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Modern (or Contemporary) Architecture circa 1959

Peter L. Laurence

When did “modern” architecture become “contemporary” architecture? Although 
1968 is often singled out as a turning point in the history of the twentieth century, 
as Jean-Louis Cohen did in The Future of Architecture, Since 1889, other historians 
push the transformation of twentieth-century modernity to an earlier moment.1 
1959, for example, has been called “the year everything changed,” a claim historian 
Fred Kaplan has supported with a long list of that year’s many extraordinary events, 
which included the launching of the Soviet spacecraft, the approval of the birth 
control pill, the start of racial desegregation in the United States, and the sale 
of the rst business computer by IBM. It was the year, Kaplan argued, when “the 
shockwaves of the new ripped the seams of daily life, when humanity stepped 
into the cosmos and commandeered the conception of human life, when the 
world shrank but the knowledge needed to thrive in it expanded exponentially, 
when outsiders became insiders, when categories were crossed and taboos were 
trampled, when everything was changing and everyone knew it—when the world 
as we now know it began to take form.”2 Although one must take exception with 
Kaplan’s hook, that 1959 was the year that everything changed, his description of 
the historical moment is an example of recent histories that recognize the 1950s, 
and not just the 1960s, as a time of momentous change.

Architecture culture of the 1950s has also become better appreciated with 
greater distance from the 1960s and the “postmodern” period that followed it. 
While Charles Jencks famously dated “the death of modern architecture” to the 
demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe housing project on July 15, 1972, historians have 
since then explored the complexities and contradictions within architecture 
culture of the decades preceding Jencks’s declaration. These accounts emphasize 
the “critiques and counter-critiques,” “extension and critique,” and “continuity and 
change” in the 40 years between the founding of the Congrès Internationaux 
d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) in 1928 and 1968.3 The very title of William Curtis’s 
Modern Architecture Since 1900 emphasized the continuity of modern architecture 
into the present. As Curtis noted in the preface to the third edition of his book:
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When the rst edition of Modern Architecture Since 1900 was published, it was 
common to hear that “modern architecture is dead” … Despite the rhetoric about 
the “end of an era”, postmodernism proved to be ephemeral. In reality there was 
yet another reorientation in which certain core ideas of modern architecture were 
re-examined but in a new way.4

Recent research has continued this reexamination of modern architecture before 
and after World War II, uncovering the heterodoxies of the modern movement and 
challenging the exaggerations of its early proponents, contemporaneous critics, 
and subsequent interpreters. For example, Jencks may have been right that a phase 
of modern architecture expired nally and completely in 1972, after having been 
“ ogged to death remorselessly for ten years by critics such as Jane Jacobs,” but, 
like most others, Jacobs was unaware of the consequences of modernist urbanism 
and supportive of urban renewal in the early 1950s.5 Moreover, by the time Jacobs’s 
Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961) was published, her critiques of modern 
architecture and its gurehead Le Corbusier were somewhat anachronistic. By 
1956, CIAM had all but collapsed—in part because Le Corbusier and others of the 
“Generation of 1928” felt that the organization had had its day, in part because 
of dissention about CIAM’s principles of modern urbanism, and in no small part 
because modern architecture by this time was better characterized by heterodoxy 
than orthodoxy—despite the totalizing claims of 1960s critics to the contrary.6

In retrospect, we can see that the cultural lag between modern architecture’s 
avant-garde experimentation in the 1930s and the popular acceptance of 
modern architecture in the following decades was followed by a subsequent lag 
between internal critiques of modern architecture in the late 1940s and 1950s and 
a corresponding popular rejection of it in the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s. As observed 

1.1 “The Death 
of CIAM” at the 
last CIAM meeting, 
Otterlo, Holland, 
1959. Peter 
Smithson, Alison 
Smithson, John 
Voelcker, Jacob 
Bakema, Sandy van 
Ginkel; Aldo van 
Eyck and Blanche 
Lemco, below
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in the following pages, modern architecture was already in crisis in 1950, and by 
1959 a new generation of modern architects had already come to reject “modern” 
architecture in favor of “contemporary” architecture, a term used to distinguish 
their work from CIAM modernism and favored in the later decades of the century.

So to better understand the forces and ideas that transformed the “modern” 
architecture of the rst half of the twentieth century into the “contemporary” 
architecture of the second half, we must consider the 1950s and reasons for 
the decade’s architectural crisis. Moreover, with increasing distance from 
postmodernism’s historical and populist tendencies—which were lines of inquiry 
that thoughtful architects of the 1950s rightly believed would come to a dead end—
there are new points of connection to earlier decades. An examination of changes 
in the thinking of both the “Generation of 1928” and the “Generation of 1956” in the 
post-war period suggests that modern architecture had the capacity to transcend 
the dogmatism of its early years through a diversity of perspectives and approaches. 
Moreover, some of these so-called “contemporary” post-war tendencies, such as 
regionalism and the high-tech, remain current today, representing a continuity of 
design thinking that suggests a larger history, and future, for modern architecture.

CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURE AND THE GENERATION OF ’56

The transition from “modern” to “contemporary” architecture was a generational 
shift. In planning for CIAM 10, the organization’s tenth international meeting, which 
was held in Dubrovnik in August 1956, CIAM’s leadership decided that it was time 
to turn over the organization’s fate to what they called the “Generation of 1956.” 
At a moment of “crisis or evolution,” as Le Corbusier described it, only this younger 

1.2 The 
demolition of the 
Pruitt-Igoe housing 
project in St. 
Louis was not “the 
death of modern 
architecture,” as 
some claimed, 
but a testament 
to the accuracy 
of urban design 
critiques made 
decades earlier
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generation was “capable of feeling actual problems, personally, profoundly, the 
goals to follow, the means to reach them, and the pathetic urgency of the present 
situation.”7 With his keen historical consciousness, Le Corbusier understood that 
there were signi cant di erences in the experiences of the Generation of ’28, most 
of whom were born in the 1880s and came of age in the 1920s and ’30s, and the 
new Generation of ’56, most of whom were born in the 1910s and ’20s.

As children of the Machine Age, the younger generation—among them Jacob 
Bakema, Aldo van Eyck, Alison and Peter Smithson, and John Voelcker—were too 
young to have witnessed some of the urban squalor characteristic of the exploding 
cities at the turn of the century, or to have experienced modernity as “one of the 
great metamorphoses of history,” as Le Corbusier’s generation had.8 Indeed, as 
early as CIAM 6 in 1947, a meeting intended to be a post-war “rea rmation of the 
aims of CIAM,” Bakema and van Eyck had criticized many of modern architecture’s 
fundamental principles, particularly those related to city planning. Rather than 
support the rea rmation document, van Eyck rejected much of CIAM’s La Sarraz 
Declaration (1928) and Athens Charter (1933), seeing them as symptomatic of a 
“mechanistic conception of progress” that was incompatible with his belief that a 
new civilization would emerge in the post-war period.9

In 1950, the editors of The Architectural Review summarized this post-war 
disillusion with the idea of progress as follows:

Perhaps the most extraordinary thing about 1950 is that it is no longer possible to 
treat as silly (as it was in the nineteenth and even the early twentieth century) the 
people who take a poor view of the future of man. The most sinister thing about 
the atom bomb is not so much that it may go o  as that whether it goes o  or 
not, its e ects tend to be the same. Western civilization rests on its oars, awaits 
the issue. Result, a very appreciable slowing down of what used to be called 
Progress or the March of Events.10

While Le Corbusier’s generation was by no means blind to these concerns about the 
future, the younger generation was less invested in CIAM’s work of the preceding 
decades. Thus, in the early 1950s, van Eyck and Bakema were joined by John Voelcker 
and the Smithsons in attacking CIAM’s long-standing functionalist city planning 
principles with the kind of iconoclastic statements usually attributed to the critics 
of the 1960s. At CIAM 9 in 1953, Voelcker and the Smithsons presented a project on 
“Urban Reidenti cation” which observed that the short, narrow street of the slum 
often succeeded where spacious redevelopment failed, a sociologically oriented 
observation typically associated with 1960s urban theory.11 Soon thereafter, the 
group presented the “Doorn Manifesto” (1954), which intended to replace the 
narrow functionalism of the Athens Charter with an emergent understanding of 
the “ecological” complexity of the city.12 Undermining two decades of work by the 
Generation of ’28 to promote modern architecture and city planning ideals, these 
architects of the new generation rejected CIAM’s Functionalist City concept, with 
its “Four Functions” of dwelling, working, recreation, and circulation. In 1955, the 
Smithsons summarized the change in thinking by sharply stating: “we wonder how 
anyone could possibly believe that in this lay the secret of town building.”13
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In the context of such an attack, it is hardly surprising that the Generation of ’56 
was determined to bring CIAM to an end, and following a nal meeting in Otterlo 
in 1959, the organization was declared dead.

Terminating the organization, however, was only part of a larger critique of 
modern architecture. By 1959, even the term “modern architecture” had become 
suspect among this generation of architects for having become negatively 
associated with post-war urban renewal projects. As Jacob Bakema explained:

In our Dutch circumstances we no longer like the word l’Architecture Moderne. 
But why? Why don’t we like it? Because we think that after the war, towns have 
been built, streets have been built, in a way that makes them look like what 
people associate with l’Architecture Moderne: we have mass repetition of blocks, 
[and] houses are placed in these blocks in military fashion … 14

However, rejecting the term “modern architecture” necessitated the invention of a 
new terminology, and a new conception of architecture.

Expanding on his critique of the “mechanistic conception of progress,” van 
Eyck made a case for moving beyond the positivism of the 1920s and ’30s, 
arguing that architects and city planners must get out of their deterministic or 
“Euclidian groove.” He observed that compared with science, positivistic modern 
architecture and urbanism had been failures. Architects, he believed, had been out 
of touch with reality and had, in his words, “sidetracked the issue of contemporary 
creativity.”15 He thus recommended that architects follow the example of such 
“non-Euclidian” artists and scientists as Picasso, Mondrian, Joyce, Le Corbusier, 
Schoenberg, Bergson, and Einstein, whose work he described not as modern, but 
“contemporary.”

Making a case for “contemporary” as opposed to “modern” architecture, van 
Eyck believed that when architects again discovered the world anew, they would 
discover a “new architecture—real contemporary architecture.”16

FROM THE “FUNCTIONAL NEUROSIS” TO THE NEW EMPIRICISM

After CIAM ’59, it became increasingly common to distinguish the “contemporary” 
architecture of the late twentieth century from the “modern” architecture of the 

rst half. However, being nearly synonymous terms, the preference for one over 
the other indicated continuity as much as change. Indeed, while van Eyck went 
to some rhetorical lengths to make a case for a new contemporary architecture, 
his inspiration came from modern era gures including Picasso, Mondrian, and Le 
Corbusier, whose work he described as “contemporary.”17

To use the term coined by Thomas Kuhn around 1959, the semantic shift from 
“modern” to “contemporary” represented a paradigm shift, a transformation in 
thinking which, according to Kuhn, does not require the complete rejection 
of the previous paradigm. Rather, lingering inadequacies and the increasingly 
evident failures of a paradigm eventually spark a “crisis”—a word which became 
increasingly common in architecture culture starting around 1950 and grew 
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exponentially in common usage from around 1956.18 Intellectual crises, according 
to Kuhn, are fueled by the contest of those seeking to preserve orthodox beliefs 
and others desirous of highlighting the inadequacies in prevailing theory and 
engaging in “extraordinary research”—a nice term to describe the varied and often 

eeting architectural trajectories, and cultural phenomena, of the 1950s and the 
following decades.19 Ultimately, however, the changes to the challenged paradigm 
may be more evolutionary than revolutionary, as Kuhn pointed out in The Structure 
of Scienti c Revolutions (1962).20

The fundamental paradigm that changed in the 1950s was functionalism, but 
to follow Kuhn’s hypothesis, it was not necessarily one that had been unanimously 
accepted as a concept, insofar as some had recognized its shortcomings earlier. 
Nor was it simply rejected. Indeed, debates over functionalism, a concept closely 
associated with modern architecture, spanned much of the twentieth century, 
continuing well into the 1970s, transcending the stereotypical historical boundaries 
between architectural modernism and postmodernism.

In the early twentieth century, critiques of functionalism dogged modern 
architecture. In 1923, for example, Adolf Behne criticized architectural functionalism 
by distinguishing the utilitarianism of builders from the functionalism of architects, 
observing that a true functionalist would make a building into a “pure tool” and 
arrive at a negation of form.21 In 1932, Philip Johnson and Henry-Russell Hitchcock 
similarly defended their aesthetic interpretation of the new “International Style” 
by similarly arguing that Functionalists denied that the aesthetic element in 
architecture was important.22 And in the same year, Douglas Haskell used Peter 
Behren’s apartment at the Weissenhof-Siedlung, which had weathered and 
deteriorated greatly in just ve years, to argue that functionalist architecture was 
inevitably metaphoric, an “architect’s fairy tale.”23 By 1936, Leicester B. Holland could 
describe functionalism as a “cult,” presciently adding that, like other architectural 
cults, it was soon to become “the trivial plaything of magazine advertisements.”24 
Anticipating problems related to the popularization of modern architecture in the 
coming decades, Holland observed that if the function of functionalism was to 
combat the popular desire for period decoration, it was ghting a losing battle 
against straw men, and would only substitute one fashion for another.25

The end of World War II was a turning point, as functionalism seemed associated 
with mechanization and thus the destruction wreaked in Europe and Asia. In 1946, 
the same year van Eyck and Bakema criticized the aims of CIAM, Ernesto Rogers 
posed his famous question: “do we want to de ne ourselves as functionalists?”26 
These early post-war critiques were followed, in the early 1950s, by an outpouring 
of writings on the subject of functionalism and alternative architectural expressions 
by Lewis Mumford, Robert Woods Kennedy, Paul Zucker, Edward De Zurko, and 
others.27 The debate would continue into the mid 1960s with Robert Venturi’s and 
Aldo Rossi’s critiques of “naïve functionalism” and essays by Mario Gandelsonas and 
Peter Eisenman in the 1970s.28

As indicated by the continuity of the debate, functionalism was not abandoned 
in the 1950s or ’60s. “Contemporary” architecture would emerge from its 
reformulation. As Joan Ockman observed in her introduction to Architecture Culture 
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1943–68, architectural thinking of the time was characterized by “a reconciliation 
and integration of functionalism with more humanistic concerns: symbolic 
representation, organicism, aesthetic expressiveness, contextual relationships, and 
social, anthropological, and psychological subject matter.”29 The process, which 
was a crisis because it required revisiting the prevailing de nitions of modern 
architecture and coming to terms with the failures of urban theory, involved the 
reconsideration of such important but neglected topics as history, popular culture, 
regional traditions, and the city.

In fact, although new interpretations of functionalism were not readily 
accepted because of the implications and scope of the task, alternatives to pre-
war functionalism came quickly after the war. Among the rst of these was J.M. 
Richards’s “New Empiricism,” a concept that sought to address the “aesthetic 
expression of functionalism.” Although Richards initially applied the term to 
the regional modernism of Sweden, he observed the New Empiricism to be an 
international inclination in an eponymously titled essay:

That this tendency is not purely a Swedish one is obvious from the concern 
being expressed in other countries, where other empiricists apparently fear 
that the enormous post-war opportunities of rebuilding may too easily result in 
the stereotyping of the functionalism of the thirties under the old argument of 
establishing it as the international vernacular.30

Richards’s idea was quickly taken up by Lewis Mumford, who quoted from “The New 
Empiricism” in his famous essay “Status Quo” (aka “the Bay Region style”), which in 
turn prompted the Museum of Modern Art to organize a symposium titled: “What 
Is Happening to Modern Architecture?”31 There Alfred Barr and Henry-Russell 
Hitchcock derided Mumford’s “native and human form of modernism,” describing 
Mumford’s model Bay Region Style as the “New Cottage Style” and seeking to 
maintain the supremacy of their own International Style, which they a rmed as 
generally “synonymous with the phrase ‘Modern Architecture.’”32

After that things quickly changed, however. In 1950, Richards articulated the 
feeling that was soon on everyone’s mind by observing that, “The present is a 
moment of crisis, not any longer because we need modern architecture, but 
because we have got it.”33

Indeed, in the early 1950s, many of the modern masters also answered “no” to 
the question “do we want to de ne ourselves as functionalists?” Sigfried Giedion 
wrote that the special task of architecture was to leap from a rational-functional 
mode to an irrational-organic one, and discover a way to save society from being 
overwhelmed by the onslaught of technical processes.34 José Luis Sert stated 
similarly that modern architecture needed to move beyond simply expressing 
function and develop a more complete architectural vocabulary.35 He argued 
that, “the need for the super uous is as old as mankind,” and concluded that 
architecture needed to move beyond the “stern architectural standards of the 
twenties.”36 And, in 1954, Walter Gropius made a similar argument as part of an 
Architectural Forum series of articles on “the crisis in architecture.”37 He argued that 
the portrayal of the early pioneers as rigid men addicted to the glori cation of the 
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machine and indi erent to human values was obsolete and outdated. Rather than 
accept reductive histories and static labels, he urged an understanding of modern 
architecture as one of continuous growth, responsive to the changes in life and to 
regional expressions derived from speci c environments, climates, landscapes, and 
customs.38

Though resonant today, such changes in the thinking of the old masters were 
not uniformly welcomed by the younger generation. In the mid 1950s, for example, 
James Stirling opined that Le Corbusier had derided and betrayed modern 
architecture. Writing about Ronchamp Chapel (1951–55), Stirling attacked the old 
master for abandoning the correct use and expression of materials, using decorative 
motifs that did not advance formal, structural, or aesthetic aims, and otherwise 
overturning architectural principles that he had so convincingly promulgated in 
his early work. According to Stirling, with Ronchamp, Le Corbusier had “called into 
question what is modern” and triggered a new “Crisis of Rationalism.”39

Indeed, the combination of the corporate and popular embrace of modern 
architecture in the early 1950s—represented by SOM’s Lever House (1950–52) 
and “Googie” architecture, on one hand, and the apparent rejection of modern 
architecture by Le Corbusier, on the other—presented unhappy prospects for the 
“Angry Young Men” of the Generation of ’56. As indicated by Reyner Banham’s 1953 
critique of a modest apartment building by Luigi Moretti, Casa del Girasole (1949–
50), for the use of abstract historical and regional references, the new generation 
of modern architects was faced with an almost impossibly narrow operative space 
between functionalist dogmatism and expressive eclecticism.40

Although there was general agreement about the shortcomings of modern 
architecture of the early twentieth century, architecture culture in the 1950s 
remained deeply con icted by what Robin Boyd described as a “Functional Neurosis.” 
Modern architecture, Boyd observed, was torn by remorse and doubt because it 
was ready to renounce functionalism, but had no other conviction to replace this 
“god of its youth.”41 Modern architecture had produced an overabundance of “glass 
cubes” in the model of Mies van der Rohe’s Farnsworth House (1951) and Seagram 
Building (1954–58), buildings Boyd believed had done little to extend design 
thinking beyond that of the 1920s. However, at the point when modern architects 
were ready to renounce functionalism and were tempted to build from the heart, 
and not from the head, he observed that they had the uneasy feeling that they 
were “somehow letting the old side down.”42 It would take at least a few decades, 
and another generation, for this feeling to pass.

THE NEXT STEP: TOWARD A FUNCTIONALISM OF THE PARTICULAR

In the 1950 essay in which J. M. Richards described the crisis of modern architecture, 
he also took a prescient look forward into the architecture culture of the next 
half-century. Seeking to nd some common thread among an assortment of new 
catchwords, tendencies, and orientations, Richards summarized these as addressing 
a “functionalism of the particular.” It was an idea that functionalist architecture 
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needs not to be abandoned, but better related to the essential particulars of time 
and place and purpose. In his words:

There is therefore no call to abandon functionalism in the search for an 
architectural idiom capable of the full range of expression its human purposes 
require; only to understand functionalism itself, by its very nature, implies 
the reverse of what it is often allowed to imply: not reducing everything to 
broad generalizations—quality in architecture belongs to the exact, not the 
approximate—but relating it ever more closely to the essential particulars of time 
and place and purpose. That is the level on which humanity and science meet.43

Though this seems an acceptable description of the multivalent nature of modern 
architecture since then, it was a frustratingly vague architectural manifesto to 
replace modern architecture’s dogmatic founding principles. Indeed, while the 
Generation of ’56 recognized that early modernism had many absurd aspects, 
they feared that the baby had been thrown away with the bathwater.44 They also 
understood the consequences of heterogeneity on modern architecture’s collective 
project. After what James Stirling regarded as three decades of the assimilation and 
personalization of modern architecture, he thus hoped that a period of di usion 
was coming to an end, and that it would be possible to nd a new synthesis.45

It quickly became clear that a single new narrative for modern architecture 
would not emerge, however. As Reyner Banham observed in his 1955 essay on “The 
New Brutalism,” new ideas were coming too fast for this to happen. Speaking of 
the “new” in the New Empiricism and the combatant New Brutalism, he observed:

This usage, like any involving the word new, opens up a historical perspective. It 
postulates that an old empiricism can be identi ed by the historian, and that the 
new one can be distinguished from it by methods of historical comparison … The 
ability to deal with such ne shades of historical meaning is in itself a measure 
of our handiness with the historical method today, and the use of phrases 
of the form “The New X-ism”—where X equals any adjectival root—became 
commonplace in the early nineteen- fties in fourth-year studios and other places 
where architecture is discussed, rather than practiced.46

Despite the proliferation of new isms, for Banham, the Smithsons, and others, the 
“New Brutalism” was an important challenge to the “New Traditionalism” described 
by Stirling in the 1957 essay “Regionalism and Modern Architecture.” Whereas the 
New Regionalism, the New Empiricism, and the New Palladianism (a tendency 
inspired by Rudolph Wittkower’s Architectural Principles of the Age of Humanism, 
1949) raised questions of formalism and historicism, New Brutalism—a term 
Banham described as “something between a slogan and a brick-bat ung in the 
public’s face”—was determinedly contemporary.47 And with the “postmodern” 
experiment on the horizon, those architects resistant to popular and historical 
allusions were perhaps right to worry: it would take more than two decades to 
cycle through the postmodern experiment bookended by the regionalism of the 
1950s and the critical regionalism of the 1980s.48
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By CIAM’s nal meeting in Otterlo, however, the stage was set for a wide range 
of “extraordinary research” into contemporary architecture. Along with CIAM, the 
idea of a uni ed master narrative was reluctantly accepted as a historical artifact. 
Although some modern architects continued to believe in the ambitious goal of 
“total architecture,” the paradigm was clearly shifting toward the increasingly 
situated topography indicated by Richards almost a decade earlier.49 By 1959, 
the force of di erent ways of thinking was undeniable; CIAM’s demise was well 
summarized by Bakema’s observation that in order to “intensify the attempts for 

nding a new architectural language, individuals and groups must work in their 
own way.”50

Indeed, the diverse projects presented at CIAM ’59 were remarkably prescient. 
Herman Haan put forward an anthropological inquiry into architectural essentials 
through his studies of the settlements of Saharan Africa. Aldo van Eyck, who 
had also traveled to Africa to study the architecture of the Dogon, presented 
his multivalent, fractal-like Children’s Home (1955–60), later analyzed for its 
structural, anthropological, experiential, and utopian dimensions.51 Kenzo Tange 
presented Kikutake Kiyonori’s plan for the expansion of Tokyo, an early Metabolist 
project in which the metaphor of a tree was used to describe a “structural” system 
characterized by permanent and ephemeral elements, with the city (or house) 
being compared to the tree, and apartments (or the house’s technical plug-ins) 
compared to its impermanent, but renewable leaves. Oskar Hansen presented a 
high-tech art gallery, notable for expressing structural and mechanical systems 
and for being an addition to a historic building, as well as a moving memorial 
for Auschwitz. Jerzy Soltan presented a exible pavilion system for hot climates 
notable for passive cooling strategies familiar again in today’s “sustainable” 
design.

Among other urban schemes for the extension and renewal of cities, 
Eduard Sekler’s modest housing project for Vienna was groundbreaking in its 

1.7 The last CIAM 
meeting in Otterlo, 
Holland, 1959. José 
Antonio Coderch, 
standing behind 
Aldo van Eyck and 
Giancarlo De Carlo 
(seated at the 
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are Ernesto Rogers, 
seated far left; 
Peter Smithson, 
standing third 
from left; 
Jacob Bakema 
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Alison Smithson, 
both seated. 
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John Voelcker 
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Kenzo Tange. 
The meeting’s 
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(as chair), John 
Voelcker, Rogers, 
Alfred Roth, and 
André Wogenscky
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understanding of the di erence between architecture and urbanism. More of 
an urban design scheme than a robustly developed architectural proposal—but 
representative in this way of the development of the new discipline of urban 
design in the 1950s—Sekler argued that, “urbanity is a characteristic which is not 
necessarily architectural.”52 Though his project was attacked by Peter Smithson for 
a lack of regional and site speci city, Sekler’s notion of urbanity was very di erent 
from the CIAM approach to housing and urbanism, and the prevailing trend toward 
suburbanization and decentralization, which characterized the Smithsons’ housing 
projects and much of urban theory at the time.53

Finally, John Voelcker, Giancarlo de Carlo, Ralph Erskine, Kenzo Tange, and, most 
notably, Ernesto Rogers all presented various regionalist concepts and projects, 
among which BBPR’s Torre Velasca (1950–57) caused the greatest consternation for 
incorporating historical references into a building type that had come to epitomize 
modern architecture, the skyscraper.54

Rogers was, unsurprisingly, attacked at Otterlo for the Velasca Tower: with ying 
buttresses, a pitched roof, and chimneys, the building could be read as not just 
challenging, but mocking functionalist aesthetics and modern architecture. Peter 
Smithson agreed with Rogers that it was no longer possible to take up an anti-
historical position, but he believed the design went too far. He recognized it as a 
dangerous precedent:

You, in a way, created a model here which has included certain consequences 
which, if you had been aware of your position in society and your position in the 
development of things, you would have seen as dangerous. Such a development 
contains the possibility of other people’s doing similar things in a worse way.55

Rogers, however, explained the design as being intimately related to the site’s 
physical and historical context, and as exemplary of a sweeping challenge to the 
prevailing attitudes toward architectural and urban form, program, regional and 
local site speci city, and history. Challenging both modernist architecture and 
urbanism, he argued that to build in a preconceived modern style was as absurd 
as the modernist abandonment of architectural history, and that modernist urban 
proposals too often resulted in schemes antagonistic to existing cities and ways 
of life. In contrast, he called for architectural and urban plans that would respond 
to local climate and terrain, existing architectural and urban conditions, and the 
immense patrimony of inherited experience embodied in the city.56

1.8 Selected 
projects from 
CIAM ’59 in Otterlo 
represented 
the diversity of 
approaches that 
emerged at CIAM’s 
end. Aldo van 
Eyck’s Children’s 
Home (1955–60); 
detail of Kenzo 
Tange’s Kagawa 
Prefectural O ce 
(1955–58); Kiyonori 
Kikutake’s Tokyo 
Bay project (1959); 
passive cooling 
strategies for Jerzy 
Soltan’s Polish 
Exhibition Pavilion 
(Damascus, 1956)



1.9 Sharply criticized at CIAM ’59 at Otterlo, Ernesto Rogers and BBPR’s Torre Velasca (1950–57)  
was nevertheless an important experiment in expanding the language of modern architecture  

along regionalist lines
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Rogers’s argument for the history of architecture and place was a moral one that 
extended beyond empiricism and beyond the design project. He believed that a 
historical consciousness was necessary to be both modern and human:

To be modern means simply to sense contemporary history within the order 
of all of history and thus to feel the responsibility of one’s own acts not from 
within the closed barricade of an egoistic manifestation, but as a collaboration 
that, through one’s contribution, augments and enriches the perennial 
contemporaneity of the possible formal combinations of universal relationship.57

NEO RATIONALISM, NEO REALISM, NEO REGIONALISM, AND NEO
FUNCTIONALISM

Many modernist architects of the 1950s recognized the need to transcend the limits 
and legacy of functionalism, as revealed by their nascent research into vernacular 
architecture, urban form, anthropology, sociology, technology, structuralism, 
metabolism, and regionalism, and the other “New X-isms” identi ed by Reyner 
Banham. Nevertheless, the popular acceptance of modern architecture in the 
1950s made it di cult for some to imagine the backlash that was to come in just 
a few years. As Jerzy Soltan put it in one of the concluding conversations of CIAM 
’59: “Everybody, everywhere seems to express the desire to be ‘modern.’ There is no 
longer a war between the old and the new—the old, it seems, has ceased to exist.”58

Many modernist architects thus believed that the primary task of the post-CIAM 
era was to hold the line against historicism and populism. Whereas the task of early 
modernists had been to ght an external opposition, post-war architects saw the 
need to ght an internal threat, and to separate the “new modernists,” who sought 
to satisfy popular tastes through super cial stylizations and regressions into 
history, from “true modernists,” as Soltan labeled them.59

By contrast, others among the Generation of ’56, like Aldo van Eyck, believed 
that the real threat to modern architecture was an internal enemy of a di erent 
kind: modernist urbanism and the system of thought behind it. As van Eyck put it:

what is really wrong stems from the other enemy—the enemy of a system of 
analysis of “city”—of a creation of four keys, keys which don’t t the lock … You 
can go to Amsterdam and drive for hours through kilometers funktionnelle stadt 
made up of the four keys of CIAM—but you cannot live there. That is our enemy. 
The enemy is this terrible, rational, one track mind.60

In retrospect, both schools of thought were justi ed in their respective concerns 
about architectures that catered to popular tastes, whether historical or honky-
tonk, and those that were so unconcerned about their contexts as to destroy the 
cities that they inhabited. The 1960s and ’70s would be characterized by both 
extremes, with Charles Moore’s Piazza d’Italia (1974–78) representing the former, 
and Paul Rudolph’s Lower Manhattan megastructure project (1967–72) the latter. 
Between these two idioms—characterized in 1973 as a debate between “grays” and 
“whites”—the “postmodern” was, of course, the more publicly palatable.
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Pushed by a populist movement that imagined architecture without architects, 
in the 1960s and ’70s, architecture culture took up questions of architectural 
autonomy, historical reference, and popular taste, with a neo-realist position 
represented by Robert Venturi’s work and a neo-rationalist position represented 
by Peter Eisenman’s self-referential architecture characterizing two ends of the 
semiotic spectrum. Recognizing the situation as dysfunctional, Mario Gandelsonas 

1.10 Representing 
another failure 
of modernist 
urban design, 
Paul Rudolph’s 
Lower Manhattan 
Expressway Project 
(1968) was the 
conceptual climax 
of the line of 
megastructural 
thinking that 
emerged around the 
time of CIAM ’59

1.11 Ten years 
after Rudolph’s 
LoMEx project, 
Charles Moore’s 
Piazza d’Italia 
(1978) represented 
another extreme 
direction, and 
manifested the 
fears of some of 
the Generation 
of ’56
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proposed a synthesis of neo-realism and neo-rationalism in the form of “neo-
functionalism” in 1976, but the proposition added little to the ideas about 
functionalism put forward by Behne in the 1920s or Richards in the 1950s. It 
represented the restatement of a fundamental problem of modern architecture by 
a new generation.

Lagging more than a decade behind critiques that emerged from the late 1950s, 
such as Jacobs’s Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961), it was not until the 
late 1970s, when many cities were at their nadir, that the Generation of ’68 began to 
synthesize a new approach toward architecture and the city.61 However, the CIAM 
’59 debate as to whether populist architecture or modern urbanism was the bigger 
problem would remain unresolved: the twentieth century would close without 
reconciliation between Leon Krier’s utopian “Atlantis” (1986) and Koolhaas’s anti-
utopian “Generic City” (1994).62

Nevertheless, the twentieth century did not witness the complete triumph of 
either historicism or the “generic city”: the unevenness of globalization, historic 
preservation and heritage movements, and the inherent inertia of people and 
places all provided some opposition to such forces. Moreover, more traditionally 
functionalist approaches continued to coexist, and to compete with, architectures 
that embrace time, place, and purpose. This seems to be an enduring state of a airs. 
The International Style coexisted with the Bay Region style and other regional 
styles in the late 1940s, in ways not unlike the coexistence of Classical and Gothic 
architecture; as Liane Lefaivre and Alexander Tzonis have observed, regionalism 
has a very long history.63 Richards’s 1950 vision for architecture in the second half of 
twentieth century has been vindicated: such approaches, regionalism among them, 
transcended the post-war transformations from “modern” to “contemporary” to 
“postmodern” architectural ideas. Through a common thread of “new empiricism”—

1.12 Celebrated 
as a work of 
regionalism 
in the age of 
globalization, 
Enric Miralles 
and Benedetta 
Tagliabue, Santa 
Caterina Market 
adaptation (1997–
2001) models 
a combination 
of urban and 
architectural 
design, historic 
and contemporary 
architecture, site 
speci city and 
connection to 
the larger world
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evident in the projects from around the world in the following chapters—modern 
architecture outlived reports of its untimely death and developed in response to 
the never-ending challenges of speci city and contemporaneity.
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Post-Modernism: Critique and Reaction

David Rifkind

As the modernist consensus of the immediate post-war period gave way to 
skepticism in the late 1950s and early 1960s, modern architecture faced critiques 
both from within (e.g. Team X) and without (Post-Modernism). The political crises 
and social transformations (civil rights and colonial independence movements, 
cold and hot wars, and economic upheavals) of these decades, alongside the 
not-quite-utopic results of a once radical modernism which was increasingly 
absorbed into capitalism and the state, precipitated profound reconsiderations 
of the ethical basis of architectural practice. By the early 1960s, many architects 
and intellectuals responded to a perceived homogeneity in Western architecture 
by seeking new vocabularies for architectural production. Some sought to bring 
new energy to modern architecture by adopting non-Western formal languages, 
others argued that vernacular architectures, which had already been celebrated by 
Le Corbusier and others, represented a “native genius” that had been suppressed 
by modernism’s pervasive technological determinism, while others still called for 
a return of ornament and guration in order to enable architecture to ful ll its 
historical role as a conveyer of meaning and marker of social order.1

Numerous architects challenged the professional codes of the discipline by 
pioneering new practices that stressed direct involvement of community groups 
in the design process, or by overturning the elitist structure of the discipline 
through popular participation in the fabrication and transformation of buildings.2 
These e orts coalesced in the 1970s with the emergence of a new trend in 
architecture, often Neoclassical in its overall tendency, characterized by the use 
of ornament, a concern with public space and historical context, and an e ort to 
enliven streetscapes and bring drama to roofscapes. What became known as “Post-
Modernism” in architecture was as diverse and pluralistic as the theoretical and 
aesthetic concerns that animated its principle advocates, from Robert Venturi and 
Denise Scott Brown to Charles Moore, Aldo Rossi, Philip Johnson, Michael Graves, 
James Stirling, Ricardo Legorreta, Robert Stern, Cesar Pelli and Ricardo Bo ll.

Post-Modern architecture was not a single cohesive movement but rather a 
range of overlapping interests. In addition to describing a broad spectrum of 
design practices, Post-Modernism covers a wide variety of critical stances toward 
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modernism that have been fueled by such extra-architectural sources as literature, 
philosophy, popular culture and the performing arts. A concern with questions 
of language and meaning and a desire to restore architecture’s communicative 
function provoked explorations into semiotics and spurred research into history, 
sociology and anthropology. Post-modernism responded to the revolutionary 
rhetoric of modernism with the same suspicion that Jean-François Lyotard criticized 
as the meta-narratives underpinned by faith in science and reason.3 Skeptical 
of modernism’s utopian faith in architecture’s ability to transform societies and 
individuals, Post-Modern architecture frequently extolled pluralism, playfulness, 
excess and ambiguity.

ROBERT VENTURI AND ALDO ROSSI: THE WAY OUT OF DOGMATIC 
MODERNISM

Of the numerous critical studies of modernism that appeared in the mid-1960s, the 
most noteworthy were Robert Venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture 
(1966), and Aldo Rossi’s Architecture of the City (1966). These two seminal texts left a 
profound impact on architectural education and practice.4 Within a decade, Venturi, 
Rossi and other architects were at work on large public projects that attempted 
to deal concretely with symbolism, history, precedent, typology, public space and 
urban planning.

Robert Venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture has frequently 
been misread as an apologia for eclecticism. Venturi’s “gentle manifesto for a non-
straightforward architecture” criticized the reductive logic and universal claims 
of orthodox modernism, and argued in favor of “an architecture that promotes 
richness and ambiguity over unity and clarity, contradiction and redundancy 
over harmony and simplicity.” The book’s trans-historical criticism, focusing on 
architectural qualities that are common to di erent historical epochs rather 
than tied to speci c cultural contexts, became a common theme of Post-Modern 
thought. Complexity and Contradiction had the rare virtue of being both accessible 
to a general audience and signi cant as well to those versed in architectural 
history. The book o ered scores of historical examples, organized thematically 
according to spatial and formal qualities, to elaborate the concepts of complexity 
and contradiction.5

Some of the ideas elaborated in Complexity and Contradiction were earlier 
applied in the house Venturi designed for his mother in the neighborhood of 
Chestnut Hill in Philadelphia (Figures 2.1 and 2.2). Completed in 1964, the Vanna 
Venturi House is densely layered with references to the work of a diverse range 
of architects who would feature in Venturi’s polemical masterpiece, including 
Michelangelo, Le Corbusier, Frank Furness, Louis Kahn and Luigi Moretti. The 
juxtaposition of these formal gestures exempli es Venturi’s search for a “di cult 
unity of inclusion” rather than an “easy unity of exclusion.” The broad gable and 
the recessed front porch of the Vanna Venturi House’s principle façade present an 
iconographic representation of the American home. Yet numerous gestures, such 
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2.1 Robert 
Venturi, Vanna 
Venturi House, 
Philadelphia, 1964

2.2 Robert 
Venturi, Vanna 
Venturi House, 
Philadelphia, 1964

as the displaced chimney and irregular windows, undermine its symmetry and the 
stability it signi es. The play of near symmetries imbues the house with tension 
through the ironic suggestion, but then elision, of a central focus—a technique 
Venturi identi ed in the work of both Michelangelo and Moretti. The house alludes 
to the bifurcated entry of Furness’s Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, a disquieting 
gesture Venturi had admired in Complexity and Contradiction, which also played an 
important role in the contemporary Guild House (completed in 1964). The front 
façade’s Corbusian-inspired ribbon window opens onto the kitchen—the space 
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not coincidentally associated with Taylorist e ciency, Weimar-era gender concerns 
and the modernist cult of hygiene—announcing another theme of Post-Modern 
architecture, that of its capability to absorb in its discourse some of the elements 
of modernism.

Denise Scott Brown, Venturi’s collaborator and spouse, injected a concern 
with social engagement and popular culture into the rm’s design work and 
writing, which manifested itself in Learning from Las Vegas, published in 1972.6 
This study presented the streetscape of Las Vegas as an American vernacular that 
demonstrated a clarity of signi cation that modernist architects neglected, leading 
to the impoverishment of the built environment. Scott Brown and Venturi, along 
with their long-time collaborator Steven Izenour, argued in favor of an “ugly and 
ordinary” as opposed to a heroic architecture. They criticized the overwrought 
formal lyricism of high modern buildings that represented their programmatic 
function through idiosyncratic gestures, as in the work of Paul Rudolph. They 
eschewed these buildings, which they labeled “ducks,” in favor of simpler 
structures—which they called “decorated sheds”—whose applied ornamentation 
communicated clearly, in the manner of billboard advertisements.

In Complexity and Contradiction, Venturi’s interest in popular culture was ltered 
through the medium of Pop Art, whereas in collaboration with Scott Brown and 
Izenour, the rm’s work engaged more directly with the material culture of everyday 
life. Taken from a more populist position than the literate criticism of Venturi’s 
earlier book, Learning from Las Vegas involved a systematic study of Las Vegas strip 
architecture and signage. The book recorded work by Venturi, Scott Brown and their 
Yale graduate students, who combined the documentary-format photography of 
Edward Ruscha with empirical research and analytical methodologies drawn from 
the social sciences. Learning from Las Vegas made the honky-tonk streetscape a 
serious subject of study in American architecture schools and introduced a new 
popular vocabulary to architects steeped in the heroic traditions of orthodox 
modernism.7

After the populist Guild House, Venturi and Scott Brown realized a number of 
prestigious projects, including Gordon Wu Hall (1983) and Thomas Laboratories 
(1986), both at Princeton University, the Seattle Art Museum (1991), and the 
Sainsbury Wing, a controversial addition to the National Gallery in London 
(1991) (Figure 2.3). This signi cant work followed Prince Charles’s criticism of the 
proposed addition by Ahrends Burton Koralek, which he likened to “a monstrous 
carbuncle on the face of a much loved and elegant friend.” Venturi and Scott 
Brown responded with a design that matched the scale and materials of William 
Wilkins’s 1838 building by inventively re-assembling the original structure’s 
Neoclassical ornamentation in a manner that seems to draw equally from Baroque 
facade compositions and video editing techniques. The Sainsbury Wing mirrors 
and transforms the older building’s Corinthian order columns; its ornamentation 
becomes more three-dimensional the farther it sits from the original building, 
echoing its full column-engaged column-pilaster sequence, yet compressing the 
elements into a series of layered pilasters at the point where the two buildings 
come closest. This gesture paradoxically emphasizes both the joint between the 
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buildings and the parts of the façade farthest from it, introducing a compositional 
tension that rewards careful contemplation from Trafalgar Square. The Sainsbury 
Wing inverts the National Gallery’s relationship to the ground by drawing the 
monumental stair indoors and opening the expansive main doors at sidewalk level 
in a gesture of accessibility.

In Europe, Aldo Rossi developed a broadly in uential strain of Post-Modernism, 
rooted in a compelling historical critique of modern architecture and urbanism. 
Focusing on the notion of typology as a source of architectural form, rooted in 
both classical and industrial vernacular traditions, Rossi proposed an architecture 
of primary geometries whose simpli ed forms evoked an almost archaic 
timelessness. Rossi was a central gure in the Italian Tendenza movement, also-
called Neorationalism, whose source material ranged from interwar Rationalism 
to rural farm buildings. In his seminal The Architecture of the City (1966), Rossi 
rea rmed the importance of the traditional European city as a model of an 
integral collection of artifacts whose textures, scales and formal traditions must 
be respected by any new work of architecture. Paradoxically, his architecture was 
formalist and projected itself as “autonomous”, even though it was inspired by 
works deeply immersed in the social life of their urban contexts. The Architecture 
of the City explicitly rejected the reductive principle of “Functionalism”, a central 
tenet of modernist thought since Louis Sullivan, the roots of which extend all the 
way back to A.W.N. Pugin. Instead, Rossi argued that all major artifacts go through 
many transformations in time, alternating functions and adapting to di erent 
usages, which does not reduce their architectural signi cance. Instead of “function,” 

2.3 Venturi, 
Scott Brown 
and Associates, 
Sainsbury 
Wing of the 
National Gallery, 
London, 1991
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Rossi argued, it is the concept of type which could be more useful as a tool for the 
production of a legible and coherent built environment, which becomes a living 
record of a society’s collective memory.

One of the earliest projects by Rossi to express this new “tendency” was the 
San Cataldo Cemetery in Modena, a competition he won in 1971 that required 
an addition to the city’s nineteenth-century cemetery. Rossi and Gianni Braghieri 
designed the cemetery as a solemn ensemble of buildings—almost diagrammatic 
in their formal simplicity—housing di erent programs, including a large ossuary, 
columbaria and a common grave. Though only partially realized, San Cataldo 
expressed the metaphysical quality that often emerged from Rossi’s typological 
investigations. The ossuary cube that dominates the complex has neither a roof nor 
glazing in its windows, as if the sheltering function of architecture were suspended 
for the dead.

The signi cance of Rossi’s typological method was translated in a number 
of other projects, from town halls and museums to public libraries and social 
housing, among which gure prominently his projects for housing in Berlin on 
Wilhelmstrasse (1981) and Paris at la Villette (1986), the Town Hall in Borgoricco 
(1983), the Bonnefanten Museum in Maastrich (1990), and the residential complex 
at Schutzenstrasse in Berlin (1998), which restored a complete block of the city’s 
urban fabric, using a variety of urban types in a single complex.

Rossi’s ephemeral project for the Teatro del Mondo, built for the 1979 Venice 
Bennale, o ered the architect an opportunity to reinvest architecture with the 
ability to produce and sustain collective memory (Figure 2.4). Rossi resurrected 
an eighteenth-century building type—the temporary oating theater—as 
a space of public appearance.8 The building’s massing is deceptively simple: a 
nearly cubic volume houses the theater-in-the-round, anked by rectangular 
stair towers and topped by an octagonal lantern and cap. The wood exterior, 
painted in bright, theatrical colors, clads a metal sca olding structure left 
exposed on the interior to celebrate the building’s temporality. The paradigm of 
the urban theater as a space of public interaction recurred frequently in Rossi’s 
work, especially through the device of the broad ight of stairs-cum-grandstand 
in such projects as the Monument to Sandro Pertini (Milan, 1990) and the Hotel 
Il Palazzo (Fukuoka, 1987).

As media for developing architectural ideas, drawing and painting were as 
important to Rossi as writing. The architect’s graphic works frequently depicted 
building types a oat in idealized cities, imbued with the disquieting silence of a 
landscape populated with e gies. Often described as evocative of De Chirico’s 
paintings, Rossi’s metaphysical streetscapes can also be compared to the work of 
John Hejduk, whose built projects similarly draw from a cast of recurring gures 
that rst appeared in his drawings and watercolors.

Rossi’s signi cance in the development of this brand of Post-Modernism, with its 
clear Neorationalist accent, was not limited to these projects that he built, but also 
extended to his in uence on a whole generation of architects, from Giorgio Grassi 
to Oswald Matthias Ungers and even Jacques Herzog and Pierre de Meuron, who 
elaborated and developed the principles that he advocated.
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NARRATING POST MODERNISM/ EXHIBITING POST MODERNISM

Architectural historians, critics and pedagogues played signi cant roles in 
developing a theoretical basis for Post-Modern architectural practice. Colin Rowe 
occupies a particularly important position among the intellectuals who provoked 
a radical rethinking of modernist orthodoxies. Rowe’s trans-historical analyses of 
architectural form-making, beginning with his seminal essay “The Mathematics 
of the Ideal Villa”, comparing the compositional strategies of villas by Palladio and 
Le Corbusier dissociated architectural languages from their cultural contexts and 
refocused design on primarily aesthetic, rather than ethical, concerns.9 Rowe’s 
skepticism toward the utopian aspirations of modern architecture and his analytical 
stance toward existing city fabric impacted the work of architects as diverse as 
James Stirling and Peter Eisenman.

In 1973, Rowe collaborated with Fred Koetter on Collage City, an important 
analysis of traditional city form and critique of modern urban planning doctrine.10 
Collage City challenged the central modernist notions of tabula rasa and utopia. 
Instead, Rowe argued, architecture had an obligation to engage the existing 
fabric of the city and to respond to its textures and heterogeneity. The traditional 
city developed over long periods of time through the overlapping and collision 
of independent fragments, he maintained. In his rejection of social engagement, 
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Rowe developed a formalist theory based on architecture’s disciplinary autonomy. 
Rome gured prominently in Collage City, where it served as an example of a richly 
textured urban context whose synthetic form stands in opposition to the ideal 
of the tabula rasa, favored by the modernists. For Rowe, Hadrian’s Villa in Tivoli 
exempli ed the concept of bricolage, especially when contrasted against the 
proto-modernist utopian planning of Louis XIV’s Versailles.11

Contemporary with the publication of Collage City, Rowe participated in the 
exquisite corpse of Roma Interrotta (1978) in which a dozen architects and critics 
reimagined the plates of Nolli’s 1748 map of Rome. Giulio Carlo Argan and Christian 
Norberg-Schulz curated the project, which was exhibited in 1978.12 The formal 
manipulations of Roma Interrotta and its focus on Rome fueled a growing interest 
the historical structure of public, urban space and the possibility of engaging the 
metropolis in ways that respected their historical context.

As the self-proclaimed apostle of the new movement, Charles Jencks played 
a central role in promoting Post-Modern architecture.13 Jencks’s 1977 book, The 
Language of Post-Modern Architecture, outlined the diverse formal and conceptual 
practices that comprised the nascent movement.14 He saw Post-Modern architecture 
as self-consciously “double-coded,” and catalogued the use of poetic tropes—
such as irony, metaphor and simile—to convey meaning on multiple levels.15 
The Language of Post-Modern Architecture went through many reprints and over 
time was revised to accommodate new material and new projects. Jencks argued 
that Post-Modernism more accurately re ected the pluralism of contemporary 
culture, and thus embraced heterogeneity, discontinuity, and con ict. In a nod to 
populist rhetoric, Jencks opened The Language of Post-Modern Architecture with a 
spectacular, if misleading, account of the demolition of Minoru Yamasaki’s Pruitt-
Igoe Housing in St. Louis (built 1952–56) in 1972—an event he singled out as the 
moment of death of modern architecture.

Urbanism remained an important part of the Post-Modern reaction, and 
exhibitions were a key medium in which to test and di use ideas. When the Venice 
Biennale added a sector for architecture in 1980, Italian architect Paolo Portoghesi 
invited 20 architects to create facades along an imaginary street—the “strada 
novissima”—as the centerpiece of an exhibition whose theme, “The Presence of the 
Past,” spoke to the growing concern with traditional forms and spatial relationships 
throughout the Western world(Figure 2.5).16 Along with Portoghesi, who stepped 
in to replace Christian de Portzamparc, the other architects were Venturi Rauch 
and Scott Brown, Frank Gehry, Rem Koolhsas, Hans Hollein, Arata Isozaki, Michael 
Graves, Robert Stern, Leon Krier and Maurice Culot, Ricardo Bo ll, Oswalt Mathias 
Ungers, Costantino Dardi, Franco Purini and Laura Thermes, Alessandro Anselmi, 
Thomas Gordon-Smith, Studio GRAU, Charles Moore, Stanley Tigerman, Allan 
Greenberg, Massimo Scolari, and Joseph Paul Kleihues. The facades, which became 
full-scale portals opening onto monographic displays of each architect’s work, lined 
both sides of an urban thoroughfare running through the Corderie dell’Arsenale 
and demonstrated simultaneously the Post-Modern concern with signi cation and 
public space. Portzamparc later added an entry when the facades traveled to Paris 
and San Francisco.
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The work exhibited at the 1980 Biennale prompted German philosopher Jürgen 
Habermas to write a pointed critique of Post-Modern architecture’s retreat from the 
Enlightenment goal of rationally reorganizing social life. Reason, logic, objective 
science and universal morality were part of modernity’s “incomplete project,” which 
architecture could not abandon, argued Habermas.17 Other philosophers and 
social critics have followed Habermas’s spirited defense of modernism, including 
Frederic Jameson, who largely dismissed Post-Modern architecture as a pastiche 
which serves as the superstructural production of late capitalism.18

In parallel, some philosophical concepts also lent intellectual support for Post-
Modern architecture. Christian Norberg-Schulz attempted a phenomenological 
interpretation of architecture based on the later writings of Martin Heidegger. 
Norberg-Schulz’s in uential books, beginning with Existence, Space and Architecture 
(1971), posited the need for architecture to relate to, and make manifest, the 
speci c nature of a place.19 In his later works, Norberg-Schulz would develop the 
concept of genius loci as a means to revive the essential qualities of “place,” as 
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opposed to the universal notion of “space,” arguing that it ought to inform every 
work of architecture, from the micro scale of tectonics to the macro scale of site 
and landscape.20 Later, in his The Concept of Dwelling (1985), Norberg-Schulz would 
more explicitly call for a revival of the “ gural” quality of architecture, endorsing the 
Post-Modern revival of gurative architecture.21

Christopher Alexander played a signi cant, though marginal, role in the 
Post-Modernist discourse of the 1970s with a detailed critique of the practice of 
architecture which extended beyond questions of style or meaning. Alexander’s 
A Pattern Language (1968) combined insights from systems theory with social 
sciences methodologies to form a generative grammar for architectural design, and 
to propose a new way of building, akin to traditional vernacular practices around 
the world, which he argued would create more humane and socially meaningful 
environments. One of the essential tools for such a radical revision of design would 
be the act of involving the collective in the design process, and reducing the role 
of the architect to that of a coordinator of the design process.22 Alexander applied 
his design theories in a series of projects in California, Latin America, and Europe, 
among which gures the Linz Cafe in Austria (1980).23 His strongest in uence on 
the profession was through his widely read and often cited writings.

CIVIC AND CORPORATE IDENTITY

Many of the key Post-Modern architects began their careers as modernists. Of these 
Philip Johnson, may be the best example. As co-curator of the 1932 International 
Style exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, Johnson played a key role in the 
introduction of international modernism into North America. As designer of the 
Glass House in New Canaan, CT (1949), and collaborator with Ludwig Mies van der 
Rohe on the Seagram Building (1958), Johnson helped de ne and promote the 
image of orthodox modernism in America. Yet Johnson was already moving toward 
a revival of classical forms by 1964, the year he completed the New York State Theater 
at Lincoln Plaza, a project whose Michelangelo-esque plan by Wallace Harrison, 
chief architect of the United Nations complex, reveals a larger move toward more 
conservative ideas of organizing civic space among American architects. Johnson 
(along with partner John Burgee) made one of the most important contributions 
to the emergence of Post-Modernism with the construction of a new headquarters 
tower for the American Telephone and Telegraph Company (AT&T) in New York 
City. The skyscraper was the iconic building type of modernity, if not necessarily 
of the Modern Movement. To a later generation of Post-Modernists, the ornament 
and whimsy of New York’s Art Deco towers—above all the Chrysler Tower and the 
Empire State Building—struck a chord composed of artful massing, decorative 
arts and corporate identity. Yet by 1958, the year Johnson and Mies completed the 
Seagram Building, the skyscraper had come to represent the complete assimilation 
of modernism by corporate capitalism. Johnson’s AT&T building (designed in 1978 
and completed in 1984) announced Post-Modernism’s acceptance by the nation’s 
commercial elites, who would soon embrace ornamented architecture as another 
medium of publicity and a means toward establishing brand identity.
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Michael Graves, another pioneer of the second generation of American 
Modernists, was a member of the short-lived New York Five, a movement that 
set out to revive the formal principles of 1920s European Modernism in projects 
that elided the social, technological and functional concerns of their antecedents. 
Graves established his modernist credentials with a series of Corbusian-inspired 
villas, beginning with the 1967 Hanselmann House in Fort Wayne, Indiana. This 
elegant Purist exercise includes an entry sequence which draws the visitor through 
a series of spatial layers de ned by facades and lines of structure, drawing as 
much on Colin Rowe’s analyses of Corbusian space as on the 1920s buildings to 
which Rowe referred. Graves explored architectural themes as a painter—a large 
mural is integral to the design of the Hanselmann House—and by the mid-1970s, 
Graves had begun a gradual shift towards a playful, neoclassical Post-Modernism, 
employing abstracted classical motifs and a rich, polychromatic palette of pastels 
and earth tones.

Graves revived the debate over the appropriate form of public buildings with his 
landmark project for the Portland Municipal Services Building (1980–82), popularly 
called the Portland Building, a project he won through a competition, in which 
Philip Johnson was a jury member (Figure 2.6). Graves challenged the bureaucratic 
indi erence exuded by the monotonous government o ce buildings built after 
the second world war with a project that wrapped a heavy, polychromatic masonry 
veneer around an otherwise conventional structure. While the building did not 
relate speci cally to the architectural heritage of Portland, it attempted to invest 
this public structure with a decorum appropriate to its civic function. Jencks cited 
the Portland Building, which gured prominently on the cover of one of his editions 
of Post-Modern Architecture, for its 
sense of scale, use of symbolism, 
and commitment to fostering 
civic identity, which he contrasted 
against the AT&T building’s concern 
with corporate identity.24 Formally, 
its four facades read as independent 
graphic exercises that make little 
e ort to engage the neighboring 
city hall, nor the large square which 
it faces to the east. Yet the Portland 
Building’s importance lies in the 
in uence it had on governments 
worldwide, which commissioned 
major Post-Modern projects like 
the Missisauga City Hall (Jones and 
Kirkland, 1982–87), the Beverly Hills 
Civic Center (Charles Moore, 1988–
90) and the new Parliament House 
in Canberra (Mitchell/Giurgola, 
1988).
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POST MODERNISM AND GLOBALIZATION

In Europe, and in parallel with the Italian movement led by Rossi, an equally 
momentous shift was made by Scottish architect James Stirling.25 Stirling was one 
of the young architects who rst voiced their criticism of Le Corbusier’s Ronchamp 
chapel, rejecting its pre-modern forms and revival of vernacular languages.26 Yet a 
decade after popularizing a Constructivist-inspired architecture, as demonstrated 
by his Engineering Faculty at Leicester University (1959–63) and History Faculty 
at Cambridge University (1964–67), Stirling began to adopt planning strategies, 
proportional systems and material palettes derived from a study of Neoclassical 
architecture. His new reading of the importance of context and urban space 
found expression in the Neue Staatsgalerie in Stuttgart, where he developed 
a formal syntax built on unexpected juxtapositions of modernist gestures, like 
the Corbusian piano curve, with heavy masses of masonry and new ornamental 
detailing (Figures 2.7 and 2.8). Stirling employed richly textured stone cladding, 
against which he contrasted brightly colored industrial materials like ships’ railings, 
metal sash windows, exposed structural steel and resilient ooring, in a unique 
synthesis of modern and traditional materials.

The Neue Staatsgalerie (1984) represented a sophisticated interpretation of 
typological precedent without the super cial adoption of historical forms. Stirling 
inverted the parti of Karl Friedrich Schinkel’s Altes Museum in Berlin (1824–28), 
turning the central rotunda into an exterior courtyard while maintaining the Berlin 
precedent’s en lade of rectangular galleries for displaying art. The courtyard gathers 
and organizes a series of outdoor circulation spaces whose paths and terraces 
mediate the change in elevation across the steeply sloped site. Stirling developed 
a picturesque three-dimensional circuit route through the site, engendering a 
sense of surprise and discovery through spaces that open onto one another and 
onto views of the city, while connecting parallel avenues. The Neue Staatsgalerie 
provided a model for cultural institutions to engage and enrich the city fabric. 
Yet, as Anthony Vidler has remarked, while Stirling astutely re-interpreted the 
classical model of the Altes Museum, he avoided presenting a recognizable “face” 
to the street out of deference to the di cult status of monumentality in post-war 
Germany.27

The same year that Johnson designed the AT&T building, Catalan architect 
Ricardo Bo ll began work on two large apartment complexes in France whose 
scale was grander than anything yet realized by the nascent Post-Modernist 
movement.28 The two projects, Les Arcades du Lac in Saint Quentin-en-Yvelines, 
and Les Espaces d’Abraxas in Marne la Vallée, were commissioned through a French 
government program to relieve congestion in Paris by developing new towns 
outside the capital, and were completed in 1982 (Figure 2.9). Conceived at the 
scale of urban design, both projects employed facades articulated with classical 
elements in ated to the extent that “entablatures” now encompassed three stories, 
and columns could stretch as much as 12 stories in height. While Bo ll has written 
of his interest in the architecture of Michelangelo and the Baroque, his work most 
closely recalls the inventive classicism and utopian urbanism of Claude-Nicolas 
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Ledoux. Bo ll’s cities in miniature are complete and whole within their clearly 
delimited borders, like Ledoux’s royal saltworks in the Franche-Comté. Like its 
Enlightenment predecessor, Les Espaces d’Abraxas arranges some of its housing 
in a semi-circular plan to de ne a large outdoor theater. While Ledoux’s “theater 
of industry” was a metaphorical device intended to model a relationship between 
management and labor, Bo l’s is a literal transcription of a classical theater into 
the plan of the housing complex, in order to designate the space as public and to 
invest it with intended patterns of civic use.29

THE URBAN CRITIQUE OF MODERNISM

Post-modernism drew considerable energy from a diverse range of critiques of 
modernist urban planning practices. Jane Jacobs and Kevin Lynch o ered di erent 
challenges to CIAM orthodoxy which resonated with the Post-Modern concern with 
traditional urban environments. Jacobs, a writer and activist, and Lynch, a professor 
of urban planning, in uenced several generations of architects and planners who 
never adopted the formal attributes of Post-Modernism. In her seminal essay, 
The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Jacobs developed a critique of urban 
planning methods from the standpoint of civic life and the everyday experience 
of the city.30 Jacobs was more interested in social participation than in aesthetic 
dogma. She stressed the need to preserve and amplify the traditional form of cities, 
and repeatedly organized successful protests against large-scale urban renewal 
and infrastructural projects which would have gutted thriving neighborhoods. She 
argued that neither the garden city movement with its emphasis on low-density 
urbanism, nor “Le Corbusier’s Utopia,” with its segregation of the city into single-use 

2.9 Taller Ricardo 
Bo ll, Les Espaces 
d’Abraxas, “L’Arc” 
and “Le Palacio,” 
Marne la Vallée 
(France), 1982



POST MODERNISM: CRITIQUE AND REACTION 45

districts, could produce the vitality of life in such dense and vibrant neighborhoods 
as San Francisco’s North Beach-Telegraph Hill, Philadelphia’s Rittenhouse Square or 
New York’s Greenwich Village.31

Lynch, too, o ered a street-level view of urban experience that challenged 
post-war urban planning doctrine. In The Image of the City, Lynch set aside the 
planimetric and abstract planning categories of zoning, density and circulation 
in favor of a notion of “imageability”—the image of the built environment as a 
component of the daily life of a city’s residents, based on extensive interviews with 
those citizens.32 Lynch argued that exemplary cities could be read in terms of ve 
experiential elements: paths, edges, districts, nodes and landmarks. Like Jacobs’ 
“eyes on the street,” Lynch’s analytical terms changed the very vocabulary with 
which designers and thinkers described the built environment.

The participatory democracy Jacobs championed resonated with many 
architects, among whom Charles Moore emerged as a major proponent of 
community participation in the design process. In 1974, Moore was commissioned 
to design a public space in New Orleans that would commemorate the city’s Italian 
American community and help revive a neighborhood in decline. Completed in 
1978, the Piazza d’Italia featured a large fountain shaped like a map of Italy and set 
in front of a scenographic montage of colonnades and arched openings that turn 
the plaza into a urban theater (Figures 2.10 and 2.11). Moore attempted to imbue 
the in ll development with a sense of wonder and surprise that would reward the 
pedestrian with rich experiences when approached from di erent directions. He 
juxtaposed traditional Italian materials and nishes, including ashlar masonry, 
stone paving and painted stucco, with the garish palette of a shopping mall 
(neon lights and re ective metal surfaces) to create an ensemble that was both 
recognizably Italian in its formal language and unmistakably American in its playful 
use of puns and ironic gestures. Moore’s work is full of playful gestures that counter 
the disciplinary seriousness of architecture with a humor that invites engagement 
on the part of the viewer, implicitly eroding the coercive nature of architecture in 
pursuit of more democratic spatial practices.

The Piazza d’Italia commission followed the completion of Kresge College 
(1972–74), a residential college at the University of California at Santa Cruz whose 
composition gave physical form to an innovative pedagogical program that 
stressed student participation in academic governance. Moore and partner William 
Turnbull generated a sense of community through an irregular streetscape whose 
porches and balconies were designed to promote interaction between students 
and faculty, many of whom resided in the complex. The architects looked to the 
street life of traditional small towns as an analogue to the discourse-generating 
spaces of Kresge College, and referred to Italian hill towns as a precedent for the 
California project’s response to the site’s steeply sloped topography.

Léon Krier’s in uential critique of modernist urban planning is concerned with the 
legibility of architectural forms and the appropriate scale of cities. In essays dating 
to the mid-1970s and a series of urban plans that include the unrealized redesign 
of his native Luxembourg (1978) and a fantastic “completion” of Washington, DC, 
that replaces the city’s symbolic public spaces with vast canals (1984), Krier has 
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made the case that buildings must observe typological conventions in order to 
properly express their civic functions, and that cities and neighborhoods need both 
programmatic variety (e.g. housing and shops in close proximity) and a population 
density similar to that of traditional European cities in order to thrive. As a key 
proponent of the New Urbanist movement, he has attracted the patronage of the 
Prince of Wales (for whom he designed the Cornish town of Poundbury, 1993 to the 
present) and the Miami-based architects and planners Andres Duany and Elizabeth 
Plater-Zyberk, with whom he collaborated on the design of Seaside, Florida (1978–
85).33 In her role as dean of the School of Architecture at the University of Miami, 
Plater-Zyberk was instrumental in securing the commission for Krier’s design of the 
school’s new auditorium and exhibition hall (2000), in replacement of an earlier, 
unrealized design by Aldo Rossi.

A CONTINUING CRITIQUE

Post-Modernism found an enthusiastic reception outside western Europe and North 
America. Architects as diverse as Charles Correa in Mumbai, Arata Isozaki in Tokyo 
and Ricardo Legorreta in Mexico City have produced buildings of great narrative 
depth using formal languages and syntaxes of simple geometries abstracted from 
traditional forms. Their work re ects a broad concern with regional speci city in 
architecture and demonstrates a diverse range of responses to climatic, cultural and 
economic conditions. Such practices are not antithetical to modernism, however. 
Legoretta’s and Correa’s debts to Luis Barragan and Louis Kahn, respectively, are 
exemplary of Post-Modernism’s roots in post-war modernism’s self-criticism and 
the rich legacy of regionalism in modern architecture.
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In Egypt, Abdel-Wahed El-Wakil, a disciple of Hassan Fathy, was awarded the 
2009 Driehaus Prize for his revival of traditional Middle Eastern and Islamic 
architecture.34 El-Wakil, who has twice been awarded the Aga Khan Award, shares 
Fathy’s concern with traditional building typologies and construction methods. 
His architecture is driven by a strong interest in vernacular and historical form, 
rather than by a rejection of modern architecture. Like the Neoclassicism of Allan 
Greenberg (a Driehaus laureate in 2006), El-Wakil’s work seems indi erent, rather 
than antagonistic, to modernism.

No decisive break marks the border between Modernism and Post-Modernism. 
Jencks’s rhetorical assertion that the “death of modernism” can be dated precisely 
(and explained as a popular rejection of its ideology) helped legitimize a range of 
Post-Modern critiques, but it obscures the fact that the two “movements” are so 
broad that they share numerous conceptual concerns and formal attributes. For 
example, the search for timeless principles of design that gures so prominently 
in the writings of Alexander and Norberg-Schulz was also a central concern for 
Mies and Kahn. Many of the formal or stylistic gestures associated with Post-
Modernism—such as the integration of gurative arts, the use of ornament, the 
adoption of symmetrical planning strategies, the interpretive adaptation of building 
typologies, the concern with local traditions and even the occasional interest in 
Expressionism—also appeared in many modernist works. What’s more, Post-
Modernism can lay claim to a number of practices—like those of Rem Koolhaas/
OMA—whose critiques of doctrinaire Modernism nonetheless a rm many of the 
avant-garde concerns that shaped twentieth-century architecture. Both Modernism 
and Post-Modernism are too diverse to characterize as simple opposites. Post-
Modern architecture’s origins in the decades of modernist self-criticism and both 
movements’ contrasting interests in narrative and social engagement, mark them 
as twinned expressions of a discipline constantly examining its origins and ends, 
rather than two movements separated by a clear rupture.

NOTES

1 Architects who looked to non-Western formal languages included Juan O’Gorman and 
Walter Gropius. The “native genius” group included Sibyl Moholy Nagy and Bernard 
Rudofsky. Those who argued for a return of ornament and guration in order to enable 
architecture to ful ll its historical role as a conveyer of meaning and marker of social 
order included Robert Stern, Charles Jencks, Allan Greenberg, and Rob and Leon Krier.

2 Numerous architects challenged the professional codes of the discipline by pioneering 
new practices that stressed direct involvement of community groups in the design 
process (Charles Moore), or by overturning the elitist structure of the discipline 
through popular participation in the fabrication and transformation of buildings 
(Archigram, Christopher Alexander).

3 Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. 
Geo rey Bennington and Brian Massumi, Minnesota, 1984; rst published as La 
condition Post-Moderne: Rapport sur le savoir. Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1979.
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4 Robert Venturi. Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture (New York: Museum of 
Modern Art, 1966), Aldo Rossi, Architecture of the City (1966), trans. Diane Ghirardo 
and Joan Ockman (New York: Oppositions Books, 1982). Other signi cant texts from 
this period include Christian Norberg-Schulz, Intentions in Architecture (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1965), Christopher Alexander, Notes on the Synthesis of Form (Cambridge: 
Harvard Univeristy Press, 1964), and Vittorio Gregotti, Il territorio dell’architettura (Milan: 
Feltrinelli, 1966).

5 Venturi roots his text in an e ective reading of T.S Eliot and other literary theorists. 
Though neither systematic nor rigorous in its analyses, the book is nevertheless 
extraordinarily insightful and persuasive.

6 The importance of popular culture as an existing condition to be accommodated and 
a source material to be mined for architectural practice was established as early as 
1956, in the work of Alison and Peter Smithson, and Team X.

7 The importance of popular culture as both an existing condition to be accommodated 
and a source material to be mined for architectural practice was established as early 
as 1956, when Alison and Peter Smithson published “But Today We Collect Ads” ARK 
(November 1957). The Smithsons were members of Team X and of the interdisciplinary 
Independent Group, which formed at London’s Institute of Contemporary Arts in 
1952 and included in uential pop artists Eduardo Paolozzi and Richard Hamilton, 
and architectural critic and historian Reyner Banham. In collaboration with Paolozzi 
and photographer Nigel Henderson, the Smithsons made the case for juxtaposing 
high- and pop-culture forms in the space they designed as one of twelve displays in 
the Independent Group’s “This Is Tomorrow” exhibition at the Whitechapel Gallery 
in 1956. Scott Brown came into contact with the Independent Group while studying 
at the Architectural Association in London in the 1950s, and she brought the British 
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High-Tech: Modernism Redux

Sarah Deyong

Out of all the movements to emerge from the ruins of May ’68, it is High Tech 
architecture that has remained the most faithful to the ideals of the modern 
movement. Unlike postmodernism, High Tech still subscribes to the values of a 
heroic modernism: the belief in truth to materials and methods of construction 
and the faith in technological innovation for the social good. Its architects are the 
product of a modernist tradition that begins in the rst machine age with the Arts 
and Crafts Movement and Joseph Paxton (architect of the Crystal Palace), and 
continues into the twentieth century with Buckminster Fuller, Frei Otto, Charles 
and Ray Eames, and Jean Prouvé. Drawing inspiration from earlier experiments 
in prototyping, for example, they work in close collaboration with engineers and 
manufacturers, much in the spirit of a guild. But if their ideals come from the past, 
their means are decidedly forward-looking, embracing the technologies of more 
advanced industries than building. The moniker “High Tech” therefore re ects the 
group’s futuristic outlook, promoted foremost by the architectural historian Reyner 
Banham, who successively championed contemporary movements that embodied 
the functionalist tenets of modernism as a form of aesthetic expression, beginning 
with New Brutalism in the early 1950s. But while these other movements failed to 
make a lasting impact, High Tech was, for Banham, the one movement that had the 
substance to endure.1

EARLY WORK AND THE POMPIDOU

Continuing a modernist outlook when others were exposing the “ ction of 
function” risks isolation and therefore speaks to an unspoken a liation: to 
common values that would spontaneously draw the major players together and to 
shared experiences that would shape those values into an identity.2 These shared 
experiences bound them together early on in their careers. Richard Rogers and 
Norman Foster both studied at Yale in the Master’s program and then established 
their rst practice together, Team 4 (with Wendy Foster and Su Rogers). After Team 
4, Rogers set up a brief partnership with Renzo Piano in order to build their winning 


