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COMPLEXITY

AND

NTRADICTION
IN ARCHITECTURE

ROBERT VENTURI

Note to the Second Edition

[ wrote this book in the early 1960’s as a practicing
architect responding to aspects of architectural theory and
dogma of that time. The issues are different now, and I think
the book might be read today for its general theories about
architectural form but also as a particular document of its
time, more historical than topical. For this reason the second
part of the book, which covers the work of our firm up to
1966, is not expanded in this second edition.

I now wish the title had been Complexity and Contradiction
in Architectural Form, as suggested by Donald Drew Egbert.
In the early '60’s, however, form was king in architectural
thought, and most architectural theory focused without ques-
tion on aspects of form. Architects seldom thought of sym-
bolism in architecture then, and social issues came to domi-
nate only in the second half of that decade. But in hindsight
this book on form in architecture complements our focus on

ymbolism in architecture several years later in Learning from
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4. Contradictory Levels:
The Phenomenon of “Both-And” in Architecture

Contradictory levels of meaning and use in architecture
olve the paradoxical contrast implied by the conjunctive
t.” They may be more or less ambiguous. Le Corbusier’s
dhan House (11) is closed yet open—a cube, precisely

cd by its corners, yet randomly opened on its surfaces;
'~ i1+ Villa Savoye (12) is simple outside yet complex inside.
* |l Tudor plan of Barrington Court (13) is symmetrical yet
Wy mmetrical; Guarini’s Church of the Immaculate Concep-
n Turin (14) is a duality in plan and yet a unity; Sir
n Lutyens’ entrance gallery at Middleton Park (15, 16)
ctional space, yet it terminates at a blank wall; Vig-
facade for the pavilion at Bomarzo (17) contains a por-
L vet it is a blank portico; Kahn's buildings contain crude
lli iete yet polished granite; an urban street is directional
Lloute yet static as a place. This series of conjunctive “yets”
tibes an architecture of contradiction at varying levels
W ram and structure. None of these ordered contradic-
Iepresents a search for beauty, but neither as paradoxes,

by caprice.
leanth Brooks refers to Donne’s art as “having it both
1 but, he says, “most of us in this latter day, cannot. We
Lplined in che tradition either-or, and lack the mental
to say nothing of the maturity of atticude—which
How us to indulge in the finer distinctions and the
Whitle reservations permitted by the tradition of both-
L he cradition “either-or™ has characterized orthodox
Wichitecture: a sun screen is probably nothing else;
il 1 seldom an enclosure; a wall is not violated by
benctrations but is totally interrupted by glass; pro-
tions are exaggeratedly articulated into wings or
8l weparate pavilions. Even “flowing space” has
; i outside when inside, and inside when outside,
both at the same time. Such manifestations of
i clarity are foreign to an architecture of com-
tontradiction, which tends to include “both-and”
#ulude “either-or.”
Birce of the both-and phenomenon is contra-
Wiy is hierarchy, which yields several levels of
By clements with varying values. It can include
B e both good and awkward, big and lictle,
‘u i1, continuous and articulated, round and
Sl und spatial. An architecture which includes
0l eaning breeds ambiguity and tension.
the cxamples will be difficult to “read,” but
B e ds valid when ic reflects the complexities
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Le Corbusier. Shodhan House, Ahmedabad

Le Corbusier. Villa Savoye, Poissy




Btradictions of content and meaning. Simultaneous
jon of a multiplicity of levels involves struggles and
lons for the observer, and makes his perception more

amples which are both good and bad at the same time
rhaps in one way explain Kahn's enigmatic remark:
itecture must have bad spaces as well as good spaces.”
gent irrationality of a part will be justified by the resul-
Mtionality of the whole, or characteristics of a part will be
fomised for the sake of the whole. The decisions for such
ompromises are one of the chief tasks of the architect.
In Hawksmoor’s St. George-in-the-East (18) the exagger-
keystones over the aisle windows are wrong in relation
je part: when seen close-up they are too big in relation
opening they span. When seen farther back, however,
hie context of the whole composition, they are expressively
t in size and scale. Michelangelo’s enormous rectangular
ings in the attic story of the rear fagade of St. Peter’s (19)
‘wider than they are high, so that they must be spanned
¢ long way. This is perverse in relation to the spanning
hitations of masonry, which dictate in Classical architecture
jat big openings, such as these, be vertically proportioned.
it because one usually expects vertical proportions, the
dngitudinal spanning expresses validly and vividly their rela-
smallness.

The main stair in Frank Furness’ Pennsylvania Academy
bf the Fine Arts in Philadelphia (20) is too big in relation to
its immediate surroundings. It lands on a space narrower
‘than its width, and faces an opening narrower than its widch.
Furthermore, the opening is bisected by a post. But this stair
s ceremonial and symbolic as well as functional, and it relates
" to the hall immediately beyond the opening, to the whole
building, and to the great scale of Broad Street outside. The
outer thirds of Michelangelo’s stair in the Laurentian Library
vestibule (21) are abruptly chopped off and lead virtually
nowhere: it is similarly wrong in the relation of its size to its
space, and yet right in relation to the whole context of the
spaces beyond.

Vanbrugh’s end bays in the central pavilion of the
! entrance facade of Blenheim Palace (22) are incorrect because
they are bisected by a pilaster: this fragmentation produces
a duality which decreases their unity. Their very incomplete-
ness, however, reinforces by contrast the center bay and
increases the overall unity of this complex composition. The
pavilions which flanked the chateau at Marly (23) contained

19. Michelangelo

Rear Fagade, St. Peter's, Rome
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Michelangelo. Laurentian Library, Florence. Plan
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4. Headquarters Building, North Penn Visiting Nurse
Association, Venturi and Short, 1960. (272-277)

Economy dictated a small building with conventional
construction. The setting suggested a bold scale and a simple
form to compensate for the large buildings around. The pro-
gram dictated a complex inside, however, wich varieties of
spaces and special storage accommodations. Level parking
for five staff cars on the steeply sloping site necessitated a
retaining-walled auto court up front. And a pedestrian entrance
with a minimum of outside steps similarly dictated a building
immediately on the street.

The resultant building is a distorted box both simple
and complex. Because they are adjacent and similar in area,
the court and the building set up a duality. The prow of the
building acts as an inflection toward the court to resolve the
duality, yet this distortion of the boxlike building simulta-
neously enforces the duality by complementing the curved
wall at the opposite side of the parking court and by making
the court more symmetrical and, therefore, independent of
the building. The building at this point is more sculptural
than architectural. Outside spatial forces dominate the interior
forces, and it is designed from che outside in. The “awkward”
nterior created here is a subordinate space—merely the den-

ist’s dark room.

Distortion works in the open side of the duality too:
he slight curve of the retaining wall of the essentially rec-
angular court acknowledges and resists the pressure of the
arth behind. The building box is distorted further by the
ast wall being parallel to the property line on this half-urban
te. The surface of this originally plain box is also distorted.
he windows on the front eat into it to provide integral over-

ings toward the south. They also work integrally with the
iterior storage cabinets along that wall parallel to the roof
iming.

The window indentations become large and few, some-

mes coupled as well as set back, and they increase the scale
the small building. On the outside the scale of the lower
ndows is increased by the device of an extended frame—
this case, an applied wood moulding which accommodates
(e contradiction between the inside and outside scales. The
«mplex positioning of the windows and openings of this
[ ade also counteracts the simplicity of the box. They are
1ot random but rather an originally regular rhychmic series
torted by interior complexities and circumstances.

The entrance on the court side at an intermediate land-
ing is similarly complex in composition and bold in scale. It
is made up almost equally of rectangular, diagonal, and seg-
mental elements juxtaposed in a manner similar to some
Renaissance doors. The rectangularity of the overall opening
results from the block and plank structure of the building.
In contrast the arch derives not from the nature of the mate-
rials and structure of its wood frame but from its symbolism
as an entrance. Furthermore, and more important, as a circum-
stantial exception to the general order of the composition, it
becomes a focus. The diagonal posts are expediencies simi-
larly eventful: they shore up the center beam which supports
the exceptional span of the roof planks at this opening, and
they contrast with the post, which is vertical in the large
window opening in the front, and more analogous in its posi-
tion to the rectangular composition of the building. The big
opening of the arch, appropriate in scale for a civic building,
is juxtaposed upon the man-scaled doors, which are sheltered.
There is a juxtaposition here of scales as well as shapes.

As for the program complexities of the interior, a hint
of the storage intricacies is confirmed in the alternating reces-
sions of windows and closets in the front. Another manifesta-
tion is the diagonal wall in the plan of the hall—another
expedient distortion to accommodate the program complexi-
ties, which are squeezed inside their rigid enclosure.

The inconsistent floor and roof structure is similarly
accommodating to the bearing walls of the rigid perimeter.
The first floor front is a two-way slab accommodating the
irregular interior bearing walls. Steel and wood joists for the
floors and roof otherwise run variously parallel with the walls
containing window storage combinations. Here, as in the
entrance opening, the span is wood planks, which permit
openings and windows to reach the thin cornice line and
make the box look more abstract. I have already mentioned
the expedient post, vertical or diagonal, used when these sur-
face spans become exceptionally long.

To emphasize thinness of surface and contradict the
plasticity of the form of the box, the stucco surface is detailed
with a minimum of corner-turnings by means of the wood-
surfaced window reveals. I have “destroyed the box,” not
through spatial continuities but by circumstantial distortions.
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88. Amiens Cathedrl, west froat 90. Golden Nugget, Las Vegas, post-1964
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Vanna Venturi House, 1962
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Guild House, 1963






Lieb House, 1969



—

VS BAmRJNLHE}OMI HEL

VENTURI, SCOTT BROWN AND ASSOCIATES

TINELIE PROJECTS
M HOUSE w
CIVICE T
mm GIB.EA%? WSQIM SIGNS
SlDENT DELAWARE cao

SINGLE FAMILY

MOTHERS HOUSE

g WEE =
m GLEN COVE HOUSE IN GREENWICH
SE IN HOUSE in TRUBEK

&
EXAIBITIONS ‘mmsoon s
SOME MILESTONES T A

FHEDH Ikevwono Al

e ™

i % I x
» oL WX,V
| | pla U4




o
»

Dixwell Fire Station, New Haven 1974
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Frist Campus Center, Princeton, 2000




\'l

L

B

a0

*,.



House in Greenwich, CT, 1974
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Franklin Court, Independence National Historical Park, Philadelphia,
1976



Best Langhorne Pennsylvania Showroom, 1979
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Institute for Scientific Information, San Diego, 1979
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Lewis Thomas Laboratory,
Princeton University, 1983
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Seattle Art Museum, 1991



Sainsbury Wing, National Gallery, London,
1991
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aven't really sat down
and thought about it so I can argue about it,

and be articulate about it, it just doesn’t interest
me.
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A U/ O/ A U H
If I do that sort of thing,” I'm regarded as
uppity or some such thing as that. I don’t know
how you write about that, I think I probably
should say things like that but I don’t want
those sorts of hasgsels.
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I'm always bloody worried”.




A look at Antipodear
versions of the American

skyscraper—by Howard Tanne

GLazZen INYLLS/IN0oLS?

post World War 1I planners held to be

Imagine yourself as a company executive
with one of Australia’s leading corporate of paramount importance
bodies sitting in your The urban neuroses that developed out
ancing up-from some papers and espy of this inhuman separatist environment
ing_through the porthole window the  are now well known. Henry Miller's
city of Melbeurne. The plane is descend The Air Conditioned Nightmare
ing into Tullamarine, and you can see comes to mind. Jane Jacobs rallied with
the mass of suburbia spreading to the The Death and Life of Great Ameri
roofs and \C is” to show the important function
n neighbourhood unit. How
alian cities have not had this

private jet

nove]

south, a multitude of red
conventional bungalows, and rising out
of this low architecture the pyramidal
massing of the central urban district, a
great build up of masonry
and this build up dominated
building, your
which rises,

part commercial/part residential flavour

so the )

quarters

for almost a century
live-by

steel, concr
lay/dead-by-night urb.
is accepted here with the exception of
a few mixed function areas on the peri
phery of the central urban area

and glass
by one tall black glossy
company headquarters
cathedral-like, above all the other struc
tures. The Tullamarine

The confusion between social ideals and
the combination of
bureaucracy that was re
office blocks of the
plained by Charles -Jencks

plane lands at
one leaves one glass, metal and
conditioned capsule for
company limousine, and speeds down a
six lane freeway with the tall black

pressurised air
another, ' the

ed in thg new
1950°s is well ex

Modern
Penguin

L W W

) |

-\
T

\

11

building providing a focus as thé road
penetrates the city fabric
Leaving the car in the .conipany car
park, one ascends in a fast executive lift
to the fortieth floor, to relax in another
air-conditioned capsule, one’s comfort
able office, and take in the expansive
views out over the city, to the distant
hills and to the bay. One might reflect
had the company/helicopter been avail
able that the complexities of getting into
the city and into the office would have
been simplified, for tht heliport one floor
up would have provided easier access

This kind of cityscape closely relates to
the early twentieth century futurist
visions of the city
Sant' Elia and le Corbusier, were plan

Designers, such as

Movements in
Books Ltd., Er 3 the
social Utopianism which - existed in the
work of Le Corbusier
CIAM
as their

tional St

Gropius and the
Architects became deflected just

modern Interna

»pularly as
came accepted by
ments as well as the
corporations and it was most importan

idealism. As a

result o, mixed succe moderr
architecture became iden d with th
bureaucraéies that commissioned
times even designed

(It is interesti to note BHP's request

for a building to have ‘a fundamental

habited and son

| W W W W

linked by park

dominated by

ning the
separated fr
elevator-serviced tower blocks. The car

perfet city

ways and

structural integrity expressed in the

all design and not influenced by tra
ashions or stereo-typed design’, and t
provide ‘as much public space as pos-
sible at ground level . . . It must be a
transport grid significant landmark and the same
were- expertly time blend with the .
America in the 1950's by firms of archi it can be taken then

Skidmor Owings &

| W W W R W W W

A% 13
| T Y

would be king, with trains, aeroplanes

and even dirigibles tying into the efficie

Architecture

\

\
T, W

These visions of the ¢

Wy

[N

translated into reality in

|
\
A

W

tects such as require

1 Merrill and road engineers such as de  gualities of honesty and dominance.)
dj J { 2 l\;'nv\ Cather G & T'o. resume with Jencks
; 4 . achine technology was used to full The ambiguities that
'} /£ effect to make a simplistic architecture were extraordinaryt since much
\ i of structural forcefulness yet detailed International Style had previous
. - B . with almost classical restraint. Beautiful associated wi ocial  inst
., s craftsmanship and design provided an ons. Per some of thi
aw ¥ tltimate standard in mechanised comfort Velfare State flavour
and facilities. This was the contemporary tions acce "
n | a— American vision of the dream city with its glass clad package starte
{ freeways feeding the far-flung suburban 1 yment with Lever Building
ite into his office and providing a pro- by Skidmore Owings and Merril
! ; tective, isolated environment all the way,  Park Avenue in New York (
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Dreaming
up a city
of hope

RAY EDGAR

The day after receiving Australian
architecture’s highest honour, the
Gold Medal, in 2003, Peter
Corrigan stood staring out of his
office windaw. After 30 years in
partnership with Maggie Edmond,
he allowed himself the wistful
thought that, “at long last the
gravy train might roli*.

A phone call broke the reverie.
Their firm, Edmond and Corrigan,
was being offered a job: the chance
to design 3 dwelling’s front do
and porch. No gravy. The tennis
court, pooland spa hid been han
dled by another architect.

As Corrigan relates in his mono-
graph, “After a pause, I gratefully
accepted the offer”,

Self-effacing anecdotes and
are his stock in
¢larrkin professor of
architecture at RMIT always has

eye trained on the life lesson,
never hesitating to declare that

“architecture is hard m)xk

The house e

aulfield
Edmond
and Cortigan worked on, yet the
starburst-frosted glass porch won
the firm its 32nd award from the
Australian Institute of Architects.
The couple recognise that not
11 building budgets are grand; but
that doesn't mean people’s dreams
are any less ambitious. They take
the "home as our castle” on faith
Their architecture celebrates

3!

A

2

n the suburbs
chitecture in gen
es itin projects as

wid s churches, fire sta-
tions, hotises and,

bly, RMIT Building 8. 1
represent what € ,mmn..\u\

of Hopt™.

 of pr
d in regional
eral, and el

brick or Colourbond steel, Edmond
.mdl orrigan bulldings look like

p.uxxm".ul dignity.

A new exhibition at RMIT

llery atte Bpisto capture whi
P9 orrigan calls the “vul
of his eclectic predilect
\h\;l..xv‘n), source material that

m his vast collections of

d his own theatre
at the same i designs - alongside the many facets

While in znahl' made from of one of Metbourne's most influen.
humble materials, ideas and influ- Since the partnership
ences overflow. The buildings rarely E u
appear static ~ there’s (oo muc

ture for everybody.”
architect and broadcaster Stuart

; m\un\.n\‘h\dx\lulnmlu!
formal

Phone: (03) 8667 1203
Emali: awson@theage.com.ae

new

tecture, lecturing and theatre
design, aspiring hat Corrigan
calls “an attempt to the magical and
.ll\[)t'ui dream world”
mall office, Corrigun says
Il)('vw hixd to “make all their build
ings count”, While he believes
o be \md forall
ud of the
nbulk, particu-
larly its inclusion in Sir Banister

Ar

jonal building in the heart of
Melbourne. RMIT Building 8 is like
a joyous candy-coloured castle that
offers an alternative approach to

Nick Mount—
the fabric
of work

until 12 May
efi
one of Aus

e

(O it it
&= ol
Geelong Froe entry
Gallery

geelonggallery.org.au

the brutalist grey building adjoin
ing t. If that bullding turn:
back to the st pirin
vague Ondord or Cambridge model
of inward courts and an intelle:
centre unto itself, Corrigan turned
Building8 outward

Thad & head full of ideas about
what should be done In terms of
turning the university out to
Swanston Street, putting on 2
whole new possibility onto that
and directing it at the
1 was a building

oung
foryoung people.
Where Athan House adopts the
playful aspects of a castle whose
verandahs resemble drawbridges,

mELONGSS>
mMEONG >
0 Z e
R
2GALL®®
G AL E R o=

o Wilham Angias (Vietori:
Crarasida Tund

L

—1 e

O e o
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“Everybody
that walks past
Building 8

Building 8 adopts signatures of sub-
urbia with pastel bay windows, and
silver struts that could be either
downpipes or jousting lances.

ift overrun looks
n shed.

Not everyone has been enam-
oured. John Andrews, who designed
theorigioa incomplete building on

whi and Corrigan built
‘s a joke. nothing

.\)m( otrig mumh( be known
for Build) s is notatious for
his ast hours,
»lndu s work on a Socratic or

1

shifted from

to do Corrigan's

classes, deseribes them
al*: “He'd

their business be
spend the rest af their live:
ingit

He kniows all to0 well
awn student days, Corr

3 As Conrad Humaren
onograph Ciies of
sed the real
t the stasis of

architects’ dogmatic assumptions

of maral and cultural superiority

n Boyd sneered a,

The works of Peter Corrigan (far
left), celobrated in the Citios of

Hope exhibition, Include theatre-set

designs (main and left); Athan
House (top); the controversial RMIT
Building 8 (abave); and some of his
architectural sketches (right).

body that walks past Building
owns just a smidgen of it. Tha
way s supposed to be.

Bu itbs have been a
major inspiration, so to0 has the
theatre.

u llh Le Gran
Macabre with Barry Kosky in Berlin
1o Falstaff nowry
o :

theatre”. Entranced sin
dontdays at Melbourne |
he'could see et design

School, to na
ics they wh
tion of Co
phrase *¢




Greg
Burgess

Norman
Day

VISION
OF HER
FUTURE

s: Some of the scale changes,

e done awkw e placement and shapi
as Corrigan strained to fit them into the two pavilions. Finally
: left off. The perspective rendering, as with all the

lounge,alsoin his parents’ garden, thistime nthedensely treed, inner-

suburban area of Kew. Corrigan moved in another direction h

Peter
Corrigan

o

s’

Figore 16
Pater Corrigan: Jon and

Maureen Kenyon House,
Croydon, 1964, exterior,
perspective rendering

Figure 18
Peter Corrigan: Don Hus
Bungalow, Kew, .1965,
elevations and plans, fir
wersion

MAGGIE EDMOND




Colvin House
Lawrence Court
Warrandyte
Kevin Borland
1975

Porritt House
Mount Martha
Peter Crone
1978

Jackson House
Shoreham

Daryl Jackson Pty. Ltd.
1979-1980

Resurrection School Hall
Corrigan Road
Keysborough

Edmond & Corrigan
1979

Max May Pty. Ltd.
1977-1981

Carmichael House
Sandringham

Cocks & Carmichael
1iQ70.108n_

SQernaaie/Clair House
Kensington Road,
South Yarra

Gunn Hayball Pty. Ltd.
1977-1979
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Figure 141 (see pp. 89, 100)

The Pleasures of Architecture conference, Sydney,
1980: the Completion of Engehurst exhibition design,
general themes and proposals
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Kesborough Church of the Resurrection, 1976
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Figure 74 (see p. 65)
KPR, School, Stage 2: cloister, south end




Figure 92 (see p. 78)

Melbourne Civic Square competition: aerial
projection
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Suburban passion

The theory

Corrigan’s thesis is well known but
stands repeating. He is seeking an
identifiable, unpretentious Australian
architecture to be achieved within the
limited economic scope accorded the
average building. This he believes can
be accomplished by respecting the
everyday life patterns of the majority of
the Australian people, those who live in
the belts of suburbia, and by drawing on
those inexpensive elements of their '
world for the imagery of architecture.
Given his background at Yale under the
tutorage of Robert Venturi, this
attitude is not surprising. What is
surprising is that he has been virtually
alone in Australia in his adherence to
this contention as the philosophical
basis for design.

The influence on Corrigan from his
North American experiences in the late
sixties and early seventies is clear in his




The ACI Architecture Award 1983
Ministry of Housing, Victoria
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Belconnen Youth Centre, 1988



Figure 196 (see p. 123)
Dandenong TAFE wing: stair handrail in

Hair and Beauty section (photograph:
John Gollings)

Figure 193 (see p. 122)
Dandenong TAFE wing,
1985-8: north-east exterior
and Stud Road entry
(photograph: John Gollings)

Figure 195 (see p. 123)
Dandenong TAFE wing:
entry doors (photograph:
John Gollings)




Athan House, Monbulk, 1988
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VCA School of Drama, 2002 Niagara Galleries, 2000
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THE VENTURIS AND |

Peter Carrigan

The Venturis raised the possibility of a “speaking” architecture, an
architecture of identity, alive to a vernacular, which could bring new life to the
contemporary city. They proposed an architecture of symbols that could offer

a deeper level of meaning beyond the spatial and the visual. Here the medium
was not the message. In an article that ran under the title: “My architecture
attempts to celebrate the Australian-ness of our lives”, in the Australian
edition of Vogue Living (October, 1984), Betsy Brennan interviewed me
regarding my time in the USA.

“One of the reasons | went to Yale was because Robert Venturi was teaching
there. | thought his ideas represented a sense of a national vision, rather
than the universal truths that are constantly being sought in architecture.
A more modest basis from which to work; we are Americans why don’t we use
the stuff we’ve got rather than looking to Europe or history books. That
appealed to me — the possibility of an art coming out of a community. But,
also, | could get Australia into sharper perspective from there. A ot of the
things architects tend to despise began to interest me, not so much because
of their intrinsic worth but because they had some cultural cogency. Cream
bricks, timber windows, red tiles — not just these obvious bits of technology
but the type of mentality behind them; particularly in suburbia. Liking or not
liking it didn’t seem to be the issue. These points of taste began to annoy me,
as they did Venturi. When you can put things together that don’t immediately
appeal or fall within a cream-to-white colour scheme, there’s potential
energy to be had.”




