






- Introduction

The essays assembled under the rubric of history begin with two pieces

originally published in 1968. The first of these 'The Humanist versus the

Utilitarian Ideal' was based on the comparative critical analysis of two cat­

egorically opposed designs for the canonical Societe des Nations

Competition of 1927, namely, the entries by Le Corbusier and Pierre

Jeanneret on the one hand, and by Hannes Meyer and Hans Wittwer on the

other. This essay enabled me to instruct readers as to the implicit values

embodied in the different ways in which these two projects had been

conceived, organized and detailed.

The second essay is a piece dedicated to the work of the Soviet

avant-gardist El Lissitzky, written as a delayed response to one of the

earliest postwar retrospectives of his work, staged in the Powers Gallery,

London, in 1965. This essay was subsequently published in Architects'Year

Book 12 of 1968. Influenced by Camilia Gray's seminal study of 1962, The

Great Experiment: Russian Art 1863-1922, this essay announces the begin­

ning of my involvement with the Soviet avant-garde, leading to a series of

essays with a similar focus during the second half of the Sixties, including

a piece in Thomas Hess's The Art News Annual of 1967 and a contribution

to Norbert Lynton's British Arts Council catalogue forthe exhibition 'Art and

Revolution' of 1971. Justifiably characterized by Reyner Banham in his

Theory and Design in the First Machine Age (1960) as the great ideas man

of the modern movement, El Lissitzky surely remains one of the artists of

the twentieth century with the widest conceivable range of activity: archi­

tect, painter, exhibition designer, photographer, polemicist, culture

diplomat and, above all, along with Herbert Bayer and JanTschichold, one

of the principal pioneers of modern graphic design.

In 1975, following the publication of the Team 10 Primer edited by

Alison Smithson in 1968, I wrote a piece entitled 'Team 10, Plus 20: The

Vicissitudes of Ideology', an overview of the work ofTeam 10 that was pub­

lished in L'Architecture d'aujourd'hui. This was a partially analytical

account of the 'turn' from modernism to postmodernism on the part of the

postwar European neo-avant garde in architecture.

My preoccupation with the politically radical wing of the modern

movement then turned to a deeper consideration of the term construc­

tivism that had been defensively dismissed by Le Corbusier as a vague

term that attempted to signify too much. This was the essay

'Constructivism: The Pursuit of an Elusive Sensibility' which appeared in

Oppositions 6 in the autumn of 1976. This last led me to suggest that film

was perhaps the ultimate manifestation of constructivism, particularly as

we find this in Dziga Vertov's masterpiece The Man with the Movie Camera

of 1929.

In this constant oscillation between the prewar avant-garde and the

architecture of the present Ithen attempted a retrospective assessment of



the work of Louis Kahn entitled 'Louis Kahn and the French Connection',

published in Oppositions 22 in 1980; the connection in question is as

much Italian as French however, to the extent that the entire essay was

greatly inspired by the exceptionally perceptive work of Italian scholars,

who were among the first to point out the influence of French

Neoclassicism and Structural Rationalism on the work of Kahn.

Theessay entitled 'The Maison de Verre as Bachelor Machine' is the

reworking of a section of my essay 'Pierre Chareau: An Eclectic Architect'

which appeared in Pierre Chareau: Architect and Craftsman 1883-1950,

first published in French by Editions du Regard in 1984. To a certain extent

this essay is based on my measured drawing and photographic documen­

tation of the Maison de Verre, made in collaboration with Michael

Carepetian and Robert Vickery in 1965. It is nothing short of perverse that

I should fail to mention the Maison de Verre in my Modern Architecture: A

Critical History of 1980; an omission that can only be explained by the

anomalous, unclassifiable character of this work.

There follows an essay on the work of Adolf Loos written shortly after

the 1985 British Arts Council exhibition The Architecture of Adolf Loos,

curated byYehuda Safran and Wilfried Wang. The introspective, sub-aque­

ous character of the Maison de Verre may be said to find something of an

antecedent in the 'negative' critical attitude adopted by Loos, which is as

evident in his architecture as in his sardonic writing.

'The Other LeCorbusier: Primitive Formand the Linear City, 1929-52'

was written for the 1987 British Arts Council catalogue, Le Corbusier:

Architect of the Century, issued for the centennial of Le Corbusier's birth.

Theessay focuses on Le Corbusier's break with his earlier ideal notions of

equipping the machine-age civilization, leading to his subsequent adop­

tion of a more realistic attitude towards both architecture and urban ism.

The next essay, 'The Usonian Legacy', deals with the southern

Californian modern domestic tradition, extending from the pioneering

works of the Austrian emigre architects Rudolph Schindler and Richard

Neutra, through Frank Lloyd Wright's own Usonian houses of the late

Thirties and on, via John Entenza's so-called Case Study Houses, into the

last quarter of the century. The work of the Finnish master Alvar Aalto also

assumes an equally organic, socially accessible character, particularly

after World War 11,as the last essay in this set attempts to make evident.

It is an extract from my contribution to the 1998 Museum of Modern Art

catalogue, Alvar Aa/to: Between Humanism and Materialism.




