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Open session: Transformations of Sources and Models in Design and Communicative Practice

session chair: David Vanderburgh

Picturing Regionalism: Le Corbusier’s Graphic Work, 1928-1935
Genevieve Hendricks — New York University, U.S.
In the words of Reyner Banham, circa 1930 Le Corbusier “Took to the woods,” and began turning to regional and 
vernacular sources as a mainspring of his inspiration. Although this was not a new practice for him (his interest in 
traditional types dates back to his youthful travels to the east), at this time his frequent forays in designing projects 
for a vast range of territories has led to both sharp criticism and high praise for his (mis)understanding of regional 
architecture. Yet the discussion would benefit from a re-evaluation of the conceptual changes in his artistic processes by 
considering his graphic works, both drawings and paintings, which provided the site wherein many of the forms of his 
architectural and urban designs find their first full expression. This paper proposes to extend the notion of regionalism 
to Le Corbusier’s pictorial output of the late 1920s and early 1930s in order to examine the search for vernacular 
analogies witnessed first in graphic form, and subsequently in writing, urbanism and architecture. 
Questions to be raised include: Can we understand regionalism not only as a geographical term but as a psychological 
phenomenon in relation to the shift from machine to human that occurred in Le Corbusier’s work? Is regionalism in 
architecture to be found only in materials and built forms? Or can we say that it is formed through reconceptualizations 
of vernacular resources? Moreover, although Le Corbusier’s graphic works after 1930 have been referred to as “natural,” 
infused as they are with organic motifs and “objects of poetic reaction,” can we gain a greater understanding of these 
shifts if we consider them as regional as well? If so, how, and in what ways does this affect our reading of his architecture 
and urbanism?

Medium or message? Use of design and presentation models by Denys Lasdun and Partners
Barnabas Calder — University of Strathclyde, U.K.
Denys Lasdun & Partners, established in 1959, was one of the leading architectural practices of the 1960s. From 1962 
onwards Lasdun employed in his small practice (he turned down more work than he accepted in order to devote 
adequate personal design time to each job) a full-time model maker. The Lasdun archive shows clearly the increasing 
three-dimensionality of the office’s drawing techniques in the years leading up to the move to models as the core of the 
design process: sequences of drawings re-render the same feature perspectivally in ten or more iterations in order to 
assess the visual effects of changes of profile etc.
For the historian, Lasdun’s move to designing through models makes the design process much more opaque – whilst 
some of the presentation models survive none of the design ones do. This paper will draw on interviews with Lasdun’s 
model maker, and on the Lasdun archive and model collection held at the RIBA.
In terms of the designs themselves, the spectacular beauty and perfection of the models begins to form its own emphasis 
within the design process. Thus the main models of Lasdun’s various National Theatre schemes, in their monochrome 
use of naked balsa and in the contrasty black-and-white photos taken of them, become in some respects the most perfect 
form of the building. At the National Theatre the use of board-shuttered concrete in the finished building almost feels 
like the product of the balsa influencing the design ideal: the building has come to simulate the model rather than the 
other way round. 
Some of the models that Lasdun used to design and present the National Theatre can be seen in this famous image: 
http://www.royalacademy.org.uk/exhibitions/finerooms/masterworks-architecture-at-theroyal-academy,355,RAL.html

Building the Decorated Shed in Europe
Valéry Didelon — ENSA Paris- Malaquais, France
Inspired by the commercial constructions found along the American roadsides, Denise Scott Brown and Robert Venturi 
forged in the early 1970’s the concept of “decorated shed”, which became quickly a key reference in postmodernism. 
Despite its ability to describe with accuracy the new relation between architecture and image in the mass consumption 
society, this theoretical model was actually seldom implemented in the USA, including in the work of Venturi, Scott 
Brown and Associates. Surprisingly it was in Europe and especially in France and in Italy that the most striking decorated 
sheds have popped up during the following years. 
Based on the critical analysis of several buildings designed in the 1980’s by the European architects Jean Nouvel, 
Massimiliano Fuksas, Jacques Herzog & Pierre De Meuron, etc., this paper will give an insight into this unusual 
transatlantic migration of an architectural model. The argument will notably focused on the way the populist archetype 
described by the Venturis became truly elitist in the hand of their younger European colleagues. By historicizing this 
rejuvenation of high culture by the mean of low culture, this paper intends to contribute to a better understanding of 
postmodernism, as well as it highlights the concomitant fertilization and differentiation of American and European 
architecture in the 1980’s.
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Understanding Postmodernism in Practice: or What We Can Learn from Brussels, a Factory of
Counter-Projects
Isabelle Doucet — University of Manchester, U.K.
In architecture, Postmodernism has been expressed through a plethora of postmodern branches and styles. In contrast 
to Charles Jencks’ suggestion that much of the postmodern debate ultimately ended up in ‘style wars’, this paper does 
not aim to analyse postmodern architecture in terms of aesthetics, symbolism or meaning alone. Instead, I will argue, 
in line with pragmatist and relational methods of inquiry, that, in order to fully grasp postmodernism and its affects, 
we should analyse how it has been practised. How did ideas and ideologies travel, and how, through implementations, 
got ideas transformed, reshaped, even corrupted or derailed. Therefore, one has to look not just into the icons of 
postmodern architecture nor into the intellectual and disciplinary margins alone [e.g. alternative practice, activism], but 
also into the mainstream production that is often overlooked by architectural anthologies [e.g. developer architecture]. 
With this paper, I will call for a method of inquiry that allows us to look into the postmodern practices and shifts that 
have intensified tensions between aesthetics/symbolism and politics, between avant-garde and mainstream production, 
between creative extravaganza and everyday use, and between [Marxist] anti-modernist revolt and more lenient, often 
elite production under urban regeneration. 
I will bring such argument by looking into Brussels, where, in contrast to other cities, the traditionalist postmodern 
branch would develop into the single dominant mindset: from the early 1970s until today. I will unravel the practices 
- architects, publications, exhibitions, legislation, architecture education, and popular literature - that have gradually 
allowed the movement to consolidate: in Brussels, but also beyond. Namely, Brussels proved a key agent in the 
development of a powerful international Reconstruction of the European City movement [in Berlin: critical reconstruction; 
in the UK Prince Charles Foundation; connected with the US New Urbanism and the European Council of European 
Urbanism]. I will elaborate on the role played by the movement’s critical-architectural device par excellence: the ‘counter 
project’ [contre-projet], also called ‘drawing-manifesto’, which proved efficient in bridging intellectual, educational and 
political ambitions, and for linking a democratic project (citizen participation) with critical/political agendas (initially 
post-68 Marxist, later more liberal). I will analyse how Brussels in particular, as a true ‘factory of counter-projects’, 
would contribute to the dissemination of the traditionalist ideology throughout Europe. 
This paper’s focus on traditionalist postmodernism does, thus, rather than from a (personal) support for this movement, 
derive from a conviction that we cannot avoid but look into this particular branch if we want to understand Brussels’ 
and, as I will argue, European postmodernism.

From Difference within Structure to Difference in Itself: Architectural Morphology in the Israeli 
Scene c. 1970
José Aragüez — Princeton University, U.S.
During the late sixties and early seventies, a group of architects and engineers associated with so-called ‘architectural 
morphology’ developed a number of projects in which they sought to challenge what they understood to be traditional 
ways of envisioning the organization of architectonic space. Operating within various cultures in Europe, North America 
and the Middle East, the Israeli contingent stood out conspicuously, particularly via the work and writings of Alfred 
Neumann (1900-1968) and the young Michaël Burt (1937-) and Mohse Safdie (1938-). 
In this paper I focus on Burt and Safdie and their relationship with the legacy of Neumann. I discuss the main questions 
concerning their research in sophisticated structures –such as their interest in experimental geometry and their search 
for the standardization of building processes, to mention some– vis-à-vis their ambition to arrive at a new spatial 
syntax. By mapping the diversity of positions of these authors, including their social motivations and drive to actually 
build, I problematize the claims that architectural morphology strove chiefly for scientific autonomy and was essentially 
theoretical.
I then pursue a twofold argument. Firstly, I hold that, whereas the influence of the counterculture of the 1960s and 
1970s is crucial to assessing the contribution of this generation of architects, it is their actual production that should 
be historicized as an architectural counterculture in its own right. Not unlike Neumann, Burt’s and Safdie’s work 
remained outside the mainstream of post-modernism, and their geometry-based architectural language, devoid of 
normative stylistic references, achieved a relatively independent character. Secondly, by making a detailed investigation 
of architectural morphology’s intellectual framework, I argue for a shift from structuralism (prevalence of structure) to 
the metaphysics of difference (prevalence of the way in which an element or cell makes itself different); that is to say, a 
move away from a philosophy of order and towards a critique of identity.
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