HISTORY OF MODERN ARCHITECTURE

6. POST-MODERNISM

Modernism which had begun around 1890s had lost steam by the 1960s and 1970s. By mid 1970s a new style had arisen which openly embraced historicism, garish symbolism and ornamentation which was against the very principle of Modernism. This movement was called Post-Modernism. Although the term signifies a break with its predecessor, in reality, apart from certain historical forms and symbolism, the buildings were modern in structure and abstraction and clearly represented late 20th century culture and society. Some even preferred to call the movement Second Modernism in the belief that such developments were part of a whole new cycle of Modernism which had still to be realized. To understand the emergence of Post-Modernism, one needs to go back to earlier 20th century trends which followed a path parallel or tangential to that of Modernism.

Traditionalism

Post-Modernism had its roots in the first three decades of the 20th century when many progressive architects rejected historicism. Although one was led to believe that the whole world was following the Modernists, in reality, much of the monumental, official or commercial buildings of the 20th century were being built in a style which can be called Traditionalism, where new building types were being fitted in old-fashioned covers. These buildings were solid, self-assured, lavish and dignified, unlike the flimsy works of the early Modernists. One of the significant example was Sir Edwin Lutyens’ Governor’s Palace in New Delhi (1920-31). The building has a majestic Palladian massing, executed in Neoclassical style reminiscent of Boullee, Schinkel and ancient Indian architecture, including a dome which resembled the stupa of Sanchi.

Traditionalism also embraced the skyscrapers of New York after it regained the leadership in skyscrapers from Chicago after 1900. One of the acclaimed buildings was the Woolworth Building, New York,1913, designed by Cars Gilbert. It had a 29 storey office block and a huge stepped tower that went up to 50 storeys. The building was clothed in Gothic detailing on the exterior.

Art Deco
During the period between the two World Wars, although there were distinct camps of Traditionalists and Modernists, a group of Traditionalists decided to combine the two styles. The eclectic results were offensive to the hardcore followers of both camps but became a huge success, especially in the skyscraper design of New York. This style, also referred to as Traditionalist Modern or Art Deco, was a mix of Cubist-inspired European Modernism, streamlined, rhythmic machine forms and exotic Pre-Columbian and Navajo zigzag imagery. It used gaudy colors and shiny materials such as plastic, aluminum and stainless steel with rich wood and stones.

It is ironical that when America and the world were going through economic depression, two of the world’s most spectacular skyscrapers were being built: the Chrysler Building in 1930 designed by William Van Alen and the Empire State Building in the following year. The Chrysler Building, which set out to be the tallest building and create a landmark, used Art Deco to the fullest. Its vertical shaft of white bricks exhibited Traditionalist verticality while its ribbon windows indicated Modernist horizontality. It had gargoyles in the shape of the car’s hood ornament. The stainless steel crown of the building had a series of diminishing triangle punched arches, culminating in a spire. Despite its eccentricities and deviation from both Traditionalism and Modernism, the building had a spirit rarely seen in monumental works. The Empire State building and the Rockefeller Center, New York, 1931-39, also followed the Art Deco form, but the buildings were more restrained and self-assured.

Counter Modernism
During the dominant period of Modernism, historicism had been continued through the Traditionalist and Art Deco movement. In the third phase it was sustained by what is called Counter Modernism, where the Modernist format is used to execute ideas which cannot be categorized as Modern. Two architects stand out in this category: Alver Aalto and Louis Kahn.

Alver Aalto
Alver Aalto in the late 20s absorbed the High Modernism of the leading architects but transformed them into his own unique style of Counter Modernism. It is difficult to understand why his buildings are widely acclaimed when they lack the gripping visual impact of other modern works. Compared to Villa Savoye or Fallingwater House, his Villa Mairea of 1938-39 looks very ordinary.

Unlike the Modernists who designed utopian architecture for machine-age people-to-be, he built buildings for normal human use. Since he was building in a place which had very hostile climate, he wanted to give humans the environment they had been denied by nature. Also his strong socialist beliefs stopped him from giving his buildings pomp and ornamentation. His Municipal Library at Viipuri, Finland(1930-35) had both Modernist and non-Modernist features. Its reading room with crisp geometry, clean white-washed walls and conical skylight were Modernist but its thick masonru walls without any windows, to avoid harsh light and noise, was not in tune with the idiom. Similarly, the lecture room had large Modernist windows overlooking the garden but the wooden end-walls and ceiling were built in wave-like form to improve acoustics rather than for visual effect. The undulating form is a very common feature in many of his later works such as the Finnish Pavilion at the 1939 New York World Fair and the M.I.T. dormitory at Boston of 1949.

His skill in urban design was adequately shown in his design of the Civic Center of Saynatsalo (1949-52). The center was originally supposed to house the town-council chamber and a few local government offices. The program was expanded to accommodate a library, apartments and shops. The units were housed in several buildings in several storeys, set around a court. The court was raised one floor to give it emphasis and quiet, intimate character. The shops and some apartments were placed at the street level; the library, additional apartments and government offices were placed around the raised court while the cubiform council room with thw Aalto trademark single-pitched roof was lifted symbolically above the town offices. Elements of the Greek agora and Italian hill towns can be found in the design.

Louis I. Kahn
While Aalto analyzed function into its smallest psychophysical component, Kahn tried to explore the essence of the building’s intended use,”What does a building want to be.” He believed that form existed in the primal stage, without shape or dimension. We needed to grasp that form and begin to modify it according to its function. Design was thus a process of giving actual shape to a form. He did not use free-form, biomorphic shapes of Expressionism. He brought out the principle of the “served” and “servant” spaces, separating them distinctly in his Richard’s Medical Research Building, University of Pennsylvania, 1957-61. Modernism helped to combine the two. For Kahn, light was the most important element. Walls and windows were not for enclosing space or for viewing but for deflecting intense light and admitting natural light. Artificial light had a “dead” quality as it did not vary with time like natural light. Architecture thus was a multilayered collection of separate units of served and servant spaces tied together by an enveloping light screen. His theory which was first tried out in the Richard Laboratories climaxed in the National Assembly Building, Dhaka, 1962. This fortress-like building consists of a concentric collection of walled spaces built around the Central Assembly Chamber. Each of the minor units had several layers, admitting light through geometric cutouts.

Although Kahn used steel and glass in his earlier works, he used masonry and reinforced concrete in his mature works. These he used, not as thin skins as in the High Modernist idiom, but in solid, muscular structures and shells as Corbusier used them in his later works. In fact, Kahn admitted he learned from Corbusier’s works. Kahn had traveled to Europe again late in his career and was greatly moved by the ancient ruins. He tried to give his buildings the image of ruins. Thus the huge mysterious circular, triangular and squarish cutouts in the outer skin of the Dhaka building is not only meant to protect against the harsh tropical sun, but is also supposed to evoke the ancient ruins of Rome.

Apart from the concentric layered design, Kahn also used the additive assemblage of modular units in his design. His earlier education in Classicism often its way into his designs. This is seen in the Kimbell Art Museum, Fort Worth, 1966-72. The basic unit is a concrete barrel vault 20 by 100 feet laid out in six parallel rows. Each vault is designed as a single RCC unit so that it can be supported on slender columns at the four corners rather than along the longer sides, thus giving a large clear interior space which is so important to a museum. He designed an ingenious system of diffusing light from skylights throughout the center of the vault. The building has strong resonance of the Roman warehouses. The principle of served and servant spaces is still evident in the design where he places all the servant spaces in the narrows bays between the vaults.

Post Modernism
Robert Venturi, a great admirer of Kahn, was thw key figure to propagate Post-Modernism. He, like Kahn before him, received a fellowship in 1954-56 to study at the American Academy in Rome. He was not drawn to the geometric clarity of the ancient ruins; rather he was impressed by the works of 16th century Mannerists such as Giulio Romano, Vignola and Michelangelo. He put all his ideas in his book of 1962, “Complexity and Contradictions in Architecture.” He was fed up with the puritanical language of the Modernists. Mies’ “Less is More” was rephrased to “Less is Bore.” According to Venturi, architecture should not be exclusive or restrictive but should reflect the inherent complexities and contradictions in construction, in history and in life itself. It should be permissive and accommodating. To Venturi architecture was to be hybrid, not pure; opposing the accepted, not impersonal; redundant, not simple; inconsistent, not clear; conventional, not designed; of messy vitality and richness of meaning rather than unity and clarity of structure etc.

In his book Venturi made reference to hundreds of examples of buildings throughout history which were not organically integrated but were full of contradictions between the interior and exterior, top and bottom, front and back, corners and centers. Axes shifted suddenly and forms were fragmented. His study showed this tendency to be especially frequent in Mannerist and Baroque architecture, but were found to be common even among modern architects. Thus, he argued that this kind of counter-currents in architecture was actually the mainstream, requiring a complete revision in the way we looked at architecture. Although Modernism had made veiled allusions to historicism, he felt Modernism had been deeply antihistorical; only Kahn’s work evoked a “presence of the past.” He advocated reopening the door to the past and openly allowing historicism to be part of contemporary architecture.

In “Learning From Las Vegas”, Venturi realized how effective the electronic lighting, signs, symbols, the garish interiors were in catching the attention of people moving along the highway in automobiles. He felt people had a need for explicit and heightened sense of symbolism and that architecture needed to communicate with society to satisfy that need. He argued that Parthenon’s sculptures were full of symbolism, the arch of Constantine and Amiens Cathedral functioned as symbolic bill boards.

Venturi’s theories were put into practice in his mother’s house, Vanna Venturi House, Philadelphia, 1962. At first glance it looks like an ordinary conventional American suburban house with pitched roof, front porch etc. It does not pretend to be a car, a ship, an airplane or organic structure as in the Modernist trend. The pitched roof was exaggerated and symmetrical but was broken in the center. The thin slab above the porch appeared visually too weak so a thin molding in the shape of a broken arch was set above it to give the appearance of deflecting the load. The massing was symmetrical but the fenestration was asymmetrical yet balanced. The chimney block was projected above the roof. While the façade had historicist allusions of the Egyptian pylons, the interior was designed with continually shifting axes.

His Guild House, Philadelphia, 1960-63, a house for the elderly, was deliberately made to look like conventional housing. But he gathered the mass in three forward thrusts like in a Baroque church to heighten the entrance and its gaudy signage. The entrance block was topped by an arch. In the roof he placed fake TV antennas, a cruel reference to “a symbol of the aged, who spend so much time looking at TV.”

Although Venturi’s ideas had a great impact on contemporary architects, his attempt to create a people’s architecture went unfulfilled. Wealthy patrons did not accept his style as it failed to make enough media impact and create a recognizable icon.

Venturi’s contemporary Charles Moore was another architect deeply influenced by Kahn. Like Venturi he believed a building should openly declare its function, but he used the historicist style much more explicitly. He was disturbed that everything was starting to look the same and wanted to build structures, if only piecemeal and metaphorical, which provided a “sense of place.” His Piazza d’Italia in New Orleans, built in 1975-80, was designed to provide the small population of American Italians in New Orleans, a sense of ethnic identity among familiar surroundings. A map of Italy with Sicily at the center-as Sicilians were in the majority- steps rising towards the symbolic Alps, fountains reminding one of Roman fountains, framing screens of columns like those of Hadrian’s villa etc. provided a heightened setting for the ethnic festivals. More than Venturi’s restrained works, it was Moore’s flamboyant classicising  works which pushed Post-Modernism in different directions.

Philip Johnson, who earlier began his career as a Modernist advocating International Style, was a late convert to Post-Modernism. His AT&T Building, New York, 1978, was almost a replica of the Chippendale cabinet and even a pay-phone booth with coin slot at the top and coin return at the bottom. At the top was the Chippendale pediment while the huge arch at the bottom and lobby was reminiscent of Romanesque structures.

Michael Graves, one of the leading figures of Post-Modernism, exhibited all the Classical and historicist allusions in his Portland Public Service Building of 1980-83. The huge cubical façade had double anthropomorphic figures, a face as well as an Atlas-like standing figure. These forms were formed of pilaster-like structures supporting a flat arch with projecting key-stone. The irony was that what appeared to be dominant structural elements consisted of vertical and horizontal bands of windows.  

