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JUAN M. OTXOTORENA

 AIM OF THIS ESSAY is to contribute to the debate on the relevance
‘ \manifesto in contemporary architecture.! Underlying this debate
guestion: What is the state of the manifesto in the current culture
architecture? In a sense the manifesto is an artifact of the past, its form
jociated with the Modern Movement and polemical practices that arose
s wake. Ulrich Conrads's anthology Programs and Manifestoes on 20th-
tury Architecture (1964, German; and 1970, English), for instance,
already laden with an air of nostalgia; it sought to mark a before and
r and open a new chapter for the manifesto.? The book had identified
ise of a literary genre that had intensely considered the “obligations
rchite ture” to society and to the discipline itself. The manifesto was
torically de rigueur for the avant-garde of the early twentieth century;
as widely cultivated in speeches and propaganda from Leninists to
daists. But the form has fallen out of fashion. What follows sketches out
ne possible explanations.
- The first, and most obvious, is the spectacular change of cultural 7
umstances. Historical conditions might not be more demanding or

ex than they were in the past, but the societal relationship to history "/
ged. The voice of the avant-garde has lost its vigor; the future ) o
ger a territory to be conquered but rather a site of trepedation, | ) "
se, disinterest. Today's scholarship debates the consequences
The End of History."® And while our era still has produced movements
it voice collective claims, the tone has changed.
.' - Shifting attitudes in Spanish architecture reflect these larger forces
sultural change. In the decades preceding the 1950s, Spanish architects
Ve to assert their cutting-edge sensibilities and vociferously supported
Modern Movement. They were countering a public perception anchored
ostalgic notions of tradition and the picturesque, with entrenched tastes
Fdering on kitsch. After this period, however, little more than lip service
8 paid to the defense of architecture as a cultural and artistic discipline.
' During the 1930s, vibrant, spirited manifestos favoring the new
Nitecture in Spain abounded. The empassioned exhortations of the
Upo de Artistas y Técnicos Espaioles para la Arquitectura Contem-
anea (GATEPAC) were undoubtedly significant in the years just before
?Spanish Civil War (1936-39).” They demonstate a strong combination
Optimism, faith, and energy. Twenty years later, there appeared the
ous debates around the famous Manifiesto de la Alhambra (1953),°
the architect and scholar Fernando Chueca; on Luis Moya's critical
s against modernity in the main architectural magazine of the coun-
at the time, Revista Nacional de Arquitectura,® or about the founding
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d individual responsibility. Changes in capitalism and a market increas-

gly focused on expendability have marginalized such a traditional
ofile and altered the value of design. It seems that design increases

§product’s price and only adds additional energy consumption. ’
~ What this produces is not only a romantic way of understanding /' 7~

ideology of Grupo R (R Group) in Catalonia.” However, things would change
drastically in the ensuing decades.
The 1960s marked a turning point in architectural rhetoric.
. The Modern Movement was undergoing disciplinary critique. Meanwhile,
in Spain, the profession had found solid economic footing. There was

plenty of work for a new generation of well-prepared architects; the interac- d organizing the the work of building, which has given rise in part > { 2,
tion between architecture and the arts was becoming stronger (as Chillida : in image of the architect-as-prima donna. It also yields a working -5 _-&"4 N
and Oteiza's work shows); new architecture schools were emerging it might generate unbearably overbudgeted construction and added | /- P
(in Seville, Valencia, Navarra, Valladolid, and Corufia among other places); ' agement complexity and insecurities. Unsurprisingly, especially ‘ &,
and intellectual debate was taking rool{ Practitioners were making state- {e imate of economic recession, this diminishes the reputuation of >’ / '

architect in the larger society. This is, at least for the Italian architect 2 :w,
Ponti (who participated in events with Grupo R), what underlies ~— ' ‘; ,

anish architecture’s international recognition, which is certainly )
o1 .11 (0 /

ments, not leveling theoretical claims. Yet, production and pragmatism
prevailed over philosophical discussion and the space for the manifesto
was shrinking.

This shift started with the famous essay written in 1961 by the
architect José Antonio Coderch: “No son genios lo que necesitamos ahora”
(It is not geniuses that we need now).® This essay portrays the mindset of
a whole generation, and for more than twenty years dominated discourse. It
is a true manifesto. Frequently translated and omnipresent during its
time, this manifesto asserts the social mission of the architect. It is singular
not because it was an outlier, but because it was unanimously accepted.
Until the end of the 1970s it was printed on extra-large sized posters
emphatically placed on the doors of architecture schools.

Traces of its zeal are palpable in certain contemporary proclama-
tions denouncing what was seen as a sad decline of the discipline. The
proclamations of Esteve Bonell and his team of architects defending

the dignity of the profession in 1998 come to mind,? or the positions repre-
sented by the group Arquitectes per I'Arquitectura (AxA).*° These groups ' larrelationship to the past can be found in the varying “isms” that
are motivated by a love of the architectural profession and a strong ethical %66 Teplacing one-another in the architectural scene; These have
conviction, backed by the solid accomplishments of their members. ondiscourses of the past century to reveal themselves authentically
Coderch aside, in the Spanish context it seems there have been fn," thus contributing to radical change in the figurative arts and
hardly any proper manifestos since the 1950s, and none before the ng alternative modernisms.
“modern revolution.” If there are any, they refer only to the unstable futuré ‘The manifesto finds a certain continuity in the vibrating succession
of the architectural profession. Their scarcity has to do with their fatalism- rnism’s iterative orthodoxy, which we have been witnessing since
We should take a look at the causes of this. ) Ten's honest opening toward the vernacular.? Revisionist
The phenomenon responds to the increasingly evident difficulties en by the so-called Second and Third Generation fall in line,'?
for the survival and “salvation” of the archetype of the traditional Spanish ive ethoses like organicism, the rediscovery of the “space
architect: the autonomous, independent, and craft-oriented architect- and the new utopia linked to pop culture—visible in the work
Legally, the architect had the main role in controlling building pr 00esses: ps like Archigram.'® There is, however, a clear distance between
and was used to working according to personal standards—technical | ons and ambitious modernist pronouncements. They no longer
and ethical—in what was perceived as a craft of ingenuity, inventiveness: t bombastic assertive statements of the new, but rather with a

~ There was a time for impassioned speeches in favor of the rationality ,/ g /7
odern abstraction, but the era of an architecture so concerned with 2,
dentity as art and cultural discipline has subsided. The profession faces
lquestions now, but it has perhaps retained that introverted process
lection formed in the infancy of modernity.
Vle have seen two great moments regarding program statements:
@ related to the campaign favoring the modern movement, and our
rent claims about the profession. Meanwhile, history has witnessed
* es regarding its “calling” that, although they might sometimes
igard the classical format of the manifesto, invoke its spirit.
The latter includes the ideas of collectives or movements needing
ze a radical direction amid the magma of an entropic reality.
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response they generate over time, articulated in terms of rebellion and
disobedience.'®
In the context of postmodernism*” they become even more
radical, their uninhibited turmoil giving rise to new narratives and develop
ing the conceptual axis for possible neo-avant-gardes.'® Among these
are Robert Venturi's Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture,
including all its anti-establishment sensibility and advocacy for an “archi-
tecture parlante” adapted to consumerism; the consolidation of a vaguely
neoclassic “tendency” around Aldo Rossi and his famous Larchitettura
della cittd; and even the linguistic formalism found in the work of the

New York Five.*®
This too, though, is the past. We have reshaped the discourse once

again. The catharsis linked to deconstructivism, which views itself as
ionary frame for formal experimentation,

anew begmnmg with its revolutionary frame
can also be seen as an end, a means of foreclosmg the mm mamfestos polemi-
cal c[y"’Tﬁ?aT‘t‘adtctlonsofdernstruct|vusm in many ways mark the
apex of the last century of architectural thought.
77 So,the spirit of “isms” has faded, we have exhausted linguistic
inspiration; a show business logic and a j a fascination with the image
dominate the evolution of our information and consumer society.?! This
generalization is especially true regarding the crisis of the Spanish
professional model. The classical role of what up until now was considered
a craft is gasping its last breath. What seems to be succeeding it is an
animated rivalry among anonymous brands adapted to the dynamics
of commercial strategies, expensive signature design, and “ready-to- -wear”

standardized offerings. Design now appears subject to a systematic

\‘ﬁ
N and, perhaps, unconscious proce sses of - ollmatnon and emulation,
i Hing o culture, Thus, we face

competmg toforgea a “new frontie
a profession with a crisis/ a dist sclpllne wnthout aim. The banal : and anti-

conceptual practices have obtainee emonstrate no restraint.

(> <=—However, all is not lost. Today there is also cause for grand staté-

\Y
| ments and optimistic sentiment. We oscillate between ethics. and show
[ business, between method and stardom, between systematic and rﬂatﬂ's‘
tic rigor, between magnanimous service and narcissistic self- contemplatloﬂ-
S between hard-working craft and the mhumane alienation of anonvmous
_y<_._ | production, between social idealism and the sad “trash-TV" audience. -
8 & | between mastery and performance, between intense aesthetic deman

\_Q & and vain blazes of showmanship. )
- Every architect is called to position herself or himself in relatnonn
\Va to this dichotomy. Yet, it is critical to pause and assess the two poles &
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or their seeming contradictions; and it is prudent to avoid excesses
ther end of the pendulum. The language of violent diatribes and
ted gesticulations may be flashy and feel urgent, but in the end it is
ive, unsustainable, and serves no tangible purpose. It will have very
3 effect on the professional scene. Controversy in fact can lend attention
legitimacy to weak and ill-founded positions. Among other things,
@ new arguments to assimilate: as infuriated as we might be by
pant banality or frivolous architecture, we cannot maintain a discourse
ly bound to the traditional argument of the proportion between means
Is without opening it to an already unavoidable broader horizon.
- Aconclusion could be as follows:

s a need to channel the outrage caused by the architectural
generated by our society. We are undoubtedly disturbed by
omic crisis we have been suffering since the end of 2008. It
us off balance, both experts and laymen, and there are plenty
tions that might serve to direct our future actions.

Itis one thing, however, to channel social outrage—something that
;, necessary but easily subject to changing moods. It is a very

int thing to solve the problems behind this outrage. We must measure
s and not let initial perceptions turn into conclusions right away
ctionary analysis and antagonistic Ioglcs

itecture is about to be substituted by show business style
al standardization. In this case there would be only one pending

3t0: the one condemning it.

any would subscribe to an aspiration toward architec-

Mmitted to the observance of the classical standards of technical

Nomic rationality, functional efficiency, spatial qualities,and
ability (utilitas, firmitas, and venustas). They would vehemently

therfdea that architecture is merely devoted to showy facades

Bnue real estate. However, as has been said, one must go

realm of the mere reactive protest.

should be suspicious of the hand-wringers and doomsayers,

8nce of the close minded. Architects should find their

ono
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voice in the poetics of conversation; they should embrace questions and
critique. These are the things that bolster conviction.

At the same time, we are not free from the temptation to cooperate
with the forces battling to drag us toward disaster. Without vigiliance
and principles one could end up aligning with the empty ghostly architec-
ture we so deeply scorn. But we must be fair: to a great extent everybody
ends up doing the architecture they can. Choice is a bit of a luxury, and
there is always someone willing to meet the demand.

3.
The “symbolic manifesto” is currently valid: it warns us, and it has a
symptomatic role that we must not disdain.

4,
And, finally, there are the interstices of polarized discourse, the spaces
between service and image, or rigor and ?%Wbur
understanding and call for new methods. Gaudy commercialism and pure
form are not as easy to isolate as one would desire in order to renounce
them. Efforts to marginalize them run the risk of only further validating
their existence.

The drift of modern architecture toward a simple International
Style, for example, could not have been more tragic. Its reduction to a meré
fashion was defined in terms of language. We cannot forget Mies’s famous

aphorism: "We refuse to recognize problems of form, but only problems of
building. Form is not the aim of our work...”?? This sort of rejection of shape
is always inherently paradoxical.?®

So in this climate of crisis, a bit of careful consideration could g0 2
long way. There is no time like the present to reflect on the basic principles
that undergird the practice of architecture. It is not a matter of keeping
the architect from shaping the world; architects will always be compelled
by “the obligation to build,” as Manfredo Tafuri would say.>* A look to the
past, though, sheds light on the complexity of current circumstances and

may even bring into them the optimism of an earlier era.
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e validity of the manifesto as a genre
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