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CHAPTER 2

ARCHITECTURE OR TECHNO-UTOPIA

In August 1976, Architecture d’aujourd’hui published a dossier prepared by Brian Bracé
Taylor entitled “New York in White and Gray”” Sketching the various lines of demarcation
in the battle of the “Grays” and the “Whites” (a debate also known as “inclusivism” ver-
sus “exclusivism,” or “neorealism” versus “neorationalism”),’ this “not-the-bicentennial”
issue marked the first appearance of Manfredo Tafuri’s article “The Ashes of Jefferson,”
along with Robert Stern's “Gray Architecture as Post-modernism, or, Up and Down from
Orthodoxy™ In his introductory remarks, “The American Night Time,” chief editor
Bernard Huet commented that the conjunction of New York’s “urban crisis” and its
concentration of the “most highly-refined architectural ‘avant-garde’ offered occasion
to reflect on American cultural imperialism and to posit it as a “warning.”” Pointing to
the “perfect (and illusory) correlation between a mode of modern architectural expres-
sion, functional and efficient, and the economic and technical development of the
most advanced form of capitalism,” Huet noted the long-standing fascination this
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Robert A. M, Stern Architects
east elevation of the main house,
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residence, Montauk, New York,
1972. Photograph Maris/Semel.
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Arata Isozaki, Electric Labyrinth,
1968. Installation view of recon-

struction, Castello di Rivoli, Rivoli,

y, April 2003. Photograph

the author.
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architecture.” “In this century,” he explained, making the connection to the sociopolitical
domain, “there have been several occasions when science, technology and human
emancipation have coincided in a way that has caused architecture to explode.””

" The suppression of experimental architecture through one of the poles of the
Gray/White debate was noted at the time by Richard Pommer, a critic for Artforum. In
an article entitled “The New Architectural Supremacists,” Pommer pointed to the
emergence of the New York Five as a modernist counterpoint to “the architectural
recognition granted in the '60’s to commercial, consumer and science-fiction imagery.”
Recounting the events of a symposium entitled "Positions in Architecture” held at the
Rhode Island School of Design in the spring of 1976, Pommer noted that “Eisenman
divided the members of the symposium into opposing camps, a false avant-garde of the
'60's, and a true modernism of the '70’s. He included himself in the latter* Relegated
to the former category were a number of experimental architects; along with Cook,
Eisenman included Michael Webb, Hans Hollein, Friedrich St. Florian (who organized
the event), and, at least in part, Arata Isozaki.”

For Pommer, Eisenman’s modernism was indebted primarily to the formalist
analyses of Clement Greenberg and Eisenman'’s teacher, Colin Rowe, whose “collage
technique of planning,” he noted, quoting Rowe himself, “would permit us ‘the enjoy-
ment of Utopian poetics without being obliged to suffer the embarrassment of Utopian 45
politics.”* Rowe's wish to “transform programs of social action into an iconography for
modern architecture” was read by Pommer as a response to a larger “uneasiness,” one
deriviﬁg from “a conflict between the traditional social claims of architecture and its
obvious failure to accomplish them, especially in the recent years of social unrest.””
This “failure” had been taken as a convenient license to jettison social and political
questions; modernism was to be retrieved as a formal language. And there was another
important dimension to Rowe’s refusal of utopian politics. In Rowe’s introduction to Five
Architects of 1972, he too had related commercial modernism to experimental strate-
gies, describing the former—*“the camp of success"—as simply a less self-conscious
version of the latter—the “true believers.” Such “true believers,” Rowe explained, which
included any prospect of a postwar European avant-garde, were naively committed to
the authenticity of the modern movement’s social and political agenda in the face of
its actual collapse. In attempting to revitalize the radical promise of modernism, they
remained “obliged to detach [themselves] from success” Rowe believed this was al-
ready a lost battle. After listing a “succession of fractional style phases”—among which
he included Team 10, New Brutalism, and Futurist Revival—he singled out Cook’s group,
Archigram, “in terms of which involutions,” he insisted, “any consideration of architec-
ture in the Nineteen Seventies must be based.” Indeed, he continued, the two camps
(success and the true believers) “have, by now, so much interpenetrated, so infected
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Ugo La Pietra, Comprehensi

Model F: Audio-visual }
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itself within this system. As La Pietra explained of the strategic Intimacy of his dopys
it : cie

ting mfomlati()n.
by enlarging an{i
n the dynam; s of
of autOnomyl how.

unit, “it becomes a center for gathering, processing, and communicy
a microstructure that can intervene in the information system
multiplying exchanges among people, with everyone participating
communication.” In much the same way as the Americans’ pursuit
ever, Architettura Radicale had failed in attempts at institutiona] tranSfOHnatjon
Tafuri believed; the work simply threatened to enhance the automatic relays ‘-‘-’ithin'
the commercial system.

Departing from his reading of the American trend toward sem
guistics, Tafuri perceived here a link to other aspects of communicati

media technologies that were driving this resemanticization:

antics anq lin.

Analytical studies on the theory of communication - avoided complete ely-

cidation of the indissoluble links between technological aesthetics the theory

the role of
- - AAs an extensive information system directly

involved with the world of advertising, design stands out as one type of

of symbols, and the capitalistic theory of development. to take on
an ideology of compensation. .

activity in which indeterminate efforts at semantic restructuring could sye.-

cessfully regain for the discipline itself a “social,” “humane,” and even revoly.

tionary role, to counteract “distortions in consumption."*

Tafuri evidently retained a sense of hope that semantic restructuring could offer a
mode of resistance. Yet he proposed that the operative relations between communica-
tion and consumption, intimately tied to technological innovation and linguistic the-
ory, had not been adequately theorized by architects in their engagement with these
discourses (he referenced the work of Max Bense, Abraham Moles, and Edward Hall).
As he went on to explain, “designers didn’t let slip such a convenient alibifor their in-
tellectual work, responding to repeated invitations to ‘resemanticize’ the object and re-
cover its myths"® Rather than effecting a strategic and transformative engagement
with the modes of production and consumption, this experimentation was regarded
as yet another form of mass deception. Meaning and allusion had returned as just
another form of “styling”

From the position of autonomy claimed by the American neo-avant-gard‘? b
the mode of engagement claimed by the Italian radicals, Tafuri saw any “action with-
out a subject” as leaving the architect simply a cog in the capitalist machine, although
now a cybernetic machine rather than its earlier mechanical counterpart. And in this

; : g e iedion’s 1948
sense we might compare his “Post Modern tight-rope walkers” to Sigfried Giedion's
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