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The Making of Architectural Imagery in the Age of Uncertainty
and Disembedding

La construccién del imaginario arquitecténico en la era de la incertidumbre
y el desarraigo

UGO ROSSI

Politecnico di Milano, ugol.rossi@mail.polimi.it

Abstract

El Congreso aborda cémo se comunica la arquitectura, desde los origenes de la modernidad
hasta la era digital, afirmando ademads que la historia ofrece un amplio abanico de ejemplos
de transmisién del saber arquitecténico. Sin embargo, podemos hacernos la pregunta, ;qué
tipo de arquitectura? Desde un principio, con la Exposicion Internacional de Arquitectura
Moderna, el objetivo fue presenciar el desarrollo del Estilo Moderno, que se habia originado
a partir de algunos Maestros. Sin embargo, desde entonces, podemos constatar que los
arquitectos solo disenaron el 2% del entorno construido y gran parte de este ha sido
excluido del conocimiento arquitecténico general. Este aspecto plantea una gran pregunta;
¢Podemos afirmar haber logrado una visién arquitecténica global?

Esta contribucién indaga en los desafios que deben afrontar arquitectos e historiadores
para superar esta condicién de exclusion del paisaje construido y, en esta era moderna,
liquida e incierta, definir qué papel juega la arquitectura.

The Congress deals with how architecture is communicated, from the origins of modernity
to the digital age, also stating that history offers a wide range of examples of architectural
knowledge transmission. However, can we ask the question, what kind of architecture?
From the beginning, with the Modern Architecture International Exhibition, the purpose
was to witness the development of the Modern Style, which had originated from a few
Masters.

However, since then, we can ascertain that architects have designed only 2% of the built
environment, and much of the building has been excluded from general architectural
knowledge. Thisaspectraisesahuge question; Canwe claim to have reached acomprehensive
architectural vision? This contribution investigates the challenges architects, and historians
must address to overcome such a condition of exclusion of the built landscape and, in this
modern, liquid and uncertain epoch, to define what role architecture plays.

Keywords
Erwin Anton Gutkind, Bernard Rudofsky, Rem Koolhaas, Zygmunt Bauman
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Introduction: From the beginning up to WWII

In 1969, in the essay Where Architectural Historians Fear to Tread!, John Maas stated,
“Architectural historians are fortunate because they are working in a field where the surfa-
ce has hardly been scratched”. The field to which Maas was referring was the architecture
that historians generally paid no attention to, precisely because, quoting John Lukacs, “wha-
tever tends to be uninteresting is either something with which we are excessively familiar
or something utterly alien to us [...] Historically speaking, we are usually attracted to places
and periods about which we already know something” 3, and the architectures to which his-
torians have not paid attention have been, according to the investigation conducted by Maas
in the article, the non-Western ones, the industrial ones, and the vernacular ones (fig. 1). In
fact, at the time, Maas was writing, the journal addressed the publications and book reviews
of (JSAH) essentially to the Western, and the architectures considered were those of the
masters or, in any case, were architectures known by the mainstream apparatuses. What
worried Maas was the complete indifference to the cultural phenomena alien to Western
civilisation. This void of studies, research, and interest was probably because the historici-
sation of Architecture in the 30s-50s was to witness the New Architecture spreading.
Unlike the past histories of architecture, the ones of modern architecture, such as Modern
Architecture, International Exhibition* by Philip Johnson and Henry-Russel Hitchcock,
or Nikolaus Pevsner’s Pioneers of the Modern Movement, from William Morris to Walter
Gropius?®, and James Maude Richards’ An Introduction to Modern Architecture®, have been
written while the events were still taking place. Such histories witnessed the affirmation of
a new kind of architecture, more adherent to the needs of a world whose technical progress
had turned past styles and materials into obsolete relics, as we can deduce from what has
written by James Maude Richards in An Introduction to Modern Architecture,

... the principal reason why a new architecture is coming into existence is that the needs of
this age are in nearly every case different from the needs of previous ages, and so cannot
be satisfied by methods of building that belong to any age but the present.’

Also, Pevner’s Pioneers of the Modern Movement and Hitchock-Johnson’s International
Style expressed essentially the same vision. Their texts brought the reader’s attention to

! John Maass, “Where Architectural Historians Fear to Tread”, Journal of the Society of Architectural
Historians 28, n.° 1 (1969): 3-8.

2 Maass, “Where Architectural Historians...”, 3.
3 John Lukacs, Historical Consciousness (New York: Harper & Row, 1968), 244.

4 Henry-Russel Hitchcock, Philip Johnson, The International Style: Architecture since 1922 (New
York: WW. Norton & Company, 1932); Henry-Russel Hitchcock, Philip Johnson, Modern Architecture,
International Exhibition (New York: MoMA, 1932).

5 Nikolaus Pevsner, Pioneers of the Modern Movement, from William Morris to Walter Gropius
(London: Faber and Faber, Ltd. Price, 1936).

6 James Maude Richards, An Introduction to Modern Architecture (London: Pelican, 1940).
7 Richards, An Introduction..., 26.
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the birth of the new movement and the enumeration of the differences between the Modern
Movement architecture and past architecture.

The dissemination of this kind of architectural history has had the task of teaching and
sustaining the architecture of the Modern Movement, as opposed to those of the past, aca-
demic and ancient. This aim was so widespread that it left no space for the architecture of
different cultures or countries, much less for non-architect architecture (fig. 2). Moreover,
the International Exhibition, which opened at New York’s MoMA in 1932, curated by Philip
Johnson and Henry-Russel Hitchcock, celebrated the first decade of Modern Architecture
and its “birth”. According to Johnson and Hitchcock, the exhibition was characterised by
and based on the work of a few masters: Le Corbusier, Oud, Gropius, and Mies van der
Rohe, and still, their purpose was to witness the development of the Modern Style, which
from those Masters —convinced as they were— had begun.

However, since then, we can ascertain with bitterness that architects have designed only a
short part of the built environment —and above all, no Master influenced it entirely— thus, the
architectural history investigation has left out most of the buildings, then, paradoxically, a
significant part of communication and studies has been dedicated to the masters’ architec-
ture and, conversely, very little to the rest.

While the historiographical interest of the early heroic mechanisation era and of the affluent
society® —which took command in the 1930s— was directly interested in the work of the mas-
ters and of the diffusion of the Modern Movement, at the same time, some groups of archi-
tects, scholars and intellectuals —such as Fernando Garcia Mercadal, José Luis Sert, Luigi
Figini, Gino Pollini, Massimo Bontempelli, Pietro Maria Bardi, Gabriele Daniel, Giuseppe
Pagano and others— started to research some aspect of vernacular architecture, as it was
in the architecture of rural settlements and fishermen’s houses of the Mediterranean coasts
and islands. Notwithstanding, also in these cases, their interest was to join modern archi-
tecture with traditional. In their research, reports and books, these authors considered ver-
nacular and traditional architecture overall to confirm the continuity between modern archi-
tecture and its origins, to find the ancient roots of the Modern, or on the contrary, to affirm
the contrast between traditional architecture, or even more, focusing the research only to
the past, rejecting contemporary history because it did not become history yet. At the end of
the 19th century, this was the principal concept of the Wiener Schule der Kunstgeschichte
(Vienna School of Art History) scholars®.

8 John Kenneth Galbraith, The Affluent Society (New York: Harcourt Publishing, 1958).

9 The Wiener Schule der Kunstgeschichte effort was to catalogue and classify all “historical” monuments,
furnishings, and anonymous buildings, to know, in its entirety, the multicultural “History” of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire.
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Similar to this direction was the position and study of Paul Schultze-Naumburg, who intro-
duced the concept of Heimatkunst (National Art) in contraposition to modern architecture
and the Neue Sachlichkeit!.

In this brief premise, we can deduce that we have encountered many contrasting visions
that prevented a whole architectural meaning since the beginning of modernity. Above all, it
is evident that the main problem was the lack of interpretation and study of architecture as a
result and evidence of the anthropological and social aspects of architecture, which shapes
and is shaped by human activities, thoughts and aspirations. In other words, as Maas said
in Where Architectural Historians Fear to Tread:

Philosophically speaking, “Architectural History” is a contradiction in terms; History is
a continuum which cannot be chopped into fragments of time like “Medieval History”,
or fragments of space like “French History”, or fragments of content like “Art History”. It
should be evident that triple fragmentations like “History of Nineteenth-Century American
Architecture” have no valid meaning except as the title of a college course or textbook.!!

From these words, we can also point out that architecture could be a continuum which is
impossible to chop into fragments of function, like house, theatre, or Hospital; or of time,
like modern and ancient; or of culture, like Mediterranean, Western and Middle Eastern.
Despite all these problems and from them, a huge question arises: is a comprehensive ar-
chitectural vision possible?

As we have just seen, rarely —hardly ever— someone has considered architecture as a whole.
But since then, we, fortunately, may encounter some isolated efforts in this direction.

Towards a comprehensive architectural vision: Bernard Rudosfsky, Erwin Anton
Gutkind and the Architecture of the Others

In the early 50s, Erwin Anton Gutkind showed how primitive people live and construct
their dwellings out of basic materials and processes, writing six articles (hereafter series)
devoted to How Other Peoples Dwell and Build, published in the Architectural Design ma-
gazine'?. In these series, Gutkind explored vernacular dwellings in the South Seas, Japan,
China, Africa, Mid East and Native America. With this study, Gutkind intended to critique
the Modern pursuit of a universal solution to housing. Gutkind wrote the series to encou-

10" Schultze-Naumburg was the director and founder of the series of essays and illustrated books entitled
Kulturarbeiten (Cultural Works). Published between 1900 and 1917, Kulturarbeiten was devoted to the
entire material, cultural and environmental landscape. However, in this enormous work, there is only
the testimony of the ideal of peasant, rural and anonymous German architecture at the beginning of the
century. To Schultze- Naumburg Modern architecture, as well as at the Viennese School, was rejected.

11 Maass, “Where Architectural Historians..”, 7.

12 “How other peoples dwell and build: 1 Houses of the South Seas”, AD, n.° 1 (1953): 1-2; “How other
peoples dwell and build: 2 Houses of Japan®, AD, n° 2 (1953): 31-34; “How other peoples dwell and build:
3 Houses of China”, AD, n°. 3, (1953): 59-62; “How other peoples dwell and build: 4 Indigenous Houses
of Africa”, AD, n.° 5 (1953): 121-134; “How other peoples dwell and build: 5 Mohammedan Houses”, AD,
n.° 6 (1953): 159-162; “How other peoples dwell and build: 6 Houses of North American Indians”, AD,
n.°7(1953): 193-197.
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rage Modern architects to think afresh about present-day architecture and to echo and add
to the post-war Modernists’ preoccupation with everyday life. It was his opinion that:

The building of houses in primitive and past societies is an integral part of the social and
spiritual life of the people, the group and the environmental experience. It is more than a
mere practical adaptation to the needs of everyday life.!?

Gutkind intended to raise awareness of architecture as a manifestation of culture and to
show how different civilities express themselves architecturally in different ways. For him,
a standardised solution which fulfils only or primarily the technical needs was out of the
question. As Gutkind wrote to the MARS group in the midst 50s:

I am glad that, at long last, the Athens Charter has been recognised as what it is in reality,
namely, an utterly useless and nonsensical salad of meaningless phrases. It has nothing
whatever to do with life, for it neglects the most significant fact, the human beings whom it
degrades to functions of the Functions on which it purports Town Planning to consist [...]
I enclose my latest book, The Expanding Environment, which I believe contains a discus-
sion of some of the problems which could form the basis for a new Charter.!*

Gutkind’s books like The Expanding Environment™ and Our World from the Air'® looked at
different aspects of the need for a fundamental reconfiguration of the relationship between
people and their environment and the urban and rural landscape as the result of man’s prac-
tices of dwelling and building, not of men as the product of economic or technical forces.
Gutkind’s series was devoted to:

The characteristic individuality of different dwellings in different lands is an attempt [...] to
explain the interplay of the ideas which move people in other parts of the world when they
build their homes and the language of form in which these ideas are expressed.!”

If, on the one hand, Gutkind, with the How Other Peoples Dwell and Build series, testified
the importance of the cultural aspect of architecture and expressed his criticism on the
homologation pursued by the Modern Movement. On the other hand, the Austrian architect
Bernard Rudofsly tried to raise awareness of the architectural culture towards the diversity
of world cultures, showing a few original design proposals. In this sense, like Rudofsky,
many other architects were sensitive to the issues of simplification and homologation in
architecture, but what distinguishes Rudofsky though from the others was precisely the pri-
mary importance of the cultural exchange relationships, which was the basis of his thought

13 Gutkind, “How other peoples dwell and build: 1..7, 2.

14 Letter from E. A. Gutkind to MARS group, in: C.I.A.M., gta/ETH, 42-JT-13-347, s.d.
15 Anton Gutkind, The Expanding Environment (London: Freedom Press, 1953).

16 Anton Gutkind, Our World from the Air (London: Chatto and Windus, 1952).

7 Gutkind, “How other peoples dwell and build: 1..7, 2.
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and work in architecture. Above all, Rudofsky did not ask how others dwell but, on the con-
trary, criticises how we live.

Bernard Rudofsky’s work was entirely devoted to the way of living, considering different
cultures and traditions. Regarding the prejudice of modern architecture —especially the eth-
nocentric vision of the alleged superiority of Western civilisation— Rudofsky nevertheless
stated that “If we ever decide to get out of the mess that so-called modern architecture is in,
we have to start all over again, to begin at the beginning”8.

From the beginning, Rudofsky tried to express the issue of the Modern Movement, mainly
since modern houses were conceived and considered like machines, with their gadgets,
electrical devices, and standardised rules. Since the 30s, Rudofsky tried to demonstrate
how the modern way of life put humankind in danger®.

In his projects, he showed how much the culture of the Middle East, Japan and Anonymous
had something to teach Western men. Unlike the CIAM and International Style architectu-
re, Rudofsky argued that ignorant builders (without degrees or education) built more sensi-
tively and effectively to solve housing problems. Free from preconceptions and impositions,
the prodigious, ignorant builders were inclined to choose among the many consolidated
possibilities their culture and traditions handed down.

Just as Gutkind in The Expanding Environment thought there was something wrong with
how we inhabit cities, Rudofsky thought there was something wrong with modern architec-
ture and its ways of living; in any case, to Rudofsky and Gutkind, there were no differences
between modern and ancient architecture, as there were no differences between different
cultures.

Unlike them, much further vital research on the relationship between modernity and tra-
dition and the reciprocal joining of diverse cultures to rediscover and re-appropriate one’s
own culture was conducted by Dimitris Pikionis in Greece, Sedad Hakki: Eldem in Turkey,
Keil do Amaral in Portugal, and yet on the Mediterranean architecture in Spain, with Eusebi
Guell, Eugeni d’Ors, Fernando Garcia-Mercadal and Jose Luis Sert, as well as in Italy, with
Luigi Figini, Gino Pollini, Massimo Bontempelli, Pietro Maria Bardi, and with the research
on the rural landscape by Giuseppe Pagano with Guarniero Daniel, and the Italian-style
house by Gio Ponti.

Architectural Vision in the Uncertainty and Disembedding Age
It may seem paradoxical to speak of inhabiting, dwelling and human settlements in the
modern age, the age of uncertainty, bewilderment and disembedding. As Johan Huizinga

18 Bernard Rudofsky, Copenhagen Lecture (Back to kindergarten), April 8, (1975) (Rudofsky Papers
Getty), 1-2.

19 See Bernard Rudofsky’s articles published in Domus in 1938, above all: “La moda: abito disumano”,
in Domus, n.° 124 (1938): 10-13; English translation: “Fashion: Inhuman Garment”, Lessons from
Bernard Rudofsky, Life as a Voyage ed. by Monika Platzer (Vienna: Birkhduser 2007), 274-277; “Non
ci vuole un nuovo modo di costruire ci vuole un nuovo modo di vivere”, Domus, n.° 123 (1938): 6-15,
English translation: “What We Need Is Not a New Technology but a New Way of Living”, in Platzer,
Lessons..., 262-270.
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wrote in The Shadows of Tomorrow?’, modern times differ from previous ones when men
have always seen the aim for which to strive and the means to pursue it. On the contrary,
current think found on the steady conviction that our time is a phase in a progressive and
irreversible sequence, in which “Progress” indicates a way without showing where the road
leads, whether to salvation or perdition. This condition of uncertainty and bewilderment
is a very new aspect of consciousness of Modern times in which we live, characterised by
globalisation, the tearing down of life’s certainties and the fickleness of our existence, more
and more hectic and forced to keep up with the inclination of the group to avoid feeling out
of place or outright excluded. Zygmunt Bauman describes such a condition?, and it recalls
what Jean-Francois Lyotard recognised as The Post Modern Condition a few years pre-
vious??. In both cases, the most relevant aspect is the impossibility of pinpointing a centre
of reference and a way to follow.

Contrary to that, Richard Florida stated that, nowadays, there are many centres of reference
in correspondence with places that can attract, stimulate and encourage new and thriving
generations of creative people?3.

Excluding wars, pandemics and other causes, such as earthquakes and floods —the first
causes of mass displacement— the natural condition of modern man is that of the pilgrim,
the tourist, and the nomad (fig. 3). Furthermore, the images of the current dominant ac-
counts about economic globalisation emphasise hypermobility, global communications,
and the neutralisation of place and distance?*. There are several testimonies and studies on
progressive removal from one’s place of birth. As Christopher Alexander wrote, “Until a few
years ago, human society was based on the extended family: a family of at least three gene-
rations, with parents, children, grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins, all living together
in a single or loosely knit multiple households”?.

Also, Vance Packard in A Nation of Strangers, which investigated the causes of the
Americans’ mobility and then of the Europeans, noticed that

To the best of my knowledge, all my aunts, uncles, and grandparents spent most of their
lives within thirty miles [...] As a boy, I believe I knew everyone living within four miles of
our farm. And I guess Dad knew just about everyone in the county [but] when I was nine,
my parents made a radical decision. They aspired [...] for me to have a college education.
The only way they could finance this, they felt, was to move a hundred and fifteen miles

20 Johan Huizinga, In De Schaduwen Van Morgen (Haarlem: H. D. Tjeemk Willink & Zoon, 1935); In
The Shadow of Tomorrow (New York: WW. Norton & Company, 1936).

2 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000).

22 Jean-Frangois Lyotard, La condition postmoderne: Rapport sur le savoir (Paris: Les Editions
de Minuit, 1979); The Post Modern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1984).

23 Richard Florida, The Rise of the Creative Class: And How It's Transforming Work, Leisure,
Community and Everyday Life (New York: Basic Books, 2003).

24 Saskia Sassen, The Global City (New York, London, Tokyo: Princeton, 2000).
%5 Christopher Alexander, A Pattern Language (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 377.
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from our rural community to Penn State College (now University) [...] It seemed a thou-
sand miles away geographically and psychologically.?

There are many reasons to leave the birthplace today, and the pilgrim figure is not a modern
invention. Detachment and uprooting were already well-known in the past and were as old
as men. As Bauman noticed, in such a modern society, pilgrimage is no longer a choice of a
way of life; less is it a saintly choice. Pilgrimage is what one does of necessity to avoid being
lost in a desert; to invest the walking with a purpose while wandering the land with no des-
tination or in search of the stimulant places whose spoke Richard Florida. Paradoxically,
for Baumann, only the home could be the place to take off the armour and unpack, where
nothing needs to be proved and defended as everything is obvious and familiar?’.

However, suppose a family often leads to a relatively rootless existence because of mobility
or urban strangers surrounding it. In that case, it still can enjoy some sense of continuity
by having a fixed home to which it can always return; as Reyner Banham stated, “Home is
where the heart is"?8. Although Bauman affirms, “For the pilgrim, what purpose may the
city serve? For the pilgrim, only streets make sense, not the houses; houses tempt one to
rest, relax, and forget about the destination”?. If we consider the necessity of living and
inhabiting a recognisable place, which we could define as our “Home” and dwelling is how
men are on the earth, as Martin Heidegger suggested in Building Dwelling Thinking, the
real issue of our time is the indistinguishability of the building and environment we have
designed, built and lived in.

If in the age of the Machine?, of the Affluent Society®? and the Hidden Persuaders®, it was
natural not to consider other models of development and culture, only after the Second
World War did the certainties of the Western model suffer a first breakdown. Above all, in
those years, the criticism of human consumption and activities caused a rift between linear
and sustainable development, giving rise to ecological and planetary sensitivity.

During the early years of Modernisation, we have registered the increasing realisation of
edifices that deliberately resort to exceptional and daring solutions and sophisticated tech-
niques to make those solutions more possible, creating environmental contexts explicitly
artificial and disengaged from locally affecting situations. At the basis of the guidelines in
terms of research, planning and building techniques to make it all possible is the belief that
construction models do not necessarily need to be rooted in their local contexts (the most

26 Vance Packard, A Nation of Strangers (New York: David Mc Cay, 1972).

27 Zygmunt Bauman, “From Pilgrim to Tourist”, in Questions of Cultural Identity, ed. by Stuart Hall and
Paul Du Gay (London: SAGE Publications / New Delhi: Thousand Oaks, 1996), 30.

28 Reyner Banham, Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies (London: Penguin, 1971) 132.
2% Bauman, From Pilgrim..., 20.

30 Martin Heidegger, Building Dwelling Thinking. Poetry, Language, Thought (New York: Harper &
Row, 1971), 145-161; Vortrdge und Aufséitze (Pfullingen: Giinther Neske Verlag, 1954), 145-162.

31 Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age (New York: Praeger, 1960).
32 Galbraith, The Affluent Society...
33 Vance Packard, The Hidden Persuaders (New York: David McKay, 1957).
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appreciated aspect that has contributed to its great success and global promotion), severing
the more direct ties with the local communities. Regarding architecture, it suffices to con-
sider skyscrapers.

Initially and exclusively American construction, skyscrapers are the “new” constructions
most commonly displayed on the planet in modern times. Its great success comes essen-
tially from the simultaneous representativeness of modernity, a symbolic value and the
“Reklame Arkitektur”, or simply because The Medium is the Massage**. As Rem Koolhaas
stated, Skyscraper “Implies an essential isolation: no longer does the city consist of a more
or less homogeneous texture —a mosaic of complementary urban fragments— but each block
is now alone like an island, fundamentally on Its own”%, above all, “It is a solipsism, celebra-
ting only the fact of its disproportionate existence, the shamelessness of its own process of
creation. This monument of the 20th century is the Automonument and its purest manifes-
tation is the Skyscraper”s°.

However, the skyscraper is not the only protagonist of such a phenomenon. Enormous has
been the success of brand hotel chains, clothing franchises, fast food chains, large groce-
ries stores, shopping malls, multinationals headquarters, and Airports that nowadays are
globally widespread and adopted in geographical contexts very different from one another,
promoting the creation of urban landscapes that little by little end up denying their original
peculiarities and contributing to the result of what the French anthropologist Marc Augé
called Non-Lieux (non-places)?’. Buildings or multi-unit constructions elevated to be repre-
sentative of modern societies, as well as developing countries, for their unfamiliar flair and
their intrinsic quality to be endlessly repeated, easily transmigrated anywhere in the world
without exceptions, which for people it is very comforting because we feel protected from
the “risk” of being “surprised” by “unusual” or “unknown” environmental contexts, and, at
the same time, alienating because it appears as a universal place the same, anywhere we
are. The idea of an international-multinational-global economic enterprise has marked the
step towards the crises of identity, belonging and reference centres. Probably the last fee-
ble attempt to react to the postmodern condition of uncertainty was Critical Regionalism,
advocated and popularised by Kenneth Frampton?3®, Liane Lefaivre and Alexander Tzonis*.
Following this, today, we are witnessing a new condition. In it, the idea of living is weake-
ned to the point of being questioned. Thus, if, on the one hand, the cultural question has
been addressed, on the other, the problems deriving from economic inertias have erased

w

4 Marshall McLuhan, The Medium is the Massage (London: Penguin, 1967)

35 Koolhaas, Delirious..., 97.

36 Koolhaas, Delirious..., 100.

37 Marc Augé, (Non-places) Non-Lieux. Introduction & une anthropologie de la surmodernité (Paris:

Seuil, 1992).

38 Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: a Critical History (London: Thames and Hudson,1980),
314-327; Kenneth Frampton, Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture of
Resistance, in Hal Foster, The Anti-Aesthetic (Seattle, Washington: Bay Press 1983), 16-30.

39 Liane Lefaivre, and Alexander Tzonis, Critical Regionalism: Architecture and Identity in a Globalized
World (New York, London: Prestel, 2003).
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the question of architecture as a cultural expression, as an anthropological and social tes-
timony; or rather, it has become an expression of the current phenomenon of estrangement
and denial of sociality; to architecture is denied its primary aspiration: to be a social and
cultural art.

If, in the early 70s, to Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour, Las Vegas*®
was the model of the future city and Pop Art, the peak of expression of the American and
world Consumerism Age. In the same years, also Reyner Banham*, as well as Peter Blake*
declared that railway stations, skyscrapers, bowling alleys, shopping centres, drive-ins and
motels were architectures to be admired and known (fig.4); as Blake said, “... the most sig-
nificant development in the arts [...] has been the emergency of Pop —or, rather, our recogni-
tion of what we once considered vulgar and trashy as a vast, untapped resource—"%. Twenty
years later, Rem Koolhaas identified, in a process that began in the late 70s, the absence of
cultural references in the city’s development and architecture. Koolhaas writes that the city
and the architecture are shaped by economic power, which public administration abdicates
in favour of personal power. The new metropolis and architectures have no cultural referen-
ces. They just arise. In this sense, what Koolhas recognises in our century’s “generic city”
is the absence of rules and urban plans, with legislation so weak that the exception is the
rule**. The new —no longer— city and generic architecture are parthenogenesis, cities and
architectures cloned, in which the buildings do not need each other, in which the periphery
and the centre are indistinguishable because each building is a centre and it cannot live in
society. It is sufficient for him to live in majestic isolation. Thanks to the Hall —a vast space
that replaces the square and the city’s public areas— the centre is inside, multiplied infinite-
ly, replicated indistinctly throughout. The centre is everywhere; the city and the architecture
as a cultural result are nowhere; they no longer exist.

Conclusion

What conclusion, then?

Is this the global architectural vision of today?

Probably yes. However, while architecture has given way to the global economy, given up its
social duty to build the human environment and adapted to the needs of the private sector,
now that the illusions of the affluent society are shattered, we are witnessing the crisis of

40 Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, Steven Izenour, Learning from Las Vegas (Cambridge: MIT
Press, 1972).

4 Reyner Banham, “The Missing Motel: Unrecognized American Architecture”, Landscape, n.° 2
(1965): 4-7.

42 In the 1960s, Peter Blake found deplorable the trivialities and visual pollution that spoiled the
landscape and the streets of American cities. In 1963, he had also written a book on that topic, God’s
own junkyard. The planned deterioration of American landscape (New York: Holt, 1963). However, at
the 1973 Melbourne conference, he changed idea, as witnessed in Peter Blake, The New Forces: the
Melbourne Architectural Pno.apers (Melbourne: Royal Australian Institute of Architects, 1971).

43 Peter Blake, The New Forces..., n.p.

44 Rem Koolhaas, Bruce Mau, “Generic City”, in S,M,L,XL (New York: The Monacelli Press, 1995),
1239-1264.
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the planet, the social, anthropological and cultural role of architecture is more evident than
ever. More noticeable than ever is the necessity to observe and learn from those who, in the
most efficient way, live, work and produce in the most sustainable way and with less waste.
If we recognise architecture’s role in shaping our ways of life and establish the truthfulness
of this principle, all else follows.

Figure 1. Canyon de Chelly, Arizona. Source: National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 106.
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Figure 2. Dancers at Zuni Pueblo. Source: National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 106.

Figure 3. Westley, Stanislaus County, San Joaquin, California. Migratorylabor camp, Farm Security Administration,
1940, Dorothea Lange. Source: National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 83.

Figure 4. Las Vegas Street Scene, Maj, 1972, Charles O'Rear. Source: National Archives and Records
Administration, Record Group 412.
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