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I  Will Learn You Architecture!

I remember my first job: Harbour Exchange Buildings 4, 5, 7, and 8, 
London Docklands, 1988. A building frenzy had engulfed the city during 
the last years of Margaret Thatcher’s reign, allowing many young archi-
tects a first taste of practice. The buildings that we worked on  were re-
ferred to only by their numbers, and their quality was bland— not quite 
the postmodern pastiche of Canary Wharf but rather a dumbed- down 
form of modernism: straightforward moneymaking machines. They  were 
commissioned  under so- called design- and- build contracts, which meant 
that the architect essentially answered to the contractor, producing draw-
ings on demand with no further say in how the work would be executed. 
My first task had been to amend the ceiling plans of the lower and upper 
ground floors of office buildings that  were still  under construction.  These 
ceilings had to be redesigned so they could hold chandeliers. The investor 
had calculated that with retail use on the ground floors (rather than more 
office space), the buildings would generate substantially larger financial 
returns, and so a partial conversion had been launched before the build-
ings  were even finished. Among the ju nior architects  there was a perverse 
delight in the thought that if we drew fast enough, the conversion of the 
building’s interior might work its way up and eventually overtake the on-
going construction of the upper floors.

I had graduated only six months earlier, and in many ways, that first 
job came as a shock, not so much  because of the quality of the buildings 
that I worked on or the nature of clients’ decisions as  because of the fact 
that practicing as an architect appeared to have nothing— and I mean ab-
solutely nothing— to do with studying architecture. The first emotional 
state I recall having as a practicing architect was a feeling of utter useless-
ness. My technical knowledge fell far short of what was needed; at the 
same time, nobody was interested in the elevated philosophical consider-
ations I had developed during my studies. I was both over-  and under-
qualified for my job. My education had instilled near- megalomaniacal 
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ambitions but had left me unprepared for the world in which to exercise 
them.

This was a feeling that I shared with other recent gradu ates, but 
we kept our spirits up and tried to feel good about ourselves. Admittedly, we 
worked on garbage, but it was straightforward and quantifiable garbage. 
Pay was good, and working days  were neatly confined between the hours 
of nine and five. Still, given the never- ending stream of seemingly point-
less tasks,  every day seemed to last a lifetime. I was confident that  things 
would change with time. As soon as I was no longer bound to execute the 
questionable design decisions made by  others (which, in architecture, 
they are by definition),  things would get better. Ultimately,  there would 
be room to put into practice some of the idealism I had developed in 
school.

Once I began working for myself,  things hardly improved. I quickly 
discovered that economic needs render the architect a largely powerless 
figure. Saying no or questioning a client’s directives is at best a  matter of 
gentle persuasion and never a  battle of equals. As a profession, architec-
ture pres ents a paradox. In economic terms, it is mainly a reactive disci-
pline, a response to preformulated needs; in intellectual terms, it is the 
opposite: a visionary domain that claims the  future, aspiring to set the 
agenda and precede needs. Architecture is a form of omniscience prac-
ticed in a context of utter de pen den cy.

A former employer (shortly before firing me) once declared that “the 
most impor tant  thing for an architect is to have charisma!” This statement 
seemed inescapably fatalistic. You  either had charisma or you  didn’t, and 
if you  didn’t,  there was no way to get it. Up to that moment, I had pro-
gressed by copying the skills and following the directions of  others before 
me, but this par tic u lar trait did not lend itself to imitation. If charisma 
was acquirable at all, it remained a distant prospect for when my  career 
was over and I would have no further use for it. The  whole notion seemed 
highly unfair.

Aldo van Eyck had charisma; so did Aldo Rossi, and so does Peter 
Eisenman. Given the differences among  these men (I’m sorry that they 
are all men), it seems safe to conclude that charisma is unrelated to any 
par tic u lar approach to the practice of architecture. The only common ele-
ment linking  these three architects was that they appeared to know 
something we  didn’t, even if they never quite revealed what. As profes-
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sors, they inspired their students, but certainly not through reason. Most 
of what they said hardly made sense. Van Eyck habitually lost himself in 
rage, nobody understood Rossi’s En glish, and Eisenman’s openly pro-
fessed dilemmas  were (and are) as impenetrable as his building designs. 
None of that interfered with the contagious effect they had on their audi-
ences. Truth is every thing that is strongly believed, and whenever they 
spoke, we certainly believed, regardless of what they said.

I guess we admired  these men  because we felt that they had somehow 
defied the realities of practice—we all knew such realities existed, but 
as students, we preferred to ignore them as long as we could— and had 
shown that a heroic role for architects was pos si ble, provided one was 
per sis tent enough to hold one’s own against the ever- increasing army of 
skill- specific experts who claimed “our” profession. They  were our heroes 
primarily  because they  didn’t give a damn about what  else we  were being 
taught. It was their manifest, brazen sense of irresponsibility in advocacy 
of strong beliefs, coupled with their blatant indifference to the conse-
quences of their statements, that was so appealing. They  were living proof 
that prolonged defiance eventually paid off and could conquer all the odds 
that architecture faced.

 Little did I know what I was in for. Architecture differs fundamentally 
from what architects are taught to expect; it is a pinball manipulated by 
considerations and interests of which architects are often least aware. 
Buildings are more than just a means to or ga nize space; they are vehicles 
for investment, an indispensable pillar of the current economic system, 
and, as we saw in the financial crisis of 2008, a potential source of its 
instability. Buildings emerge as the result of interactions among inves-
tors, quantity surveyors, real estate con sul tants, and other “experts.” In 
hindsight, the charisma of  those revered professors primarily served as a 
deferral of certain inevitable confrontations with the truth: as a stance 
not of heroism but of desperation, as a last line of defense, and as an ef-
fort to preserve architecture as an autonomous domain in the absence of 
conclusive arguments why.

In a context increasingly dominated by financial experts and technical 
specialists, only a leap of faith can rival the power of numbers. And that 
is what charisma is: a knowing in the absence of knowledge. The more it 
abandons the notion of evidence, the more potent is its effect. Arguments 
must neither be validated nor be disproved. Like a state of hypnosis, 
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charisma obscures established relations of power. It allows architects to 
temporarily suspend the disbelief of their patrons and get the upper hand 
in the absence of a real mandate—to speak with authority even when 
they have no clue what they are talking about.

“I  will learn you architecture,” Herman Hertzberger used to tell us as 
students at the Berlage Institute. Somehow his flawed En glish carries  great 
profundity and demonstrates deep knowledge of the architect’s ultimate 
secret: packaging de pen dency as authority— the art of deferring the ques-
tion of who ultimately needs whom, preferably forever.
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More Specifically, Every thing!

“Please welcome ‘Urban Man,’ a hero like no other, greater than Batman, 
Superman, Spiderman, and Iron Man!” The moderator is clearly a fan, 
glowing with admiration as he invites the next speaker up to the podium. 
Urban Man is in  every way the moderator’s role model, modelled on the 
super natural characters of his childhood comic books— a superhero 
simply  because he has had the superhuman courage to push cities to the 
top of every one’s agenda.

It takes a considerable stretch of the imagination to recognize a super-
hero in the figure who approaches the stage. He trips as he makes his way 
up the small steps and clumsily bumps into the stool that has been placed 
for him. Given his seventy- seven years, the organizers thought that, like 
Frank Sinatra in his twilight years, he might prefer to perform from a sed-
entary position.

The speaker is having none of it. During his pre sen ta tion the stool 
never becomes more than an incon ve nient obstacle while Urban Man 
wobbles and lurches enthusiastically about the stage. We hear his heavy 
breathing amplified through the microphone of his jaunty Madonna- style 
headset. Endearingly, that microphone has been switched on throughout 
the introduction, making the audience privy to his impatient murmurings 
that the moderator “get on with it!”

It is Thursday, January 21, 2010. We are at the World  Future Energy 
Summit in Abu Dhabi. As the home of the all- new, carbon- neutral Masdar 
City, Abu Dhabi has gathered a certain momentum on green issues, al-
though to call it credibility would be a stretch. Abu Dhabi’s wealth largely 
stems from fossil fuels. A small army of world and industry leaders, policy 
makers, and researchers have flocked to the small emirate to discuss 
 today’s big questions: energy and the environment. The recent Copen-
hagen Climate Summit has critically failed to produce results, and the 
world is wondering where to go from  here.
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The keynote speaker— Urban Man—is none other than Lord Richard 
Rogers of Riverside, the architectural eminence  behind the pioneering 
Centre Pompidou in Paris; the equally emblematic Lloyd’s building in 
London; the Millennium Dome, redubbed the O2 Arena; Heathrow’s 
hardest- working Terminal Five; the Senedd or Welsh National Assembly 
in Cardiff; and the Eu ro pean Court of  Human Rights building in Stras-
bourg. He is the winner of the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) 
Gold Medal, the Thomas Jefferson Medal, the RIBA Stirling Prize, the Mi-
nerva Medal, and the Pritzker Prize, and is a  Labour peer in the House of 
Lords.

His list of accomplishments is long, and therefore, inevitably, Lord 
Rogers is old. During the  later part of his  career, he has shared leadership 
of his firm with a number of name partners and has thus been able to 
devote his attention to the city, acting as adviser to vari ous municipal 
governments and as writer of urban manifestos, both solicited and unso-
licited. The design of cities and their role in creating sustainability are the 
subjects he  will address  today.

It is the fourth and final day of the convention. Rogers’s appearance 
offers a Hail Mary, a last redemption. In a world dominated by pragma-
tism and compromises, the architect is often framed as a strange source 
of optimism, a wizard offering a potential magic, cure- all design solution 
to banish the more mundane and pervasive strug gles. The moderator’s 
introduction of the speaker as a superhero, silly as it sounds, is by no 
means accidental.

We the audience have been looking forward to this keynote with  great 
anticipation;  eager for content, for a message, we exercise patience. Still, 
we are not sure what to make of its opening. Our doubts are reinforced 
by Rogers’s way of speaking. It is striking how closely a posh En glish ac-
cent can resemble the slurred speech caused by excessive alcohol intake. 
It is as though the upper classes have intentionally perfected the similarity 
over successive generations.

Rogers kicks off with a long thank you, congratulating Abu Dhabi and 
the rest of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) for their urban development 
so far and their foresight for the  future. He is extremely impressed with 
the city for having mushroomed from nothing almost overnight and for 
having expressed full commitment to sustainable plans. He goes on to de-
scribe the UAE as “a crossroads between east and west, between north and 
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south, and fully conscious of that.” For him, visiting the global summit has 
been “a delight more than a business trip.”

 Later, when I watch videos of his other talks online, I discover that it 
is only the name of the city that varies in his opening remarks. The for-
mula and structure of the talks are invariably the same. Lord Rogers is 
impressed and delighted wherever he goes.

Suddenly, he starts talking about history. We are startled. His praise 
for the organizers has continued for so long that embarking on the  actual 
subject feels like a rude digression. “Citieaaahhzz.” He pronounces his 
topic as if he is tasting vintage wine, rolling the word on his tongue, 
holding it in front of his throat while the following clauses take form. 
Citieaaahhzz . . .  are places where  people meet; that is their primary func-
tion. He smiles. The audience can rest easy, for he has only nice  things to 
say.  Whether from the Hellenic Peaahhriod (diff er ent wine, same fruity 
roll) or from Mesopotamia, where they started six thousand years ago, 
cities have always been about that. Less has changed about cities than we 
might think. Cities are about trade; they are where the majority of our 
wealth is created. Citieaaahhzz are most extraordinary places.

Twelve minutes into what is supposed to be a twenty- minute talk, it is 
becoming apparent that we are not  going to hear anything particularly 
challenging. We instead decide to focus on the slides, which thus far have 
been advancing on their own. The speaker does not have a clicker or con-
trol. Even though a monitor has been set up in front of him, in addition 
to the large projection screen  behind, he seems fully oblivious of the im-
agery that accompanies his oration. The subjects he addresses seem 
starkly out of sync with the visuals: his call for lush green landscapes and 
verdant parks is illustrated by dense urban conglomerations; his vision of 
a carbon- free atmosphere is accompanied by the smoking chimneys of 
what appear to be Soviet- era factories; his evocation of absolute horror—
of all that should be avoided—is backed by a romantic depiction of the 
Garden of Eden.

Urban Man has big plans for the world; indeed, his aspirations seem 
to have no bounds. With each new sentence, a new location, topic, or do-
main is added to the theoretical competence of architecture, culminating 
in a crescendo that can scarcely be summed up: more specifically, every-
thing! Rogers personifies the twenty- first- century homo universalis and is 
encouraging every one to follow suit. But regarding concrete solutions, he 
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invariably defers. “We  don’t know how to do that yet, but I am sure 
someone does.”

When, during the afterglow of the Q&A, someone from the audience 
addresses him as Norman Foster, he does not balk or bat an eye. Instead, 
he smiles amiably and proceeds to answer with  great confidence. Why 
object? He has just been credited with another significant body of work, 
that of his friend, classmate, and former colleague. Lord Rogers of River-
side remains professional  until the end.

They had in ter est ing  careers once, Rogers, Foster, and Renzo Piano— 
perhaps the last members of a generation of true modernists, capable of 
surrendering preconceptions about the look of architecture to the tech-
nical realities of our time and often achieving fresh and surprisingly beau-
tiful results. Forty years  after its construction, the Centre Pompidou, a 
collaboration between Rogers and Piano, stands, at least in this author’s 
opinion, as an undisputed masterpiece.

But something odd happened to each of them. Rogers chose to dedi-
cate himself to the city, which he viewed as the pursuit of a larger social 
good, but its complexities landed him out of his depth (and evidently still 
do); Foster turned architecture into big business, unconditionally em-
bracing, if not reifying, the vacuous marketing- speak that comes with  doing 
so (witness the alleged carbon neutrality of his Masdar City); Piano’s indus-
trially produced, technology- championing constructions now tend to be 
hidden  under thick layers of moss, meant to demonstrate his commit-
ment to the green cause. Promising explorations have turned into a re-
lentless devotion to cliché that lordships, knighthoods, and other forms 
of regalia and recognition have done  little to obscure.

Lord Rogers regularly makes the headlines still, mostly over clashes 
with the Prince of Wales, another slurring, self- appointed advocate of the 
greater architectural good.  These clashes are generally read as a conven-
tional opposition: modern and progressive (Rogers) versus traditional 
and conservative (HRH the Prince of Wales). Rogers is labeled the anti-
establishment voice— a rebel despite his age. Still, watching  these two 
men, one won ders: are they  going at each other, or are they keeping each 
other  going? Are we witnessing two separate establishments or two parts 
of the same  whole?
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Let Me Finish!

“Can I see some hands raised? Who in the audience thinks of Frank Geh-
ry’s Pritzker Pavilion in Millennium Park as contextual?”

(No hands raised.)
“Who thinks it is not?”
(No hands raised.)
“Since none of you seem to know, let me tell you!”
What follows is a lengthy exposé on what, according to the inter-

rogator, is a highly contextual piece of architecture. Speaking is Jeffrey 
Kipnis, theorist, designer, filmmaker, curator, educator, founding di-
rector of the Architectural Association’s Gradu ate Design Program, 
and currently, professor at Ohio State University’s Knowlton School of 
Architecture.

The exchange, if one can call it that, takes place as part of a panel dis-
cussion during the first Chicago Architecture Biennial. The theme of this 
inaugural biennial is to question architecture’s status quo. In addition to 
Kipnis, the panel includes Patrik Schumacher, design director at Zaha 
Hadid Architects; Peter Eisenman, principal of Eisenman Architects and 
a pivotal figure in American academia (pres ent and past positions too 
many to mention); Theodore Spyropoulos, founder of Minimaforms; and 
me, a partner at the Office for Metropolitan Architecture— all assembled 
to reflect on a potential agenda for twenty- first- century architecture. The 
composition of the panel is conspicuously homogeneous: all of us except 
Spyropoulos are over fifty, most of our formative and professional lives 
played out in the twentieth  century, and we are from parts of the world 
that, if current indicators are not mistaken, may lose their dominance in 
the twenty- first  century.

The venue is the Gold Room in the Congress Plaza  Hotel. Tickets 
have sold for $50, but although that price suggests that the event is in 
high demand, the room is only half full, rendering its grandeur perfectly 
inappropriate for the occasion. One of Africa’s rising architectural stars, 
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speaking next door, appears to have drawn a larger crowd. Still, the modest 
turnout  doesn’t faze the panelists: the epicenter of American academia 
thrives even in the absence of an audience.

The prediscussion briefing has been suitably vague, allowing for free- 
form postulations: “Panelists are invited to reflect on the problematics, 
princi ples, values, and heuristics that  will drive design in the next two de-
cades. They are encouraged to tread into one another’s territories and 
challenge each other’s assumptions in order to unleash a fertile debate, 
inspiring new and seasoned generations to collectively question the ar-
chitectural status quo.” The speakers’ cues suggest that we could be  here 
to respond to a leading question.

Schumacher’s opening salvo is a proclamation of the end of pluralism 
(delivered with an impeccable German accent) and of the imminent 
global dominance of a single remaining master style: his own. (In the race 
to establish opinion, Schumacher’s pole position may be due to his ties 
with the Chicago Biennial’s or ga nizer, an avid promoter of his par tic u lar 
brand of architecture.) Eisenman, who follows, suggests a change of 
format: “Only Patrik should pres ent, while the rest of us put up a collec-
tive re sis tance.” His request is denied, and Eisenman has to content him-
self with “agreeing to disagree.” His pre sen ta tion calls for “heroes instead 
of stars in architecture.” On an all- male, all- white stage, his call leaves a 
somewhat dubious taste.

 After Eisenman’s talk  there is open season, not just for each of the pan-
elists’ individual obsessions (in order of appearance: parametricism, Al-
berti, Gehry, Piketty, and robots) but also for the audience. Someone who 
introduces himself as “a  humble teacher at a  humble university” asks why 
 there are no  women on the stage. With near- Trumpian bravado Kipnis 
replies that he loves  women but is dumbfounded by the stupidity of such 
a question, which he takes to be indicative of the inquirer’s  career pro gress 
(or lack thereof). In an attempt to rescue the situation, Eisenman mur-
murs that  women have become so popu lar  these days that they have be-
come unaffordable. (We must simply assume that he means as panelists.)

It is Kipnis’s turn at the wheel. His idea of offering the audience “value 
for money” is to subject it to a kind of intellectual waterboarding. Posi-
tions are invariably introduced via the same discursive formula: “Did you 
know . . . ? You did not . . . ? You should! Since you  don’t, let me tell you.” 
It is unclear to what extent, if at all, he is seeking a discussion. Kipnis 
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tempts the audience with long pauses, invariably followed by “Let me 
finish!” when someone dares to interject.

The main topic of his pre sen ta tion is the recent and much- discussed 
competition to design the Guggenheim Helsinki museum— a competition 
that to date has not produced a building and that,  because of shrinking cof-
fers,  doesn’t look like it  will any time soon. Kipnis displays the many en-
tries to the Helsinki competition as a repository of con temporary design 
intelligence; his anonymized, meticulously categorized, and digitally data-
based inventory reveals si mul ta neously emergent “families” of design solu-
tions applied in response to a very par tic u lar prob lem. Akin to genres of 
con temporary  music, vari ous “new waves” are identified and (hash)tagged 
with names. Links to individual authors are discarded as trends take pri-
ority over signatures. Originality is no longer a paradigmatic feature; in 
the context of a Guggenheim commission, the myth of individual genius 
is dismantled in  favor of viewing architects as a virtual but largely un-
aware collective.

His argument takes a bizarre turn when he digresses into an enthusi-
astic endorsement of Frank Gehry, who in many ways personifies the 
exact opposite. Unlike the nameless souls of the Helsinki competition, 
Gehry is the ultimate signature architect. His approach to architecture is 
his and his alone, permitting no following other than through imitation. 
In bringing up Gehry, Kipnis burns his own portrayal of architecture as 
a form of collective pro gress into scorched earth before it can ignite a 
discussion.

Kipnis seems blissfully unaware of the contradiction as he proceeds 
to explain and interpret Gehry’s design intentions as if he  were the oracle 
of Zeus. The silence  after his question about the Pritzker Pavilion is less a 
sign of the audience’s ignorance than it is of its bewilderment.  Don’t all 
Gehry buildings look the same? It is clear to every one in the room (at least 
to  those who have built) that what ever contextual intentions might have 
gone into the building’s design, they ultimately yield to the  simple per-
ception of the autonomy of its physical presence—at which point the only 
correct answer to Kipnis’s question is that it is irrelevant. If legacy is ulti-
mately a question of numbers, what constitutes the more significant in-
tellectual fact: one person’s supposed insight into Frank Gehry’s nuanced 
design intentions or the vast majority’s utter indifference  toward them? 
Who holds the key, the oracle or the Simpsons?
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As the eve ning progresses, the event turns into an unpleasant X- ray 
exposing the current state of American academia—a strangely insular 
world that is governed by its own autonomous codes, is dominated by 
antiquated pecking  orders and estranged value systems, and has  little 
hope of finding correctives from within. The often grandiose tone of the 
discussion contrasts starkly with the marginal importance of what is being 
debated. The Western architectural ivory tower has become a theater of 
the absurd, self- obsessed, blind to its own decline, and largely oblivious 
to real forces that determine the general state of the built environment. 
Kipnis’s definition of context  doesn’t go beyond the immediate physical 
surroundings of the architectural object. Any notion that architecture 
might be  shaped by a larger po liti cal, societal, or economic context does 
not seem to register on his radar. It is as though Amer i ca’s architectural 
establishment is preoccupied with studying footnotes  under a microscope 
in the hope that they  will eventually turn into a critically acclaimed novel.

At the special- invitation dinner afterward, guests are cautious about 
their alcohol intake. Even with the debate officially concluded, it is wise 
to remain alert. Dinners serve as extra time for the settling of undecided 
intellectual  battles— a last chance to turn defeat into victory. When all 
other subjects appear to have been exhausted, conversation at the  table 
turns to the  human brain, and the question arises  whether it  ought to be 
discussed as an organ or as a muscle. Just when the vision of a brain without 
a skull is about to make me lose my appetite, Kipnis turns to a young 
 woman at the  table and asks her to “guess his favorite organ.” When she 
looks at him aghast— she must be less than half his age—he smiles: “Rest 
assured, my favorite organ is my mouth.” Eisenman points out that the 
mouth is not an organ. For the first time that eve ning, Kipnis looks genu-
inely unsettled, prompting Eisenman to ask the question of the day: “Jeff, 
have you been drinking?”
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Four Walls and a Roof

Someone asked me shortly  after I graduated, “Why did you study so in-
tensively for so long?  Isn’t architecture basically just four walls and a 
roof?” The bluntness of this question took me aback, and twenty- five 
years  later I still strug gle to come up with an answer.

Throughout my  career I have tried to justify to  others— particularly 
to  those outside my profession— why my job is impor tant and why it 
should qualify as a source of pride, especially in the face of much of our 
built real ity. Even while writing this (on a train, on my way to work), I 
cannot help but be overcome by a sense of shame when I pause to look 
out the win dow. The vast majority of the built environment is unspeak-
ably ugly: an infinite collection of cheaply made buildings engaged in 
a perpetual and bloodless contest over which can generate the most 
“interest” for the lowest bud get. Nothing more, nothing less. “Modern” 
architecture— the kind of architecture most of us claim to profess— hasn’t 
helped; it has mainly proved to be a facilitator, an extension of the means 
to conduct this pointless contest, only at a faster pace.

Why do we— con temporary architects— wallow so deeply in the  grand 
visions we offer? Where does it come from, this God complex— the incli-
nation to view ourselves as authoritative on virtually every thing? Despite 
a  century of architectural mission statements, earnest treatises, and urgent 
manifestos, the world seems disenchanted. I have yet to meet a client, a 
public official, or any user who is truly interested in the  grand promises we 
make, the lofty motivations we offer for our decisions (apart from costs), 
or, indeed, much of what we say. Let’s face it: architects speak to architects, 
and as far as the rest of the world is concerned, they can remain forever 
 silent. They should simply get on with their job of designing buildings, 
which, if they are any good, should speak for themselves.

I often won der  whether we would be better off if we  were a  little 
more discreet about our profession, like the old guilds of masons, 
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 secretive sects of builders who acted as custodians of centuries- old 
trade secrets, shared through mystic handshakes, rather than imagin ing 
ourselves as the  great inventors and knowing announcers of “radical” 
revolutions (which, in architecture, happen approximately once a 
week).

The focus on the importance of individual figures in architecture 
primarily masks architecture’s failing as a collective. The hype around 
con temporary architecture and the myth of the individual genius that 
comes with it are con ve nient decoys that allow us to shed any notion of 
collective responsibility and to engage in a disingenuous crusade against 
what are ultimately our own sins. But how much longer can we boast of 
the relevance of our profession before our complicity in what is being 
done in its name catches up with us?

Statistics indicate an alarming trend: an ever- growing number of ar-
chitectural offices of ever- shrinking size, with ever fewer proj ects in the 
pipeline. Imagine the ultimate outcome of this trend: a fully atomized 
sector in which the number of practices equals the number of architects, 
all desperately in search of clients willing to give them serious responsi-
bilities. Most of their working day  will be consumed by writing mission 
statements. What better way to fill the time between one proj ect (some 
time ago) and the next (not any time soon)? The smaller the offices, the 
smaller the audiences for the architects to address. In the short term, a 
professional scene of many small offices  will lead to more visionaries to 
whom fewer  people  will listen. From architects speaking to architects, we 
 will evolve to  every architect talking to himself.

 There is a scene in the film Paris, Texas by Wim Wenders in which 
a  clearly deranged man delivers prophecies from a highway overpass 
to six lanes of passing traffic below. He screams at the top of his lungs, 
and the contents of his speech are eloquent and persuasive, but the 
 drivers below, shielded by their steel shells, remain immune to his words. 
The man goes unheard, but that only inspires him to raise his voice 
further.

To what extent does this man resemble the con temporary architect— a 
person purporting to possess privileged knowledge, to which every one 
around him appears deaf; a person who stands motionless while every-
thing around him is in motion; a person who prophesies from a bridge, 
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looking over the  people below (whom he keenly refers to as “the masses”); 
but also increasingly a needy person, far removed from the wealth with 
which he was once associated, and, if economic indicators are anything 
to go by, soon to be a lone drifter, in search of shelter—of four walls and 
a roof?
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