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Robert Venturi, 
Excerpts from Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture (1966) 
 
I like complexity and contradiction in architecture. I do not like the incoherence or 
arbitrariness of incompetent architecture nor the precious intricacies of picturesqueness 
or expressionism. Instead, I speak of a complex and contradictory architecture based 
on the richness and ambiguity of modern experience, including that experience which 
is inherent in art. Everywhere, except in architecture, complexity and contradiction 
have been acknowledged, from Godel's proof of ultimate inconsistency in 
mathematics to T. S. Eliot’s analysis of "difficult" poetry and Joseph Albers' definition of 
the paradoxical quality of painting. 


But architecture is necessarily complex and contradictory in its very inclusion of 
the traditional Vitruvian elements of commodity, firmness, and delight. And today the 
wants of program, structure, mechanical equipment, and expression, even in single 
buildings in simple contexts, are diverse and conflicting in ways previously 
unimaginable. The increasing dimension and scale of architecture in urban and 
regional planning add to the difficulties. I welcome the problems and exploit the 
uncertainties. By embracing contradiction as well as complexity, I aim for vitality as well 
as validity. 


Architects can no longer afford to be intimidated by the puritanically moral 
language of orthodox Modern architecture. I like elements which are hybrid rather than 
"pure," compromising rather than "clean," distorted rather than "straightforward,” 
ambiguous rather than "articulated," perverse as well as impersonal, boring as well as 
"interesting," conventional rather than "designed," accommodating rather than 
excluding, redundant rather than simple, vestigial as well as innovating, inconsistent 
and equivocal rather than direct and clear. I am for messy vitality over obvious unity. I 
include the non sequitur and proclaim the duality. 


I am for richness of meaning rather than clarity of meaning; for the implicit 
function as well as the explicit function. I prefer "both-and" to "either-or," black and 
white, and sometimes gray, to black or white. A valid architecture evokes many levels 
of meaning and combinations of focus: its space and its elements become readable 
and Workable in several ways at once. 


But an architecture of complexity and contradiction has a special obligation 
toward the whole: its truth must be in its totality or its implications of totality. It must 
embody the difficult unity of inclusion rather than the easy unity of exclusion. More is not 
less. 


[...]Orthodox Modern architects have tended to recognize complexity 
insufficiently or inconsistently. In their attempt to break with tradition and start all over 
again, they idealized the primitive and elementary at the expense of the diverse and 
the sophisticated. As participants in a revolutionary movement, they acclaimed the 
newness of modern functions, ignoring their complications. In their role as reformers, 
they puritanically advocated the separation and exclusion of elements rather than the 
inclusion of various requirements and their juxtapositions. As a forerunner of the Modern 
movement, Frank Lloyd Wright, who grew up with the motto "Truth against the World," 
wrote: "Visions of simplicity so broad and far-reaching would open to me and such 
building harmonies appear that . . . would change and deepen the thinking and 
culture of the modern world. So I believed." And Le Corbusier, co-founder of 
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Purism, spoke of the "great primary forms" which, he proclaimed, were "distinct . . . and 
without ambiguity." Modern architects with few exceptions eschewed ambiguity. 
But now our position is different: "At the same time that the problems increase in 
quantity, complexity, and difficulty they also change faster than before," and require 
an attitude more like that described by [author and philanthropist] August Heckscher: 
"The movement from a view of life as essentially simple and orderly to a view of life as 
complex and ironic is what every individual passes through in becoming mature. But 
certain epochs encourage this development; in them the paradoxical or dramatic 
outlook colors the whole intellectual scene. . . . Amid simplicity and order rationalism is 
born, but rationalism proves inadequate in any period of upheaval. Then equilibrium 
must be created out of opposites. Such inner peace as men gain must represent a 
tension among contradictions and uncertainties. . . . A feeling for paradox allows 
seemingly dissimilar things to exist side by side, their very incongruity suggesting a kind of 
truth." 


Rationalizations for simplification are still current, however, though subtler than 
the early arguments. They are expansions of Mies van der Rohe's magnificent paradox, 
"less is more." Paul Rudolph has clearly stated the implications of Mies' point of view: "All 
problems can never be solved. . . . Indeed it is a characteristic of the twentieth century 
that architects are highly selective in determining which problems they want to solve. 
Mies, for instance, makes wonderful buildings only because he ignores many aspects of 
a building. If he solved more problems, his buildings would be far less potent"" 


The doctrine "less is more" bemoans complexity and justifies exclusion for 
expressive purposes. It does, indeed, permit the architect to be "highly selective in 
determining which problems [he wants] to solve." But if the architect must be 
"committed to his particular way of seeing the universe," such a commitment surely 
means that the architect determines how problems should be solved, not that he can 
determine which of the problems he will solve. He can exclude important 
considerations only at the risk of separating architecture from the experience of life and 
the needs of society. If some problems prove insoluble, he can express this: in an 
inclusive rather than an exclusive kind of architecture there is room for the fragment, for 
contradiction, for improvisation, and for the tensions these produce. Mies' exquisite 
pavilions have had valuable implications for architecture, but their selectiveness of 
content and language is their limitation as well as their strength. 


I question the relevance of analogies between pavilions and houses, especially 
analogies between Japanese pavilions and recent domestic architecture. They ignore 
the real complexity and contradiction inherent in the domestic program-the spatial 
and technological possibilities as well as the need for variety in visual experience. 
Forced simplicity results in oversimplification. In the Wiley House, for instance, in contrast 
to his glass house, Philip Johnson attempted to go beyond the simplicities of the elegant 
pavilion. He explicitly separated and articulated the enclosed "private functions" of 
living on a ground floor pedestal, thus separating them from the open social functions in 
the modular pavilion above. But even here the building becomes a diagram of an 
oversimplified program for living-an abstract theory of either-or. Where simplicity cannot 
work, simpleness results. Blatant simplification means bland architecture. Less is a bore. 


The recognition of complexity in architecture does not negate what Louis Kahn 
has called "the desire for simplicity." But aesthetic simplicity which is a satisfaction to the 
mind derives, when valid and profound, from inner complexity. The Doric temple's 
simplicity to the eye is achieved through the famous subtleties and precision of its 
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distorted geometry and the contradictions and tensions inherent in its order. The Doric 
temple could achieve apparent simplicity through real complexity. When complexity 
disappeared, as in the late temples, blandness replaced simplicity. 


Nor does complexity deny the valid simplification which is part of the process of 
analysis, and even a method of achieving complex architecture itself. "We oversimplify 
a given event when we characterize it from the standpoint of a given interest." But this 
kind of simplification is a method in the analytical process of achieving a complex art. It 
should not be mistaken for a goal. 


An architecture of complexity and contradiction, however, does not mean 
picturesqueness or subjective expressionism. A false complexity has recently countered 
the false simplicity of an earlier Modern architecture. It promotes an architecture of 
symmetrical picturesqueness—which [World Trade Center architect] Minoru Yamasaki 
calls "serene"—but it represents a new formalism as unconnected with experience as 
the former cult of simplicity. Its intricate forms do not reflect genuinely complex 
programs, and its intricate ornament, though dependent on industrial techniques for 
execution, is dryly reminiscent of forms originally created by handicraft techniques. 
Gothic tracery and Rococo rocaille were not only expressively valid in relation to the 
whole, but came from a valid showing-off of hand skills and expressed a vitality derived 
from the immediacy and individuality of the method. This kind of complexity through 
exuberance, perhaps impossible today, is the antithesis of "serene" architecture, despite 
the superficial resemblance between them. But if exuberance is not characteristic of 
our art, it is tension, rather than "serenity" that would appear to be so. 


The best twentieth-century architects have usually rejected simplification—that 
is, simplicity through reduction—in order to promote complexity within the whole. The 
works of Alvar Aalto and Le Corbusier (who often disregards his polemical writings) are 
examples. But the characteristics of complexity and contradiction in their work are 
often ignored or misunderstood. Critics of Aalto, for instance, have liked him mostly for 
his sensitivity to natural materials and his fine detailing, and have considered his whole 
composition willful picturesqueness. [...] Aalto's complexity is part of the program and 
structure of the whole rather than a device justified only by the desire for expression. 
Though we no longer argue over the primacy of form or function (which follows 
which?), we cannot ignore their interdependence. 


The desire for a complex architecture, with its attendant contradictions, is not 
only a reaction to the banality or prettiness of current architecture. It is an attitude 
common in the Mannerist periods: the sixteenth century in Italy or the Hellenistic period 
in Classical art, and is also a continuous strain seen in such diverse architects as 
Michelangelo, Palladio, Borromini, Vanbrugh, Hawksmoor, Soane, Ledoux, Butterfield, 
some architects of the Shingle Style, Furness, Sullivan, Lutyens, and recently, Le 
Corbusier, Aalto, Kahn, and others. 


Today this attitude is again relevant to both the medium of architecture and the 
program in architecture.  


First, the medium of architecture must be re-examined if the increased scope of 
our architecture as well as the complexity of its goals is to be expressed. Simplified or 
superficially complex forms will not work. Instead, the variety inherent in the ambiguity 
of visual perception must once more be acknowledged and exploited. 


Second, the growing complexities of our functional problems must be 
acknowledged. I refer, of course, to those programs, unique in our time, which are 
complex because of their scope, such as research laboratories, hospitals, and 
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particularly the enormous projects at the scale of city and regional planning. But even 
the house, simple in scope, is complex in purpose if the ambiguities of contemporary 
experience are expressed. This contrast between the means and the goals of a 
program is significant. Although the means involved in the program of a rocket to get 
to the moon, for instance, are almost infinitely complex, the goal is simple and contains 
few contradictions; although the means involved in the program and structure of 
buildings are far simpler and less sophisticated technologically than almost any 
engineering project, the purpose is more complex and often inherently ambiguous. 
 
[...]  
 
A play of order and compromise also supports the idea of renovation in building, and of 
evolution in city planning. Indeed, change in the program of existing buildings is a valid 
phenomenon and a major source of the contradiction I am endorsing. [...] Much of the 
richness of the Italian urban scene at eye level results from the tradition of modifying or 
modernizing every several generations the commercial ground floor interiors, for 
example, the frankly stylish contemporary bars, located in the frames of old palazzi. But 
the building's original order must be strong. A good deal of clutter has not managed to 
destroy the space of Grand Central Station but the introduction of one foreign element 
casts into doubt the entire effect of some modern buildings. Our buildings must survive 
the cigarette machine. 


I have been referring to one level of order in architecture—that individual order 
that is related to the specific building it is part of. But there is convention in architecture, 
and convention can be another manifestation of an exaggeratedly strong order more 
general in scope. An architect should use convention and make it vivid. I mean he 
should use convention unconventionally. By convention I mean both the elements and 
methods of building. Conventional elements are those which are common in their 
manufacture, form, and use. I do not refer to the sophisticated products of industrial 
design, which are usually beautiful, but to the vast accumulation of standard, 
anonymously designed products connected with architecture and construction, and 
also to commercial display elements which are positively banal or vulgar in themselves 
and are seldom associated with architecture. 


The main justification for honky-tonk elements in architectural order is their very 
existence. They are what we have. Architects can bemoan or try to ignore them or 
even try to abolish them, but they will not go away. Or they will not go away for a long 
time, because architects do not have the power to replace them (nor do they know 
what to replace them with), and because these commonplace elements 
accommodate existing needs for variety and communication. The old clichés involving 
both banality and mess will still be the context of our new architecture, and our new 
architecture significantly will be the context for them. I am taking the limited view, I 
admit, but the limited view, which architects have tended to belittle, is as important as 
the visionary view, which they have tended to glorify but have not brought about. The 
short-term plan, which expediently combines the old and the new, must accompany 
the long-term plan. Architecture is evolutionary as well as revolutionary. As an art it will 
acknowledge what is and what ought to be, the immediate and the speculative. 
[...]  Are we today proclaiming advanced technology, while excluding the immediate, 
vital if vulgar elements which are common to our architecture and landscape? The 
architect should accept the methods and the elements he already has. [...] Present-
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day architects, in their visionary compulsion to invent new techniques, have neglected 
their obligation to be experts in existing conventions. The architect, of course, is 
responsible for the how as well as the what in his building, but his innovating role is 
primarily in the what; his experimentation is limited more to his organization of the whole 
than to technique in the parts. The architect selects as much as creates. 


These are pragmatic reasons for using convention in architecture but there are 
expressive justifications as well. The architect's main work is the organization of a unique 
whole through conventional parts and the judicious introduction of new parts when the 
old won't do. Gestalt psychology maintains that context contributes meaning to a part 
and change in context causes change in meaning. The architect thereby, through the 
organization of parts, creates meaningful contexts for them within the whole. Through 
unconventional organization of conventional parts he is able to create new meanings 
within the whole. If he uses convention unconventionally, if he organizes familiar things 
in an unfamiliar way, he is changing their contexts, and he can use even the cliché to 
gain a fresh effect. Familiar things seen in an unfamiliar context become perceptually 
new as well as old. 


Modern architects have exploited the conventional element only in limited ways. 
If they have not totally rejected it as obsolete or banal, they have embraced it as 
symbolic of progressive industrial order. But they have seldom used the common 
element with a unique context in an uncommon way. Wright, for instance, almost 
always employed unique elements and unique forms, which represented his personal 
and innovating approach to architecture. Minor elements, like hardware by Schlage or 
plumbing fixtures by Kohler of Kohler, which even Wright was unable to avoid using, 
read as unfortunate compromises within the particular order of his buildings, which is 
otherwise consistent. 


Gropius in his early work, however, employed forms and elements based on a 
consistent industrial vocabulary. He thus recognized standardization and promoted his 
ma chine aesthetic. The inspiration for windows and stairways, for instance, came from 
current factory architecture, and these buildings look like factories. Latter-day Mies 
employs the structural elements of vernacular American industrial architecture and also 
those of Albert Kahn with unconscious irony: the elegant frame members are derived 
from standard steel manufacturers' catalogues; they are expressed as exposed 
structure but they are ornament on a fire-resistant frame; and they make up complex, 
closed spaces rather than the simple industrial spaces they were originally designed for. 
It was Le Corbusier who juxtaposed objets trouvés and commonplace elements, such 
as the Thonet chair, the officer's chair, cast iron radiators, and other industrial objects, 
and the sophisticated forms of his architecture with any sense of irony.  


[...] Poets, according to Eliot, employ "that perpetual slight alteration of 
language, words perpetually juxtaposed in new and sudden combinations." 
Wordsworth writes in his preface to the Lyrical Ballads of choosing "incidents and 
situations from common life {so that] ordinary things should be presented to the mind in 
an unusual aspect." And Kenneth Burke has referred to "perspective by incongruity." This 
technique, which seems basic to the medium of poetry, has been used today in 
another medium. The Pop painter gives uncommon meaning to common elements by 
changing their context or increasing their scale. Through "involvement in the relativity of 
perception and the relativity of meaning," old clichés in new settings achieve rich 
meanings which are ambiguously both old and new, banal and vivid. [...]Pop Art has 
demonstrated that these commonplace elements are often the main source of the 
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occasional variety and vitality of our cities, and that it is not their banality or vulgarity as 
elements which make for the banality or vulgarity of the whole scene, but rather their 
contextual relationships of space and scale. 


Another significant implication from Pop Art involves method in city planning. 
Architects and planners who peevishly denounce the conventional townscape for its 
vulgarity or banality promote elaborate methods for abolishing or disguising honky-tonk 
elements in the existing landscape, or, for excluding them from the vocabulary of their 
new townscapes. But they largely fail either to enhance or to provide a substitute for 
the existing scene because they attempt the impossible. By attempting too much they 
flaunt their impotence and risk their continuing influence as supposed experts. Cannot 
the architect and planner, by slight adjustments to the conventional elements of the 
townscape, existing or proposed, promote significant effects? By modifying or adding 
conventional elements to still other conventional elements they can, by a twist of 
context, gain a maximum of effect through a minimum of means. They can make us 
see the same things in a different way. 
 
[...] 
 
In [the 1964 book] God's Own Junkyard [architect/critic] Peter Blake has compared the 
chaos of commercial Main Street with the orderliness of the University of Virginia. 
Besides the irrelevancy of the comparison, is not Main Street almost all right? Indeed, is 
not the commercial strip of a Route 66 almost all right? As I have said, our question is: 
what slight twist of context will make them all right? Perhaps more signs more 
contained. Illustrations in God's Own Junkyard of Times Square and roadtown are 
compared with illustrations of New England villages and arcadian countrysides. But the 
pictures in this book that are supposed to be bad are often good. The seemingly 
chaotic juxtapositions of honky-tonk elements express an intriguing kind of vitality and 
validity, and they produce an unexpected approach to unity as well. 


It is true that an ironic interpretation such as this results partly from the change in 
scale of the subject matter n photographic form and the change in context within the 
Tames of the photographs. But in some of these compositions there is an inherent sense 
of unity not far from the surface. It is not the obvious or easy unity derived from the 
dominant binder or the motival order of simpler, less contradictory compositions, but 
that derived from a complex and illusive order of the difficult whole. It is the taut 
composition which contains contrapuntal relationships, equal combinations, inflected 
fragments, and acknowledged qualities. It is the unity which "maintains, but only just 
maintains, a control over the clashing elements which compose it. Chaos is very near; 
its nearness, but its avoidance, gives . . . force." In the validly complex building or 
cityscape, the eye does not want to be too easily or too quickly satisfied in its search for 
unity within a whole. 


Some of the vivid lessons of Pop Art, involving contradictions of scale and 
context, should have awakened architects from prim dreams of pure order, which, 
unfortunately, are imposed in the easy Gestalt unities of the urban renewal projects of 
establishment Modern architecture and yet, fortunately are really impossible to achieve 
at any great scope. And it is perhaps from the everyday landscape, vulgar and 
disdained, that we can draw the complex and contradictory order that is valid and 
vital for our architecture as an urbanistic whole. 
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