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Collision City
and the Politics of ‘Bricolage’

.. .if I have succeeded . . . my last wish is that a higher and indestructible bond of the
beautiful and the true may have been tied which will keep us forever firmly united.
GEORG WILHELM FRIEDRICH HEGEL

. . . there exists a great chasm between those, on one side, who relate everything to a
single central vision, one system less or more coherent or articulate, in terms of which
they understand, think and feel-a single, universal, organizing principle in terms of
which all that they are and say has significance—and, on the other side, those who
pursue many ends, often unrelated and even contradictory, connected, if at all, only in
some de facto way, for some psychological or physiological cause, related by no moral or
aesthetic principle; these last lead lives, perform acts, and entertain ideas that are
centrifugal rather than centripetal, their thought is scattered or diffused, moving on
many levels, seizing upon the essence of a vast variety of experiences and objects, for
what they are in themselves, without consciously or unconsciously seeking to fit them
into or exclude them from any one unchanging . .. at times fanatical, unitary inner
vision. ISATAH BERLIN

Scope of Total Architecture: such was the title which Walter Gropius
affixed to a highly miscellaneous collection of, mostly, insubstantial
essays. It was published in 1955; and, apparently, at that date, insistence
on ‘total architecture’—an obvious version of the Wagnerian Gesamt-
kunstwerk with all its promises of cultural integration—did not appear
either unjustified or bizarre. Presumably, in 1955, a ‘total architecture’,
an all controlling system which is yet not a system because it is a growth—
‘a new growth coming right from the roots up’'—a combination, probably,
of both Hegelian freedom and Hegelian necessity, in any case an
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emanation from fundamentals, was still considered not merely a plausible
but also a desirable possibility; and, no doubt, it is here, when such
notions become expressed in the gentle voice of ‘concerned’ liberalism.
that we may be encouraged to discern something of the still shining
afterglow of a unitary and holistic utopian faith.

We have earlier attempted to specify two versions of the utopian
idea: utopia as an, implicit, object of contemplation and utopia as an,
explicit, instrument of social change; and it is, at this stage, that we must
re-affirm how much the conceptions of ‘total architecture’ and ‘total
design’ are present, of necessity, in all utopian projections. Utopia has
never offered options. The citizens of Thomas More’s Utopia ‘could
not fail to be happy because they could not choose but be good'? and the
idea of dwelling in ‘goodness’, without capacity for moral choice, has
been prone to attend most fantasies, whether metaphorical or literal, of
the ideal society. '

For the architect, of course, the ethical content of the good society
has, maybe, always been something which building was to make evident.
Indeed it has, probably, always been his primary reference; for, whatever
other controlling fantasies have emerged—antiquity, tradition, tech-
nology—these have invariably been conceived of as aiding and abetting
an in some way benign or decorous social order.

Thus, not to retreat backwards all the way to Plato and, instead, to
find a much more recent guattrocento springboard, Filarete's Sforzinda
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Versailles, air view

contains all the premonitions of a situation assumed to be entirely sus-
ceptible to rule. There is a hierarchy of religious edifices, the princely
regia, the aristocratic palace, the mercantile establishment, the private
residence; and it is in terms of such a gradation—an ordering of status and
function—that the well-conducted city became conceivable.

But it still remained an idea and there was to be no question of its
literal and immediate application. For the medieval city represented an
intractable nucleus of habit and interest which could, in no way, be
directly breached; and, accordingly, the problem of the new became
one of subversive interjection (Palazzo Massimo, Campidoglio, etc.) or
of polemical demonstrations outside the city—the garden which dis-
closes what the city ought to be.

The garden as criticism of the city—a criticism which the city later
abundantly acknowledged—-has not, as yet, received sufficient attention;
but if, outside Florence, for instance, this theme is profusely represented,
its most extreme affirmation can only be at Versailles, that seventeenth
century criticism of medieval Paris which Haussmann and Napoleon III
later so elaborately took to heart.

Clearly the gardens of Versailles, an aristocratic Disney World
though they may have been, must, in the end, be construed as a Baroque
attempt to put over quattrocento ideas; and it is when presented with this
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| scene—still, occasionally, magnificent—that we are obliged to recognize
‘ how completely the lineaments of a Filarete style utopia could be repli-
cated with trees. But, if Versailles might be interpreted as a utopia of
reaction, we may still be amazed that the platonic, metaphorical utopia—
| generally regarded in Italy as such—could here be taken to such literal
i extremes.
1 Now, for present purposes, the obvious construct to mount along-
‘ ’ side Versailles is the Villa Adriana at Tivoli. For, if the one is certainly
! an exhibition of total architecture and total design, the other attempts to
dissimulate all reference to any controlling idea; and, if here there is
:‘ | absolute power under two impersonations, then one might even [eel con-
strained to digress and to ask which is the more useful model—for us.
‘ There is unambiguous, unabashed Versailles. The moral is declared
Al to the world and the advertisement, like so many things French, can
S scarcely be refused. This is total control and the glaring illumination of
r it. It is the triumph of generality, the prevalence of the overwhelming
I idea and the refusal of the exception. And then, compared with this
single-minded performance of Louis XIV, we have the curiosity of
Hadrian—of Hadrian who is, apparently, so disorganized and casual,
who proposes the reverse of any ‘totality’, who seems to need only an
accumulation of disparate ideal fragments and whose criticism of
Imperial Rome (configurationally much like his own house) is rather an
endorsement than any protest.
But, if Versailles is the complete unitary model and the Villa Adriana

Tivoli, Hadrian's villa, view of model
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Growth as a product of conflict
and argument—
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prognosis. The argument which follows involves the surrender or at least,
the temporary suspension of a prevalent monocular vision, the willingness
to recognize certain fantasies about history and scientific method for the
totems which they are, the concession that political process is likely to
be neither very smooth nor very predictable and, perhaps above all, the
dissolution of a cherished prejudice that all buildings can be, and must
become, works of architecture—a prejudice which is, in no way, exactly
modified when its resultant proposition is, effectively, turned inside out,
i.e. all works of architecture should vanish away.

For, the requirements of professional empire building apart, the
demand that all buildings should become works of architecture (or the
reverse) is strictly offensive to common sense, If it is possible to define
the existential predicament of the art-or whatever—of architecture
(and there can be no simple formula implicating bicycle sheds and
Lincoln Cathedral), one might possibly stipulate that architecture is a
social institution related to building in much the same way that literature
is to speech. Its technical medium is public property and, if the notion that
all speech should approximate to literature is, ipso facto, absurd and would,
in practice, be intolerable, much the same may be said about building and
architecture. There is no need and no purpose served in insisting that they
be identical. Like literature, architecture is a discriminatory concept
which can, but need not, enjoy a lively commerce with its vernacular;
and, if it should be apparent that nobody is, in any way, seriously the
Joser by the existence of refined and passionate modes of concatenating
words, the value of a parallel activity should scarcely require to be
excused.
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