
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 “avantgarde” 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?

Red Herrings
Arindam Dutta — MIT, U.S.
Architectural ‘modernism’ is a red herring when it comes to looking at the relationships between architecture and 
modernity. The relationships between states, populations, flows of finance, industrialization, legal frameworks, 
empire, technological discovery and transfer, networks of expertise, the status of cultural practice, the perduring 
embrace of ‘religion’ are complex, and privileging a narrow band of avant-gardist actors does one little service in terms 
of the myriad stories that could be written. At best a narrative convenience, ‘modernism’ was useful to the extent 
that it produced a phantasmatic, postwar alliance between the academic interests of architects and the humanities. 
Due to this alliance, architects could profess a devotion to humanism – critical to garner a foothold in liberal cultural 
institutions – and historians/humanities scholars gained validation in that their narratives were seen as in the interest 
of forward-looking change. Today, transformations in the complex relationships precisely listed above do not allow 
such an easy pact of mutual validation. By one yardstick, history in architecture has never been quite so free in 
seeking its own goals in that most other professionals – architects, engineers etc. – seem less and less interested in its 
‘lessons’; by that same measure, it has never been quite so institutionally vulnerable.  In this endgame of humanism 
and the humanities, my ‘position’ is that of a mad, suicidal run ‘to the finish’; a final, liberating leap – unmindful of its 
applicability for professional use – into the stories of burgeoning complexity that could be told even as our ranks are 
whittled down. What would it be, in this sunset of the modern, to write histories finally relieved of the modern? What 
kind of methods, styles, flourishes would be necessary? In what way could we confess, brag even, about the intricacies 
of our craft?

Beyond the Avant-Garde: Addressing Vernacular Modernism
Kathleen James-Chakraborty — University College Dublin, U.K.
Peter Bürger’s distinction between “modern” and “avant-garde” is effective in separating two generations of western 
architectural practice, that of Henry Russell’s Hitchcock’s New Traditionalists from his New Pioneers.  While the first, 
like many turn of the century modernists in disciplines as diverse as psychology and literature, characteristically rejected 
industrialization, the second embraced it.  The use for nearly a century of the term “modern” to describe the second 
(and at times also the first, not least since the stylistic boundary between them has always been slightly blurred), while 
not particular to architecture, has meant that architects, architectural critics, and architectural historians have generally 
conflated the two terms Bürger is so anxious to separate, if not always the two phenomena he describes.
Focusing upon this distinction preserves, however, an approach to the interpretation of the impact of modernization 
upon architecture that privileges the architect, and particularly the heroic architect who is self-consciously trying to forge 
new stylistic responses to modern conditions, whether or not he, or more rarely she, seeks to resist or celebrate them.  
The acceptance of modernization within architecture also encompassed, however, a large body of uncritical practice.  
Architects and builders around the world, but particularly in Eastern Europe, Asia, Latin American and Africa, have 
since the 1930s employed new construction technologies, especially reinforced concrete, in tandem with abstraction 
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to communicate at relatively little cost an excitement about the new.  Because so few important names, and so little 
architectural theory, can be attached to this body of work, it has been largely ignored by architectural historians, even 
as it has for decades comprised the daily environments of perhaps the majority of the world’s urban middle class.  My 
comments will focus on developing methods to address this ordinary or vernacular modernism.

Modern Housing: An Afterword
Reinhold Martin — Columbia University? U.S.
This talk will take up a key site in which the antinomies of the avant-gardes meet with the realpolitik of metropolitan 
consolidation: public or social housing. My examples will be drawn from both sides of the transatlantic axis along 
which Alan Colquhoun has worked for much of his academic and professional career, namely Great Britain and the 
United States. I will excerpt these from what now looks like a transitional period, running from the 1950s through 
the 1970s, which saw an uneven shift from the Keynesian welfare state to neoliberal governance. Included here, for 
example, would be buildings and projects associated on the one hand with the London County Council (or LCC, for 
whom Colquhoun worked) and the Greater London Council (GLC), and on the other, various urban renewal and “Great 
Society” programs in the United States.
Rather than assess these efforts in terms of success, failure, or compromise, I want to reopen them as evidence of a 
series of historical bifurcations. At every step along the way, a variety of what are sometimes misnamed “contextual” 
forces—political economy, social transformation, ideology—combine with the architecture itself into an amalgam, a 
concrete virtuality latent with both foreclosure and potential. Each building and each housing complex repeats this 
combination differently. Retrospectively then, each stands at a moment of truth, in which other pathways that history 
could have followed are clarified. The rise and consolidation of neoliberalism and with it, the transformation of 
architecture’s relation to housing, is frequently presented as inevitable. My talk will argue, through the architecture, 
that it was not.

Between Avant-garde and Post-modernism:  on the Historical Significance of Sert’s Concept of 
Urban Design in the Postwar Era
Eric Mumford — Washington University, U.S.
In 1956, Harvard Graduate School of Design Dean Josep Lluís Sert launched “urban design” as a professional design 
discipline. He sought to link the three GSD departments of architecture, landscape architecture, and city and regional 
planning around an effort to counter the emerging suburbanizing trends of the postwar years.  While this general 
direction has had immense and long-lasting consequences in architectural education (and to a more limited extent 
in practice), and generates considerable debate even today, Sert’s goal of recentralizing pedestrian cities in socially 
more egalitarian ways, with a better relationship to the natural world—“Balanced Habitat,” as Sert would describe it 
by the mid-1970s in a unpublished book—turned out to be impossibly idealistic. This paper considers the theoretical 
implications of this impasse for the history of urbanism.
Before about 1970, both centralized governments and large corporate patrons around the world saw master 
planned urban interventions to redesign the built environment as key components of modernization and economic 
development.  After the 1970s, most of these contending approaches were often rejected as oppressive and destructive 
of existing urban environments. Yet few clear alternative approaches to the design of the urban environments 
have subsequently become successful.  Instead, in many places, notably East Asia, a commercialized version of Le 
Corbusier’s prewar highrise urbanism has become the norm, though it also is now increasingly questioned.  At the 
heart of Sert’s version of urban design was an effort to revise rather than reject such Corbusian urbanism, by directly 
engaging pedestrian centered urban redevelopment and proposing networks of green spaces in the changing North 
and South American cities of the immediate postwar years within the overall masterplanned highrise framework. 
Yet despite its pedagogical success and apparent resolution of the various shortcomings of Corbusian urbanism, 
Sert’s version of urban design typically became categorized in the 1970s as simply another variety of discredited high 
modernist urbanism. 
The historical reasons for this outcome are complex, and relate both to the rise of avant-gardes such as Team 10 and 
its successor groups such as Archigram, as well as to the critical rereading of modernism’s utopian aspirations by 
Manfredo Tafuri and others. By the late 1970s these mutually contending directions had opened up a kind of space 
in thinking about urbanism, one in which supposedly new approaches to pedestrian based urbanism of one sort 
or another were continually being put forward. Yet only a few such visions have been successfully realized, raising 
questions as to whether these directions were any more effective than discredited prior approaches.  This paper argues 
that the conceptual core of these post-1970 directions, which include  New Urbanism and numerous other approaches, 
had already been addressed by Sert’s urban design concepts.  It suggests that different histories of urbanism since the 
mid-twentieth century are now needed, ones that both take Sert’s ideas of urban design more seriously, and, at the same 
time, consider the outcomes of various urban design approaches offered in its place.

EAHN
EUROPEAN ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY NETWORK SECOND INTERNATIONAL MEETING

BRUSSELS, BELGIUM   31 MAY - 3 JUNE 2012PALAIS DES ACADEMIES

EAHN
EUROPEAN ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY NETWORK SECOND INTERNATIONAL MEETING

BRUSSELS, BELGIUM   31 MAY - 3 JUNE 2012PALAIS DES ACADEMIES

Neither “Modernism” nor “Avant-Garde”: A Roundtable Discussion in Honor of the 90th Birthday of Alan Colquhoun

♠



The Avant-Garde v. the City
Inderbir Singh Riar — Carleton University, Canada
“At home he feels like a tourist
At home he feels like a tourist
He fills his head with culture
He gives himself an ulcer”
-Gang of Four, “At Home He’s a Tourist” (1979)

In seeking to address Alan Colquhoun’s negotiation of “avant-garde” and “modernism”, this paper explores how these 
twinned progressivist tendencies were together negotiated in representations of the ideal city. Specifically, the aim 
is to study those spaces, projected in the 1920s and 1930s, that could, in Fredric Jameson’s term, be understood as 
“enclaves”, or sites – whether built or imagined – standing apart from (but bridging) typical polarities of modernity (e.g. 
Gemeinschaft versus Gesellschaft). Works like Ernst May’s Seidlungen in Frankfurt, the decentralisation schemes of the 
Regional Planning Association of America, or Frank Lloyd Wright’s Broadcare City, all resting on the dialectic of “town 
and country”, offer an alternate vision of avant-gardism, one that steadies itself for what Jameson calls a “long march 
through the institutions” rather than a vanguard “war of manoeuvre”.
The focus on these urban visions is aimed at addressing the possible “break” between modernism and avant-garde 
suggested by Colquhoun in the introduction to his Modern Architecture. This is to say that the experiments listed above 
were “conscious” of their “modernity”, to borrow from Colquhoun, specifically because, as utopias, they allowed an 
honest test of theory. Rather than being incessantly visionary, these urban plans leveraged the technological means of the 
present to posit an entirely alternate social vision for the future. As such, May, Wright, and the members of the RPAA, 
among others (including, say, Ebenezer Howard), were cognisant of forcing “an organic theory of culture” but lacking a 
corresponding self-delusion for an “open technological future”, to adopt again one of Colquhoun’s distinctions.
It is perhaps only when buildings participate in the reorganisation of the larger territory – either as large-scale insertions 
within the existing city (Bruno Taut’s Siedlungen in Berlin) or as completely new social aggregations (Le Corbusier’s 
meandering megastructures for Algiers and Rio de Janeiro) – that the avant-garde reveals its functional purpose: to 
reintegrate architecture within the total revolution of everyday life. In looking at select works of urbanism of the 1920s 
and 1930s, as well as key interpretations, it is hoped to address the cleavage between “modern” and “avant-garde” raised 
by Colquhoun, following Peter Burger,  and to advance that, while the avant-garde urban programme is rarely achieved 
in toto, the striving for utopia – writ large as cities – remains an important challenge to framing a contemporary notion 
of “progress”.
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