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In his introduction to Modern Architecture, Alan Colquhoun summarizes a 
paradox of the Modern Movement: it is characterized by resistance to industrial 
capitalism and nostalgia for a pre-industrial community and by a simultaneous 
belief that the architect as “seer” can predict and create the forms of an industrial 
age, an “architecture conscious of its own modernity.” Colquhoun notes Peter 
Bürger’s distinction between an “avant-garde” (which sought to change the 
status of art within bourgeois capitalism) and “modernism” (which attempted 
to change art’s forms), but he finds the boundary between them difficult to draw 
in architecture, for Europe’s most polemically avant-garde architects combined 
utopia and aestheticism. That “modernism” and “avant-garde” can be used 
interchangeably in architecture suggests a disciplinary opening for architectural 
history. 

This roundtable invites participants to explore the space between “avant-
garde” and “modernism” as interpretive categories, and asks if these terms, as 
canonically defined in architecture, have continued relevance to the discipline.  
Participants may explore a range of questions raised by Colquhoun’s analysis, 
engage the dialectic of the European avant-garde as defined by Manfredo Tafuri, 
Francesco dal Co and others, or reflect on the applications of ideology critique to 
a geographically expanded field. Given the diverse conditions of the production 
of “modernism” globally, does the concept of the “avant-garde” have application 
outside Western Europe? What does the binary of traditional/modern mean in 
colonial contexts where nostalgia for tradition may refer to indigenous and/or 
metropolitan culture? Why does the discipline find it impossible to give up the 
myth of the master architect who intuits the architecture of his time, revealing 
a near “Oedipal relation” (in Benjamin Buchloh’s words) with “the parental 
avant-garde” and the pioneers of modern design? What terms have been most 
productive in expanding the geographic, discursive, and disciplinary frameworks 
of recent modern architectural history?

neither “modernism” nor “avant-garde”: a roundtable discussion 
in honour of the ninetieth birthday of alan colquhoun
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