architecture opened in 1926 at  
the Akademie der Künste.7

It would be an error to consider the  
pastiche designed by Helmle & Corbett as 
simply a divertissement of kitsch derivation.  
The rationality of Solomon is not an antithesis  
to the “differences” institutionalized by the 
chaos of Babel; on the contrary, the latter  
is the very foundation of that rationality.  
The paroxysmal competition that invades  
mid-Manhattan along with the new commercial 
skyscrapers does not need to rationalize  
interventions coming from outside the market. 
The new laissez-faire has built into itself 
adequate potential for self-planning: this is  
the unexpressed ideology that makes the  
rounds of New York architectural culture during  
the 1920s. The zoning law, precisely for its 
“restrictive” characteristics, for its capacity  
to project the status quo into the future, for its  
use as an instrument for stabilizing the economy, 
can be accepted as a tranquilizing measure;  
the same does not apply, however, to the reports 
prepared by Henry Wright and Clarence Stein 
for Governor Al Smith, which were seen  
as destructive of a self-correcting equilibrium.

The orgy of forms deposited on the sky- 
scrapers of New York, between the resumption 
of building activity after the First World War  
and the crash of 1929, cannot be interpreted 
monolithically as a simple optimistic merging  
of the influences of late-romantic European 
culture and Hollywood taste. That art deco, 
expressionist, Viennese, and Dutch influences 
had shaped this orgy of forms is indubitable,  
as has been recently underlined by Rosemarie 
Bletter. But nothing as yet has been said about 
the structural reasons that pushed for such  
a widespread adoption of the “jazz style,”  
for such a deliberate mediation of mechani- 
zation and allegories that are immediately 
understandable, for such an indifference to 
matters of linguistic coherence (every language 
is permitted in the “great theatre” of the  
metropolis).

Certainly, the “New Babylon” is invited to 
participate joyously in the world of commerce: 
the commodities themselves, here, tend to  
hide the abstractions of their exchange value,  
to exalt the “gratuitous,” to present themselves 

as pure use-value. The refined lobbies of the 
Chanin Building, the Chrysler Building, and the  
Film Center Building are composed as true  
and proper boîtes à surprises [surprise boxes]: 
the conventional naturalism of the exteriors  
(the decorated walls of the Chanin Building 
come to mind) or their fragmentariness are 
exalted in spaces that absorb into themselves 
the only “social” values possible in the new 
metropolis. Yet the fragment, isolated as it is, 
celebrates its own provisionality: the elevator 
lobby designed by Ely Jacques Kahn for the  
Film Center Building (1928–29) is merely an 
accumulation of plastic objects in syncopated 
rhythm, unstable, ready to change form  
in a mechanically controllable metamorphosis.

There is no celebration of the irrational in 
such an ostentatious fragmentation of objects. 
The cute remark that Benjamin made  
in “Zentralpark” is quite valid. Referring to 
Nietzsche’s well-known metaphor, he writes:

“For the idea of eternal recurrence, most important  
is the fact that the bourgeoisie no longer dared to  
face the next phase in the development of the order  
of production which it had set into motion. Zarathustra’s 
idea of an eternal recurrence and the motto on the 
antimacassars covering the cushions [of the divans  
of the bourgeois salon] ’Just a quarter hour’ are 
complementary.”8

Thus the unstable surfaces hollowed out  
and dotted with denticles and the graded, 
slanted ceilings of Ely J. Kahn’s Film Center 
elevator lobby, and the spiral tangles of  
the radiator grills in the lobby of Sloan and 
Robertson’s Chanin Building and the poly-
chrome backgrounds of that building’s 
elevators, though through different devices, 
express the same allegorical meaning:  
the exaltation of the temporary. “The eternal 
recurrence” is banalized, but rendered totally 
enjoyable; “the bad infinity of time” is exorcized 
in a triumph of the transitory, of the flowing 
without pause, of the “inessential” play  
of forms. “Just a quarter hour”: the entire 
metropolis calls for the ceaseless acceleration  
of movement, of velocity, of exchange. Within 
the metropolis, it must be made impossible  
“to stop,” impossible to perceive the laws  
of its own productive order. “The New Babylon” 
must present itself as a variety theatre, through 
which eccentricity becomes an institution,  
a mode of collective behavior.



 fig. 1  Helmle & Corbett, Reconstruction of the temple district  
and Solomon’s temple; general view.

 fig. 2  Helmle & Corbett,  
Reconstruction of Solomon’s temple  
and citadel; rendering by Hugh Ferriss.



 fig. 3  Ely Jacques Kahn, Elevator 
lobby of the Film Center Building,  
New York, 1928/29.



 fig. 4  McKenzie, Voorhees & Gmelin (Ralph Walker, designer), Barclay-Vesey Building, New York, 1923–26. 
Schematics of floor plan and elevation of the technical installations.



 fig. 5  Barclay-Vesey Building, New York,  
partial view.
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Outside of this framework, the link, continu-
ally reaffirmed in the twenties and the early 
thirties, between the development of the 
skyscraper and Americanism is incomprehensi-
ble. No longer a structure but a scenic toy rich 
with ludic valences, the skyscraper negates the 
structural matrix imposed upon it by George B.
Post and by Ernest Flagg. Its vitalism is both  
a response to the unrestrained course of financial 
speculation that leads directly to the catastrophe 
of the Great Depression and, at the same time,  
a “mask” superimposed on that course.

Writing in 1930 in The Architectural Forum, 
Paul Robertson, President of the National 
Association of Building Owners and Managers, 
reaffirms the tenacious bond between  
the development of the skyscraper and the 
American way of life, contesting, with the usual 
arguments addressed to the forces governing 
the financial speculation of the epoch,  
the relation between congestion and tertiary 
concentrations. The real enemies that Robertson 
intends to strike are the restrictive regulations 
conceived, as he writes, by the same mentality 
that in the good old days would have been 
frightened by the thought of trains proceeding  
at the speed of fifteen to twenty miles per hour. 
Robertson, having taken into account the values 
of the lands and buildings, does not hesitate to 
affirm that the total investment in the commer-
cial building sector is in excess of seven billion 
dollars, making the skyscraper, at least in terms 
of invested capital, into an industry larger than 
the auto, steel, and railroad industries.9 More-
over, he expresses disappointment on behalf of 
his own group in the system of taxation that hits 
the buildings of the central business districts:  
in his analysis, the inflationary effects provoked, 
on an urban scale, by the proliferation of 
skyscrapers are made to disappear, along with 
any consideration of the paradoxical situation of 
the building market in New York City—afflicted 
already around 1926 by an overproduction  
of office spaces, according to investigations  
by Frederick A. Delano and confirmed (note well) 
by the New York chapter of the Building Owners  
and Managers Association.10

While even during the depression, the 
skyscraper, against all evidence, could be 
reaffirmed as an ineluctable component of an 
urban “destiny” already marked out, the initial 

stages of the economic cycle that reshapes the 
face of the tertiary aspects of New York were 
experienced in an exactly opposite manner  
by the architects. To begin the chapter on New  
York art deco—as is usually done—with the 
Barclay-Vesey Building (1923–26) by McKenzie, 
Voorhees & Gmelin, with Ralph Walker as 
designer, can, from the viewpoint of the previ-
ous sentence, send us off in the wrong direction. 
If we examine the structure of this skyscraper, 
which was constructed for the New York Tele-
phone Company, we find that its base takes the 
form of a parallelogram, coinciding with the 
shape of its lot. The building rises compactly to 
the tenth floor, where it assumes the planimetric 
form of an H, with the short sides still deter-
mined by the basic shape of the parallelogram. 
Independent of this structure, however, the 
central core of the building rises for another 
nineteen stories, culminating in three large 
triumphal arches and a series of recessions in 
the form of parallelepipeds descending in tiers 
against the sky “à la manière de Saarinen.” The 
typology of the skyscraper with an open court-
yard—introduced by Post in 1880—is thus 
replaced by one with a single tower. And since 
we are dealing with an assemblage, what is 
emphasized is the effect of torsion, produced  
by the divergent orientation of the geometric 
coordinates of the central core and of the 
volume articulated by the form of the parallelo-
gram. The dramatization of structure is further 
accentuated by the prevalence of the continuous 
vertical bands of brickwork that “liberate” 
themselves from their functional constrictions 
once they reach the level of the crown with its 
varying heights: a “liberation” that is underlined 
by, among other things, the heightened density 
of the decorative motifs—interwoven plants and 
exotic animals—at the levels of the shopping 
arcade and the upper stories.

Louis Sullivan had perceived correctly; Eliel 
Saarinen’s project for the Chicago Tribune 
concluded a formal experiment that Sullivan had 
left incomplete. The Barclay-Vesey Building is 
entirely within such a tradition. The struggle of 
structure to reaffirm its own coherence assumes 
here an epic tone: only formal distortion guaran-
tees to the tension of volumes an organicity 
regained by means of a dialectic. Thus the tragic 
quality inherent in the very condition of the 
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skyscraper—a typological event sundered from 
every morphological support on the urban 
level—is assumed and sublimated: the organicity 
of the building is not guaranteed by the givens 
upon which it is based but by their deformation, 
by the imposition of a structurality obtained by 
means of “heroic” disarticulations. The distance 
from the fragmentariness of the Film Center 
Building could not be greater.

Nevertheless, three years after its opening, 
the Barclay-Vesey Building would be hailed  
by Mujica as a work marking the triumph  
of the Modern School, as opposed less to the 
neo-Gothic already in decline than to the  
classicism advocated by Hastings.11 Yet even 
Lewis Mumford, writing in 1928 his first article 
dedicated to the review of new tendencies in 
American architecture,12 having argued against 
every connection between the zoning envelope 
and the aesthetic treatment of the skyscraper, 
cites the Barclay Vesey Building as one of  
the signs of a cultural renaissance, placing it 
alongside Hood’s Radiator Building, the Graybar 
Building, and the Alabama Power Company 
Building. Mumford, however, sees the work  
of Ralph Walker not as a unified organism,  
but rather as a split, dualistic structure:

“The building as a whole has a feeling of dark strength, 
but in the stone work of the lower stories and in the 
interior the designer introduces a delicate, naturalistic 
carving, heightened within by the use of gold. When  
one enters the main hall, one almost forgets its purpose: 
it is as gaily lighted and decorated as a village street in  
a strawberry festival. Mr. Walker, in other words, accepts 
the contrast between structure and feeling: he does  
not attempt to reconcile them… . In Mr. Walker’s design 
decoration is an audacious compensation for the rigor 
and mechanical fidelity of the rest of the building;  
like jazz, it interrupts and relieves the tedium of too 
strenuous mechanical activity.”13

It is significant that Mumford does not 
comprehend the structural aspects of the 
Barclay-Vesey Building, which, with its shopping 
arcade on Vesey Street, among other things, 
takes into account the principle of multilevel 
traffic, even though it is confined to the restrict-
ed ambit of a single passage. What interests the 
American critic is the juxtaposing of the elemen-
taristic terrorism of the European avant-gardes 
against the principle of synthesis at the heart of 
the tradition of Sullivan and Wright; to Walker’s 
work, he opposes the Park Avenue Building  
by Ely Jacques Kahn, which he interprets as  

a reconciliation of the two poles that, in his 
opinion, the Barclay-Vesey Building keeps apart.

And yet, from the structural point of view, 
Raymond Hood, Corbett, and Kahn are in accord 
in advancing proposals antithetical to the 
regionalism that was advocated by the RPAA 
and that Mumford himself will defend against 
the bland hypotheses of decentralization 
suggested by the Regional Plan of New York 
drawn up by Thomas Adams. Hood and Corbett 
more explicitly, and Kahn more generally, 
propose concentrations of high density in the 
large areas of the central business district to 
create a vertical integration of residences, 
services, offices, industries, and social spaces, 
in single and completely equipped blocks.14 
However, Kahn arrives at the solution of the  
Park Avenue Building only after a Beaux-Arts 
education, an experience as a painter, researches 
in vernacular style, buildings in New York that 
are still ambiguous, such as the John Thorpe 
Building (1921), the Arsenal Building (1925),  
the 550 Seventh Avenue Building (1925), the 
International Telephone and Telegraph Building 
(1927). Only with the triad of skyscrapers built 
in 1927—the Insurance Building, the Park 
Avenue Building, the Broadway and Thirty- 
seventh Street Building does a Kahnian “style” 
become definitive: exactly the personal style 
that triumphs in the Film Center discussed 
above, in the Allied Arts Building of 1929,  
and in the Bricken Casino Building of 1931.

It is evident that Mumford praises the formal 
continuity of the Park Avenue Building for  
its vague resemblance to some of Wright’s 
formulas. But the decomposition of Buchman  
& Kahn’s skyscraper, on the whole a traditional 
organism, effected by its ornamental and 
colored projections, designed in collaboration 
with Leon Solon, belongs to a composite 
poetics, which departs from European experi-
ments only to confront them critically with 
openly anti-European traditions. The abstract 
silhouettes that torment the surfaces of the  
Park Avenue Building alternate, and enter into 
dialogue, with a gamut of colors and materials 
ranging from masonry, to terracotta, to ochre,  
to magenta red, to blue, with gradations dimen-
sioned according to their distance from the 
observer’s eye. Presenting the building in 1928, 
Leon Solon speaks of a scientific approach to 
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 fig. 6  Buchmann & Kahn, Park Avenue Building, 
New York, 1926. Floor plan and volume computation.

 fig. 7  Park Avenue Building, New York. Detail study 
of the upper part of the building, taking into account 
the choice of colors and materials.

 figs. 8–9  
Ely Jacques Kahn, 
2 Park Avenue 
Building,  
New York.  
Partial views.





 fig. 10  Helmle / Corbett & Harrison  
and Sugarman & Berger, Master Building,  
New York, 1928–29.



 fig. 11  Francisco Mujica, Reconstruction  
of the pyramids of Papantla, Mexico.

 fig. 12  Francisco Mujica, Reconstruction  
of the pyramids of Tikal, Guatemala.
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form as opposed to a stylistic approach:15 one 
should note that in this same year Kahn, together 
with Hood, Walker, Saarinen, John Root, and 
Schoen, organizes an architectural exhibition  
for the Metropolitan Museum of New York, 
which testifies to the ferments raging within  
the Architectural League and which is in some 
way a response to the Paris Exposition of 1925, 
thoroughly studied by Kahn. And one should 
further note that Kahn himself, so attentive  
to the debate of the European avant-garde,16 
cites the use of color in ancient Greek temples 
to justify the formal artifices of the Park Avenue 
Building. In an unpublished autobiographical 
manuscript composed shortly before his death 
(around 1972), he writes: “We were thinking  
of the primary colors of Greek antiquity. It is 
exactly those that we have attempted to repro-
duce.”17 (Particularly interesting, the detailed 
model of the building was submitted to the  
judgment of Hood, who approved its erection.)

Thus the color and the texture of materials 
come to be exalted as new formal instruments. 
Kahn also writes in 1928:

“The dream of a colored city, buildings in harmonious 
tones making great masses of beautiful patterns,  
may be less of a vision if the enterprising city developer 
suspects the result. There is evident economy of effort  
in the application of color in lieu of carved decoration 
that cannot be seen and the novelty of a structure that 
can be distinguished from its nondescriptive neighbors 
has a practical value that must appeal without question 
to the designer and his public.”18

The “colored city” is therefore a self- 
advertising structure, a system intended to 
involve the metropolitan public, and, as in  
the case of the new skyscrapers on 42nd Street 
and on Park Avenue, the efficient instrument  
of a speculation perceived as pioneering,  
an attack upon and conquest of new areas  
for the “adventure” sung by the skyscrapers 
themselves. It is not coincidental that the 
professional organization of Kahn’s studio  
is ironbound: the firm can offer its clients not 
only new forms of publicity but also accurate 
advice on the suitability of locations, thanks  
to a scientifically kept up-to-date archive  
monitoring the state of land prices on the 
chessboard of Manhattan.19

It is upon such a relation between design  
and speculation that a poetics aimed at a search 
for the autochthonous values of “American 

Civilization” is based. Kahn possessed, not by 
chance, a library containing texts on classical, 
Egyptian, and Oriental archaeology and a 
collection of objects, majolica, and porcelains 
from ancient Persia that were unique in New 
York. His interests in Chinese primitive decora-
tions, Mayan architecture, Persian art, Moorish 
styles directly influenced his work, but they  
also have a deeper ideological meaning:  
Kahn saw the ascendancy of the Turkish Empire 
and the decadence of the Byzantine and European 
civilizations as consequences of the definite 
deterioration of an obsolete tradition, whereas 
his recourse to pre-Columbian art belongs to a 
“cult for roots” that places him close to the free 
wanderings of Wright in search of the red thread 
that was broken, in the American continent,  
by the “corrupting” rationality of Europe.20

Besides, had not Rose Henderson, already  
in 1923, exalted the colonies of painters who 
had installed themselves after 1903 at Taos  
and Santa Fe, in New Mexico, near the anthro-
pological sites of the Indians and the remaining 
Pueblo tribes, affirming that “the Indians were 
the first Cubists in this country”?21

The unitary masses of Kahn’s skyscrapers, 
commented upon by a fragmentism that 
becomes appeased only in the Squibb Building 
(1930), are not as remote from Helmle & 
Corbett’s reconstruction of Solomon’s Temple 
as appears at first sight. The Park Avenue 
Building, the Allied Arts Building, and the 
Holland Plaza Building (1930) are also monu-
ments to “knowledge”: even if in them the  
cult of the archaic merges with a celebration  
of the “monumentality of the eccentric  
and the transitory,” unknown to the formal  
disjointedness—by now lacking any will to 
reintegration—of a skyscraper like the Master 
Building (1928–29) by Helmle & Corbett.

The immediately consumable image,  
despite its articulation by dynamic trajectories 
(one thinks immediately of the flagrant virtuosity 
exhibited by Kahn in the ultimate designs  
for the Bricken Casino Building), seeks roots  
in a culture that ignores the historicity of the 
European tradition. In the quest for the autoch-
thonous, Kahn encounters neither Emerson  
nor Whitman, but rather arts and cultures 
apparently “ahistorical,” stable, capable of  
being absorbed as new “Sources of Inspiration,” 
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in a context that makes the transitory into  
a monster to be exorcized but to which, never-
theless, sacrifices must be dedicated.

Note well: whether for Richardson, Kahn,  
or Wright, the “roots” sought for a new American 
culture are embedded in the other. What counts 
is the equation between the archaic—symbol, 
and only symbol, of an uncontaminated truth 
—and the victory over the atavistic inferiority 
complex vis-à-vis Europe. But with a new 
feature, which emerges alongside the neoro-
manticism of the Golden Age: now, at the end  
of the twenties, the enemy to defeat appears  
to be the organicity of language. In fact, being 
neither able nor willing to offer themselves  
as complete “syntheses,” the skyscrapers  
of the “new” Manhattan pose as spectators  
at a gigantic collective ballet. The subjectivity 
that the system of big business transfers  
to the molecules of the crowd—the individuals 
—it dominates is thus recuperated, in a sort  
of propitiatory rite, by the “new subjects” of the 
city, who advance joyously to the front of the 
stage of the metropolis transformed into a music 
hall. The ludic installs itself in the metropolis 
with masks that lack thickness; the vitalism  
that emanates from it knows not the desperation 
of Fitzgerald, but rather the “foolish” vanities  
of Zelda.

Yet the vitalism of the parade, denounced  
by critics like Croly or Murchison,22 is deeply 
characteristic of the search for the Americanism 
of which we are attempting to reconnect the 
threads. The “New Babel” is the innocence  
that accepts every language, but also the ability  
to single out collective myths to follow, con- 
scious of their provisionality. It is not surprising 
that one of the first systematic histories  
of the skyscraper—that of the Chilean Francisco 
Mujica—works out organically some of  
the hypotheses that Ely Kahn had formulated 
empirically and with the taste of a collector.

The binding together of the search for a  
truly American architecture and the “American” 
typology par excellence, that of the skyscraper, 
is for Mujica a straightforward operation.  
In this sense, his interpretation of the reasons 
for the “downfall” of the so-called Chicago 
School, after the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893, 
is symptomatic: the neoromanticism of Root 
and Sullivan was “un-American.”23 Moreover, 

the search for “roots,” obstinately pursued  
by Mujica, is the legacy of the tradition of the 
American Renaissance. That compounding of 
transcendental subjectivity and the naturalistic 
refounding of civil society had as its objective  
a “frontier” folded back on itself: the metropolis 
of the skyscrapers was an instrument at the 
national level, the brain of a complex organization, 
that, especially in the twenties, aspired to  
a self-control, to an automatic healing of its 
institutional wounds. (In fact, such an aspiration 
to capitalist self-planning, in the absence  
of interventions by the public administrators  
was the goal of the regional plan for New York 
financed and organized by the Russell Sage 
Foundation, from 1923 onward.)

It is exactly to such a “miraculous” com- 
pounding of irrepressible differences that the 
search for the roots of a “pure” Americanism, 
liberated from the mortgages fixed by European 
culture and founded on a neo Rousseauean 
naturalism of the “noble savage,” attempts  
to offer a contribution. Mujica writes:

“In these latter days a new tendency has appeared  
that does not accept the preconceived patterns of  
the classical and the Gothic styles, but strives to express 
spontaneously a rational and sincere decoration  
of the structure employing for this purpose the most 
modern lines… . The characteristic qualities of these  
new lines and proportions present great resemblance 
with the elements of primitive American architecture.  
As to cornices it has not been possible to apply to 
skyscrapers any of the hitherto known proportions.  
The new architecture has had to find an element which 
only marked the limit of the wall-surface. By this quality 
and by the fact that its principal decorative elements  
are brought out in large surfaces, the new style strikingly 
recalls the Pre-Columbian architecture with its palaces 
and pyramids with small cornices, and magnificent 
decorations carved in big dominating surfaces.”24

That the first illustrations in Mujica’s book 
are ideal reconstructions of the Mexican pyra-
mids of Papantla and Teopantepec and that  
of Tikal, in Guatemala, has therefore a polemical 
significance. The “new” draws its guarantees  
of validity by fastening itself to the primitive 
—even though the examples used by Mujica  
do not appear innovative with respect to  
the practice of designing within the circle of  
the Architectural League of New York. But let  
us allow the author to continue:

“After a profound study of the ruins it is possible  
to conceive a new line in which only the sentiment  
of the American forms subsists. It appears to me correct  
to call this new type of architecture Neo-American.  

Manfredo Tafuri



 fig. 13  Francisco Mujica, top and left: Reconstruction of the House of the Governor, Uxmal, Mexico;  
lower right: Reconstruction of the pyramid of Teopantepec, Mexico.



 fig. 14  Michel Dupré, Residential  
high-rise mentioned by Mujica.



 fig. 15  Sequence from the film Gold Diggers of 1935, 
by Busby Berkeley, 1935.
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The difference between the Renaissance and the 
Neo-American architecture is fundamental:  
The Renaissance worked with a model before it.  
The Neo-American architecture is a new creative  
work which requires profound study of the primitive 
American architecture and of the geometrical and 
mechanical elements of the regional nature. When  
all the forms peculiar to us have germinated in our  
minds and can follow the summons of our imagination 
we will be prepared to create this new architecture and 
to produce designs and plans embodying reminiscences 
of their primitive origin, but at the same time revealing  
their modern character clearly and powerfully.”25

As you can see, Mujica manages merely  
to rationalize the ideas widely circulating  
in the New York milieu. Beyond the subjective 
mysticism of a Frank Lloyd Wright, it is very 
clear that the appeals to a “Neo-American 
architecture,” to the art deco style, to a domesti-
cated machinism tending toward kitsch—I am 
thinking of the Chrysler Building, but also  
of the residential skyscraper by the Chanin 
firm—are merely instruments to seize a general 
consensus for an urban structure that is  
paradoxical and increasingly shackled by its  
own laws of growth.26 The opinion poll of  
New York architects that addressed the conve-
nience of the skyscraper system, which Mujica 
published in the fifth chapter of his book,  
is indicative. The opinion of Thomas Hasting, 
who is absolutely opposed to the tall commercial 
building, is coupled with that of Mayor Henry 
Curran, who, in his speech delivered at  
the meeting in 1927 of the Civic Development 
Department of the Chamber of Commerce  
of the United States, confirms the uneconomical- 
ness of the tertiary concentrations, posing these 
questions:

“Is it good sense not to have a dollar for any other city 
need, to pour it all into more traffic facilities to take care 
of a coagulated bunch of skyscrapers, is that sense?  
Is that city planning? Is that good business? Is it good for 
your individual business? That is where we are headed.”27

But John Sloan, Wiley Corbett, and Mujica 
himself are ready to demonstrate that the 
skyscraper can be an instrument of good busi-
ness: the problem is to limit the central business 
district, possible because of the high tertiary 
concentration; to apply taxes compatible with  
the market; to use the resulting fiscal yield  
for a reconstruction of the streets, supervised 
by a public administration capable of taking into 
account the proposals for the separation of traffic 
advanced since the first years of the century;  

and to adopt Le Corbusier’s model for the ville 
radieuse.28 Here utopia extends its hand to 
professional optimism: Corbett, Sloan, Hood, 
Mujica merely put into the form of their own 
discipline the demands of Paul Robertson.

If, going beyond such considerations—with 
which American big business will not come to 
terms even after the Great Depression—we 
attempt to consider the effects the “New Babel” 
had upon the collective consciousness of  
the 1920s, we must place, alongside documents  
like the film Madam Satan, cited by Bletter,29  
one more illuminating cinematic sequence.  
In the film Gold Diggers of 1935, Busby Berkeley 
inserts a practically independent segment,  
a film within the film: Broadway Lullaby.30  
The camera begins with a long shot of the singer 
Wini Shaw, isolating her face against a black 
background. While Wini performs her song,  
the camera executes a perpendicular movement, 
framing the protagonist from above. After  
a dissolve, Wini’s face remains only in profile, 
within which appears an aerial view of  
Manhattan. The metropolis of the skyscrapers  
is completely contained in the unconscious  
of the individual, as it were: the whole and its 
parts are no longer distinguishable, bound as 
they are in a relationship of complete correspon-
dence. But here we are dealing with a mortal 
relationship. After an exceptional representation 
of “urban chorality”—a musical sequence that 
assembles a hundred dancers in a gigantic 
nightclub—Wini falls from the top of a skyscrap-
er, while the camera moves within a Manhattan 
that continues indifferently its own existence. 
Once again, the metropolis is superimposed 
upon the face of Wini.

In this way, Berkeley demonstrates that the 
loved-hated big city requires concrete reform  
in order for the collective festival of the musical 
to be experienced “authentically”; but he also 
shows that the entire search for “roots,” which 
we have attempted to characterize by isolating 
some examples from the 1920s, is completely 
superfluous. The individual has already internal-
ized the “values” of the urban machine— 
and they are mortal. The dream will survive:  
the dance and the choral song of the musical.  
We are no longer dealing with the gaiety of the 
Chrysler and Park Avenue buildings. The hopes 
raised by Roosevelt’s New Deal remain as yet 
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Roxy, Noah, and 
Radio City Music Hall

The New York of the 1920s  
and the Search for Americanism

“I grow so sentimental when I see how perfect perfection 
can be …” Top Hat 
 
“What are those little mice doing on the stage?” 
—”Those aren’t mice. Those are horses!” 
 Visitors to Radio City Music Hall

Dream
“I didn’t conceive of the idea, I dreamed it. I believe  
in creative dreams. The picture of Radio City Music Hall 
was complete and practically perfect in my mind before 
architects and artists put pen on the drawing paper.”  
            Roxy

In the congestion of hyperbole that is 
Manhattan, it is relatively reasonable for Roxy, 
the animator of Radio City Music Hall, to  
claim a crypto-religious revelation as inspiration 
for his amazing theater. The parthenogenesis  
of architecture—that is, the creation of buildings 
without the assistance or intervention of  
architects—is one leitmotiv in the history of  
the architecture of Manhattan.

Roxy—real name Samuel Lionel Rothafel  
of Stillwater, Minnesota—is the most brilliant 
showbiz expert in the hysterical New York of  
the twenties. After abandoning the ideal of the 
new Metropolitan Opera as cultural epicenter  
of his complex, John D. Rockefeller, Jr., buys 

Roxy away from Paramount and gives him carte 
blanche to create instead a “Showplace of the 
Nation” at the Center.

Five Layers
Against the background of an unwritten 

theory of Manhattanism, the conceptual organi-
zation of Rockefeller Center (and the secret  
of its success) would have to be traced back  
to the overlapping of five layers, each of which 
embodies a different architectural philosophy. 
Indeed, Rockefeller Center consists of five 
different projects that somehow coexist at the 
same address, provisionally held together  
by such infrastructure as elevators, heating  
and ventilation shafts, and so on.

The O level of the present Rockefeller Center, 
dominated by the RCA lobby and Radio City 
Music Hall, is a drastically reduced version  
of much more daring alternatives that were 
projected and even almost built. Although plans 
for the new Metropolitan Opera had been 
discarded, the Associated Architects continue  
to consider theaters. They design versions  
of a fantastic ground floor entirely occupied  
by more and more theaters: a three-block ocean 
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 fig. 1 
Model of 
Rockefeller Center. 
View from the 
northwest;  
the RKO Building 
(foreground / 
premier plan) and 
the RCA Building 
(from behind).



 fig. 2  The Rockettes embodying “Stars and Stripes.”
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of red velvet chairs, acres of stage and back-
stage, square miles of projection screens …  
A carpet of ultramodern technology in the 
service of all kinds of professional show  
business, where seven or eight spectacles can 
unfold at the same time—however contradictory 
their messages may be. An enormous suspend-
ed lobby, bridging 49th and 50th streets,  
will connect all these theaters, reinforcing  
the simultaneity of clashing performances.  
This metropolitan lounge will turn the separate 
audiences into a single fantasy-consuming 
body—a temporarily hypnotized community.

Antecedents
The model for such a carpet of installations 

capable of achieving a constant theatrical 
operation lies in the history of Coney Island. 
Since 1890, no fewer than three parks (Steeple-
chase, Luna Park, and Dreamland) had been 
created there using a special form of Fantastic 
Technology—that is, by means of a technology 
that serves to reach and support the human 
imagination; that is, to produce synthetic 
spectacles. With audiovisual and kinetic means 
and with the aid of currents of air, scents,  
and gases of all kinds, the audience of these 
performances was transported to another world. 
The planned O level of Rockefeller Center and  
its theatrical carpet represents the effort to 
transplant an entire fragment of Coney Island 
into the heart of Manhattan. An amusement 
landscape was to be created—and it was to  
be situated in the center of the metropolis itself, 
which had awakened the hunger for relaxation. 
Even if the scale of this carpet was reduced  
in the process of its realization, Radio City Music 
Hall offers a measure of its original ambition.

New York—Moscow
In this venture—“the greatest theatrical 

adventure the World has ever known”—Roxy 
cannot expect much enthusiasm from the 
Center’s Associated Architects, who want  
to be sober and modern; as far as the traditions 
of Fantastic Technology that fascinate Roxy  
are concerned, they remain virtually without 
effect on the architects. They even convince 
Roxy to join them on a study tour of Europe, 

where they want him to see with his own eyes 
the advances modern architecture has made  
in theater construction.

Summer 1931: the consummate showman 
Roxy, two businessmen-architects, Harrison and 
Reinhard, and a delegation of technical experts 
make the transatlantic journey. The mission 
opposes Roxy, expert in the production  
of illusions in sufficient quantity and density  
to satisfy the metropolitan masses, to the 
European architects, puritanical enemies of  
the tradition of showbiz that Roxy embodies.  
In fact, the European architects move in a 
direction precisely opposed to Roxy’s interests. 
They are interested in how theatrical processes 
can be placed in objective envelopes; traditional 
theater, by contrast, represents for them  
an unacceptable form of mass production by 
which a bad audience is fed trivial acting.

Roxy is bored in France, Belgium, Germany, 
and Holland; his architects even force him  
to take the train to Moscow so that he can 
inspect and experience firsthand the Construc-
tivist clubs and theaters built there since the 
mid-twenties. Somewhere in mid-ocean during 
his return to New York, a revelation strikes  
a melancholy Roxy. Staring at a sunset.  
he receives the “Annunciation” of his theater:  
it is to be an incarnation of this sunset.

Back in New York, this quasi-pregnancy  
is then translated by the team of architects and 
designers of Radio City Music Hall into one  
of those fusions of opposites that characterize 
the history of Manhattan; the stage becomes  
a completely mechanized artificial environment, 
the auditorium becomes the largest visual 
metaphor in the world.

Sunrise and Sunset
From the beginning, Roxy insists on the 

literalness of his metaphor. Within the rectan- 
gular section and plan of the Hall’s external 
envelope, the sunset theme is established 
through a series of consecutive plaster semi- 
circles that diminish toward the stage to create  
a vaguely uterine hemisphere whose only exit  
is the stage itself.

This exit is “masked by the beautiful contour 
curtain” made of a specially developed synthetic 
fabric whose reflectivity makes it an acceptable 
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substitute for the sun. The “rays” from the 
curtain continue along the plaster arches, 
reaching around the entire auditorium. The 
arches are covered in gold to better reflect  
the purple of the setting sun and the glow  
of the red velvet which Roxy insists on for  
the chairs.

The consequence of Roxy’s dream is that, 
while the effect of a sunset is successfully 
achieved when the lights of his auditorium are 
dimmed, the return of electricity in the inter- 
missions and at the end of each performance 
corresponds to a sunrise. In other words,  
the twenty-four-hour cycle of day and night  
is repeated several times during a single per- 
formance at Radio City Music Hall. Day and 
night are drastically reduced, time accelerated. 
experience intensified, life—potentially—
doubled, tripled …

Chill
Roxy’s understanding of Fantastic Techno- 

logy inspires a further intensification of his 
metaphor: questioning the conventional use  
of the air-conditioning system—ventilation and 
cooling—he realizes that this would only add 
chill to the sunset. With the same maniacal logic 
that characterized his earlier visions, Roxy  
then considers adding hallucinogenic gases  
to the atmosphere of his theater, so that 
synthetic ecstasy can reinforce the fabricated 
sunset. A small dose of laughing gas would  
put the 6,200 visitors in a euphoric mood, 
hyper-receptive to the activity on the stage.  
His lawyers dissuade him, but for a short period 
Roxy actually injects ozone—the therapeutic  
O3 molecule with its “pungent refreshing odor” 
and “exhilarating influence”—into the air-condi-
tioning system of his theater.

Combining super-time with super-health, 
Roxy defines the definitive formula of the 
metropolitan resort with his slogan

“A visit to Radio City Music Hall is as good as a month  
in the Country.”

Mutations
The perfection and metaphorical stringency 

of Roxy’s artificial paradise—the “ultimate 
countryside”—sets off a chain reaction of 
further, unforeseen cultural mutations. On the 

night of the official opening of Radio City,  
the exhausted remnants of a stale and spent 
vaudeville tradition—a tradition that peaked 20 
years earlier in Coney Island—fall flat into Roxy’s 
sparkling new apparatus. The old histrionics  
do not survive the test. People sitting 200 feet 
from the footlights cannot follow the grimaces 
on the comedians’ faces as they embark on  
their tired routines; the size of the theater alone 
precludes reliance on conventional use  
of the human voice or even the human body;  
the gigantic stage—wide as a city block—denies 
the meaning of mise-en-scène, where suggested 
vastness can always rely on actual intimacy.  
On this stage, “atmosphere” is atomized.

“In grandeur of conception, in glory of planning, in 
perfection of fulfillment nothing  
like Radio City has ever been dreamed,”

claims its creator, with justice; but the container 
is so perfect that it ridicules its imperfect contents.

“Much of it [writes a critic on the first night] seemed 
sadly second-rate stuff, out of place amid such triumphs 
of architecture and mechanics.”

Unintentionally, Radio City represents  
a more radical break with the past than any 
consciously revolutionary theater has managed 
so far. Light years separate the technology  
of Roxy’s theater from the actual activity on its 
stage: it is—still—a space without a performance.

Particles
In the early thirties only Hollywood is pro- 

ducing the kind of scenarios that equal  
Roxy’s fantastic landscape in anti-authenticity. 
Hollywood has developed a new dramatic 
formula—isolated human particles floating 
weightlessly through a magnetic field of fabricated 
pleasure, occasionally colliding—that can match 
the artificiality of Radio City Music Hall and  
fill it with abstracted, formalized emotions  
of sufficient density. The production of the 
Dream Factory is nowhere more at home than  
in Roxy’s brainchild.

Noah
After the first-night fiasco, humanity—in the 

form of superannuated vaudeville—is aban-
doned, and the Music Hall becomes a movie 



 fig. 3  RKO Building;  
entrance to Radio City  
Music Hall.

 figs. 4–5  Radio City Music Hall;  
plans of the main floor (4)  
and of the balcony level (5).

 fig. 6 
Edward Stone, 
Rendering of the 
interior of Radio 
City Music Hall. 
The future Edward 
Durrell Stone was 
then an employee 
of Associated 
Architects.



 fig. 7  Radio City Music Hall,  
view.

 figs. 8–9  Model of the proscenium. With curtain closed (8)  
and with a view of the separately mobile parts of the stage (9).



 fig. 10  The Rockettes resting (?)  
in their mirrored dormitory.

 fig.11  
Woman and 
machine:  
the Rockettes 
inspect the 
theater’s 
mechanical 
infrastructure.





305III: Urbanism and Consumption Rem Koolhaas

theater. A movie theater needs only a projection 
booth, an auditorium, and a screen; but behind 
Radio City’s screen still exists another realm,  
“a perfectly organized entity of 700 souls” 
backstage. Its elaborate facilities include  
dormitories, a small hospital, rehearsal rooms,  
a gymnasium, an art department, costume 
workshops. There is Radio City Symphony and  
a permanent troupe of 64 female dancers—the 
Roxyettes, all between 5′ 4″ and 5′ 7″—a script-
less chorus line without any action to sustain. 
Furthermore, there is a menagerie—horses, 
cows, goats, and other animals. They live in 
ultramodern stables, artificially lit and ventilated; 
an animal elevator—dimensioned to carry even 
elephants—not only deposits them on the stage 
but also on a special grazing ground on Radio 
City’s roof. And, finally, Roxy can be found here 
too—Noah, in a sense—in an apartment fitted  
in between the steel roof trusses bearing  
his sunset. Now it seems, after repurposing  
the music hall into a cinema, as if that entire 
extravagant domain were condemned to 
uselessness. But the idea that it could disappear 
forever behind the hymen of the projection 
screen was unacceptable.

Under the multiple pressures of the frenetic 
sunsets and daybreaks, combined with the 
vaudeville disaster and the inactivity of the 
“most complete mechanical installation in the 
world,” in view of the permanent availability  
of the Roxyettes and the cosmopolitan livestock, 
and in view of Roxy himself, helpless in his egg, 
there is only one thing to do: a new show has  
to be launched that can exploit in the shortest 
possible time the maximum capacities of this 
top-heavy infrastructure of illusion.

Under these critical conditions Roxy, general 
director of production Leon Leonidoff, and the 
director of the Roxyettes (their name soon 
streamlined to Rockettes) invent a stunning 
ritual: a new routine that is, in a sense, a record 
of the crisis: a systematization of the concept of 
“lack of inspiration”; variations on the theme of 
“no content,” founded on a process, a display of 
inhuman coordination that relies on frenzied 
synchronization, an exhilarating surrender of 
individuality to the automatism of a synthetic 
year-round rite of spring.

The essence of this performance is a mass 
high-kick: a simultaneous display of sexual 

regions, inviting inspection but on a scale that 
transcends personal provocation. The Rockettes 
are a new race, exhibiting their superior charms 
to the old one. Thus Roxy’s Theater, itself  
the fruit of an immaculate conception, produced  
its own race.

Only the Rockettes’ abstract movement can 
generate completely plotless theatrical energy 
commensurate with the theater Roxy has 
created. The Rockettes = the chorus line as main 
protagonist, the lead, a single personage made 
up of 64 individuals, filling the gigantic stage, 
dressed in Suprematist costumes: flesh-colored 
bodystockings marked with a series of black 
rectangles that shrink toward the waist to end  
in a small black triangle—living abstract art that 
denies the human body.

With the development of its own race,  
its own mythology, its own time, its own rituals,  
the container of Radio City Music Hall has finally 
generated a worthy content.

Ark
“Rockefeller Center itself, (is) the New Jerusalem, within 
whose walls Radio City is but the broadcasting and 
dramatic Ark.”  FORTUNE

Roxy, the dancers, and the animals are the 
only residents of Rockefeller Center. The fact 
that Radio City Music Hall contains ultrasophis-
ticated accommodation for selected wild 
animals and the apparatus to dispatch them 
throughout the structure; the fact that, in the 
Rockettes, the Music Hall has its own race, 
luxuriating in its mirror-clad dorm—a kind of 
gigantic maternity ward whose inmates repro-
duce ad infinitum without sex, strictly through 
the effects of architecture—and, finally, the fact 
that in Roxy the Music Hall has a planner whose 
vision is the laughing stock of his fellow men,  
or at least of his architects: all of that supports 
the thesis that, in the completeness of its 
equipment, every block of Manhattan was 
conceived, designed, and built to survive the 
Flood—or its modern equivalent. Every block 
harbors a Noah’s Ark.

If a Flood-like disaster should indeed befall 
humanity, and if only a single block, a single 
center were spared, both the animal kingdom 
and civilization could indeed be revived simply 
by reproducing its contents. In view of the 
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glamorous crew of Radio City, such an inter- 
pretation seems inevitable; it testifies to the 
constant expectation of the Apocalypse as  
the basic underlying theme of all of Manhattan’s 
enterprises. Radio City Music Hall is the  
most fanatic institution ever conceived to cope 
with this expectation. To cite Roxy again:

“In Radio City Music Hall the fun never sets.”



 fig. 12  Part of the menagerie “onstage” during a performance of “Roman Plays.”

 fig. 13 
The Rockettes in 
their “Suprematist” 
costumes.
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The question of how architecture might learn from social science, 
specifically sociology, created and continues to generate, well 
beyond the 1970s, significant frictions in practice and academic 
discourse. The original texts gathered in the “Use and Agency” 
section of this volume show the extent to which their authors 
deemed the architects’ position within their more extensive field 
of practice to be relatively weak and subject to dynamics beyond 
their control. The texts implicitly negotiate a larger debate 
between the quantitative, system-oriented social sciences and 
the sociological deconstruction of meaning- and taste-making 
that marked the 1970s. All authors featured here —the building 
preservation activists Marianne (Janne) Günter and Roland 
Günter, architectural historian David P. Handlin, architect 
Jacques Blumer, architect Denise Scott Brown, and the AA.VV 
editorial collective—critically weigh in their texts, which span  
a five-year period from 1971 to 1976, the use of both sociocultural, 
anthropological analysis and specific (activist) tools to gain  
a better understanding of the building industry, the design 
process, the use-value of architecture, and class-related issues  
of taste by investigating and even resolutely blurring the bound-
aries between high-brow and low-brow (i.e., popular) culture.

The cybernetically inspired systems-theory-driven 
approaches to urban planning and architecture of the 1950s  

Whose Agency? 
Impact of User,  
Appropriation, and  
Consumerism in  
the Built Environment

Gabrielle Schaad
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and 1960s helped to establish technocratic top-down planning 
on a large scale by quantitatively analyzing the environment 
beyond the boundaries of East and West.1 As a result, the 
supposed “user-adapted” flexibility of megastructures petrified, 
especially in the case of government-funded social housing  
in buildings and infrastructures that either cut into vital urban 
tissues or were not planned at all. In some cases, the spaces 
produced by the architects of postwar welfare societies in Western 
Europe and the United States seemed to turn against the people 
they were supposed to shelter. Charles Jencks provocatively 
regarded the example of the social housing complex Pruitt-Igoe 
in St. Louis, Missouri, built by Minoru Yamasaki in 1951–1955  
and demolished in 1972–1976, as ushering in the death of 
modern architecture.2 The “soft” factors of architecture beyond 
the building, such as policy decisions, ownership models, and  
cuts to infrastructure and maintenance budgets gave way to 
criminal activities and decay in the built structures, which 
lacked identification and adaptability. In retrospect, they were  
a far more destructive force than the actual building. Never- 
theless, Swiss design critic Rolf Keller included Pruitt-Igoe  
as a material witness in his early lampoon demonizing building 
with concrete because of its resulting “monotony.”3

The understanding of built “ecologies” as self-regulating 
systems (i.e., environments) oscillated between the poles of 
top-down control (i.e., surveillance) and bottom-up “participation.”4 
Frustrated by the limited capacity of architecture to better  
the environment and under pressure to achieve profitability 
amid soaring land prices, leading architects in the early  
and mid-1970s turned their attention away from social issues 
and back to form, claiming architecture’s autonomy.

On questions of form, they not only valued the autonomy  
of the quantitative social sciences but showed a renewed interest 
in cultural-historical building types and their embeddedness  
in society through the centuries. The architect was reestab-
lished as a solitary ingenious author able to read these cultural 
traces. The interdisciplinary designer of social processes  
collaborating with linguists, sociologists, and engineers alike 
to understand environments cybernetically belonged to the 
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past. Analysis of form could also take various shapes through  
the lenses of sociocultural and anthropological methods and 
semiotics. With these the architects would focus on class-related 
constructions of taste tied to specific cultural artifacts and  
their dispersion throughout consumer culture. Practitioners  
of architecture and architectural theory framed both approaches 
during the 1970s as investigations into reality, or as “realism.”5

Another thread of history, one concerned with quantita- 
tively rather than qualitatively based investigations in the  
field of architecture, led to the normalized, “neutral,” unmarked 
(male, white) user—a projection popularized by interwar 
twentieth-century European modernism. Architects reassured 
themselves that they were enabling users through their designs 
because their anthropocentric, anthropometric design process 
relied on idealized models borrowed from Ernst Neufert’s 
building design theory “Bauentwurfslehre” (Architect’s data, 
1936), Le Corbusier’s “Le Modulor” (1942–1955), Henry  
Dreyfuss’s characters “Joe and Josephine” (1960), and Alexander 
Kira’s bathroom ergonomics (1966).6 Kira’s manual featured  
a genuinely “user-centered” approach, based on meticulous 
observations and measurements of people’s behaviors and 
diverse needs in bathroom settings. Architectural historian 
Anna-Maria Meister reminds us, however, that “for Neufert,  
man was never the measure of all things; man needed to fit the 
system.”7 And, even if the civil rights protests of the 1960s  
had led American industrial design pioneer Dreyfuss to publish 
a revised edition of The Measure of Man (1967) after becoming 
critically “aware that normate figures representing statistical 
averages were often [mis]taken as real bodies,” not all archi- 
tects using his manual were likewise in the know.8 As the  
(post-)Foucauldian assessment of architecture as a “political 
technology” of the body demonstrates, architecture’s concern 
with the idealized abstraction of a normative, nongendered, 
nondisabled user has not only shaped our behavior and physiques, 
but it operates through the bodies it claims to shelter and house 
and creates exclusions.9 A design process exclusively concerned 
with form—or even with formal deconstruction—will consis-
tently fail to deconstruct these ingrained biases of architecture 
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toward its subjects when the body as an idealized abstraction pre- 
cedes all construction. Philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefèbvre 
became convinced toward the end of the 1970s that the term 
user, initially suggesting an orientation toward the “use-value”  
of space, instead dehumanized inhabitants, discounting their 
agency by turning them into passive, functional objects.10 What 
about socio-anthropologically inspired observation and study  
of the inhabitants’ actual performance of “use” instead?

Architectural historian Kenny Cupers states in his collection 
Use Matters (2013) that “the interest in the agency of the user 
across many creative disciplines today delivers new promises 
for the social role of design.” He goes on to point out that  
“the user is both a historical construct and an agent of change, 
too often relegated to the margins of architectural history.”11 
However, understanding everyday use, and hence the production 
of users, simply as a function of planning and design does  
not go far enough. Even though “the user” has to be recognized 
and traced as a historical construct, it also proves fruitful  
to think about how users—precisely in the very diversity that 
the term tries to homogenize—transform and actively constitute 
“building,” understood here as both a noun and a verb.

Projecting a user brings up, if only implicitly, the question  
of “agency” within the built environment. But whose agency? 
The question is partly tackled by Isabelle Doucet and Cupers, 
who notice that the term is difficult to pin down: “Are we  
talking about the agency of the architect, and if so the agency  
to do what: to act in service of the client or to guide society  
to a better end? Or do we mean instead the power of the archi-
tectural project or the building itself, to convince its users about 
the virtuous lifestyle it hopes to instill, or its spectators about  
the beauty of its form?”12

Cupers suggests that participation be considered over a longer 
historical period that does not isolate it as an approach tied to 
1960s/1970s politics of empowerment and democratization  
but instead understands it as “enmeshed” with “the bureaucratic 
development of the welfare state and burgeoning culture of leisure 
and mass consumption.”13 If Italian architect Giancarlo de Carlo 
(1919–2005) called for citizen or “user” participation in all 
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relevant design processes of public space in the early 1980s,  
the editors of the volume Participation in Art and Architecture 
(2015), Mechtild Widrich and Martino Stierli, remind us that  
the process of participation has not only been theorized on  
a political level by authors like Jacques Rancière, Lefebvre, and 
Jürgen Habermas since the 1960s but also has been actualized  
in the discourse around (public) art by proponents of relational 
aesthetics in the 1990s, such as Nicolas Bourriaud, and contested 
by art historian and critic Claire Bishop.14 The paternalism 
detected in functionalist ideas of “participation”—for example, 
Le Corbusier’s modernist promenade architecturale as a 
sequential progression of inhabitants through their built environs 
—was dropped by feminist initiatives toward the end of the 
1970s. Their participatory workshops catered to community- 
oriented public buildings such as the London-based architectural 
design cooperative MATRIX’s (1981–1994) Jagonari Educational 
Resource Center for Asian Women (1984–1987) and the Dalston 
Children’s Center (1984–1985).15 Political theorist Nancy Fraser’s 
feminist reassessments of Habermas’s thoughts on the public 
sphere after the fall of the Iron Curtain also shed a new light on  
“subaltern counterpublics,” complicating the debate around  
who is allowed to participate in and hence constitute the public 
sphere.16 Queer theorists Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner 
later extended this concept to the marginalization of queer 
sexuality in urban public space.17

The interest shown by theory, history, and design criticism  
in the “use” of architecture has only further increased. From the 
late 1980s onward, paradigms and theoretical approaches from 
science and technology studies—for example, Actor-Network 
Theory—helped put the architect’s central role into perspective.18 
Understanding planners and designers as actors in a network  
of interdependent human and nonhuman relationships  
expanded architectural discourse to include various material, 
social, economic, and political actors within and beyond  
the built environment.19 At least in history and theory the myth  
of a universal user has come under scrutiny, because more 
recent, decolonial accounts, following Donna Haraway’s work  
in the late 1980s, increasingly draw on “situatedness,” specificity, 
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and “partial perspective.”20 Not least has the recent criticism  
of an anthropocentric perspective allowed for the ecological 
sustainability of building practices to take center stage.21  
The term spatial agency has in turn helped to decenter the 
agency of architects in the production of architectural space, 
allowing the “more-or-less formal and more-or-less welcome 
actors that produce, inhabit, maintain and destroy architecture 
in different ways” to enter the discourse.22

Cohabitation and Processes of Adaptation
In his 1975 contribution to archithese, “Atelier 5: 1955–1975: 
Experiments in Communal Living,” Swiss architect Blumer 
looks back on two housing projects completed by the collaborative 
firm Atelier 5 (founded by Erwin Fritz, Samuel Gerber, Rolf 
Hesterberg, Hans Hostettler, and Alfredo Pini), where he worked 
from 1955 to 1963 and where he reintegrated in 1970 after  
a professorship at the University of Illinois Chicago.23 Blumer 
exemplifies the promises and pitfalls of understanding the 
architect as an orchestrator of the social process through form 
by looking at the Thalmatt housing project (a 1974 follow-up  
to Atelier 5’s earlier Halen settlement of 1957–1960) near  
Bern and the Wertherberg housing project (1966–1968)  
near Münster (then part of West Germany).24 He argues that  
the entrepreneurial social utopists Robert Owens and Charles 
Fourier in the early nineteenth century, as well as communal 
housing in general, tried to establish new rules and new  
people by proposing new forms of intertwining productive and 
reproductive labor in reorganized domesticities.25 In contrast, 
Blumer frames Atelier 5’s approach as less ambitious because, 
while the firm offered playful variants to established living 
patterns, it did not expect new ways of cohabitation to emerge 
thanks to architecture. Aware that architects always work  
within the constraints of the capitalist, increasingly profit- 
oriented building industry, Blumer proposes that, despite  
these circumstances, architects should be able to create livable 
environments if they abide by a few hypotheses, among which: 
Free space within a settlement needs to be discernable as  
common public space and ideally co-owned by the inhabitants; 
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The inhabitants decide for themselves how individual/shared 
space is organized or transformed; Threshold-areas mediate 
between public and private; The building structure houses 
different social groups, allows for communal uses other than 
housing, and satisfies different economic ambitions.26 Even 
though both of the projects discussed in Blumer’s self-critical 
essay followed these axioms in the planning process, resulting  
in comparable if slightly different layouts, they differ in 
approach and with respect to their levels of “user participation.”

In Blumer’s view, 1960s consumer culture heavily influenced 
ideas about living and, more specifically, the representative 
character of the domestic setting. Beyond interior design  
magazines, he denounces then emerging DIY shops as players  
in an aesthetic economy of aspiration. By selling ready-to-use 
building elements, they cater to homeowners’ desire for an 
individualistic lifestyle, allowing them to transform their  
housing entities into their own small, personalized utopias.  
As Blumer muses, a fake-brick cladding glued to a “poor looking” 
architect-designed béton brut structure embodies the lower 
middle classes’ striving toward an aesthetics of higher economic 
standing—the aesthetic of the free-standing, suburban, nuclear 
family house. On the one hand critical of architects who tend  
to impose their choices of style and taste on inhabitants, Blumer 
on the other hand regrets the outcome of user-based retro- 
transformations. Being cosmetic rather than structural, the inter- 
ventions miss increasing the use-value of individual entities  
and the overall settlement. While welcoming the inhabitants’ 
engagement with their living environment, he finds a grain  
of sand in the aesthetic outcome. Nevertheless, Blumer eventually 
dismisses as naive any attempt to use architecture to control  
or guide broader efforts to emancipate society from capitalism.

Self-Portraits; Or the Symbolism  
of Idealized Individual Homeownership
A different take—involving a different scale and geographic 
focus—is found in architect and architectural historian David P. 
Handlin’s “remarks on recent approaches to town-planning”  
in his contribution “Group Portraits and Self-Portraits.”27  
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Nevertheless, we find an intersection with Blumer’s observation 
of how the social aspirations of class tie in with user-initiated 
adaptations of built structures, which Handlin compares  
to the more homogeneous town structures of precapitalist 
societies and cultures. He doubts whether settlements and 
towns can be analyzed extensively through or give real insights 
into their inhabitants’ customs and culture, since such analysis 
tends to homogenize what always is and needs to be hetero- 
geneous and diverse. Even if his preference is for a “situated” 
approach over universalist, unifying, and eventually dehuman-
izing architectural proposals—he cites Le Corbusier’s Ville 
Radieuse (1933), for example—he doubts the adequacy of  
social anthropology as a valuable tool for architectural planning 
processes. He underpins his argument by bringing up what  
he deems the shortcomings of Herbert J. Gans’s pioneering 
study in urban ethnography, The Urban Villagers.28 Gans based 
his study on an analysis of parts of a Boston community in the 
West End district where “Italian-Americans made up the largest 
group, about forty percent, but the area also had [among others] 
sizeable contingents of Jewish-, Polish-, Albanian-, Ukrainian- 
and Greek-Americans.” Gans argues that the so-called urban 
villagers’ buildings and their use were proof of an overall,  
more or less consistent design resistance to modernism.  
The inhabitants, Gans concludes, were rejecting consumer 
culture because they wished to reproduce their “rurally based 
ancestors’ living patterns.”29 If one would today denounce Gans’s 
reductive view of an Italian-American community as rurally 
marked and hence “behind” in general, at the time it was 
published Gans’s text offered a nuanced view of the community’s 
dynamics, countering the simplistic portrayals often found  
in media and popular culture.

Handlin, on the other hand, points out that Gans cut short  
the diversity within the larger group of “urban villagers”  
when he overlapped and identified the community with a 
homogenous building “style”: “There is a compelling temptation 
to claim that the community speaks with a single voice. It makes 
good rhetoric, especially if that rhetoric emphasizes the differ-
ence between ‘insiders’ and oppressive ‘outsiders.’”30 Handlin  
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is convinced that sociological “group images” do not provide  
an adequate and generalizable basis for planning. In his view, 
only an approach that assumes people primarily strive to 
express themselves rather than their membership in a collective 
would do justice to diversity and repetition. Handlin elaborates 
that even the dense and heterogenous urban population studied 
here remained committed to homeownership and individual 
expression. However, despite all the individualism in the mass, 
the houses often resembled one another like peas in a pod.  
When his text appeared in archithese, Handlin was an associate 
professor of architecture at the Harvard Graduate School  
of Design (1973–1978). In the text, he makes a culturally specific 
and ideologically marked diagnosis by stating that “the dream  
of homeownership” still broadly pervaded American households. 
He dismisses attempts at flexibilization and personalization  
of housing units (e.g., with movable wall partitions) as “accom-
modating the self-portrait in the collectivist ideal” and 
eventually amounting to nothing more than an expression  
of the childish playfulness of architectural students.31 His polemic 
hence dismisses both “group and self-portraits.” He aims to 
devalue—or at least to call into question—the contemporaneous 
architectural discourse’s emerging investigative interest in  
the shantytowns of South American cities or so-called squatter 
architecture as models for future urban development.32

Handlin draws alternative urban patterns and so-called 
spontaneous architecture into the picture not only to contextualize 
his reasoning but to distance himself from such an approach.33 
When he argues that, in American society, the mobile home 
promised, despite its utopian mobility, customized specimens 
increasingly resembling the shape of individual houses, he 
quotes from an advertisement for a mobile home producer while 
blowing a poisoned kiss at Archigram’s 1960s radical utopias.34 
One wonders whose aspirations Handlin has in mind. In his view, 
a white, American, middle-class “user”—even more so if that 
person hails from a lower stratum of society that has evaded 
stereotyping because of its diversity—would continue to idealize 
individual homeownership and build accordingly, which would 
not negatively affect the practice of community-building beyond 
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domestic borders. His criticism of group portraits as reductive 
in their aim at specificity might be justified. Rounding his 
argument off, however, he mistakes individual homeownership 
for an almost preconscious, “innate” universal aspiration  
of large parts of the society, rather than denouncing it as the 
commodity it was ideologically advertised to be by state housing 
policies and the building industry in the United States.

The notion of “self-portrait” reappears in Scott Brown’s  
analysis under changed auspices as “the physical elements  
of suburbia—the roads, houses, roofs, lawns, and front doors 
—[that] serve practical purposes such as giving access  
and shelter, but they also serve as means of self-expression  
for suburban residents.”35 That Gans’s work—although criticized 
by Handlin—informed Scott Brown’s approach may be less of  
a surprise.36 Scott Brown complemented her studies in planning 
at the Department of City Planning at the Graduate School  
of Fine Arts of the University of Pennsylvania with social sciences 
courses, among them lectures by Gans. To study the Levittown 
settlements in Philadelphia, Gans had created a classic  
participant-observer framework that allowed him to portray 
working-class and lower-middle-class life in America.37  
Scott Brown took a particular interest in his nonjudgmental 
viewpoint, or the “new objectivity” of his urban sociological 
understanding, which brought together “social life, popular 
culture, and planning.”38 Referring to Peter Smithson, she calls 
her own method an “active socioplastics.”39 In the format of  
a “letter to the editors,” Scott Brown makes clear from the 
beginning of her essay that her exhibition project Signs of Life 
targets the matter of (American) taste.40 In 1976, the French 
philosopher Pierre Bourdieu was still writing his pathbreaking, 
statistically based La distinction (Distinction, 1979)—an  
empirical, socio-anthropological analysis of class-related 
differentiation processes in the formation, performance, and 
embodiment of taste in the French middle-class bourgeois 
culture.41 Scott Brown was thus untouched by this contempo- 
raneous European push to deconstruct the category of taste  
as a symbolic system in which minute distinctions become the 
basis for social judgment. She nevertheless consciously sheds 
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light on everyday phenomena and realities and contextualizes 
her notion of “realism” in the editorial framing of her letter  
as “deriv[ed] theor[y] from specific examples and not the other 
way around.”42 With “the other way around,” she seems to 
disagree with and gesture toward contemporaneous protagonists 
who affiliated themselves with Aldo Rossi when applying a theory 
knitted around archaic, seemingly universal building types  
as “realist” on specific urban contexts instead.43 Focusing on the 
American suburb and commercial urban settings—for example, 
with a case study of the aesthetics of Levittown housing types, 
which she classifies as “Colonial,” “Jubilee,” “Levittowner,” 
“Rancher,” and “Country Clubber”—Scott Brown carves out the 
continuity and transformations of visual languages that signify 
and symbolize specific socially constructed meanings. Her 
method of iconographic analysis or “taxonomy” of the symbols  
of different housing types is empirically inductive and based  
in visual culture and vocabularies.

In her consideration and in contrast to Handlin, Scott Brown 
highlights the influence of advertisements produced by  
a housing industry seeking to plant style aspirations in the heads 
of its lower-middle-class consumers even as it reflects their 
subconscious desires and nostalgia.44 Her dissection of space  
in Signs of Life can be considered another attempt at recon-
structing vectors of agency in the built environment.

Activist Impacts—Formats of Education and Participation
If the contributions of Blumer, Handlin, and Scott Brown make 
clear that their authors were shifting attention away from an 
idealized, abstracted mechanical user figure to a socially 
constructed inhabitant with desires and aspirations raised by 
consumer culture, cultural identification processes, and social 
standing, they still did not attribute to users much agency 
vis-à-vis the built environment or their impact on its planning. 
Authors like Handlin questioned whether assuming architects 
who promoted the concepts of flexibility or mobility had collective 
needs in mind or reflected their own privileged and playful 
perspective.45 At the other end of the debate spectrum, we find 
an article by the couple Marianne Günter and Roland Günter. 
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Married since 1963, Marianne (Janne) Günter, a pharma- 
ceutical graduate of the University of Bonn, worked during her 
secondary studies in sociology alongside her husband on  
citizens’ initiatives fighting for the preservation of approximately 
one thousand workers’ settlements in the Ruhr area.46 Their 
archithese contribution, which concerns the impact of grass-
roots movements taking on architecture and urban planning 
projects, not only summarizes past initiatives in which they had 
been involved but also shares suggestions for how to make  
an impact; for example, by filing complaints. Their activist field 
guide forgoes the DIY activism of late-1960s counterculture 
“cookbooks” that argue for abandoning urban settings altogether 
in favor of building alternative (dome) communes.47 Instead,  
the Günters cite the massive urban redevelopment projects 
throughout Europe and the United States in the late 1960s that 
turned old towns and derelict city centers into business hubs. 
While politicians and other decision-makers primarily supported 
these decisions with arguments about wanting to increase 
standards of safety and hygiene, renewal, and beautification,  
the Günters justifiably denounce such notions of “care”  
as a pretext for authorizing the clearing of cities’ unwelcome 
populations (read: low-income and/or immigrant). This  
process often went hand in hand with the displacement of 
specific demographics and the erection of massive complexes 
(e.g., the Jordaan neighborhood in Amsterdam or the destruction 
of the Bonn Südstadt quarter) to either house the offices  
or staff of increasingly international corporations; for example, 
from the pharmaceutical and chemical industries.48 The 
comforts such complexes offered to their inhabitants or to  
the neighborhood more broadly were reduced to a bare minimum 
so as to build “rationally” or more “economically.” Often the town 
planners’ and investors’ interest in “mobility” meant new 
expressways to accommodate individual traffic rather than the 
interests of all inhabitants, especially pedestrians. The authors 
see the sprouting grassroots initiatives they describe as  
a symptom not only of the malfunction of town and urban 
planning processes but of mistrust in political representatives,  
who prove to be insufficiently critical of the interests of develop-
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ers and the construction industry generally—or, worse, prove  
to be biased toward the interests of investors and building 
enterprises. In weighing the effectiveness of grassroots initia-
tives, the authors suggest the use of such proven tactics as 
involving children or other figures with whom the public can 
easily identify. However, they warn that exposure can result in 
block lists, since interest groups in cities are often intertwined, 
and targeted corporations have little to lose by sharing the 
names of opponents with third parties. Recognizing that 
marginalized individuals are already precariously situated 
and that activism would only further compound their exposure, 
the authors suggest that protagonists embrace multiplicity  
and diversity by working across groups and employing a variety 
of tactics so as to share responsibilities broadly within the 
collective. Better-earning citizens of higher social standing  
are summoned to join the efforts in a “mosaic” approach, thus 
presenting a unified front of constituents capable of putting 
pressure on policymakers.49

That denouncing processes of capitalization within the 
building industry can backfire is demonstrated by architect 
Janssen’s dismissal as a guest lecturer from ETH Zurich after  
he completed his project seminar (1971).50 The self-organized, 
bottom-up learning entity understood itself as a (Marxist) 
collective, investigating the means and conditions of production 
in architecture under capitalism. More precisely, it scrutinized 
recent building projects by the Swiss private developer  
Ernst Göhner AG and the political and economic mechanisms 
and power-related frameworks at stake. In its contribution to  
one of the first archithese issues, the so-called editorial collective 
of students from the experimental seminar looked back  
on its case study of the Göhner housing estate in Volketswil, 
Switzerland. In a later interview, Janssen pointed out that his 
motivation for the seminar lay in the observation that “architects 
do not play the central role they attribute to themselves; instead, 
they are the interpreters of developments in the construction 
industry.”51 By asking basic questions—“How does the hypothecary 
market influence city planning in Zurich? How are land prices 
and traffic planning intertwined?”—the collective geared its 
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analytical instruments toward “Göhnerswil,” a particularly 
instructive case because it involved a conglomerate. “Belonging 
to this conglomerate was a factory for prefabricated components 
for residential development and various buyers whose task it  
was to acquire land without sellers being aware that the different 
brokers were connected. Today it’s called ‘short selling.’ Göhner 
purchased these properties not as sites zoned for building but  
as agricultural land. That is a capitalist trick.”52 For allowing  
the seminar to be partly organized by the students, who even 
issued a periodical mouthpiece called Harte Zeiten (Hard times), 
Janssen came under the scrutiny of the Swiss Secret Service, 
which at the time was keenly recording all supposed communist 
activity.53 Bernhard Hoesli, dean of the architecture department 
at ETH, dismissed Janssen in spring 1971. Janssen’s replacement 
was the Italian architect Aldo Rossi. The impact of his decidedly 
different approach, theoretically focused on the continuity  
of historic forms while remaining informed by Marxist thought, 
and its contrast with Janssen’s tactics have been broadly 
discussed elsewhere.54 What, though, is the significance of 
archithese giving his seminar a platform at a moment when  
it was being torn apart and denounced in the press by the Bund 
der Schweizerischer Architekten (Federation of Swiss Architects) 
as a potentially obnoxious aftershock of May ’68?55 The commit-
ment to the contents of Janssen’s seminar reflects the critical 
approach taken in other early archithese features, such as sociol- 
ogist Eliane Perrin’s analysis of “immigrant worker housing” 
barracks, which almost killed the periodical in its infancy. Perrin’s 
article would later be followed by an entire thematic issue of 
archithese dedicated to the topic of Hochschulpolitik (higher 
education politics) and informed by a six-point questionnaire 
addressing educators as different as Alvin Boyarsky, Lucius 
Burckhardt, Kenneth Frampton, Roland Günter, and Charles 
Jencks.56 archithese was a playground to negotiate and mediate 
the different positions. It hence proved its agency as a discursive 
architectural medium.
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Project-Based 
Learning at the ETH: 
Critical Rather 
Than Technocratic

This text was written by the editorial collective of the Janssen 
Seminar at the ETH [Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in 
Zurich] and first published in the seminar’s journal Harte Zeiten  
on July 5, 1971. We offer a slightly abridged version here.

Last summer, the ETH board voted not to extend the  
teaching contracts of three visiting lecturers in the architecture 
department, with the justification that they had engaged in leftist 
agitation in their seminars. The lecturers in question were  
the sociologists Hermann Zinn, Hans-Otto Schulte, and Jörn 
Janssen; along with them, ten assistants also lost their positions.

The event made waves. Fronts formed and became 
entrenched. That has its good side: it brings up for discussion 
several of the most important open questions of the current 
situation in architecture. It also has its bad side, however:  
now, information is often replaced by doctrinaire simplifications 
—on both sides.

We have decided to reprint several texts from the contro- 
versial seminars; first, in an effort to remedy the general lack  
of information, but also because we are convinced that architec-
ture plays out not only in technical, organizational, or visual space 
but also in social and political space. To the extent one expects 
scientific analyses of given circumstances from a university,  
such studies, it seems to us, belong in their programs; to the 
extent an architecture school is expected to have a connection  
to practice, social and political practice is part of that (albeit  
not exclusively!).

These are trifles that again seem self-evident today. Perhaps 
only a few years will pass before the supreme authorities at the 
ETH, too, proudly recall that the first “critical project seminars” 
were held in the years 1970–71. The first attempt failed—not 
coincidentally, at the same time as the closing of the Institut  
de l’Environnement in Paris was decreed. But the work goes on.

 S.v.M.

The didactic model of the so-called project- 
based learning has been discussed for some 
time at many universities. This discussion is not 
limited to architecture schools. Project-based 
learning can also be carried out in other disci-
plines; for example, sociology, medicine, or law.

In the case of architecture, the discussion of 
the project-based learning derives from the 
traditional profile of the profession of the 
architect and planner. Today’s education of 
architects is still largely based on this outdated 
profile of the profession; namely, the freelance, 
independent artist-architect. He claims to 
coordinate several specialist fields. His demand 
for the self-fulfillment of his personality finds  
its limits only in the restrictions of his client’s 
financial means.

The evolution of the construction business 
now demands a new professional education  
of architects. For the construction business 
increasingly joins with the structure of other 
branches of industry and business. As a  
consequence, companies from the chemical, 
metalworking, and electronics industries,  
as well as purely financial enterprises, have 
recently become active in the traditional main-
stream construction sector. As the concentration 
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of business and capital progresses, the depen-
dence of architects and planners increases.  
They are organized only as small businesses and 
professions and therefore cannot influence this 
evolution. This makes it clear that the traditional 
profile of the profession no longer corresponds 
to reality, and hence the old concepts of educa-
tion have to be redesigned.

The need to redesign education is widely 
recognized. First, the construction business 
itself is no longer satisfied with the impractical 
education of architects and planners. The 
education’s costs seem to them too high relative 
to the material conveyed. On the other side, 
social contradictions have become increasingly 
evident, especially in urban planning. Until  
now, however, the education of architects has 
consciously ignored these contradictions.

There are two possible reactions to this 
development:

1. The technocratic university reform 
demanded by the industry and the administration. 
The goal of this reform is an education that 
satisfies the increasing planning needs of the 
industry and the administration.

2. The critical university reform demanded  
by those affected by building planning. The goal 
of this reform is the education of architects  
and planners who are conscious of their growing 
political role. Only then they can act entirely 
responsibly toward society.

Both approaches call for a stronger connec-
tion to practice, which project-based learning 
might enable. They are referring, however,  
to two different forms of project study that 
hardly overlap—apart from the call for a connec-
tion to practice, specialization, and group work. 
These overlaps cannot conceal the different 
goals of the two forms of project study.

Technocratically oriented project-based  
learning serves only to consolidate the existing 
social conditions. Social contradictions are not 
addressed, much less eliminated. The techno-
cratically educated architects serve above  
all the interests of those who invest their capital 
in the construction business.

Critically oriented project-based learning 
ought to consider the interests of the majority  
of the population. This necessarily happens 
against the interests of business and bureaucracy. 

Critically educated architects are supposed to 
reveal existing injustices and study their social 
contexts. They ought to develop solutions that 
may also lie outside the realm of architecture.  
If the problem cannot be solved by means  
of architecture, political measures can also be 
proposed—for example, the Recht auf Wohnung 
[Right to Housing] initiative—as opposed to 
trying to lower rents by reducing the floor area.

Here, then, is an example to illustrate the 
contrast between the technocratic and critical 
project-based learning:

Example of Technocratic Project-Based 
Learning

As part of a reform of the construction 
guidelines for the area around Tessinerplatz,  
the municipal council of Zurich voted in 1947  
to eliminate Venedigstrasse. Because this  
area is part of the core area, this resolution 
meant that the adjoining properties could  
be used more intensely than before. In recent 
times, these properties have all been held  
by one owner, so nothing stands in the way  
of an extensive redevelopment following  
modern principles.

1. A search for alternative proposals for  
the use of the area described (i.e., an ideas 
competition; work required: ca. two weeks).

2. Compilation of a catalog of criteria for 
selecting the optimal proposal (to be performed 
as work in groups).

3. Selection of an alternative to be refined 
collectively, after establishing a binding space 
allocation plan.

4. Individual students work out their plans  
by the end of the semester.

5. Work in small groups to find the best 
designs based on organizational/functional, 
constructional, or formal/design criteria.

6. Final presentation of the groups’  
work in the presence of several interested  
representatives (i.e., of the city planning  
office, the Rentenanstalt [Pension Company],  
and the Hatt-Haller company).

The “Critical” Alternative
In a critical project seminar, by contrast,  

such an assignment would have to look  
fundamentally different. A chair could  
not formulate it in advance or provide such  
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an exact timeline. The work would have  
to be oriented around a framing theme  
that describes a specific set of problems.  
This framing theme would have to be binding  
for several project seminars; that is, set by  
the department committee as a research task  
for several semesters.

In short, in our example it might read  
as follows: The core area of the city of Zurich 
shows discernable tendencies toward a reduc-
tion of mixed use. The growing economic 
importance of the city and the associated 
concentration of government buildings in the 
city center has further aggravated the housing 
market. In the coming semesters, Department I 
therefore intends to study both the causes  
and the effects of the phenomena associated 
with this trend. Thereafter, strategies will  
be developed that seem suited to eliminate  
the conflicts that can be observed today. All the 
project seminars shall be oriented around this 
set of problems and work on related issues  
the students select themselves. The required 
introductory courses to pursue this work—for 
example, on the construction business and 
business cycle stabilization, company organi- 
zation and calculation in the construction 
business, statistics, social psychology, sociology, 
etc.—will be established in the department  
as soon as proposals for the content of the 
project seminars are available.

The following special issues may, for example, 
be the subject matter of projects:

1. What influence do mortgage banks and 
insurance companies have on urban planning  
in Zurich?

2. What connection exists between the 
conditions of the land market in Zurich and 
transportation planning, especially subway 
planning?

3. Was the formation of the Bewohnerverein 
Venedigstrasse [Venedigstrasse Residents’ 
Association] a step toward the democratization 
of planning?

4. Must the displaced tenants of urban 
housing accept disadvantages in, for example, 
floor plan, size, fixtures, and the cost of their 
homes?

5. Is construction in the region prepared  
to produce a sufficient number of cheap apart-
ments in the required time?

6. What damages to socialization result from 
the housing shortage for lower-income groups? 
Are the office of emergency housing and the 
housing courts providing adequate remedies? 
And much more.

For a year, the now dissolved seminars have 
worked systematically toward implementing  
this sort of critical project-based learning at  
the architecture department of the ETH Zurich. 
Albeit under much more difficult conditions. 
These seminars are isolated and have to acquire 
internally, on their own, all the basic knowledge 
required.

An Example: The “Economic Criteria for 
Planning Decisions” Seminar

 This section was also written by the editorial collective  
of the seminar journal Harte Zeiten and first published in issue  
no. 6 of June 24, 1971. We offer a slightly abridged version.

The Volketswil municipality of suburban 
Zurich was chosen as a project. This municipali-
ty has in recent years—above all, “thanks”  
to the construction activities of the Ernst Göhner 
AG general contracting company—developed 
from a village into an urban-suburban communi-
ty. According to the census, it had the largest 
population increase of all the municipalities of 
the Canton of Zurich from 1960 to 1970, along-
side Greifensee, Schwerzenbach, and Fällanden. 
Housing construction in the Volketswil munici-
pality employed prefabricated elements, and  
a factory was built in the municipality itself  
for their production. The factory was built  
by the construction companies Losinger and 
Göhner (51 percent) under the name IGECO 
Volketswil. Of its production volume during  
the first five years (3,400 apartments), around  
30 percent (1,200 apartments) were built in 
Volketswil.

The fifth semester, the winter semester of 
1970–71, served almost exclusively for the 
gathering of empirical data on the developments 
of the Volketswil municipality, the Canton of 
Zurich, IGECO-Produktion, and the Göhner group.

The wealth of material that was within reach 
and soon obtained alone demonstrated the 
impossibility of conducting a so-called objective 
analysis. There were two main reasons for this:

1. For reasons of methodology and time,  
it was necessary to establish priorities for 
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collecting and organizing the material.  
Some of the available material, as well as 
potential further information, had to be  
disregarded.

2. Other available material could not  
be processed because it was not accessible.  
The owners of the information could easily  
block access to it (and did so).

That means: An “objective” analysis  
is already impossible because the owners of  
the information have no interest in an objective 
study from the opposite perspective.

The above-mentioned monopoly that certain 
information owners had on specific important 
materials occasionally forced our seminar  
to perform a kind of secret-service activity that  
is difficult to reconcile with the idea of indepen-
dent scholarly research. It did not so much 
produce new information as reassess existing, 
unfortunately inadequate information (e.g.,  
Ernst Göhner AG’s cost estimate).

During the ongoing sixth semester, students 
began to analyze and problematize the material.

The overarching theme was now made  
more precise: “The influence of the construction 
industry on building planning.” This influence 
will be described provisionally in the following 
areas:

The building production group is concerned 
with the technical process of housing production 
at Göhner. It is studying, for example, the 
question of where specific savings and improve-
ments exist in the production of concrete-slab 
elements using the IGECO process; whether  
it is not perhaps the case that, under the pretext 
of an imperative for industrialization, quite  
different objectives are being pursued. What  
do these transformed conditions of production 
mean, precisely, for the true producers of  
the apartments; namely, the Italian and Spanish 
foreign workers? What influence does the 
demand for a return on capital investment 
(increasing competition, concentration, monop-
olization) have on the extent and structure  
of housing provision and the necessary upgrade 
of infrastructure?

The site selection study group observed that 
all the larger housing developments in the Zurich 
region were always built precisely where they 
did not belong, according to the official develop-

ment plan of the regional planning authorities. 
On studying this phenomenon more closely,  
the group discovered the crucial role that  
land acquisition and the land market play  
in the housing production of a large company 
like Göhner. It therefore studied the origin  
and function of land prices and is currently 
working on various economic theories  
of ground rent.

We want to describe here in greater detail 
the work of the municipality autonomy group, 
because it played out in a way that seems 
typical of the development of project-oriented 
work in groups.

Initial studies and an interview with a  
representative from the municipal authorities 
made clear that satisfying needs had not  
been the primary planning motive, but had  
been integrated only so that the planning 
result—the built housing project—would  
be economically feasible (no exchange value 
without use value).

Consequently, the group described its  
theme as follows: It was decided to employ  
an empirical study in order to identify changes  
in the population’s income and employment 
structure as a result of the development  
of the municipality from a village to a suburb  
of the city. The municipality’s tax roll served  
as evidence to that end. Three years that  
exemplify the development of Volketswil  
were selected, and the relationships between 
income groups and professional groups  
as well as their shifts over the last seven  
years were studied.

Those and other preceding studies led to  
the following general conclusions:

1. Above all, the percentage of the upper 
middle class increased greatly in Volketswil;  
that is, the planning is for “high-income” classes.

2. Structures of democratic decision-making 
were completely steamrolled by the develop-
ment, resulting in enormous difficulties for  
the municipality, which, both in terms of  
its powers and funds, struggles to cope with  
the accrued consequences of planning by 
private companies.

These results raised a question: What role 
does democratic decision-making play in the 
planning process? That is: the group now needs 
to look at the historical development of planning 
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in this suburban region of Zurich, specifically  
the questions of which decisions were  
made where and under what conditions that  
have led to “planning results” like those  
of Volketswil; what was the legal and political 
role of the municipality in these decision- 
making structures; and, more generally,  
what political consequences did the influence  
of the construction industry have on building 
planning and the role the state plays as a  
“crisis manager”?

Such questions and problems—we have 
determined in our studies thus far—were not 
addressed at all by the responsible experts  
and usually not even recognized. And apparently 
the administration also does not want them  
to be recognized, much less solved, in the  
future by the planners and architects now being 
educated.

Perspectives for the Seventh and Eighth 
Semesters

In accordance with the goals of the project- 
based learning already formulated, in the semes-
ters to follow students will select a real planning 
task in the context of the case study that is 
suited to addressing and resolving the contra-
dictions and conflicts recognized in the analysis.

Because: Universities do not have mandates 
per se, other than in relation to society. Their 
evolution in the direction of “mass studies”  
will certainly lead to conflicts that extend 
beyond the framework of the university and  
can be observed and resolved only by society  
as a whole. That means: In our present situation 
when social relations are systematically 
concealed, the task of the university is to 
awaken critical consciousness and to actively 
contribute to solving social problems.

Seminar Janssen [AA.VV]
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Citizens’ Action Groups: 
How, Where, Why?

In the West German capital, Bonn, there  
are currently eight citizens’ actions groups:  
the Aktionsgemeinschaft Tieflage Bundesbahn 
und Fernstrassenumgehung [Railway Tunnel  
and Highway Bypass Action Association];  
the Stadtentwicklungsforum [Urban Develop-
ment Forum]; the Arbeitsgemeinschaft Bonner 
Aerzte zum Umweltschutz [Bonn Physicians for 
Environmental Protection Working Association], 
the first citizens’ action group of physicians  
in Germany; the Bürgerinitiative Südstadt 
[Südstadt Citizens’ Action Group]; the Aktion 
Nahverkehr [Local Transportation Action Group]; 
the Rote-Punkt-Komitee [Red Dot Committee]; 
the Planungsgruppe Kultur [Culture Planning 
Group]; and the Bürgerinitiative Kommunales 
Kino [Communal Cinema Citizens’ Action 
Group].

For a city with not quite 300,000 residents, 
which until not too long ago was also very 
conservative and not very lively, this number  
and balance are astonishing. In 1969, the 
Stadtentwicklungsforum citizens’ action group 
organized a federal action that managed to 
prompt the Federal Cabinet to stop the mis- 
guided planning of a government quarter. The 
citizens compelled a considerably improved 

planning procedure (the Bundesbauten Bonn 
expert colloquium in 1970, public hearings, 
discussions with planners) and the largest 
architectural competition ever in West Germany. 
Citizens’ action groups in Bonn managed, after  
a bitter, two-year campaign, to get the town 
council to repeal its decision allowing the federal 
railroad and a highway to pass via a 111-meter-
wide ground-level strip through the center of  
the cities of Bonn and Bad Godesberg. It should 
at least pass through a tunnel.

At the moment, the citizens’ action groups 
are fighting together to prevent the highway 
passing through the town centers: this is to 
prevent environmental pollution and destruction 
of cities on a catastrophic scale. Tens of thou-
sands of people were victims of abstruse “urban 
renewal efforts”: as part of the demolition  
of buildings and urban restructuring (residential 
neighborhoods into office districts), they were 
threatened with deportation to the outskirts  
of the city. Citizens’ action groups in Bonn 
managed to get an evening secondary school 
built, prevented a refuse-incineration facility  
that an insurance group wanted to build for  
its enormous offices in the center of the city,  
got the town council to modify several resolutions, 
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chased away speculators, and above all func-
tioned as an idea factory for urban planning:  
as a rule, they can demonstrate in black-and-
white that nearly all the important improvements 
in Bonn’s town planning of the past two years 
can be traced back to their motivation, political 
pressure, or effective whispering.

Bonn is just one example of a city in which 
citizens’ action groups are increasingly playing 
an important role—on the one hand, preserving 
the fabric of the city in the face of the threat  
of its destruction; on the other hand, improving 
the living environment for society as a whole.  
A citizens’ action group in Leverkusen managed 
in 1971 (in part with “help from neighbors”  
in Bonn) to prevent the planning of a large 
housing development for 16,000 residents  
in an area exposed to fumes from Bayer’s 
factories. According to an expert report, the 
project had been “planned like a medium-size 
building permit application.” This is just one  
of many examples of the extent to which our 
future environment is being determined by 
amateurish town planning. A citizens’ action 
group in Wiesbaden, largely supported by young 
socialists, saw to it that a planned transforma-
tion of an extended residential neighborhood 
into an inner-city zone was not carried out.  
Such partial successes were also enjoyed  
by citizens’ action groups in the Westend district 
of Frankfurt and the Lehel district of Munich.

Citizens’ action groups are sprouting from 
the ground not just in West Germany—they  
are in fact much older and more widespread  
in the Netherlands. For the most part, they are 
even more successful there: they have thus  
far succeeded in preventing the establishment  
of a chemical giant here, and in Amsterdam  
for twenty years they have prevented the 
threatened demolition of the large district  
of Jordaan (20,000 residents).

Citizens’ action groups were initially viewed 
by the political parties with distrust, usually  
even as competition. In the meanwhile, however, 
it has become clear that they are by no means an 
“uprising of the apolitical community gardeners” 
but rather political enterprises: often they see 
the socioeconomic conflicts of interest far more 
clearly than the professional politicians; they 
distrust the pros because they have experienced 
on many occasions how, for them, money often 

counts more than the voice and will of the 
voters. Citizens’ action groups are essentially  
an effort by those affected to act politically  
on their own initiative and thus to take democracy 
seriously. In the Federal Republic of Germany, 
this “grassroots work” has already begun  
to have an effect on the parties: many young 
members of the SPD [Sozialdemokratische 
Partei Deutschlands, or Social Democratic Party 
of Germany] and the FDP [Freie Demokratische 
Partei, or Free Democratic Party] are actively 
involved in citizens’ action groups because  
they see them as an opportunity to outmaneuver 
the party hierarchy, which is often no longer 
interested in “grassroots problems.” The pinnacle 
of recognition: Recently, the FDP and its leading 
politicians organized a forum of West German 
citizens’ action groups in Baden-Baden.

Town planning today pursues the same  
goals nearly everywhere. The trend is to make 
profits in housing construction just as in indus-
try. Conflicts of interest are growing along with 
it. Slogans such as “economic construction” 
often conceal an economy whose profits grow 
to the same extent as the living conditions  
of those affected are reduced. Housing 
construction follows the motto, “As long as 
people are surviving, it can’t be that bad.”  
Or, “Length times width times money.” Citizens’ 
action groups have the task of pointing out  
the resulting psychological and social damage  
of such planning and buildings. They should 
challenge projects that include, for example, 
housing types that reproduce the low emanci- 
pation of women.

So-called urban renewal, in particular,  
often turns out to be social warfare. In many 
cities, such mellifluous language is a guise:  
it is intended to cover up the ongoing brutal 
conquest of land in attractive locations in city 
centers where the socially disadvantaged have 
been living for centuries. This social conflict  
is disguised by such philanthropic terms  
as responsibility and welfare: keywords such  
as cleanliness, better toilet, and white facade  
are used to carry out a downright deportation  
of thousands of people to city outskirts with 
inadequately planned infrastructure. Social 
connections, friendships and neighborhoods, 
memory, and identification are all sacrificed  
to it. Those affected also pay for this isolation,  



 fig. 3  Bonn-Bad Godesberg. The FDP faction of the town council and  
the Bürgerinitiative Stadtentwicklungsforum demonstrate to residents the 
planned effect of the inner-city highway along a fifty-meter-long firewall:  
its 120-meter-wide strip would destroy the spa town of Bad Godesberg  
with noise and exhaust fumes. (Photo: Roland Günter)

 fig. 2
Bonn, Südstadt 
district. Simrock-
Strasse before  
its demolition.  
A bank headquarters 
swallows one 
hundred apartments. 
(Photo: Waldemar 
Haberey, Bonn)

 fig. 1 Bonn, Südstadt district. Urban destruction in a historical residential 
neighborhood near the center of the city. An office district is being built here.  
The citizens’ action groups are defending themselves against it.  
(Photo: Waldemar Haberey, Bonn)





 fig. 6  Amsterdam, Jordaan. Information center of the citizens’  
action group that has thus far successfully prevented the demolition  
of the district. (Photo: Roland Günter)

 fig. 5
Amsterdam, Jordaan. 
The citizens’ action 
group built this 
playground with 
parents and children: 
the Vrijheidstuin 
(Freedom Garden). 
(Photo: Roland 
Günter)

 fig. 4 Amsterdam. The satellite city Bijlmermeer for 120,000 residents  
is the bugaboo of the residents of Amsterdam who are threatened  
with being forced out of the center of the city. (Photo: Roland Günter)



 fig. 7 Munich. Renters’ radial march.  
(Photo: Dieter Hinrichs, Munich)

 fig. 8  Bonn. Protest against air pollution from  
a planned highway through Bonn’s small city center. 
Beethoven is given a breathing mask.
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as well as for longer commutes to work and 
hence a loss of free time, with rents that are two 
to three times their previous ones.

In Amsterdam, several citizens’ action  
groups are trying in various ways—even with 
their own radio station (Radio Sirene)—to 
increase awareness of this situation. The local 
bugaboo threatening demolition is the new 
120,000-person satellite city of Bijlmermeer, 
which is sometimes called Amsterdam’s  
“Märkisches Viertel.” The renewal here is not 
benefiting those affected but the investors and 
construction companies. A look at weekend 
newspapers in Germany shows that the rich  
in Berlin can transform their taxes into extensive 
property holdings and high interest rates—yet 
the residents of the Kreuzberg district who were 
subjected to forced urban renewal pay many 
times their previous rent.

Alongside misguided plans for new buildings 
and urban renewal, traffic problems are another 
important area for the work of citizens’ action 
groups. The consequences of bad transportation 
policies that benefit cars to the disadvantage  
of public transportation (hand in hand with the 
planning of extensive housing developments 
that do not allow for affordable train and bus 
lines), are noise, increased pollution from 
exhaust fumes, and, not least, a destruction  
of the city, exceeded only by the war, by broad 
strips cutting through historical old towns and 
older residential suburbs—all of this has caused 
an uprising of the residents in many places.

In Munich, they are protesting a ring road 
around the old town. The parts of it that have 
been built demonstrate that every transportation 
measure has far-reaching consequences for  
the restructuring of extended areas of the city:  
a battle over new, prestigious locations and 
residents’ displacement. This misguided  
planning is particularly grotesque because  
it does not work for transportation at all:  
the system of side streets cannot handle the 
inundation of vehicles, and the flow of traffic 
often breaks down.

Many citizens’ action groups remain un- 
successful because their members do not know 
how to organize or how and where they can  
be effective—in short, how citizens’ action 
groups are “made.” The expectations of citizens’ 
action groups are often too high in the begin-

ning—if they are not met quickly enough, their 
members become resigned. Or they do not 
know how to get information and analyze and 
evaluate it. Many simply moralize while raising 
their eyes toward heaven with baroque pathos 
or resort to petitions following a centuries-old 
custom.

Citizens’ action groups such as those  
in Amsterdam, Bonn, Frankfurt, Munich,  
and Wiesbaden succeeded because, setting 
aside their objectively outstanding work,  
they saw through the political structures and 
soberly exploited them or maneuvered with 
extraordinary skill within the sociopsychology  
of politics. A few tips on that follow.

Citizens’ action groups need people through 
whom residents can identify with the action.  
In the Lehel district of Munich, for example,  
that was a middle-aged teacher: Mr. Lichtl.  
The citizens’ action groups in the Jordaan 
district of Amsterdam gained sympathy above 
all with children. “Children are very important  
as a way of gaining the interest of families.”  
The group built its own playground and called  
it the Vrijheidstuin (Freedom Garden). The group 
owns its own café. It serves as a communication 
center where residents can get information  
but also finds the emotional factors that are  
very important for the sympathy, cohesion,  
and energy of a citizens’ action group. Other 
Dutch groups also have information centers.

Experience has shown that legal entities  
in certain forms of organization (associations 
and so on) are merely a hindrance. When  
people are not truly motivated, they do not do 
something even if they have signed the form. 
Why waste energy on month-long debates  
over statutes and changes to bylaws—usually 
Platonic problems? When membership lists 
exist, moreover, there is also a big risk of 
administrative “black lists”: One must not  
forget that every city has intertwined business 
networks. Anyone at high risk can also be  
useful in ways other than the “courage of one’s 
convictions”: with information, donations,  
and so on.

Many citizens’ action groups fail simply 
because they do not consider socioeconomic 
circumstances and expect their members  
to play roles they could fill only at the cost of 
social suicide. The citizens’ action groups in 
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Bonn had great success not least because they 
very cleverly distinguished among roles:  
information—expert knowledge—forensic 
evidence—other work. Sympathetic civil 
servants, the so-called frustration potential  
of the middle management, could participate 
because they were absolutely protected  
against risks: the information in question could 
be known only to a few people. Experts,  
who often have a complicated set of contractual 
agreements, need not expose themselves but 
can instead provide information to small groups 
in meetings: the wealth of “favorably slanted 
reports” is then analyzed.

The proponents of citizens’ action groups are 
not just those who can afford to do so because 
they are untouchable. Politics cannot be pursued 
on the basis of individual heroism.

Because in the face of the underdeveloped 
state of democracy, citizens’ action groups  
lack the opportunities to exercise their power 
formally—that is, through institutions—and  
thus informal paths must be used all the more 
intensely. Only a bundling of diverse measures 
will have an effect—isolated action will have 
no effect anywhere. They often have to be 
pursued continuously for one to two years. 
Analysis of successful actions, such as stopping 
the misguided plans to build a government 
district in Bonn, reveals a kind of mosaic  
technique: by means of partial successes  
in various areas, developments slowly changed 
in the direction that made overall success 
possible in the first place. Politics is precisely  
“a slow, powerful drilling through hard boards” 
(Max Weber).

The catalog of possible actions is extensive. 
Experience has taught that it is extraordinarily 
uncomfortable for a municipal politician,  
who also has many competitors within his  
own party, when his town meeting is taken  
over. When that happens with regularity,  
he necessarily fears for his candidacy in the 
party and in the election. What is often even 
more important than the actual risks are  
the imagined ones: in political psychology, 
fictions—for example, the possibility of  
a much-broader uprising of the people—play  
an important role. Citizens’ action groups can 
often succeed only through such wars of nerves. 
Through focused campaigns, the reelection  

of specific members can be prevented—even 
the threat of such action can be effective.

The citizens’ action group in the Jordaan 
district of Amsterdam uses the profits from  
a café to provide a modest living for nearly  
a dozen young people who function in a sense 
as urban development aid workers for the 
neighborhood. Once a week, they travel to the 
countryside with children, organize vacations  
on a farm in Friesland, facilitate swaps—every-
thing from plates to rabbits and furniture when  
a family grows. They organize transportation 
and help restore buildings. In addition, around 
forty people are active part-time. Workers in  
the trades form consulting teams to explain  
to people how to maintain the houses and 
apartments with little money but lots of self-help  
and help from neighbors, while their rent 
remains the same or increases only insignifi-
cantly. The restored buildings are symbols  
of neighborhood spirit and a successful battle 
against the resignation on which the interests  
of capital speculate in many places.

Many citizens’ action groups mediate expert 
consultation, press contacts, and “political 
channels.” Several of them also advise parties—
almost always the opposition in the municipal 
parliament. One of the most important tasks of 
citizens’ action groups is providing clear infor-
mation to the population: above all, memorable 
reminders of the consequences of planning. 
Together with the FDP faction on Bonn’s town 
council, the members of an action group painted 
the traffic system to scale on an enormous 
firewall, whose sixteen lanes of noise and 
exhaust fumes would mean the end of the spa 
town of Bad Godesberg. To protest the danger 
to the public represented by this 110-meter-
wide, city-destroying highway, a breathing mask 
was placed over the mouth of the Beethoven 
monument at Münsterplatz in Bonn. Women 
and children from a citizens’ action group in 
Bonn wore breathing masks when protesting  
in front of the town hall. A magazine made  
the protests famous across the country.  
Photomontages of a highway spider with the 
cathedral of Münster as a rest stop and the 
Beethoven at its center illustrated the specter  
of the German capital as a transportation facility. 
Newspaper campaigns with articles, interviews, 
open letters, and letters to the editor, as well  



 fig. 9
Amsterdam.  
Sign prohibiting 
demolition.  
(Photo: Roland 
Günter)

 fig. 10
Amsterdam. The 
Nieuwmarkt citizens’ 
action group had its 
own radio station for 
a time: Radio Sirene. 
(Photo: Roland 
Günter)
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as brochures and posters—many of them in 
physicians’ waiting rooms—and offprints from 
newspapers and magazines and even postcards, 
informed the public. Small exhibitions also 
appeared on fences at construction sites and  
at events.

The Aktion Maxvorstadt in Munich organized 
a radial march for renters. They brought along 
an excavator, which lifted a model of a historical 
house in its bucket. Planning simulations 
highlight collateral problems and consequences. 
They should not be too complicated for people 
to follow. Small posters in A4 format find room 
on every lamppost. The Dutch citizens’ action 
groups often have neighborhood newspapers. 
To reduce the workload and give everyone  
the feeling that it is being done not just  
by experts but by laypersons, they do not even  
try to be perfect.

The citizens’ action group in the Jordaan 
district includes filmmakers. Their films have 
been shown throughout Holland. In Berlin’s 
Märkisches Viertel, films were used with 
extraordinary success to depict the problem  
and to foster among the wider public a sense  
of solidarity with the evicted renters. A television 
film depicts the citizens’ actions groups in  
the Lehel district of Munich: Herr Lichtl sucht  
die Wahrheit [Mr. Lichtl seeks the truth]—specif-
ically, at Munich’s city hall and behind 
the scenes. Citizens’ action groups often come 
up with very catchy slogans. In Bonn, for  
one action they renamed the Amt für Stadter-
neuerung [Office of Urban Renewal] the  
“Amt für Stadtzerstörung” [Office of Urban 
Destruction]—a name that has stuck ever since.

The psychology of creating uncertainty  
that has long been practiced by many German 
citizens’ action groups with deadly seriousness 
and menacing aggressiveness has proven  
to be a misstep: it merely reinforces the existing 
fears of the people and drives them even further 
into resignation. The Dutch citizens’ action 
groups build self-confidence using emotional 
means, above all humor, and thereby create 
better psychological conditions for the people  
to take action. For example, neighborhood 
festivals played an important role in creating 
solidarity there.

Citizens’ action groups challenge the monop-
oly that the political parties have on speaking  
for the affected. They insist that everyone is the 
best expert when it comes to oneself. Citizens’ 
action groups should also make clear that urban 
planning is a political debate among different 
interests—usually between those who want 
living conditions that are as favorable as possi-
ble to their development and the interest  
of capital investment, whose benefits increase  
to the extent they can save money on the living 
environment by reducing construction costs 
(often called “rationalization”), thus increasing 
their profits. Sand is often thrown in the eyes  
of those affected: technical arguments are 
advanced to cover up the real objectives and 
conflicts of interest.

The task of citizens’ action groups is to study 
the principles and methods of planning and 
reports for unspoken or taboo assumptions and 
to uncover the role of experts who allow them-
selves to be misused by posing as priests while 
blessing favorably slanted reports.

The points of attack are: poor underlying 
data, methodological inadequacies, isolated 
perspectives on the problems, lack of complexity, 
speculative theses, linear projections, pseudo- 
alternatives, logical errors, descriptions  
of historical and hence changeable states  
of affairs as inalterable norms, lack of dialectical 
analysis, assumed risks with a low degree  
of probability, and self-imposed situational 
constraints.

Citizens’ action groups can succeed in many 
ways: they contribute to building awareness  
of consequential conflicts in society; they help  
to overcome resignation and increase the 
self-confidence of the public; they make clear 
that individuals are not simply pursuing their 
own interests (as they are often led to believe) 
but a common interest that is best achieved  
by working in groups; they show that planning  
is not an inescapable fate but can in part be 
shaped; they make clear that conflicts usually 
result not from the ill will, ignorance, or stupidity 
of other people but from different economic  
and social interests in which the stronger  
take advantage of the bad position of those  
who are weaker.
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Group Portraits  
and Self Portraits
Some Remarks on Recent  
Approaches to Town-Planning

Until about ten years ago most architects  
and planners believed that it was both possible 
and desirable to formulate a single concept of 
urban development that could be applied every- 
where and for everyone. They chose general 
names like La Ville Radieuse or Broadacre City  
to indicate the universality of their concepts,  
and they did not hesitate, if given the opportunity, 
to build projects in countries that had unfamiliar 
cultures.

A new generation has reacted against this 
notion. They rely on cultural anthropologists  
and sociologists to tell them something about 
the life patterns of the people for whom they  
are building. This concern is present not  
just when designing for a distant culture; 
architects and planners often feel estranged 
from sections of their own country, or even their 
own city.

As an antidote to this condition, the idea that 
populations are made up of enclaves or groups 
that have their own cultures and, therefore, 
particular requirements in their built environ-
ments has seemed especially attractive.1 Some 
architects and planners have found it sensible 
not to devise an ideal and uniform pattern at, 
for instance, an urban scale, but instead to think 

of the city as a set of separate “urban villages,” 
each with its own sub-culture and architecture. 
This view has had a particular relevance in  
the United States, which has been described  
as “a nation of nations.” Because Americans 
come from so many different backgrounds,  
it would seem appropriate, at least at first 
glance, to adopt a pluralistic approach to 
physical design and planning.

I have used the term “urban village”  
deliberately, because one way to understand 
whether there is any substance in these ideas  
is to examine an important work of sociology 
which has this phrase in its title.2 In the late 
1950s, when Herbert Gans did his research for 
The Urban Villagers, the West End—an area of 
7000 inhabitants near downtown Boston—was 
scheduled to be torn down for urban renewal.  
To most superficial observers the West End 
seemed a slum, but Gans did not think so.  
If he could show that the West Enders had  
a culture that was different from that of most 
other Americans, but in its own way healthy  
and stable, it would be possible not only to 
correct the impression that the area was a slum, 
but also to indicate a set of criteria that could  
be used in future planning for the area.
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 fig. 1 An early illustration showing urban “chaos.” The urban renewal 
programs of the 1950s were the culmination of these early studies.

 fig. 2 Crowded housing conditions, 
photograph ca. 1860.
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The bulk of The Urban Villagers focused on 
what Gans called the West End’s peer group 
society, a close-knit set of people who seemed 
to reject the values of “middle-class” America. 
In fact, Gans found that West Enders treated 
the representatives of this “outside world,” 
whether doctors, social workers, politicians, 
librarians, or teachers, with suspicion and 
hostility. Even consumer goods and the mass 
media were only partially accepted in this 
recreation of a village society in an urban area.3 
Gans, therefore, treated the West End as if it 
were uniform and unchanging. The only danger 
to the stability of the pattern of life there came 
from the incursions of outsiders. Of all possible 
perils, urban renewal, of course, was the  
most formidable.

Gans presented a wealth of information  
in The Urban Villagers, but it is still debatable 
whether his description was an adequate group 
portrait of the inhabitants of the West End.  
In composing such a portrait it was important  
to establish who, in fact, “the West Enders” 
were. Gans is a conscientious sociologist,  
so at the beginning of The Urban Villagers he 
had to come to terms with the fact that the 
West End was not at all homogeneous. Italian- 
Americans made up the largest group, about 
forty per cent, but the area also had sizable 
contingents of Jewish-, Polish-, Albanian-, 
Ukrainian- and Greek-Americans. To complicate 
matters even further, the West End contained 
other categories of inhabitants, which Gans 
listed as: pathological households, middle-class 
professionals and students, artists and bohemians, 
and staff from a nearby hospital.4

Faced with such a bewildering heterogeneity, 
Gans chose to write about the Italian -Americans 
in the West End, but his task became still more 
complicated because there were important 
distinctions even among these people. Gans 
acknowledged that Sicilian-Americans differed 
from Italian-Americans and also that, if “class” 
was defined by income and education, there 
was a broad spectrum within the group that  
he had decided to analyze. Nevertheless,  
Gans ignored these differences, partly because,  
in the case of Sicilian- and Italian-American 
traits, they were “not visible to the non-Italian 
observer,” but mainly because he thought that 
“the major criteria for ranking, differentiating, 

and establishing compatibility are ingroup 
loyalty and conformity to established standards 
of personal behavior.”5

Using these criteria Gans outlined four 
categories of Italian-Americans: “routine-seekers”  
who wanted a stable way of life, “action  seekers” 
who tended to live more for the moment, the 
“maladapted” who were entirely unable  
to control their behavior because of alcoholism  
or other problems, and the “middle class 
mobiles” who were striving to better them-
selves. Of these four groups Gans concentrated 
most of his analysis on the routine-seekers, 
because they were the people who seemed  
to reject the “middle-class values” that urban 
renewal was supposed to promote.6

Gans disposed of these ticklish questions 
about the composition of the West End in  
the introduction to The Urban Villagers. Once  
he had dealt with this definitional problem,  
he rarely mentioned the West End’s hetero- 
genous composition again. In fact, a reader  
who skips the introduction might easily think 
that Gans was discussing the entire community.  
A telling transformation in terminology  
helped establish this impression. After the 
introductory chapter, Gans only infrequently 
used the cumbersome, but accurate, term 
“routine-seeking Italian-American.” Instead  
he referred to the people he was describing  
as “the West Enders.”

The continuing use of this term not only 
contradicted what had been discussed in the 
introduction and, therefore, was misleading 
about the composition of the group portrait,  
but it also reflected upon the accuracy of Gans’ 
description of the routine-seeking Italian- 
Americans. If the West End had been homo- 
geneous, then it would have been proper  
to discuss only the contacts that the area’s 
inhabitants had with outsiders. Since it was not, 
however, Gans should have told how the 
routine-seeking Italian-Americans interacted 
with other West Enders. Surely such contacts 
—whether at school, at work, in play, or casually 
in stores and on the streets—must have  
existed in such a small area.7

How they occurred would perhaps have re- 
vealed something significant about the routine-
seeking Italian-American’s self-definition and, 
therefore, his attitude toward social mobility and 
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residence in the West End. By ignoring these 
matters Gans presented an incomplete portrait 
of his subjects, so one should be skeptical about 
his conclusions. It is significant, for instance, 
that although he frequently mentioned the 
routine-seeking Italian-American’s fear of 
suburbia, he never confronted the fact that the 
population of the area had declined from 18,500 
in 1920 to 7,000 in 1957. A few demographic 
statistics about length of residence and change 
of occupation would have clarified many  
questions about mobility, but Gans never took 
the trouble to find them.

There are two lessons to be learned from 
these contradictions and inconsistencies in  
The Urban Villagers. First of all, if a competent 
sociologist like Herbert Gans has so much 
difficulty in composing an adequate group 
portrait of the inhabitants of an area like the 
West End, then it is doubtful that architects and 
planners will be more successful in trying to 
establish a cultural or sociological basis for their 
designs.8 More importantly, the inability to come 
to terms with the composition of the West End 
illustrates the inevitable pitfalls of the notion  
that a community is uniform and unchanging.

There is a compelling temptation to claim that 
“the community” speaks with a single voice.  
It makes good rhetoric, especially if that rhetoric 
emphasizes the differences between “insiders” 
and oppressive “outsiders.” Besides, the uniform 
and unchanging community is methodologically 
neat. It would certainly be more complicated,  
if not impossible, to formulate a renewal plan  
or even a lay-out for a block of apartments,  
if several cultural patterns or interests had to  
be accommodated in a physical design.

Unfortunately, in the United States there are 
very few homogeneous communities in which, 
no matter what the issue, there is a clear-cut 
distinction between insider and outsider. Those 
who have tried to organize communities, for 
whatever purpose, have generally been unsuc-
cessful, if they have not recognized this fact  
and learned how to deal with it.9 To continue to 
believe the myth of the uniform and unchanging 
community has most often led to disillusionment 
and frustration. In the late 1960’s this was a 
common syndrome in the United States.

The current interest in the personalization  
of housing can partly be explained as an attempt 

to fill the vacuum of social concern that was  
left by the gradual realization that community 
feeling, especially in the depressed areas  
of American cities, could not be crystallized  
and used as an input for design. In other words, 
if it is not possible to design buildings or  
reconstruct neighborhoods from the information 
provided by group portraits, then perhaps,  
as an alternative, individuals or families can 
compose self-portraits by making an imprint  
on the place in which they live.

There are many complicated issues in this 
proposition, but, if the personalization of housing 
is truly an issue, it must first be discussed  
in terms of home ownership. “The joy of home 
possession,” a sentimental, but nevertheless 
telling, nineteenth century phrase, is still the 
dream of most American households and the 
means by which they can best feel an attachment  
to their everyday environments. This is the 
context in which the issue of personalization  
has generally been discussed. But this connection 
is now only infrequently made, because the 
embarrassing fact is that till recently most  
of those who disparaged home ownership also 
favored an architecture that denigrated any 
manifestation of “personality.”

The classic critique of home ownership was 
made by F. Engels in his pamphlet The Housing 
Question. Engels thought that a desire for 
possession, whether for land or for housing was 
an atavism. He encouraged workers to flock  
to large cities, where, unencumbered by their 
age-old bonds to the land, they would form  
a revolutionary group and produce a new social 
order. Housing reformers were among the 
enemies of this idea. Engels attacked them 
because the inexpensive homes they favored 
tied workers down with heavy mortgages, 
reduced their mobility, and, therefore, made  
it risky for them to strike against their employer. 
This was the case in America where—Engels 
learned from Eleanor Marx-Aveling, Karl Marx’s 
daughter—“miserable wooden huts” with heavy 
mortgages were being erected for workers  
on the outskirts of large cities.10

Engels did not discuss what housing would 
be like after the dramatic transformation he 
anticipated.11 But some American critics in the 
1930’s had specific ideas about this matter.12  
It would be too lengthy to characterize all the 



 fig. 3 Cartoon from an “Own Your Own Home” 
campaign, 1920s.

 fig. 4
The ideal American 
home, as viewed 
around 1930.



  fig. 6  Self-built house, Beverley, Massachusetts.

 fig. 5 Squatter settlements in Lima, Peru.



  fig. 8  Mobile home’s image of 
stability and permanence.

 fig. 7 Archigram’s image of mobility and flexibility.
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points of view that were involved in the debate 
that resulted in the formulation of a national 
housing policy in the United States in the late 
1920’s and 1930’s. But at that time many 
architects, planners, and social commentators 
analyzed the housing question in terms that 
were similar to those that Engels had used.  
As an alternative to the system then operating 
in America, they envisioned a “collectivist” 
society that would combine socialist ideals and 
the spirit of an American agrarian tradition.13

This transformation would be accompanied 
by the evolution of a new individual who would 
not be interested in selfish matters.14 Land  
and buildings in this society would, therefore,  
be held in common, and houses would not have 
any of the quirks of “personality” that character-
ized the homes then common in America.15  
In arrangement they would be “mass,” not 
detached, and in appearance they would be 
“objective.”16 The first projects of the Public 
Housing Administration, the same kind of 
buildings that are now called bleak and dehu-
manizing, were admired as examples of this 
“Objective” architecture.17

In its own way this was a coherent vision,  
but few people liked it. In Modern Times,  
the quintessential statement of the 1930’s, 
Charlie Chaplin’s domestic ideal was a simple 
suburban house, and so it has been ever since. 
Whether this is wise from a financial point  
of view is still not clear. Not much is known 
about mortgage foreclosures in the United 
States, although the little evidence that has  
been uncovered does show that the loss  
of a home by foreclosure has not been  
a frequent occurrence.18 Similarly, there has 
been a continuous, and unresolved debate  
about whether home ownership is advanta- 
geous as an investment.19 Nevertheless,  
there can be little question that home ownership  
is immensely popular in the United States.  
A better arrangement may be possible  
in some undisclosed future, but most people  
have wanted a home of their own in the here  
and now.

Despite its overwhelming popularity, many 
American architects still will not acknowledge 
the validity of home ownership and the subur-
ban house. Instead they have devised a number 
of methods of accommodating the self-portrait 

in the collectivist ideal. Some believe that  
it is possible, for instance, to personalize what 
used to be considered “mass” and “objective” 
housing. It is not clear, however, that “people,” 
whoever they are, truly desire such personaliza-
tion. One should be skeptical of the universal 
applicability of such an idea when it is put forth 
mainly by architects, especially architectural 
students, who generally are known to enjoy 
such activities as taking out wall partitions  
and building furniture. It can also be argued  
that spatial flexibility, which is often considered 
a requisite for personalization, is bought at  
a great price. Movable partitions transmit sound 
easily and, because they cannot carry pipes and 
conduits, create house planning difficulties that 
may negate the advantages that such devices 
are intended to offer. Architects are becoming 
more familiar with these matters.20 If such 
devices make living in anonymous buildings 
more palatable, then they should be encouraged. 
Nevertheless, I think most families would  
still prefer a home of their own and will always 
consider such attempts at personalization  
as substitutes for the ultimate state of home 
ownership.

This is the context in which the fascination 
with the compelling image of the self-built South 
American shanty town must be seen. At the  
end of After the Planners, a broad critique of city 
planning and architecture in the United States, 
Robert Goodman points to such squatter 
settlements as hinting at “a more spontaneous, 
less bourgeoise, ’aesthetic’ environment.”21 
These images, especially when photographed, 
may have a kind of visual complexity that 
appeals to an architect who is repelled by other 
kinds of “mass” housing, but I think few people 
in the United States would choose to live in such 
places, if given the possibility of owning their 
own home. Most self-built houses in the United 
States have been erected not so that their 
inhabitants can escape bourgeois repression, 
but instead, so that they can achieve the status 
of home owner.22 The uniform texture of a squat-
ter settlement may suggest a “people’s” 
architecture, but in the United States the image 
of the suburban house still fulfills this purpose.

A similar point can be made about mobile 
homes. Many architects have seen these houses 
as part of a new world of anti-materialistic 
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impermanency. The portability of these houses 
conjures up visions of a disposable architecture 
which would be part of a cultural or even a 
spiritual awakening.23 But anyone who has  
read the literature put out by the mobile home 
industry or has visited a park of these houses 
knows that such a concept of flexibility or 
impermanency is exactly the opposite of what 
the purchaser of a mobile home wants.24 Most 
Americans choose this kind of house because  
it is now the easiest way to live in that circum-
stance which approximates what they consider 
ideal. Consequently, mobile homes are styled, 
both by the manufacturer and later the purchaser, 
to look as much like the personal, detached 
house as possible.

Undoubtedly many former residents  
of the West End have now achieved a kind  
of self-portrait in a detached house, whether  
it is conventionally built or a mobile home.25  
By moving to the suburbs they have not shed  
all social pathologies, as many architects and 
planners in earlier decades predicted they 
would. But, by the same token, just because 
they live in individual houses does not mean  
that they have lost all group affiliation. Americans 
have a long tradition of participation in a broad 
array of voluntary organizations, and there is  
no sign that this activity is abating. One might 
even be able to find evidence of specific group 
affiliations in the way that particular Americans 
choose their individual homes.
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Atelier 5:  
1955–1975
Experiments  
in Communal Living

That form reflects contents seems self-evident 
to us. And that contents should result in special 
forms is a postulate well-known and almost 
venerable in architecture. It is much the same 
with the statement that the form of a settlement 
reflects a certain form of society or class of 
society. The proof of that is easy to offer and can 
also be extensively illustrated. One need think 
only of the villa neighborhoods and working-class 
housing developments of the nineteenth century 
or of medieval forms of buildings and cities and 
the associated feudal society of estates. A con- 
gruence between the nature of a settlement and 
its social content can thus be noted.

On closer inspection, however, deviations are 
revealed in specific cases. The social content  
of cities surely influenced their form, but the 
forms of the past have also continued to be used 
for new social contents. We must even recognize 
that explicit alternative proposals for a social 
order have adopted a traditional form of expres-
sion for their habitat. The congruence between 
the form and the social content is thus not 
always absolute. Such reflections are important 
today in the practical debates over housing 
development. They helped clarify the efforts  
of Atelier 5 in this area.

One of the tasks given to the architect,  
and in which he can develop and expand his 
ability as an architect, is the design of housing 
developments. To conceive an inhabitable 
structure that allows one to live well. The task  
he sets himself is to answer the question  
of “well-being.” He can do so only if he sets  
out from hypotheses that he must often formu-
late as assertions, since they are not always 
supported by the existing social reality. If we 
consider, for instance, the professional situation 
of the medieval carpenter or master builder and 
his relationship to the form of his own work,  
the parallel phenomenon for us today is not  
the so-called good architect but, say, the 
“National Association of Home Builders” in  
the United States, Haus und Herd [Home and 
Hearth] in Switzerland, and similar phenomena. 
That is, somebody who is in tune with their 
work, with widely accepted social behavior  
and the associated ideas of taste, form, and 
organization. The “medieval carpenter” today 
would help shape an image of the housing 
development centered on the individual as a 
mobile, interchangeable, transforming, but also 
isolated element. Single-family housing develop-
ments, disjointed apartment blocks, shopping 
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 fig. 1  Atelier 5: Thalmatt housing development in Stuckishaus, Bern. Opening celebration in August 1974, 
with “newcomers” from the adjacent Halen housing development.







 fig. 4  Detail of a single home in the  
Thalmatt housing development.

 figs. 2–3 Thalmatt housing development: overviews.
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centers, all accurately combined and not inter-
fering with one another (they did nothing to  
him, so nothing good either, it says in Andorra 
by M. Frisch)—that is just as natural an expres-
sion today as the craftsmen’s alleys, with their 
houses from a bygone era, that we would now 
describe as picturesque. Well, why not draw  
the consequences from that, why not continue 
on that road? The results are known today: 
Venturi & Rauch and their rather grotesque  
and often nightmarish “capitalist realism”  
or the quarter-acre isolation of the Levittowns 
with their organized communities.

A sense of discontent is clearly evident here. 
And some might claim that the common forms  
of settlement that become manifest today 
correspond to the social situation but do not 
satisfy their residents’ real needs. Or, amounting 
to the same thing: the manifest form of the 
environment reflects the inadequacy of the social 
form and hence the necessity of new efforts and 
new environments. This opens up different paths. 
One could seek new forms of living together  
(the rules and the people) and create new places 
for them. That was and is being done (Fourier, 
Owen, communal houses, etc.). But one could 
also create new environments not in anticipation 
that doing so will necessarily result in changes  
in social behavior, but in the hope that the 
possibilities for different behavior may be seized 
at least in part. That is the work of Atelier 5: 
model approaches and practical experience.

It is now often argued that the complexity of 
an environment depends on the funds available 
to realize it. That means a connection exists 
between effective buildings and the social class 
able to use them. That is surely correct. One 
might conclude from this that it would be futile 
to solve the needs of housing with differentiated 
forms that only a select class is able to afford. It 
is, however, easy to show that the economic 
framework is a function of the broader social 
behavior, and that even within market-based, 
capitalist societies the variations are very large, 
so that economic parameters cannot be abso-
lutely decisive for the demonstration of the 
“structure in which one feels comfortable.”  
One need think only of the council housing  
in Great Britain in comparison to the vertical 
ghettos in the United States or even the suburbs 
of Paris or Milan. Here, too, lies the approach  

of the work of Atelier 5; that is, demonstration 
objects that can have a relationship to class  
but whose possible effects are intended to go 
beyond that.

… Coming up with a structure in which  
to live well … That was the starting point.  
The question of well-being can be answered 
only when the initial hypotheses are established. 
They cannot be found in “universal popular 
opinion.” But neither can one (at least not in  
our present situation) assume a new social 
behavior. The initial hypotheses must be formu-
lated such that conflicts and oppositions among 
the residents (concerning community behavior, 
taste, personal expression, etc.) can continue  
to exist but within the framework of an environ-
ment in which these conflicts can, if necessary, 
also be resolved. This means that the main  
task to set yourself is not to create an environ-
ment from which a better community ecessarily 
results, or to propose an environment for  
a better form of society, but rather to create  
the means for satisfying basic needs. By doing 
so, one tries to stimulate a higher degree of 
commonality without this existing among the 
residents in advance. In that sense, they are 
subjectively developed guides and efforts  
to promote change.

The basis for this work is a series of hypo- 
theses justified by observations and experiences. 
We assume:
—  that a housing development is more than the 

sum of the parts from which it is assembled; 
that means, that the individual elements form 
a new, common unit that can be spatially 
experienced; we postulate a designed, public 
exterior space that can be used as intensively 
and simply as the individual housing units 
themselves;

—  that the individual housing units are success-
fully screened off for privacy and that they 
can also be individually organized and 
transformed;

—  that semipublic threshold spaces are created 
between the housing elements and the 
public outdoor spaces, permitting gradual 
participation in the public sphere;

—  that various housing possibilities for various 
needs within the same development and the 
same building structure should be available, 
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a maximum possible number of communal 
functions offered, and uses other than 
housing be possible;

—  that there be shared responsibility for public 
spaces and common elements (e.g., shared 
ownership);

— that different economic ambitions and 
opportunities may be satisfied within  
the same building structure.

It goes without saying that of the standards 
outlined here, as well as those deriving from  
the points above, not all can be achieved or 
aimed at with the same intensity in all cases. 
Two examples will demonstrate how the basic 
concept realized at the Halen housing develop-
ment has been furthered:
— Thalmatt housing development, where  

the design of the individual elements was 
rigorously sustained in the overall context  
of the building structure.

— Werther housing development, social housing 
construction in Westphalia, Federal Republic 
of Germany, where the discrepancy between 
residents’ aspirations and the produced 
environment led to a transformation of  
the latter.

Thalmatt Housing Development
The Thalmatt housing development began  

as an experiment after completing the Halen 
development. At the time, having just built Halen 
as a development of basically two standard 
types, we asked ourselves whether it would  
be possible to create, on the one hand, a clearly 
articulated and cohesive public outdoor space 
and, on the other hand, differentiated housing 
units adapted to the various needs of individual 
clients. Or, expressed romantically: Can one 
create a new environment as coherent and 
organic as those we know from Mediterranean 
cities? (The Mediterranean city is a matter  
of taste here; one could also take another 
coherent form of settlement as the initial basis.) 
The answer would at first surely be: No.

The coherent settlements of the past are  
the result of many individual acts of building 
over an extended period and a consequence  
of repeated changes. Moreover, they were the 
expression of a clearly ordered social structure 
that was expressed in a regulated use of forms 
and materials. Today, the architect determines 

the expression, and so a development is often 
more a picture of the architect’s aesthetic taste 
than an expression of the fundamental needs  
of the residents.

Despite all these concerns, we continued  
to pursue the initial idea. The main argument  
for doing so was rooted in the observation that 
the most differentiated housing forms, which 
address somewhat more directly the needs of 
the client, are built as freestanding, single-family 
homes. They have no context and can therefore 
lack common public outdoor space, which in 
our view is an essential element for any living 
situation. The artificiality of a highly differentiated 
environment produced all at once seemed to  
us the lesser evil.

So as not to get lost from the outset in 
arbitrary and pretentious planning, we formulated 
a few principles:
a)  The coherence of the housing development 

should not be achieved by any refined 
composition of building volumes but rather 
by establishing a basic architectural and 
organizational structure. For that reason,  
we consistently chose a terraced housing 
scheme that could be adapted to the various 
needs of the clients (distance between 
supports, finished floors, interior organiza-
tion, etc.).

b)  To handle the technical, organizational,  
and construction problems of the building 
process (all of the houses were built at the 
same time, after all), we dispensed with  
any overlapping of units. Every unit stands  
on its own land.

c)  The scale of the outdoor spaces of a housing 
development cannot be reconciled with  
the scale of motor vehicles. The housing 
development was planned as a pure pedes- 
trian zone. 
The development consists of two rows of 

houses with a public space between them.  
All of the houses are accessed from this public 
area. The houses are arranged such that the 
upper row can see over the lower one. That 
means the lower row had to be limited to  
two stories. The size of the house, its fittings,  
its interior organization, and so on, were deter-
mined by the residents’ needs.

Such a procedure was possible only because 
fifteen of eighteen clients were known in advance. 



 fig. 5 Atelier 5 with Niklaus Morgenthaler, Architekten: Wertherberg development, near Münster, Westphalia; 
1966–68. View of the inner courtyard.



 fig. 6 Wertherberg housing development:  
site plan and section.



 fig. 7 Wertherberg housing development:  
yard with greenery.

 fig. 8
Typical “arcade”  
with entrances  
to the units.



 figs. 9–10  Wertherberg housing development: after “conversions” by the residents.
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The organization of owners was dealt with in  
a way similar to Halen. That is, private lots and 
shared ownership. The common facilities are  
very modest. The focus is on the individual unit. 
The housing development is only now beginning 
to be occupied.

Wertherberg—Several Years Later
Difficulties with Resident Participation in 
Construction

In the field of architecture, the philosopher’s 
stone that is discovered anew at regular intervals 
every few years, for some time now lies where 
there is talk of mobility, interchangeability,  
and resident participation in the design of the 
environment. A good place without a doubt. 
Especially when seen from our everyday posi-
tion, which is defined by a mostly boring, 
uniformly arranged built environment. We find 
some architecture, at best, but often it is merely 
a manifestation of the architect’s own vanity.  
Let people design their surroundings themselves, 
then. There surely would be much enthusiasm 
for it. Yet what design might mean in those 
instances where it is being discussed is not 
necessarily clear. Does design entail randomly 
moving partitions within residential space,  
or assembling an individual combination from  
a predefined modular construction kit, or 
designing one’s own apartment inside and out 
as much as possible using individual means, 
with whatever one finds “on the market”?  
This question is certainly difficult to answer,  
and it is just as difficult to find examples  
in recent architecture where “participation”  
was desired or happened against the intention  
of the architects. One example is Wertherberg, 
the housing development that Atelier 5 planned 
and realized there.

Four years later, Wertherberg looks different. 
Its overall character was fundamentally  
modified by the current residents. The rooms 
and elements within each house were changed  
or designed individually from the outset;  
the front yards facing the courtyard were 
changed and modified, as were the entrances 
and the outer skin of the front buildings.  
What was not changed was the cubic and 
functional organization of the housing develop-
ment. In general, people are satisfied with  
the organization of the buildings and overall 

scheme. They are not satisfied with the face  
of the buildings: outward appearance, materials, 
entrances, and so on.

“It would also work another way, but it  
works like this too.” We had not reckoned  
with “Wertherberg today,” but the possibility  
of change had been planned into it. From the 
outset, residents were free to install their 
kitchens as they wished. The internal partition 
walls of the apartments are constructed of wood 
and can be easily moved. The external compo-
nents were conceived as a frame construction 
with cement-board infills, allowing a simple 
replacement of the infill panels (partition walls, 
entrances, etc.). Finally, the architects did  
not want to issue any rules concerning changes 
to the outer form of the buildings.

The project was completed. A highly differen-
tiated form of very lavish spatial design. In its 
overall disposition, it is a scheme in which  
the privacy of the individual housing unit is 
highly protected while at the same time being 
defined by a spatially clearly defined common 
outdoor space. Single-family homes that together 
form a larger whole. But they are single-family 
homes that lack some of the common character-
istics of single-family homes. The present 
residents were involved in the planning of the 
development and could react to the architects’ 
proposals. But costs had to be cut. It had  
to be simplified. The architects pursued that line 
rigorously and quite provocatively. But as the 
development was finished, the residents failed 
to identify with it, and they were unwilling  
to get to know and learn to use the unfamiliar. 
The concrete was perceived as ugly, the garden 
walls as shabby, and the entrances to the 
houses as not on the level of the single-family 
home. A front garden—the calling card,  
the place of the manicured lawn, the playground  
of garden gnomes—was lacking.

The front buildings facing the square  
were modified. Glass walls were installed in  
the covered seating areas, open sections were 
covered, furniture and hangings placed  
in the terraces. Always lovingly, sometimes 
attractively, often tritely and tastelessly.

The entrances were changed. The cement 
boards were removed and replaced by open-
work grilles, brickwork, or highly polished wood 
panels with front doors and facade lighting,  
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as suits a single-family home. The materials  
are clinker, wood paneling, tinted and clear 
glass bricks, corrugated plastic, and so on—
everything one usually finds in the “catalog”  
and that suits the ordinary image of the 
single-family home.

The concrete was changed. Canopies were 
painted, and in a considerable section of the 
development the concrete structure of the 
terraces above the square was pasted over with 
gray cardboard to simulate masonry construction.

The Wertherberg housing development looks 
different. One could say: individualization  
and differentiation by the owners. Or one  
could say: an orgy of kitsch and tastelessness.  
Both statements, however, apply only to the 
surface. Wertherberg as a structured residential 
environment, as a complex organization of 
community and privacy, is experienced just  
as much today as it was just after its completion. 
The concept of this form of housing had and  
has the same advantages and disadvantages. 
What has changed is the look of the individual 
“participants” in this enterprise. Or one  
could also say: only now has this look taken 
shape. And this look does not necessarily  
wish to please.

The residents are beginning to design their 
surroundings. No one is entitled to complain 
about it. Only the nature of the change is 
alarming. It is not about increasing the use value 
of the grounds, improving the public space by 
adding new functional elements, or extending 
one’s own living situation (though there are 
attempts to do that); rather, it is concerned  
with “makeup,” with a new facial cream and 
wig. And the mirror in which the individual 
applies that makeup reflects aspirations to a 
higher social status and indicates the elements 
that are associated with that status. That which 
is thought to identify the housing of the “better 
off” is pasted onto one’s own house in miniatur-
ized (and cheaper) form. Concrete is ugly. 
Exposed brick is more appealing. Accepting a 
new, unusual housing situation, using it, making 
use of its advantages, and supplementing it—
that work could not be done in Wertherberg.  
It became important to the owners that they 
bring in and bring into their development those 
values with which they could identify—values 

that are offered from the television to the 
magazine, from Schöner Wohnen [Beautiful 
living] to the mail-order catalog. Such offerings 
leave little room to reflect one’s own, real needs.

The architect is rather helpless in the face  
of these social phenomena. He can be satisfied 
that he planned the possibility of change into  
his building. He can either watch the further 
development as a bystander or try to control it. 
Formulating surroundings from a lofty vantage 
point and declaring their form sacrosanct—that 
is, set in stone for the residents—is, however, 
not very intelligent, to say nothing of the  
arrogance of such an attitude. It holds out 
another example with the ambition of orienting 
oneself around it; that is, to strive for it without 
thinking. That encourages a mechanism  
similar to the one that now compels people  
to emulate unthinkingly a status that is held out 
as an example and all its corresponding insignia.

Getting beyond that and becoming aware  
of real needs is, however, a process of emanci-
pation that can be achieved only within the 
larger social framework. To expect salvation 
from architecture would be naive.

The architect’s task of designing the 
surroundings and planning and building new, 
current housing forms remains. In the interaction 
between a new housing situation and the 
aspirations of the resident, our environment 
changes. In this process, architecture often 
strains to put cladding on carefully formed 
surroundings. The use of a new, properly 
conceived housing form, however, may be able 
to change the picture of what is perceived as 
surroundings worth striving for. A new model  
is held out on which one can later fall back  
as a familiar and hence “more acceptable” 
example. From this perspective, the outward 
changes in Wertherberg are a “normal” 
phenomenon. The people engaged with their 
surroundings. That is heartening and no reason 
to pull one’s hair out. Or, if so, only as an 
“architect” whose work was an effort to form 
surroundings that are intelligently organized, 
offer a wealth of uses, and whose forms  
and materials interact coherently with the 
whole. That is what really makes one want  
to weep about the many useless cosmetics  
in Wertherberg.
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Signs of Life
Symbols in the American City

Letter to the Editors

Asked to contribute to the realism issue  
of “archithese,” I am sending photographs of 
panels we created for our current exhibition, 
“Signs of Life: Symbols in the American City,”  
for the Smithsonian Institution. The exhibition  
is a critical documentation of American taste.

As this makes clear, we are studying the 
urban environment as we find it; we are trying  
to understand its symbols in order to establish  
a point of departure for our own work. You might 
say that our concept of “reality” is an empirical 
one, founded more on sociological and architec-
tural perception than on philosophical trains of 
thought. We are, in a sense, simple sociologists 

who gain insights from observing behavior  
and taste and combine them with observation  
of the environment we as architects make. 
Peter Smithson once called this attitude  
“active socioplastics.”

We share an interest in the concept of  
“realism,” but we approach it from our own, 
pragmatic standpoint. That means that we try  
to form our ideas about architectural reality  
by induction: by deriving theories from specific 
examples and not the other way around.  
We do not believe our path is the only one or  
the only right one to approach the problem; 
rather, it supplements the theoretical approaches 
that many of our European colleagues have 
chosen.          D.S.B.

Author:

Denise Scott Brown 

Source:

archithese, 19 (1976): 
29–34

Translated by:

Steven Lindberg

Signs of Life
Symbols in the American City

I
What makes a house look like a house,  

a school look like a school, or a bank like a 
bank? What makes a petrol station look like  
a good neighbor? The elements of architecture 
have symbolic meaning and give messages 

about the environment that make it comprehen-
sible and therefore usable by people in their 
daily lives.

The flashing electric sign on Route 66 tells  
us specifically, EAT HERE, and its design may 
suggest the kind of dining available—family, 
soft-lights sophisticated, country inn, etc.  
Off the main highway, however, the curving 
roads, well-tended lawns, colonial doorways, 







 fig. 1 The visual language of Levittown. Panel from the Signs of Life exhibition (1976).



 fig. 2 The visual language of the row house (Signs of Life, 1976).



 figs. 3–4 A popular row house; outside (3) and inside (4) (Signs of Life, 1976).

 figs. 5–6 An elegant home of the elite; outside (5) and inside (6) (Signs of Life, 1976).
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and shuttered windows of suburbia tell us, 
without need of signs, that here is a community 
that values tradition, pride of ownership, and  
the rural life.

The exhibition is also an attempt to survey 
the pluralist aesthetic of the American city and 
its suburbs and to understand what the urban 
environment means to people, through an 
analysis of its symbols, their sources, and their 
antecedents. We have focused particularly on 
the twentieth century commercial strip and 
suburban sprawl, because it is in these environ-
ments that the new symbolism has emerged 
since the nineteenth century. In areas more 
directly controlled by architects, the tradition  
of using symbolism in architecture has been 
confused or broken by their attempts to wipe 
the slate clean of all historical and symbolic 
associations.

This effort to document sprawl, strip, and  
city in the context of one another and of the 
nineteenth-century city is part of a broader effort 
to understand American architectural tastes  
and the role of the architect in relation to them.  
We argue that:
— the influence of the historic city’s symbols 

and signs are still felt in today’s city,  
but in a different form.

— symbols and signs are omnipresent  
in the city’s environment, but this is not 
acknowledged.

— “ordinary” symbols and signs of the 
commercial and residential environments  
are significant in our daily lives.

—  to better understand ourselves and our
 environment, we must learn to understand  

its symbols and signs.
— to improve our environment, we must first 

understand how and why it came to be.
A further aim is to suggest to urban designers, 

architects and planners, and the decision-makers 
they influence, that they shall study these 
environments, especially the symbolic meanings 
people ascribe to or invest in them. In so doing, 
they will learn more than urbanists now know 
about the needs, tastes, and preferences of  
the people whose lives they influence, particularly 
about the tastes of groups whose values and 
culture patterns are different from those of the 
professionals.

II
The section of the exhibition titled “The 

Home” surveys suburban neighborhoods and 
individual houses, particularly the decorations 
people add to their houses and yards once they 
occupy them. But it surveys, too, the housing 
content of television commercials, home maga-
zines, automobile advertisements, New Yorker 
cartoons, and mail-order catalogs, because these 
mass media sources attempt to reach their 
markets by using residential symbols that reflect 
current social and personal aspirations.

The physical elements of suburbia—the 
roads, houses, roofs, lawns, and front doors—
serve practical purposes such as giving access 
and shelter, but they also serve as means  
of self-expression for suburban residents.

Winding roads, romantic roof lines, garden 
ornaments, and colonial front doors—all are 
decorative elements with symbolic overtones 
that residents use to communicate with others 
about themselves. The communication is  
mainly about social status and social aspira-
tions, personal identity and individual freedom, 
and nostalgia for another time or place. The 
symbolic subject matter of residential decora-
tion comes from history, rural life, patriotism, 
and the states of the rich.

A warning: Suburban housing symbolism, 
however, does not tell us why people live  
in suburbia or much about the problems they 
experience in suburbia; it merely tells us  
some of their aspirations while they are there.  
The same holds true for dwelling in the city. 
Moreover, although the mass media are an 
interesting source of information on group 
attitudes to housing, they should not be taken  
as the last word on personal and social values  
in the United States. Nevertheless, the use  
of symbolic decoration by Americans in and 
around their houses is an important clue  
to American attitudes because it is practiced  
by almost all social groups, by young and old, 
rich and poor, renters and owners, urbanites  
and suburbanites.

(These two texts are taken from the exhibition Signs of Life: 
Symbols in the American City, which was curated by Venturi  
and Rauch, Architects and Planners, for the Smithsonian 
Institution at the Renwick Gallery in Washington. Responsibility 
for the research and texts: Denise Scott Brown; for design  
and installation: Steven Izenour.)
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The essays authored by Eliane Perrin, Teresa Zarebska, André 
Corboz, Praful C. Patel, Jeff Racki, Reena Racki, and Jin-Bak Pyun 
and published in archithese from 1971 to 1974 recall the claim 
that “there is no modernity without coloniality.”1 That is,  
coloniality constitutes modernity. It cannot be divided from it.  
It is not it. It is in it. The times in which and the spaces from 
which these essays were written echo this constitution. Some  
of the authors reproduced it. Others critiqued it and revealed  
the dynamics of Eurocentric—embodied in U.S.-centric—socio- 
economic and political apparatuses used to make space and 
impose power. This is not the same as claiming the essays offer  
no examples of resistance to these forms of modernity/coloniality.

In the selected essays, echoes of coloniality’s constitution  
of modernity appear in various forms of spatial practice  
and architectural discourse, including debates about modern  
housing, “indigenous” housing, housing for the working class, 
self-built housing (or “informal” settlements), climate and 
hygiene questions; the housing policies and knowledge 
produced by national or international professional organiza-
tions, public institutions, and the United Nations Habitat 
programs; detailed surveys of slums built by the so-called other; 
and histories and theories of the military architecture of  
the Renaissance, which cannot be dissociated from European 
colonization.

By either embracing or opposing this constitution—
consciously or unconsciously—the authors of the selected essays 
confront their readers with the power dynamics of architecture 
and the built environment. They offer connections among 
architectural history, theory, practice, and the colonial world 

The Colonial Order  
of Things
Samia Henni
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order (or disorder). Aníbal Quijano, a Peruvian sociologist, 
argues that one of the fundamental principles of the coloniality 
of power “is the social classification of the world’s population 
around the idea of race, a mental construction that expresses  
the basic experience of colonial domination and pervades 
the more important dimensions of global power, including  
its specific rationality: Eurocentrism.”2  One might regard  
these contributions as a way of exposing this coloniality  
of power—which is still in vogue today—and of searching  
for postmodernity.

Ethnography and Colonial Constructs
In his 1974 article “Remarks on an Ill-Defined Problem:  
The Architecture of Nonarchitects,” Swiss architectural historian 
Corboz questions the hierarchical designation of the built 
environment and analyzes the ramifications, which persist to 
this day, of bourgeois cultural imperialism in architecture.  
He argues that the terms “spontaneous, popular, vernacular, 
minor, indigenous, primitive, anonymous, and without architects” 
are problematic and discriminatory because of their existence  
in relation or opposition to their dominant privileged 
antonyms.3 This classification was constructed through a gaze 
that assessed the built environment based on what was familiar, 
accredited, and, ultimately, normalized. This was an approach 
that patronized and essentialized “the other,” often reproducing 
imperial and colonial attitudes rooted in what Frantz Fanon, 
psychiatrist and political philosopher from the French colony  
of Martinique, denounced in his 1952 Peau noire, masques 
blancs (Black Skin, White Masks), and which Palestinian 
American cultural theorist Edward Said later theorized as 
“orientalism.”4 This phenomenon often characterizes West 
European and North American art and architectural history,  
as well as literature and cultural studies.5 

The effort to classify and label the unfamiliar built environ-
ment culminated in the exhibition Architecture without 
Architects (Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1964) and the 
accompanying publication, Architecture without Architects:  
A Short Introduction to Non-pedigreed Architecture, curated 
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and written by Austrian American architect Bernard Rudofsky. 
In his acknowledgments, Rudofsky uses the terms non-formal 
architecture and non-classified architecture to refer to the 
photographed buildings and spaces from around the world that 
he exhibited in New York. He credits, among other people and 
institutions, the Musée de l’Homme (Museum of Man) in Paris, 
the Hispanic Society in New York, the Frobenius Institute  
in Frankfurt, and the Islamic Archives in Washington, DC.6  
The majority of the collections and archives of these institutions 
came from European and North American colonies, colonial 
expeditions, ethnographic missions, and trading companies.  
For instance, the Parisian Musée de l’Homme—established 
 in 1937 on the occasion of the Exposition Internationale des Arts 
et Techniques dans la Vie Moderne (International Exposition  
of Art and Technology in Modern Life) as an ethnography 
research center and ethnography museum to replace the Musée 
d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro (founded in 1882)—studied  
and collected artifacts, documents, customs, rituals, photo-
graphs, and reports about the people of Africa, Asia, and 
Oceania, portions of which were then part of the French Empire.7

Presenting and representing these populations and their 
built environments was an activity that developed across Central 
Europe, the United States, and Japan in the nineteenth  
and twentieth centuries. With the organization of large world’s  
fairs and colonial exhibitions from 1879 to 1948, colonizing 
authorities—including Belgium, France, Germany, Great Britain, 
Italy, Portugal, Spain—celebrated the accomplishments of 
colonialization; portrayed a colonial world order; and displayed 
events, people, and places from the colonies. For example,  
in Switzerland, African people—children, women, and men 
locked up in confined spaces—were exhibited in the so-called 
village nègre in Geneva in 1896, in Negerdörfli in Altstetten  
in Zurich in 1925, and in the Negerdorf aus Senegal at the  
Basel Zoo in 1926.8 These human zoos, also called “ethnological 
expositions,” turned human lives and their habitats into  
consumable spectacles and lucrative attractions, while propagating 
racist prejudices and discriminatory constructs.9 While  
colonial exhibitions varied in design, size, and duration, they 
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typically shared common biased misinterpretations and 
misrepresentations of the displayed races, customs, religions, 
genders, and architectures.

This attitude is often reflected in urbanism and architectural 
discourses and publications in Europe and its vast empires.  
In 1931, a year after the French colonial regime organized 
monumental celebrations in Algiers and other parts of Algeria 
on the one hundredth anniversary of its French colonization, 
known as “Le Centenaire de l’Algérie Française” (The Centenary 
of French Algeria), the Bois de Vincennes in Paris hosted  
the International Colonial Exhibition, which displayed people, 
artifacts, resources, and goods from the French colonial 
empire.10 Presided over by Marshal Hubert Lyautey, French 
army officer and colonial administrator, the exhibition organizers 
maintained both their “civilizing mission” toward people from 
the colonies and the seduction strategies they used to incite 
Europeans to move to and settle in the colonies. As the director 
of the exhibition congress argued,

It was desirable that the number of Europeans in the colonial countries should  
always increase. It is, in fact, only this growth that will make it possible to stand up  
to the nationalist tendencies of the indigenous populations, which Bolshevik  
or other propaganda is trying to overexcite and develop. All the efforts of town planners 
must therefore tend to encourage European immigration to the colonies and to obtain,  
for this purpose, the maximum advantage for the urban population of the white race  
in the cities they organize. 11 

To respond to the colonization and migration of people  
from various parts of Europe to the colonies and to establish  
a colonial order, the exhibition hosted an International Congress 
of Urbanism in the Colonies and in Tropical Countries. In  
the extensive two-volume publication that resulted from the 
congress (1932), French architect and urbanist Jean Royer and 
Henri Prost, a French urbanist who worked in Turkey and the 
French Protectorate of Morocco, gathered lectures and essays 
written on European urbanism in the colonies by military 
officers and civil servants active there. The first volume of the 
manuscript is divided into six geographic areas: North Africa, 
Tropical Africa, the Orient, the Far East, the Americas, and 
Ancient Cities. According to Prost, the goal of the congress was 
to define the best provisions for cities where races of different 
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customs coexisted; design housing that respected local climate 
and traditions; study ventilation, hygiene, sanitation, and  
new construction processes; and incite collaboration between 
modern builders and local artisans, preserve ancient cities,  
and protect historic monuments for tourism purposes.12 
Contrary to these integrationist premises, European architects 
and urbanists in Algiers took another trajectory, encouraging 
assimilation to French norms and forms.

Urbanism and Hygiene Narrative
The influential Association of Urbanism of the Amis d’Alger, 
 the Algiers Group of the Société des architectes modernes 
(Society of Modern Architects), and the Trade Union  
Association of Architects Graduated and Admitted by the  
French Government organized the first Exposition d’Urbanisme 
et d’Architecture Moderne (Exhibition of Town Planning and 
Modern Architecture) in 1933. The French architect Marcel 
Lathuillière served as deputy president of the exhibition’s 
organization committee; Albert Seiller, an Algiers-born- 
and-based architect, was the general curator; and Pierre-André 
Emery, Swiss-born and the future leader of the Algiers section  
of the Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne  
(International Congresses of Modern Architecture, CIAM),  
was the general secretary. In a special issue of the architectural 
magazine Chantiers dedicated to the exhibition, the articles  
and projects presented are divided into two parts: first, urban-
ism and the large-scale planning and development of cities; 
second, architecture and modern construction. One of  
the articles included in this publication is “Tous urbanistes!”  
(All town planners!) by Rudolphe Rey—the president of both  
the exhibition committee and the Amis d’Alger association 
—who invited Le Corbusier to Algiers. He asserts that “planners 
and architects in Algeria, closely united in the continuation  
of their generous effort, will not cease to guide public authorities 
in their great task of remodeling and developing our African 
cities.”13

Lathuillière published an article titled “L’architecture 
moderne et l’aménagement de l’habitation” (Modern architecture 
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and the configuration of housing), while Seiller reported  
his ideas in “L’hygiène dans l’habitation” (Housing hygiene).  
Both contributions ignore the question of housing designed  
for Algerians, a question that only one of the articles in the 
special issue deals with directly: “L’habitation indigène et les 
quartiers musulmans” (Indigenous housing and muslim  
neighborhoods), written by François Bienvenu, an architect  
who was born and based in Algiers and who worked for the 
French general government. Bienvenu describes the ongoing 
public debates on the types of housing in which Algerians—or, 
as they were called, the indigènes (indigenous or native people) 
—were expected to live. He describes two opposing schools  
of thought, neither of which had been able to forge an acceptable 
compromise. The debates centered on a rhetorical question:  
Is it necessary to conceive and build dwellings that would satisfy 
the traditional lifestyle of the “indigenous” population, or would 
it instead be better to envisage the adaptation of “indigenous” 
modes of living to the French modern lifestyle through European- 
type housing?

This “traditional/modern” dichotomy—or, to use Rudofsky’s 
terms, “non-pedigreed/pedigreed”—dominated the debates 
about architecture in European empires. On the occasion of  
the second edition of the Exposition de la Cité Moderne: Urban-
isme, architecture, habitation (Exhibition of the Modern City: 
Urbanism, Architecture, Housing) in Algiers in 1936, the French 
architecture magazine L’ architecture d’aujourd’hui, directed 
by André Bloc, an Algiers-born French editor, dedicated a special 
issue to Algeria, Morocco, Syria, Lebanon, and Guadeloupe.  
The issue was titled “France d’outremer” (Overseas France) and 
was edited by Pierre Vago, a Budapest-born French architect. 
 In his essay “L’habitation indigène dans les colonies françaises” 
(Indigenous housing in French colonies), Moscow-born French 
architect Alexandre Persitz describes and discusses the houses 
and housing built by people from North Africa, West and  
Equatorial Africa, Madagascar, Indochina, and Oceania. He argues, 
however, that “the real colonial urbanism requires a perfect 
understanding between the medical-hygienists, the architects, 
the ethnographers, the administration and … the native.”14   
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The combination of sanitation, hygiene, and colonial ethnography  
in the colonies, which intersected with surveillance and con- 
finement during fascist regimes in the years leading up to and 
during the Second World War, obsessed European architects, 
planners, civil servants, and military officers.

In the aftermath of the disasters and losses of the Second  
World War, European authorities and institutions became  
more concerned with the dynamics of the nascent Cold War,  
the escalating activities of civil rights and independence  
movements, and the launching of state-led reconstruction and 
modernization plans. This had a significant impact on architects 
and architectural discourses; it was evident in the postwar 
anxieties of some of the members of CIAM.15 This reaction was 
combined with an interest in the living strategies and building 
patterns that colonized people had invented and implemented. 
For example, in 1953, at the ninth meeting of the CIAM in  
Aix-en-Provence, two grid presentations marked a method- 
ological and epistemological turn. The first presentation was  
of the GAMMA Grid by the Groupe d’Architectes Modernes 
Marocains (Modern Moroccan Architects Group, GAMMA).16  
The second presentation was the Grid Mahieddine, given by  
the members of the CIAM-Algiers group.17 Through a series of 
plans, sections, elevations, drawings, diagrams, photographs, 
and interviews with residents, each group documented  
the built environments and dwelling practices of an existing 
bidonville (shantytown or slum) in Casablanca and Algiers.  
To a group of international professionals, they presented  
a typical architecture designed and realized under colonial 
conditions by its residents—“architecture without architects.”  
In doing so, they also illustrated the harsh conditions that people 
from Morocco and Algeria (the so-called indigenous) had to 
endure. A few years later, the bidonville would become an object 
of study in major European cities hosting migrant workers,  
often from the colonies. One of the most notable examples was 
the bidonville de Nanterre, in the suburb of Paris, populated  
by Algerian migrant workers, which was mapped and studied  
by the Parisian Institut de l’environnement (Environmental 
Institute) in the early 1970s.18
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Housing and “Other” Climates
In parallel with these international gatherings and postwar 
frictions, European architecture journals and publishers began 
featuring the work of European architects in the overseas 
colonies or in recently independent countries such as India.  
In 1953, Architectural Review published a collection of surveys 
and projects, titled “The African Experiment,” that British 
architects Jane Drew and Maxwell Fry had completed in the 
British colonized territories of West Africa. The two architects 
published a series of illustrated volumes and technical manuals, 
including Village Housing in the Tropics: With Special  
Reference to West Africa (1947), Tropical Architecture in the 
Humid Zone (1956), and Tropical Architecture in the Dry  
and Humid Zones (1964). The five chapters of the last of  
these manuals are titled “Climate,” “The Dwelling,” “Housing 
and Town Planning,” “Civic, Commercial and Industrial,”  
and “Health, Hygiene and Hospitalization.” In the manual’s 
introduction, they write, “It is necessary to recognize that we, 
the authors, are not inhabitants of the tropic zone but have  
to come to it from the temperate zone. We have experienced  
its climate, lived with its people and dealt with its problems as 
they have affected our work.” They believed that architects  
and planners working in these regions had to respond to local 
conditions and that on the (Western) professionals “falls the 
major burden of creating an environment in which the tropical 
peoples may flourish.”19

Drew and Fry’s architectural experiences in independent 
India and British West Africa served as the foundation for the 
Department of Tropical Studies at the Architectural Association 
(AA) in London following the 1953 Conference on Tropical 
Architecture held at University College London.20 The department 
was directed by Otto H. Koenigsberger, a German architect  
who had worked in Egypt and India before joining the AA. Drew,  
Fry, Koenigsberger, and others contributed to the institutional-
ization of architectural research, training, and education  
in Britain that addressed the tropics of the British Empire and 
where the question of climate and hygiene became essential. 
The AA was a link between Britain and its formerly colonized 
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territories. It offered training for architects from Europe and the 
tropics and helped to prolong colonial activities overseas by 
producing, consuming, and exporting knowledge. It also shaped 
the forms and norms of future international urban development 
principles and protocols, especially through Koenigsberger’s 
popular 1974 textbook the Manual of Tropical Housing  
and Building, which was translated into several languages.21

In addition to directing the AA’s Department of Tropical 
Studies, Koenigsberger served as a consultant to the United 
Nations (UN) Technical Assistance Administration and  
the Housing Committee of the UN Economic and Social Council.  
He served on housing and urban planning committees in several 
countries, including India and Nigeria. His teaching materials 
and pedagogical design projects often served UN goals.  
And, in 1969 the department was renamed the Department  
of Development and Tropical Studies. Koenigsberger was also 
involved in conceiving Habitat International, a journal for  
the study of human settlements and their design, planning, 
production, and management that was established at the first 
UN conference on human settlements and sustainable urban 
development, known as Habitat I, held from May 31 to June 11, 1976, 
in Vancouver, Canada.22 One of the outcomes of this  
conference was the establishment of the UN Human Settlements 
Program (UN-Habitat) in 1978, with headquarters in Nairobi, 
Kenya. UN-Habitat focuses on urban legislation, planning, 
research, capacity building, housing, and slum upgrading  
on five continents. This focus led to the consolidation of 
“modernization” and “development” theories and practices in 
Western academic settings and among international bodies  
like the UN, which were based on Eurocentric principles of 
economic growth, surplus value, technological advancement, 
and industrialized production processes.

Construction and the Immigrant Labor Force
Before the advent of this worldwide, institutionalized endeavor 
and the financial recession of the 1970s, European territorial 
empires were being gradually dismantled. Over the turbulent 
1950s and 1960s, revolutions, conflicts, protests, and wars broke 
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out across Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Europe, and other parts 
of the world. Civil rights and independence movements called 
and fought for the end of dispossession, exploitation, and 
colonialism. This pivotal moment resulted in the establishment 
of independent nation-states and new markets, migration and 
the displacement of people and goods, proliferation of self-built 
settlements, refinement of police and military tactics and 
strategies, consolidation of solidarity alliances, the Non-Aligned 
Movement, and a fierce race for a new world order.23 Architects 
and architecture schools attempted to understand how  
newly independent societies—often called “underdeveloped,”  
“less developed,” or “developing” countries—contributed to  
the formation of built environments. Patel, Racki, and Racki’s 
“Squatters: The Seven Housing Systems of Nairobi” and Pyun’s 
“An Architecture of Resistance: Slums in Asia,” both published  
in archithese in 1974, are part of this enterprise. Patel, Racki, and 
Racki, who then were graduate students at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (MIT), analyze the housing typologies, 
programs, and policies being implemented in Nairobi.24  
Pyun disapproves of the prejudices being imposed on the 
population living in the slums and calls for a more accurate 
understanding of the self-built settlements, which he deems 
sociospatial environments capable of generating culture.

The UN debates and policies on slum clearance and housing 
typologies and markets were equally important to European 
cities during the era of reconstruction and modernization plans 
that followed the Second World War. Supported by the U.S. 
Marshall Plan for European recovery, several countries adopted 
state-led planning and control of an entrepreneurial economy 
and witnessed rapid economic growth, high productivity and 
consumption, and attendant social benefits. One of the fastest- 
developing industries was mass housing construction, which 
required impressive labor force numbers, leading to the immediate 
importation of “young, healthy, and strong” male workers  
from the Mediterranean basin to major European cities and 
industrial regions. Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese permanent 
and seasonal immigrant workers were swiftly joined by men  
from colonized territories, especially from North Africa.25
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Many cities across Europe struggled to provide proper  
housing and adequate shelter for the vital immigrant construc-
tion labor force brought in to reconstruct the devastated cities 
and infrastructure. In addition to the propagation of self-built 
settlements on the outskirts of major European cities, squatted 
lands and rapidly constructed shelters proliferated around 
agricultural and industrial areas. In her 1971 article “Immigrant 
Worker Housing in Switzerland,” which was released in the  
first issue of archithese, the Swiss sociologist Perrin denounces  
the conditions of housing available to the labor class in Switzer- 
land.26 Perrin analyzes the division of labor, the hierarchization 
of the foreign labor force—which amounted to 16 percent of  
the total population in 1969—the juridical status and rights of 
immigrant workers, and the expenses, contracts, and conditions 
of lodging that border workers, as well as seasonal and annual 
employees, faced in Switzerland.

Perrin contends that the quantitative disaster—what,  
she argues, “the bourgeoisie call the ‘housing crisis’”—is bound 
up with a qualitative one, as well as with the bourgeoisie’s need  
to turn working-class districts (often located in the decaying 
historic center of cities and characterized by low rents due to 
inadequate building conditions) into offices, banks, hotels, and 
supermarkets, thus pushing workers out of city centers to the 
outskirts of cities or into suburbs, banlieues, and dormitory 
cities.27 Perrin associates the “housing crisis” with the capitalist 
production and consumption of properties, condemning  
the precarization of labor and ghettoization of urban areas  
and criticizing the unhygienic conditions of such ghettos.  
The phenomenon witnessed in Switzerland’s cities was hardly 
unique; it proliferated in the majority of cities in Europe and 
elsewhere in the aftermath of the Second World War.

Some questioned Perrin’s analysis and critique of working-class 
conditions and the Swiss bourgeoisie, thereby also questioning 
archithese’s editorial decision to publish her article, since  
it might have outraged some of the journal’s subscribers.  
In archithese’s 1971 second issue, Hans Reinhard, the central 
president of the Fédération Suisse des architectes indépendants 
/ Verband freierwerbender Schweizer Architekten (Swiss 
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Federation of Independent Architects, fsai), which published 
archithese, issued a note distancing the fsai from archithese’s 
positions: “The FSAI is the publisher of ‘archithese.’ However,  
it does not identify with the opinions of different collaborators. 
On the other hand, it shares the editors’ wish for lively responses 
and an active participation in the discussions.”28 As in other 
parts of Western Europe, Switzerland’s early 1970s were charac-
terized by the demands of the ’68 movements and the fears  
of workers, students, and leftwing claims. However, Switzerland 
had been uniquely lagging among the Western nations in  
terms of its emancipatory drive. Women did not gain the right  
to vote in federal elections until 1971.29

Territories and the Military Domain
In parallel with the search for new construction markets  
domestically and internationally and the competing “zoning”  
of the East/West/nonaligned territories and industries was  
a widespread fear of a nuclear strike. Military and civil research 
and studies that explored the relationship between armed 
conflicts and the built environment began to emerge and resulted 
in a series of protocols and publications addressing the historical 
connections between policies—decreed by military authorities 
and institutions—and the protection and distribution of people 
and buildings in a given territory. For example, the Swiss federal 
authorities had been committed since the 1960s to keeping  
its people safe from atomic attack by providing a civil shelter  
for all and requiring the systematic construction of bunkers 
(fallout shelters) in all newly built residential buildings—a 
policy that is still mandatory today.30 In the Soviet Union  
and the United States, secret cities were being built at record 
speed to intensify scientific research and create nuclear weapons  
for mass destruction. French cultural theorist Paul Virilio 
conducted an inquiry into the hundreds of bunkers and defensive 
fortifications that Nazi Germany had built along the western  
and northern coasts of France and Scandinavia, called the 
Atlantic Wall. These studies culminated in a well-illustrated 
publication, Bunker Archéologie: Étude sur l’espace militaire 
européen de la Seconde Guerre Mondiale (Bunker Archeology: 
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Studies on the European Military Space of the Second  
World War).31 

The dynamics of the Cold War clearly influenced the method-
ologies and thematic interest of art and architectural historians 
in the 1970s as they scrutinized how armed conflicts shaped 
spaces, places, and people. In 1974, Stanislaus von Moos, the Swiss 
art historian who cofounded and was the first editor of archithese, 
released Turm und Bollwerk: Beiträge zu einer politischen 
Ikonographie der italienischen Renaissancearchitektur  
(Tower and bulwark: Contributions to a political iconography  
of Italian Renaissance architecture), in which he analyzes  
the development of defensive techniques and architecture in 
Renaissance theory from Leon Battista Alberti to Niccolò  
Machiavelli, investigating the psychological impact of such 
military architecture.32 A preview of this study is provided  
in von Moos’s article “Zur Ingenieurkunst der Renaissance”  
(On Renaissance Engineering), published in archithese 5.  
In her article “Military Theories and Collective Housing,”  
Polish architectural historian Zarebska cites von Moos’s article. 
Zarebska elaborates on the guiding principles of military  
urbanism, architecture, engineering, and theories during the 
Italian Renaissance and investigates the Dutch royal planning  
of military dwellings and camps for army officers, including 
mobile, defensive, and offensive settlements.33 She focuses  
on the typologies of those settlements rather than on their 
military functions and aims, which included the colonization  
of overseas territories and the foundation of what is today called 
“globalization,” a phenomenon that, in many ways, is merely  
the prolongation of the colonial order.34

Zarebska begins her article by warning readers that “It may 
seem curious for a magazine devoted to the architectural issues 
of our own time to turn to military matters. And yet, the waging 
of war has long been an integral part of the arts, crafts, and 
sciences of past eras. It has motivated research and influenced 
methodology across the disciplines.”35 Also uncommon about 
this architectural journal was that it reminded architects  
that architecture cannot be divided from its social, economic, 
political, and psychological constituents. Giving voice to students,  
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architects, art and architectural historians, sociologists, and 
other professionals to lay down the “cartographies of power” and 
to depict the transitions and distresses that many populations 
around the world were experiencing at that time was to say that 
architecture is not, and cannot be, neutral. To search for post- 
modernity was to understand and expose the impacts of language, 
dispossession, migration, exploitation, climate, and wars on  
the built and living environment. Therefore, if one agrees that 
“there is no modernity without coloniality,” then one should 
accept that there is no postmodernity without postcoloniality.36 
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Immigrant Worker 
Housing in Switzerland

The issue of housing for immigrant workers  
in Switzerland is of particular interest for two 
reasons. On the one hand, it defies analysis  
in isolation, because it is so closely connected  
to the political dimension of immigration for  
the national and international bourgeoisie,  
as well as the division of the working class.  
On the other hand, this subject leads us directly 
to the problem of housing for the working class 
as a whole, to the housing conditions of all 
workers, to what the bourgeoisie refer to as  
“the housing crisis.”

It is therefore necessary to place this problem 
in the economic, political, and social context of 
Switzerland today.

The Current Political Situation in Switzerland: 
Division of the Working Class and the  
“Labor Peace”

As in all developed capitalist (or imperialist) 
countries, the bourgeoisie and the bosses have 
pursued a policy of dividing the working class 
through a hierarchy of jobs, wages, and so on, 
and through a policy of importing one particularly 
profitable and mobile commodity: foreign labor.

In Switzerland in 1969, for example, there 
were 991,000 foreign workers (or, more precisely, 

972,000 if international civil servants are  
excluded) out of a total population of 6,184,000, 
or 16 percent.

But the bourgeoisie did not stop there in  
its policy of division. Immigrant workers are 
classified according to no less than three types 
of status: cross-border, annual, and seasonal.

Cross-border workers (mostly French, 
German, and Italian nationals) hold a work 
permit only, which means that they must  
cross the border every morning and evening, 
necessitating long daily journeys.

Annual workers have a work permit that  
is renewable every year and can be canceled  
at any time. They may also, if they find an 
apartment or if their boss provides them with 
one, bring their wife and children to join them. 
In 1969, there were 316,595 annual workers.

Seasonal workers hold a permit for a  
maximum legal duration of nine months (or 
eleven months if the boss requires it) per year. 
The other three months must be spent in their 
country of origin. They are not allowed to rent  
an unfurnished apartment or room. They are 
also not allowed to bring their wives to join them 
(unless she is working, which allows employers 
in some related sectors, such as cleaning,  
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or ice cream sales in the summer, to hire them 
for almost nothing). Under no circumstances 
may their children join them (it goes without 
saying that a large number of women and 
children are currently in Switzerland clandes-
tinely). In 1969, there were 655,200 seasonal 
workers.

This portrait of the divisions within the 
working class becomes more complete when  
we add that, in 1969, for example, there  
were 531,501 workers of Italian nationality, 
115,606 of German nationality, 97,862 of 
Spanish nationality, 49,538 of French nationality, 
43,052 of Austrian nationality, 20,809 of  
Yugoslav nationality, 10,064 of Turkish nationality, 
8,590 of Greek nationality, and 94,773 of other 
nationalities.

The situation of immigrant workers in  
Switzerland’s production system only reinforces 
these divides. They hold the majority of all 
manual jobs and are lowest in the wage  
hierarchy. Indeed, in the construction sector, 
one of the most backward in terms of rational-
ization and standardization, immigrant workers 
are practically alone in performing productive 
labor; the few remaining Swiss work as  
supervisors, foremen, site foremen, and so on. 
They also occupy a very large proportion of 
the lowest positions in sectors such as metals, 
textiles, food, tobacco, restaurants and hotels, 
hospital services, watchmaking, and so on.  
As a result, they constitute the most heavily 
exploited part of the working class in Switzerland.

The hierarchical division of the working  
class as a whole (for Swiss workers, this divide  
is between foremen, office workers, technicians, 
etc.) is reproduced within the immigrant worker 
community through nationality. In French- 
speaking Switzerland, for example, the first large 
wave of immigrants, the Italians, had moved up  
a few steps in the hierarchy of qualifications and 
wages (their qualifications had been recognized, 
whereas previously bosses had not recognized 
qualifications on the pretext that they were 
foreign or on grounds of seniority) by the time the 
second wave arrived. These were the Spaniards, 
who now find themselves in a better position 
than the Turks, Greeks, Yugoslavs, and so on.

The objective division of the working class in 
Switzerland by employers (through the hierarchy 
of jobs and wages) and by the bourgeoisie 

(through differences in status) would not be  
so consequential if it were not also subjective;  
that is, if workers could unite around struggles 
based on common interests.

In fact, the Swiss component of the working 
class happens to constitute the vast majority  
of union members. It has, by means of the 
unions making up the only major central body 
(the Swiss Union of Trade Unions), renounced 
that fundamental working-class method of 
attack and defense: the right to strike (it is worth 
noting that the Swiss Union of Trade Unions  
is social-democratic in orientation and fully 
aligned with the Swiss Socialist Party; no union 
has ever aligned with the very marginal Swiss 
Communist Party).

This renunciation takes the form of agree-
ments made every three or four years by branch 
associations and, at the national level, between 
the trade union and bosses. These agreements 
give rise to “summit” negotiations between 
respective leaders on wage increases, vacations, 
and so on, premised on the understanding that 
unionized workers are not to go on strike during  
the coming three- or four-year period. If a strike  
is then called and the employer in question  
can prove that even one striker was unionized,  
the union must pay a fine to compensate the 
employer! Bosses, for their part, undertake  
to refrain from lockouts (although to circumvent 
this, they need only dismiss their workers one  
by one).

The trade unions are thus closely connected 
to the bourgeoisie and the bosses, their role 
being to keep the peace.

Moreover, where the immigration of foreign 
workers is concerned, they have already (both 
before, and in response to, the Schwarzenbach 
initiative “against foreign overpopulation”) 
resolutely abandoned any stance that defends 
the interests of all workers. Instead, they  
limit themselves to advocating only for Swiss 
workers and “the interests of the national 
economy.” They have thus endorsed a reduction 
in the number of immigrant workers but oppose 
the Schwarzenbach initiative as “too brutal  
and inhumane.”

Consequently, immigrant workers, the most 
exploited section of the working class, not  
only lack all political rights but find themselves 
without union rights. It is easy to understand, 



 fig. 1 Abandoned villa inhabited by seasonal and annual workers in the Grottes district, Geneva.



 fig. 2 Barracks at the Pont de l’Ecu in Vernier.



 fig. 3 This insalubrious building is 
inhabited by seasonal and annual 
workers in the Grottes district, Geneva.
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then, that immigrants from countries with  
a tradition of working-class struggle (such  
as Italians and Spaniards, in particular)  
do not unionize (of course, other workers do  
not unionize either, but this is less deliberate).  
What is more, these workers find themselves 
deeply divided from Swiss workers, who form  
a veritable workers’ aristocracy. And yet,  
for the past year, immigrant workers have been 
engaged in a series of struggles and wildcat 
strikes that may prove essential for the rebuild-
ing of worker unity on the basis of class.

In Switzerland, the bourgeoisie use the term 
housing crisis to perpetuate the idea that the 
housing problem is merely temporary and will 
resolve itself “naturally” thanks to a number of 
measures. Most of these are state-led, including 
promoting the construction of moderate- or 
low-rent housing, lowering bank interest rates 
on house-building loans, or bank loan facilities 
promoting investment in new detached housing 
by the petit bourgeoisie. Some measures involve 
the private sector, like building company housing. 
However, they are all routinely framed as 
temporary; their destiny is to vanish so that  
the free market can resume its work.

The “housing crisis,” characterized by the 
scarcity and high cost of flats in regions where 
industry and population are concentrated, affects 
the working class first and foremost. In periods 
of severe scarcity, it regularly extends to all the 
middle classes, petty bourgeoisie, and so on.

It is also structurally linked to the capitalist 
mode of production. The “crisis” essentially 
arises from the price of capital (mortgage rate), 
construction, economic development, and the 
degree of industrial concentration of the regions 
(including land speculation and decommis-
sioned areas). It is therefore an outcome of the 
production of housing within the production  
of the built environment in general. It is also  
an outcome of how the rental market is orga-
nized (housing associations, company-built  
and -rented housing, etc.). This “crisis” is,  
in our view, closely connected to a specific 
phase of the development within capitalism  
of monopolistic restructuring, which is in  
turn linked to intensifying competition at the 
European level, as well as between Europe  
and the United States of America. This phase 
also demands that national bourgeoisies and 

various capitalists prioritize investments in the 
modernization and rationalization of production. 
This comes at the expense of housing in general 
and worker housing in particular—the least 
profitable of the least profitable investments!

Moreover, this “housing crisis” is a  
quantitative crisis accompanied by a qualitative 
one, owing to the bourgeoisie’s need to  
reorganize the city by destroying all the housing 
in the center to build offices, banks, super- 
markets, and hotels instead. As these are mostly 
older residences, they have been abandoned  
by the bourgeoisie and become working-class 
neighborhoods or have always been traditional 
working-class neighborhoods. The result  
is that the working class is driven to peripheral 
housing, bedroom suburbs, and barracks.

Housing for Immigrant Workers
What, then, are the housing conditions  

of immigrant workers within this economic and 
political context of working-class division and 
housing scarcity? As might be expected, they 
reinforce the division of the working class that 
bosses have already established in the workplace 
(segregated housing) and are qualitatively worse 
than conditions in the HLM [Habitation à loyer 
modéré, rent-controlled housing], although the 
latter form part of the same kind of “solution.”

Before analyzing the housing of foreign 
workers more closely, it should be noted that 
rentals can be of two kinds, according to 
whether immigrant workers hold seasonal  
or annual permits. These permits are linked  
to measures taken by the Swiss Federal Council 
to limit the number of foreign workers by 
company, sector, or canton. This means that  
a given employer may take on only a specified 
number of seasonal and annual workers.

Seasonal workers are not allowed to rent  
an apartment (something they could not do in 
any event, given the housing shortage, rent 
prices, and their wages) or an unfurnished room. 
Moreover, an employer can dismiss them from 
one day to the next, with or without issuing  
a carte libre or “free card” that allows the worker 
fourteen days to find a new employer. This lack 
of security means that no rental agency will rent 
to a seasonal worker directly. Rooms or flats are 
rented to bosses, who deduct their cost from 
wages and pay the agency.
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Annual workers, who are allowed to bring 
their families to Switzerland, may rent a flat. 
However, in most cases, they cannot find one 
unless their employer provides it or surety that 
they will pay or, as with seasonal workers, 
withholds the rent from their wages. In practice, 
rental agencies give preference to Swiss work-
ers, who are considered to be a “safer bet.”

The vast majority of immigrant workers live  
in what we might call wooden or stone barracks.

Wooden Barracks
Wooden barracks are temporary structures,  

or were until October 1970, when an official 
regulation was issued regulating and legalizing 
their construction. They lack foundations,  
but the best of them sit on a concrete slab.  
Their external walls are of wood, and internal 
walls are of wood or Pavatex (wood-fiber 
insulating board), enclosing twenty to forty beds 
per barrack. Most often, they lack warm water,  
and have two washbasins inside, with a few 
metal sinks outside for laundry; these are also 
used for bathing (as two washbasins for twenty 
to forty persons is hardly adequate for morning 
ablutions). Showers are on the outside (in 
Geneva, the worst case encountered offered 
four showers for 270 construction workers;  
in another case, the ratio was 18 to 400).  
The toilets are squat toilets, serving an average 
of twelve to thirteen persons each. Most 
barracks have electricity, which the managers 
turn on from 6 to 9 a.m., from 12 to 3 p.m.,  
and from 6 to 10 p.m. only. There is generally  
a heating system in the center of the barrack, 
usually oil-fired, so that those nearby are warm 
while it is on, while the rest shiver from cold; 
this lasts from October to April. Drafts are a 
constant, as air passes under doors and through 
windows that do not fully shut. The internal 
layout varies (but only in detail), from the 
“two-bed room” in the best cases to twelve-bed, 
military-style dormitories. What management 
and the state deem a “room” varies from a 
space enclosed on all sides by wooden partitions 
with a door, to one with partitions on three sides 
with only a curtain separating it from the central 
corridor. The beds are simple bases with hard, 
deformed horizontal supports. Each bed has  
its own stool or chair and wardrobe and some-
times a table for two or four beds. There is no 

individual lighting (in general, four people are lit 
by one bulb). None of these “rooms” are truly 
sound-insulated. There is almost never a kitchen, 
so there are canteens. In some barracks, workers 
who do not eat in the canteen are quickly dis- 
missed under some pretext or other, the canteen 
being a source of profit for management. Portions 
here are generous (as these are construction 
workers) but of the lowest possible quality. In 
Geneva, barracks can be found alone or in groups, 
the largest of which houses 400 workers across 
twenty barracks. The distance between two 
barracks is often as little as two meters, with an 
earthen perimeter (rather than tarmac).

The average price of a bed was sixty-five 
Swiss francs in 1970 (actual prices range from 
sixty to one hundred francs). Electricity and gas 
costs are often added to this by management. 
Managers also frequently try to charge seasonal 
workers for the three months they are obliged  
to spend in their home country, on pain of losing 
their bed in the spring. Since rent is most often 
deducted from seasonal workers’ wages by  
the boss, and workers are paid fortnightly, this 
amounts to charging thirteen months’ rent!  
As the state will increase rents by 30 percent 
from 1971, barrack rents will be increasing too.

Barracks are always built with the complicity  
of the state. Indeed, they are most often located 
on land where construction is banned, such  
as railway verges, riverbanks, wet or unstable 
soil, motorway verges, airport land, and so on. 
They are also generally beyond the city limits, 
necessitating long daily commutes to building 
sites.

Barracks are sometimes built and owned by 
the state itself, which contracts charities to 
manage them (these can be Catholic, such as 
Caritas, or Protestant, such as the Salvation 
Army or Centre Social Protestant); they can also 
be built by companies to house their own 
workforce. The job of barracks manager is 
usually entrusted to a particularly docile and 
submissive immigrant worker, who is then 
granted the right to bring his family to join him. 
He is tasked with maintaining order in the 
barrack and, in the event of unrest, with submit-
ting the names and car registration numbers of 
“outsiders” to his superiors. Barracks managers 
are also responsible for calling the police when 
there are internal conflicts or external agitators 



 figs. 4–5 Salvation Army barracks in Prébois, Meyrin.



figs. 6–7  
Frigério barracks in 

Gourgas, Geneva.



 figs. 8–9 
Substandard 
building inhabited 
by seasonal and 
annual workers  
in the Grottes 
district, Geneva.
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during a strike or periods of tension. Indeed,  
the barracks are private property, which allows 
managers to insist that anything distributed to 
immigrant workers in the barracks be censored 
(this censorship is naturally limited to political 
tracts and anything connected to the situation  
of immigrant workers in Switzerland; religious  
or other propaganda is exempt). It also allows 
managers to summon the police, who then 
surround the barracks with police dogs to 
prevent any contact with the outside. This 
applies especially to workers employed by the 
same company who live in other barracks,  
or in permanent structures, as occurred in the 
strike of [the building contractor] Murer in 
Geneva. Anyone who tries to enter the barracks 
during a strike is questioned and arrested.

The barracks thus constitute a kind of ghetto  
that is scattered within or on the edges of  
the major cities and around the countryside.

In Geneva, following several conflicts and  
a wildcat strike (all of which made barrack- 
related demands) that broke the “labor peace,”  
the bourgeoisie decided in October 1970 to 
regularize the barracks through state channels.  
This amounted to institutionalizing something 
that had always been framed as provisional.

This regulation defined “basic” hygiene 
conditions, specifying that “the volume of air  
in the room used for accommodation shall  
be at least 15 cubic meters for the first person 
housed, plus 10 cubic meters for each sub- 
sequent person. Headroom is included in these 
volumes” (Articles 3 and 8). It was further stated 
that “each worker shall have access to a bed  
for personal use, consisting of a metal base  
and mattress in good condition, and furnished 
with sheets, sufficient blankets and a pillow  
with pillowcase, as well as a lockable personal 
wardrobe… . Each room shall include a table  
of sufficient size, as well as one seat and 
bedside cabinet per person accommodated” 
(Articles 2 and 7), and so on.

Given that the bourgeoisie felt the need  
to specify that each worker should have their 
own bed (when none of these barracks currently 
comply with the Geneva regulation), one  
can only imagine their condition! And as  
for specifying “sufficient” bedding and a table  
of “sufficient” size—what defines sufficient? 
Certainly not the barracks as they are.

Stone Barracks
Stone barracks refers to old houses, most 

often in the city center but sometimes in the 
suburbs (e.g., old villas), which are situated  
in zones earmarked for eventual demolition in  
the redevelopment plans of the bourgeoisie.  
As a result, they have not been maintained in 
years, and sooner or later they are declared unfit 
for habitation. By then, most Swiss citizens  
have been or are in the process of being evicted.

Sometimes these houses are rented out in 
their entirety; sometimes, entrepreneurs rent 
individual flats to rental agencies. The entre- 
preneurs will then “furnish” these flats (with 
beds, chairs, and very occasionally tables)  
for their seasonal and annual workers. Once 
again, this process depends on the complicity  
of the state, because the buildings have already 
been declared unfit for habitation.

Consequently, there are three types of rental 
conditions. In the first, the worker signs a rental 
contract with a rental agency or municipality  
for the use of a dwelling. He then pays his rent 
to the agency. This is the case for Swiss citizens 
and some annual workers. In the second situa-
tion, the worker has access to an apartment  
for himself and his family, provided by his 
employer. He pays his rent to the employer, 
unless the latter deducts it from his wages.  
In the third situation, the worker has access to a 
bed. He is housed in a room with other workers. 
The boss deducts the rent from his wages.  
This is the case for all seasonal workers.

These differences mean that in the same 
building, in two similar apartments, the workers 
may pay different rents, may not have the same 
landlord, and, above all, will not have the same 
housing rights.

This means that seasonal workers will not  
be able to determine how their accommodation 
is used (such as the number of persons living 
together) and cannot change jobs without 
simultaneously losing their accommodation.

But for bosses and the state, these differences 
allow them to make back as much as possible  
of what they have paid out in wages, in the most 
arbitrary way. For example, when it housed 
Swiss citizens, a slum in Geneva’s Pâquis  
district brought in seven hundred Swiss francs  
per month (for ten flats at seventy francs each).  
Now that it houses four seasonal workers per 



418  V: Territory and Shelter Eliane Perrin 

room, at seventy francs per bed, it brings in ten 
times as much—or seven thousand francs per 
month! It goes without saying that the sanitary 
facilities have not been likewise multiplied.

Despite these differences in rents, rights, and 
status, the workers living in these slums and areas 
reserved for demolition are housed in the same 
conditions as the inhabitants of the barracks.  
The buildings are extremely dilapidated, have  
no central heating, no hot water, no sanitary 
facilities (there is one toilet per floor), and have 

permanent damp. As repairs are no longer being 
made, workers must make repairs at their own 
expense in order to live there; these expenses 
(heating, painting, hot water installation) are in 
reality part of the rent and can easily exceed it.

We can conclude by noting that workers 
housed in the city, even if they believe them-
selves better housed than workers in barracks 
(because they can cook and make noise and are 
not as closely monitored), are in reality often 
living in conditions that are similar if not worse.

In addition to our personal experience,  
we have based this article on the following  
books and documents:

F. Engels, La question du logement  
(Paris: Ed. Sociales, 1969).

F. Alberoni, “Tipologia delle migrationzioni 
esteriore,” Studi di sociologia 3 (1963).

S. Zanolli, L’assimilation des travailleurs 
étrangers (Zurich: Juris-Verlag, 1964).

B. Schmutz, La signification des facteurs 
de mouvements de la main-d’œuvre  
dans les transformations de la  
structure professionnelle (Neuchâtel:  
Ed. La Baconnière, 1965).

R. Descloîtres, “Adaptation des travailleurs 
ruraux et étrangers à l’industrie,” Rapports 
de l’OCDE (Paris), 1965.
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Ed. Payot, 1966).
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luttes ouvrières” (Geneva), 1 (November 
1970).

“Règlement relatif au logement des 
travailleurs saisonniers,” in Feuille d’Avis 
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Military Theories
and Collective Housing

It may seem curious for a magazine devoted 
to the architectural issues of our own time to 
turn to military matters. And yet, the waging  
of war has long been an integral part of the arts, 
crafts, and sciences of past eras. It has motivated 
research and influenced methodology across the 
disciplines. This is also a subject that archithese 
has dealt with before, in an excellent article by 
Stanislaus von Moos.1

Von Moos pointed out that the significance 
of technique, and especially military technique, 
had been underestimated in both architectural 
theory and practice by historiographers of  
the Italian Renaissance.2 This argument can  
be further extended by taking stock of an even 
more serious lacuna in the subsequent phase  
of development of military architecture, one 
dominated by the Dutch and their neighbors. 
Indeed, monographs on Francesco di Giorgio 
Martini, Leonardo da Vinci, Peruzzi, the Sangallo 
family, Michelangelo, and Scamozzi do address 
their military activities. However, such celebrated 
names are largely absent from the late-sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries. Not only are 
there no monographs, but the various histories 
of the architecture of this period fail even to 
mention serious authors such as Daniel Speckle, 

Jacques Perret, Jean Errard de Bar-le-Duc, 
Samuel Marolois, Pietro Sardi, Simon Stevin, 
Adam Freytag, Nicolaus Goldmann, Georg 
Andreas Böckler, Antoine de Ville, Wilhelm 
Dilich, or Matthias Doegen. These names 
pioneered the military architecture of their  
time and often appeared alongside classical 
greats such as Vegetius, Aelianus, Frontinus, 
and Vitruvius.

Although military and urban planning had 
already begun to emerge as distinct disciplines 
by the mid-sixteenth century,3 a kind of all- 
purpose “civil and military” architect still existed 
at this time. These architects were prepared  
to undertake various tasks. They marked out  
the city limits, defensive perimeter, and often  
a fortress. Inside these, they designed the street 
plan and built palaces, churches, municipal 
offices, and quite often they even designed 
model houses.4 Later, military engineers would 
gradually replace architects in these roles.  
By the end of the sixteenth century, engineers 
were already being warned not to usurp the  
role of architects in tasks such as the planning 
of squares, streets, and buildings. City walls  
and fortresses were then also considered to fall 
under the architect’s purview, leaving military 
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 fig. 1 Jozef Naronowicz-Naroński,  
design for the Polish-Lithuanian army camp.

 fig. 2
Samuel Marolois, 
military camp  
(from Fortification  
ou architecture 
militaire, [The Hague,  
1615], pl. 27).

 fig. 3 Buonaiuto Lorini, the square 
in the center of the heptagonal 
fortress (Delle fortificationi [Venice, 
1597], p. 146).

 fig. 4 Samuel Marolois, detail  
of the military camp (Fortification  
ou architecture militaire [The Hague, 
1615], pl. 28).

 fig. 5 Adam Freytag, section of 
the camp of an infantry regiment 
(Architectura, plate after p. 136).
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engineers to limit themselves to purely military 
elements, such as bastions, casemates, and 
caponiers. Once again, the architect presents 
himself here as an uomo universale: it falls  
to him to coordinate and supervise the work  
and to deliver the spatial ensemble.

 In any event, by the time of Bacon and 
Descartes, Galileo and Kepler, the model of  
the “universal man” that had inspired architects 
until recently was out of date. Collaboration 
between various specialists, who could comple-
ment each other’s expertise and exchange 
findings and methods, was becoming indispens-
able. Founding a city and constructing a new 
fortress were complex undertakings requiring 
interdisciplinary collaboration. To this end, 
Francesco de Marchi proposed an expert 
commission, which was to work under the  
direction of the architect, “who knows how  
to draft the drawings and manage the building 
sites.” This commission was to include  
“an experienced soldier with a good knowledge 
of the militia, who knows the site on which  
the fortress is to be built, so that it can be 
defended from enemies. Also needed is a very 
knowledgeable doctor, to survey the air, water 
sources, and fruits. Next, an expert in agricul-
ture, who can judge the fertility of the soil, and 
who can say where and whether there will be 
water, meadows, wood, and land on which to 
sow all kinds of seeds and plant vines. Also 
required is a man capable and knowledgeable 
about minerals, who can determine whether 
there are mines that the Prince might take 
advantage of. There must also be a very learned 
astrologer …”5 This final expert symbolizes 
bygone eras and serves as a reminder that  
this period was on the cusp of a new conception 
and organization of work. Indeed, the last 
quarter of the sixteenth century and the first  
half of the seventeenth century bore witness  
to an extraordinary period of development  
in the planning and construction methods used 
for major works.

One example of this can be found in Marolois, 
one of the greatest Dutch writers of treatises on 
mathematics, perspective, and fortification.6 He 
writes of a military and urban planning competi-
tion for the modernization of the defensive 
perimeter of the town of Harderwijk. But the 
higher level of organization inherent in the 

construction of a new town is even more strikingly 
illustrated by Enrico Sisi’s research on the city  
of Valletta.7 His work shows that as early as 1560 
it was already possible not only to plan an urban 
ensemble based on preliminary analyses and 
theoretical premises but to execute the project  
in a truly modern way. The engineer Laparelli,  
the author of the project, made an inventory  
of all the groups of plots and public spaces and 
established mathematical relationships between 
the different sections of the fortified area.8  
The plan of work was drawn up with such 
precision that a large number of laborers (3,500–
5,000) could be put to work simultaneously.  
By virtue of regulations for the easements  
serving the plots, Laparelli was able to manage 
the construction of the entire settlement.

The construction of a fortress was almost 
always carried out at high speed. The success  
of the undertaking depended on the speed  
of the work, because only once the enclosure 
was complete could the citadel call itself 
impregnable. The need to build both rapidly  
and accurately spurred further refinement  
in methods. The creation of fortified sites gave 
rise to the concept of defensive lines formed  
by entire networks of fortresses; the best 
examples hereof can be found in the defenses 
built against the Turks in southern Europe, 
especially Hungary.9 On the other hand, the 
wars between Spain and the Netherlands were 
also a great stimulus for the modernization  
of defense systems.10

An efficient defense depended on more than 
military structures. The inhabitants of a fortress, 
both civilian and military, had to be prepared  
for a long siege, meaning that their lodgings  
had to be relatively comfortable. The study  
of barracks and housing for laborers’ families 
became part of the theory of military architecture. 
Military treatises from the “Italian” period 
include fragments of texts on the distribution  
of functional blocks inside fortresses and on  
the necessity of providing defenders with 
housing that is functional, easily accessible, 
safe, sufficiently spacious, and rationally located 
(in military terms). Unfortunately, drawings of 
these barrack-houses are schematic and very 
rare; a drawing by Buonaiuto Lorini of the 
barracks surrounding the parade ground in the 
center of the fortress gives us some idea (Fig. 3).11
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The concept of “collective housing” for 
soldiers became very important in the “Dutch” 
era of military theory. Theorists of the time 
developed more complex techniques for the 
planning of military camps. These were a kind  
of temporary facility that sometimes lasted  
only a few days and sometimes for several 
months, in the case of lengthy sieges. The terms 
flying camp, defensive camp, and offensive 
camp12 describe a hierarchy of types of camps 
according to scale and duration. The point of 
departure for these was doubtless the castrum 
romanum, known to us from the schema 
published by Machiavelli13 and from various 
descriptions.14 Toward the end of the sixteenth 
century, the Roman plan was used in con- 
junction with the modern, square, centrally 
composed plan, often with two axes of symme-
try.15 Designs were based on mathematical  
data: the area occupied by a soldier and his 
weapons, plus the land needed for a given 
regiment, were multiplied to find the total area 
of the camp. Knowing these general measures 
made it possible to mark out the internal streets  
of the camp while constructing the external 
fortifications at the same time.

Marolois seems to be the one who intro-
duced this method in a publication of 1615  
(Fig. 2–4). His drawing depicts long rows  
of barracks, the victuals stores apart from the 
officers’ quarters, and, in the middle, the parade 
ground. Details of the parade ground are shown 
at a larger scale in another drawing, which  
also includes the houses, stables, storehouses, 
and so on. Another sketch follows this traditional 
Marolois drawing; it shows a square in the 
center, three hundred feet wide, with rectangles 
of the same length on all sides. This three- 
hundred-foot module may have been derived 
from military practice. It can be found in  
the works of several authors, particularly Simon 
Stevin16 and Adam Freytag,17 from whom  
we have a perspective image of the cavalry  
and infantry “quarters” as elements of the camp 
(Fig. 5).

Another theorist in this tradition is Józef 
Naronowicz-Naroński, the author of excellent 
treatises on mathematics, geometry, cartography, 
perspective, and military architecture.18 He drew 
up the plans for the grand encampment of  
the Polish-Lithuanian army. He first determined 

the units, meaning the individual plots intended 
for the officers and their assistants and servants 
(Fig. 7), as well as those for the common knights 
and their men. Also shown are the tents or 
barracks, the location of the kitchen, the stables, 
depots, wagons, latrines, and so on. From these 
units, Naroński progresses to larger portions, 
culminating in an expansive and ingenious  
plan of the camp (Fig. 1). This spatial ensemble 
situated on a riverbank is designed, as the 
author states, in accordance with Polish tradition. 
However, the influence of both ancient and 
modern customs is also apparent. The schema 
has a single axis, with an elongated square  
in the center, where the commander’s quarters 
are found. Each regiment has its quarters, laid 
out with great care according to various models, 
and on the periphery near the river, two market-
places have been planned.

The construction of military housing of  
all kinds, in citadels and camps as well as  
in fortified towns, was generally of a collective 
nature. Housing was built on land belonging  
to the sovereign or the state or to public funds. 
Sometimes this housing had a social character. 
For example, various types of housing and 
hospitals were built for deserving soldiers.  
In Venice, a district for sailors’ families had 
already been constructed in the Middle Ages.19 
In Copenhagen, the “Nyboder,” a very well-
known district for sailors and other dependents 
of the navy, had been laid out in 1631 (Fig. 6). 
The layout of the streets and houses, originally 
single-story, is striking: the terrace houses form 
rows facing onto wide streets and backing onto 
small gardens. These rows are cut diagonally  
by converging streets. The latter are a remnant 
of Copenhagen’s central plan of 1629, which 
was abandoned in the middle of that century.20 
As for the parallel streets that form the  
elongated blocks (nicknamed “sandwiches”  
or “sticks”21), should they be interpreted as  
an allusion to the rows of barracks in military 
camps? The proximity of the fortress, which  
was built contemporaneously, and the site’s 
location near the fortified line are further points 
in favor of attributing a semi-military character 
to Nyboder. The church in the center of the 
district has been destroyed.

According to theorists, every fortress had  
to be equipped with a church or chapel, as well 



 fig. 6 Copenhagen city plan (1649) with superimposed drawing of the Swedish attack (1658).  
In the center, the Nyboder district (engraving by Erik Dahlberg).



 fig. 7 J. Naronowicz-Naroński, the plots of the 
military camp for officers. Measures vary according  
to rank (Budownictwo wojenne, 1659, in Warsaw 
University Library, Ms. no. 106, p. 105).



429V: Territory and Shelter Teresa Zarebska

as a court, for the moral upkeep of the inhabi-
tants. Likewise, the commander’s residence  
had both a representative and a disciplinary 
purpose. Many authors demanded a hospital 
with sufficient personnel, for the health  
of the inhabitants. Adequate buildings were 
planned to ensure reserves of food and  
armaments.

Although soldiers’ quarters represent  
a specific type of collective housing, it can  
be assumed that their popularity extended 
beyond the military milieu. Military successes 

were of interest to the broader society. Many 
drawings and engravings not only depict famous 
battles but describe cities, fortresses, and 
military camps; these themes often appeared  
in paintings in the princely palaces.

It can be assumed that the planning of 
military dwellings in the first half of the  
seventeenth century, as a phase in the develop-
ment of planning methods, constitutes  
a significant step between the “ideal schema”  
of the Renaissance residential district  
and the detailed project of the Enlightenment.
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1. Terminology
Spontaneous, popular, vernacular, minor, 

indigenous, primitive, anonymous, without 
architects: the multiplicity of qualifiers indicates 
how much this architecture—these architectures, 
rather—challenge and trouble our existing 
categories. Each of these adjectives implies  
a different perspective (affective, scientific, 
polemical) and every nuance from lyricism  
to contempt. Spontaneous: arising effortlessly,  
as if by the grace of nature. Popular: uncontami-
nated by the culture of the dominant classes. 
Vernacular: derived from a limited, albeit  
affecting, tradition. Minor: marginal and muted. 
Indigenous: subject to ethnographic investiga-
tion. Primitive: emerging from the depths  
of time but fossilized. Anonymous: part of an 
undifferentiated series. Without architects: 
worthy of having been professionally designed.

This last expression is now the most wide-
spread owing to the success of a well-known 
book.1 It also sums up the fundamental distinc-
tion introduced into building practice since  
the Renaissance: that between architecture  
(as conceived by an artist with a biography)  
and all other construction (as produced by 
nameless factotums responding to quantitative 

challenges). This caricature of the distinction 
may well overstate the historical reality, but  
the very notion of “spontaneous” or “popular” 
or “minor” architecture implies a second  
term that, roughly speaking, would be “major” 
architecture. Currently, this word is given  
a bad press even by those who are, by training, 
its representatives.

2. Approaches
The instruments of analysis available to us 

compel us to consider all buildings that are  
not usually included in architectural histories  
as mere noise. The notions of art and artwork,  
like that of objectivity, were refined in the course 
of the nineteenth century as instruments of  
the cultural imperialism of the bourgeoisie  
in its climactic phase. The history of art, from 
which the history of architecture emerged,  
was initially inclined to value symbols of the 
wealth and power of the dominant classes.  
This lens precludes any accounting for the 
objects excluded from the visual field at the 
outset. This, at least, is the commonly accepted 
explanation. However, it does not explain why— 
as Marx himself pointed out—these architectural 
products are nonetheless irreducible to the 
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conditions that gave rise to them, or why  
they themselves provide the most complete 
explication of their total contents.

Before the Industrial Revolution, the major 
divide was that between farmhouses and urban 
dwellings and not between buildings by licensed 
architects and all others. When the latter 
distinction did emerge, it was for social rather 
than architectural reasons, such as when 
William Morris declared his democratic prefer-
ence for the houses of peasants; indeed, for  
his stable boy’s hut. Here, the content qualifies 
the container.

The second half of the nineteenth century 
saw the beginning of the remarkable survey 
campaigns, such as Jakob Hunziker’s for 
Switzerland,2 which were based on both socio-
logical and technical criteria. Some were 
concerned with architecture as an expression  
of a way of life; others marveled at the common 
sense and ingenuity manifest in the buildings. 
Yet both approaches presuppose the need for 
solutions. At a time when Viollet-le-Duc believed 
he could exhaustively explain the Gothic through 
close analysis of the balance of thrusts, the  
very same engineering mentality was decon-
structing the Alpine chalet into primary factors: 
orientation, protection against the elements, 
wood technology, crop conservation, and so on. 
In these projects, the distribution of buildings 
was deemed to be entirely determined by  
the patriarchal family, the modes of operation,  
and the structure of trade in a given area.  
These two approaches resulted in cartographic 
classifications that were as faithful as possible 
to Linnaeus’s illustrious model, conceptualized 
as typologies.

The “functionalist tradition” dear to the 
heralds of utilitarianism was reflected in irre-
placeable descriptions, in the face of which  
the almost purely morphological sampling  
of someone like Rudofsky is a regression  
to the picturesque. Paradoxically, the aesthetic 
apprehension of “uncultivated” architecture 
seems the more recent. The Arts and Crafts 
movement, Muthesius, or Le Corbusier were 
evidently sensitive to traditional constructions, 
and Japan seduced men as far opposed as  
Mies and Wright, for very different reasons,  
in which the indigenous idea of Japanese 
architecture played no part. As an impetus  

for invention, the conspicuous qualities  
of anonymous architecture differ according  
to one’s perspective, and, like their precursors, 
they are usually recorded only after the fact. 
However, only from 1945 onward, possibly  
in reaction to the inadequate definition of 
architecture outlined by the CIAM, do modern 
architects begin a new phase, one of large-scale 
exploitation of the formal repertoire of the  
Greek islands or the cottages of northern Italy. 
The old condescension suddenly gives way  
to a fervor in which methodological preconcep-
tions are abolished. At this point, it ceased  
to matter whether the well-apportioned volumes 
we admire in Tuscan or Dalmatian farmhouses 
were intended as such, for they are the outcome 
of a program, a practice, and a custom.

3. The Nature of the Phenomenon
In addition to the research of the folklorists, 

ethnographers also brought an unprecedented 
variety of architectonic solutions to the market-
place of forms. Statistically, their number  
far exceeded that of the architecture in the 
textbooks. It had to be conceded, even if only  
de facto, that various “minor,” “indigenous,” 
and “primitive” architectures existed. This 
entailed the realization that “the birth of music 
does not date from that of the symphony 
orchestra” (Rudofsky)—even if, as Boudon3 said, 
each of them can only strictly be called architecture 
from the moment they were seen and perceived 
by an architect and presented as such.

The fact remains that each of the approaches 
adopted (sociological, technical, typological, 
aesthetic) overestimated one component. By 
necessity, these approaches flattened all phenom-
ena through reduction, each according to its own 
preliminary frameworks and codes.4 Yet the chief 
characteristic of all “spontaneous” architecture, 
from the Trobriand Islands to the Dogons and 
from the Pueblos to Galicia, is, on the contrary, 
what could be called a global (i.e., cultural) 
function. This is prior to its role in creating protec-
tion from the sun or from wild animals, such that 
people and livestock can rest; prior to projecting  
a social structure onto the landscape; and prior  
to producing technical solutions. Before all  
of that, the architecture of traditional cultures  
is a semantic act: it affirms an order, restores it,  
and reinforces it through repetition.







 fig. 2 [Democratic Republic of] 
Congo: village on the shores of 
Lake Kivu.

fig. 1
Northern China:  
a fortified village.



 fig. 3 Switzerland: cabin in the 
Val d’Hérémence (Valais).

 fig. 4 Cabin in the  
Val d’Hérémence.
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Here, positivist ideology stood in the way of 
an exhaustive description: it was believed that, 
by analyzing climatic, technical, social, and 
other parameters in terms of subsets, the 
constituent phenomena would be brought to 
light in their entirety. Yet the problem of origins 
remained intact.5 On this point, it was as if 
eighteenth-century hypotheses on the primitive 
hut had been verified, the implicit conclusion 
being that human settlements were naturalized. 
In fact, for as far back as the evidence takes us, 
these settlements can be characterized as 
cultural acts to which the parameters were then 
adjusted. Where conflicts arose between the 
cultural (i.e., ultimately mythical) model, and  
the function as we define it today, it was always 
the model that prevailed. In the peasant houses 
of Magyarpolàny, the single dwelling room has 
two windows opening onto the street but  
is used only to display the dead. How can this 
“waste” be explained in terms of practical 
necessity? Even Vitruvius reduces questions of 
public health to magical and astrological terms.

Our method of planning consists of develop-
ing submodels (economic, social, political, etc.) 
and determining the most favorable combina-
tion of these through a process of optimization. 
The overall model is thus derived from a series 
of partial analytical operations. Traditional 
societies have chosen the opposite approach. 
They project their cultural model onto their 
territory as a framework that is both primordial 
and resolution-oriented, within which submodels 
are incorporated. In other words, the overall 
model is prior to society, power, exchange,  
and technology, and these societies’ interactions 
are, and can only be, aspects of the “culture.” 
This applies to authorization as well as to  
the land itself.

4. Spontaneity
Under these conditions, to speak of “sponta-

neous” architecture is to believe in the free  
and virtuous primitive, and extolling the “serenity” 
of these buildings amounts to adulation of  
the “Noble Savage.” Regretfully, our planet has 
never seen a golden age. Far from a justification 
for our nostalgia, “spontaneous” architecture  
is rather a testament to the difficulties of survival, 
of easily offended gods, of power relations 
within implacably hierarchical societies, and  

of civilizations where the self is weak. It could 
just as well be described as an architecture  
of censorship, in which any innovation is 
prohibited because it endangers the equilibrium 
within the group. This characteristic bears  
a curious resemblance to something produced  
by culture.

Our increasingly precise grasp of these 
conditions eventually showed that the apparent 
anarchy of arrangements resulted from the 
inadequate criteria initially applied by research-
ers. Operating within an idea of urban order 
derived from neoclassicism, the first urban 
historians failed to understand irregular plots or 
“the pack mules’ routes” through the city. 
Following Sitte’s6 aestheticizing rehabilitation, 
further progress was attendant on Piccinato,7 
who realized that irregularity did not mean  
the absence of a plan; for Guidoni,8 who 
revealed the complexity and symbolism of  
these patterns; and for Pierotti,9 who posited 
that ancient urban design processes were 
subject to methodological evolution.

As for the anonymous or nonarchitect 
architecture of the European countryside or the 
Pacific islands, this simply means that it has not 
been produced by a member of the profession 
(bearing in mind that the designations 
“unknown architect” and “no architect” are 
often confused). It does not mean that the 
makers are unschooled or even unknown. After 
the destruction wrought by French forces in the 
seventeenth century, the inhabitants of Franche-
Comté rebuilt their villages. Whoever wanted to 
build or rebuild would cut wood and set it to dry 
for about thirty years. Then, the whole commu-
nity would discuss the plans (so that, by small 
adjustments, types are gradually transformed). 
Meanwhile carpenters, masons, and locksmiths, 
trained on the job by oral and practical tradition, 
and forming an integral part of the group, would 
erect all the buildings. This is achieved through 
continual critique and rotating work sites, 
spontaneously coordinated; the rest is decided 
collectively. One study has described the 
community control exerted on its environment 
by an Italian village over three centuries.10 
Sometimes one encounters old village foremen 
who are “still able to build according to a series 
of very complicated considerations regarding 
orientation, climate, and materials. Often, these 



438  V: Territory and Shelter André Corboz 

are even codified in communal statutes … so 
that it is the inhabitant, with their needs and 
weaknesses, who gives shape to the dwelling, 
and not the other way round.”11

This Upper Tiber Valley village, a brown 
corona seemingly rooted in the land from which 
it has emerged, may well bring to mind a time 
when man did not see himself as different from 
animals or even plants. Even so, the illusion of 
spontaneity must yield to the certain knowledge 
that this village is the result of a long negotiation 
bounded by the limits of its inhabitants’ under-
standings and habits of mind. Nor does the 
contention that decision-making here is subject 
to a kind of unconscious guidance, based on  
the rules of behavior provided by society, mean 
that we are dealing with a prelogical mentality.  
What matters is that reasoning does take place, 
integrating all the available data; we do not do 
things any other way.

5. Difficulties
When I admire a construction detail here,  

or a volumetric combination or staircase there,  
it is usually because of their position in a historical 
series. A ribbed vault is surprising for 1060,  
but not for 1450. Likewise for the sketch of the 
Scala dei Forbici (Royal Palace of Turin, 1720)  
at the Villa Contarini (Piazzola sul Brenta, 
sixteenth century) but not its bastard replica in  
a hotel on the Riviera. This essential fact of the 
degree of innovation is generally unacknowl-
edged in the criticism of “people’s” architecture. 
The latter exists in history only in large indivisible 
sections, because its components seem 
suspended in time, as if they were contempora-
neous. History is interested in phenomena in  
the making, and this kind of architecture has 
little of it—has the mazot [a kind of Alpine hut] 
evolved since the Neolithic era?

Circumstances such as these favor the 
synchronic collection of data. This has, in fact, 
been attempted in recent research taking a 
structuralist perspective. This literature has 
argued that the concept of space is multifacet-
ed, which is perhaps its most interesting 
contribution. Rather than one space that exists  
a priori, there is a space for every society, even 
for every social group. Consequently, one can  
no longer speak of “popular” or “primitive” 
architecture (a residual category for everything 

not considered “real” architecture), for there  
are as many architectures as there are units 
capable of producing spatial systems. Accord-
ingly, the dwelling sometimes takes the form  
of a cell, because it is part of a larger social 
whole, and sometimes presents itself as  
a complete unit, serving as a total framework  
for the life associated with it.12

In an initial phase, the document, if it 
escaped history, could not escape classification 
(Leroi-Gourhan); now, classification can be 
made explicit through systems of meaningful 
relationships. The fragmentation of the field  
into a series of objects of study should mean  
an end to the practice of hastily applying rather 
rough-hewn notions to the available facts.  
It should then be possible to move forward by 
ever-finer distinctions until each object is fairly 
treated and correctly identified.

To these general considerations, others  
must be added regarding the very possibility  
of isolating observable reality. In Europe,  
in particular, cases of “pure” phenomena are 
extremely rare. The mazot and its relatives  
in the Alps are probably the last examples of  
an architectural concept that dates directly back 
to prehistory without alteration across the 
millennia, although this hypothesis has yet to  
be proved. In almost all other cases, “vernacular” 
architecture has maintained a confusingly 
complex relationship with its opposite,  
in particular with courtly architecture.

6. Exchanges
In periodizing, we use certain signs that  

often relate to treatments rather than to the 
architectural unit itself. We date these in reference 
to an expressive vocabulary that provides  
a terminus a quo. An ogee window in the 
Canton of Grisons or a volute corbel in Apulia 
obviously refers to the stylistic fields of “Gothic” 
and “baroque.” Sometimes the building tech-
nique, which at first glance appears native  
to the site, stems from practices within “major” 
architecture. Roberto Pane established  
a correlation between the vaults of Capri and 
those of the twelve imperial villas built on  
the island by Rome.13 The tiny churches  
of the Aegean would not exist without those  
of Byzantium. The phenomenon thus includes  
an element of recuperation and bricolage.



 fig. 5 Iran: caravanserai at Qum (near Tehran).



 fig. 6 Attic in Bruson 
(Valais, Switzerland).

 fig. 7 Tunisia: houses and attic  
in Metameur.



 fig. 8 Andalusia: Mijas.



 fig. 10 Greece: churches in Siphnos.

 fig. 9 Caucasus: fortified village in the Svanétia Valley.



 fig. 11 Andalusia: Mijas.  fig. 12 Italy: Procida.



 fig. 14 Italy: Castellina in Chianti (near Siena), “Il Cennino.”

 fig. 13 Italy: farm near Florence.
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In these cases, as in many others, the 
“minor” architecture is not opposed to that  
of the elite: it is like a shadow cast by the elite.  
The aim of the “people’s” architecture is to 
ensure the preservation of a society, but to 
describe it only in terms of resistance to the 
dominant culture would be wrong. In the  
West, the future belongs everywhere to the 
“cultivated” architecture, which is often a 
source of themes for the other. In this respect, 
the penetration and persistence of “Gothic”  
and then “baroque” practices, even in areas  
far removed from the centers of production of 
the new language, indicate a vertical continuity 
between “major” architecture and its local 
transcriptions. Depending on the province,  
one can even speak of a certain homogeneity.  
A village like Bissone (Canton of Ticino) or  
Au in Austria’s Vorarlberg provides ample proof 
that this capillary diffusion of foreign models 
was actively exploited rather than passively 
endured. Bissone exported architects to half of 
Europe, while Au built its Wandpfeiler basilicas 
over an immense region.

To this group may be added buildings that 
are now considered “popular” because of  
a change in function. This category includes,  
for example, almost all the old agricultural 
buildings of the countryside around Rome, 
which are ruralized rather than rural.14 Another 
example is the buildings derived directly from 
those put up by the urban aristocracy outside 
city walls: “the layout of the farmsteads of 
Arezzo … in an area where Vasari’s presence 
and counsel were not unknown, bears witness 
to the impact of these images on historical 
reality, in a tacit exchange between spontaneous 
tradition and intellectual development.”15

The intervention that an architect—someone 
with architectural training—makes on a tradi-
tional entity completes our tableau of the steps 
that lead from the popular to the cultivated.  
This time, architectural custom no longer 
contents itself with absorbing outside practices; 
instead it offers itself, in substance, as the 
primary theme. At the start of the sixteenth 
century Biagio Rossetti rationalized residential 
building in Ferrara. Subsequently, urban housing 
based on local custom was proposed by  
Sebastiano Serlio, Peter the Mute in the seven-
teenth century, Charles-Étienne Briseux in  

the eighteenth century, and many others.  
The Palladian villa is itself largely based on 
spatial distributions that had already been 
consolidated. It “imposed proportion” on them 
long before Ledoux formulated his formula.  
At times this circular quality in the models  
can even be an impediment to analysis, due to 
the difficulty of determining who was inspired 
by what.

7. Breach
The Industrial Revolution trampled tradition 

wherever it spread. At the same time, the 
architecture of the elite was undergoing its  
most serious crisis. Agrarian structures and 
those of the urban proletariat became embroiled 
in the transformation without managing to 
acquire a new base. Everywhere, architectural 
custom started to disintegrate as a result of their 
alienation. Deprived of its models, popular 
creativity turned to kitsch under pressure from 
bourgeois cultural values. A discrepancy then 
appears between its aspirations, which have 
become regressive, and what is beginning  
to be called the avant-garde.16 Françoise Choay 
speaks of the “scandal of political levels,” 
referring to the coexistence at one and the same 
time of diverse conceptions of the city and  
its space. Some of these were projections into 
the future, others clung to the present, and  
the majority drew on various moments in 
history. This is, in short, René Grousset’s notion 
of the contemporary, in which people of the 
same era inhabit different historical times,  
or perhaps Jung’s17 notion of the dephasing 
of psychic constellations in a given era.

This new situation, due to the irruption of 
historical consciousness, precludes any direct 
access to a tradition that is now closed. During 
the functionalist and rationalist phase of the 
modern movement, any relationship with history 
was terminated as a question of dogma.  
In the same instance, the relationship between 
architecture and indigenous practice was 
severed. The new method, based on analysis  
of construction programs and building econom-
ics, postulated an architectural language that 
owed nothing to any tradition. Yet the greats  
of the interwar period took an interest in 
“minor” architecture that, although it originated 
in romanticism, was both complex and respectful. 
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The next generation, which attempted to  
frame these problems more broadly than its 
predecessors, reasserted the value of the formal 
components of the architectural phenomenon. 
For anyone dissatisfied with the young modernist 
tradition, that of the golden age thus seemed 
within reach. Some perilous examples provided 
by the masters themselves (such as the Algerian 
morphology of the chapels at Ronchamp) 
encouraged them to do so. They were subse-
quently encouraged by well-meaning, reckless 
people, such as Rudofsky, who called vernacular 
buildings “the greatest unspoiled source  
of architectural inspiration for industrialized 
man.”18

8. Concessionary Architecture versus  
the Consolidated Slum

The greats of contemporary architecture 
were not only Puritans (by virtue of their shared 
Protestant origin), but also pre-Freudians.  
Their practices sought to replace all of the urban 
chaos of the West with high-rise, three-dimen-
sional, large-scale sketches based on a handful 
of technical and sanitary standards that gave 
expression to their ethical and political vision  
of social relations. The Plan Voisin traumatized 
several generations. Cheered on by property 
speculators, cities applied these designs by rote, 
mainly for the purpose of consolidating slum 
districts and sweeping away squatter settle-
ments. The minimum dwelling, born out of  
a socialist commitment to human dignity,  
was transformed into a source of profit and  
a political weapon.

However moving the speeches at every 
ribbon-cutting ceremony, this new kind  
of housing unfortunately failed to respond  
to its inhabitants’ way of life, which it reduced  
to calculations of minimum utility. In this 
“ready-to-wear” housing, many saw nothing 
more than a symbol of the social condition  
that had been attributed to them: an architec-
ture made for the people, yes, but also  
an architecture of charity, built for a society  
of lesser citizens; an inflexible architecture,  
as paternalistic as the first constitutions  
of the eighteenth century, a concessionary  
architecture.19

Whether in the industrialized world or the 
Third World, these experiments failed in various 

ways. Admittedly, the problems themselves 
differ across the two contexts. In the industrial-
ized world, planning is essential because  
the sprawl of single-family dwellings based  
on a petty-bourgeois model is self-limiting.  
In the Third World, other avenues must be 
explored as an alternative to the hubris of the 
grands ensembles. Hence the work of people  
like Bugnicourt in Africa and Turner in Ameri-
ca.20 If popular architecture is understood to 
mean the built consequences of settling a 
population on a site, then people at the margins 
of industrial civilization must be included in a 
broader definition of “popular” architecture. The 
truly “spontaneous” architecture of today is that  
of barriadas, favelas, and slums.

These marginalized people include, in varying 
proportions, peasants in the process of being 
urbanized and city dwellers rejected by the 
capitalist city. Their cultural backgrounds are 
therefore very diverse: some are wholly cut off 
from tradition; others have brought with them 
models of behavior now severed from their 
socioeconomic roots; all are poor and live  
in solidarity with one another. The problem  
is further complicated by the fact that some  
of these disadvantaged people want to leave 
what we might call the city’s waiting room  
as soon as possible, while others have found  
a greater sense of security within it (since  
the psychosocial qualities of the environment 
make up for its physical defects).

The approach taken by J. Bugnicourt consists 
in recovering from indigenous architecture 
whatever proves useful in solving the challenges 
of urbanization and population growth (such  
as building systems and natural ventilation 
techniques). Here, the existing cultural founda-
tions have not disappeared, and creativity  
has not been delegated to the elite, so that  
the continuity of a people’s culture becomes  
a realistic, rather than utopian, expectation.  
And yet the powers that be, in their preoccupa-
tion with the prestige of achieving a Western 
condition, seem oblivious to the riches they  
have at their disposal.

Stabilizing this seemingly inchoate habitat 
and furnishing the means to consolidate it for 
good are points of action that should enable  
a rekindling of the creativity that has been lost, 
suspended, or suppressed. As might be expected, 





 fig. 15 Spain: granary in Galicia.
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the American school avoids posing the problem 
in openly political terms. One wonders whether 
this “bottom-up” planning will turn slums  
into self-sufficient, self-governing places.  
Does true success not require that it be part of  
a more widespread effort, including acquisition 
of the means of production, which are the sole 
means of providing the necessities of everyday 
life? And, to take a more radical point of view,  
is it not also possible that the consolidation of 
slums would, in the same moment, consolidate 
the system that produces them? The Left is 
caught in a dilemma. On the one hand, dooms-
day politics that will hasten the onset of its 

objectives; namely, an immediate transforma-
tion of the living conditions of those it wants  
to save. This, however, means choosing 
between improving the conditions of the  
proletariat, who benefit from capital in an 
immediate sense, and the prospect of seizing 
the means of production, which will—temporarily 
at least—worsen the lives of the worst off.  
In urban terms, reformist efforts can never be 
anything other than a “Red Cross morality.” 

This rather disenchanted line of thought has 
brought us quite a distance from the immediate 
poetry and happy forms that folklorists have 
taught us to perceive.
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Planning practices in developing countries 
are necessarily derived from strategies common 
in the industrialized world. The choice of tech-
nologies, the nature of the interventions of 
public authorities, the establishment of relatively 
high housing standards, and the widespread 
view that housing construction is nothing other 
than providing a complete package of accom-
modations reflect this practice. In other words, 
housing construction is generally understood  
to be a product not a process. This view is 
dubious even in industrialized countries; it is 
completely inappropriate under the conditions 
of the Third World.

The dominant theories of development 
assume that a higher standard of living for  
the broad population is conceivable only on the 
basis of economic growth and industrialization 
that is as comprehensive as possible. From  
such a perspective, investments in housing 
construction seem unproductive, so obtaining 
the capital necessary for housing construction  
is very difficult.

That accounts for the necessity of state 
interventions. Nevertheless, in the Third World, 
institutions capable of successfully implement-
ing public services and housing construction 

programs exist only in the rarest cases. To the 
extent that state loans are made available at all, 
they are accessible only to a wealthy small 
minority. The difficulty of obtaining favorable 
loans reflects, in some cases, rising inflation, 
and that in turn causes low interest on savings. 
In such a situation, land speculation and 
constantly increasing land costs appear to  
be an antidote to inflation. But where effective  
tax and other state controls are lacking, land  
and building speculation operate outside the 
legal framework.

For the majority of the population in develop-
ing countries, income is low and uncertain,  
to say nothing of widespread underemployment 
and unemployment. Population growth far 
exceeds job growth, and this trend is only 
exacerbated by growing inequality between  
the countryside and the cities, which are  
growing explosively thanks to their services, 
infrastructure, and potential labor market.

The consequences of this situation are not 
difficult to foresee. The public authorities are  
not in a position to create sufficient housing, 
and what is actually built corresponds to  
international notions of “modern” housing 
standards. For all the state funding, the cost  







 fig. 1 Comparison of the various settlement patterns of Nairobi.







 fig. 3 Squatter settlement in the Mathare River 
Valley, Nairobi. The huts are built of clay, wattle,  
and discarded materials.

 fig. 2 Nairobi. Detail: Squatter settlement on the bank of the Mathare River.
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of money, the relatively high standards for 
housing, and the dominant land costs lead  
to apartments that are affordable only for 
members of the middle class and a massively 
subsidized minority of the lower income strata.

A majority of the population is thus forced  
to rely on self-help. The result is a “self-help 
architecture” that is generally judged negatively 
by the authorities that control housing con- 
struction. Charles Abrams was one of the first  
to attempt to appreciate the positive features  
of these settlements created outside of and 
below state standards. He was followed by  
John Turner, who assessed the spontaneous 
settlement forms of “squatters” as the result  
of processes that correspond much more 
directly to the changing requirements and needs 
of their users than do the housing forms decreed 
from above (see Bibliography).

The insight that emerged was that people 
who have to come up with their housing them-
selves are in general far better able to assess 
their needs than the specialists and experts who 
are commissioned by the authorities to build 
and regulate housing.

However, lack of access to the fundamental 
resources of building (land, loans, materials, 
information, professional knowledge, services) 
makes attempts at self-help building more 
difficult or impossible. Therein lies a true chal-
lenge to the experts: their task should first and 
foremost be helping the population to make use 
of technical facilities and economic resources. 
That is possible only on the basis of knowledge 
of the society’s unequal distribution of wealth 
and opportunities for advancement.

That includes an understanding of what 
actually happens in housing construction. In 
essence, it amounts to a series of systems, and 
these systems operate on the basis of a complex 
interaction of existing possibilities and of people 
who implement them. That these systems be 
correctly identified and their possibilities be 
evaluated is crucially important. Today, we stand 
at the beginning of the development of methods 
that are capable of clarifying what steps are 
necessary in a given situation to maximize 
practical use with a minimum investment of 
finances and time.

The Example of Nairobi

Nairobi was founded just over seventy-five 
years ago; today, its population of 580,000 
residents is growing 7.5 percent per annum.  
Of that, just 2.5 percent is the result of births;  
59 percent of the annual increase consists of 
migrants. Ninety percent of Kenya’s population 
makes a living from agriculture; just 10 percent 
of the population is located in cities with more 
than 20,000 residents. The contrasts between 
the capital, Nairobi, and the smaller cities— 
to say nothing of the surrounding countryside 
—are dramatic. Kenya’s industrial wealth is 
largely concentrated in Nairobi, which also has 
40 percent of the country’s industrial base.

That explains Nairobi’s attractiveness.  
The city is the epitome of economic opportunity 
for a constant stream of migrants. These 
migrants hope they will find better material 
conditions for life there, but not all of them 
intend to settle permanently in the city. Rather, 
many of them intend to return to their native 
village after several years and therefore retain 
very close ties to their family and friends 
“outside” in the countryside. Tom Weisner and 
others have described this typical “urban-rural 
continuum,” with its network of close family 
relationships, its frequent visits in both direc-
tions, and its constant exchange of money and 
goods. Our study of the poor neighborhoods  
of Nairobi confirmed their experiences. These 
close relationships, which are typical of the 
members of lower-income levels, are revealed, 
for example, in the fact that most prefer to send 
their savings home rather than invest them  
in their urban home. It is, however, too early  
to assess what aspirations the children born to 
these migrants over the past ten years (since the 
beginning of national independence) will have.

Nairobi is a divided city, in terms of both its 
physical form and its socioeconomic structure. 
The residential neighborhoods of the different 
classes and income groups differ in accordance 
with the drastically different income categories. 
The rich live primarily in the west and the poor 
in the east—and this division has its origin in the 
city’s social and economic history. In the period 
prior to national independence, this line 
between poor and rich coincided with that  
of black and white, with the Asian population 
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located between the two race “ghettos,”  
though closer to the blacks. That has, of course, 
changed in recent years.

The Seven Housing Systems

In the eastern part of Nairobi—that is, in the 
sector in which the lower-income classes live—
we identified seven systems for housing 
construction, some of which are more important 
and growing more quickly than others. In the 
course of this work, we assigned to the 
“lower-income class” those residents who are 
not in a position to bear the costs themselves  
for a modern minimal dwelling of the sort 
provided by the administration. In Nairobi, 
around 75 percent of the residents belong to  
the category of the “lower-income class”  
as defined in this way. Only around 25 percent 
of the residents in Nairobi are in a position  
to rent or purchase nonsubsidized housing  
or a minimal dwelling. On the other hand, an 
overwhelming majority of families belonging  
to the lower-income class live in a density  
far above the standards established by the 
government; the average is one room per family.

We have used the popular names for these 
housing systems and created new ones where 
there were none. Namely:
1. Squatters—that is, Illegal Settlers (Village-like 

Settlements of High Density).
2. Company Houses (Cooperative Housing).
3. Old Tenements (Asian Courtyard Buildings).
4. Public Packages (Public Housing).
5. Public Components (Provision by the  

Government of Properties with Access  
to Public Supply Network).

6. Popular Ownership (Dagoretti).
7. Employer-Provided Housing.

The architectural differences between these 
housing systems are radical, especially insofar 
as apartment floor plans and transportation 
systems are concerned. It is important to clarify, 
however, that these housing systems are more 
than just material accommodations. More 
important than their final physical form is the 
network of relationships between the residents 
and their environment; that is, the way these 
buildings are constructed, managed, and 
controlled. In each of these housing systems,  
a specific network of relationships is at work; 

relationships, on the one hand, among the 
different participants in the construction process 
but also the relationships of these decision 
makers to the final built form itself.

In the course of our study, it proved to  
be useful to divide the participants in these 
construction processes into three groups:  
the public, the private, and the popular sector. 
The public sector has produced around 30 
percent of the volume of housing in Nairobi,  
the private sector around 25 percent, and the 
popular sector 47 percent. Even more revealing, 
however, is the rate of growth of the volume  
of housing produced by these three sectors.  
The production of the public and private sectors 
is growing per annum by circa 1 to 2 percent 
each, whereas the production of the popular 
sector is increasing rapidly, at least 10 percent 
per annum. Although completely illegal,  
the popular sector is apparently the only one 
capable of keeping up with the population 
increase.

To understand better the extent to which 
migrants are in a position to finance their 
accommodations and, above all, to clarify  
the ratio of the cost of housing to that of other 
goods, we had to subdivide the “low-income 
sector” even further according to very low,  
low, and modest income. That means:
1. Very Low Income: Sufficient for the minimum 

of food and fuel necessary for a family  
to live but not for expenses for housing and 
transportation.

2. Low Income: Sufficient for the subsistence 
minimum plus modest expense for accom-
modations.

3. Modest Income (two to three times the 
subsistence minimum): Sufficient at best  
to finance an unsubsidized minimal dwelling 
or to finance a small home of one’s own.
Labor statistics permit the conclusion that 

circa 15 percent of the population of Nairobi  
has a very low income, 25 percent a low one, 
and another 25 percent a moderate to high one. 
Because unemployment is constantly increas-
ing, the “low-income sector,” on the one hand, 
is expected to increase as a proportion of the 
population of Nairobi and, on the other hand, 
residents of the “low-income sector” with  
a very low income will increase both in terms  
of numbers and as a percentage.

Praful C. Patel, Jeff Racki, and Reena Racki



 fig. 4 Squatter settlement in Nairobi: The clothing 
and household items are in keeping with the rural 
origins of the residents.


 figs. 5–6
“Company houses,” 
that is, cooperative 
housing, Nairobi.



 fig. 7 “Company houses”  
above the Mathare River Valley, Nairobi.

 fig. 8 Old housing blocks in the center of Nairobi 
(Asian courtyard buildings).

 figs. 9–11  One- or two-story courtyard buildings, often with stores along the street facade.
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In what follows we briefly describe  
the essential properties of the seven housing 
systems mentioned above.

1. Squatters (i.e., Illegal Settlers)
This system is initiated, designed, built,  

and controlled by the popular sector. The form  
of land tenure, building subdivision pattern,  
and construction standards fall outside the 
legally acceptable development framework  
or the planning process, as it presently operates. 
Public action is usually destructive or paternalis-
tic toward this system; that is, it oscillates 
between direct destruction and passive toler-
ance—it is, in any case, unwilling to recognize 
the vital and positive aspects of this housing 
system. In reality, it represents the precondition 
for the survival of its residents, for lack of useful 
alternatives (i.e., accommodations they can 
afford that are located at a reasonable distance 
from jobs and public services). The central 
locations of many of these settlements and  
their minimum cost commitment enable very 
low-income people to survive in an insecure 
environment. The existing public policy might 
allow the installation of utility systems and 
prevent demolition. There is no really positive 
policy which reflects an understanding of the 
users’ economic problems and need.

Seventy percent of the squatters earn less 
than the subsistence minimum. About half of 
them have been in Nairobi for more than five 
years, indicating a fairly low level of economic 
mobility for a sizable proportion of them. The 
total squatter population is about 18 percent of 
Nairobi’s population and about a quarter of the 
low-income population. Many squatters send  
10 to 25 percent of their income to their families 
in villages. Half of the squatter families pay no  
rent and have no expenditures at all on housing.

There are two sorts of squatter settlements  
in Nairobi: squatter villages proper and small 
splinter settlements introduced into existing 
vacant sites. Squatter villages have community 
organizations and distinct physical and social 
units, such as those of the Mathare River Valley. 
Each village is bounded by an area of cultivation, 
including those that are located in the inner ring 
of the city. The “infill squatters,” by contrast, are 
small groups of families who have established 
themselves on scattered unused pieces of public 

or private land in the center of the city. Post facto 
government action has initiated the installation 
of basic services and utilities into some of the 
villages as a result of political pressure exerted 
by the villagers and their tribesmen, but many  
of the squatters live insecurely under the 
constant threat of demolition.

The “autonomous” squatter village commu-
nity organizations and initiatives represent  
an assertion of real need and a major housing 
resource. Lack of access to employment oppor-
tunities, suitably located and basically serviced 
land, restrictive building standards and codes, 
and demolition practices constantly hamper  
the squatters’ attempts to improve their lot. 
Attempts of the Mathare Valley village residents 
to buy the land legally on which they are located 
were thwarted by steeply rising land values 
which priced them out of the market.

2. Company Houses (Cooperative Housing 
Construction)

The “Company Houses” were built by  
building cooperatives that, organized as joint-
stock companies, purchase land and build 
housing units, sometimes at considerable  
profit margins. Although they have only been  
in existence since 1969, their output has been 
very high. For example, they built 7,000 single- 
room dwelling units in one year as compared 
with the 1,000 units per year output of the public 
sector. The company development is, however, 
illegal, since it does not conform to official 
modern standards of building and subdivision.

The high output is a result of the enormous 
profit-making capacity. The returns of as much 
as 50 percent per annum are accompanied  
by extremely high risks. Company housing 
caters to an obviously unmet demand of the 
moderate- and low-income migrants. Admittedly, 
they are always still much too expensive for 
those with very low incomes, for whom squat-
ting represents the only realistic possibility  
to get housing. The low-income households 
living in the tenements must spend up to  
50 percent of their earnings on rent. The current 
spiraling land costs are increasing the rents  
of the company rooms. If their risks were 
reduced and the land costs controlled, rents 
could be reduced and this building resource 
would become an asset to the city.
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3. Old Tenements (Asian Courtyard Buildings)
These housing blocks in the center of the  

city were built by Asians for their large families 
as well as some tenants, and they often have  
a street-level store run by the family itself. 
Following Kenya’s independence, numerous 
Asian families emigrated, freeing up these 
housing blocks, which were then offered to the 
sector of the black population that has a modest 
income. Today, such housing blocks are no 
longer being built, and the rents are in general 
also much higher than those of the cooperative 
apartment buildings, since, among other 
reasons, the quality of the buildings, access to 
infrastructure, and available services are much 
better. Because these housing blocks often 
stand on land leased for ninety years, which  
in less than thirty years will return to state 
ownership, no one can be found who is interested 
in building more profitable new apartments  
to replace these housing blocks. The housing 
blocks have high density: approximately  
200 people per acre and 4.5 people per housing 
unit. The common facilities are located in the 
interior courtyards. Because rents are constantly 
increasing, renters from the moderate-income 
sector apply, rather than from the lower-income 
sector, even though the latter would certainly  
be in a position to pay the rents for modern  
minimal dwellings if there were a sufficient 
number of them. Many of the members of the 
moderate-income sector who occupy these 
housing blocks are also on the waiting lists  
for public housing.

4. Public Packages (Public Housing)
These are housing construction projects 

financed, built, and managed directly by the 
Nairobi City Council. They consist of a complete 
package of furnishings, and the popular sector 
takes no part in their production and manage-
ment. Although the building of these housing 
units is subsidized and the rents subject to strict 
control, the high construction standards mean 
that these apartments are unaffordable for  
the overwhelming majority of the members of 
the low- and very low-income sectors who profit 
from state subsidies—renters who in general 
scarcely pay more than 5–10 percent of their 
income for housing. That represents a consider-
able loss for the city as a whole. The high costs 

of construction and management in public 
housing do not benefit those who are truly 
dependent on state aid. If it even belongs to  
the tasks of the public sector to provide housing  
for the moderate-income sector, it should be 
done on the basis of current market prices and 
the resulting profits used to support the 
lower-income sectors. In any case, the current 
achievements of public housing construction  
are so modest and their administrative provisions 
so complicated that the development of new, 
alternative housing construction methods seems 
inevitable—to say nothing of the fact that 
current practices run counter to the interests  
of the lower-income sectors.

5. Public Components (Properties Developed 
by the Municipal Administration)

The Nairobi City Council has also arranged for 
the public sector to make available to migrants 
developed land on which they can build homes. 
The experiments carried out in Nairobi excluded 
the very low-income sector, however. That  
was primarily because many squatters who were 
dislocated to the land provided by the city were 
not willing or able to construct buildings that 
met specific minimum standards, even when 
those standards were far below those of modern 
minimal dwellings. Moreover, the peripheral 
location of these developed urban lands 
represents a crucial disadvantage for many 
squatters, who prefer to earn some money from 
the sale of their property and use it to return  
to one of the squatter villages in the center  
of the city. Communal self-help is lacking almost 
entirely in these settlements, and one conse-
quence, among others, of the bureaucratic 
process of selecting residents is that developed 
plots stand vacant for long periods, while the 
waiting lists for potential residents continually 
grow. Because the settlement of these devel-
oped lands is not accompanied by the economic 
improvement of the residents, it is decidedly 
only a partial solution, one that continues  
to place the main burden on the shoulders of  
the poor themselves, with no attempt being made 
to understand their real needs and priorities. 
Nevertheless, this housing system represents  
a solution that is potentially more useful,  
if it is put into practice on a broader foundation,  
than the experiences in Nairobi might suggest.

Praful C. Patel, Jeff Racki, and Reena Racki



 figs. 12–13  “Public packages” (public housing)  
in the eastern part of Nairobi.



 figs. 14–15  “Public components” (properties developed by the municipal authorities). 
Most of these housing units now belong to owners who live in other parts of the city.



 fig. 17  A complex of owner-occupied apartments with  
a shamba; that is, land that can be used for cultivation.

 fig. 16  Popular owner-occupied apartments  
on small lots.

 fig. 18
Popular owner- 
occupied  
apartments  
in Dagoretti  
(in the village  
of Kawangware).



 fig. 19  Apartments provided by the employer. Detail: middle-class 
house with neighboring housing for servants. Upper Nairobi.

 fig. 20  Typical middle-class residence in Nairobi. 
The housing for service personnel is located at  
the back of the lot.
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6. Popular Ownership (Dagoretti)
Immediately following Kenya’s independence, 

all the village dwellers of Dagoretti, a suburban 
zone of Nairobi, were granted ownership of the 
land they had settled. In addition, the region  
was declared to be outside of the city’s jurisdic-
tion—a political redress for a population group 
that had suffered most in the period immediately 
before the declaration of independence. The lots 
in these villages are too small to provide the 
residents, most of whom are unemployed,  
with agriculture adequate to earn a livelihood. 
For that reason, many have built additions to 
their houses, the rent from which provides them 
with a modest income, or they have sold their 
properties to nonresident housing speculators, 
who, as we have seen, operate extremely quickly 
and successfully. Forty percent of the residents 
receive very low income; some even live entirely 
outside the money economy. Dagoretti is consid-
ered a “hypertrophied” village, a rural region 
even though it lies within the city limits of Nairobi 
and even though many of its residents regard  
it as temporary housing that enables them  
to work in the city while setting aside enough 
money to return home later. Numerous residents 
survive only thanks to agricultural use of the 
surrounding land, which ensures them the food 
necessary for life; occasional work enables  
them to pay school fees and taxes. But the land 
speculation in the rapidly growing villages of 
housing blocks in the immediate surroundings  
of the center of Nairobi contributes greatly to  
the rapid increase in room rents. In several cases,  
the land prices have increased by 500 percent 
within five years. Currently, 10 percent of  
the population of Nairobi lives in in Dagoretti.

7. Employer-Provided Housing
In the homes of the upper classes, it was 

common to make living space on the property 
available to “service personnel,” and some 
private companies have also adopted this habit. 
Approximately 10 percent of the population  
of the lower-income sector is housed in apart-
ments provided by employers, but this category 
of residents is rather stable. Many servants  
are long-established residents of Nairobi. And 
because fewer and fewer city dwellers can afford 
to keep servants, it is highly improbable that this 
kind of employment and housing will increase.

Today, economic mobility in Nairobi is 
minimal; on the other hand, the city is undergoing 
rapid growth, especially in the lower-income 
sectors. Under such conditions, it is necessary  
to exploit all existing resources for housing 
construction. Above all, however, the various 
housing systems, with their complex network  
of responsible decision-makers, represent  
an important precondition for providing living 
space, especially for the various sectors of the 
lower-income class.

Only if each of these housing systems  
can be judged with an eye to its positive aspects, 
its possibilities, and its shortcomings can  
the housing needs of the residents be assessed 
realistically and possible design strategies 
proposed—in Nairobi and also elsewhere.

* The present essay is an abridged version of work compiled 
in 1971–72 at the School of Architecture and Planning of the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). It is based on  
two study trips to Nairobi. On the basis of the present analysis, 
the study group of the Nairobi City Council was invited to work 
out a housing construction project for that city. A more detailed 
documentation of this analysis and project will be published in  
an upcoming issue of Ekistics (Athens).

Praful C. Patel, Jeff Racki, and Reena Racki
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Architecture can become a means of 
controlling the social environment, but it can 
also be an effective tool for the liberation of man 
and community. To fulfill its liberating mission,  
it must strongly support and make manifest  
the values of humanity. As a cultural support 
system, it is not and should not be passive  
and negative but become active and dynamic.  
The architecture of slums represents the real 
significance of architecture in a society where 
people are increasingly oppressed.

This brief account of the issue of slums  
in the urban centers of South Asia and the  
Far East is based on a literature review and  
on the author’s experience in Seoul, the capital 
of South Korea. Despite the lack of direct 
observation of the other territories concerned, 
the problem in the various countries is sufficiently 
homogeneous to allow for a degree of general-
ization. This article argues that the slum gives 
rise to and shapes a dynamic culture, and  
it analyzes the attitude of the authorities toward 
this mass phenomenon.

As we shall see, the real problem of the  
slum is not its alleged state of social disorgani-
zation or juvenile delinquency but the antipathy 
of “high culture” to this “popular culture.”1 

Among authorities, the policy of clearing slums 
and displacing their residents and then imposing 
a new environment on these people is common-
place, even though it produces an absurd result 
in the form of empty architecture. In reality, 
architecture must be the outcome of a popular 
process of adaptation to the sociophysical 
environment. If we allow that urban planning 
and state oversight of housing are among the 
necessary evils of our society, official interven-
tion should be limited to efforts to understand 
the sociospatial environment and the provision 
of an effective environment to inhabitants.2  
This is the only possible alternative to initiatives 
that are as misguided as they are unsympathetic.

Slum Culture
The slum is a unique sociospatial environ-

ment that constitutes a culture. Living in a  
slum requires that one adapt to this milieu.

Slum culture is both a way of life for disad-
vantaged city dwellers and a mechanism for 
adaptation to the urban condition. Because  
the inhabitants of this environment are rural  
and poor immigrants who are unskilled or 
semiskilled, the productivity of squatters is  
very low in the slum’s initial phase. They are 
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 fig. 1  Seoul 1971: Architecture that has been 
parachuted into a working-class neighborhood.
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most often unemployed or underemployed.  
In this environment oriented to a marginal 
position in society, new norms and ways  
of living may then start to develop. Under these 
conditions, the slum may form what Oscar 
Lewis3 refers to as a “culture of poverty,”  
but this is not a defining quality: slum culture  
is distinguished by upward social mobility  
and a sense of community, which are absent 
from cultures of poverty.

There are generally three types of urban 
settlements that house the poor: ghettos, 
government-built tenement neighborhoods,  
and shantytowns or squatter settlements.4 
Ghettos form in run-down inner-city neighbor-
hoods and generally belong to the culture of 
poverty, where upward mobility is very limited. 
Government-built tenement neighborhoods 
include housing projects that rapidly deteriorate 
after handover because they are “static”  
and thus likely to become slums of desperation.  
The shantytown or squatter settlement,  
a by-product of the “phenomenon of capital,” 
arises either close to the city center or on  
the urban periphery, where various sources  
of unskilled or semiskilled employment can  
be found.

Upward socioeconomic mobility is one  
of the fundamental characteristics of slum 
culture. In this environment, residents’ need  
for community facilities outweighs their  
need for finished housing, sometimes so  
much so that the former becomes top priority. 
This not only suggests that residents aspire  
to security of tenure over the land they have 
illegally appropriated but that they intend to 
participate in political life and raise themselves 
to middle-class status or higher.

The best example of this is the extent  
to which Seoul’s poor invest in this aim,  
both psychologically and materially. In a very  
restricted economy where public funds are 
severely limited, access to institutions of higher 
education is beyond the financial reach of 
low-income families (this is why businesspeople 
consider private education to be among  
the most profitable of commercial ventures).  
A desire to move up in the social hierarchy 
encourages those who will never do so them-
selves to take on lifelong debt so that their 
children can study and succeed in their stead.

Dynamic social interaction is another  
fundamental characteristic of the squatter 
environment. This is mainly due to the need  
for collective self-defense against official 
animosity. Squatters have a much greater  
level of social organization than higher social 
classes. The many and varied activities in the 
settlement, such as self-building and mutual  
aid, produce the most intense social interaction.

Ultimately the slum forms an autonomous 
society, but in a way that differs from the 
general view on poverty. A reduction in indepen-
dence is more often found in government 
tenements. The slum, as an expression of the 
right to shelter, is premised from the outset  
on the expectation that no help or protection  
will be forthcoming from the rest of society. 
Since the socioeconomic security of the squat-
ters is not secure, even after illegal occupation 
of the land and the construction of the first 
cardboard-and-container shanty, the squatters 
must make do. They seek jobs (instead of a 
lengthy wait for grudging assistance from the 
authorities) and gradually add to their dwellings. 
Self-construction develops organically,  
and squatters often organize essential public 
services themselves. Slum culture, based  
on this spirit of self-reliance, is the most valuable 
asset in a subsistence economy. In reality, 
squatters’ capacity to save money should  
not be underestimated either. Considering their 
numbers and their self-discipline, these savings 
represent a considerable financial resource  
in a small economy. Accordingly, the slum  
is not a stagnant and desperate shantytown  
but a rising one—a society built on hope.

Given the considerable number of squatters 
and the dynamism of slum culture, it is very 
likely that this social class may later come  
to constitute the majority of the middle class.  
It is no exaggeration to say that urban Asia 
consists of families living in such settlements.  
In India in 1970, about 25 percent of the urban 
population of cities such as Calcutta, Bombay, 
and Delhi were considered to live in a slum;  
in Formosa [Taiwan] in 1966, about 25 percent; 
in Karachi in 1968, 27 percent; in Manila in the 
same year, 1.1 million inhabitants, or 35 percent; 
in Seoul in 1970, a population of 1,370,000,  
or 30 percent.5 This urban population therefore 
has enormous potential as a new social class 
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and a new political force; it will probably fill the 
gap between the present ruling class of urban 
elites and the mass of peasants. In this regard it 
is worth noting that many young civil servants  
in Korea have parents who were squatters in the 
early slum period.

High Culture versus Popular Culture
“There were distinctions, profound distinctions, between 
high culture (accessible to the elite) and popular culture 
(accessible to all).” 
Norman Birnbaum, in The Crisis of Industrial Society

Public authorities, with their technocratic 
elitism and ideology of modern planning,  
make interventions in squatters’ collective 
spaces in the name of public welfare, land 
values, or economic development. This is where 
the problem of high culture versus popular 
culture emerges. First, the cultural gap prevents 
easy communication between the two perspec-
tives. Since a majority of the population has  
no access to the ideology imposed from above, 
meaningful participation is impossible. Second, 
the norms, tastes, and standards expressed  
by elite technocrats solely reflect their own 
social background. Finally, the culture that is 
air-dropped into the squatters’ architectural 
environment is very often in the image of 
Western cities, which constitutes another  
gap between traditional and imposed culture.

When I left Seoul in 1968, I still did not have 
a clear understanding of apartment living.  
To me, it was a kind of foreign trend, and there 
were only a few of these apartments in Korea. 
When I returned to Seoul in 1971, the capital 
had been completely transformed. The slums 
that covered the hills of Seoul had been replaced 
by high-rise apartment buildings. This large-
scale production of housing is quite surprising  
at first glance. But the symbiosis between the 
public authorities and the private sector did not 
really solve the housing problem, if one considers 
the squatters’ financial means to pay for these 
minimum-standard dwellings and the poor 
quality of these neighborhoods. Indeed, several 
slum settlements, this time designed by the 
government, have been created on the outskirts 
of Seoul for thousands of rehoused families.  
A physical barrier, called a “green belt,” has 
been planted between the city center and  
these “official” slums. Families relocated to  

the suburbs face a second adaptation, this time 
to a condition even more marginal than before, 
because restoring social dynamism in the new 
habitat is impossible and because of the longer 
distances they must travel to access jobs and 
community facilities. This is the Korean version 
of Howard’s “garden cities” and North American- 
style urban renewal, which Charles Abrams 
criticized so long ago.

Among these diverse problems, density is 
particularly important, since it is not only a tool 
for public planning but a determinant of socio-
economic dynamism. This problem has not  
yet been sufficiently resolved to serve as an 
effective planning tool. As a concept, it is absurd 
in its lack of objectivity, as René Dubos has 
shown.6 Density is closely linked to the way of 
life found within a cultural environment. When  
a limit on density is imposed, inhabitants must 
contend with the abrupt change it produces in 
the environment. The case of Puerto Rico shows 
that six hundred years of population shifts  
can repeat themselves in twenty years; in New 
Guinea, the same period has produced change 
equivalent to the past two thousand.7 It is up to 
the community alone to regulate its own density 
and begin with its own facilitation process.

The fundamental discrepancy between 
community aspirations and what is eventually 
provided stems from the fact that the housing 
problem is articulated in terms of a lack of 
housing alone. However, this need is but one 
overemphasized aspect of a much larger whole; 
namely, the fact of inhabiting the city in a way 
that coheres with the socioeconomic environ-
ment. The UN definition (which refers to housing 
as the “inhabited environment”) captures this 
precisely: housing is one supporting element  
in the socioeconomic development of each 
family and community. John Turner distinguishes 
between the product (noun) and process (verb) 
of housing.8 For him, housing is associated  
with various activities that make up the act  
of inhabiting rather than the final product; it is, 
therefore, a process. Indeed, even the housing 
produced in low-income environments is never 
perceived primarily as a place of comfort but  
as a place that allows the family to adapt to its 
various socioeconomic needs.

In fact, when I visited this new form of 
collective housing, a transformation was taking 
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 fig. 6  Here, squatting makes  
its assault on official architectural 
standards.

 fig. 7  Finding a foothold  
for one’s business in the street  
is a question of survival.

 fig. 2  In this country, urbaniza-
tion often means entry into an 
aggregate of rural folklore rather 
than a truly urban way of life.

 fig. 4  Official architecture is the 
only horizon now open to those 
who are still intrepid enough to 
build their house.

 fig. 5  The third generation. 
Nature, already invaded by 
squatters, will soon disappear 
under slum settlements.

 fig. 3  The jangdok 
(marinade jars) have 
pride of place in every 
Korean family home. 
But where should they 
be kept? Official 
architecture failed to 
anticipate this need, 
but users have found a 
solution.
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place. Grocers, shoemakers, tailors, and others 
had already begun setting up shop in a dark 
hallway on the upper floors and in front of the 
entrance. Meanwhile, small-scale manufacturers 
were operating out of apartments. Kitchens 
extended onto balconies to make space for 
laundering. Coal was heaped up in the corridors. 
The architectural environment produced by 
these extreme conditions had completely parted 
ways with the image imposed by the designer.  
I was in the presence of two antagonistic 
conceptions of architecture: an architecture  
of resistance, even revolt, was opposed to one 
of control.

Clearly, any intervention grounded in pater-
nalism and oblivious to context could not 
possibly integrate squatters into global urban 
life. At most, such efforts will lead to social 
segregation, which will, in turn, produce violent 
conflict. The elimination of certain socio- 
economic opportunities, such as community 
engagement and commercial prosperity, also 
has a severe impact. When small businesses are 
relocated, they necessarily lose their customer 
base and find it difficult to resume trading. 
Relocation also involves political discrimination, 
because it destroys displaced persons’ networks 
and community life. Architecture and planning 
have thus become the most effective of the  
tools used to control the world of the squatter 
settlement. For this reason, the question  
of architecture’s morality, and of architects’ 
morality, is a weighty one.

In the slums, the quality of the environment 
is, in every respect, better than in housing  
in which a particular way of living has been 
imposed. The habitable area is generally large 
enough to accommodate the extended family; 
sometimes, it even allows for the rental  
of a room. It further supports straightforward 
adaptation to the spatial needs of various 
economic activities, such as small-scale trading 
or manufacturing. In addition, the public spaces 
express the slum’s social and religious structure. 
Among groups subject to a rigid socioreligious 
system, this spatial expression is particularly 
clear, as Rory Fonseca’s study9 has shown.  
This concrete compatibility between the social 
and the spatial could offer the key to the new 
spatial planning. Significantly, this approach 
does not obstruct historical and cultural continuity 

and so avoids all the risks of adaptation in the 
transitional period. As Fonseca observes in  
a description of Old Delhi, “not only is its 
structure meaningful, but [it] provides valuable 
clues to the resolution of planning, housing,  
and related community development problems 
arising from the continuing rapid rate of urban-
ization.”10

There is too wide a gap between designers 
and users, between the needs that official 
architecture represents and the needs of the 
occupants, between those who direct and those 
who are directed—that is, between high culture 
and popular culture. In this context, the demo- 
cratization of urban planning and architecture  
is possible. Hence the need for a rapprochement 
between high culture and popular culture.

Toward a Democracy of Urban Culture
“What is most needed is for this evidence to be  
publicly displayed to provoke a chain reaction  
of improvements in these settlements all around  
the world. It is time to put an end to negative  
and unproductive attitudes and approaches  
to the problem of slums and unregulated  
settlements.”          UN

Slum settlements must be integrated,  
with all of their sociospatial networks, into the  
city as a whole. The fundamental objective  
of a democratic community is premised on the 
democratic distribution of material goods and 
on mutual communication between various 
social groups. This is neither lopsided negotia-
tion nor imposed order. Only under these 
conditions can the architectural environment,  
as the representation of a balanced global 
culture, become democratic in itself and  
a moral architecture be established.

The integration of squatters into the urban 
community is the basis for their participation  
in political life and in the various processes  
of planning, design, and production. As a tool, 
this participation is important not only in the 
process of decision-making but in the processes 
of information gathering and learning. To 
improve the quality of participation, the state 
must possess all the information relevant  
to the squatters’ future; this is a first step in 
participation. At the same time, the languages 
of high culture, especially technocratic 
language, must be demystified. The process  
of participation must also be legally guaranteed: 
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there are countless standards for architectural 
output, based on minimum standards, but  
the notion of a minimum standard has  
not been extended to public information and 
decision-making processes. Such a political 
reassessment of how architecture is actually 
practiced would constitute a remarkable 
advance toward a democracy of urban culture.

Due to a lack of training and a corresponding 
lack of capacity to formulate development 
projects, squatters must call on help from the 
outside. The kind of relationship that exists 

between social workers and squatters should  
be adopted by architects as well. Beyond 
paternalism, the architect can play a decisive 
role in the squatters’ socioeconomic develop-
ment. This is the kind of architect that 
developing countries need. This obviously 
implies a new orientation in how young archi-
tects are educated, as per the ardent hopes  
of their Egyptian colleague, Hassan Fathy.11

The urban culture of the countries of South 
Asia will succeed in asserting itself only once  
it has integrated the urban culture of the slums.

Jin-Bak Pyun 
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Self-Organized Magazine?
Gabrielle Schaad:  Among the things that stick out about  
archithese is the fact that it appears as relatively “self-organized.”  
Compared to other publications founded around 1970 it didn’t 
have an institutional base. For instance, ARCH+ in Germany  
or Oppositions in the United States emerged from an established 
discussion culture: the former at the Institut für Grundlagen 
moderner Architektur und Entwerfen (Institute for Principles  
of Modern Architecture, IGmA) established 1967 in Stuttgart, 
and the latter at the Institute for Architecture and Urban Studies 
(IAUS; 1967–1985) in New York. For archithese, the situation  
was different. As a federation of practice-oriented architects,  
the Association of Independent Swiss Architects (FSAI) may have 
occasionally provided a framework for roundtables and con- 
ferences that could result in a publication. Yet, unlike the IGmA  
or the IAUS—not to mention the recently founded Institute  
for the History and Theory of Architecture (gta; 1967) at the 
Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (ETH Zurich)—FSAI  
was not a significant institutional space for intellectual exchange. 

Stanislaus von Moos:  In fact, it resulted from a strange kind  
of convergence of interests. I had played around with doing 
“little magazines” ever since my student years. So, I suspect  
the subject was in the air when I first sat together with Hans 
Reinhard, who was then at the helm of FSAI (Fig. 1). On the  
other hand, it is fair to assume that he thought the upgrade of 
the FSAI’s quarterly bulletin (to which I had occasionally 
contributed as an author) to a small magazine might add some 
cultural and intellectual luster to the federation’s then still 
somewhat uncertain status within the profession (Fig. 2). 
Reinhard assumed the publication would allow for voices to be 
raised against the de facto monopoly in matters of architectural 
culture then largely claimed by the Bund Schweizerischer 
Architekten / Federation of Swiss Architects (BSA / FAS) and  
its organ, the journal Werk. Be that as it may, five years later,  
in 1976, when BSA and FSAI came together to decide on the 
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Fig. 1—Hans Reinhard, “Wohnhaus in Hergiswil, 
1969 [Reinhard’s private mansion, 1969],”  
fsai. Verband freierwerbender Schweizer 
Architekten 2 (1969): 8–9.

Fig. 2—fsai. Verband freierwerbender 
Schweizer Architekten 2 (1969), 29.7 × 21 cm.

Fig.2: Short description.
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upcoming merger of the two journals Werk and archithese, 
that mission at least could be said to have been “accomplished”!1

I can only say that, for Reinhard, working with us  
as editors probably turned out to be more of a challenge than  
it was for us to work with the FSAI. A report on the housing 
conditions of immigrant workers in Switzerland published  
in the very first issue almost brought about the end of the  
adventure—it had caused an uproar within the association.  
But the FSAI president’s unwillingness to compromise on the 
principle of our editorial independence saved the operation.2 

Torsten Lange:  Since you mentioned it, I would like  
to briefly focus on archithese’s “first cycle”; that is, the first  
four numbers published in Lausanne (1971). What strikes  
us most today is the variety of authors and themes featured in 
those issues. Journalistic criticism of then-recent architecture  
alternates with scholarly discussions that speak to the 
then-emerging interest in preservation. The politics of housing 
and the role of architects in society are also addressed—often 
from a distinctly Marxist perspective.3 Then, there is an inter-
view with the philosopher Henri Lefèbvre and an article by  
Yona Friedman that extends over two issues. Grappling with  
so many challenges and crises at once somehow looks like  
a welcome escape from an art historian’s solitary work in the 
Biblioteca Hertziana in Rome.

SvM:  The architectural journalist Jean-Claude Widmer  
was my first-year coeditor of the magazine together with the 
architect Albert Büsch, who represented the FSAI. The interview 
with Lefèbvre—a highlight of the entire series—and the 
contacts with Yona Friedman and Ionel Schein go entirely on 
Widmer’s account.4 Charles Jencks, Jacques Gubler, André 
Corboz, and others were my “acquisitions.” Anyway, you are 
right, I was in Rome at that time, and it might have been better  
to remain focused on my dissertation during my tenure at  
the Swiss Institute there.5 But then, in the way I tried to under-
stand them, the issues at stake in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries are often not that different from those of today (Fig. 3).

Fig. 3—Stanislaus von Moos, 
Turm und Bollwerk:  
Beiträge zu einer politischen 
Ikonographie der italienischen 
Renaissancearchitektur 
(Zurich: Atlantis-Verlag, 1974).
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TL:  Well, but—from a Zurich point of view—what made 
archithese’s eclectic approach so different, so appealing  
in comparison to the recently published first issues of the gta 
publication? You had lampooned the latter for its antiquated 
methods and for the inconsistency between the scholarly 
posture of its work in comparison to the neo-avant-garde allure 
of Hans-Rudolf Lutz’s graphics for gta.6 You also criticized the 
series’ underlying editorial strategy as a mixed-bag approach 
that included Étienne-Louis Boullée, Rowe and Slutzky’s  
“Transparency” essay, and a collection of writings rescued  
from the drawers of one of the gta chairs—including one about  
a hitherto neglected Palladio villa (Figs. 4–5).7

SvM: Looking back, the gta publication roster’s variety is  
one of its virtues. It is granted that my somewhat insolent  
book review didn’t earn me many friends at the ETH [laughs].  
As to archithese’s even more strident eclecticism of subjects  
and approaches, it may well have been one reason for  
its short-term collapse—after only one year of operation.  
However, when we founded the magazine, the gta Institute  
was undoubtedly the least among our worries. We had neither  
cash nor an academic base to work from, nor were we con- 
fronted with the challenge of a weathered institutional aura  
that needed to be defended and illustrated.

But since you are pointing to a particular strategic “indeci-
sion” that both operations seem to have shared in their early 
moments, let me point at two differences. First, as you suggested, 
archithese, perhaps just following the zeitgeist, ventured into an 
area of sociopolitical analysis and critical theory that was some- 
what off-limits for the gta at the time—due to chronic territorial 
claims within the school and the generation gap.8 Second, there 
is also a “structural” difference. While the gta book series was 
conceived as a venue for the faculty who ran the institute, you 
will find but a few articles by Jean-Claude Widmer and myself in 
archithese. We both liked to see our names printed but were 
realistic enough not to think of the magazine as being primarily a 
stage for our ambitions as authors. In the long run, archithese  
(if not indirectly the FSAI) may even have played a role in fostering 

Fig. 5—Paul Hofer, Palladios 
Erstling – Die Villa Godi- 
Valmarana (Palladio-Studien 1), 
“gta” 5 (Basel: Birkhäuser 
Verlag, 1969).

Fig. 4—Colin Rowe and Robert 
Slutzky, Transparenz, 
Kommentar von Bernhard 
Hoesli (Le Corbusier-Studien 1), 
“gta” 4 (Basel: Birkhäuser 
Verlag, 1968).
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academic careers. After all, a few of our most productive collab- 
orators later joined the ranks of the gta Institute—even its  
board of directors (André Corboz, Werner Oechslin, and Kurt  
W. Forster, in particular)!

GS:  Was it ever the magazine’s ambition to reach out to non- 
academic audiences? Looking back: Did you target the academic, 
the professional, or the broader public audience with archithese?

SvM:  We never really thought about it—but then again,  
in the early (“luxury”) version of archithese, we decided to have 
pieces that were “scholarly” or in any way “theoretical” printed 
on gray paper, with more journalistic and less formal essays  
on white. We thought that would help readers to choose  
between the “lighter” and the “heavier” offerings. … Something  
like the “Schweiz” [Switzerland] and the “Literatur und Kunst” 
[Literature and art] sections in the Swiss newspaper  
Neue Zürcher Zeitung, although the initial model was the 
Architectural Review, with its light-blue or yellow pages for  
the “intellectually highbrow” articles. Academic audiences were 
on our radar. Then came what you call “the broader public”: 
people interested in the political and economic contexts  
of architectural production. No doubt we somewhat neglected  
the strictly “professional” audience—and, understandably,  
we were criticized for it.

GS: But wasn’t it precisely this fluid and dynamic character  
that made the journal more “postmodern” in its pluralistic 
approach to topics and methodology?

SvM:  Our “pluralism” was structural: the lack of an institutional 
structure or of a compact group of colleagues behind me that 
could have secured a unity of interest, orientation, let alone 
doctrine. “Postmodern?”—I don’t know. In my own work, I avoid 
the term, knowing well that we are all part of the phenomenon.

TL:  Referring to what you just said about archithese’s  
role in paving the way toward “careers:” What about yourself  
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as a teacher? Have you benefitted from your past as archithese’s 
editor?

SvM:  Probably, yes—although outside of Switzerland more 
than inside. At least for the architects among my colleagues at 
the Technical University in Delft, the two werk.archithese issues 
about “Monotony” may have carried more weight than my 
so-called academic credentials.9 But that is a mere suspicion!

Looks and Politics
GS:  Published in Switzerland, archithese in its early period 
was very much produced “on the move.” It is tempting to think 
that its “clip, stamp, fold” approach was partly born from your 
own nomadic lifestyle and from the aesthetic, political, and even 
academic sympathies and affiliations that came along with  
time.10 Digital communication channels did not yet exist when 
the magazine began. The FSAI granted for the production just 
enough to cover the printing, distribution, and some modest 
author fees. In that sense, yours was probably not a job to make  
a living at. Does archithese’s international outlook therefore 
need to be seen as a reflection both of the limited means at your 
disposal and of your own itinerant career—kicked off, I assume, 
more by your work on Le Corbusier than by your Renaissance 
studies?11 After your stay in Rome and the first issues appeared  
in print, Cambridge, Massachusetts, became your primary 
address. Still, when referring to the beginnings of archithese, 
Kurt W. Forster, a one-time director of the Swiss Institute in 
Rome, pointed to the variety of small architectural magazines 
then circulating in Italy and their role as instigators of architec-
tural discussions in that country and beyond.12

SvM:  I was hopelessly fascinated by these magazines,  
as Forster probably was too. In my case, by their looks perhaps 
even more than by their contents. I spent more time browsing 
through them in the libraries than researching and studying 
their contents. Of course, there was Paolo Portoghesi’s rather 
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Fig. 7—op. cit. 129  
(May 2007), 14.5 ×22.7 cm.

Fig. 8—Contropiano 2 (1970),  
20 × 13 cm.

Fig. 6—sele arte 8, 49 (January–February, 1961);  
(sele arte: architettura, scultura, pittura, grafica, 
arti decorative e industriali, arti della visione, 
Florence: 1952–1966), 21.5 × 15.5 cm.
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omnivorous Controspazio. I heard of Contropiano, its more 
radical Marxist and theory-oriented counterpart, much later. 
But for me, the motivation to do a magazine was not primarily 
political in a partisan sense. Furthermore, my interest  
went toward the art criticism–oriented sele arte, edited  
by Carlo L. Ragghianti, and op. cit., edited by Renato De Fusco.  
I found them informative, intellectually elegant, and extremely 
handsome. Italy provided the most immediate plausible  
models indeed (Figs. 6–9).

GS:  It is intriguing that you were so impressed by op.cit.  
The magazine was founded in 1964 by the art historian Renato 
De Fusco in Naples. Inspired primarily by Max Bill, the Swiss 
concrete art protagonist, De Fusco had joined the Italian  
Movimento per l’arte concreta in the early 1950s. The magazine 
arte concreta, running fifteen issues, was the loose movement’s 
mouthpiece from 1951 to 1953. In your student years you did  
an entirely lowercase magazine for literature and criticism 
called ventil. While its title sounds vaguely technoid, the graphics 
are distinctly inspired by the typographical aesthetics of  
“konkrete kunst.” Here, perhaps, we have one of the sources  
for archithese’s “look” (Fig. 10)?

SvM:  I’m thrilled to learn about De Fusco’s early involvement 
with arte concreta—I had no idea about it. Through op.cit.  
I knew of his notoriety in semiology and his interest in mass 
culture—only later did I discover his important book Architettura 
come mass medium (1967) (Fig. 9).13 My infatuation with 
“straight,” sans-serif typography and lower case—or, more 
broadly, with Max Bill and what I thought he stood for in terms of  
form-giving, art, design, and architecture—was rather naive.14 
When Marcel Wyss, who ran the splendid and opulently  
printed neoconstructivist magazine spirale, agreed to exchange 
ads with our mini-journal ventil, it was for me like a knightly 
accolade! Then, somewhat later, I was blinded by the graphics  
of Gerstner, Gredinger and Kutter (GGK), the notorious  
Basel advertising agency as reflected in a series of “youth 
supplements” I ran with my friend Felix Bucher for the Luzerner 

Fig. 9—Renato De Fusco, 
Architettura come mass 
medium: Note per una 
semiologia architettonica 
(Bari: Dedalo, 1967).
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Fig. 10—archithese (dummy) (1970); 
Cover design and layout by Stanislaus von Moos, 
17.5 × 22 cm.
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Fig. 11—Forum [supplement to Luzerner Neuste Nachrichten LNN], May, 6, 1961; 
guest editors Felix Bucher and Stanislaus von Moos.
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Fig. 12—Markus Kutter, Schiff nach Europa  
(Teufen: Arthur Niggli, 1957);  
Cover (above) and layout page 155 (below). 
Design and typography by Karl Gerstner.
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Fig. 13—konkrete poesie 1 (1960), 21 × 15 cm.

Fig. 14—Ordering coupon for  
konkrete poesie, ca. 1962; left and above: 
design and typography by Eugen Gomringer.

Fig. 16—ventil 6 (November, 1960),  
14.5 × 14.5 cm.

Fig. 15—Advertisement leaflet  
for ventil, ca. 1960, 21 × 14.3 cm.
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Fig. 17—Advertisements leporello for ventil;  
Design and typography by Melchior Küttel,  
45.1 × 15.4 cm.

Fig. 18—Advertisements leporello for ventil,  
verso with sponsoring ads by, e.g.,  
spirale, Diogenes Verlag, etc., 45.1 × 15.4 cm.
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Fig. 19—spirale: Internationale Zeitschrift für Konkrete Kunst und Gestaltung 6/7 (1958);  
Cover design by Marcel Wyss, 35 × 35 cm. 
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Neueste Nachrichten (Lucerne latest news, LNN] around 1961 
(Figs. 11–19).15 But all this certainly stood behind my fascination 
with those Italian magazines.

GS:  But then, your friends from the FSAI didn’t like your  
first design proposals for archithese.

SvM:  No, no, they decided to hire a professional designer,  
Paul Diethelm, who translated my minimalist and deliberately 
“ascetic” proposals into something that had the allure of a  
design brochure or a product catalog. I was not too happy with 
the compromise, but then, while the typeface for “archi / these”  
(on two lines) looked too bombastic for me, at least it was  
consistent with the lowercase dogma (Fig. 20).

GS:  After just one year, however, archithese was taken  
over by Arthur Niggli, an internationally known publisher  
of architecture and art books working from Teufen, near  
Appenzell in remote rural Switzerland. He dropped both the 
graphic formula and the French-speaking coeditor (Fig. 21).

SvM:  Alas, the first year had resulted in an economic fiasco.  
It had become clear that the formula we had agreed upon—
every issue covering a somewhat arbitrary range of approaches 
and subjects—failed to trigger both the advertisements and  
the subscriptions needed to keep the magazine above water. 
Also, working with a print shop that was not itself involved  
in marketing the magazine (in our case the Imprimeries Réunies 
in Lausanne) and with a professional graphic designer proved 
too heavy a burden on the budget. What ultimately saved  
the project was the generosity of the members of the FSAI who 
agreed to cover the accumulated debts and to try a fresh model.

GS:  But how did the collaboration with Arthur Niggli  
come about? I understand you had known him before.

SvM:  I had never met him personally, but he knew of my 
earlier stabs in the field of publishing and magazine making.  
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Fig. 20—archithese 1–4 (1971);  
Cover design and typography by Paul Diethelm.

Fig. 21—Double spread from Jean-Claude Widmer, 
“Architecture et participation,” archithese 1 (1971): 22–24.
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In fact, I had contacted him around 1961, hoping he would  
post an ad in the student paper ventil—which he in fact did 
 (as did Diogenes Verlag in Zurich, among others). So, when  
I approached Niggli ten years later, he was quite open to the idea 
of a collaboration. But above all, he must have liked the first  
four 1971 archithese issues, for he decided to stick to the given 
format of a “little magazine,” albeit under the condition that  
it would become a “journal in the format of a series of thematic 
publications [Zeitschrift als Schriftenreihe].”16 In this way,  
he hoped to sell subscriptions as well as individual issues in the 
bookshops. On the other hand, he didn’t like the idea of there 
being two editors instead of just one (good for me that, among 
the two options, he preferred the one who spoke German).  
To compensate for the loss of the French-speaking coeditor, 
Irène von Moos, my wife, provided in-house German-French-
German translations to keep the readership from the French- 
speaking part of Switzerland happy. Finally, and perhaps most 
important, Niggli was determined to provide graphic design 
in-house. So, he kept the small format, kept Diethelm’s typeface 
for the title, but dismissed the graphic designer, thus granting 
himself as well as his editor a considerable margin of creative 
improvisation regarding cover design, layout, and typography.

GS:  For the Niggli series, you adopted a simple grid system 
to distribute texts and images on the spreads, but then you 
undermined the canonic “Swiss style” with interspersed historical, 
sometimes almost “mannerist” typefaces! You seem to have 
enjoyed this unorthodox playfulness—perhaps you saw it as 
highlighting the magazine’s interest in history, everyday life, 
and popular culture?—a playfulness that seems to have allowed 
the journal to forge different and new arguments to reflect 
architecture’s changing role and impact through the centuries 
critically. In a way, your informal DIY graphic design looks  
like the perfect vehicle for the “search for postmodernity” that 
we claim as a motivation for the present book.

SvM:  I love your way of reasoning by looking! However,  
the “mannerism” was not exclusively mine. It is in fact Niggli 
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who needs to be credited for the covers of the first five or six 
numbers of the new series that started in 1972 (“Zürich & Co.,”  
I find the most beautiful among them).17 Later, Niggli lost  
interest in hand-crafting the covers, and nos. 8–20 certainly  
go on my account (my wife, Irène, helping!).

Remember that Niggli had done many books about typo- 
graphy. The three volumes entitled Lettera are reference  
works in the field—a treasure trove of normal as well as utterly  
fanciful historical and historicist typefaces (Figs. 22–23).18  
With these three books, Niggli contributed to a substantial 
modification of “Swiss style” in graphics, and archithese thus 
became one among his playing fields, and mine.19 The result,  
in terms of “corporate identity” of the magazine, was indeed  
a mess of rather haphazardly executed graphic ideas—all 
betraying a process of rapid deprofessionalization of most 
aspects of design a magazine is confronted with. All in  
all a curious anticipation of what was later to become the  
paradigm for a growing part of suburban building and living  
in Switzerland … On the other hand, and as a short-term  
side effect, the new freedom allowed us to differentiate  
ourselves from the “official” Swiss professional magazine  
Werk. Meanwhile, Peter Eisenman and his friends from the  
Institute of Architecture and Urban Studies in New York  
(IAUS) began publishing Oppositions, thus demonstrating  
that orthodox “Swiss style” in graphic design was far from  
dead (Fig. 24)!

Transcultural, Trans-Atlantic
TL:  One step in the 1972 relaunch was the deliberate  
deprofessionalization in design; the other was the move from 
thematically open issues to the format of a thematic serial 
publication. Also, the journal now featured an impressive and 
extensive list of permanent staff (Max Bill, Lucius Burckhardt, 
Walter M. Foerderer, to name only a few), an editorial board  
of sorts that consisted predominantly of historians and  
thinkers. Did they contribute to a shift in the journal’s focus?

Fig. 24—Oppositions 1 (1973); 
Cover design  
and typography  
by Massimo Vignelli.
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Fig. 22—“Zürich & Co.,”special issue, 
archithese 3 (1972);  
Cover design by Arthur Niggli.

Fig. 23—Armin Haab and Walter  
Haettenschweiler, Lettera 2  
(Teufen: Arthur Niggli Ltd., 1961).
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SvM:  “Permanent staff?” I don’t think that is precisely  
the right term … The list came together rather empirically and  
was a way to compensate for the lack of an institutional base  
for the magazine. It consisted of people we had already been  
in contact with through the early issues or whom we hoped  
to recruit as authors for upcoming topics. In fact, the “editorial 
board” never actually met and never intervened (except for Max 
Bill, who occasionally voiced his discontent with our choices).20  
In the end, some of our most interesting issues ended up being 
prepared or edited by our “board members”: Kurt W. Forster, 
Martin Steinmann, Werner Oechslin, Erwin Mühlestein, Claude 
Schnaidt, Lisbeth Sachs.

TL:  Besides, there are some “elder statesmen” on the list  
(Max Bill, Julius Posener, Hans Curjel). Why did you not include 
Reyner Banham? In terms of approach and subject matter,  
your own work seems closer to Banham’s writing than to the 
majority of the “board members.”

SvM:  A surprising observation, but you may be right. It so 
happens that I am a “Banham fan,” although I only met him  
in person twice. His solid, unadorned, and often witty (perhaps 
“pop”) pragmatism in history writing strikes me as more  
inspiring than the gnawing profundity of many among his 
Mediterranean colleagues. Though he knew about my work,  
it did not even occur to me to ask for his participation (Fig. 25).21 
That’s perhaps because my primary London contact in those 
days was Charles Jencks, Banham’s doctoral student. In hind-
sight, I am even more worried by Alan Colquhoun’s absence  
from the “board.”

GS:  Though it may not be apparent from your “board,”  
the United States (or “America”) was a major preoccupation 
throughout the history of archithese. On the other hand,  
we see hardly a trace of the French architectural debate— 
except for the first year, when Jean-Claude Widmer was  
coeditor. The transcontinental cross-examination began  
early on, with archithese 4, “Hochschulpolitik” [Higher  

Fig. 25—Jul Bachmann,  
Stanislaus von Moos,  
New Directions in Swiss 
Architecture (New York: 
George Braziller, 1969).
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education politics; de facto: “Politics of Architectural  
Education”], with Kenneth Frampton and Michael Mostoller  
(at Columbia and Harvard respectively) as respondents  
to archithese’s questionnaire on how to outline architectural 
pedagogies in the aftermath of 1968. Later, from 1973 to 1976,  
the cross-examination developed around three major thematic 
clusters: social housing, realism, and “Metropolis.” Then,  
“USA/Switzerland” literally brought the subject home.22  
Was the Swiss fascination with the “Big Brother” what led  
to framing those topics? Or was it the “expatriate’s” frustration 
with the perceived gridlock and retardation of the situation  
at home?

SvM:  Probably a bit of both. In view of “USA/Switzerland”  
we had invited Peter W. Gygax, Niklaus Morgenthaler, and Dolf 
Schnebli to speak about their experience as architects in  
the United States. At a symposium we organized at Bürgenstock,  
a mountain resort overlooking Lake Lucerne, they presented 
their respective musings. Morgenthaler offered a sharp  
characterization of the U.S. and the political torments that 
shaped the American everyday at that time (Fig. 26). Schnebli,  
in turn, presented a detailed scrutiny of the beautiful law school 
extension he (or rather the team Schnebli, Anselevicius,  
Montgomery) had built on the campus of Washington University 
in St. Louis. Later, these talks, supplemented by a long, illustrated 
list of projects built in the USA by Swiss architects, appeared  
in archithese. By the way, this was the one instance where  
Niggli was thoroughly “not amused” by the typeface I chose  
for the cover!

Visiting St. Louis a few years ago, I tried to find Schnebli’s 
1960s law school, but it had since been replaced by a piece of 
neo-neo-Victorian campus architecture. As to France: Please 
don’t forget that the late Jean-Louis Cohen’s first magazine essay 
was published in archithese!23

GS:  Morgenthaler is primarily known as one of the designers 
of the Halen settlement near Bern (1955–1962, together  
with Atelier 5), so his humorous recollections were a particular 
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Fig. 27—Double spread from Niklaus Morgenthaler,  
“Amerika–Schweiz: Mutwillige Vergleiche,”  
in “u.s.a. – switzerland,” special issue, archithese 16  
(1975), 10–11.

Fig. 28—Peter Blake, God’s Own Junkyard:  
The Planned Deterioration of America’s Landscape, 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1964).

Fig. 29—Rolf Keller, Bauen als Umweltzerstörung: 
Alarmbilder einer Un-Architektur der Gegenwart  
(Zurich: Verlag für Architektur Artemis, 1973). 
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surprise (Fig. 27). As to your essay “Phase Shifts,” it, too,  
is based on the talk you gave on this occasion.24 Blatantly 
inspired by Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown’s Learning 
from Las Vegas (1972), you were trying to analyze the  
Bürgenstock resort as well as similar locations in terms of 
architecture as a “language of signs.”25 You also took advantage 
of the occasion by reflecting critically architect Rolf Keller’s  
book Bauen als Umweltzerstörung [Building as environmental 
sack] (1973) and his very striking and figurative accusations  
of the “monotony” and “chaos” in 1960s urban development 
(Figs. 28–29).26

SvM:  The essay in fact reflects my perhaps rather naive 
curiosity for an ethnographic or socio-anthropological reading 
of architectural form—or rather, for everyday “architectural 
semiotics” (though I never used the term). I am still struck  
by how this approach has hardly been implemented in the 
European context.

TL:  How do you explain this paradox? You once mentioned 
that, while attempting to implement Venturi/Scott Brown’s 
tools, you found that their method’s usefulness turns out  
to be rather limited in a European situation, particularly so  
in Switzerland.

SvM:  I think it is because the local culture does not yield  
the same extremes as the U.S. The settings here seem to be  
both more complex and more nuanced than along the American 
“Strip,” where Venturi’s and Scott Brown’s “pop-theorizing” 
originated and to which it is so easily applicable.

GS: And yet, as reflected in “Phase Shifts,” I think your 
stance does reveal an interest in semiology—albeit semiology 
understood as a way of recovering the “meanings” architecture 
can embody, be they intended by the designer, attributed by the 
public, or arbitrarily aggregated by circumstance—including 
metaphor, ambiguity, rhetorical nuance, and metonymy,  
as they inevitably occur in the production of space, in design, 

Fig. 26—Robert Venturi, 
Denise Scott Brown,  
and Steven Izenour,  
Learning from Las Vegas 
(Cambridge, MA:  
MIT Press, 1972).
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and in architectural writing. At the opposite end of this 
discourse, we could locate the semiotically inspired structuralist, 
systems-theory-linked approach taken, for example, by the 
magazine ARCH+ in its founding years (Fig. 30). There,  
cybernetic thinking was enlisted to help analyze, theorize,  
and improve the (built) environment. However, cybernetics  
and information theory were hardly ever invoked on the pages 
of archithese—except perhaps in a rather flippant side remark 
in your editorial for the issue dedicated to HfG Ulm (Fig. 31).27

TL:  There are other  overlooked areas in the history of 
archithese. Browsing through the “little magazines” that were so 
instrumental in shaping architectural discourse around 1968,  
one keeps stumbling over playful openings and flashes of critical 
thinking by way of paper architecture, imaginatively visualized 
radical utopias, or even dystopias. In turn, archithese, inspired 
by the work and writing of Venturi and Scott Brown, was content 
to prompt the idea of “realism” in architecture and graphic 
discourse. This turn to “realism,” not least by way of critically 
revisiting the failed historical utopias of the twentieth century—
including Karl Moser’s redevelopment plan for Zurich’s old town 
(1933), or the dreams of “socialist architecture” in the USSR,  
or even the most recent utopias from the 1960s—seems indica-
tive of a magazine “in search of postmodernity.”

GS:  Despite its distinctive graphic design, archithese never 
adopted the visual language of, for example, science fiction,  
as found in radical paper architecture and many of the “little 
magazines”—though you seem to have been interested,  
to a certain extent, in Archizoom’s ambiguous synthesis of  
the real and mass media.

SvM:  After all, the very first issue of the relaunched archithese 
in 1972 opened with Superstudio’s “Cautionary Tales”—a classic 
in the field of reasoning by way of radical utopias!28 That the 
Superstudio “cartoon” remained a maverick in archithese has 
little to do with a theoretical stance against this sort of work  
(Fig. 32). I wish we would have had more contributions of that 

Fig. 30—ARCH+ 1 (1968).
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Fig. 31—“hfg ulm. ein rückblick une rétrospective,”  
special issue, archithese 15 (1975).
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Fig. 32—Superstudio, “Twelve Cautionary Tales for Christmas:  
Premonitions of the Mystical Rebirth of Urbanism,”  
Architectural Design (December 1971): 737–742.
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type. But I must admit, after 1971, when I was teaching in the  
U.S. at Harvard’s Visual Arts Center, I was quite disconnected 
from the avant-garde paper architecture scene, except for 
occasional visits to the Architectural Association School  
of Architecture in London. Whereas, due to my day-to-day job,  
I was naturally drawn to the kind of subjects that became titles  
in the archithese series. As to the term realism, it was nothing 
like the series’ chosen motto. I believe it was not even explicitly 
referred to in archithese before 1975.

GS:  And yet, in art-historical discourse, “realism” or the  
idea of engaging with “reality” could be called excessive 
throughout the 1960s and early 1970s—think only of the then 
emerging performance art. The epoch-making documenta 5 
(1972) in Kassel that promised an “inquiry into image worlds” 
was touted by its director, Harald Szeemann, as “questioning  
of reality.” You once mentioned that, for you, realism meant  
“the reality of experiencing the built environment” and that  
the Zeitgeist centered around “realism” had no effect on your 
interest in Renaissance architecture.29

SvM:  What I remember is that the term realism wasn’t  
really part of my critical vocabulary before 1975—even though  
surely it ought to have been. After all, I rationalized my interest  
in the pragmatics and the semiotics of Renaissance military 
architecture as being clearly antithetical to the (in my view 
esoteric) idealism of Rudolf Wittkower’s Architectural Principles 
in the Age of Humanism (1949).30 Thus “realism,” in fact,  
was just around the corner, as was “brutalism,” for that matter.  
In retrospect, these preoccupations probably had more to  
do with the “Return of the Real” as later theorized by Hal Foster 
than I could have realized then.31

GS:  What about the theorizations of an “inner-architectonic 
reality” of buildings in the aftermath of Aldo Rossi’s Architettura 
razionale exhibition at the Triennale di Milano (1973) and his 
earlier teaching at ETH Zurich (1972); for example, in archithese 
19 (“Realismus/réalisme”) (Figs. 33–34)? Your guest editors, 

Fig. 33—Ezio Bonfanti, Ricco 
Bonicalzi, Aldo Rossi et al., 
Architettura Razionale:  
XV Triennale di Milano. 
Sezione Internazionale  
di Architettura (Milan: 
Franco Angeli Editore, 1973).
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Fig. 34—“Realismus – réalisme,” 
special issue, archithese 19 (1975).
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Bruno Reichlin and Martin Steinmann, celebrated Rossi’s 
“realism” to the point of (over)identification, but you didn’t 
participate in the discussion.

SvM: Not directly, except for having introduced the term 
realism in an earlier issue and except for having designed the 
cover. I did return to the subject in another context, however.32  
As to “inner-architectonic reality,” I still find this notion some- 
what mysterious. Architecture inevitably serves a multitude  
of practical and symbolic functions, including imperatives  
that have little or nothing to do with the art of building as such. 
To locate the demands of “reality” inside the art of building 
seems either tautological or oxymoronic, depending on one’s 
definition of architecture. In preparing the issue, Reichlin  
and Steinmann, my two guest editors, had asked Aldo Rossi  
to submit a text. Did the master sense the risk of being trapped 
by the straitjacket of a theory he would have to reject, even 
though it was concocted by close Zurich friends and former 
collaborators? Be that as it may, he ended up submitting a poetic 
text that spoke about literature and cinema and thus reframed 
architecture in the wider field of art (“Une éducation réaliste” / 
“A realist education”).33 Rossi’s failure to play the role his friends 
had assigned him as the mastermind of “realism” appears  
to have been a major disappointment to my guest editors. 
Reichlin’s uncharacteristically self-ironic recollections of the 
episode still carry a scent of bitterness.34

Theory / History Today
TL:  From today’s perspective, the combination of rigor  
and apparent ease with which the authors covered their  
wide-ranging topics is remarkable, even irritating at times.  
The journal archithese carved out its specific niche, bridging 
between academic and professional worlds, history and theory, 
activism and criticism. What has changed since then regarding 
criticism and given the widespread institutionalization  
of architectural history and theory at architecture schools?
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SvM:  I think I know what you mean by “irritating” [laughs]!—
To return to your question, I wonder myself. In any case,  
at the time we began with archithese, “theory” still played  
but an unclear role in architectural education. Ten years earlier, 
when I began studying at the ETH, the school had just reorga-
nized its program following the model of a Bauhaus-inspired 
“Grundkurs” [foundational course]. Here, theory meant coming 
to terms with the dialectics of figure and ground, positive  
and negative space, with using line drawing for exploring 
three-dimensionality, experiencing rectangle and sphere as a 
means of form giving, et cetera. Then, in the “structure” classes, 
design at least was grounded in facts, albeit still taught as a craft 
or at best as an “approach”—in no way as an intellectual pursuit. 
Only in the architectural history classes or when teachers 
occasionally talked about their experience with buildings that 
they considered important did one begin to suspect that there 
must be more to design than just structure and form. If I left ETH 
after just one year in architecture, it was because I found more 
answers to my queries outside architecture school than within 
(and besides, mathematics was not my thing to begin with).

Ten years later, with the freshly founded gta Institute within 
the school, the situation was certainly no longer the same. But 
room nevertheless appears to have been left among students  
or even faculty for critical perspective. In hindsight, that appetite 
for, if you will, the philosophical dimension of design may have 
been our chance as a magazine.

TL:  In the subsequent years, theory and history offerings 
exploded in most schools of architecture—especially so in  
the U.S., to the point of moving the very culture of architectural 
design (the “craft” or the “art” part of architecture) out of focus.

SvM:  I couldn’t agree more. The good thing however is  
that more and more architects learned to write. Many have  
made brilliant careers as historians, theoreticians, and critics—
especially those inspired by art. Meanwhile, outside of academia, 
the fascination with theory has slowly but conspicuously given 
way to other discursive elixirs. Or do you know of a contempo-
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rary “starchitect” who would defend his position in terms  
of theory? When I look back, it bugs me to realize that from 1971 
to 1976 in archithese there was almost no reflection of what was 
going on in art at the time—or in the sociology of art.

TL: Architectural theorist Joan Ockman recently summarized 
the shift toward more research-oriented forms of academic 
architectural practice as “privileging hunting and gathering 
over more sedentary tasks like reflecting and questioning.”  
She argues that—and I’d like to cite her here—“instead of 
history/theory today, what we now have is ‘research’: Research 
as the holy grail of contemporary architecture education.  
The ‘laboratories’ in which it is carried out—by white-coated 
architectural technicians, figuratively speaking—are its 
shrines. As for criticism: arguably, we now have something like 
‘curation.’ History/theory has turned into research/curation.”35

SvM:  Joan Ockman is probably right. As a former editor of 
archithese I should deplore this trend. But then, as a historian,  
I am inevitably of those who are first engaged in “hunting and 
gathering,” granted that, in history writing, that works only  
in conjunction with “reflecting and questioning.” … In my case  
it never worked the other way around, but that is because I am 
neither philosopher nor theoretician. Does “History/Theory” 
versus “Research/Curation” make sense at all as an alternative?

GS:  In Italy a similar “impasse” was brought into focus when 
Manfredo Tafuri set out to criticize storia operativa (operational 
historiography) as practiced by architect/historian Bruno Zevi, 
among others, and pleaded—demonstratively so in Zevi’s  
book Michelangiolo architetto (1964)—for a “critical” history of 
architecture in a Marxist sense.36 In an essay published in 1982, 
you, too, looking back upon your experience with archithese, 
seemed to disassociate yourself from storia operativa in favor  
of a position that is, after all, close to Tafuri’s. What brought you  
in contact with Tafuri? It is intriguing that, in his seminal study 
Progetto e Utopia (1973), he should discuss the very same “case” 
you had chosen for your first article ever published in archithese: 

Fig. 35—Manfredo Tafuri, 
Progetto e Utopia: Architettura 
e Sviluppo Capitalistico  
(Bari: Laterza & Figli, 1973).
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Fig. 36— “Monotonie,” special issue,  
werk.archithese 1 (1977).

Fig. 37—“‘Stadtgestalt’ oder Architektur,” 
special issue, werk.archithese 33–34 (1978).
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Le Corbusier’s Plan Obus for Algiers (Fig. 35). Needless to say,  
he followed a different agenda.37 Whereas you never relied on 
bolstering your reading with authoritative sources like Althusser, 
Benjamin, et cetera, Tafuri heavily drew on Marxism and critical 
theory.

SvM: I always had a tremendous respect for Tafuri’s work,  
even though I read and understood only parts of it. Tafuri for me 
was synonymous both with my fear of theoretical or heavily 
philosophical or psychoanalytical writing in art and architecture 
and my secret “homesickness” for it. You are right, I certainly 
shared his critique of storia operativa—the article you quoted 
may serve as an example. Although, probably, much of what  
I myself was writing about Venturi and other architects at that 
time was itself a form of storia operativa and hence part of the 
problem. I first met Tafuri during a visit in Rome while preparing 
archithese 7 (“Socialist Architecture? USSR 1917–1932,” 1973).38 
He knew of me because of Le Corbusier and probably saw “my” 
magazine (and, later, werk.archithese) as a potential echo 
chamber, or at least as a vehicle for having his work brought  
to a German-speaking audience. His contributions, especially 
the later one for werk.archithese, became notorious among  
my Zurich friends, particularly the ones among them who were 
summoned to help with the predictably herculean task of  
translation (Figs. 36–37).39 More than one of these essays later 
appeared as chapters in Tafuri’s La sfera e il labirinto (1980).40

TL:  I would like to briefly talk about the last numbers of 
 the Niggli series—17, 18, and 20—all entitled “Metropolis”  
and centered on New York (interrupted only by no. 19, “Realism”) 
(Fig. 38). The subject appears to have arisen from Werner 
Oechslin’s research interest in American architectural history. 
He also supervised them editorially, focusing on history—thus, 
somewhat contrasting with your interests in method transfer  
in contemporary criticism and theory. I guess Rem Koolhaas’s 
essay about the “Rockettes”—a preview of what would later 
become a chapter in his Delirious New York (1978)—fell rather 
in line with your interests?41
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Fig. 38—“Metropolis,” special issue, archithese 17 (1976).
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Fig. 39—Double spread from Andreas Adam, “Skyline,” in 
“Metropolis,” special issue, archithese 17 (1976): 4–14, here 4–5.
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SvM: Werner’s role was crucial with these three issues, 
 yet recruiting the many authors and editing their essays was 
definitely a collective effort. William Curtis I knew from my  
time in Cambridge, Massachusetts; Rem Koolhaas I had first  
met around 1975, when he began working on Delirious New York 
(I remember we had breakfast at Kenneth Frampton’s house in 
New York); Rosemarie Haag Bletter, Cervin Robinson, and other 
contributors to these three issues were also contacted then.

TL:  To see the FSAI, a Swiss federation of practicing  
architects, sponsor three “volumes” of academic deliberations 
about the American metropolis is rather unexpected! And at  
a time when the resulting lessons were even less likely to be 
applied in Europe than the critical tools of Venturi/Scott Brown.

SvM:  Of course, we never planned to produce three numbers. 
But Manfredo Tafuri’s and Mario Maniera-Elia’s responses  
to Werner Oechslin’s “call for papers” were so extensive that  
it became clear we needed more than one issue to host their 
texts. Obviously, some leftovers hadn’t made their way into the 
great volume on the history of the American city that had  
just been published in Italian (1973).42 (The book, by the way,  
never appeared in German.) All this and a shared gusto for 
accuracy and footnotes among Italian and Italophile scholars 
created a momentum of its own. Hence, within weeks, we had  
an overflow of valuable material, including Andreas Adam’s 
incredible collection of postcards from New York (second  
only to Madelon Vriesendorp’s) (Fig. 39).43 For a “poor” journal,  
it would have been crazy to forego the chance to publish it all. 
Sometime later, Academy Editions in London played with  
the idea of producing the material in one volume as a book  
(with Banham as proposed author of the introduction)— 
a pity this collaboration never materialized.

TL:  This planned anthology truly sounds like it would have 
hit a nerve. Indeed, the topic of the early twentieth century 
American metropolis very much appears to have been “in the 
air” at the time—perhaps unsurprisingly, given New York’s 
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