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“This brave and perceptive work explores the debacle of modern architecture and points the way to a healthier new architecture, based on proportion and sacred principles, which reveres ecology and the cosmos.”

A. T. MANN,

AUTHOR OF SACRED ARCHITECTURE

“. . . captures truths that we intuitively know, but haven’t the training and background to articulate and illustrate as fully as is done in this fine work.”

MITCH HOROWITZ,

EXECUTIVE EDITOR AT TARCHER/PENGUIN

“This is a significant and important book that expresses the perennial wisdom that has been the basis of covert mystery school teachings throughout the ages. It is most pertinent for society at large as well as all students of the Arts and Architecture who are searching for the knowledge, understanding, and meaning of Plato’s concepts of Goodness, Beauty, and Truth.”

THOMAS SAUNDERS, FELLOW OF THE ROYAL INSTITUTE OF
BRITISH ARCHITECTS AND AUTHOR OF

THE BROILED FROG SYNDROME:
YOUR HEALTH AND THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

“The talk is of ‘sustainability’ these days. Here is a book by an author who has realized that social, cultural, and spiritual sustainability are even more necessary. The return to timelessness is our only hope. Highly recommended.”

KEITH CRITCHLOW,
AUTHOR OF ISLAMIC PATTERNS AND ORDER IN SPACE


ABOUT THE COVER

In 1988 the famous Chinese-American architect Ieoh Ming Pei received the most extraordinary and prestigious commission of his career. The exhibition space at the Paris museum the Louvre was to be doubled by the creation of a vast, underground gallery and Pei, a Modern architect, was to design the entrance to the new space. He chose not to house the entrance in a typical Modern box, nor to make a Post-Modern comment on the existing museum; instead, he visualized a pyramid of steel and glass in the courtyard.

In what he described as an intuitive search for the right form, Pei and his staff of designers, without conscious intent, settled on a shape that closely follows that of the Great Pyramid of Giza, a marvel of sacred geometrical principles. Pei’s glass pyramid wasn’t the most logical or efficient way to enclose the functional space, nor was it consistent with Modern architectural theory. It was chosen for the sheer archetypal power of the form, which in this case has triumphed over the scientific-materialistic bias of his previous work.

Pei is not the only leading exponent of modern design who has returned in one way or another to the ancient tradition of sacred geometry. Le Corbusier experimented with the “golden ratio” and even wrote a book, Modular, advocating its use. R. Buckminster Fuller, the inventor of the geodesic dome and the epitome of the scientific architect, based the design of his domes on the Platonic solids.

The forms and images of sacred geometry are archetypal and thus return again and again, even in the work of those who, for ideological reasons, refuse to consciously recognize them.
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The Golden Ratio and the End of Modernism

Herbert Bangs, M.Arch.
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Inner Traditions
Rochester, Vermont


This book is dedicated to those architects and architectural students who are as confused and misled as I once was. I hope that my experience may shorten their path to a proper measure of understanding.
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The rose has five petals and five sepals, and five—the marriage of the first female and male numbers, two and three—is the number of love. The rose was thus the flower of Isis, Aphrodite, and Venus, and in Christian thought it has been associated with Saint Mary Magdalene. Superimposed upon a circle, the symmetry of the rose defines the pentagon and the five-pointed star, each of which, in its internal proportions, exemplifies the golden ratio.
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While I have written from the Eurocentric and Christian socio-historical perspective, the ideas expressed here are applicable to contemporary societies across the globe. The Modern architecture of the West is only a small part of world architecture, but the scientific and materialistic way of comprehending reality developed as an expression of peculiarly Western institutions. Under the onslaught of Western military, economic, and political power, every modern culture has succumbed to the philosophical assumptions upon which scientific materialism rests. The institutions of the East, no matter what their ultimate worth, have crumbled, and the architecture of the West has become, to an unprecedented extent, the architecture of the world.
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Chartres Cathedral: The south transept and nave wall.
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The Cathedral of Chartres.


FOREWORD
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The golden arches of McDonald’s.

After you read this quietly impassioned and deceptively significant book, the chances are you will never look at, or think about, architecture in quite the same way again.

Most of us know there is something grievously wrong with modern architecture. A lot of it is just ugly; much more of it is dead, empty, and boring. And when vast sums of money are spent on some national, civic, corporate, or personal monument, more often than not the result is garish disharmony and/or a pompous, self-conscious “originality.”

But just what is it specifically that distinguishes among the good, the bad, the ugly . . . and the dysfunctional? Once you’ve read this book, you will know. You will understand what “works” and what does not, and why it does or doesn’t. This is not a simple matter of opinion, with some opinions perhaps more informed than others. However politically correct it may be to think so, however deeply ingrained in our collective psyche the cliché may be, “beauty” most emphatically is not “altogether in the eye of the beholder.”

Everyone knows that Marilyn Monroe was a beautiful woman, and everyone knows that Eleanor Roosevelt was not (“. . . altogether in the eye of the beholder,” indeed! How does such nonsense ever take root, much less get uttered in the first place?). Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony is a more beautiful piece of music than “The Star-Spangled Banner.” The Cathedral of Chartres is a more beautiful building than your local Wal-Mart or McDonald’s. If you don’t know that—in your gut, in your heart, in your soul—God help you, because no one else will.

It is obvious. Few will argue the point. When all the beholders behold in unison, it is no longer a matter of opinion. But discerning the objective criteria upon which such universal judgments are made is not so easy, especially in a cultural milieu that places little value upon the arts in general and, in fact, distrusts emotion. The revealing and clear exposition of these criteria and their application to architecture past and present is but one of many factors distinguishing The Return of Sacred Architecture from the relatively few other solid books on the subject.

The next question then imposes itself: If objective criteria exist, if they are known, why is so much contemporary architecture ugly, dead, or pompous? That is ultimately a social/philosophical question rather than a scientific one.

Not so long ago, architecture was typically the highest and most complete artistic expression of a sophisticated civilization. It provided the framework within which the other art forms manifested. It was where the lion’s share of any given society’s creativity was directed; the architecture expressed and enshrined its soul. In fact, if we had no written history at all, we would be able to get a very good idea of the living essence of any given civilization simply by looking closely at where its creative energy is expended: Ancient Egypt’s creative energy went into its temples, pyramids, and tombs; Rome’s went into its roads, massive civic projects, and coliseums; ours today goes into elaborate missile defense systems and disposable products designed to feed our materialistic, consumer-driven culture.

In an age of unprecedented technological progress, architecture has lost its once preeminent position. Millions of people make pilgrimages to experience the Gothic cathedrals of Europe, the Taj Mahal and temples of India, and the pyramids, temples, and tombs of Egypt. But no one comes to America just to see Wal-Mart or, for that matter, Wall Street (Disneyland maybe, poor saps! But that’s another story). No one goes to France to experience the suburbs of Paris, or to England to witness the latest in council flats. In our age of high-tech marvels and triumphs of design—space shuttles, computers, and Ferraris—the harmonious modern structure is a rarity (usually it’s a private building or home, more often than not following or based upon some familiar traditional style: in other words, a technologically gussied-up version of something rooted in the past). The emotionally moving, strictly contemporary public building is rarer still. And even the few that qualify for that honor come hedged about with conditionals. The surface sheen often disguises a dysfunctional inner anatomy; a building may look good, but it doesn’t do the job it was designed for.

In other words, all beholders behold “beauty” all right, but the beauty is only skin deep. Herbert Bangs does not hesitate to take on even the sacred cows of the new architecture—Le Corbusier, Philip Johnson, Mies van der Rohe, and to a lesser extent Frank Lloyd Wright—and his careful analyses provoke a series of eureka! moments. (Ah! I knew there was something phony there! Just couldn’t put my finger on it.)

What is it, then, that’s gone wrong? Part of the answer is formal: The Cathedral of Chartres (in fact, all of the sacred architecture of the past) is built upon certain demonstrable mathematical, harmonic, and geometrical principles. And even the secular architecture of the past, a Renaissance villa or palazzo, for example, makes use of those same principles, whereas Wal-Mart and McDonald’s do not. Meanwhile, the vast majority of contemporary architects have never been taught the principles, do not know about them, and don’t care. Bangs’s description of the typical architect’s training is particularly illuminating.

The other part of the answer seems obvious but isn’t. The architecture of the past that endures is overtly religious (or sacred), while virtually all major contemporary architecture is secular. This, to champions of the modern, is seen as proof of the Advancement of Learning, since sacred has become little more than a polite synonym for superstitious. Contemporary architecture—no matter how ugly, dead, boring, or dysfunctional—is “scientific” and therefore represents a giant step forward in human evolution.

But the distinction is illusory; the conflict is not between superstition and reason, nor between today’s enlightened science and primitive, discredited credulity, but rather between warring belief systems. The pseudo-conflict was summed up and inadvertently resolved by that much underrated, largely forgotten all-American philosopher President Calvin (“Silent Cal”) Coolidge, who declared, “The man who builds a factory builds a temple; the man who works there worships there, and to each is due, not scorn and blame, but reverence and praise.” And in a similar vein, “Civilization and profits go hand in hand.”

A couple of lines of comic dialogue may be worth three hundred pages of trenchant sociological/philosophical analysis. In the 1983 comedy Trading Places, Dan Ackroyd plays a snobbish, uptight, insufferable young executive. He is riding to work in a chauffeur-driven limo with his rapacious, multimillionaire father and uncle, and at one point in the dialogue, he asserts with some heat: “Money isn’t everything!”

“Grow up!” snaps the uncle.

The old gods have been overthrown, and it is no longer the job of the architect (or, for that matter, the artist, poet, dancer, musician) to summon them through ceremony and ritual. The architect no longer need resort to complex, three-dimensional geometry to produce the desired emotional effect. His task has been simplified, reduced to two dimensions, and just a single straight line at that: the Holy Bottom Line, for the Church of Progress is the One True Church.

Herbert Bangs is hardly the first person to notice and deplore architecture’s precipitous artistic decline and diminished social significance, nor even the first to cut through the verbiage of standard architectural jargon to get to the root of the problem. There is no shortage of critics, some of them eloquent, informed, and vociferous (e.g., Prince Charles, the late Lewis Mumford). Unlike Herbert Bangs, only a very few speak from a lifetime of professional architectural experience. Fewer still are capable of providing a convincing diagnosis . . . or a prognosis for a possible, eventual healing.

It is self-evident that a new era of architectural (or any other kind of) enlightenment will not be initiated by Wal-Mart, Wall Street, or Washington, D.C. But the principles upon which the sacred architecture of the past was built are eternal, and there is nothing to prevent individuals from accessing them again, in a manner appropriate to our very different, technologically oriented age. Technological progress should be civilization’s ally, not its antithesis.

Once you’ve absorbed The Return of Sacred Architecture, you will understand why the great architecture of the past still beckons and entrances, and why little that’s modern does. Bangs is particularly good at analyzing, describing, and illustrating in detail the specific elements that make good architecture “work,” and without which it will not and cannot work.

Art matters. Architecture matters—though it is no longer fashionable to say so. (The New York Times section devoted to the arts is called Arts and Leisure; imagine the ruckus there’d be if the science section were called Science and Tinkering.) As G. I. Gurdjieff taught, impressions are “food”; everything we take in through our senses is food. We pay lip service to that when we say reading is “food for thought,” but that is to be taken literally. Feed ourselves nothing but junk literature and we will have junk thoughts; immerse ourselves in TV and Hollywood violence, stupidity, and degraded sex and our emotional centers will be insensibly affected by them. Live and work day in and day out in places that are ugly, dead, boring, and dysfunctional and our psyches, sooner or later, will suffer, though the malaise might be so subtle it never becomes a conscious realization . . . especially since virtually everyone else in the modern world is subject to the same sensory onslaught. But once we understand what is at stake, we can take both defensive and constructive measures.

The Return of Sacred Architecture provides invaluable information and rare and original insights into the reality of the situation, but it also provides practical lessons. These can be put into action—at no matter how modest a level—initially individually, perhaps eventually collectively. Meanwhile, until we are able to take positive steps, at the very least we can remember (every time we are subjected to ubiquitous Church of Progress architectural propaganda) that inscribed in deep but invisible letters above the entrance to every building there is this message:

“Government Warning: This Building May Be Injurious to Your Health. Enter at Your Own Risk.”

JOHN ANTHONY WEST

John Anthony West is a writer, scholar, and Pythagorean who has studied and written about ancient Egypt and Egyptian sacred science since 1986. He maintains that the heart of Egyptian sacred science reveals a dynamic understanding of harmony and proportion, the expression of which—through art and architecture—appeals to and enhances man’s highest nature. West is the author of many books, including Serpent in the Sky: The High Wisdom of Ancient Egypt and The Traveler’s Key to Ancient Egypt: A Guide to the Sacred Places of Ancient Egypt.
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INTRODUCTION: A RADICAL REVELATION
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Chartres Cathedral at night. (Photograph courtesy of Chartres Cathedral.)

Ten years ago my wife and I traveled to Chartres, a small town sixty miles southwest of Paris, to visit the famous cathedral built there at the beginning of the thirteenth century. We arrived after the cathedral had closed for the night, but as we sat at the window of a little café across the street, floodlights were suddenly turned on the south facade. The effect was stunning. Until then, I had believed that the rational, scientific architecture of the twentieth century represented the peak of architectural achievement. Yet no Modern or Post-Modern building I had ever seen or studied could be compared to this wonderful creation. When I entered the cathedral the following day and walked through an interior bathed in light from the stained-glass windows, I understood with certainty that in school and practice I had learned nothing of the deeper, esoteric meaning of space and form that is the essence of architecture.

As a student I had been taught that the design of a building was an “architectural problem” that could be solved through a process of rational analysis. The result would be an efficient and economical shelter, enlivened by the aesthetic sensitivity of the individual architect so that the building would be pleasing as well as useful.

Chartres Cathedral proved that all of this was nonsense. It made no attempt to be an economical shelter; it skirted the edge of the possible; it cared nothing about being pleasing, but it seized the imagination and opened the door to a new way of thinking, not merely about architecture, but about the purpose and meaning of life.

In the light of this insight, I looked at other buildings of the past—even those of the recent past—and saw that the “scientific” architecture I had been taught to venerate as a “brave new world” of architectural design was but the last, perhaps the final, stage of a long decline. Even the buildings of the so-called old masters of the Modern movement were now seen to be inferior to the best work of their predecessors, and I usually found the work of most contemporary architects to be ill conceived, while the vernacular buildings, the simple utilitarian structures of our time, were uniformly ugly.

I now realize that the creation of a building such as Chartres Cathedral was possible only in an age that possessed a set of assumptions, concerning the nature of existence, that were far different from ours. The assumptions that govern societies are not usually expressed as such: indeed, why should they be, since they are assumed to be beyond question. They are the commonly held, unspoken beliefs that lie behind the formal philosophical expression of the ideas they represent. They are the background, as it were, of the characteristic quality of the art, religion, and technology of the time. To question their validity is to question the essential values of the society within which one was reared and the “truths” by which one exists. An extraordinary and fearful leap of the imagination is required to defy them.
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Our science is lopsided and distorted in its refusal to deal with anything other than those elements of existence that are quantifiable or perceptible to the five senses. It is therefore only as a pseudo-science that it is applied to the formulations of philosophy and the practice of architecture.
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The dominant assumptions of today are given formal expression through what is called philosophical or “scientific” materialism. To a philosophical materialist, only that which can be weighed and measured is real, and this reality is thought to be accessible to the rational mind. The materialist “paradigm,” or model, of the universe thus denies the existence of any reality other than a material reality. All that has traditionally been of the highest consequence to the individual—meaning and purpose in life, the continuity of existence after death, disinterested love and the visions of the great mystics—are regarded as unreal. The idea held by the ancients and transmitted to us through Plato—that there exists that which, for want of a better definition, we call a “spiritual” reality—is dismissed.

This philosophical position is directly relevant to the practice of architecture. The denial of a spiritual reality and the continuing effort to understand the world as a purely material phenomenon is profoundly destructive of the idea that building involves more than the construction of utilitarian shelter. The ancient function of the architect or artist was to express, in material form, insights into a higher spiritual reality, thus making those insights available to others. In the absence of a belief in a spiritual reality, it has been suggested by Modern theorists that the proper function of the architect is to ornament or decorate simple utilitarian shelters and make them more aesthetically pleasing. The cool, distant term aesthetics is broadly applied in lieu of “beauty” or “truth,” and serves to paper over a fatal split between architecture as art and the architecture of the mundane, material world.

Although the origins of the present materialist philosophies are found in the eighteenth-century “Enlightenment,” until the early twentieth century there remained a continuous, however eclectic, architectural tradition. At that time there occurred so radical a break with the past that it deserves to be called a revolution. It represented nothing less than a determined attempt to totally discard tradition and apply the principles of scientific materialism to the design of buildings.

The initial impact was electrifying. Those of us who were students in the forties and fifties were true believers, enthusiasts, and, at least while still at school, were able to convince ourselves that we would somehow, through good design, make the world a better, more beautiful place than we had found it. Now, fifty years later, our dreams seem to have been pathetically naive; the promise of Modernism has proved illusory, and many of us have learned to venerate the work of the past, even that of the Beaux Arts architects that we once rejected with scorn.

It is now apparent that the architectural revolution was foredoomed to failure, since within our science, and the scientific-materialist culture that it has fostered, there can be no philosophical recognition of the vital importance of the arts, and of the architect as artist and magician. Indeed, if the materialist paradigm was fully supported by the evidence, if there was neither spiritual reality nor transcendental purpose to existence, beauty would be irrelevant and our architecture would rightly be concerned only with questions of utilitarian efficiency.
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Architecture as art. Chartres: The Crossing.



Those who intuitively reject this dismal vision must recognize that no improvement can be anticipated as long as architects, and the larger society, remain wedded to the premises of the materialist paradigm. For over 300 years the paradigm has maintained its hegemony over Western thought, but now, as a result of a convergence between what I call the “other tradition” and advanced scientific investigation, we may predict its destruction. The first effects will be felt in our lifetimes: they are in fact being felt even now, and the next few centuries, the beginning of the Aquarian Age, will inevitably see a major reconstruction of society, science, and religion. Such a reconstruction will result in a revival of the pre-Enlightenment and ancient way of perceiving reality. The effect of such a “return of the spirit” on architecture and the other arts will be profound. We may confidently expect that the new architecture will be ecologically aware; it will relate man to his instinctual roots; and it will express the order and harmony of the cosmos in the form of building and space.
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The materialists have decided that metaphysics, the branch of philosophy that seeks to explain the nature of being and the origin of the world, is irrelevant to the pursuit of scientific fact. Yet the decision to ignore metaphysics is not based on any fact, and is itself a negative metaphysics.
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2

THE SCIENTIFIC ARCHITECTURE OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY
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The Federal Center Building, Chicago, Illinois, designed by Mies van der Rohe. The facade is a sealed Cartesian cage of glass and steel.

The Architectural Revolution

From the Italian Renaissance until the beginning years of the twentieth century, architectural design was dominated by images that had their origin in the distant past. First ancient Rome, and later Greece, were the models from which architects drew their inspiration, but as time passed, every culture and period from Egypt to the Renaissance was used as the basis of a mélange of eclectic styles that were consistent only in that they retained a remnant of the canon of proportion and measure handed down from antiquity.

Many of those eclectic buildings were beautiful in their own right, many were careful adaptations of beautiful prototypes, and many displayed the outstanding talent of dedicated artists, but in the absence of an accepted philosophical or religious tradition it was not possible to express the materials and techniques of the time in a valid, contemporary architectural style. As architectural practice drew further away from the ancient canon of order and proportion, the beautiful building became the exception rather than the rule, and the growing ugliness of the eclectic buildings erected in the recent past continues to debase the environmental fabric within which we live.

World War I made a radical reassessment possible, not only of the society that many considered responsible for the catastrophe, but of this eclectic architecture as well. Before then, eclecticism had been too strong to succumb to a direct challenge. In light of the postwar disillusionment, it was seen that the various historical styles had little to do with the thrust of the twentieth-century, scientific-industrial culture. In response, a number of architects and designers were inspired to develop a new and revolutionary approach to both architecture and the related arts.

Particularly influential were a group of teachers and students from the Bauhaus, a school of architecture and design established in Dessau, Germany, after World War I. Among these were the founder, Walter Gropius; the subsequent director Ludwig Mies van der Rohe; and Marcel Breuer, an instructor. The French architect Charles Edouard Jenneret, known as Le Corbusier, independently evolved a similar approach to that of the Bauhaus. The American architect Frank Lloyd Wright is also considered a Modernist, but differed significantly in his work and writings from the Europeans.

The basis of the Bauhaus approach, the need to recognize and design for new materials and technology, was entirely reasonable. The Bauhaus teachers and pupils were, moreover, driven by a sincere humanism, a desire to improve the living environment of twentieth-century man. In an age dominated by mass-produced, machine-made products, the Bauhaus did not attempt to revive the traditional craftsmanship of the previous centuries as the Arts and Crafts movement had done in England. Rather, the artists and architects of the Bauhaus wished to accept the technology of machine production as the source of a potential cornucopia of material wealth and well-being. They intended to produce high-quality designs for the machine, and thus ensure that the artifacts of their contemporary civilization would be not only useful, but also beautiful. The enthusiasm with which they regarded the possibilities of mechanical mass production even led some Bauhaus architects to imitate, with handicraft methods, the effects achieved by machines. Le Corbusier went so far as to describe a house as “a machine for living.”
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The work and ideas of the three so-called Modern masters—Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Le Corbusier, and Frank Lloyd Wright—still serve as models and examples for their successors. Their fame extends far beyond the world of architecture.
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The modern architecture that evolved from this program was dubbed the “International Style,” and was applied to every type of structure. We are all familiar with the office towers, apartment blocks, schools, warehouses, and factories erected under its influence. It was, however, not accepted without a struggle.

Tom Wolfe, who wrote From Bauhaus to Our House, a clever and insightful book about the advent of the International Style in America, was amazed at both the arrogant confidence of those who became followers of the movement and the docility of those clients who were persuaded to accept buildings designed in a style that he says they didn’t really want and didn’t really like.1 Wolfe is probably right about both the arrogance of the converts and the reaction of the clients, but he does not adequately explain why the style went from triumph to triumph to become truly international, dominating the practice of architecture.
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The Bauhaus building in Dessau, Germany, designed by Walter Gropius. All the elements of the new architecture that was soon to sweep the world are seen here. Gropius, the founder and director, was a Jew and was forced to flee when the Nazis took power. He was replaced by Mies van der Rohe, who struggled to keep the school open despite continuing Nazi hostility. Eventually Mies (as he is usually called) followed Gropius to America and the school was closed. (Photograph courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.)



Implicit in the theories of Le Corbusier and the Bauhaus founders and underlying their obvious innovations was the application of scientific rationalism to the design process. In the new architecture, only that which could be justified by what was considered “scientific” logic could become part of a design. The Bauhaus architects and their associates thus expressed in their designs the worldview of twentieth-century scientific materialism. Since the new architecture was in accord with the spirit of the time, those who became followers had the confident belief that the future was theirs. Their certitude was communicated to clients and critics, who understood that to oppose the new style was tantamount to a declaration of cultural inferiority, and the commissions and publicity poured forth. Rather than being a product of academia, as Tom Wolfe would have us believe, the Bauhaus approach was seized upon by the students and demanded from the faculties. Those schools that did not offer to teach the new way of design were simply overlooked by the best potential students and, to survive, were forced to conform. By the latter part of the twentieth century, the International Style had become the style of all major architectural design.
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The term “Modern” was applied to the scientific architecture that emerged after World War I; the term “Post-Modern” was applied to the later modifications that occurred after the 1960s. The widely accepted terms are confusing in that they refer to styles rather than time. Time has passed and Modern is no longer modern. The term “International Style” refers to the architecture that emerged principally from the Bauhaus and the work of Le Corbusier.
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The innovative designers who founded Modern architecture and the International Style sought a clean break with the entire Western tradition that had preceded them. They emphasized the use of industrial materials such as steel, glass, and reinforced concrete. They maintained that all materials should be used without apology or concealment, in a manner consistent with their “nature.” They sought to base the plans and elevations of a proposed building upon a logical analysis of the program. They strove to eliminate everything considered unnecessary to utilitarian function; thus they excised ornament, trim, decorative moldings, and the pitched roof. They sought the visual expression of the structural system and the expression of the interior spaces in the exterior facade. They worked with large planes of simple surfaces. They used sheets of glass to break down the barrier between the interior and the exterior, and they designed spaces that flowed one into another. All of this seems familiar and even commonplace today, but at that time it was revolutionary. The founders of the International Style were confident that society could be reconstituted through the scientific design of buildings and well-made, mass-produced artifacts. Today, their confidence seems naive, but at the time it inspired its adherents with a passionate faith in their mission. As that faith and evangelical fervor faded, the whole Modern movement came under critical scrutiny. The personal styles of the master architects who had founded the movement in the 1920s and 1930s had evolved within a milieu that, to some degree, had preserved the ancient canon of proportion and harmony. Proportion and harmony were reflected in their buildings, but those who followed were further removed from the old “unscientific” tradition and lost the key to the intuitive knowledge that the masters possessed. In its absence, work in the International Style was seen to tend toward sterility and an idiosyncratic search for originality, or for novelty itself. This was rightly criticized, as was the lack of accent or detail that might ornament or explain the structural system and the intended use. The first serious attack was mounted in 1966 by Robert Venturi, a Philadelphia architect, in a book entitled Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture.2
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Le Corbusier was the single most important architect of the twentieth century. His influence was pervasive, and the ideas expressed in his work and writings continue to dominate contemporary architectural practice. Corbusier may or may not have been a great architect, but everyone would agree that he was a great polemist. (Photograph courtesy of the Fondation Le Corbusier. © 2006 Artists Rights Society [ARS], New York /ADAGP, Paris/FLC.)



In his book, Venturi subjected the work of previous architects, particularly those of the later Italian Renaissance, to a logical, linguistic analysis. In the sense that an analysis could provide formulae for the process of contemporary design, and in the use of the analytical, scientific method of study, the book was entirely consistent with the theoretical approach of Le Corbusier and the Bauhaus. The impact on the profession, however, came not from the analysis of historical design decisions, but from the somewhat unrelated assertion that the direction taken by contemporary architecture was wrong. The simplicity of the Modern styles was repeatedly and unfavorably contrasted with the perceived richness and complexity of those of the past. Indirectly, Venturi was advocating the eclectic use of various classical motifs to create interest and personal expression.
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Le Corbusier completed Ville Savoy, a private house near Paris, in 1931. Note how the mass of the building, supported by the thin steel columns, is aloof from the site; note also the white, industrial-looking finish of the walls, the flat roof crowned by sculptural forms, and the band of inoperable glass. All the elements of the International Style are already present. And like many other buildings in the style, this one turned into a technical and environmental nightmare. It was abandoned as unlivable by its owners and during the Second World War was used as a cow barn. Only later, when Le Corbusier achieved fame, was it restored.



Venturi, who has a flair for witty comments, turned Mies van der Rohe’s famous aphorism “Less is more” on its head and proclaimed “Less is a bore,” as indeed it often was in the hands of later designers who treated the International Style as a formula. He referred to Modern architecture as “puritanical,” and at the same time condemned it as banal and pretty, falsely complex, and falsely simple. After the original icon-smashing shock had been absorbed, the main effect of the book, perhaps unintended, was to paper over the break with the past that had occurred at the beginning of the Modern movement and justify the reintroduction of traditional, eclectic forms into the spare planes and spaces of the International Style.
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An architectural “program” describes the purpose of the building, the way it is to be used, the site, the budget, and any other constraints that might be imposed by either a client, the building code, or the building’s relation to nearby structures. It is, in effect, the task that the architect is charged to complete.
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The Sainsbury Wing (at left) is an addition to the National Art Gallery in London, designed by Venturi, Scott Brown & Associates in 1991. Note the odd location of the blind windows and the way the classical pilasters are spaced to create a false perspective. At right, the masonry wall abruptly terminates at a steel and glass curtain wall that seems to continue behind the rectangular openings punched in the masonry at the left. The effect is that of a thin masonry false front imposed upon a contemporary facade. This superficially clever design mocks the Prince of Wales’s wish that the addition recognize and harmonize with the earlier building at the right.



Venturi followed the first book with a second, equally influential, with the catchy title Learning from Las Vegas, in which he and his associates proclaimed that Levittown, the Las Vegas commercial strip, and the “A&P parking lot” are “almost all right.”3 In other words, the patterns and directions that could be identified within the chaos of a competitive commercial culture were somehow to become the basis of a new Post-Modern architecture.

Venturi and his followers denied the validity of the scientific, or bio-technical, basis of modern architecture: the idea that the logical analysis of a program, together with the scientific-cultural knowledge available in the society, could in itself determine the form of a building. Other leading Post-Modernists denied the ability of intuition to guide the architect in achieving a synthesis of information that would result in an integrated form. Finally, they all denied the power of forms—in themselves and apart from the cultural context—to communicate meaning. “Meaning,” according to Post-Modern theory, could only be expressed and communicated through the “symbols,” discursive as well as nondiscursive, that had been established in society.

[image: ]

The illustrations in Venturi’s first book drew attention to Mannerism, an Italian style of the late Renaissance, in which the ancient standards of order and proportion were deliberately distorted to achieve a form of personal and theatrical expression.
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The task of the architect, then, was to be reduced to the manipulation of symbols to adorn sheds constructed by engineers. Symbols, to Venturi and his followers, are understood to communicate only immediate or mundane knowledge, as do logos and signs; they do not have the power to illuminate a higher reality.
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This Best Products Company catalog store in Towson, Maryland, was made to look as if the facade were pried up at one corner like the side of a cardboard box. It is immoral to use a building as an advertising gimmick, and this one is certainly ugly, if not ordinary. (Photograph courtesy of John McGrain, Baltimore County Official Historian.)



The effect of Post-Modern theory on the profession has been not only to shatter the certainties underlying the theoretical basis of Modern architecture, but also to shatter that remnant of confidence in the value of their work that many architects had managed to retain. Ultimately, this may be found to be desirable and necessary; some of the acid criticism of egocentric architectural ventures, such as those noted by Venturi, was and is, much needed. The immediate effect, however, has been disastrous.

Modern architecture arose from an ethical decision to use science and technology to improve the constructed environment. While the Post-Modernists write of their concern for social issues and the common good, the architecture that has developed in response to their theories is essentially amoral in that it recognizes no ethical directive and is reduced to the pursuit of novelty, amusement, and excitement. Venturi, himself, has compared the facade of Amiens Cathedral to a billboard, and would probably find a picture of a Campbell soup can to be the equivalent of a stained-glass window. The amorality involved in such comparisons is consistent with the reigning philosophy of scientific materialism, which cannot logically recognize a transcendent ethic whereby the value of a work of art might be judged. Post-Modernism is thus in the mainstream of contemporary architectural thought: the theories are persuasive because they represent the extension of the current concepts of science as applied to architecture.
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The application of Post-Modern theory would logically result in buildings designed like cornflakes boxes, where the bright colors and gay logos disguise the tasteless product inside.
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If we examine the actual work produced as an expression of those theories, the fallacy is exposed. Guild House, in Philadelphia, designed by Venturi and his associates, has been widely publicized and defended by skillful argument. To an unprejudiced eye, however, the building is not only ugly and ordinary, but—an anathema to the egocentric modern architect—boring as well.

Modern was succeeded by Post-Modern, which was followed by Pop, Minimalism, and other “isms,” but the rational-scientific basis is common to all. If any trend or evolution of form and style can be discerned, it is an ever greater thrust toward technological innovation and what is approvingly called “personal expression.” Both are logical developments within the context of scientific architecture. In an age in which technological progress is regarded with fascination by both the media and the public, any building or structure that is technically novel or daring is an instant success. And in an age that regards the triumph of the ego as the supreme expression of a human destiny that ends only in the grave, the most fanciful and unusual buildings are the most highly regarded.
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In Learning from Las Vegas, Venturi defends the intentional design of buildings that are “ugly and ordinary.” Guild House in Philadelphia, a Quaker-sponsored home for the aged (Venturi and Rauch), is not ordinary—it is loaded with architectural tricks—but it is ugly, just how ugly can be seen here. Critics have praised the hideous entrance, with the doorway hiding behind the monstrous pillar and the out-of-scale name.

Are there any alternatives to the scientific architecture of our time? Even during the heyday of the style of the 1950s and 1960s, a few architects struggled to produce buildings that neither imitated obsolete styles nor marched in step with the architectural mainstream. Of these, only Frank Lloyd Wright managed to secure a popular following, but his style was highly personal, difficult to imitate, and the underlying principles that made Wright’s buildings successful were not understood. Architects and students admired, but did not follow, Wright’s example and in the architectural schools, as well as in the work commissioned by business, industry, and public agencies, Modern architecture swept all before it.
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The Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain, designed by Frank Gehry, is a recent example of architecture conceived as technologically innovative sculpture. Denied ornament, the building itself has become ornament; it is a gigantic, hard, sharp stainless-steel sculpture, incompatible with both its surroundings and the ostensible purpose for which it was constructed. Such buildings are “hidiotic,” a combination of hideous and idiotic, with direct antecedents not only to the New York Guggenheim Museum and the Sydney Opera House, but to Disneyland, the ultimate triumph of crude popular culture, as well. (Photograph courtesy of Wikimedia Commons, GNUFDL license.)
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The famous French architect Le Corbusier published The Radiant City (La Ville Radieuse) in 1933.4 The illustration above is of a model of his Voisin plan for Paris. (Reproduced from The Radiant City courtesy of Fondation Le Corbusier. © 2006 Artists Rights Society [ARS], New York/ ADAGP, Paris/FLC.)



The Wasteland

It has been eighty years since the founding of the Bauhaus and seventy years since it was closed by the Nazis, and its teachers and students dispersed across the world. The innovative architects who seized the moment and established the “scientific” principles and the technological bias that still dominate the imagination of almost every practitioner of the art are gone. Their immediate followers and their Post-Modern successors have grown old. The influence of this small group of creative individuals nevertheless remains: The forms and styles they introduced have become the accepted norm within which architectural design still proceeds. But when we look at the buildings, landscapes, and cityscapes that have been constructed in response to their work and theories, it is apparent that something has gone terribly wrong.
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