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PREFACE

P R E FAC E



One of Reyner Banham’s most quoted sentences reads: “Our accession to al-

most unlimited supplies of energy is balanced against the possibility of mak-

ing our planet uninhabitable, but this again is balanced, as we stand at the

threshold of space, by the growing possibility of quitting our island earth

and letting down roots elsewhere.”1 It comes from the introduction to his

seminal Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, published in 1960, and

it is usually quoted to demonstrate the extent to which Banham was a child

of his times and, therefore, supposedly ecologically reckless, technologically

naïve, and politically innocent. An optimism toward the future could seem

to be more important to him than conventional social responsibility and

conventions of academic propriety.

As a child of his time, Banham was suitably precocious, and during the

1960s, the enfant terrible was accorded the status of a guru-like figure in

progressive architectural circles. The fall from grace began in a general

sense in the turbulent year of 1968, when a new political radicalism revealed

the old Modernist radicalism to be more a part of the Establishment than it

would have believed. In the 1970s, the fall, for Banham, was accelerated by

the seeming anachronism of his unflinchingly pro-technological books such

as The Architecture of the Well-tempered Environment, and was hastened

by energy crises and the widespread loss of faith in progressivism as the

binding myth of Western industrial society. Banham himself acknowledged

that, by a form of apostolic succession, the child of his time appeared to

have become yesterday’s man: the new enfant terrible was Charles Jencks

with his theory of Post-Modernism.

In 1979, about the time when his reputation had fallen to its lowest point,

Banham reviewed a book by Michael Thompson titled Rubbish Theory: The

Creation and Destruction of Value. He was fascinated by Thompson’s notion

that (as Banham paraphrased it) “all transient consumables slide slowly

down the parallel scales of social esteem and actual cash value until they

bottom out as absolute rubbish. At that point, however, they are not neces-

sarily discarded, but may suddenly leap to the top of both scales.”2 It would

have been very characteristic of him to translate Thompson’s remarks about

consumables into terms of professional reputation, wondering when—his

incurable optimism would deny any anxiety about “if”—his own leap back
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into the scales of academic esteem and actual historical value would occur.

The great leap forward began before his death in 1988. Critical acclaim

greeted the publication of A Concrete Atlantis in 1986 and, a year later, he

was appointed to the prestigious Solow chair at New York University, pole-

vaulting himself back into the top architectural history league.

Earlier in the decade, a selection of Banham’s writing had been published

under the title Design by Choice (1981). Prior to that, some of his design crit-

icism had appeared in Arts in Society (1977), a collection of essays by writers

who contributed to New Society. Following his death, the splendid anthol-

ogy A Critic Writes (1996) has made available a wide range of his essays. The

present book is an attempt to move into a phase of critical examination of

Banham’s theories and ideas. His writing is now ripe for reassessment be-

cause we are historically distant enough from the period he was writing in,

the issues he was affected by, and (most of) the names that he was dis-

cussing. Banham’s ideas and values were largely formed by the conditions of

the Second Machine Age; I would argue we are now in the Fourth, and so

have as clear a view of the Second as Banham himself had of the First.3

I have been a Banham enthusiast since I first encountered Theory and De-

sign in the very early 1970s, as an undergraduate. By the mid-1970s I had be-

come aware of the range of his writing and marveled at the way he could

write so eruditely and compellingly about such a range of topics. In a period

when obfuscation became de rigueur in academic writing, Banham re-

mained a model of clear and direct communication. I personally witnessed—

and somehow survived—that very clear and very direct communication at

my PhD orals in the summer of 1982. 

In researching this book, I have heard many anecdotes about Banham’s

“bluffness” and unwillingness to “suffer fools gladly”—these are oft-

repeated tales. Almost every architect or architectural or design historian

over the age of forty has a Banham recollection: sometimes fond, sometimes

hostile, sometimes fondly remembering a hostile put-down at someone

else’s expense. What has intrigued me is how each casts light on one aspect

of Banham’s output, and the speaker sometimes assumes that aspect typi-

fies the whole. Knowledge of his body of work, in other words, is patchy: to

one reader, Banham is Theory and Design; to another, Los Angeles; or
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Megastructures; or his New Society articles. Indeed, I remember a sociologist

commenting on Banham’s New Society articles, but expressing surprise

when I told her that he wrote architecture books, too! This is understand-

able when you realize Banham wrote a dozen books and over seven hun-

dred articles.

The current volume attempts to examine the complete body of work and

analyze the commonalities of value, as well as the contradictions which, by

declaring that “the only way to prove you have a mind is to change it occa-

sionally,” Banham accepted and even relished. This book will disappoint

those seeking an insight into what made the man tick. It is not a biography

nor is it particularly biographical, and Banham’s presence is not conjured up.

My aim has been to outline his ideas, provide critical analysis, offer inter-

pretation and attempt evaluation. I have used a large number of quotations

to give a flavor not only of what he said but also of how he said it. In the

end, however, this is a critical reader’s guide to Banham’s writing, the first

to try to make sense of the full oeuvre. One of his favorite quotations was

Moholy-Nagy’s aphorism “Man, not the product, is the end in view.” I might

paraphrase it in relation to this book by claiming that “The writing, not the

man, is the end in view.” A biography is under way, and I look forward to its

appearance to learn about the man and his life.

The structure I have adopted is a mixture of the chronologically thematic

and the thematically chronological, with some exceptions. The introduction

outlines Banham’s career and discusses some of the values he reacted

against in his early professional years. Chapter 1 analyzes his contribution to

our understanding of the Modern Movement of the First Machine Age.

Chapter 2 discusses the importance of the Independent Group for his think-

ing, and his growing interest in an architecture autre and New Brutalism in

the 1950s. The third charts his attitudes to technology and his arguments in

the 1960s for an architecture of technology of and for the Second Machine

Age. The fourth explores his fascination with mechanical services and the

liberatory potential of technology in the late 1960s and 1970s which her-

alded the Third Machine Age and could have brought about the demise of

architecture and urban design as they were customarily recognized. Chap-

ter 5 addresses Banham’s enthusiasms for James Stirling’s buildings and
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attitude and for High-Tech architecture, and assesses his beliefs and values

in the post-1968 world of changing paradigms, including the rise of Post-

Modernism, alternative technology, and architectural Traditionalism. Chap-

ter 6 discusses his writing about design—the “dreams that money can

buy”—in the Second Machine Age, and analyzes his views about the role of

the critic. The conclusion attempts to identify and historicize his key values

and assumptions, including his architectural relationships with his lieber

Meister Nikolaus Pevsner and his doctoral student Jencks.
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REYNER BANHAM

R E Y N E R  BA N H A M





INTRODUCTION

I N T R O D U C T I O N



4

“The only way to prove you have a mind,” Banham was wont to remark, “is to

change it occasionally.” Professionally, he changed his mind possibly less

than he cared to imagine, but without the first and extremely significant

change, he would be unlikely to be the subject of a book.

Formations

“I never really thought of doing anything else but engineering even when I

was at school . . . all the Banhams before me were technology men.”1 School

was the King Edward VI Grammar School in Norwich, and Peter Reyner Ban-

ham, born in 1922, duly moved on, in 1939, to Bristol Technical College,

where he began training as a mechanical (aero-) engineer before working

at the Bristol Aeroplane Company as an engine fitter.2 But all was not well.

He failed his HNC (Higher National Certificate)3 and suffered from stress:

“Well you can’t go on doing 24 hour shifts one after another forever and

just before the end of the war I was invalided out. The weakest went to the
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Reyner Banham, working-class intellectual, early 1960s (courtesy Mary Banham)

wall and I was a very callow youth . . . I was turned down by the services,

too.”4 On leaving the Bristol Aeroplane Company, Banham claimed that “I

decided to recycle myself as an intellectual.”5 It was not a career move that

either the recast “Reyner Banham”6 or the audiences for his books, articles,

broadcasts, and lectures were to regret, although some members of the ar-

chitectural and design professions were to think otherwise.

The recollection about his unsuccessful attempt at engineering presents a

Banham that few of us would recognize. Other anecdotal recollections pro-

vide us with insights into a more readily identifiable, certainly comprehen-

sively recycled, intellectual. The first, written in 1964, which recalls the

provincial culture of the 1930s in which he grew up, emphasizes the cen-

trality of popular culture in his life. His early life was amid neither “high”

nor “aspirational” culture, but “American pulps, things like Mechanix Illus-

trated and the comic books (we were all great Betty Boop fans) . . . the

penny pictures on Saturday mornings . . . [and] the speedway.”7 Popular cul-

ture was Banham’s staple diet during his childhood and youth. As a young

adult he discovered high culture, but it did not replace—displaced—popu-

lar culture in his life—Banham was to use a similar phrase to describe the ef-

fect on his thinking of Buckminster Fuller’s approach to architecture. He

relished the postwar American mass media, “pop culture” boom in the
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Reyner Banham, the pop professor, early 1970s (anonymous)
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1950s: “We returned to Pop of the early ’fifties like Behans going to Dublin

or Thomases to Llaregub, back to our native literature, our native arts.”8

Banham and those like him were “back home again.”9 This explains not

only his enthusiasm for the Independent Group activities in the early 1950s,

but also his continuing interest in pop cultural artifacts—from car styling

through surfboard decoration to paperback book covers.

The second recollections from the perspective of 1960, is one of his appren-

ticeship days, and relates to how he discovered architectural history. He de-

scribes being in a bus queue in 1943, but missing the bus because he had been

transfixed by Nikolaus Pevsner’s Outline of European Architecture (1943),

still smelling of fresh ink. . . . I can still see the back of that blasted bus as it pulled away,

graven in my mind’s eye as a marker for the moment when I became an architectural his-

torian. . . . We were the first generation to come to the live study of architectural history

uncorrupted by previous contact with Banister Fletcher. For us it was never the em-

Reyner Banham, the cowboy, 1980s (courtesy Mary Banham)



balmed death-roll of mislabelled styles that old BF made it; for us it was always a snap-

crackle-pop subject. The Outline changed the outlook, for good.10

The original paperback edition was “a sharp-edged weapon, like J. M.

Richards’ Introduction to Modern Architecture [1940] or C. H. Waddington’s

Scientific Attitude [1941]—all sharp enough to slice through fatigue, men-

tal staleness, the noise of war and transport, the hostile atmosphere of bar-

racks and digs.”11 Here is Banham the enthusiast, influenced by texts which

stimulated the “live study” of architecture: something at which he was to

succeed so completely in his own writing.

Books played an important part in Banham’s formative years. Indeed, his

undelivered inaugural lecture for the Solow Chair of the History of Archi-

tecture at New York University, in the year before his death, assessed the im-

portance of particular texts—the importance, even, of particular editions of

those texts which became “a set of actual monuments”12—in communicat-

ing received wisdom about the Modern Movement. 

In his own case as a schoolboy and then apprentice, his third recollection

testifies to the impact of a number of books available around the time of

the Second World War or soon after: in addition to the books already men-

tioned, Moholy Nagy’s The New Vision (originally published as Von Material

zu Architektur in 1928, it was translated as The New Vision and published in

1930, and republished in 1938 and 1946) was paramount, nothing less than

“a sacred text”;13 but other major works included Mechanisation Takes Com-

mand (1948); the catalogs of the Museum of Modern Art’s Cubism and Ab-

stract Art (1936) and Bauhaus 1919–1928 (1938) exhibitions; the British

Constructivist-influenced collection Circle (1937); Nikolaus Pevsner’s Pio-

neers of the Modern Movement (1936: reprinted by the Museum of Modern

Art as Pioneers of Modern Design in 1949); and Sigfried Giedion’s Space,

Time and Architecture (1941, republished in 1949).14

These texts were important to Banham in three ways. First, they provided

information about, and fueled his commitment to, the Modern Movement.

Second, by presenting what Lawrence Alloway was to describe as “fact

condensed in vivid imagery,”15 they evoked a spirit of modernity which Ban-

ham enthusiastically imbibed. Third, they provided the basis for his own re-
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visionist writing as a historian, which was stimulated, he recalled, by a BBC

radio talk by Bruno Adler “some time in the Forties”16 that argued that the

de Stijl movement “had considerable influence on the Bauhaus. Reference

to the pages of Bauhaus 1919–1928 produced ample visual justification for

this proposition, but it also produced a positive statement that de Stijl was

of little consequence in Bauhaus history. Such patent contradictions be-

tween fact and propaganda certainly stimulated my earliest researches into

the history of the Modern Movement.” Banham discovered what he was to

term a “Zone of Silence” about the Futurist and Expressionist tendencies

that Pevsner ignored or dismissed in Pioneers. “By the beginning of the

Fifties, the existence of the Zone of Silence was widely noticed, its contents

the subject of interest and speculation.”17

The texts were important, but so were relationships with key individuals.

After reading An Outline of European Architecture, Banham tracked down

its author, whom he saw “in the flesh, for the first time, when he lectured

on [Balthasar] Neumann at the Courtauld.”18 This takes us to the point of

Banham’s formal education at the Courtauld Institute of Art in London. Suc-

cessful on his second attempt to gain admission, and with aspirations, ini-

tially, to be an art critic, “I wormed my way into the undergraduate course

[in 1949] . . . and did 20th century architecture—which was very rare—so re-

ally anybody who did it got a certain amount of grooming for stardom.”19 In

1952, when he completed his B.A., three events made the year memorable.

First, Banham joined the staff of the Architectural Review, part-time, as “lit-

erary editor”; second, he commenced studying for his doctorate, also part-

time; and, third, he saw, for the first time “in the chrome,” a contemporary

American automobile, a Chevrolet. Banham’s response ran counter to the

received wisdom of the older generation, including Pevsner, who dismissed

such design as “extremely un-British, indeed un-European” in its vulgarity

and showiness.20 Banham recollected: “I saw that, on one level at least, it

wasn’t badly designed, that tremendous visual skill went into it and that the

detail was of a quality which very little European design could equal.”21 By

the mid-1950s, he was applying art historical techniques to this type of con-

temporary popular design, acknowledging in particular his debt to the

Courtauld’s emphasis on iconography.
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Banham’s doctorate at the Courtauld took six years, largely under the

“eagle eye” of Pevsner,22 and formed the main body of what was to become

Theory and Design in the First Machine Age (1960)—the first and last chap-

ters were postdoctoral additions. Banham may have acquired a broad out-

line of Pevsnerian Modernism at the Courtauld but, in the final recollection,

he admitted that he “hadn’t got on to the Futurist thing” when he com-

menced work on his doctorate. The rediscovery and reinterpretation of Fu-

turism was to be one of Banham’s major contributions to architectural

history in the later 1950s and the 1960s. He acquired an intellectual under-

standing of the movement by reading Futurist texts, and greater interest was

sparked by a visit to the exhibition “Modern Italian Art” at the Tate Gallery

in 1950 that included paintings by Umberto Boccioni and Giacomo Balla.

However, the feeling for the Futurist sensibility initially came not from

the texts but from a less obvious source—a suburban London railway sta-

tion. Traveling to an evening class from his North London home, Banham

changed trains at Willesden Junction, then a two-level wooden station:

“Standing on the platform, one night a week, and at a certain point . . . the

Flying Scot or something used to hurtle through underneath, and the whole

building would shake and steam would come up through the platform. And

at the same time an electric would come through at the high level, bursting

through the steam . . . And suddenly I got the message . . . about the actual

kind of experience that Futurism was all about, and it suddenly began to

hang together from then on.”23 He had discovered the Futurist sensibility,

and his attitude not just to the Modern Movement, but to architecture in

general, would be permanently affected. An attraction to the Futurist sen-

sibility, combined with respect for the “set of actual monuments” of Mod-

ernism—whether texts or buildings—belief in modernity; commitment to

architectural history as a vital and alive discipline; and enthusiasm for Amer-

ican popular culture characterizes Banham’s output from the mid-1950s on.

The Futurist spirit, however much in evidence at Willesden Junction, did

not reflect the domestic architectural scene in general in the early-to-mid-

1950s, and Banham’s views were not typical. They were, however, largely

shared by, and at times derived from, a small circle of progressive young

architects and artists—including James Stirling, Alison and Peter Smithson,
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Richard Hamilton, Eduardo Paolozzi, Robert Maxwell, Alan Colquhoun,

Colin St. J. (Sandy) Wilson, Nigel Henderson, and Sam Stevens—who met

regularly at the Banhams’ North London flat at this time.24 Banham has

testified to the importance of these regular gatherings, which were like

“an invisible college of a remarkable kind. . . . these people were a big part

of my education . . . [M]ost of my indoctrination into the Modern Move-

ment in architecture came from the Sam Stevens/Bob Maxwell/Jim Stirling/

Sandy Wilson network. That was a fantastic body of conversation—the

whole period of constant competitions, from Coventry Cathedral to Sydney

Opera House.”25

Those conversations ranged widely, but three of the issues from them that

arose in Banham’s writing were, first, a vehement opposition to any pa-

rochialism of value (usually associated with a call for national identity or

Englishness); second, a comprehensive rejection of revivalism or architec-

tural historicism; and third, a deeply unsympathetic attitude to preservation

and the conservation lobby. All these positions were justified in terms of a

commitment to modernity and progress. Banham’s position on them did not

significantly change during his lifetime: indeed, they represent assumptions

underlying much of what he wrote, and thus we will be be discussing them

in this introduction.

Oppositions: 1. Englishness and the Picturesque

At the time Banham widened his research scope to international Mod-

ernism, other architects and writers were preoccupied with national char-

acteristics and the idea of “Englishness” in architecture and design. Banham

was an internationalist in architectural terms and deeply suspicious of a self-

conscious concern with supposed national characteristics—which was, in his

opinion, more than likely to lead to a “failure of nerve and collapse of cre-

ative energy.”26 Important buildings should compete on international, not

national, grounds, and should avoid a gentlemanly and compromised Mod-

ernism “justified” by supposed Englishness, as had often happened in the

prewar period. His essay that directly dealt with this issue in terms of the

postwar/1950s architectural scene was a retrospective one. Significantly, it

was published in Concerning Architecture (1968), a collection of essays hon-
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oring Nikolaus Pevsner. Banham’s academic relationship with his mentor

was a complex one, as we shall see at various places in this book, including

the conclusion: at this point, however, it is instructive to analyze Banham’s

reaction to Pevsner’s notion of Englishness, because it shows the two histo-

rians at their greatest point of disagreement about contemporary architec-

tural thought.

All the essays in Concerning Architecture maintained a tone of dignified

respect toward Pevsner, except for Banham’s, which not only placed Pevsner

in the “enemy” Modernist camp of the early-to-mid-1950s, but also accused

him of nothing less than “betrayal.” The message came across that Pevsner’s

Modernist thinking was hopelessly compromised by his respect for “English-

ness,” and fatally flawed in his understanding of what made the Modern

Movement a vital force. Banham’s invective started with a claim that “those

of my generation who interrupted their architectural training in order to

fight a war to make the world safe for the Modern Movement” resumed

their studies after demobilization “with sentiments of betrayal and aban-

donment” because two of “the leading oracles of Modern Architecture” ap-

peared to have contradicted their own, prewar principles and “espoused the

most debased English habits of compromise and sentimentality.”27

The lesser oracle was J. M. Richards, whose “highly persuasive” Introduc-

tion to Modern Architecture was undercut by his The Castles on the Ground

(1946), an apology for English suburbia. The greater oracle was, of course,

Nikolaus Pevsner, whom Banham castigated for deviating from Pioneers of

the Modern Movement with its “comfortingly secure historical ancestry,”

international scope, and universalist aesthetics, and for publishing articles,

either as author or as editor of the Architectural Review, “giving equally

secure historical justifications for a revival of the Picturesque.”28 Pevsner

stated that “the Modern revolution of the early twentieth century and the

Picturesque revolution of a hundred years before had all their fundamen-

tals in common.” Banham’s, “anti-Picturesque” faction found this anath-

ema because they looked toward “Continental modern architecture and,

above all, the work of Le Corbusier . . . [for] exemplars of a sane and rational

design method (as they saw it) to set against the empiricism and compro-

mises of the Picturesque.”29
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“Compromise” became an emotive word in the 1950s. The older genera-

tion of Modernists in Britain, including Pevsner and Herbert Read, upheld it

as symptomatic of native good sense and lack of extremism. Read, for ex-

ample, wrote in the revised edition of Art and Industry (1956) of the “justi-

fiable dissatisfaction with the bleakness of a pioneering functionalism.”30

Like Read, Pevsner criticized the “dictatorial quality” of interwar Mod-

ernism, which had been an understandable aesthetic purging of Victorian

historicism and overelaboration.31 The Banham faction viewed compromise

as a loss of nerve and a selling out.

A key focus of the opposition between the two views was the Festival of

Britain in 1951. Described as “a tonic to the nation,” it was intended as a cel-

ebration of survival and epitomized the vision of a future Britain “made safe

for the Modern Movement.” But it was a version of the movement that typ-

ified British Modernism. That is not to say that the Festival was a complete

embarrassment to Banham’s generation. In his main essay on the Festival,

written to commemorate its twenty-fifth anniversary, he refers to the “ob-

servable internationalism” of many of the architectural structures32 which

drew heavily on progressive Italian and Scandinavian architecture. But there

were three aspects of it that, ultimately, located it in the enemy camp. First,

part of the “humanizing” of the design was achieved through a greater use

of decoration, and that could mean an aesthetic that lacked the austerity,

clarity, and nobility of European Modernism.

Second, very much more self-consciously British, was the revival of Vic-

torian letterforms, a revival that was part of a broader reevaluation of

Victorian design being undertaken by the Picturesque sympathizers—in

fact, Picturesque and Victorian design can be seen as different manifestations

of the same set of beliefs. In 1955 Pevsner explained it thus:

The so-called Victorian Revival . . . is not another form of historicism, as it is in the United

States, but, especially in the circles connected with or influenced by The Architectural

Review, an antidote. It is never overall, as neo-Georgian tries to be, it is no more than

spice added to a modern setting. Its effect is contrast and surprise, in the sense in which

Uvedale Price asked for it. Overdo it, and it defeats its object. All the same, it remains Er-

satz. It is an admission that the twentieth century cannot invent its own fancy, or not
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enough of it. That is where the exteriors and interiors on the South Bank in 1951 were

so revealing, and indeed epoch-making. For here for the first time it was demonstrated

how much of fancy can be done within the modern style and with only very occasional

and limited Victorian borrowings and how much strictly modern fancy, without any

Americanisations will be enjoyed by all and sundry.33

This is the direct link between the Picturesque and the Victorian revival:

both offered contrast and surprise, irregularity, informality, and variety;

they “spiced up” worthy but formal architecture and design. For Pevsner,

this was British compromise at the level of a synthesis. From this point on-

ward, Victorian design became repositioned as part of a semiofficial “British

tradition.” For the younger generation, the “compromise” was nothing less

than a loss of resolve. 

The third unpalatable aspect of the Festival of Britain was the acutely self-

conscious constructing of national identity. “Englishness” was illustrated
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not only in art by Gainsborough, Constable, Turner, and Paul Nash, but also

by the eccentric Far Tottering and Oyster Creek Railway and the Lion and

Unicorn pavilion that included a gallery of British eccentrics, with pride of

place given to the White Knight from Through the Looking Glass, who rep-

resented “the fantastic genius in the English character.” There was, un-

doubtedly, an overall tone of “English whimsicality,”34 as Mary Banham

described it, pervading the Festival. Both popular culture and folk art inter-

ests (as well as the revival of Victoriana) emphasized a nationalism and love

of tradition that did not endear them to the Banham faction. Pevsner may

have seen these interests as feeding into a rejuvenation of Modernism, but

others saw them, at best, as a reestablishment of an insular, “little Englan-

der” mentality which took refuge among corn dollies and Morris dancing in

an Arcadian, Picturesque, anti-industrial fantasy island not unrelated to the

Utopian News from Nowhere.

The Festival had, in Pevsner’s opinion, been an “epoch-making” event

that helped to galvanize English creativity into producing a softened

Modernism which expressed national identity. If so, the epoch was a short-

lived one. Banham was skeptical that its influence endured: Basil Spence’s

Coventry Cathedral may have “carried the Festival Style deep into the sur-

prised sixties, but this was less an example of long-term influence than a fos-

silised survival.”35

Pevsner continued his investigation of English characteristics in art and de-

sign, eventually presenting his findings as the Englishness of English Art, the

Reith Lectures for 1955. By that time, Banham, stimulated by the Indepen-

dent Group activities we will discuss in chapter 2, was writing articles on

Erich Mendelsohn, Antonio Sant’Elia, and the flaws in the “selective and

classicising” Machine Aesthetic as part of his ongoing research, praising the

avowedly anti-Picturesque “New Brutalism” associated with the Smithsons,

and iconographically interpreting contemporary American autos.36 He had

nailed his colors to a mast that did not display the emblem of the British ar-

chitectural establishment. By that time, Banham’s generation was making

its mark.

His joining the staff of the Architectural Review in 1952 was seen by some

of his circle—as Banham anecdotally recalled nearly twenty-five years
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later37—as akin to defecting to the enemy camp, or at least appeasing the

enemy, even though the journal’s editorial policy was considerably more tol-

erant and inclusive than its Picturesque polemics might suggest. In his early

days there, he may have written about subjects that seem more Review than

Banham,38 but long-term compromise was never a serious possibility. Apart

from providing a regular income, working there was an opportunity too

good to miss because it afforded him personal contact with many of the ar-

chitects and designers he was to write about in Theory and Design in the

First Machine Age. Also, in the 1950s alone, the Review provided an outlet

for research-centered articles on, amongst others, Le Corbusier, Adolf Loos,

Piet Mondrian and de Stijl, Paul Scheerbart, Finnish Modernism, Louis Sulli-

van and Frank Lloyd Wright.39

Oppositions: 2. Revivalism

With the completion of his doctorate and its conversion into a book and,

from 1959, the full time post of assistant executive editor, Banham was able

increasingly to turn his attention to contemporary architecture at the turn-

of-the-decade. One of the premises which underlies not only his turn-of-

the-decade writing, but also his architectural writing in general, is his

passionate rejection of revivalism or architectural historicism. Banham was

typical of Modernists of all generations in this respect. Whereas he and Pevs-

ner may have been opposed about Englishness and the Picturesque, they

were in almost total agreement about the irrelevance—and the danger—

of period styles in contemporary architecture. 

Pevsner defined historicism as “the trend to believe in the power of his-

tory to such a degree as to choke original action which is inspired by period

precedent.”40 The word “choke” is a telling one, its intent confirmed by his

assertion that “all reviving of styles of the past is a sign of weakness.” His-

toricism or revivalism can be divided into two aspects: revivalism of tradi-

tional styles and revivalism of the Modern Movement, of which Art Nouveau

can be classed the starting point, in that it rejected historicism. The former

can be dealt with summarily because Pevsner and Banham demonstrated

the standard, unambiguous Modernist response to historicist styles. Pevsner

passed over contemporary architecture by “Georgian-Palladian diehards”
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because it could self-evidently “be left to die of old age.”41 It represented

that choking of originality. 

Throughout his career, Banham held almost identical views about tradi-

tionalism, regarding historicism, at the beginning of the 1960s, as nothing

less than “architectural irresponsibility.”42 At the end of that decade, Ban-

ham was praising the environmental management of the turn-of-the-

century Royal Victoria Hospital in Belfast (see chapter 4), but berating its

“depressingly unmodish” historicist styling, which demonstrates “with pain-

ful clarity the total irrelevance of detailed architectural ‘style’ to the mo-

dernity of the functional and environmental parts.”43 In the next decade he

was still railing against “gutless” or “pompous” historicism:44 for Banham,

like Pevsner, “historicist defeatism”45 was nothing less than a drying up of

creativity, a diminution of belief, a denial of relevance, and a dearth of guts.

Here was an uncompromising, unchangeable attitude which linked Banham

and Pevsner as unambiguous Modernists. 

The idea of a revival would always be anathema to Banham. A revival may

be viable if you think in terms of form and style, but if, like Banham, you

commit yourself to the idea of an attitude or spirit, determined by the con-

ditions of the day, then a revival can be contemplated only in unusual cir-

cumstances: “The only conceivable justification for reviving anything in the

arts is that the reviver finds himself culturally in a position analogous to that

of the time he seeks to revive—a return to something like classical sophisti-

cation and affluence in Fourteenth-century Italy justifies the Renaissance ar-

chitecture of the Fifteenth, the achievement of something like Athenian

democratic sentiment in the early nineteenth justifies le style neo-grec.”

However, even in these circumstances, the “justifications” may be flawed

by “the presence of factors that notably were not present in the styles

revived—Christianity in Renaissance architecture, industrialisation in neo-

grec—and where these intrusive factors are too large to be overlooked, the

justification must fail.”46 Any major cultural or technological change would,

in his opinion, invalidate the revival.

Banham’s opinions about the historicism of the Modern Movement, the

second of the two aspects of revivalism, were unambiguously declared in a

1959 Architectural Review article on the contemporary Italian architectural
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