Crisis of the Object: Predicament of Texture

th and make men talkative and entertaining but they make men artificial,
Cities force growth @

RaLPH WALDO EMERSON

i in vi long as they are chiefly agricultural.
ts will remain virtuous as
 think that our governmen
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+ can man withdraw himself from the fields?Where will he go: si_nce the earth
.Bm G Czounded field? Quite simple; he will mark off a portion of this field by means
:f (\)::H}smfjﬂucr; set up an enclosed finite space over against amorpl'w}xS. limit!ess space . .
For in t;'uth the most accurate definition of the urbs and 'the .polls is very lll.(e the COmJ.C
definition of a cannon. You take a hole, wrap some steel wire tightly around it, énd that.s
your cannon. S0 the urbs or polis starts by being an empty space . . . and all the reEt .15
just a means of fixing that empty space, of limiting its outlines . . . The square . . . This
lesser rebellious field which secedes from the limitless one, and keeps to itself, is a space
sui generis of the most novel kind in which man frees himself from the community of the
plant and the animal . . . and creates an enclosure apart which is purely human, a civil
space.
Jost ORTEGA Y GASSET

In intention the modern city was to be a fitting home for the noble savage.
A being so aboriginally pure necessitated a domicile of equivalent purity;
and, if way back the noble savage had emerged from the trees, then, if his
will-transcending innocence was to be preserved, his virtues maintained
intact, it was back into the trees that he must be returned,

One might imagine that such an argument was the ultimate psycho-
logical rationale of the ville radieuse or Zeilenbau city, a city which, in its
complete projection, was almost literally imagined as becoming non-
lestem." di '{ ngccssary buildings appear, so far as possible, as

c!lcale and unassertive intrusions into the natural continuum ; buildings
raised above the ground provide as little contact as possible with the
potentially reclaimable earth; and, while there ensues a freedom-
releasing qualification of gravity, we are perhaps also L:ncuuraged to

recognize a commentary u,
pon the dangers of prolonged exposure to
any conspicuous artifact, ¢ : ;

Paris, Place des Vosges (Place Royale).
From the Plan Turgot, 1739

The projected modern city, in this way. may be seen as a transitional
piece, a proposal which eventually. it is hoped, may lead to the re-
establist it of an dulterated natural setting.

Sun, space, verdure: essential joys, through the four seasons stand the
trees, friends of man. Great blocks of dwellings run through the town.

What does it matter? They are behind the screen of trees. Nature is
entered into the lease.!

Such was the vision of an ever-evolving return to nature, a return that
was (and is) evidently felt to be so important that. whenever possible,
demonstrations of this vision have insisted on their absolute detachment,
symbolic and physical. from any aspects of existing context which has
been, typically, envisaged as a contaminant, as something both morally
and hygienically leprous. And thus Lewis Mumford on an illustration in
his Culture of Cities:

Rear of a handsome facade in Edinburgh: barracks architecture facing
a catwalk: typical indifference to rear views characteristic of scene
painting. An architecture of fronts. Beautiful silks, costly perfumes,
Elegance of mind and small pox. Out of sight, out of mind. Modern
functional planning distinguishes itself from this purely visual con-
ception of the plan, by dealing honestly and competently with every side,
abolishing the gross distinction between front and rear. seen anc}
obscene, and creating structures that are harmonious in every dimension.*

Le Corbusier: Ville Radieuse, 1930
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Which. allowing for a charaf‘lcrism‘al}"‘ xl:‘{“ﬁ::‘“‘ig(ﬁ“‘;_‘}‘]"{“- is a‘ll
dlassically representative of the bm% of the ""ﬁrA“‘ P‘ . € F-’“‘ml-
classically are honesty and hygiene. the city of vested interest and
e mk,‘n? (1,{" on is u;disappcar:emd. in place of traditional subterfuge
impacted "sﬂud‘h“ ;\. to be introduced a visible and rational equality of
and !mP“S"“’r‘Ij" t:;i;‘h insists upon openness and is readily to be inter.
pam‘—i": ﬁ:}? Ic:m\‘e and effect of any condition of humane well-being,
pm\t':i\'%of course, ;hc equation of the backyard with moral and physica]
insalubrity, which becomes the opposition of cl()ril;lre z.md openness a}nd
their investment with negative and positive q_ualmes (‘Elegance of ming
and small pox'—as though the one automatically followed Fhe other),
could be illustrated from an abundance of other sources: and. in terms of
that distinctively nineteenth century vision of the danse macabre, the
human scarecrow in the cholera-infected courtyard. this style of agu-
ment should scarcely require reinforcement. Visually oriented architects
and planners, preoccupied with the trophies and triumphs of culture, with
the representation of the public realm and its public facades. had. for the
most part, shamefully compromised not only the pleasurable possibilities
but. worse than this, the essential sanitary bases of that more intimate
world within which ‘real’ people, people as deserving aspects of concern,
actually do exist. And. if this statement were to be augmented to say
something about pragmatically callous capitalists then its general
substance would not be radically transformed.

But. if such was the one-time negative and necessary criticism of trad-
itional metropolis, then if an overview of nineteenth century Paris can be
allowed to represent the evil. an overview of Amsterdam South may also
be introduced to exhibit the initial conceptions of an alternative; and both
illustrations derive from the accessible pages of Siegfried Giedion.>

The Hausmannesque situation, as witnessed by a bird or from a
balloon, is so sufficiently comparable to the air photo of Berlagian
Amsterdam as to need the minimum of comment. Both are subservient to
the aesthetic of the French seventeenth century hunting forest with its
fandS-Vmims and pattes-d'oie; and, in being so, they both of them, by means
2:;:‘1’]:::;2 r'-;l?:s‘;urilreli z;l al‘.i hf)PEt'quy. sxgmhcam place, d.esACribe a
\\ilh;he S resem[,,[ or dev elopmen.t orinfill. But then it is here,
brutalities of Secongd Empi anceFease?' Fo.r, if among the grandeurs and

pire Paris, logical infill could be disregarded, if it
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Amsterdam South. 1934

pathetle gestures o the notlon of the street; and thelr carelully ey,
concessions to De Styl or to Expressiontsm do not concenl thelr pn‘:lh"d
ment. They have become no more than the conservatively lll\lllllul‘-l
props to u dying Idea. For, n the argument of solid versus volg they ],,,‘\.f
become redundant ; and thelr references to a vision of classicn| Parls ngy

have nothing to say. Simply these avenues are disposable, In e Wiy
Y o

thelr fugades designate any effective frontler between public and privyg
They are evasive. And much more than the fugades ol elghteenth centy :
ry
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effectively conceal. For the important regj;
wnbumhl;::] ;{sizehtnd The matrix of the city has become trtin!:fls Noy,
S solid to ous void. i
l‘ra;:l;oﬁ without saying that both the failure and success of Ams[ﬂdam
South, and of many comparable projects, could only activate the con.
science; but, whatever may have been the doubts (the conscience -
always more activated by failure than success).. it probably remajpg s
to say that logical scepticism was not ab.le to dxgest‘ the issue for
some ten years. Which is to say that, unu,l the late nineteen-twe,
culturally obligatory street still d the scene and that, a5
certain conclusions remained unapproachable.

In this sequence, the questions of who did what and precisely whey
and where are, for present purposes, irrelevant. The City of Three
Million Inhabitants, miscellaneous Russian projects, Karlsruhe-Dammg.
stock, etc., all have their dates; and the assignment of priority or praise or
blame is not here an issue, Simply the issue is that, by 1930, the disintegra.
tion of the street and of all highly organized public space seemed to have
become inevitable: and for two major reasons: the new and rationalized
form of housing and the new dictates of vehicular activity. For, if the
configuration of housing now evolved from the inside out, from the
logical needs of the individual residential unit, then it could no longer be
subservient to external pressures; and, if external public space had become
so functionally chaotic as to be without effective significance, then—in any
case-there were no valid pressures which it could any longer exert,

Such were the apparently unfaultable deductions which underlay
the establishment of the city of modern architecture; but, around these
primary arguments, there was evidently the opportunity for a whole
miscellany of secondary rationalizations to proliferate. And thus the new
city could achieve further justification in terms of sport or of science, in
terms of democracy or equality, in terms of history and absence of
traditional parti pris, in terms of private automobiles and public transport,
LT;::; :fd technology and socio-political crisis: and, like the idea of the
S lern al‘chitm?ture‘ itself, in some form or another, almost all of

rguments are still with ys,
is tﬁ:‘io:e::“:::d they are reinforced (though whether reinforcement

at legsy
ties, the
a result,

ar:hilect:;:n l?mbu:g and many others it was axiomatic
will develop in ap all sided plastic way.”

at e new

Theo Van Doesburg: Counter-
construction, maison particuliére, 1923

e

LT

ST 7

111111 e

T

QT

¥

AN

Ludwig Hilberseimer: project for
central Berlin, 1927

Walter Gropius: diagrams showing the
development of a rectangular site with
parallel rows of apartment blocks of
different heights, 1929
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Saint-Dié. 1945, plan

of immensely high premia upon the building as 'interesnng-
ect (which still continues) must now be brought into
the simultaneously entertained proposition thay the
+ be made to go away (‘Great blocks of dwellingg
run through the town. What does it matter? 'l‘.hey. are behind the screen
of trees)). And, if we have here presented this sxtu:dtion in terms of 5
typically Corbusian self-contradiction, there. is ol{vmus and abundan;
reason to recognize that one is confronted V\-nth this same contradictiop
any, and every. day. Indeed, in modern archlt?cture. the pride in objects
and the wish to dissimulate pride in this pride, which is everywhere
revealed, is something so extraordinary as to defeat all possibility of
compassionate comment.

But modern architecture’s object fixation (the object which is not
an object) is our present concern only in so far as it involves the city, the
city which was to become evaporated. For, in its present and unevapor-
ated form, the city of modern architecture become a congeries of con-
spicuously disparate objects is quite as problematical as the traditional
city which it has sought to replace.

Let us, first of all, consider the theoretical desideratum that the
rational building is obliged to be an object and. then, let us attempt to
place this proposition in conjunction with the evident suspicion that
buildings, as man-made artefacts, enjoy a meretricious status, in some
way, detrimental to an ultimate spiritual release. Let us further attempt to
place this demand for the rational materialization of the object and this
parallel need for its disintegration alongside the very obvious feeling that
space is, in some way, more sublime than matter, that, while the affirm-
ation of matter is inevitably gross, the affirmation of a spatial continuum
can only facilitate the demands of freedom, nature and spirit. And then
let us qualify what became a widespread tendency to space worship with

this placing
and detached obi
conjunction with
building (object ?) musf

Le Corbusier: project for city
centre of Saint-Dié, 1945,
perspective

yet another prevalent supposition: that, if space is sublime, then limitless
naturalistic space must be far more so than any abstracted and structured
space: and, finally, let us upstage this whole implicit argument by intro-
ducing the notion that, in any case, space is far less important than time
and that too much insistence—particularly upon delimited space-is likely
to inhibit the unrolling of the future and the natural becoming of the
‘universal society.’

Such are some of the ambivalences and fantasies which were, and
still are, embedded in the city of modern architecture: but, though these
could seem to add up to a cheerful and exhilarating prescription. as
already noticed. even when realizations of this city. though pure. were
only partial, doubts about it began very early to be entertained. Perhaps
these were scarcely articulated doubts and whether they concerned the
necessities of perception or the predicament of the public realm is difficult
to determine: but, if, in the Athens Congress of 1933° CIAM had spelled
out the ground rules for the new city. then by the mid-forties there could
be no such dogmatic certainty. For neither the state nor the object had
vanished away; and, in CIAM's Heart of the City” conference of 1947,
lurking reservations as to their continuing validity began, indecisively. to
surface. Indeed, a consideration of the city core’. in itself, already indicates
a certain hedging of bets and. possibly, the beginnings of a recognition
that the ideal of indiscriminate neutrality or inconspicuous equality was
hardly attainable or even desirable.

But, if a renewed interest in the possibilities of focus and hence of
confluence seems, by this time, to have been developing, while the
interest was there, the equipment to service it was lacking: and the
problem presented by the revisionism of the late forties might bes't be
typified and illustrated by Le Corbusier’s plan for St. Dié, where modified



Harlow New Town, Market Square,
1950s, view

 Athens Charter specification are loosely arrange g,
Jements of Athe n? { centrality and hicrarchy, to simulate S0me
notions :(r‘uc!\ll't‘d ‘receptacle. And might It be saiq
f"(’)(j its author, a built St. Dié¢ would, probably,
of the n,ﬂ";':uﬂ ssful; that St. Dié illustrates, as clearly as
have been mc‘ro\'crh‘t gf ~th free standing building, the space occupiey
possible. the dlIcﬂl’T‘“ ace definer ? For, if it is to be doubted \\'I\clﬁcr this
attempting to act = SP“ confluence, then, regardless of fhc Ad«:sn—uhun.V
‘centre’ would ranhm:,.xl what we are here provided with is a king of
of this effect, :-SZ;‘::eni;—U" acropolis of sorts which is attempting 1,
filling;SCUOB ™ == = al
\"::::7"'" usisom> ‘Cmrutllilc(’:::x:iﬁ’r:)f the undertaking, the re-affirmaiy,
However, in SP“""_ vas not readily to be relinquished; and, if the
of centralizing qlemes ‘e;\; might easily be interpreted as a seepage of
‘core of the city ;?rglf": the CIAM city diagram, a point may now pe
townscape stra'tegles lﬂs‘: Dié city centre into comparison with that of
made by bringing meme.mporﬂry Harlow new town which, though
the approximald!./ nC:'ay not be quite so implausible as, sometimes, hgs
evidently ‘impure.
appeared to be the case. absolutely no by-play with metaphors of
At Harlow, where there is B inat what one is being offeced 16 B traq]
acropolis, there can be no d0: ccordingly, the discrete aspects of the
and literal market-PlacC; a:d.d:‘”" the buildings themselves amalgam-
individual buildingf are play e c;nsually haphazard defining wrapper,
ated, to appear s little more supposed to be the authentic thing itself,
But. if the Harlo\\"t?\\{n sl:?uar‘(.e.ﬁmE S lthe vest, maybes Tt wre
a prod‘uc't Or.th? v'mlss:tu ;:s Ocal if one might be just a little fatigued with
ingmuami:ultsadi::gna‘:sm c’)f instant ‘history’ and overt ‘modernity,’
;‘il:esixszsl';ﬁonif medieval space may still appear believable as one stands
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Harlow New Town, Market Square,
1950, air view

inside it, the
disappears,
For an overview or quick
piece rapidly discloses the hat one has been subjected
to is little more than a stage set. That is, the space of the square, professing
to be an alleviation of density, the relief of an impacted context, quickly
lends itself to be read as nothing of the kind, 1t exists without essential back
up or support, without pressure, in built or human form, to give credibility
or vitality to its existenc i and, with the space thus fundamentally ‘un-
explained,’ it becomes apparent that, far from being any outcropping of
an historical or spatial context (which it would seem to be), the Harlow
town square is, in effect, a foreign body interjected into a garden suburb
without benefit of quotation marks.

But, in the issue of Harlow versus St. Dié, one is still obliged to re

cognize
a coincidence of intention. In both cases the object Is the production of a
significant urban foyer: and, given this aim, it seems perfectly fair to say

N, as curiosity becomes aroused, even this illusion quickly

dash behind the Immediatel

ly visible set
Information that w|
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Le Corbusier: project for Saint-Dié.
figure-ground plan

hatever its merits as architecture, the Harlow town Square
e \pproximation to the imagined condition than ey,
r 2 ’
Which is neither to endorse Harlow

Dru\'ldos
er St Dig

. Dig
nor condemy, \‘IL
ulate lhc.

as cumparablc

a close!
m.i‘g : ha\::‘ mlr to allow them both, as attempts to sy
zsx:litli’::nlr"sulid' city with the elements of ‘void,’ to emerge

o s of interrogation.

EL:“‘,:S :i “’:,l cthe Lx:cle\'anr:e of the questi(ons )\'hich (llcry Propound, s
might be best examined by onci: m(?re directing aFLennon to the typical
format of the traditional city which, in every way, is so much the inverse
of the city of modern architecture that the two of thf:m together might
sometimes, almost present themselves as thv‘ alternative reading of Some
Gestalt diagram illustrating the ﬂuctuafmns of the ﬁg“"“‘gruund
phenomenon. Thus, the one is almost all white, the other almost a]] black -
the one an accumulation of solids in largely unmanipulated void, the other
an accumulation of voids in largely unmanipulated solid; and, in both
cases, the fundamental ground promotes an entirely different category
of figure—in the one object, in the other space.

However not to comment upon this somewhat ironical condition;
and simply. in spite of its obvious defects, to notice very briefly the alna
ent virtues of the traditional city: the solid and continuous matrix or
texture giving energy to its reciprocal condition, the specific space; the

Parma, ﬁgur&gmund plan

ensuing square and street acting as some kind of public relief valve and
providing some condition of legible structure; and, just as important, the
very great versatility of the supporting texture or ground. For, as a
condition of virtually continuous building of incidental make up and
ssignment, this is not under any great pressure for self-completion or
overt expression of function: and, given the stabilizing effects of public
fagade, it remains relatively free to act according to local impulse or the
requirements of immediate necessity.
Perhaps these are virtues which
but, if they are, everyday, more loudl:

arcely require to be proclaimed:
serted, the situation so described
is still not quite tolerable. If it offers a debate between solid and void.
public stability and private unpredictability, public figure and private
ground which has not failed to stimulate, and if the object building, the
soap bubble of sincere internal expression, when taken as a universal
proposition, represents nothing short of a demolition of public life and
decorum, if it reduces the public realm. the traditional world of visible
civics to an amorphic remainder, one is still largely impelled to say: so
what? And it is the logical, defensible presuppositions of modern archi-
tecture-light, air, hygiene, aspect, prospect, recreation. movement.
openness—which inspire this reply.

So. if the sparse, anticipatory city of isolated objects and continuous




voids, the alleged cltyhor r:e;::g and :nlﬂvirissa'ln :;J:leql/ will nt;:, l:i tmadc
m;\;aé:“ﬂ]ﬁf irl' ::’hile it is felt to be ~:ood'. nobody seems to “::‘list.

. what to try to do wit it? 3
the pmble:lm”‘l,:;:‘:s possibilities. To adopt an ironical posture o to

Thfl‘: d social revolution are two of them; but, flnce the possibilties
:fr:ipr:ple irony are almost totally pre-empted and since revolution tends
to turn into its opposite, then, in spite of th.e persistent devotees of absolute
freedom, it is to be doubted whether either of these are very useRyl
strategies. To propose that more of tlfc same, or more of approxi mately
the same, will-like old-fashioned Imsse.z faire—provide selﬁcurremon?
This is just as much to be doubted as is the myth of th:.a unimpaireq
capacities of self-regulating capitalism; but. all of these possibilities apar,
it would seem, first of all, to be reasonable and plausible to examine the
threatened or promised city of object fixation from the point of view of the
possibility of its perception.

It is a matter of how much the mind and eye can absorb or comp-
rehend: and itis a problem which has been around, without any success-
ful solution, since the later years of the eighteenth century. The issue is
that of quantification.

Pancras is like Marylebone, Marylebone is like Paddington : all the streets
resemble each other ... your Gloucester Places, and Baker Streets, and
Harley Streets, and Wimpole Streets ... all of those flat, dull, spiritless
streets, resembling each other like a large family of plain children, with
Portland Place and Portman Square for their respectable parents.®

The time is 1847 and the judgement, which is Disraeli's, may be taken as
a not so early reaction to the disorientations produced by repetition. But,
if the multiplication of spaces long ago began to elicit such disgust, then
what is there now to be said about the proliferation of objects? In other
words, whatever may be said about the traditional city, is it possible that
the city of modern architecture can sustain anything like so adequate a
perceptual base? And the obvious answer would seem to be not. For it is
surely apparent that, while limited structured spaces may facilitate

‘:;;ﬁﬁﬁﬁon and under ding, an interminable naturalistic void
out any recognizable boundaries will at least be likely to defeat all
comprehension.

Certainly, in considerin: "
& g the modern cit e ) [
perceptual performance, dityjfromithe pofnt of wlew O

by Gestalt criteria it nly be cond d

For, if ¢ > : it can only be condemned.

require xetz:‘:::o? or perception of object or figure is assumed to
ol some sort < 3

some sort of however ¢| of ground or field, if the recognition of

osed field is a prer 1 -
ence and, if consciousness of a prereq ofall p ual experi

field preced, i
when figure i p es consciousness of figure, then.
can only becolfn::snl;:;:md by any recognizable frame of reference, it
imagine-and to imaeq ed and self-destructive, For, while it is possible to
#ine being delighteq by-a field of objects which are

P

legible in terms of proximity, identity, common structure, density, etc.,
there are still questions as to how much such objects can be agglomerated
and of how plausible, in reality, it is to assume the possibility of their
exact multiplication. Or, alternatively, these are questions relative to
optical mechanics, of how much can be supported before the trade
breaks down and the introduction of closure, screening. segregation of
information, becomes an experiential imperative,

Presumably this point has not, as yet, quite been reached. For the
modern city in its cut-price versions (the city in the park become the city
in the parking lot), for the most part still exists within the closed fields
which the traditional city supplies. But. if, in this way-not only percep-
tually but also sociologically parasitic, it continues to feed off the organism
which it proposes to supplant, then the time is now not very far remote
when this sustaining background may finally disappear.

Such is the incipient crisis of more than perception. The traditional
city goes away: but even the parody of the city of modern architecture
refuses to become established. The public realm has shrunk to an
apologetic ghost but the private realm has not been significantly en-
riched: there are no references—either historical or ideal: and, in this
atomized society, except for what is electronically supplied or is reluctantly
sought in print, c ication has either collapsed or reduced itself to
impoverished interchange of ever more banal verbal formulae.

Evidently, it is not necessary that the dictionary, whether Webster
or OED, need retain its present volume. It is redundant:: its bulk is inflated ;
the indiscriminate use of its contents lends itself to specious rhetoric: its
sophistications have very little to do with the values of ‘jus’ plain folks:
and, certainly, its semantic categories very little correspondence with
the intellectual processes of the neo-noble savage. But, if the appeal. in
the name of innocence, seriously to abbreviate the dictionary might find
only a minimum of support, even though built forms are not quite the
same as words, we have here sketched a programme strictly analogous to
that which was launched by modern architecture.

Let us eliminate the gratuitous: let us concern ourselves with needs
rather than wants: let us not be too preoccupied with framing the dis-
tinctions: instead let us build from fundamentals... Something very like
this was the message which led to the present impasse; and, if con-
temporary happenings are believed (like modern architecture itself) to be
inevitable, of course, they will become so. But, on the other hand. if we
do not suppose ourselves to be in the Hegelian grip of irreversible fate, it
is just possible that there are alternatives to be found.

In any case the question at this point is not so much whether t}'ue
traditional city. in absolute terms, is good or bad, relevant or irrelevant, in
tune with the Zeitgeist or otherwise. Nor is it a question of modern archi-
tecture’s obvious defects. Rather it is a question of common sense and
common interest. We have two models of the city. Ultimately. wishing to
surrender neither, we wish to qualify both. For in an age. allegedly, of




vittoria, Spain. Plaza Mayor

Le Corbusier: Paris. Plan Voisin, 1925,
aerial axonometric
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ude and pluralist intention. it should be pﬂ.SSibk‘ at least ¢,
d of strategy of accommodation and coexistence.
ask for deliverance from the city of
ce. then in order to secure any appr 'imaliorf to this condition
deliveranc mgre are certain cherished fantasies, not without fina| value,
of freedom. rchitect must be called upon to imagine as modified and rp.
uhl":ha;h;:e notion of himself as messiah is one of these: and. while the
g::uln n.f himself as eternal proponent of avax.u gardeism ls another, eyep
more important is the strangely despcratc idea uf.archn.ecmre as op-
pressive and coercive.” Indeed. pamcular.ly. this curious relic of
neo-Hegelianism will require to be tcmporlanl._v_ Supprc‘ssed.; and this in
the interests of a recognition that ‘oppression ls alwlays with us as the
insuperable condition of exis!ence—'upprgssmn of birth and death, of
place and time, of language and education. of !'nemnry and numbers,
being all of them components of a condition which, as yet, is not to be

optional latit!

plot some kin :
But, if in this way we now

superseded.
And so to proceed from diagnosis-usually perfunctory—to prog-

nosis-generally even more casual-firstly there might be suggested the
overthrow of one of modern architecture’s least avowed but most visible
tenets. This is the proposition that all outdoor space must be in public
ownership and accessible to everybody : and. if there is no doubt that this
was a central working idea and, has, long since, become a bureaucratic
cliché, there is still the obligation to notice that. among the repertory of
possible ideas, the inordinate importance of this one is very odd indeed.
And thus, while its iconographic substance may be recognized—it meant
a collectivized and emancipated society which knew no artificial barriers—
one may still marvel that such an offbeat proposition could ever have
become so established. One walks through the city—whether it is New
York, Rome, London or Paris who cares: one sees lights upstairs, a ceiling,
shadows, some objects: but, as one mentally fills in the rest and imagines a
society of unexampled brilliance from which one is fatally excluded. one
does not feel exactly deprived. For, in this curious commerce between
the visible and the undisclosed, we are well aware that we too can erect
our own private proscenium and, by turning on our own lights, augment
the general hallucination which, however absurd it may be, is never other

than stimulating. B
This is to specify, in a particularly extreme form, a way in which
'“"d”“"" may gratify the imagination. One is called upon to complete
:‘:‘I’;’;;‘:Lmﬂlfnous l'vut re‘all).' normal situations of which one is made
would be dc;tr‘:u"[‘i‘\rrz‘n?nd.. if |“’_~"'3")’ to penetrate all these situations
analogy nflhcilluminatczl:,:x:‘(‘;‘Id:wchpl‘.aSL"rcv - r'night 'y appl)f ic
S quite simply to say that the :t;“lt dahn( HELEE th’lc' W .h'fh
and its more recent derivatives a:i m"}?pd“'a[ o ueindan
being empowered B ;ve: W|}l1 ,oul Interest; and that, rather than
same-almost certainly it would bYW crc»ch-rm{hcre being always the
© more satisfying to be presented with
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the exclusions-wall, rﬂi!ings- fences, gates, barriers-of a reasonably
astructed ground [:lj,n.::xch 15 only o articolate whatis already a dimly
a]nd if it is usually provided with sociological justifj.
ective ‘turf, etc.), there are more ;mpo;tan[ sacri-
s i ich are surely required; and we speak
fices of contemporary .ua(‘{itslonl;]v,l1::l“cc‘ wtehrallegedly nebte it
dllingness to reconsider the obj
o2 aluate it not so much as figure but as ground.
anf\[;rcg:csal which, for practical PULPOBER: demands @ Wil}l]iljtgncssv to
imagine the present dispensation as inverted, ?hc idea of suc m\{ersmn
4 most immediately and succinctly to be ex‘plamcd b)( the. corfly{arxstyv of
a void and a solid of almost identical proportions. ..An‘d. if t? illustrate prime
solid nothing will serve better than Le Corbusier's Uml%“. then,' as an
instance of the opposite and reciprocal condition, Vasari's Uffizi could
scarcely be more adequate. The parallel is, of course, trans-cultural; but,
ifa sixt-eenth century office building become a museum may, with certain
reservations, be brought into critical proximity with a twentieth century
apartment house, then an obvious point can be made. For, if the Uffizi is
Marseilles turned outside in, or if it is a jelly mould for the Unité, it is
also void become figurative, active and positively charged; and, while the
effect of Marseilles is to endorse a private and atomized society, the
Uffizi is much more completely a 'collective’ structure. And, to further
bias the comparison: while Le Corbusier presents a private and insulated
building which, biguously, caters to a limited clientéle, Vasari's
model is sufficiently two-faced to be able to accommodate a good deal
more. Urbanistically it is far more active. A central void-figure, stable
and obviously planned, with, by way of entourage, an irregular back up
which may be loose and responsive to close context. A stipulation of an
ideal world and an engagement of empirical circumstance, the Uffizi may
be seen as reconciling themes of self-conscious order and spontaneous
randomness; and, while it accepts the existing, by then proclaiming the
new the Uffiz confers value upon both new and old.

Again, a comparison of a Le Corbusier product, this time with one
by Auguste Perret, may be used to expand or to reinforce the preceding;
and, since the comparison, originally made by Peter Collins, involves two
interpretations of the same programme, it may, to that extent, be con-
sidered the more legitimate, Le Corbusier and Perret's projects for the
Palace of the Soviets which, the two together, might have been designed
to confound the proposition that form follows function, could almost be
::‘;“I;dczb?;:rsrco;rcli'lemsel"ef- P Cixet gestures to immediate context

Y 50. With their explicit spatial connections with
ion of their courtyard towards the river,
idea of Moscow which they are evidently
Corbusier's buildings, which are apt to
internal necessity, are certainly not so
hey are symbolic constructs supposedly

con :

However, if to say
perceived tendency.
cation™ (identity. coll

Florence, Uffizi, plan

R e S i s Tl A

Unité d'Habitation, view

Le Corbusier: Marseilles, Unité
d’'Habitation, 1946, site plan

Uffizi, view



left top
Le Corbusier: Moscow, project for the
Palace of the Soviets, 1931

above

Auguste Perret: Moscow. project for
the Palace of the Soviets, 1931

far left below
Le Corbusier, plan

left below
Perret, plan

responsive to an assumed newly liberated cultural milien. And if in each
case, the use of site is iconographically representative of an attitude to
tradition. then. in these two evaluations of tradition. it may be entirely
fair to read the effects of a twenty year generation gap.

But in one further parallel along these lines there is no such gap that
can be interposed. Gunnar Asplund and Le Corbusier were entirely of the
same generation: and, if one is here not dealing with comparable pro-
grammes or proposals of equivalent size, the dates of Asplund’s Royal
Chancellery project (1922) and Le Corbusier’s Plan Voisin (1925) may
still facilitate their joint examination. The Plan Voisin is an outgrowth of
Le Corbusier’s Ville Contemporaine of 1922. It is the Ville Contempor-
aine injected into a specific Parisian site: and, however unvisionary it was
professed to be-indeed however ‘real’ it has become-it evidently




right

Asplund Chancellery. site plan
As

below .
Asplund: €

hancellery, plan

proposes a completely different working model of reality from that

above

‘orbusier: Paris, Plan Voisin, 1925, employed by Asplund. The one is a statement of historical destiny, the
pl:l:um\':" other of historical continuity; the one is a celebration of generalities, the
other of specifics: and. in both cases, the site functions as icon represent-
h’,lamun' - ive i luations.
" ative of these different eval
IG the R:::'l“::;:c(:n(:o IT;;; i Thus, as almost always in his urbanistic proposals, Le Corbusier
::val:lun 3 largely responds to the idea of a reconstructed society and is largely un-

concerned with local spatial minutiae. If the Portes Saint-Denis and Saint-
Martin may be incorporated in the city centre so far so good ; if the Marais
is to be destroyed no matter: the principal aim is manifesto. Le Corbusier
is primarily involved with the building of a Phoenix symbol; and, in his
concern to illustrate a new world rising above the ashes of the old, one
may detect a reason for his highly perfunctory approach to major

nly to be i 1 after cultural inoculation. And thus,
by contrast, Asplund for whom, one might suppose, ideas of social =
inui ¢ d - TR s BN SR I Sl (el T
continuity become represented in his attempt to make of his buildings, as right BN \\\,"",!,)(/‘1’;’ S s A r} % #
much as possible, a part of the urban continuum, Le Corbusier: Paris, Plan Voisin, N N -~ V‘#‘M‘;N: e / féﬁ
But, if Le Corbusier simulates a future and Asplund a past, if one is site plan SN e e R b “;9/\',.
almost all prophecy theatre and the oth y e i)
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Jar left above
Rome, Palazzo Farnese, view and plan

left above

Rome, Palazz, Borghese, view and plan
Jar left beloy

Todi, Santa Maria della Consolazione

left below
Rome, Sang' Agnese in Plazza Navona

77 CRISIS OF THE C:
SIS OF THE OBJECT I'KEUIC:\ML\T OF TEXTURE

:wi)matlv; c(I)Indilion. in one work he responds, adjusts, trans}
0 be-and all at once-passive recipi : .
cipient and active reyert,
However, Asplund’s pl; i it
2 As play with assumed contingenci
s 3 gencies
ablsolutrcs. brilliant though it may be, does seem to involve mostly stra
Eglers Iotrespunse: and, in considering problems of the object, it I"l’Ja bt-
selul to consider the admitted) i a -
. : Y ancient technique of del;
distorting what is also Ao e
presented as the idea] type. A 5
i £y ; - And to take a Ren-
aissance-Baroque example: if Santa Maria della Consolazione at Todi

ates, asserts
rator.

and assumed

‘compromised’ for use in a less than ‘perfect’ s
which a functionalist theory could neither en
though, in practice, functionalism could often

ite? This is a problem

around from place to place. But, if functionalism proposed an end to
typologies in favour of a logical induction from concrete facts, it is
precisely because it was unwilling to consider iconic significance as a con-
crete fact in itself, unwilling to imagine particular physical configurations
as instruments of ication, that functi can have very little
to say with reference to the deformation of ideal models. So Todi we
know to be a sign and an advertisement; and, as we concede the freedom
to use the advertisement wherever conditions may require it, we also infer
the possibilities of ining, or salvaging the ing while manipu-
lating the form according to the exigencies of circumstance. And, in such
terms, it may be possible to see Sant’ Agnese in Piazza Navona as a Todi
which is simultaneously ‘compromised’ and intact. The constricted site
propounds its pressures; the piazza and the dome are the irreducible
protagonists in a debate; the piazza has something to say about Rome,
the dome about cosmic fantasy; and, finally, via a process of response
and challenge, both of them make their point.

So the reading of Sant’ Agnese continuously fluctuates between an
interpretation of the building as object and its reinterpretation as texture;
but, if the church may be sometimes an ideal object and sometimes a
function of the piazza wall. yet another Roman instance of such figure—
ground alternation—of both meanings and forms—might still be cited.
Obviously not so elaborate a construct as Sant’ Agnese, the Palazo
Borghese, located upon its highly idiosyncratic site, contrives both to
respond to this site and to behave as a representative palace of the Farnese
type. The Palazzo Farnese provides its reference and meaning. It con-
tributes certain factors of central stability, both of facade and plan: bu(:
with the ‘perfect’ cortile now embedded in a volume of highly 'imP?rfett
and elastic perimeter, with the building predicated on a -re.wgmlmn of
both archetype and accident, there follows from this duplicity of evalu-
ation an internal situation of great richness and freedom. . '

Now this type of strategy which combines local concessions with




Villa Savoye. plan

a declaration of independence from anything lo.cal and spe.ciﬁc could be
indefinitely illustrated: but. perhaps. one more instance of n. will suffice,
Le Pautre’s Hotel de Beauvais. with its ground floor ofvshops. is externally
something of a minor Roman palazzo brought m. Paris; and, as an even
more elaborate version of a category of free plan. it might possibly prompt
comparison with the great master and advocate of the free plan himself.
But Le Corbusier's technique is. of course, the logical opposite to that of
Le Pautre; and, if the ‘freedoms’ of the Villa Savoye depend on the stability
of its indestructible perimeter, the ‘freedoms’ of the Hotel de Beauvais are
derived from the equivalent stability of its central cour d'honneur.

In other words, one might almost write an equation: Uffizi: Unité=
Hotel de Beauvais: Villa Savoye: and. as a simple convenience, this
equation is of completely crucial importance. For on the one hand at the
Villa Savoye. as at the Unité, there is an absolute insistence upon the
virtues of primary solid. upon the isolation of the building as object and
the urbanistic corollary of this insistence scarcely requires further com-
mentary: and, on the other, in the Hotel de Beauvais, as at the Palazzo
Borghese, the built solid is allowed to assume comparatively minor
significance. Indeed. in these last cascs. the built solid scarcely divulges
itself: and, while unbuilt space (courtyard) assumes the directive role.
becomes the predomi: idea. the building’s perimeter is enabled to act
as no more than a ‘free’ response to adjacency. On the one side of the
equation building becomes prime and insulated, on the other the isolation
of identifiable space reduces (or elevates) the status of building to infill.

But building as infill! The idea can seem to be deplorably passive and
empirical-though such need not be the case. For, in spite of their spatial
preoccupations neither the Hotel de Beauvais or the Palazzo Borghese
are, finally, flaccid. They, both of them, assert themselves by way of rep-
resentational fagade, by way of progression from fagade-figure (solid) to
courtyard-figure (void): and, in this context, although the Villa Savoye is
by no means the simplistic construct which we have here made it appear
(although it too. to some extent, operates as its opposite) for present
purposes its arguments are not central.

For. far more clearly than at Savoye, at the Hotel de Beauvais and the
Palazzo Borghese the Gestalt condition of ambivalence—double value and
double meaning-results in interest and provocation. However, though
speculation may thus be incited by the fluctuations of the figure-ground
z?::omeul:n (\fvi.xich may .be volatile or may be sluggish). the possibilities
o de::; ua“;"t‘;Y—ﬁPEClaﬂy atan urban scale-would seem very largely

v l:voc ha:} ;;r&sencc of what used to be called poché.

S c;tegori5~ :;go‘ttcn the term, or releg‘alad it to a catalogue of
S B.u( . “;:: on]dy recently reminded of its usefulness by
g s tf:;tur ung erstood. as the imprint upon the plan of
the building from each other ;.nai?s o !jlseuga.ge th? pRcia Spaces o
il b oot a Sallld matrix which frames a series of

. itis not hard to ac dge that the recognition of

we have been concerned with an appeal for
emhasbeenpriman.lybumxedbvpa‘cepnul
argument might. just as well, receiv: -SOQOlngal' i
support (and we woull e :

dpreiertoseememoﬁndmzs‘ i
: . gs as interrelated),
we must still face a very brief question of how to do it. ’

haf:les;e s:unsem::): = Se.lTem] .u.sefulus of poché in a revived and over-
; <. comes by its ability. as a solid. to engage or be engaged by
adjacent voids, to act as both figure and ground as - s 3
< = necessity or circum-
stance might require: but with the city of modern architecture. of course.
no such reciprocity s either possible or intended. But, though the
eu.:lpl.uyml_znt of ambiguous resources might foul the cleanliness of this city's
mission. since we are involved in this process anyway. it will be opportune
again to produce the Unité and. this time. to bring it into confrontation with
the Quirinale. In plan configuration. in its nimble relationship with the
ground and in the equality of its two major faces the Unité ensuresits own
emphatic isolation. A housing block which. more or less, satisfies desired
requirements in terms of exposure, ventilation. etc.. its limitations with
regard to collectivity and context have already been noted: and it is in
order to examine possible alleviation of these shortcomings that the
Palazzo del Quirinale is now introduced. In its extension. the improbably
attenuated Manica Lunga (which might be several Unités put end to end),
the Quirinale carries within its general format all the possibilities of
positive twentieth century living standards (access. light. air. aspect.
prospect, etc.): but. while the Unité continues to enforce its isolation and
object quality. the Quirinale extension acts in quite a different way.
Thus, with respect to the street on the one side and its gardens on the
other, the Manica Lunga acts as both space occupier and space definer. as
positive figure and passive ground. permitting both street and garden to
exert their distinct and independent personalities. To the street it projects
a hard, ‘outside’ presence which acts as a kind of datum to service a con-
dition ofirregularity and circumstance (Sant” Andrea. etc.} across theway:
but, while in this manner it establishes the public realm. itis also able 0
secure for the garden side a wholly contrary, softer, private and. potent-
ially, more adaptable condition. p
1aﬂ%he el egancz and the economy of the operation. all done with so
v stand as a criticism of contemporary pro-

little and all so obvious, ma e y
cedures ; but. ifa consideration of perhaps more méu one truddlﬁa: h::
been implied. such an expansion may be ;am;d aLhn;:m fmd h:-(. m:(
i instanc vard of the Palais Royal, &
consider, for instance, the courty ard . aLE d
‘used’ by Le Corbusier, as providing @ clear dxﬂerenuaéon t::;:n:; ;r;
intemalvcondition of relative privacy and an external. less com



above
Rome, the Quirinale and its vicinity,
1748. from the plan of Nolli

right
Rome, the Quirinale, air view

below right
Rome, the Quirinale and Manica Lunga

Paris, courtyard of the Palais Royal

Paris. the Louvre, Tuileries, and Palais
Royal, from the Plan Turgot, 1739

Paris, the Louvre, Tuileries, and Palals
Royal, c.1780, figure-ground plan




a means of collective orlentation. The combination provides
of mutual reference, complete reciprocity, relative fre
being essentially foolproof, it might almost ‘make th:
the good easy.”?

a condition
edom. In addition,
e evil difficult and
That all this is of no consequence... ? That between architecture
and human ‘activity’ there is no relationship Such one knows to be
the continuing prejudice of the ‘Let us evaporate the object, let us
interact’ school: but, If existing political structure whatever one
wish—seems scarcely to be upon the

might
threshold of impending dissolution
and if the object seems equally intractable to important physico-chemical
decomposition, then, by way of reply. it might be arguable that it
could be justifiable to make at least some concessions to these circum-
stances,

To summarize: it is here proposed that, rather than hoping and
waiting for the withering away of the object (while, simultaneously
, manufacturing versions of it in profusion unparalleled), it might be

“ judicious, in most cases, to allow and encourage the object to become
digested in a prevalent texture or matrix. It is further suggested that

0 neither object nor space fixation are, in themselves, any longer repre-
sensative of valuable attitudes. The one may, indeed, characterize the

3] . ‘new’ city and the other the old: but, if these are situations which must
be transcended rather than emulated, the situation to be hoped for

should be recognized as one in which both buildings and spaces exist

in an equality of sustained debate. A debate in which victory consists

in each component emerging undefeated, the imagined condition is a

type of solid-void dialectic which might allow for the joint existence of

the overtly planned and the genuinely unplanned, of the set-piece and

the accident, of the public and the private, of the state and the individual.

: It is a condition of alerted equilibrium which is envisaged: and it is in
order to illuminate the potential of such a contest that we have introduced

a rudimentary variety of possible strategies. Cross-breeding, assimilation,
distortion, challenge, response, imposition, superimposition, conciliation :
these might be given any number of names and, surely, neither can
- nor should be too closely specified: but if the burden of the present
discussion has rested upon the city’s morphology, upon the physical and
inanimate, neither ‘people’ nor ‘politics’ are assumed to have been
; . oxcluded. Indeed. both ‘politics’ and ‘people’ are, by now. clamouring
S s - ;:r( Iaut:l::tiun: but, if lhci:scruliny can barely be deferred. yet one more
morphological stipulation may still be in order.
Ultimately. and in terms of figure-ground. the debate which Is here
WO:d: e only as habitable poché but as an urb postulated h‘l‘l\\'&’t’" solid and void is a debate between two models and,
:;:ciaﬁizggz—osrn:l;ao?z: ::d io C'3’:‘Sidcr then a number of to;lxer:':‘l::;[:t' succinctly, these may be typified as acropolis and forum.
located as urban furn;tur:] ::z;thth or wi'!hc.)ul entrails, whatever—to be
Zide. The order of the furr'xitureaizs:s n: R
ecomes an instrumen att

the ‘room’ and some out-
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