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THE CARESS OF THE COMMODITY

On Autonomy, Compromise, and
Other Possible Positions
in Architecture

By KAZYS VARNELIS

Big architects are often progressive
intellectuals; even those regarded as
more conservative always manage to
cultivate some fad or snobbism that
sets them apart. In general, they are
better dressed than artists, travel a
great deal and are always calling each
other on the phone. When they are
not talking about the financial prob-
lems which eternally afflict them or
about work, they know how to have a
good time and are open to adventure.
They can be recognized by a special
quality in their gaze, conveying an
amused, cynical detachment, and by
the sly smile of those who possess
secret information.
- Barbara Radice, 19871
fter rejecting both modernism and postmod-
ernism as explanatory models, architects have
become reluctant to commit to any particular
relation to culture. Instead, the architectural neo-
avant-garde ignores broader questions of culture in
order to seek out ways of producing autonomous
form using methods derived from extra-architectural
systems. The pages of Any magazine and A.D. parade
the new programs for generating form: the fold, new
biology, repetition, fractal geometry, the formless, and

SO on.

The neo-avant-garde’s turn toward formal autonomy
has been driven by its attempt to escape commodity
culture, a retreat that I propose is misguided. Now, I
do not intend to attack the neo-avant-garde for focus-
ing their concern on form, Indeed a theoretical
deconstruction of the opposition between commod-
ity culture and autonomous work on form is unnec-

essary as that deconstruction has already been

performed by the operations of capital itself. Rather, I intend to examine the
consequences of the relationship between the neo-avant-garde and commodity

culture in order to mark out possible future strategies for architecture.

The contemporary architectural neo-avant-garde continues playing out the
postwar turn to autonomy that architects used to salvage the discipline from
diagrammatic functionalism’s retreat from aesthetics. By the 1950s, the profes-
sion’s interest in an automatic generation of buildings out of functional
diagrams and structural considerations had put architects in a deeply uncertain
position. With its claim to scientific certainty, modernism opened its territory to
new encroachments by engineering and the sciences. Compounding this was the
assault on architecture by counter-culture forces on the Left accusing it of

complicity in the capital-driven over-rationalization of everyday life.

Amidst this unremitting questioning of the discipline’s proper scope, the possi-
bilities of a pop architecture - be they from Archigram or Venturi, Rauch, Scott
Brown - also threatened architecture’s role as a high art. By drawing on the fabu-
lously rich language of commodity culture - itself recently driven into hyperac-
tivity by a tremendous influx of modernist design strategies - pop architects
energized their architectural production but simultaneously called into question
the superiority of high art to popular culture. If pop culture was no longer trash
to be rejected, but rather a source to draw on and operate within, then precisely

how was architecture to be above it?

Architects reacted to these developments by turning inward to the autonomous
conditions of architectural form. In this country, the New York Five led the
charge back to the discipline, redefining architecture as an autonomous art
concerned with a Greenbergian exploration of its conditions. Sophisticated
manipulations of form and space increasingly took precedence over non-
aesthetic considerations as educators trained at Cooper Union and Cornell

spread the doctrine of autonomy to the architectural masses.

Today’s neo-avant-garde is a product of this turn to autonomy. Having been
converted to the promise of autonomy and having seen the demise of postmod-
ernism first-hand, the neo-avant-garde has steadily moved toward more and
more arcane means for generating architectural form, as if through alchemy,
from abstract extra-architectural systems. In doing so, the neo-avant-garde
strives towards an ideal of architecture as mathematics: perfectly formed, gener-
ated without the intervention of the human hand, and seemingly outside of
history or culture.
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Yet paradoxically, the neo-avant-garde’s turn to autonomy
and rejection of commodity implicates it in commodity
culture, for the neo-avant-garde is nothing so much as a

form of haute couture.

As Val Warke has explained in his discussion of the fashion
system in architecture, the neo-avant-garde, like fashion’s
haute couture, is intrinsically anti-populist. Through
extreme statements, the neo-avant-garde and haute couture
serve to attract attention to the discipline and to point out
new directions for a small audience of fashion-hungry
consumers and producers. In this, critiques of the solutions

of the neo-avant-garde as

form of consumption in itself. Architecture is no longer
simply a matter of producing buildings, it is now increas-

ingly a lifestyle choice.

The most dramatic manifestation of architecture as lifestyle
is at the mall chain Structure, targeted at the attractive
demographic niche of men in their twenties. At Structure,
architectural lifestyle is reduced to pure image and market-
ing tactic. Quotes from the masters—Mies, Corb, and
Wright—are etched in metal] panels on the walls, establish-
ing a sense of solidity and permanence, while the latest
books from architecture’s haute couture adorn coftee tables,

underscoring the

having little to do with every- | €o¢a Cola Bottling Plant Plapt, Los Angeles, 1936-7.
An encounter between architecture culture and commerce. |

day life are off the mark. To
say Peter Eisenman’s work is
overly obscurantist and
therefore not appropriate for
a larger public would be as
apt as saying that the late
Versace’s

Gianni runway

designs were too extreme for
the average person to wear.
Surely, that much is obvious,
but haute couture is not

i
meant for the masses.~

In architecture, the most
receptive audience for radical
fashions—architecture
students, failed architects,
and  wannabe-architects— -

forms a definite demographic niche, however small and
economically meager. This demographic is then targeted by
fashion-heavy books, periodicals, architect-designed acces-
sories, accessories for architects, and even architecture
schools themselves.3 For this crucial demographic, whose
members frequently consume more than they produce,
architecture is not so much a career as a life-style to
consume. This can be seen most clearly at the very pinnacle
of architectural haute couture where unpaid or scandalously

underpaid internships are widespread and labor becomes a

firm’s fashion sense.

But underneath both
the  architecturally
branded lifestyle of
Structure and the neo-
avant-garde lies an
empty promise: there
15 no room in the

world of haute couture

I for more designers.
| The number of neo-
Iavant—garde architects
is limited by the
market’s capacity to
absorb their produc-
tion. Very few
students—at most a
— - ——— few dozen of the entire
number of architecture graduates each year—will ever hold
positions where they will be able to practice an autonomous
pursuit of form. The rest will work for large & small firms
of varying quality, developers, large corporations, or will
leave the field entirely. Just as Debord argues that the only
thing keeping the spectacle in play is the promise of fulfill-
ment held by the next product, so only the possibility that
the next fashion will bring true architectural-ness, serves to

keep the charade in play.4
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Although such a comparison would no doubt cause anguish
to both parties, the drive for autonomy of the neo-avant-
garde finds a kindred spirit in the research program of grad-
uate programs in architectural history and theory. In the
ivory tower of academe, autonomy of discipline is valorized
under the banner of “pure” research and a safe distance

from the market. As Cary
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rantist from a safe position in the supposedly unsullied
academy, we should admit that, in today’s culture, there is
no position free from commodity culture. I do not mean to
argue for the elimination of either work on form or pure
historical or theoretical research—both have their places in
legitimizing architecture as a discipline—but to argue for a

new honesty about the

Nelson has pointed out in |Chip Minnick
his Manifesto of Tenured I B —
Radical,

although the | (ST,
academy is often domi-|

the death of god.|

nated by a theoretically |
oriented Left, it has|
increasingly marketed a
lifestyle of noble research,
encouraging  graduate
students to buy into the
myth of an autonomous,
idyllic academic lifestyle.
Universities and faculty in
such programs benefit
greatly from using gradu-
ate students as relatively

inexpensive labor for

teaching  introductory

What if | had to do this?

What if | used their.

| role of capital in architec-

ture.

Architecture is the most
heavily capitalized of the
arts and we simply cannot
continue to imagine that
A commodity culture will

ey? go away if we ignore it.

,.' We cannot escape into
autonomous realms of
pleasure, be they work on
form or critical theory
and expect that our posi-
tion is outside of
commodity culture.
Doing so is simply uncrit-

ical and irresponsible.

&

courses and  derive
personal satisfaction to have more educated students to talk

to.%

Rather than going on advocating the commodity-free purity
of the neo-avant-garde or alternatively trashing it as obscu-

WE MUST REALIZE THAT
THE MOST URGENT TASK FOR BOTH ARCHITECT AND CRITIC IN
THE FIRST YEARS OF THE NEXT MILLENNIUM WILL BE DEVISING
NEW STRATEGIES FOR DEALING WITH, RATHER THAN IGNORING,
COMMODITY CULTURE. Rather than taking up uncompromis-

ing positions, such strategies will contain different degrees

The NIKE SHELTER project is intended to question both
architecture and commodity culture by bringing them
info uncomfortably close quarters. | begin with a
fictional scenario: inspired by Disney’s success with its
housing development in Celebration, Florida, Nike
decides to expand its lifestyle-oriented marketing and
pitch the housing sector. Creating a corporate division
called Nike Shelter, Nike promises to improve housing
by delivering high performance and extreme styling.

The housing developments expand Nike's presence in

the city, provide income through rent and tax credits,
and ultimately allow Nike to more deeply saturate

consumer culture with its image.

“No Critical Distance” is the key to understanding this
project. For the housing consumer, it suggests that Nike
Shelter can envision no limits or encounter no distances
that it con’t span. For the consumer in architecture
culture, it challenges the alibi of maintaining a critical
distance to avoid difficult questions about the relation-

ship between architecture and commodity culture.

While Williom S. Burroughs has been criticized for
selling out by making o Nike TV commercial, it could
be said that Burroughs' seeming lack of critical
distance allowed him to use Nike to his own ends.
Perhaps seeing Burroughs on TV could inspire some-
one to check out his writing or alternately, if they knew
who Burroughs waos, to reflect on the absurdity of his
taking Nike for a ride. My position is on one hand to
help Nike make money in this fictional scenario by

providing an architectural solution. On the other hand,
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of accommodation and resistance. In his essay “The Author
as Producer,” Benjamin pointed out that the wrong question
was being asked of progressive art: “Rather than ask, ‘What
is the attitude of a work to the relations of production of its
time?’ 1 should like to ask ‘What is its position within
them?””6 Some sixty years later, we would do well to finally

follow Benjamin’s lead and realize that hoping to escape the

twentieth century—the Streamline and Deco periods, the
Skyscraper Moderne, the googie architecture of the 1950s—
are defined by an encounter between commercial culture
and architecture culture. We might even think back to a
time when a formally sophisticated architectural haute
couture sought to create an iconography for the corporate

realm. What was Lever House, in its squeaky, green clean-

commuodity through autonomy Chip Minnick

is not politically progressive per |
se. Genuinely political art can |
only come from an awareness |
of one’s situation within capi-
talism. A new understanding of |
architecture’s place within
commodity culture—its rela-
tion to industry, to labor, to |
commercial imagery — is |

needed.

A variety of different strategies
for understanding the relation-
ship between architecture and
capital could inform new or
renewed approaches to the
field. Some architects might

take up positions that frankly m ey
acknowledge the complicity of architecture in commodity
culture and even celebrate that connection. While perhaps
critical theorists might find such a position offensive to
their refined tastes, the public might think differently. Some

of the richest moments in American architecture during the

this kind of corporate alliance could provide much-
needed mixed-class housing in the city. As this thesis
develops, | intend to explore the possibilities for inhab-
iting the corporate structure in new ways rather than
toke up a utopian sirategy from some critical distance
outside it. Inhabiting, after all, is @ way of reshaping

exisling space to make your own.

- Chip Minnick SCI-Arc M.Arch Thesis Fall 1997
Advisor: Neil Denari Reader: Kazys Varnelis

ness, if not a giant
advertisement  for
soap? What was
Seagram’s if not a
monumental,
abstract but boozy
bottle of Seagrany’s?
While 1 don’t want
to advocate an
uncritical romance

with capitalism,

acknowledging,
rather than avoiding
commodity culture
would at the very
least  foreground
questions of politi-

cal economy instead

of pretending that
they don't exist. And although it is easy to condemn these
projects as complicit with capitalism, they are also impor-
tant to us as symbols of a particular phase of capital. The

Man in the Gray Flannel Suit is as unimaginable outside of
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the 19505 modernist city as Lorenzo de Medici would be

outside Renaissance Florence.

Neither should an architecture of haute couture be rejected
out of hand. Obscure works for the architectural elite are
part of the discipline’s inner mythology. Wishing that the
elite will go away will do no good. Instead, a more frank

awareness of the neo-avant-garde’s audience and role might

make its existence both

KAZYS VARNELIS

Ry

resistant moves, it is merely a human construct, not an eter-

nal edifice. Might it be possible that while capital continues

its relentless hegemonization, that the equally relentless
resistance to capital—humbled perhaps, but not stopped—

will eventually wear it down, or even destroy it from within?

Such strategies are naturally far more dangerous than the

safe old world of autonomy, but also possibly more effective.

Architects will have to

more honest and more Mimi Zeiger

productive for the field.

More critical relationships to
the field can only be the
result of carefully posi-
tioned, local strategies. Now
that  culture is more
completely permeated by the
commodity than it ever has
been before, it may be possi-
ble to work from within to
undermine  capital by
riddling it with contradic-
tions, no matter how tempo-
While

capitalism has a remarkable

rary. certainly,

capacity for recuperating

“to eliminate the antithesis between producer and
recipient.” Substituting anarchy for avont-garde, the
zine community is a part of the D.LY. {Do-It-Yourself)
movement. It takes the publication of ideas out of the
hands of capital. One of the major ethics of zinesters
is that anyone can create and disiribute o zine. Fact-
sheet Five provides instruction booklets via mail or on-

line giving all the necessary tips for self publishing.

Pamphlets, manifestoes and comics are not unusual
means of architectural communication. Both the ideas
and artifacts of groups such os the Futurists, the Situ-
ationist Internafionale, or Archigram have impact on
today’s language of architecture. ‘loud paper’ follows
in a long line of architects writing loud. The main audi-

ence of ‘loud paper’ is composed of students of archi-

Send for this
valuable 40-page
idea book.

tecture and young architecis. These two groups are the
most disenchanted with standard architectural practice
and are looking for other routes of expression. The

application of zine culture to architectural communica-

learn to act stealthily,
with disingenuity,
cognizant of their voice
and the audiences they
address. Rather than
immediately drifting to
one pole or another,
architects will need to
use both the most
sophisticated work on
form and the most care-
fully thought out strate-
gies  within  specific
The

result may be that archi-

social situations.
tects are finally drawn to

understand and

tion allows for @ larger band width
of voices to be heard within the

discipline.

‘loud paper’ is a zine dedicated to

increasing the volume of architec-

tural discourse. It originates in my

frusiration with the stognation of

¥ ordinary forms of architectural

dialogue. 1t challenges the failed

systems of trade mogazines which

solely publish big gun architects

and academic journals which maintain the elitism of
an overly intellectual language, as well as the same
cast of theoretical characters. A louder, foster system

must be implemented. Unhampered by the confines of
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comment upon the nature of the institutions they work for
as artists did in the post-conceptual period.

These three works-in-progress, all graduate theses at SCI-
Arc, are offered here not so much to demonstrate a
common program, and certainly should not be taken as a
hint of a schoolwide direction, but rather as evidence of a
rising interest in developing more effective strategies for
architects in commodity culture and as examples of the

possible diversity of such strategies.
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a commercial or intellectual market, zines represent the straight up passions
and energies of their creative community and writers. The “community”
created vio networking zinesters trading letters, zines, etc., flies in the face of
the Habermasian model of a public sphere based on rational discourse. This
non-space counterpublic realm is shaped by contestation, self interest and the
private realm seeping into the public arena. Rather than the civil deliberations
fowards @ “common good,” promoted by Habermas and the newsletters of

the A.LA., the zine community agrees to argue for difference.

- Mimi Zeiger SCI-Arc M.Arch Thesis Fall 1997 Advisor: John Chase, Reader:
Margaret Crawford
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Michael Pinto

disputes over shoes have been known to spark violence among teenagers

The Paradox of Adolescence: Building in the Counterpublic Sphere.

Teenagers tend to reject that which is provided for them in fovor of appropriating things for
themselves; sirategies need to address the urban teenage counterpublics in order to create
a suitable architectural insfitution devoted to teenagers in trouble. My strategy is threefold:

Stealth Architecture: on architecture that can convey multiple meanings through its appeor-
ance or perform multiple functions and accommodate programmotic overlapping; the archi-

tecture is ‘two-faced,’ overcoming teens’ tendencies to reject the voice of authority.

(In) Visibility: the teenage obsession with image is a given; adolescence is a time when
outward appearance is of utmost importance; at times feenagers occupy spaces with mini-
mal visibility so as to slip out of adult space; at other times they choose to be visible; at the

movie theater for exomple, when teenagers put themselves on display.

Fashion: Teenagers tend fo reject that which adults provide for them: however, this is not true
in terms of foshion. For example, Nike sneakers are marketed directly at teenagers and
have tremendous success; disputes over shoes have been known to spark violence among

teenagers.

The architecture must deal with a  to change as required. The flat surface can
client/patron perpetually in flux. The fash-  be layered with up-to-the-minute messages
ion industry is oble to do this.due to its  adjusting to the popular taste.

ephemerality, or rather its use of relatively

The billboard substitutes graphics for form;

inexpensive materials and its constant . . . .
nexp ! it substitutes dispensable materials for those

adjustment to prevailing fastes in popular which are permanent.
culture. Foshion is accepted as a commod-
ity that is replaced periodically—architec-
ture is not. However, there are examples of - Michael Pinto M.Arch Thesis SCI-Arc Fall
adjustability in the built environment: dueto 1997 Advisor: Tom Buresh, Reader: Kazys

the way that it is made, the billboard is able ~ Varnelis



