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Introduction

I love books.

In particular I love architecture books. More specifically, I love illustrated architecture books.
This love has led to books defining various parts of my life: a sizable personal library that
seems to push me and my family out of our apartment; a blog devoted to architecture books
called A Daily Dose of Architecture Books; a tendency to always have at least one book with me,
reading it on the subway or even while walking down city sidewalks; and a stupefaction that
other architects do not always share my bibliophilic passion. Buildings in Print is the latest
expression of my love for architecture books, functioning as a guide for architects wanting to
build a library of important books but also as a visual argument for the continued relevance
of illustrated books in our digital age.
Illustrated is one of three I-words in the subtitle of Buildings in Print, accompanied by
Influential and Inspiring. The hundred books collected here are illustrated because the book
you’re holding in your hands is illustrated, featuring photographs I took of the covers and
selected spreads inside each book. This approach allows glimpses of at least a few pages in
each title, helping to convey how the selection of images and the layouts of words and images
function in architecture books.
I judge these books to be influential—both to architects and to the makers of other
architecture books—based on my experiences but also on the words of experts and such quasiobjective measures as the number of citations on Google Scholar. I’ll admit it’s easier to determine the influence of a book published decades ago than one in the last five or ten years,
so books published after 2010 tend to function here as indicators of current trends or signals
of future paths.
Just how much the books are inspiring takes us into a subjective realm, with the selection of one hundred books synthesizing broader recognition—be it awards, best-of lists, or
reviews in esteemed publications—with personal preference. To balance any inherent biases
(there’s bound to be some) in the selection, I solicited a number of relevant peers in the field—
architects, professors, writers, etc.—to contribute their Top 10 lists of architecture books that
influenced them the most in their education and careers. In a few cases, these lists—inserted
as sidebars throughout the book—influenced the titles selected in Buildings in Print.
Of the thousands of illustrated books published since Vitruvius’s ancient treatise, De
architectura (ca. 27 BC), how were these one hundred selected? First, these are modern books,
in two senses of the word: they were published in the modern age with modern means, and
they deal with modern architecture. Books played an important role in spreading the gospel,
if you will, of Modernism in the early twentieth century and they continue to be used to disseminate the ideas of architects and scholars alongside websites and other digital platforms.
Therefore Buildings in Print suitably begins with Le Corbusier’s Vers une architecture from
1923 (translated as Towards a New Architecture in 1927), the book that arguably established
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but certainly popularized many of the conventions still used in illustrated architecture books
today: the integration of words and images on the page to convey and strengthen arguments;
the juxtaposition of images for effect; and the publication of books to make statements, share
ideas, and promote an architect’s work. One of the main criteria for making it into this survey
was a title’s publication as a singular, book-length argument, even if, as with Towards a New
Architecture, the contents of some these books had sometimes been previously published
elsewhere. This means periodicals, readers, and other collections of essays are not included
here, though they may be as influential and inspiring to architects.
The one hundred books in Buildings in Print are structured in nine thematic chapters
with at least nine books in each chapter. Books are presented in the chapters in chronological order, typically spanning the decades between the two World Wars and the present. The
flow of books hopefully reveals how architecture and the publishing of architectural books
have changed across a century of widespread dramatic change. Exceptions are found at the
beginning and the end, providing an arc for this book: the first chapter ends in the late 1970s
and is then picked up in the last chapter, which carries through to the second decade of the
twenty-first century. Here is a brief description of each chapter and the evolutions traced in
these categories:

➊

Manifestos are polemical arguments that state a position about what architecture
should be. They were prevalent in the early days of Modernism—between the two
World Wars—but trailed off in the 1970s when the social basis of modern architecture
remained unfulfilled, formal considerations took over, and manifestos gave way to
theories and critiques. The chapter begins with Le Corbusier’s groundbreaking polemic, Towards a New Architecture, sees the influential writings of Robert Venturi,
Christopher Alexander, and their collaborators in the 1960s and 1970s, and ends with
Rem Koolhaas, whose Delirious New York manifesto was “retroactive,” signaling the
end of the manifesto as a valid or enduring format for architecture books.

➋

Knowing Histories of architecture is important to understanding architecture, so the
second chapter delves into eleven of them, with an emphasis on histories of modern architecture. Often presented in the singular, Modernism was actually quite diverse—conceptually, formally, geographically, etc. Early histories (by Pevsner and
Giedion) were genealogical, making the case for Modernism as the next evolutionary
step in architecture. Later histories looked at the subsequent evolution and dissolution of modern architecture, but with revisionist and critical glances. Recent books
have looked at Modernist projects unfulfilled (Metabolism) and questioned Modernism’s founding myths by examining which technological and social concerns (tuberculosis, X-rays) drove architects in the 1920s and 1930s.

➌

The next chapter looks at Education: how students of architecture were indoctrinated into the ways of Modernism in the early decades of the twentieth century and the
means by which that learning continues into our current century. The types of books
in this chapter are diverse, including reference books about design, technical guides,
books geared to students, books documenting a school’s curriculum and output, and
books about drawing—that still-important media for architects. It starts with Architects’ Data—aka Neufert—an early reference on standards and building types that is
still in use, and a book on the Bauhaus, the short-lived but most influential school of
Modernism. A couple of recent books focus on drawings as a means of representing
history (Manual of Section) and of foregrounding elements usually overlooked (An
Unfinished Encyclopedia of Scale Figures without Architecture).
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➍

Houses & Housing is the only chapter that focuses on a building type. It consists of
books on single-family houses, which were often the most immediate expressions
of early modern architecture, and multifamily housing, for which many architects
focused their energies, aligning themselves with the movement’s social concerns.
Books from the 1920s and 1930s express the early ambitions of social housing as well
as the apparent spread of Modernist houses around the world. With climate change
brought on by energy usage related to sprawl, among other factors, a reconsideration
of the single-family house is underway, as touched upon by the Atlas of Another America closing the chapter.

➎

Monographs (Architects) present the work of individual architects or firms to a wider

➏

Monographs (Buildings), also known as case studies, focus on individual projects,

➐

Exhibitions have been an important avenue for exploring particular ideas and es-

➑
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public, usually under the direction of the architect/firm. Serving the role of promotion
as well as education and inspiration, monographs have remained popular if formulaic in the decades since Frank Lloyd Wright and Le Corbusier—or more accurately
the editors and publishers behind them—used the format so effectively last century.
The most recent titles see architects taking their agency outside of traditional practices and into realms of politics and social justice (Forensic Architecture), and they
draw attention to collaborations rather than “solo geniuses” by repackaging one such
avant-garde outfit (Archigram) for contemporary consumption.
though here they are exclusively completed buildings, not in-progress or speculative
designs. Not as popular as monographs on architects, building monographs are nevertheless important for providing extensive documentation of buildings, revealing
insights into how they were designed, and tracing the “lives” of buildings after completion; in turn, the books impact how important works of architecture are understood. Unsurprisingly, Le Corbusier starts the chapter, with a monograph that strives
to be an art book. It ends with two recent books, one that captures an architect’s passionate, decades-long documentation of one building (Castelvecchio), and one that
aids in the preservation of another building (E.1027) while correcting the historical
misconceptions around it.
tablishing novel positions, so the next chapter consists of catalogs for exhibitions.
It presents the printed companions of canonic exhibitions as well as notable exhibitions from important institutions of architecture. Exhibitions are place-based and
with limited duration, so publishing their catalogs has enabled the messages of exhibitions, not to mention the enormous efforts in mounting them, to find a wider audience. The chapter starts with the most influential exhibition of modern architecture,
MoMA’s The International Style, and ends with Rem Koolhaas’s Elements of Architecture from the 2014 Venice Architecture Biennale, the most important ongoing architecture exhibition.

Building Cities includes some of the many books that see architects studying and
documenting cities, but more importantly proposing alternative forms for them. This
book’s roughly hundred-year time frame has seen the most dramatic evolution of cities in human history, with some of those physical transformations—for better or, more
often it seems, worse—attributed to architects. Or one architect: Le Corbusier. Logically, his 1925 book Urbanisme (translated in 1929 as The City of To-morrow and Its Planning) begins the chapter, which traces the rise and fall of his approach, the reactionary
embrace of traditional cities, and, finally, a presentation of the ways parts of cities are
designed to benefit some people while excluding just as many others.

➒

Although the least visually innovative of the nine categories, Theories & Critiques
importantly picks up where Manifestos leaves off, in the late 1970s, when Modernism
had given way to Postmodernism. This chapter sees critiques of modern architecture
balanced by theories, particularly those of phenomenology, which provides an alternative to both the widely disliked forms of modern architecture and the shallow scenography of Postmodernism. If one thing comes across in the ten books spanning
nearly forty years, it’s the lack of critical and theoretical consensus pervading contemporary architecture. The last book, Four Walls and a Roof, highlights the difficulties facing the architectural profession as it enters the third decade of the twenty-first
century, while also indicating it’s still too early to plunge the proverbial knife into the
socially minded hearts of architects.

An unavoidable act in writing about architecture books is quoting Victor Hugo’s NotreDame de Paris. He famously wrote in the book’s “This Will Kill That” chapter, “The Book will
kill the Edifice.” For Hugo, architecture was “the great manuscript of the human race” and
therefore most importantly a means of communication, particularly in the design of churches. So his assertion that “printing will destroy architecture” meant the cheaper, easier, lighter, more portable technology of paper books would displace the more laborious “books of
stone,” resulting in human intelligence “mingling with the very air.” There are clear parallels
between the technological shift enabled by Johannes Gutenberg in the fifteenth century and
the invention of the Internet four decades ago. The expansion of digital networks into every
aspect of human life this century has been accompanied by many “this will kill that” sentiments, none seemingly louder than the “inevitable” death of the book at the hands of electronic media, notably e-books and online media. When the Kindle was released in late 2007,
it seemed that human intelligence would soon be released from “books of paper” to “mingle
with the very air” on waves of zeros and ones.
More than twelve years after the release of that ironically named device, printed books
remain more popular than ever. There are at least three things that explain the lasting appeal
and relevance of illustrated architecture books. First, the physical construction of books and
the design of their pages allow for the clear and controlled expression of visual information;
the combination of words, photographs, and drawings so important in architecture books has
not found a suitable expression in e-book and online formats, even as the latter integrates
videos and other media to expand architectural narratives. Second, bound books are finite
entities with a clear beginning and end that enables the architects and students of architecture reading them to locate themselves in the “space” of the book; this is the opposite of the
spatially static screen of an e-reader or the endless scroll of online media. The same characteristic also forces authors, working with editors/publishers, to create compact, cohesive
statements within the boundaries of the printed page, ideally focusing and strengthening
their intellectual arguments in the process. And third, while all books are physical—something they will always have in their favor over digital media—architecture books often excel
as beautiful objects of design and legibility. This last sentiment cannot be applied to all architecture books, but the best among them should be celebrated, as Buildings in Print does.
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➊
manifestos

Towards a
New Architecture
by Le Corbusier

G. Crès et Cie., Paris, 1923
(in French, as Vers une architecture)
John Rodker, London, 1927 (English
translation by Frederick Etchells)
290 pages, 220 illustrations, 61/4 × 91/4 inches
(15.6 × 23.4 cm)

● During the early 1920s, in the
pages of the journal L’Esprit Nouveau,
Charles-Édouard Jeanneret (1887–
1965) transformed himself into Le
Corbusier and penned most of what
became Towards a New Architecture, a
radical polemic for a modern architecture. It’s impossible to overstate the
book’s influence on twentieth-century
architecture; to this day it continues
to hold sway as required reading
in introductory architecture classes.
People who have not read the
book’s essays on architecture, engineering, industrial production,
and housing probably know the one
phrase—“A house is a machine for
living in”—that has been extracted
from the text and repeated so often to
become both an architectural proverb and an oversimplification of the
book’s ideas. Le Corbusier’s argument
for architects to move beyond style
and embrace the lessons of modern
industry is told through words but also
images—or more accurately, words 
and images.
The book’s influence hinges as
much on the selection of photographs
and drawings, and their layout on
the page, as it does on Le Corbusier’s
concise wordplay—as crisp as his
modern houses. Images do not follow
text as separate plates, the norm at the
time; the two had to be integrated, first
as laid out in L’Esprit Nouveau and
then in slightly altered book form. And
herein lies another aspect of the book’s
influence—on the graphic design of
architecture books and how words and
images work together to form stronger
arguments than either could alone.
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← Getty Publications released
a more precise translation
(by John Goodman) of the original
text in 2007 as Toward an
Architecture; a stylized version
of a famous spread from inside
the book graces the cover.
↑↑ Images of grain elevators
in North America accompany one
of Le Corbusier’s most famous
statements: “Architecture
is the masterful, correct, and
magnificent play of volumes
brought together in light.”
↑ Le Corbusier used these
drawings from Auguste Choisy’s
Histoire de l’architecture,
the 1899 book he considered “the
most worthy book ever written
on architecture.”

In the “Regulating Lines”
chapter, Le Corbusier overlays
lines on the facades of Classical
buildings and, on subsequent
pages, his own buildings, uniting
architecture over time through
geometry rather than style or
ornament.
→ Le Corbusier wrote at the
end of the book, a half-decade
after the Great War, “Architecture
or revolution. Revolution can be
avoided.”
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← The most famous spread
from an architecture book last
century—from the “Eyes That
Do Not See . . . ” chapter—parallels
the progress of Greek temples
over the course of two centuries
with that of automobiles within
just two decades.
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↑ The English facsimile edition
was published almost one
hundred years after the original.
→ Images of industrial structures preface each chapter;
chapter 5 contrasts a concrete
grain elevator with the steel Constructivism of Vladimir Tatlin’s
famous Monument to the Third
International.
Ginzburg traced the evolution of styles through diagrams
of vertical forces, finding them
asymmetrical in a design by the
Vesnin brothers; note the wide
kerning used for emphasis, in lieu
of italics, closely following
the original design in Russian.
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Style and Epoch by
Moisei Ginzburg

Gosizdat, Moscow, 1924 (in Russian, as
Stil’ i epokha)
The MIT Press, Cambridge, 1983
(English translation by Anatole Senkevitch)
Fontanka Publishers/Ginzburg Design,
London, 2018 (English translation by
John Nicolson)
240 pages, 65 illustrations, 71/4 × 9 inches
(18.4 × 23.2 cm)

● The image of a grain elevator on the
cover of Moisei Ginzburg’s (1892–1946)
Stil’ i epokha would appear to indicate
that the architect was articulating the
polemic laid out by Le Corbusier earlier
that decade in L’Esprit Nouveau and
Vers une architecture for a Russian
audience. Yet the title, Style and Epoch
in English, summarizes a key difference between their perspectives. While
Ginzburg also argues, like Le Corbusier, for a new style of architecture,
he bases it on an in-depth reading of
historical styles in which they evolve in
cycles of youth, maturity, fading, and
death.
Ginzburg saw Russia and the rest
of the world on the cusp of a new style,
one that needed to acknowledge industrial technology and the concomitant
fusion of architecture and engineering
(not coincidentally, he was trained
in both fields). His book would serve
as the theoretical basis for Russian
Constructivism, the short-lived style
that nevertheless exerted influence
through the dynamic drawings representing primarily collective housing
and public buildings.
Constructivism saw a resurgence
in the 1980s, with the rise of another
short-lived “style,” Deconstructivism,
and the translation of Ginzburg’s book
into English—sixty years after he put
his ideas into words. That book followed the format of other Oppositions
Books titles (see The Architecture of the
City), but a true facsimile in a new English translation came thirty-five years
later, alongside reprints of Ginzburg’s
other books, most notably Dwelling
from 1934.

↑ Forty-one plates at the
back of the book—without any
commentary from Ginzburg—
highlight some Constructivist
designs, including the Vesnins’
project for the Palace of Labor
in Moscow.
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acceptera by Gunnar
Asplund, Wolter Gahn,
Sven Markelius, Gregor
Paulsson, Eskil Sundahl,
and Uno Åhrén
Tiden, Stockholm, 1931 (in Swedish,
as acceptera)
(English translation by David Jones
published by the Museum of Modern Art,
New York, in 2008 in Modern Swedish
Design: Three Founding Texts)
208 pages, 190 illustrations, 71/2 × 101/2 inches
(18.8 × 26.6 cm), designed by Uno Åhrén

● The Stockholm Exhibition that
took place from May to September
1930 on the city’s waterfront is famous
for introducing Functionalism to
Sweden and subsequently influencing
the design of housing in the social
democratic country. The well-attended fair was organized by art historian
Gregor Paulsson (1889–1977) and its
chief architect was Gunnar Asplund
(1885–1940). In the fall of 1930,
Paulsson and Asplund, together with
four other architects who worked
on the Stockholm Exhibition, quickly
wrote acceptera—always written in
lowercase and sometimes followed by
an exclamation mark—as a summation of the ideas that took form in the
exhibition, a response to critiques of
the exhibition, and an optimistic manifesto of design that accepts (acceptera!)
the circumstances of modern life.
Like other architecture publications at the time, acceptera combines
words and images in a manner that
is refreshing and aids the polemic of
the six authors working as a collective
(none of the chapters are credited to
any of the individuals). Although the
book wasn’t translated into English
until 2008—still decades after Tiden
had reprinted the hard-to-find 1931
publication in 1980—the memorable
cover and recirculated images from
inside the book ensured the spread
of its ideas beyond Sweden. Many of
acceptera’s illustrations are pulled
from non-architectural contexts (e.g.,
a gun, warplanes, a telephone), but the
selection aligns with the overall thesis
that times change and, since everything is interconnected, architecture
must change too.
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← The image of a crowd,
reiterated on the frontispiece,
acknowledges considerations of
the collective and the individual;
below the crowd, the text
begins: “Accept the reality that
exists—only in that way have
we any prospect of mastering it.”
↑ The cover of the collection
published by MoMA in 2008
displays the model apartment
designed by Kurt von Schmalensee for the 1930 Stockholm
Exhibition.
↓ The book’s images are sometimes silhouetted for effect,
here fitting into statements that
fuse words and pictures together.

→ The chapter on housing,
titled “What is required of
housing,” is the most overtly
architectural part of acceptera,
consisting of plans that,
for instance, maximize direct
sunlight.
A postscript to the 1980 reprint contends that the “New and
old” chapter, which this spread
falls into, was written by Asplund
and illustrated by employees in
his office.
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Community and
Privacy: Toward a New
Architecture of
Humanism by Serge

Chermayeff and Christopher
Alexander

Doubleday & Company, New York, 1963
256 pages, 100 illustrations,
71/4 × 101/4 inches (18.4 × 26 cm), designed
by Peter Chermayeff

● The early 1960s were years of
reckoning in architecture and
urbanism. The open plans and
expansive glazing of modern
architecture were critiqued on
functional grounds, while the
detrimental environmental effects
of automobile-driven urbanism were
already apparent. Community and
Privacy took aim at modern mass
culture, arguing for designs of urban
dwellings that would address both
poles of the book’s title. The approach
taken was logical and mathematical,
enabled by computers.
Reformulating the functions
of the house in a way that would enable
computational analysis was a project
started by architect Serge Chermayeff
(1900–1996) in 1952 in a seminar at the
Harvard Graduate School of Design
(he taught at GSD until 1962). Beginning
in 1960 he was aided by Christopher
Alexander (1936–), who received his
PhD in architecture at Harvard GSD in
1963, following degrees in architecture
and mathematics in England. The pair
produced a text aligned with its time,
and while its detailed findings are no
longer applicable, their methodical approach is relevant to current situations.
Six decades after Community and
Privacy, architects find themselves
facing the real possibility of replacement by computers that can automate
the design of floor plans. Generative
design software takes functional parameters and other inputs to produce
myriad plan iterations, a process that
echoes the work of Chermayeff and
Alexander. In a technocratic near future, generative design would shift the
architect’s responsibility to inputting
parameters and selecting the best
iterations. In this context, Community
and Privacy offers some advice on
maintaining a humanist stance while
embracing technology.
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↑ All in the family: Although
Serge’s son, Ivan, was a famous
graphic designer, his other son,
Peter, an architect, designed
Community and Privacy, from its
typography and illustrations to
the book jacket.
→ Images spanning two-page
spreads preface the book’s
two parts (“Mass Culture” and
“The Urban Dwelling”) as well
as each chapter, functioning like
visual mnemonic devices;
Part I starts with the image of
a crowd, coming when the
world’s population growth was
a growing concern.
The mathematical basis for
the authors’ study is expressed
here, with the numbers corresponding to thirty-three “detailed
pressures” that would affect
the plan of a house and their
resolution into seven “coherent
groupings.”

← Two of the seven groupings
are discarded as irrelevant for
plans and the remaining five
groupings are analyzed through
diagrams (top half) and then
synthesized into a composite
plan (bottom) that clusters four
houses together but maintains
privacy.

↑ Critiques follow the analyses, first at the level of house
“clusters,” such as Clarence Stein
and Henry Wright’s Baldwin Hills
Village (Los Angeles, 1942), examined in terms of the remaining
five groupings (B, C, E, F, G) . . .
← . . . and then at the level
of individual houses, whose
plans are critiqued in terms of
six questions relating to familial
safety and individual privacy;
not surprisingly, the houses on
the following pages that answer
“yes” to all six questions were
designed by Serge Chermayeff.
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Complexity and
Contradiction in
Architecture by Robert

Venturi, 1966

The Museum of Modern Art, New York,
in association with the Graham
Foundation for Advanced Studies in the
Fine Arts, Chicago, 1966
144 pages, 350 illustrations, 6 × 8 inches
(15.2 × 20.3 cm)

● Architectural historian Vincent
Scully famously declared that
Complexity and Contradiction in
Architecture was “probably the most
important writing on the making of
architecture since Le Corbusier’s
Vers une architecture, of 1923.” These
words, written for the introduction to
the 1966 book, were prescient,
as the book ended up impacting how
people looked at and talked about
architecture. It changed the course of
buildings designed in the United
States and beyond, turning its author,
Robert Venturi (1925–2018), in the
eyes of many, into the father of
postmodern architecture. Ironically,
Venturi’s “gentle manifesto”
countering orthodox modern
architecture was commissioned in
part by the Museum of Modern Art, the
institution that defined what Venturi
subsequently broke down.
Written mostly in 1962 but not
released for another four years,
Complexity and Contradiction grew
out of architectural theory courses
that Venturi taught at the University of
Pennsylvania in the 1960s. The book’s
title articulates his preferences over
simplicity and picturesqueness; it also
expresses his embrace of ambiguity
aligned with contemporary experience, readings of history that positively
influence the present, and the creation
of a “difficult whole” arising from a diversity of parts. The book is concerned
exclusively with form, so logically it
ends with a selection of projects by the
practicing architect to illustrate the
application of his ideas.
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→ MoMA’s planned Papers
on Architecture series birthed
just two books (the second was
by historian Joseph Rykwert).
Venturi’s first-edition paperback
was reprinted in hardcover for
Complexity and Contradiction at
Fifty, a two-volume publication
based on a 2016 symposium of
the same name.
↓ Venturi and MoMA repackaged the book a decade after
its initial publication in a larger
landscape format (103/4 × 81/4
inches [27.3 × 21 cm]) that was
nearly double in size.

↑ In a 1967 review, architecture critic Peter Blake called
the stamp-sized images “impossible to decipher”. . .
← . . . but this deficiency was
overcome in the larger second
edition that roughly maintains
the same pagination as the first
edition.
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→ Illustrations of modern
architecture are in the minority in
Complexity and Contradiction
and are used to strengthen arguments against it.
Venturi counters Modernism’s “either-or” tradition
with a “both-and” approach born
from contradiction and yielding
varying levels of meaning.
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➊

Ornament and Crime by
Adolf Loos (essay in
Les Cahiers d’aujourd’hui,
1913; book by Ariadne
Press, 1998)

➋

Complexity and
Contradiction in
Architecture by Robert
Venturi (The Museum of
Modern Art, 1966)

➌

Nairn’s London by Ian
Nairn (Penguin, 1966)

➍

Invisible Cities by Italo
Calvino (Giulio Einaudi
Editore, 1972; Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich, 1974)

➎

Modern Architecture
Since 1900 by William J. R.
Curtis (Phaidon, 1982)

➏

On Architecture by Kim
Jong Il (1991)

➐

Variations on a Theme
Park edited by Michael
Sorkin (Hill & Wang, 1992)

➑

The Culture of Cities by
Sharon Zukin (Blackwell
Publishing, 1995)

➒

Content edited by Rem
Koolhaas (Taschen,
2004)

➓

Ground Control: Fear and
Happiness in the TwentyFirst-Century City by Anna
Minton (Penguin Books,
2009)

25

26

←← Although Venturi and Scott
Brown disliked the large format,
high price tag, and Modernist
design of the first edition (seen
here sans glassine dust jacket), a
facsimile edition was printed by
the publisher in 2017, forty years
after . . .

Learning From Las
Vegas by Robert Venturi,
Denise Scott Brown, and
Steven Izenour

The MIT Press, Cambridge, 1972
190 pages, 240 illustrations, 101/2 × 14 inches
(26.6 × 35.5 cm), designed by Muriel Cooper

← . . . a revised edition was
published, also by the MIT Press,
in 1977 at the considerably
smaller trim size of 6 × 9 inches
(15.2 × 22.8 cm) to be more
affordable for students and less
ostentatious in terms of design.

● In 1966, Robert Venturi (1925–2018)
famously wrote in Complexity and
Contradiction in Architecture that
“Main Street is almost all right.” That
same acknowledgment of vernacular
environments extended to the Las
Vegas Strip—the glitzy antithesis of
Main Street—soon after, first in a
Yale architecture studio led by Venturi
and Denise Scott Brown (1931–) and
assisted by Steven Izenour (1940–2001)
in fall 1968, and then in book form four
years later. Learning From Las Vegas was
quickly recognized as a seminal document of postmodern theory and has
remained a mainstay of courses on
architectural theory and urban design.
Using sketches, diagrams, maps,
photographs, film stills, and other
images culled from the studio, the book
analyzes the way casinos, hotels, and
other buildings set behind parking lots
along the Strip used signage to express identity and attract the attention
of drivers. The famous outcome of
their drive-by research is the Decorated Shed and the Duck, the former
incorporating signage to communicate
the function of an ordinary building
and the latter using form to describe
its contents. Put simply, the Ducks
equaled formalist Modernism and
the Decorated Sheds would become
scenographic Postmodernism.
Two parts comprise the highly visual research and analysis: “A
Significance for A&P Parking Lots, or
Learning from Las Vegas” and “Ugly
and Ordinary Architecture, or the
Decorated Shed.” Ironically, in the
decades since publication, the parking
lots along the Strip turned into fountains, roller coasters, and gardens, and
the “ordinary” casinos were replaced
by a pyramid, a miniature Eiffel Tower,
and other Ducks.

← The first of the book’s many
maps of the Las Vegas Strip
is seen beneath some signs that
hint at Muriel Cooper’s fivecolumn layout and the generous
white space used regularly by
the designer.
The duck in the Duck
vs. Decorated Shed dichotomy
was based on The Big Duck,
a souvenir store on Long Island
that was captured by Peter
Blake in his 1964 book God’s
Own Junkyard.
→ As famous as the Duck
and the Shed is Robert Venturi’s
sketch of the latter signaling
itself as a monument; it’s
seen here in the 1977 edition,
which separated text and
illustrations.
↓ Aerials, daytime and nighttime photos, and drawings
fed the analysis of the Strip and
its constituent parts.
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→ A third part—“Essays in
the Ugly and Ordinary: Some
Decorated Sheds”—featuring the
work of Venturi and Rauch,
was included in the first edition
but omitted in the revised
edition.
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