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Mess Is the Law xi

It started to go wrong quite early.

The gra;ti went up in the toilet of my School of Architecture sometime in 
my fi rst year.

Less is more: Mies
Less is a bore: Venturi
Mess is the law: Till

Maybe I should have been fl attered to be placed within such a distinguished 
genealogy of architectural greats, but actually I was hurt. Some wag was 
acting the schoolroom bully. The wag did not have a prescient sense of my 
later obsession with the everyday in all its glorious mess; he was mocking 
my complete inability to master the use of ink pens.

It started to go wrong quite early, my relationship with Architecture.

We had been issued a shopping list in our fi rst week and this included 
0.25mm and 0.35mm Rapidograph pens. These were soon put into use 
in a precedent study exercise, in which each of us had to trace a complete 
set of drawings of some piece of iconic architecture. This was boot camp 
pedagogy; by slavishly copying the masters the hope must have been that 
some of their aura would be transferred to us innocents. Others in my 
year quickly graduated downward to 0.18mm pens, even to the holy grail 
of 0.13mm, because these narrower instruments were neater, more profes-
sional, and more expert. Somehow these putative Architects managed to 
keep these  needle- thin nibs running smoothly over the tracing paper. For 
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whatever reason (I now put it down to weird bodily electromagnetic forces), 
my pens clogged up and trailed blobs of ink across the paper. I soon gave 
up on the 0.25mm and tried to do the whole exercise in 0.35mm. Try tracing 
the precise minimal lines of Mies van de Rohe’s Farnsworth house with a 
stuttering fat line of ink blots and you will know the meaning of architec-
tural humiliation. In a strange way I have never forgiven Mies. That is why 
I put him on the front cover with Mark Wallinger gently roughing him up 
by walking round the precious spaces of Mies’s Berlin National Gallery in 
a bear suit.

My drawings were, indeed, a mess. In terms of my student career this 
was a disaster. There was an almost precise correlation between the ability 
to master a 0.13mm Rapidograph and the gaining of good grades. I left the 
School of Architecture with my tail between my legs.

It has taken me this long to work out that maybe architecture is a mess; 
not an aesthetic mess but a much more complex social and institutional 
mess. It has taken me this long to have the confi dence to shout back to the 
wag: “Yes, Mess Is the Law,” and be proud of it. It has taken me this long 
to get to a point of discovering that this mess is not a threat, but an oppor-
tunity. This book sets out the case.

xii Preface
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The Elevator Pitch 1

The essential argument of this book is straightforward. During the course 
of its writing, people have often asked, “What is it about, Jeremy?”

“Short or long?” I ask.
“The elevator pitch, between fl oors.”
So, getting in on the ground fl oor, I say: “It is based on two premises. 

First, architecture is a dependent discipline. Second, architecture, as profes-
sion and practice, does everything to resist that very dependency. The book 
explores that resistance.”

By this stage we are at the fi rst fl oor.
“So, what do you mean by dependency?”
“I mean,” looking at the indicator clicking from 1 to 2, “that architecture 

at every stage of its existence—from design through construction to occu-
pation—is bu=eted by external forces. Other people, circumstances, and 
events intervene to upset the architect’s best- laid plans. These forces are, to 
a greater or lesser extent, beyond the direct control of the architect. Archi-
tecture is thus shaped more by external conditions than by the internal pro-
cesses of the architect. Architecture is defi ned by its very contingency, by its 
very uncertainty in the face of these outside forces.”

“But that is kind of obvious,” my elevator companion says, “so what is 
the big idea?”

“No big idea, but maybe a big problem, namely architects tend to deny 
this dependency. They feel more comfortable in a world of certain predic-
tions, in linear method, in the pursuit of perfection.”

“But that’s kind of obvious too. Doesn’t sound like much of a book if it 
just states two truisms.”

He has hit a nerve here. I have wondered for years why others never 
mention an argument that I think is obvious. Is it because it is so obvious 
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2 Introduction

that it is not said for fear of being seen as simple? Or is it because it is too 
uncomfortable to say, a kind of taboo that we all know to be the case but fear 
acknowledging? I am hoping that the latter is right and say as much: “Right, 
but what if that book is about the clash of those two truisms and the gap that 
opens up between them? The gap between what architecture—as practice, 
profession, and object—actually is (in all its dependency and contingency) 
and what architects want it to be (in all its false perfection). What then?”

He does not answer, but makes a face somewhere between a smile and a 
grimace (he’s an architect, you see), maybe acknowledging his own frailty 
while at the same time wanting to shrug it o=. A both / and face that is 
appropriate for an argument that, as we shall see, resolves itself in a both / 
and solution.

“And what if,” I continue, pressing home my advantage, “the book argues 
that we must bridge that gap by opening up to dependency not as a threat 
but an opportunity? That the inescapable reality of the world must be 
engaged with and not retreated from. And that in that engagement there is 
the potential for a reformulation of architectural practice that would resist 
its present marginalization and fi nd new hope. What then?”

“Then I might buy the book.”
We get out together at the fourteenth fl oor.
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Contingency 5

Part I traces architecture’s relationship with contingency. Chapter 1 looks 
at the way that architecture has avoided engagement with the uncertainties 
of the world through a retreat into an autonomous realm. It argues that 
this retreat is deluded. Chapter 2 examines how architects have attempted 
to maintain a defense system against the overwhelming forces of moder-
nity through maintaining barriers behind which an ordered world can be 
erected. It argues that this defense is impossible and that only a semblance 
of order is created. Chapter 3 specifi cally addresses issues of contingency, 
working through philosophical and sociological constructions of the term 
in order to arrive at a point at which contingency is seen as an opportunity 
for the intentional reformulation of a given context.





Deluded Detachment 7

The Paternoster

We get out at the fourteenth fl oor; this fl oor is really there. It is in She;eld, 
the entry to another School of Architecture. This school occupies the top 
six fl oors of the highest tower block in the city. At the time of its comple-
tion in 1966 the tower was the tallest academic building in Europe, its 
 nineteen- story height determined not by the architects (who had initially 
designed only thirteen stories) but by the University clients in their desire 
to create a signifi cant landmark. That’s architecture’s dependency for you.1

The building is known as the Arts Tower because the rest of it is occu-
pied by bits of the Faculty of Arts. There is a nice conceit here: architecture 
crowning the building, literally and symbolically; signaling itself as Mother 
of the Arts. But there is a problem here as well, because that ascendancy 
also signals literal and symbolic detachment. We look down at the city below 
and, at this distance, command it as an abstraction. The voices of people 
are lost; we just observe their functions. Buildings are reduced to form, 
roads to fl ows of tra;c. Noises are measured, not listened to. Shapes are 
classifi ed by type, not sensuously enjoyed. “One’s body is no longer clasped 
by the streets,” as Michel de Certeau says, standing prophetically on top of 
the New York World Trade Center, “nor is it possessed by the rumble of so 
many di=erences.”2

And from below, the city looks back and sees us as remote fi gures of 
authority.

The tower thus signifi es a removal that allows specifi c rituals and values 
to be established at the earliest stages of the nascent architect’s education. 
The architectural critic Reyner Banham identifi ed this symptom in the last 
article that he wrote before he died. In “A Black Box: The Secret Profession 
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8 Contingency

of Architecture” he berates the profession for its retreat into a rarefi ed and 
self- referential world. No longer seen as the mother of the arts, or the domi-
nant mode of rational design, architecture, Banham argues, “appears as the 
exercise of an arcane and privileged aesthetic code.”3 His argument is with 
architects, not with architecture; he despairs of the former while yearning 
for the promise of the latter. He identifi es the processes of education to be at 
the heart of the malaise. “Anthropologists,” he muses, “have been known to 
compare the teaching studio to a tribal longhouse; the place and the rituals 
pursued there are almost unique in the annals of western education. One 
of the things that sustains this uniqueness is the frequency with which 
students are discouraged from pursuing modes of design that come from 
outside the studio.”4 What Banham identifi es so clearly is the way that the 
studio as setting establishes attitudes and values that are then played out 
in the black box of the profession. Intrusions from outside are restricted in 
order to allow the internal processes to develop on their own terms.

Notorious among the rituals is the design jury (crit), a strange act of tribal 
initiation that is played out in schools around the world. Within weeks of 
arriving in architecture school, students are asked to pin up an initial, and 
usually clumsy, attempt at architecture on a wall, stand in front of it and 
talk about it, with tutors then taking the fl oor to criticize it. The word alone, 
crit, is a stab of negativity. The crit places into a pressure cooker a combina-
tion of potentially explosive ingredients: students catatonic with tiredness 
and fear, tutors (mainly male) charged on power and adrenaline, and an 
adversarial arena in which actions are as much about showing o= as they 
are about education.5 Some students survive this; some are deeply scarred 
by the experience. One of the mistaken arguments for the retention of the 
crit is that it prepares for the real world—but at what cost? Answer: the 
development of alien vocabularies (spoken and drawn) understood only by 
architects, arrogance (attack being seen as the best form of defense in a crit), 
and a complete inability to listen on the part of both tutor and student. Such 
are the common traits, among others, which are established in schools of 
architecture and which then contribute to the formation of the character of 
the architect. Banham’s use of the anthropologist to measure the character 
of architects is telling. Anthropologists traditionally study societies on the 
margin and groups under threat of extinction. Banham is thus slyly hinting 
that these strange characteristics and rituals of the architect may lead to the 
marginalization and potential extinction of architecture as discipline.

Despite our best e=orts at She;eld to assimilate our students into nor-
mal society—to get them literally and fi guratively down the tower and out 
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into the streets—I am annually amazed as an amateur anthropologist at 
how quickly they assume the architectural mantle. Three weeks into their 
course, at the end of their fi rst project, you see them gathered at the foot 
of the building, eyes smudged with tiredness, bad hair,  three- day- worn 
clothes. But far from being ashamed of these a<ictions, they wear them 
as badges of honor. It is what sets them apart, signaling their di=erence 
from the other students. Garry Stevens identifi es this separation very well 
in his study of the social mores of architecture, describing the studio as a 
place of “internment [that] produces a socially and mentally homogeneous 
set of individuals.”6

A few years ago, an email circulated architecture schools that brilliantly 
captured the madness of long nights, estrangement, and social dysfunction 
that result from this detachment. The subject box read: YOU KNOW YOU 
ARE AN ARCHITECTURE STUDENT WHEN . . .

. . . the alarm clock tells you when to go to sleep

. . . you’re not ashamed of drooling in class anymore, especially in the Struc-
tures lecture.
. . . you know what UHU tastes like.
. . . you CELEBRATE space and OBSERVE your birthday.
. . . co=ee and cokes are tools, not treats.
. . . you think it’s possible to CREATE space.
. . . you’ve fallen asleep in the washroom.
. . . your brother or sister thinks he or she is an only child.
. . . you’ve listened to all your CDs in less than 48 hours.
. . . you’re not seen in public.
. . . you lose your house keys for a week and you don’t even notice.
. . . you’ve brushed your teeth and washed your hair in the school’s  washroom.
. . . you’ve discovered the benefi ts of having none or very short hair.
. . . you’ve used an entire roll of fi lm to photograph the sidewalk.
. . . you know the exact time the vending machines are refi lled.
. . . you always carry your deodorant.
. . . you’ve danced YMCA with excellent choreography at 3 am and without a 
single drop of alcohol in your body.
. . . you take notes and messages with a rapidograph and colour markers.
. . . you combine breakfast, lunch and dinner into one single meal.
. . . you see holidays only as extra sleeping time.
. . . you’ve got more photographs of buildings than of actual people.
. . . you’ve taken your girlfriend (boyfriend) on a date to a construction site.
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. . . you can live without human contact, food or daylight, but if you can’t 
print, it’s chaos.
. . . you can use Photoshop, Illustrator and make a web page, but you don’t 
know how to use Excel.
. . . you refer to great architects (dead or alive) by their familiar name as if 
you knew them. (Frank, Corb, Mies, Rem, Norman . . .)
. . . when someone o=ers you a Bic pen, you feel o=ended.

Toward the end of the academic year I forwarded this to all my students, 
with the message: “This was sent to me and I did not know whether to 
laugh or cry. Just thought I should send it to you all to let you know you 
are not alone at this time of year . . .” I was bombarded with return emails, 
split between those who were laughing and those who were crying. I was 
less worried about the latter group who, while recognizing their condition, 
were also distressed by it. The laughers, on the other hand, were hysterically 
accepting—maybe even enjoying—their strange lot in life.

But at least there was humor. I can fi nd no laughs in the description of 
another architectural tribe, Miroslav Šik’s 1990s atelier at the School of 
Architecture in Zurich, whose “black uniforms and deliberate isolation bore 
overtones of a clan; in addition, their interest in discredited architecture, 
such as that of the Fascist era, was disturbing.”7 Disturbing? I should say 
so. Not content with detaching themselves from the outside world, this 
tribe saw fi t to remove themselves from their fellow students as well. The 
attachment to pernicious ideologies arises directly out of their enforced iso-
lation from the real world. It comes as no surprise, therefore, to learn that 
Šik’s pedagogical program was entitled “Analogous Architecture,” a set of 
highly prescriptive exercises in which everything from the program to the 
style of drawing was imposed by the tutor. While Blackshirts in the studio 
may be an extreme symbol of the autonomy of architectural education, the 
symptoms are there throughout the world.

The sense of detachment in the She;eld tower is accentuated by the provi-
sion of a paternoster lift, an endlessly cycling chain of small open boxes 
rising and falling through the building. The paternoster allows us to move 
between the six fl oors of the school of architecture without ever having to 
encounter people from outside. No sharing of lifts with others; the pater-
noster allows the school to be a world unto itself. At the top and bottom, 
the boxes of the paternoster lift disappear into blackness. It looks scary; one 
imagines that they might fl ip over as they go over the wheel at the top, but 
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of course a ratchet track keeps them in the same orientation. However, older 
students play on the fears of the new students by doing handstands as they 
pass over the top, and so coming back down upside down to the shrieks of 
the freshers. The paternoster is horribly like architectural education: a relent-
lessly circling set of boxes of stu= (ideas, knowledge, skills, techniques) mov-
ing through its own world. The movement makes it feel fresh, but in fact the 
boxes go nowhere very far. And when it all feels a bit dull, a few handstands 
and other displays of formal gymnastics are thrown in to denote progress. As 
Le Corbusier says, architects live in the extraordinary world of the acrobat.8

Beaux- Arts Mao

The establishment of this autonomous realm in architectural education can 
be traced back to the French royal architecture academy (Académie Roy-
ale d’Architecture) founded in 1671 under Louis XIV, which later gave rise 
to the École des Beaux- Arts, started in Paris in 1819. The royal academies 
set the tone: internalized, exclusive, and cutthroat in their competitive-
ness. In his evidence as to why the academies should be abolished, the 
painter  Jacques- Louis David argued that they were the “last shelters of all 
the aristocracies . . . they employ cruel means to smother budding talents 
and take monastic revenge against any young man whose natural gifts put 
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him beyond their tyranny.”9 While the academies were subsequently abol-
ished in 1793, within a week a new School of Architecture was rising from 
the ashes, with the same professors and administrators, and seemingly the 
same values. It was this School (run out of the home of the former Acade-
mician  Julien- David Le Roy) that e=ectively morphed into the École des 
Beaux- Arts. Entry to the École was not direct to the school as institution, but 
to an atelier run by a patron. This involved an initiation ceremony “which 
might consist merely of dodging wet sponges and singing the ‘Boulanger 
March’ standing upon a drawing board. More often the initiation was a duel 
in which the contestants, naked, were each armed with a bucket of paint 
and a long brush. Afterwards the newest members would swear to observe 
the atelier rules and would buy food and drink for the group.”10 Clearly 
such homoerotic play could take place only in an all- male environment, an 
apartheid that persisted until very recently, as the leading New Urbanist 
Andrés Duany recounts in his experience of a Beaux- Arts atelier in 1971. He 
describes cleaning up the sewage sludge deposited into his atelier by rival 
students as “the kind of thing that would encourage strong bonding among 
males.”11 Once in, a world unto itself opened up, with the older students 
teaching the younger ones about “cheese and wine and the fl amboyance 
of dress and manner required of an Ancien Élève of the most infl uential 
and fi nest school of architecture the world has ever seen . . . socialisation 
was not just a transmittal of architectural culture (and of the sexual lore 
which is inevitable in male company), but also of manners, mannerisms, 
and taste.”12

Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose. The constitution and aesthetics of 
the manners, mannerisms, and taste may have changed over the ages, but 
they still defi ne a particular set of internalized customs in the architecture 
studio. Garry Stevens describes this process in terms of students identify-
ing with the cultural capital of architecture: “By displaying in all the slight 
ways of manner, dress and taste that one is becoming what one wishes to 
be, students absorb cultural capital in the only possible way, by presenting 
to the  studio- master’s gaze their whole social being.”13

Duany is unapologetic in his a;rmation of the continuing relevance of 
the Beaux- Arts model. In his hankering for a return to traditional values, 
his target is the “tyranny” of schools of architecture run along modernist 
lines. But his barbs are misplaced, because in fact schools—whether “clas-
sical,” “modern,” or “postmodern”—generally maintain the essentials of 
the Beaux- Arts ethos. The cult of genius, the unquestioned authority of the 
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patron, the emphasis on form, the prescriptive pedagogy, the absurd rituals, 
the particular socialization, and the internal mores are all alive and kicking 
in architecture schools. Architectural education still clings to the funda-
mental pedagogical tenets of the Beaux- Arts, but is distracted from realizing 
this by the di=erence of the formal product that emerges at the end. The 
assumption is that since the outcomes look radically di=erent, the processes 
that lead to those outcomes must also be di=erent; new shapes are confl ated 
with new thoughts. But in fact nothing could be further from the truth. 
While the product might have moved from classical plans to  algorithmic- 
driven blobs, the underlying principles remain unscathed, most of all the 
overriding autonomy of the process.

Strangely, Corb (as I now feel bidden to familiarly call him) shares my 
antipathy to the Beaux- Arts. I say strangely because, as will become appar-
ent, Corb is not a natural ally for my overall argument, but sometimes 
the sheer energy of his polemic means that one suspends disbelief. One 
example is When the Cathedrals Were White, an account of his trip to the 
United States in 1935. It is a book that shows him at his best and worst: 
it is vain beyond belief, politically incorrect, bombastic—and often very 
observant. In it he tells the story of meeting a Professor of Architecture at 
the School of Architecture at New York University, an institution that was 
then run according to strict Beaux- Arts principles. In what Le Corbusier 
calls a “deeply malignant statement,” the professor proudly announces: 
“I am no longer a practicing architect, but I instruct my students in good 
taste and beauty.”14 Corb pours bile on what this character and his col-
leagues represent: “they are against life; they represent memory, security, 
lethargy. In particular they have killed architecture by operating in a vac-
uum . . . architecture has evaded life in place of being an expression of 
it.”15 The feeling that not much has changed between David’s attack on the 
 eighteenth- century academy, 1935, and now (as represented by that pain-
ful email) is reinforced when he notes that the diploma awarded at the 
end of the Beaux- Arts course “closes everything like a cork. . . . It says: ‘It 
is fi nished, you have stopped su=ering and learning. Henceforth you are 
free!’ The idea of learning has become synonymous with su=ering.”16 Le 
Corbusier is most observant when he identifi es what is played out in this 
vacuum: the acceptance of “forms, methods, concepts, because they exist, 
without asking why,”17 delivered “under the ferule of extremely conservative 
methods.”18 The most explicit manifestation of this conservatism is in the 
power structures established between students on the one hand, masters on 
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the other. It is, of course, a one- sided relationship: “the masters occupy the 
throne which they imagine they raised up; from their heads nothing would 
come except inviolate truths.”19

This power structure, and association with notions of “truth” and “right-
ness,” remains today. While the École des Beaux- Arts promoted a single 
version of truth under the rule of Enlightenment reason, today’s ateliers 
are more plural but nonetheless retain the principle that the tutor in some 
way holds the keys to success, and in order to obtain them the student must 
follow the rules. In this architectural education fi ts all too well the patterns 
and restrictions of conventional education that are so brilliantly exposed by 
Paolo Freire in his classic work The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, a book that 
almost  single- handedly invented the critical pedagogy movement. Freire 
memorably likens traditional education to a system of banking in which 
the student is seen as a passive receptacle, there to be fi lled by the teacher: 
“The more completely she fi lls the receptacles, the better teacher she is. 
The more meekly the receptacles permit themselves to be fi lled, the better 
students they are. Education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which 
the students are the depositories and the teacher is the depositor.”20 Freire’s 
critique of this system centers not only on the basic unacceptability of the 
resulting power relationship, but also on the way that this relationship can 
thrive only in a static and closed world. “The teacher talks about reality as 
if it were motionless, static, compartmentalised and predictable. His task is 
to fi ll the students with the contents of his narration—contents which are 
detached from reality, disconnected from the totality that engendered them 
and could give them signifi cance.”21 If, he argues, students are presented 
with an artifi cial fi xity, then it will be impossible for them later to engage 
with the world in any transformative capacity. The status quo thus remains 
untouched, just as Le Corbusier noted was the case at the Beaux- Arts. In 
architecture this disconnected stasis has peculiarly negative e=ects. The 
world is seen not as a dynamic social system there to be engaged with, 
open for transformation, but as a static abstraction, there only to receive 
mute form.

Architectural education does everything it can to disguise its autonomy 
and resultant stasis. Briefs for buildings are set in the “real” world on “real” 
sites, empirical data are collected, engineers are sometimes spoken to, and 
famous architects are brought in to review the work. But these activities 
really do nothing to disturb the artifi ciality of the whole process. A linear 
route from problem to solution is instigated, una=ected by external forces. 
Particular events (the crit / jury, the charette,22 the interim exercise) are 
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introduced to the process in order to create a semblance of disturbance and 
unpredictability, but these are in fact always determined and overseen by 
the authority of the tutor. The banking model of education remains more 
or less untouched by these false contingencies.

However, the main way that architectural education avoids staring the 
stasis of its own processes in the eye is by confusing radical making with 
radical thinking. Because things look di=erent, from school to school, and 
from year to year, the assumption is made that the formative educational 
processes are equally di=erent and equally evolving. The situation is exac-
erbated in the early  twenty- fi rst century by the extraordinary power made 
available by the computer. Technical determinism enters an unholy alli-
ance with formal determinism, submenus of software programs produc-
ing ever more di=erent shapes. In the really “radical” schools conventional 
software is ditched as rather old- fashioned and replaced with algorithms of 
the designer’s own making; the resultant forms mutate on a yearly basis 
like an uncontrollable virus. The end- of- year exhibitions are often dazzling, 
quite literally; such is the shininess and freshness of the surface that one 
is seduced into believing that something genuinely new is happening. 
But scratch beneath the veneer and one fi nds a void, a political and ethical 
void in which the underlying processes and their social detachment are 
left unexamined. It is symptomatic of what the Dutch critic Roemer van 
Toorn calls “Fresh Conservatism,” a trend that “presents the normally dis-
creet character of conservatism in a spectacularly fresh manner, as a work 
of art.”23 It is also symptomatic of the classic mistake of the  avant- garde 
to assume that their  avant- garde forms represent  avant- garde thinking. In 
fact the so- called radical gestures of the  avant- garde often exist in the most 
conservative regimes,24 an argument that can be transferred all too easily to 
contemporary architectural education. The so- called radicals exist because 
of, not in spite of, the conservatism that they would presume to challenge. 
Nowhere is this clearer than in the contemporary fashion in architecture 
schools for branding your program with a ©, a ™, or a ®, the heady scent 
of  avant- garde irony barely disguising the underlying stench of neoliberal-
ism.25 The  avant- garde will never escape the conservative systems that they 
attempt to criticize, because in the end both are framed by the same value 
system, namely that of the production of form and taste.26

It is 2003. We are in China. At the time the average Chinese architect was 
responsible for “designing” 50,000 square meters of fl oorspace a year, against 
approximately 1,000 square meters for the average European  architect. This 
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di=erential was refl ected in two polls: one in China rated architecture as the 
third most desirable profession behind IT consultants and business consul-
tants, while in the UK architects were at the bottom of a poll of job satisfac-
tion (the real kick in the teeth being that hairdressers came top).
 We are visiting a leading Chinese architecture school, hoping to see how 
they are adapting to this explosion. The school’s history is formative. In 
the 1930s, some sta= were sent to the University of Pennsylvania, which 
at the time was running along strictly Beaux- Arts lines. On their return, the 
Chinese professors installed the Beaux- Arts system; it ran through to the 
1960s, at which time architecture (as a decadent bourgeois activity) was 
banished from the academy under the dictates of the Cultural Revolution. 
Professors and lecturers were sent out to the fi elds to work, and on their 
return in the 1970s, postmodernism was overturning the Western architec-
tural world. As the Dean of the Faculty wryly tells us, his school jumped from 
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the nineteenth century to the  twenty- fi rst, missing out modernism on the 
way. The Beaux- Arts legacy is most apparent in the drawing studio, with its 
plaster casts of classical torsos, Doric capitals, and Greek gods. It is only two 
busts of revolutionary workers with their Mao caps that jolt one from Paris 
to China, and with this jolt comes the recognition of the impotence of these 
150- year- old educational techniques in the face of the juggernaut of forces 
evolving  outside.
 Just down the corridor from the Beaux- Arts drawing studio is the  fi rst- year 
studio, where we are shown the models from a recent project. The brief was 
typical of a  fi rst- year project anywhere in the world: design a house in the 
style of a famous architect. There among the various modernist and post-
modernist exercises, all done rather better than anywhere else in the world, 
was a house conspicuously in the style of LAB Architects’ Federation Square 
in Melbourne. This is September 2003. Federation Square was less than a 
year old. Now that is what I call fresh: the ransacking of images, probably o= 
the net, for instant gratifi cation. Beaux- Arts tradition meets radical form. Two 
sides of the same coin, that of fresh conservatism.

2B or Not 2B?

I started with education because that is where so many of the values that 
defi ne the profession are fi rst established. The relationship between the pro-
fession and education is complex. It is not completely causal—the actions 
of the academy do not directly infl uence the profession and the profession 
does not directly control education. It is messier than this, like the clumsy 
embrace of two octopuses. The academy at the same time shapes, and is 
shaped by, the profession and vice versa. Thus while we might not fi nd the 
autonomy apparent in education played out directly in the profession and 
practice, we would expect to fi nd it somewhere in the mix. Architects are 
no di=erent from any other profession in exerting their independence as 
a means of defi ning their territory, their area of control, apart from others. 
“Autonomy is justifi ed,” argues Magali Sarfatti Larson, “by the professional’s 
claim of possessing a special and superior knowledge, which should there-
fore be free of lay evaluation and protected from inexpert interference.”27

The autonomy that starts as a professional necessity has social implica-
tions. Like any tribe, architects assume particular rituals and certain codes, 
both visual and linguistic. They often dress according to type and use a 
specifi c language. As we have seen, the undertaking of socialization into 
the tribe starts in the school studio. Our tribe has been studied not just 
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by anthropologists but, rather more worryingly, by psychologists as well; 
their research shows that by the end of the course, the students are fully 
assimilated into the social mores of the architectural world.28 Students enter 
as normal, situated, humans and come out as rather abnormal, detached, 
members of the tribe. It is in the nature of such assimilation that one is not 
fully conscious that it is going on and not fully aware of the consequences 
when it is over. It is easy to laugh at the traits of others, less easy to identify 
those of oneself. This is nicely shown in an anecdote told by Reyner Ban-
ham. An architect comes across an accident. A man is lying in the street, 
bleeding profusely. A woman is leaning over him, desperately trying to fash-
ion a tourniquet from her scarf. She calls up to the architect:

“Have you got a pencil to tighten this tourniquet?”
“Will a 2B do?” the architect asks, worriedly.
This kind of social autonomy, for all its gaucheness and moments of 

absurdity, is maybe understandable. Tribes stick together. What is less com-
prehensible, and defensible, is when the social autonomy of the profession 
slips over boundaries and manifests itself as the autonomy of practice or, 
stranger still, the autonomy of practice’s products, namely buildings. How 
could practice, with all its engagements with others, ever be considered as 
an independent activity? How could buildings, with all their occupation by 
others, ever be torn from their social context? The profession and practice 
are di=erent but often treated as if they are the same. The profession of 
architecture is a social construct, largely self- defi ned and self- perpetuating, 
which is required in order to give architects status and the concomitant 
power. The practice of architecture is a more nebulous a=air. Looking from 
the outside it is almost laughable to think that architecture, as practice and 
product, could be seen as autonomous. And yet, from within the black box 
of the profession of architecture, it somehow seems a sensible move to keep 
the practice and products inside the walls, there to treat them as autono-
mous processes and objects. That way you can control them better.

Q: How many architects does it take to change a light bulb?
A: Flos or Arteluce?

Purity Is a Myth

The autonomy of architecture (as practice and product) is a continuing 
theme of this book. The walls of the black box protect architects from the 
contingencies of the world beyond, allowing them to develop theories and 



Deluded Detachment 19

practices unfettered by others. Georges Bataille gets it dead right in one of 
the very short pieces he devotes to architecture: “Great monuments,” he 
writes, “are erected like dykes opposing the logic and majesty of authority 
against all disturbing elements.”29 The metaphor of the dyke is apt. It gives 
a sense of security but is ultimately fragile in the face of the rising tides 
of forces beyond; levees will be breached, fl ooding the impossible purity 
of the land within with all the toxicity and uncertainty that has so futilely 
been kept at bay. What happens within the dykes may be called Architecture 
because the theorists and practitioners so insistently tell us it is, but it is 
in fact not architecture at all—if, that is, we attach to architecture with a 
small a the physical, environmental, social, political, and economic condi-
tions that inevitably impinge on buildings and their makers. A gap opens 
up between the architecture as described in the o;cial histories, and the 
architecture whose story is so rarely told. We need more people who dare to 
eschew the greats and the specials, and look to the everyday, the social, and 
the economic as forces that shape architecture.30

Seemingly protected by the dyke, Architects live in a state of delusion, 
worshiping false idols, tempted by a “deferred nirvana.”31 It is hardly sur-
prising, therefore, that the products emerging from behind the walls should 
get so scarred when they are confronted with the world as it is. How could 
anything conceived in a vacuum cope with the conditions it has denied were 
there? “Truth found inside a tightly sealed room,” as Lev Shevtsov notes, “is 
hardly of any use outside; judgements made inside a room which, for fear 
of draught is never aired, are blown away with the fi rst gust of wind.”32 But 
this fragility is too much to face. Better then to build the walls still higher, 
to consolidate the autonomy.

The theoretical justifi cation for the autonomy of architecture reached its 
peak in the 1970s. By then the failure of the modern movement to deliver 
on its promises of social redemption was obvious. Architects were under 
fi re from all sides. Jane Jacobs’s famous assault on modernist delusions in 
The Death and Life of Great American Cities had been transformed into the 
populist association of architects with tower blocks (with all their aesthetic 
and social disgrace), an association that all too conveniently overlooked 
the fact that tower blocks, at least in the United Kingdom, were not the 
demented vision of architects with penis complexes but the direct result of 
the economics of the social housing market in the 1950s and 1960s.33 In 
general the reaction of the architectural establishment to these attacks was 
one of retreat—exceptions being isolated camps in France following the 
1968 “revolution” and the community architecture movement of the 1970s. 
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In the theoretical establishment the prevailing tendency in the 1970s was 
an obsession with the formal and linguistic aspects of architecture, with 
intellectual credence being granted by the tenets of structuralism. In their 
search for the underlying structures of architectural language, theorists in 
both Europe and America increasingly saw architecture as an abstracted and 
then autonomous discipline. “Autonomy once more,” the Spanish architect 
and critic Ignasi de Solà- Morales writes of the so- called New York Five, a 
group of US architects in the 1970s, “an interior game [within which] archi-
tecture was a universe su;cient unto itself, nourished on its own history 
and emerging from the interior of its own rules and protocols.”34 Indeed, 
for the apologists / promoters / critics (the terms blur in the narcissism of 
the whole exercise) of the New York Five, their very autonomy was also their 
very strength. As Arthur Drexler mystifyingly notes in his introduction to a 
book on the New York Five: “it is only architecture, not the salvation of man 
and the redemption of the earth. For those who like architecture that is no 
mean feat.”35 Of course Drexler is setting up a false dichotomy—the proj-
ects of salvation and redemption, theological overtones and all, were never 
architecture’s duty—but the hyperbole is enough to persuade architects 
that retreat to their own turf is preferable, even sanctionable, in the face of 
such impossible tasks. It is enough, it appears, to conduct architecture on 
its own terms. Indeed, all too often so- called “great” Architecture is defi ned 
through its very autonomy, in its very ability to stand over and above the 
degrading forces of the everyday world.

Probably the most insistent carrier of the message of autonomy was the 
infl uential journal Oppositions, published in New York in the 1970s. As 
K. Michael Hays cogently articulates in his introduction to a collection of 
essays from Oppositions, autonomy is the dominant theme that runs though 
the journal. As he notes, this sets up a tension between architecture as 
a “closed system” (in the words of Diana Agrest, one of the contributors) 
and “its contingency on, even determination by, historical forces beyond its 
control.”36 Hays’s argument is that architects and critics set up a defense 
mechanism against these contingencies and do so by attempting “to recode, 
to reterritorialize, to reinvent the boundaries and specifi cities that delimit 
the discipline.”37 The reaction to any historical crisis or changed social cir-
cumstance is not an engagement with the forces that have created that cri-
sis or circumstance, but an internalized redefi nition of architecture in the 
face of them. As a result we see not “architecture’s success, but its coming 
to grief against a historical moment, one that shuts down certain social 
functions that architecture had previously performed.”38 Of course this 
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reinvention gives the impression that progress is being made in the light 
of external forces, but in fact each so- called change just entrenches archi-
tecture’s autonomy still further. Thus when structuralism was superseded 
by poststructuralism (as external discourse), the internal mechanisms of 
architecture did not seize on the intellectual possibilities of poststructural-
ism to reconsider the established social priorities or hierarchies of practice. 
Vague associations are made between deconstruction as a philosophical 
concern and deconstructivist architecture, but in the end the thrust of the 
latter movement is one of formal opportunism. “Form has become con-
taminated,” writes Mark Wigley in his introduction to the exhibition that 
launched deconstructivist architecture, “deconstruction gains all its force 
by challenging the very values of harmony, unity, stability and proposing 
instead a di=erent view of structure.”39 Wigley associates the purity of form 
with architecture’s conservative tendencies, and marks the challenge to that 
purity as a radical moment—but in fact the new formal complexities are 
just as conservative as the stabilities they would try to overturn insofar as 
they consolidate the autonomy of architecture in terms of its formalist pre-
occupations. The real giveaway is when Wigley explains: “moreover, forms 
are disturbed and only then given a functional program. Instead of form 
following function, function follows deformation.”40 Thus even the mod-
ernist’s nod to the use of the building, albeit severely framed by the rigors 
of functionalism, is discarded in an exercise that elevates the manipulation 
of form as the essential activity of architecture.

The most notorious example of this autonomy is the work of one of 
the New York Five, Peter Eisenman’s House VI. At the time, Eisenman 
was immersed in structuralist readings of architecture, attempting to fi nd 
the internal rules and ordering principles of modernism.41 However, he 
made the classic mistake of confusing a method of analysis with a means 
of production, and crossed over from being reader to author with barely a 
thought for the essential di=erences between these two conditions. Struc-
turalism may indeed be a powerful, if self- absorbed, mode of formal anal-
ysis but this does not mean that the rules established through analysis can 
or should be simply reversed to become systems of production in the hope 
that the reader / user of the work so produced will inevitably be able to com-
prehend the underlying systems. Even if the reader / user is aware of some-
thing going on, then it is only of an internalized formal discourse; they 
are e=ectively sucked into the redundant space of architecture’s autonomy. 
Thus when Eisenman states: “it may be a fundamental act in the making of 
architecture to take certain regularities which exist in a deep structure and 
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present them systematically so that the user is aware of them,”42 the obvious 
retort is “So what?”

But such fl ippancy fl ounders in the face of the self- importance of the 
 critic- maker. In a dogmatic assertion of structuralist principles, Eisenman 
designed a series of houses in the 1970s. Some were built, some remained 
on paper. All had equal status, and herein lay the rub. Drawing, Building, 
Text, all elide in the notion of an “architectural project,”43 in which built and 
unbuilt assume the same standing. However, the delusion that a drawing 
is equivalent to building can be sustained only under the rule of autonomy. 
A text is not a building is not a drawing.44 Each has its own conditions of 
production and reception, and any attempt to merge them is doomed to 
failure, as is demonstrated by the infamous bed in Eisenman’s House VI. 
This is a building predicated on the formal language of architecture and the 
way that it might be subverted. In his description of the building Eisenman 
repeatedly uses the word inversion, as if this formal attribute alone signifi es 
a radical gesture. The will to “represent a change” is paramount, and if this 
means functional inconvenience, then so be it. What is primary is “the need 
to complete a sequence A- B, or to read symmetries in a straight line about 
a fulcrum or a diagonal line in relation to a datum.”45 Unfortunately, this 
need—and surely only an architect deep down the abyss of autonomy could 
identify “the completion of a sequence” as an overriding need—meant that 
when it came to the bedroom a slot was required, through the fl oor, up the 
wall, straight through the bedspace. As the client Suzanne Frank notes with 
remarkable equanimity: “this inconvenient element . . . forced us to sleep in 
separate beds which was not our custom.”46 While the bed slot is the best 
known of the inconveniences infl icted on the Franks (though it should be 
noted that they entered into the project with eyes fairly wide open), just as 
telling is Eisenman calling them before the visit of Philip Johnson, the pup-
pet master of American architecture at the time, and entreating Suzanne 
to remove their daughter’s crib from the house. Eisenman’s nervousness 
is almost touching; less so is his assumption that Johnson’s architectural 
sensibility might be so o=ended by the invasion of everyday life into the 
perfected autonomy of the House (of Architecture).

It may be easy to dismiss this as just another example of extreme archi-
tectural decadence. But this would be to underestimate the hold that theo-
rists such as Eisenman have on the architectural world, in particular in 
education, and also to overlook the way that initially marginal positions can 
develop into mainstream orthodoxy. An example of the latter is the Italian 
architect Aldo Rossi, whose writing was championed by Eisenman through 
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the pages of Oppositions. Rossi’s Architecture and the City became the semi-
nal text in defi ning an approach to architecture that identifi ed buildings as 
autonomous types, lifted from history and presented as an “analytical and 
experimental structure.”47 His writings were supported by a sequence of 
beautifully drawn projects that, far from Eisenman’s alienating abstraction, 
seduced one into believing in their potential resonances. These drawings 
were famous throughout the architectural world.

And then they were built.
Like many architects and students, we traveled to Italy to see the cemetery 

at Modena and the housing at Gallaratese. We tried to fi nd the building that 
we had seen in the drawings, waiting for people to go, for the sun to set low 
in order to catch those shadows in the empty arcades. And the more we 
waited, the more hopeless the task became. The drawing as autonomous 
object was not there, architecture was. So when some years later I read 
Solà- Morales, I felt consoled that we were not alone in our failed quest. “The 
sense of disillusion experienced by many upon seeing a Rossi building,” 
he writes, “derives from the fact that the building asks to be considered 
objectively or functionally, while its author tries to call attention instead to 
the process revealed in his drawings, so that the construction of the build-
ing is an episode in an architectonic discourse understood as autonomous 
and thus indi=erent to construction or use.”48 Rossi himself acknowledges 
the gap in his much gentler later book A Scientifi c Autobiography. “What 
surprises me most in architecture,” he writes with seeming—but surely 
disingenuous—bemusement, “is that a project has one life in its built state 
but another in its written or drawn state.”49 But far from attempting to make 
sense of these di=erences, he continues with his typological experiments.

It was at Rossi’s Civic Center in Perugia that I realized that experiment 
is an unfortunate word to use in architecture. In the center was an empty 
square, a place signifying public realm but without the public to make it 
public. Around the edges were arcades, torn from their urban context; no 
idle chatter, no cafés, just a redundant scenography.50 Rossi’s work, built 
and drawn, is often compared to that of de Chirico, and standing as an iso-
lated pair with our shadows cast across the piazza, we did indeed feel like 
fi gures out of one of those paintings. Melancholy. But it was the strange 
monument in the middle of the piazza that jolted most. Intended as a pure 
form to be chiseled by the sun into shadows, the monument was now cov-
ered in neo- fascist gra;ti. But maybe this is not incidental. As Vincent 
Scully writes, “fascism haunts the colonnade of the Gallaratese project.” 
We are not in the direct territory of Swiss Blackshirts here, but in a strange 
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world where Scully can immediately follow up with “but it [ fascism] is only 
one of the ghosts. Every classical architect from Le Corbusier to Ledoux and 
Ictinus is lurking behind the piers.”51 So that’s OK then, Scully appears to be 
saying, as if the presence of fascism is acceptable, even overridden, by plac-
ing Rossi in a lineage of great architects, as if in that autonomous genealogy 
we can overlook the intolerable.

And with that the notion of the autonomy of architecture should come 
to a juddering halt. It allows architects to detach themselves as humans 
(social, political, and ethical beings) and then look through the wrong end 
of the telescope, and so to see the world as an abstraction. One might think 
that an abstracted world can be ordered, beautifi ed, and perfected, but in the 
end the real will come to back to bite you. What becomes quickly apparent 
is that any permanent detachment is deluded. Purity, as the great Brazilian 
artist Hélio Oiticica says, is a myth.






