The Venturis on my mind . . .

Building and thinking 
I met them one January evening, at their apartment on Society Hill – was it on the twelfth floor? It was snowing outside. I was just sixteen, Bob was about to turn forty-five and Denise was thirty-nine. The pale snowflakes and the lights of Philadelphia were framed in the vast floor-to-ceiling bay windows; I.M. Pei’s concrete window surrounds encircled this cityscape like paintings. My brain still foggy from jet-lag, I listened to them talking, in that particular accent of theirs: they spoke of South Street, the ghettos, rebellion and pop culture and about the difficulty of being an architect. Philadelphia was a social, economic and political battleground. The next day, I embarked on my studies at the Shipley School in BrynMawr, a girls school, where Denise had enrolled me (incidentally this would be one of the “campus planning” sites, a project spearheaded by Denise for several years until 1997). It was four months of intensive studies alongside my discovery of a form of American realism:  visits to huge derelict factories in north Philadelphia, to suburbia and the Vanna Venturi and Margaret Esherick houses, deserted, deprived, depressing neighbourhoods, and the Guild House, the Penn campus and the Fisher Fine Arts Library designed by Frank Furness, the Richards laboratories and Eero Saarinen’s girls dorm (which I liked very much). A gritty, fragmented city. This period that was so prolific for the Venturis’ “beginnings” – to quote Louis Kahn – was sandwiched between their writing, teaching at Penn and Yale, projects (including the competition for the Mathematics Building – 1969) and construction. Those buildings that I discovered later, when they were published in Robert Venturi’s “gentle” manifestos of 1966 and 1972. At my young age, this complexity felt bewildering.

On being bilingual
The Venturis were from that American elsewhere that I love, and that has always attracted me because of my bilingual background. Being a young architect in the 1970s rooted me in the European debate on architecture at the time, one which saw critical regionalism break away from America’s internationalist culture, that of the conquering power, from its great historical architects (Mies van de Roe, Eero Saarinen, Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (SOM) etc.) and the apostles of a post-modernity that was probably necessary (Philip Johnson, Charles Moore, the New York Five). But where, were the Khans, the, Venturis and the Gehrys in academia and the European debate on architecture? Where was the dialogue about the metropolises of the new world? Where was art? Where was the making? Kenneth Frampton, my supervisor at the Ecole polytechnique fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL), had no wish, at the time, in 1978, to express an opinion on Kahn and probably even less on the Venturis. The American way, to quote ???? Rezvani, was sullied, putrefaction, most likely too politically tainted, and Europe should keep out of it. I subscribed to the journal Progressive Architecture, and that alternative way of reflecting on the meaning of architecture felt important. In the March 1976 issue, on the occasion of the American bicentenary, the historian and publisher Robert Coombs wrote about the simultaneity of American and European research in these words: “Kahn, Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and Charles W. Moore (at Yale) gradually opened up a Pandora’s box of analytical-historicist architecture at approximately the same time that architectural semiology was getting up steam in Europe.” But this Pandora’s box did not have the same content. Neither the cultural and social environment, and even less the history or the language, were the same. Kahn and the Venturis were as far removed from Europe as Aldo Rossi or Álvaro Siza from America. Even if there were differences over the meaning of architecture between Kahn’s covert symbolizing and the Venturis’ overt signmaking, both were profoundly imbued with the idea that architecture is part of the context of its civilisation, producing its self-representations, its images, illusions and memories. One year later, Stanislaus Von Moos in Werk.Archithese 7-8/1977, devoted to Venturi & Rauch, echoed this idea.	Comment by Ros: Est-ce que j’ai bien saisi le sens de cette phrase ?
Paying homage
It was a Saturday afternoon, the 29 September 1990, to be precise. I know because I have the habit of recording everything in little notebooks of sketches and commentaries. That day, after I’d spent a morning at the Venturis’ Franklin Court – I’d written “Just perfect!” –, and a good while with Marcel Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, the train took me to the Venturis’ office in Manayunk. Denise and Bob were expecting Patrick Devanthéry and myself. It was our first big trip to the East Coast, from Cambridge to Charlottesville, with Philadelphia the main stop. At that time in Europe, since the realisation of the National Gallery extension in London, the Venturis were quietly relegated to the role of heritage thinkers rather than being considered as contemporary architects; in other words, they had become suspect. And yet this trip was so enriching: the Venturis discussed, in front of us, on yellow tracing paper with collages of grey, yellow, blue and maybe brown strips. “Denise, what do you think? Better this way or that way, closer?. . .” With the help of a postage-stamp-sized sketch, I retranscribed in my notebook the vertical rhythms and vibrant colours of the proposed extension to Bard College library’s classical façade with its colonnade and pediment. It was so inspiring, it was “beginning”. That entire trip brought me even closer to America, still so raw, still so imperfect. I loved the Venturis’ work more than that of Kahn (except for the two Yale buildings). The interior and exterior public spaces that they created with such disconcerting ease, between the complex functions, the circulation routes, the insertions, the façades (the motifs). Franklin Court, as I have already said. The laboratories: the Clinical Research Building at Penn, the Lewis Thomas at Princeton, The George LaVie Schultz laboratory at Princeton (under construction). The Gordon Wu Hall at Princeton, the Humanities and Social Sciences Buildings at Purchase. The Institute of Scientific Information at Philadelphia, and the entire older oeuvre, especially the building I did not have the time to visit: the Oberlin Museum.	Comment by Ros: Description dans http://venturiscottbrown.org/pdfs/BardCollegeLibrary01.pdf 	Comment by Ros: Pas certaine du sens d’insertions : inserts ? Merci de bien vérifier ce paragraphe.
It was all this that I found hard to discuss with my colleagues when Von Moos kindly asked me to contribute to a conversation in 1995 on the influence of the Venturis (Archithèse 6/95, pp. 59–63). 

In moderato cantabile: three personal Venturi-influenced projects
First of all, Student Housing (1989–93), in association with Patrick Devanthéry. Von Moos describes this building as having a Venturian legacy. Martin Steinman sees in it the turmoil of a semantic structural research, the message of which remains “open”. This first project in an urban setting, at the corner of a boulevard and Geneva’s first classic ring road, led us to think about typologies of communal student residences. We created two different façades: that of the bedrooms (square 3 x 3m windows with extruded aluminium frames), and that of the living rooms and shared spaces (ribbon windows stretching across a surface covered in small squares of grey and yellow glass paste). One is flat, the other curved, two masks or screens facing different urban settings.  
Next, Geneva Waterfront (2014). The motto for this competition project could have been “Denise and Bob on the Lake”. Devising a master plan for the bay of Geneva meant visualising and revamping its symbols: Eden, refuge, peace. It meant enlarging and amplifying the features of its setting. The Jet d’eau fountain, that extraordinary sculpture of water, light and air: raise the jet from 140 metres to 313 meters to echo the scale of the contemporary city that the Geneva metropolis will become. Reflect the fascinating ballet of pleasure boats in a giant boat on Lake Geneva that will host more than 3000 people to watch the annual firework displays and future large-scale events on the shores of the lake. The old port landing stage: design a world pavilion, an emblematic building, a sort of marquee that would house philharmonic concerts or political events. But also: extend the long garland of lightbulbs and emphasise that line of light that would be mirrored in the lake in calm weather. The ensemble like a new spatial ‘billboard’, both night and day. 	Comment by Ros: Je préfère ne pas mettre ‘blow up’ qui a surtout le sens d’exploser, faire sauter et cela risque d’avoir une connotation négative. OK ?
And lastly, Town House, Brooklyn (2017 – under construction). To build a house in the American town of Brooklyn is a dream that had been going round and round in my mind. In a small car, in the subway, on foot, I criss-crossed the town I visit two or three times a year. Seeking a specific place, a corner lot, to construct a town house, solid, private, with two addresses, (Classon and Greene), two front doors, one family. One picture window per façade, no more. A cubic form culminating in a triangle, the Classon façade three storeys high and the Greene’s two. A screen on one side reminiscent of a façade in a western, initially flat, then tapering at the corner, and finally, in trompe l’œil on the side. The interior and the ensemble is simple, not too detailed, almost commonplace, an ordinary of 2022. 
Denise visits EPFL. 
Three years ago, Denise came back to Geneva and was invited to give a lecture to EPFL’s Architecture department. This was at the time of the exhibition of her photographs of Las Vegas, and of the ongoing relevance of the Venturis’ discourse of the time. I took her to see the SANAA-designed Rolex Learning Center built in 2008. We had lunch there. She was, as always, articulate but, as usual, not especially empathetic; her comments were acerbic. Whereas for my Swiss colleagues, the building was merely bad detailing, for Denise, it was nothing but a form, a formal design. A pity. 	Comment by Ros: OK ?
 
Inès Lamunière, January 2022 
P.S. I owe my first meeting with the Venturis to my father, Jean‐Marc Lamunière. He shared a lasting friendship with Bob and Denise. Bob and he were born in the same year, one in Philadelphia, the other in Rome.  
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