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I begin with a brief apology to you. I only received 
Hasan-Uddin Khan's paper moments before the ses
sion commenced so I am unable to reply in these 
off-the-cuff comments, to its great nuance. I will 
however respond somewhat obliquely - but I hope 
germainly - to some of the points he makes, parti
cularly points about the conflicts between the "uni
versal" and the "particular" and other dilemmas of 
this question of regionalism. I also would like to 
pledge to you that in my remarks I will observe what 
has emerged as the first rule of critical practice in 
this discussion which is, "do not speak about that 
which you have not seen". 

This puts me at something of a disadvantage since 
my architectural knowledge springs largely from my 
experiences in the West. However, one of the 
reasons that this discussion on regionalism has be
come so fervently joined both where I come from 
and where many of you come from, is that certain 
meanings in architecture that all of us hold dear, 
have become in recent time radically destabilised 
and we are left in a kind of quandary of meaning. It 
is a mistake to think that this destabilisation is the 
product of what has been called modernism, rather 
the root of this difficulty lies in what used to be 
called modernisation by certain sociologists. 

This threat is an extremely thorough going one. It 
isn't simply a threat to the stability of images, it is a 
threat to an entire system of knowing things. It is in 
fact what philosophers would called an "epistemolo
gical" difficulty that we are confronted with. Mod
ernisation has proposed a whole series of essentially 
new ways of knowing the world and architects are 
obliged to confront this situation. 

I offer you an image of something which I have seen 
recently. On getting off the aircraft in Malta, we 
were whisked into town in a taxi. My initial thoughts 
were of course "Ah, we are not in New York any
more", as I observed the sharply volumetric planar 
Mediterranean buildings that I saw en-route. 
However, I realised on further inspection that 

although we were not in New York anymore, there 
were certain incrustations on these buildings that 
had a familiar aspect; atop these bold Mediterra
nean forms, there was a forest of television anten
nas. This was something with which I was indeed 
familiar from my own experience. Indeed if one 
travels in rural America, one sees a kind of compa
rable phenomenon in the backyards of houses in 
every dell and hollow where have grown, as 
mushrooms after the rain, enormous satellite receiv
er dishes, which presumably are tuned into exactly 
the same electronic emanations that penetrate these 
Mediterranean houses in Malta. I would like to 
argue to you that one of the things that architects 
must confront is the presence of this incredibly 
powerful instrument for the transformation of con
sciousness, both of architects and global citizens. 

There is an American novelist of whom I am quite 
fond, called Don Delillo, who I recommend to you 
all. In his most recent novel, White Noise, the fol
lowing sentence appears: "For most people there 
are only two places on earth, where they live and 
their television set. If something happens on televi
sion, people have the right to find it fascinating, 
whatever it is". Let me, by way of making this point, 
use a little bit of a kind of television epistemology 
for you. You may be aware of the phrase "couch 
potato", a current term in the United States. A 
"couch potato" is a chronic, indeed narcotically 
addicted viewer, of television. The locution speaks 
for itself. 

I offer you a brief discourse on the "couch potato's 
way of knowledge". The characteristic mode of con
sumption of television by the "couch potato" is re
cumbent in the couch, grasping the electronic "zap
per box" which enables him or her to whizz through 
the frequencies at will. What is created by this set of 
transformations of the television, each time, is in 
fact a fresh artifact. Every "watching" of television 
yields its characteristic reading and every reading is 
different. Amazing and distressing effects develop 
from this mode of consuming knowledge. 
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Characteristically, even without "zapping", we in 
America are habituated to seeing incredible specta
cles of juxtaposition on television. For example, the 
image on the evening News of poor babies in Etho
pia suffering from starvation, is immediately fol
lowed by an advertisement for the cat food prom
oted by Morris the finicky Gourmet Cat. Equally, 
the spectacle pf bodies on the battle fields outside 
Basra is followed immediately by an advertisement 
for the latest in feminine deodorants. We all snigger 
at this and at some level we know that these juxta
positions are ludicrous in their quality. However in 
the context of the culture that produces them, we 
are so habituated to this style of juxtaposing that the 
ludicrousness is erased. The basis for the "couch 
potato's" way of knowledge is precisely in this sys
tem which is dedicated to a constant broadening of 
the range of images which can be juxtaposed and 
still comfortably be held within culture. 

Inversely, one might argue, that the product of this 
system is precisely the idea that any combination is 
not only as meaningful as any other, but any com
bination is as meaningless as any other. The forms 
that grow from this "couch potato's" way of know
ledge is the product of a culture that spawns form, 
after recombinant form, each of which is totally 
new, on the other hand, each of which is totally 
familiar. 

By extension, I choose this word "recombina~t" 
with some malice aforethought because we also hve 
in an age of gene splicing and DNA research in which 
scientists are able, on a daily basis, to create in their 
laboratories, new recombinant organisms, unseen 
previously on the planet The critial question which 
remains, in confronting these newly spawned organ
isms is whether or not these orchestrated genetic 
accidents consti,tute species or freaks. I would argue 
to you that we live at a time in which scientific 
advances and advances in the dissemination of 
knowledge have totally dislocated our way of 
apprehending the content of our architecture. 

If I could switch at this point from epistemological to 
ontological terrain, what we are confronting here, is 
a culture in which the simulation, to use the fashion
able term, is priviledged. The way in which Baudril
lard defines simulation is quite simple. Simulation 
amounts to the notion that signs for the real are in 
every instance substituted for the real itself. 

This is the main point that I would bring to you; in 
this culture of simulation, the simulacra, the pro
ducts of this process of invention, are essentically 
indistinguishable from what we are habituated to 
consider to be, in the words of the Coca Cola Com
pany "the real thing". The instances of this simul~c
rum are numerous and I will only list a few. Certam
ly, we know, for example, that as American con-
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sumers, we are confronted in the supermarket ev
eryday with so called natural foods which are in fact 
compounds of petrochemicals. 

Equally, to give a more serious example, I must 
admit to a certain failing, which is a fondness for 
aviation. I receive an aviation magazine and I am 
always amazed to discover in this magazine, the 
latest details of the simulators that the aircraft com
panies are able to build, in which the experience of 
space for the trainee pilot is nominally as palpable, 
as tactile, as real, as the experience of real space 
itself Of course, one gets ultimately to the inevit
able architectonic or architectural bette-noire of this 
train of thinking, which is to say "Disneyland". 

Disneyland, which is an easy mark at some levels, is 
a more difficult mark at others. We all know that 
Disneyland is no more, in a certain way, than a 
hideous tissue of lies. On the other hand, citizens of 
the United States know fully well that Disneyland is 
in many respects, a far more satisfactory version of a 
certain reality than reality itself. It is not messy; 
people of one's own class are present behaving 
themselves; the architecture is carefully orchestrated 
and indeed there is a kind of artifical sense of com
monality that exists in the streets of Disneyland, that 
probably doesn't exist in the crime and crisis racked 
streets of our "normal" cities. 

Let me back track a little bit because one of the 
obvious key problematics that has come out of this 
conference so far, is the question of authenticity. 
Authenticity is obviously an extremely difficult and 
problem fraught concept. Professor Inglott offered a 
kind of simple and basic definition of authenticity 
that I would like to refer to. What he suggested is 
that, in essense, any citizen knows what authenticity 
is, because authenticity does no more than represent 
itself for what it is. It seems simple enough I would 
like to argue that in the context of simulation, 
though, the kind of judgement implicit in the ability 
to make this statement is totally eviscerated. If we 
can no longer tell the difference, even this simple 
idea of authenticity is radically destabilised. 

At some level we know that we are forced to con
front a series of inauthentic objects and yet we 
know, on the other hand, that they are not only 
indistinguishable from the authentic object but in 
many ways superior. There is another theme park in 
the United States which is interestingly enough 
directly across the road from old colonial Williams
burg, a place called Busch Gardens and the advertis
ing for this theme park goes "its just like Europe, 
only closer". Terms have shifted. 

Let me now introduce another term here, to bring 
this back to the architectural ground, because I think 
this tum of phrase somehow encapsulates some of 
the dilemma that I think we are trying to speak 



about here, and that is the concept of "creative 
geography". This is a locution that was coined by the 
great Soviet film director Lev Kuleschov in the early 
19208. Kuleschov's problems - which led to this 
coinage - was as follows: He was sitting one day in 
Leningrad hoping to make a film. One of the set
tings that he needed to include in this film, was 
Washington D.C He was, for a variety of reasons, 
unable to go to Washington D.C to film, therefore, 
he adopted the following strategy. By assembling 
through montage a series of shots drawn from places 
in and around Leningrad, he was able to create 
cinematically the simulacrum of Washington DC 
He was able to have Washington D.C , as good as 
Washington DC, without actually being in 
Washington D.C 

I think this condition of creative geography has be
come the given environment of architectural space 
making. Precisely the problematic that is raised by 
the question of simulation. So the question for critics 
and those who would judge architecture is precisely 
this: how do we judge a satisfying mendacity? How 
do we judge a lie that gives us pleasure? 

I know that Socrates was taking it a bit on the nose 
earlier in this session. This is essentially the problem 
that Socrates confronted; if literature, which is what 
he was interested in, was essentially a construct of 
lies, how did one confront this double problem of 
being confronted on the one hand by its pleasures, 
its seductive aspect and on the other hand by our 
immediate knowledge that what was being pre
sented to us, was inauthentic, that in fact it was a lie? 
Socrates as, twenty-five hundred years of philosophy 
now atests, veered off in the wrong direction and 
founded a school of idealism which we all now re
pudiate whenever we have a chance. However the 
problems that Socrates confronted, is exactly the 
same problem that creative geography creates for all 
of us. That is to say, in a global culture in which 
there is no region, what is the authenticity of re
gionalism? 

Certainly this is one of the problems that modernism 
sought to confront in its early days. Modernism 
might be said to be the legatee, the heir of the 
Socratic tradition, in that its interest was in propos
ing an essentialism in architecture; an architecture 
paired to its minimum conditions, a kind of degree 
zero of architecture; an architecture that could be 
considered to be the "universal solution". 

I noted with interest that Hasan-Uddin Khan's de
scription of a school in Malika - accompanying his 
slide presentation - was a kind of litany of the most 
fundamental modernist tenets. It was "replicable, 
economic, light and airy". I think the phrases might 
well have been spoken by any of the great god
fathers of modernism. That is one possibility. 
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The second possibility is the value, that is promoted 
most seminally in the United States, which is the so 
called value of pluralism; which i~ to say the value of 
no value at all. 

Let me tell you a little architectural anecdote by way 
of invoking my response to pluralism. This is drawn 
from my experiences as a Professor of design at Yale 
University, which was formerly graced by the 
deanship of Charles Moore. I used to commute up 
to Yale University from New York city a couple of 
times a week and I would be obliged to go to the 
studio where I was offering instruction by passing 
through the studios of the other professors. I always 
found this trip to be a highly troubling experience. I 
would pass by projects that were being made for 
sub-urban office buildings in some kind of devoluted 
modernist costume. There was another professor 
who was doing a gentlemen's club on a constrained 
urban site. Just next door to my own studio there 
was a whole class that was turning out riding 
academies after the manner of Michael Graves and 
finally I would get to my own studio where, at least 
the work was a little more inexplicable, in terms of 
those categories. 

What was problematic about this, is exactly what is 
difficult about television, which is to say, not that 
there is anything intrinsically insidious about a clas
sical order. It is just that my own work became 
devalued by its comparability. Much as any two 
images on television are interchangeable, and are 
pared of their values by precisely this inter
changeability; the work that I was doing, which I 
believed in, which I thought was invested with a 
whole panoply of responsible, social, political and 
aesthetic values, was debased by definition. 

To move to another point raised by Hasan-Uddin 
Khan. Kitsch is the anti-modern face of modernism 
itself It stands in a dialectic relationship to modern
ism. It owes its existence to modernism and its dis
contents. We are besotted in the western architectu
ral press with a whole series of architectures that 
pre-suppose the invention of some sort of origin tale 
about architecture. The number of articles published 
about Adam's House in Paradise and the idea of the 
primitive hut is absolutely staggering nowadays. In
deed this kind of romance of the primitive has been 
with us for a very long time and it is an understand
able response in a destabilised era where there is a 
great searching for some touchstone of both ethical 
and cultural authenticity. 

The by-product of this kind of investigation is of 
course the privileging of the idea of a whole set of 
architectural golden ages, whether it be the age of 
Sinan, or Brunelleschi. I would say that the televi
sion system that informs this whole operation is 
equally invested in the idea of this golden age; the 

67 



Counterpoint 

time when things were somewhat more seemless, 
the time of Vignola and "I Love Lucy". Herb Schil
ler, who is an interesting writer on the imperialist 
dimensions of the American media, notes with some 
perspercasity the way in which the product of the 
so-called American television golden age, has been 
dumped by way of colonial inducement, all over the 
third world. 

One is reminded equally of visits to Mexico city; its 
streets lined with much venerated 57 Chevrolets and 
other detritus of our consumerist golden age. I feel 
this kind of approach to history as a terrain for 
pillage is exactly comparable. Indeed this is the 
Prince Charles syndrome in excelcis which we have 
also witnessed in a return of fundamentalist politics 
in the United States. If you followed the hearings of 
the late lamented Judge Bark, who was rejected for 
the Supreme Court, the issue there turned on Judge 
Bark's interpretation of the key document of the 
American golden age, which is to say, the Constitu
tion. The question addressed to him was whether or 
not he was authentically interested in strict construc
tion. We are confronted with a whole series of 
architectural Judge Bark's nowadays, who attempt 
under the banner of a dubious authenticity to force 
this idea of their own problematic strict construc
tions on the rest of us. 

The main manifestation in American architecture 
culture is the idea of contextualism. We discuss this 
endlessly in the United States and indeed within our 
architectural discourse, the act of recall has been 
elevated to the most consequent architectural activ
ity. I would say to you that when recall finds itself in 
such a position of power, the death of art is not very 
far behind. Indeed, this is further problematised by 
the obvious attempt to invent the context in what 
has been referred to as the context of no context. 

Finally, I would say that another symptomatic reac
tion, which is a little more mixed and a little more 
difficult, is the worldwide movement for preserva
tion. I am as friendly to preservation as the next 
person, certainly as a lover of architecture, one can
not but be friendly, to the preservation of its great 
monuments. It is clear that the movement for pre
servation is a by-product of this great destablisation 
of values with which we are confronted. However 
the difficulty with the movement for preservation is 
precisely that it privileges the physical aspects of 
architecture over its other qualities. We are put in a 
situation where there is a certain inducement to 
re-acquire architectural forms in the context of our 
own culture, to re-acquire forms which have been 
wrested, sometimes with great violence, from any 
notion of their original context of meaning, the con
text of meaning that animated and invented them in 
the first place. 
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I certainly do believe, along with the modernists, 
that form follows function. I think that is something 
to be held in mind and I think what we are beginning 
to discover in this conference is that, this is a locu
tion, a formulation that only works if we understand 
function in a fairly catholic way. We must under
stand function as not simply being, in terms of the 
almost parodistic style of the modernist manner, a 
question of sound plumbing and operating windows, 
but we must understand that the ideological function 
of architecture is one of its most consequential 
dimensions. 

If we adopt this kind of spirit of expanded function
ism, I think that we will be induced to resist 
architecture that offers instead of substance, the art 
of camouflage. We, as critics and architects, should 
be interested in an architecture that is simultaneous
ly beautiful and critical. 

If I could address something briefly to comrade De
nnis Sharp on this CICA. I am completely and ada
mantly opposed to his notion that a critic should be 
installed in the office of every architect, by way of 
being a kind of ideological Commissar to vet the 
designs for some standard of a correctness. Given 
the essentially double character of architecture 
which I have just proposed to you; simultaneously 
an artistic enterprise and an inevitable, inescapable 
map of social relations, then if the critic is to sit in 
anybody's office, it should be in David Rockafeller's 
or Ronald Reagan's. He or she should stay as far as 
possible from the offices of the architect, both by 
way of preserving the critic's independence of opera
tion and the free thinking of the architect. I am 
reminded by analogy of a current development in 
the United States; the installation of what are called 
in an appalling Orwellian locution "ethicists" in our 
great hospitals. They sit by the beds of patients who 
are sustained by life support systems and deliberate 
with themselves and the doctors as to whether the 
moment has come to tum off the switch and termin
ate the poor patient's life. 

I don't think this is a fit role for critics of architecture 
but I hope that we can find some more fitting ones in 
the course of these discussions. 




