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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.




LEARNING

FROM
LAS VEGAS

Revised Edition

Robert Venturi  Denise Scott Brown  Steven Izenour




88. Amiens Cathedrl, west froat 90. Golden Nugget, Las Vegas, post-1964
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Vanna Venturi House, 1962



