A Significance for A&P Parking Lots, or Learning from Las Vegas

Substance for a writer consists not merely of those realities he thinks he discovers; it consists even more of those
realities which have been made available to him by the literature and idioms of his own day and by the images that
still have vitality in the literature of the past. Stylistically, a writer can express his feeling about this substance

either by imitation, if it sits well with him, or by parody, if it doesn’t.!

Learning from the existing landscape is a way of being revolutionary for an architect. Not the obvious way, which
is to tear down Paris and begin again, as Le Corbusier suggested in the 1920s, but another, more tolerant way; that is,

to question how we look at things.

The commercial strip, the Las Vegas Strip in particular — the example par excellence — challenges the architect to
take a positive, non-chip-on-the-shoulder view. Architects are out of the habit of looking nonjudgmentally at the
environment, because orthodox Modern architecture is progressive, if not revolutionary, utopian, and puristic; it is

dissatisfied with existing conditions. Modern architecture has been anything but permissive: Architects have

preferred to change the existing environment rather than enhance what is there.

But to gain insight from the commonplace is nothing new: Fine art often follows folk art. Romantic architects of
the eighteenth century discovered an existing and conventional rustic architecture. Early Modern architects
appropriated an existing and conventional industrial vocabulary without much adaptation. Le Corbusier loved

grain elevators and steamships; the Bauhaus looked like a factory; Mies refined the details of American steel factories
for concrete buildings. Modern architects work through analogy, symbol, and image — although they have gone 1o
lengths to disclaim almost all determinants of their forms except structural necessity and the program — and they
derive insights, analogies, and stimulation from unexpected images. There is a perversity in the learning process: We
look backward at history and tradition to go forward; we can also look downward to go upward. And withholding

judgment may be used as a tool to make later judgment more sensitive. This is a way of learning from everything.

Commercial Values and Commercial Methods

Las VVegas is analyzed here only as a phenomenon of architectural communication. Just as an analysis of the structure

of a Gothic cathedral need not include a debate on the morality of medieval religion, so Las Vegas's values are not
questioned here. The morality of commercial advertising, gambling interests, and the competitive instinct is not at
issue here, although, indeed, we believe it should be in the architect’s broader, synthetic tasks of which an analysis

such as this is but one aspect, The analysis of a drive-in church in this context would match that of a drive-in
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This has been a technical
studio. We are evolving
new tools: analytical tools
for understanding new space
and form, and graphic tools
for representing them.
Don‘t bug us for lack of
social concern. We are
trying to train ourselves

to offer socially relevant
skills.

1. Richard Poirier, *'T. S. Eliot
and the Literature of Waste,”

The New Republic (May 20, 1967),
p. 21.



























