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A Body Image Beyond the Modern : Is There Residential Architecture
Without Criticolity?

Toyo o

1. Fissures with Contemporary Society

The first house | designed was completed 28 years ago. This was also the first time | used the medium of
architecture to send out a message to the warld. There is no doubt that the position of architecture in the
city is fast losing its social meaning. But if, as a lone frail individual, one insists on lingering over the worl of '
design after the unexpressible and futile collapse of logic in the world of architecture, the only way is o
expose the absurdity of ones surroundings such as they are... For me, designing a home is a labor of tracing
the desperately profound rift between myself as the designer and the home’s future occupant. Perhaps one
should use the term “bridge” rather than “trace” when speaking of this gap, but the fact is that we lack the
common terms necessary to bridge it. This labor, then, can only begin in contradiction; by building insur-
mountable walls with an awareness of that unbridgeable gap.(from “The Act of Design is the Tracing of
One's Thaught Processes as they Become Distorted” Shinkenchiku. October. 1970)

As this passage suggests, | began the work of design as an expression of an unbearable frustration over the
state of society and the city. This emotion was given blatant expression in aluminum-covered exterior walls
that flaunted their dents and irregularities in the light of the sun, and cylinders of light thrusting upwards
without meaning. At the time, this was the only and the greatest critical tool | had.

In the past ten years my design work has focused almost exclusively on public architecture. The feelings |
have for this work are almost the same as those expressed in the message | sent by way of that small house
28 years ago. It is impossible to conceive of a2 common language to bridge the gap with the systems of actu-
al cities and societies. We are feft dumfounded by our awareness of the excessive depth of that gap. Not a
few times, during discussions with local governments, | have been tempted to smash the models and storm
out of the room. Recently, however, | have begun to worry that staring into that gap has closed me of from
the world around me. Sometimes | wonder if | am not taking refuge in the comfort of *'critique” as a selfish
justification of my own condemnation of society. Architecture and other creative practices often take their
inspiration from frustration and anger towards the world outside. They also sometimes stem from irrita-
tions and insecurities arising from an inability to express one’s emotions directly. Whether they are hot or
cool, these emotions are linked to the desire to express oneself. But however much they may have their
origins in individual impulses, the resultant expressions ultimately leave the hands of their creators and
acquire a life of their own. Paintings and novels remain in the museum or the bookstare, bur architecture
makes its appearance in our surroundings. They are there for anyone to see in unmediated form. They are
available for use in people’s lives and for specific purposes. Architects have no choice but to face the social
or public nature of their expressive work. Can anti-social, negative expressions arising from personal frus-
tration and anger ever be socially redeemed as individual expressions in the negative or the mterrogative!
This has been the most difficult issue | have confronted over the last ten years designing public architecture.
Is it possible to transform nagative impulses into positive exprassions evoking trust without sacrificing their

energy! But even private residences take on an independent existence in their environment once they are



completed. Their status as private property does not prevent them from having social meaning. In this
sense the same problem exists in theoretical terms both for public and private architecture, but there is a

difference when it comes to the actual process of designing public architecture.
2. The Misunderstanding of Criticality

By a compilete coincidence | had no opportunities to design private residences for some time after | began
designing public facilities. It was not until two years ago that | finally designed two homes for the first time
in years. | was lucky enough to have two excellent clients and it was wonderful to rediscover how enjoy-
able it can be to design private homes. But mare than that, | was just happy to be face to face with homes
again. Both of the projects were low-budget, but the sites were unexpectedly large, which meant that we
had to cut. back on finishing materials. The exteriors ended up looking like a simple factory shed, but the
projects were finally completed amidst tension-filled and yet friendly disagreements with the clients, For the
first time in many years | felt certain that the clients and | were occupying the same space. This sense of
commenality made them modest spaces but also kept them from descending into too radical an expres-
sion.

It is impossible to experience this sort of commonality with public architecture. There are moments on
certain projects when one feels that one has shared a space with specific individuals. But the communica-
tion as a whole is interrupted by a succession of gaps. nothing but an assemblage of irreparable fissures.

| have used the term “criticality” to refer to the absence or presence of this kind of rupture. | once said in a
toundtable discussion that there was no criticality in private residence design. For me, this was a natura)
expression of how | felt just after having completed the two residential projects mentioned above. | feft no
fissures and no need directly to vent any anger or frustration. | feft at once disoriented and happy to have
been able to design something outside of my customary obsession with the language of critcality. And yet |
was nat sure if this particular solution was mine alone, so | added the caveat that of course this would
depend on how one defines criticality.

| was thus quite astonished to read a response to this comment of mine which took it to mean that | had
my sites set exclusively on public architecture, had no interest in looking for themes in private residence
design, and even that established architects in general were no longer concerned with designing homes. |
even felt sorry for myself at having been so roundly misunderstood. But | prefer not to bring the discussion
down to so personal a level here. I think it would be more interesting to expand the theme of the criticality
of residential architecture as it has developed out of my personal emotions onto a more general level. This
has to do with the fact that in the seventies when | designed my first home | thought that a critical attitude
toward society was part of the architect’s ethic. This is, however, an idea that has been with us since the
advent of modernity. Architects have maintained a negative attitude toward society ever since modernist

architecture set out to change it. And they have worn their rejection by mainstream society like a badge of



hanor. But as long as architects fail to find more positive terms in which to speak to their sodiety, that is to
say as long as they refuse to give up the idea of criticality, they will continue to create an architecture of
exclusion. And residential architecture offers us the most accessible escape route from this narrow path.
This is why the theme of this essay is not “Is there criticality in residential architecture?” but “Is there resi-

dential architecture without criticality?”
3. A Flock of Reclusive Aesthetics

When | sat down to write this article | looked over the designs of young architects written up in this jour-
nal over the past rwo years and found that many of them shared a common symptom. They were large and
cubic and striving toward transparency. Hasegawa Akira expertly captured the essence of the “transparen-
cy syndrome” affecting these designs in the passage | cite below in his essay for the April, 1998 issue of
Shinkenchiku. The structures are of reinforced steel or wood-frame and the entrances extremely large
with a peculiar insistence on transparency. The slightly built walls are flat, utterly neutral and without the
slightest pretension to structural strength... Pleasandy light and somehow makeshift, these residences
nonetheless contain inconspicuous citations of the avant-garde architecture of the twenties, with whose
forms they are gracefully enlivened. These are all residences designed by young architects born in or
around 1960. As | look at them my sense of taste goes numb and | feel a kind of aphasia coming on.

The prevalence of this kind of design in the pages of this journal may simply be a result of the editors’ selec-
tion, but they have n fact become quite common in the real world as well. Of course my own work has 2
good deal of the same kind of character. And ) am certainly self-aware enough to realize that as someone
who has made lightness, provisionality and transparency my own themes | must also bear some responsibil-
ity for this syndrome affecting those born twenty years later than | And yet | cannot help but sympathize
with Hasegawa when he writes that these works have numbed his sense of taste and made him aphasic.
Many of these hames built by young architects seem to be characterized by a kind of feeble introversion.
Of course this does not go for all of them, but for the most part they begin and end in the sophistication of
a light and transparent aesthetic. They are beautiful and delicate, but they avoid conflict with the outside
and remain disdainfully closed to reality. In other words, the vast majority of homes designed today fail to
come up with any clear critique even as they continue to insist on the criticality of modernism. Only a pre-
cious few manage to confront reality in a proacuve fashion. But if we were to trace the roots of the nega-
tive criticality seen in these residences we would end up right back in the twenties. They do in fact sub-
scribe to the language of modernism and are characterized by the strong critique of reality that was the
goal of early modernist architecture. | myself. as | mentioned earlier, have alsc insisted that my own work
should be critical. But | cannot help feeling that a negative attitude toward actual society tends to separate

one from the land and cause one to turn one’s back on it.



4. A Home of the Purest Modernism, or the Tragedy of O’Gorman

The last spring | curated an exhibition at a gailery in Tokyo devoted 1o a single home buitt in the early
1930s: the “Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo House," located in Mexico City and recently restored. | was
fucky enough to see this house on a recent visit to Mexico. before which | knew nothing about it. | did not
even know the architect’s name. But from the moment 1 got out of the car in front of the grounds, this
house made a powerful impression on me. Firsc of all, its pure and steic form was more than enough to
overturn all of the images | had associated with Mexico. The house was designed by Juan O’'Gorman for
the two highly original painters known for their tumultuous lives and completed in 1932, Just one year after
Le Corbusier completed his Villa Savoye.

The two painters were husband and wife but worked independently from each other, so O'Gorman
designed the house with two living spaces and ateliers in separate wings. The two wings, connected only by
a bridge from roof to roof, are each simple cubes that seem to float in mid-air. Painted Indian red and
marine blue respectively to evoke the Mexican landscape, the two wings are surrounded by a fence of cacti
and held aloft on pilotis, completely cut off from the ground. Composed solely in the language of pure
modernism, this architecture was not only separate from the land, but seemed utterly autonomous even in
Mexico, where a sense of place still hangs thick in the air. The work of Luis Barragan is perhaps most
strongly associated with contemporary Mexican architecture, but this house by O'Gorman is entrely dif-
ferent in character. Barragan's homes are much more gently integrated into the Mexican landscape. Unlike
O'Gorman he often used festive colors to promote harmony with the landscape. The rough textures that
highlight his surfaces and the liberal use of trees in his substantial entryways only further heighten the sense
of an intimate relation to the earth, The volume as a whole may be based in the language of modernism but
there is always a tendency to downplay it, to dull its edges and cover it in vegeration In order to avoid as far
as possible any confrontation with the environment. Barragan's architecture is an accommodation of mod-
ernism to the fand, a revisionist truce with the local. As such it ensures not a new lifestyfe, but a tranquil,
rich, and established one.

The Diega wing in particular, with its sawtooth roof and exterior spiral stircase out of concrete, was
clearly inspired by the “Ozenfant House and Studio” (1923), but it goes even further than the early houses
of Le Corbusier in its pursuit of functionality, The pursuit of rationality and economy evident in the
columns, floors, walls, and staircases, all of which O'Gorman is said to have designed down to the structur-
al calculations, is taken to its furthest horizon. The same is true for the precision of the horizontal and ver-
tical surfaces and each element (from the doors to the window sashes, the dust shoot and gutters to the
furniture) was thought out down 1o its last detail for the sake of pure functiomality and economy. A com-
parison with “Villa a Garches” (1927) and “Villa Savoye” (1931}, two works considered early masterpieces
of Le Corbusier, will make clear the extent to which O'Gorman's wark was invested in the search for pure
functionality. Like the “Rivera and Kahlo House”, these two houses have clean-cut edges based in simple



geometrical volumes, but the architectural meanings embedded in them are quite different. Le Corbusier’s
works are concerned with functionality and with proposing new ways of living, but at the same time they
are expertly infused with tendencies of both classicism and abstract painting. As Colin Rowe(in The
Mathematics of the Ideal Villa) points cut, the proportions and phrasing of the exteriors are reminiscent of
Palladio’s villas, while in the interior curved lines like those used in purist painting form layers(giving a sense
of transparency). While Le Corbusier was making new proposals for a new city he also continued to incor-
porate both the order of historical architecture and the experiments of avant-garde art. When seen in this
light, Le Corbusiers’ “Five Principles of Modern Architecture” (1926) which were supposed to make possi-
ble a new lifestyle. come to look like little more than a tool to justify his own architecture through the logic
of modernism. More than Le Corbusier, it was the 26-year-old O'Gorman who was dreaming up the new
life to be made possible through the five points of pilotis, roof gardens, horizontal rectangular windows, and
free vertical and horizontal surfaces. All five of these points are offered to society in the purest form in the
“Rivera and Kahle House". Could we not say that it was only in this mement of single-minded pursuit of
functionality that the language of modernism was able to burst through its closed contexc and sublate its
identity as critical language? The best proof we have of this is surely to be found in the fact that even Rivera
and Kahlo, with all their fanatic championing of the blood of ancient Mexico and their support of the
Communist movement, were so proud of this purely modernist space. But O'Gorman’s pursuits were not
sustainable. In the early 1930s he worked on many social programs including schools and communal resi-
dences, but gave up architecture by the end of the decade to take up painting. Later he threw himself into
the mural painting mevement, partly under the influence of Rivera. His commitment to social reform
remained constant but its form changed to the opposite pole from the pure, abstract space of Western
modernism. But O'Gormans transformation did not end there. In 1953 he moved into a cave-like home he
designed and filled with Indio decor. Finally, in 1982, he moved into a modernist house he had designed as a
young man and took his own life.0'Gorman's ail too pure and thoroughgoing pursuit of modernist space
most likely forced upon him an all too clear vision of the fissure separating the language of modernism from

the culture of Mexico. It was an irreparable fissure indeed.

5. A Body Image Beyond the Modern

The two worlds that Juan O'Gorman expressed symbolically in his life speak to two opposing images of his
body, one conceptual and one visceral. The former is an unnatural body aiming for an abstract utopian
world conceived on a conscious level, while the latter is a natural one which relates to the traditions of
ancient Mexico. People of every age have tried to preserve in the space of their domiciles memories of the
land inscribed in their bodies. This spatialization of memory happens not only with personal memories but
also with those of families and whole local communities. Houses built in this way pass through generations

of desperate struggles with nature until they become almost like extensions of human skin. At the same



time, however, people have always striven to build another kind of domicile to house their future memo-
ries. Particularly in this century, when technology has made such startling advances, many have dreamt of
that other house. Such are the attempts to transform the exhilarating sensations we experience in machine
spaces like cars and airplanes into our homes. When people try to slip into skins made of steel, glass, alu-
minum, or plastic they experience a liberation of their bodies as if they were moving into another dimer-
sion. And they try and expand that feeling of liberation into another skin and another body. It is a liberation
from the bonds of the land and from the customary life of earthbound families and communities. | referred
to the body that seeks a home as a memory of the future as an unnatural one, but now it is changing into
one which experiences the universe. By now it should be possible ta think of it as one which is seeking a
new and different kind of nature. The body in search of the machine has gone through further expansions
until it has begun to seek mature as a memory of the future. This is what we call the virwal body.
O'Gorman’s “Rivera and Kahio Mouse” was ane in search of a body as conscioustiess bewitched by the
machine age. But that attempt falled when it was rejected by another body of strong communal memories
tied to the earth, Brought back to himself, O'Gorman tried to give himself back to the memories of the
earth, only to fail again. He could not tolerate having two bodies at once. But these two bodies are still
with us as we live our lives today and the chaos of our urban spaces can be considered the result of our
striving toward them, Many architects continue in the modernist tradition and use its language to speak of
their work, lingering ambivalently without ever finding a place to touch down. And yet the power of the
land that was supposed to engage our fire has lost its strength to modemization and finds its body exposed
in the shrunken world of the local. It may not be comparable to revolutionary Mexico at the beginning of
this century, but it seems-to me that the flock of young architects mentioned earlier symbolizes a Japan that
has passed the peak of modernization and lost sight of its goals. Hasegawa lost his taste and his words to
the sight of their ambiguity, to the sight of them caught without the confidence to be the heirs of mod-
ernisrn and without the power of meaning with which to speak to society. To ose social language and close
oneself off into a sophisticated aesthetic is merely to justify a stifling exasperation in the name of a negative
eriticality. We can only hope that these exasperated architects can get beyond their bodies as inheritors of
modemism, since no future memories are going to arise from the impasse of two bodies locked in a stale-
mate. And we must think of a new body image that will help us out of this deadlock. It would not be an
unnatural body, but one accustomed to 2 new nature, and one which would yet be able to accept the old.
It is only when these two natures come together that houses seeking new bodies will begin to speak in a
positive language.

{translation by James Keith Vincent)



