
reviews 

Readers a lways seemed to l ike our book rev iew sect ion in the early days of the 
j ou rna l ; perhaps some wil l be p leased to know t h a t we ' r e returning to a m o d i ­
f ied version of our old po l i cy : there w i l l , once a g a i n , be slews of rev iews: long 
ones, essay rev iews, short ones, exceed ing ly short ones . Bu t in retooling for the 
new models , we f ind ourselves w i th the oddly-assorted bunch b e l o w — f a r too 
many , for our tas te , by members of our s ta f f . T h a t ' s just because of w h a t might 
be ca l l ed , to p ick up a not-very-or ig ina l image , subcontract ing delays. W a i t 
ti l l we get the l ine real ly roll ing a g a i n ! 

For a somewhat ful ler exp lana t ion of w h a t we ' r e up to, see X I I , 2 , page 4. 
SGL 

architectural populism 

LEARNING FROM LAS VEGAS. By Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and Steven 
Izenour. Cambridge, Massachusetts. MIT Press. 1972. $25. 

I hope we all know by now that Jos£ Ortega y Gasset was wrong. His 
fear that the rise of a mass audience would pol lu te what had been essen­
tially elite aristocratic arts by dragging them down to the mass level bears 
little relat ionship to the realities of the history of the arts. 

Indeed, the characteristic pa t te rn has been qui te the opposite: "stand­
ard," vernacular or even commercial forms, far from being merely vulgar 
popularizations of elite forms, have often been the real source of those 
forms. Typically a genius has come to an already established folk, pop­
ular or commercial form and used its cliches, procedures or even its tech­
nology to make of it "high ar t ." C inema and jazz are the best examples 
in our own day, but are by no means isolated. T h e modern short story 
grew out of the subliterary world of the nineteenth-century standard 
magazine when men like Poe and H a w t h o r n e discovered the real potential 
of "magazinism." By the same token, El izabethan theatre clearly operated 
on the level of popular en ter ta inment ; to it came Shakespeare. 

T h e typical critical stance in Amer ican architecture involves elite 
architects lament ing the lack of p l ann ing and the inefficiency of controls 
in the immense world of American bui ld ing. W e have known for some 
t ime that the commercial and popu la r forms which have arisen amount to 
what can probably be called a vernacular style. I've been struck by this 
in looking at the very hokey pseudo-styles one has found all through this 
century in subdivisions. They are no t archi tecture to the elite architec-
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ture critic, but everyone's wife knows how to read them. They speak, 
they say something, the language is understood; its symbols are readily 
recognizable. 

Still, knowing all this, what Mr. Venturi and his associates set out to 
do in this not-altogethei-satisfactory volume does shake one up a bit. We 
are preconditioned to loathe the architecture of the commercial strip, 
which they feel is epitomized in the great strip in Las Vegas; they nomi­
nate it as an important vernacular style from which, they feel, contempo­
rary architects should learn. And following a visually frustrating and 
intellectually fuzzy analysis of what that strip represents and how it oper­
ates, they turn to projects from their own firm in which they try to apply 
the lessons they have learned. Deliberate conventionality and the stress 
on the ordinary produce buildings which are almost deliberately klutzy, 
and prose which should upset aesthetically-oriented architectural thinkers. 

W h e r e this little b u i l d i n g [a fire s ta t ion] looks ord inary , it symbolizes 
its pract ical funct ion and s t anda rd p r o g r a m . . . . 

P a r t of the sign [ identifying a cemetery] is a false facade, because t he 
admin i s t r a t ive and sales offices beh ind the sign are very small . . . . 

For the sake of t he p r o g r a m a n d the schedule, o u r design [for a ware­
house to h a n d l e b ig spindles of newspr in t ] was for a shed, chosen r a t h e r 
t han created—a pre -engineered system . . . r ec tangu la r in p lan , steel-
framed, gable-roofed, and shea thed in enameled a l u m i n u m wi th big-scale 
corrugat ions a n d o t h e r e legant s tandard ized detai ls . T h e canopied load ing 
docks . . . a n d the mezzanine windows . . . were t he only except ions to the 
" b o r i n g " image of the shed. 

Learning from Las Vegas suffers problems of format. T h o u g h lavishly 
illustrated, it often at tempts to do things which can best be done in film, 
and the result is sometimes more irr i tat ing than enlightening: sequences 
of tiny frames which fail to give the desired panorama. But the book is 
significant, even if one thinks of it as only a reaction from the architects 
to the comically self-conscious discovery made by others in the sixties that 
there is something worthy in the commercial productions a round us. T h e 
authors may have selected the wrong productions; they may fail in their 
self-conscious efforts to learn from the vernacular. Indeed, it's hard to 
decide whether this is all splendidly democratic or whether they're going 
slumming, with all the condescension that implies. 

SGL 

F R E E D O M AND T H E C O U R T : Civil R igh t s a n d Liber t ies in t he U n i t e d States. 
By Henry J . A b r a h a m . New York: Oxford Univers i ty Press. 1972. $12.50. 

As an in t roduc t ion to t h e subject this book is r eadab le a n d scholarly; i t focuses on 
the p r o b l e m of ba lanc ing ind iv idua l r igh ts against the interests of the communi ty . 
Professor Abraham ' s unexcep t ionab le thesis is t h a t the Jud ic ia ry in genera l a n d the 
Supreme C o u r t in pa r t i cu l a r p lay a key ro le in defining a n d in t e rp re t i ng the funda­
men ta l freedoms of the ind iv idua l in a cons t i tu t iona l regime. T h i s second edit ion 
analyzes t he last five years of S u p r e m e C o u r t decisions in the area of First A m e n d m e n t 
freedoms, d u e process of law for persons accused of crimes, equa l i ty before t h e law, and 
tenta t ively appraises the charac te r of the " B u r g e r Cour t . " A b r a h a m ' s s t udy combines 
his tor ical background , theore t ica l exp lo ra t ion , and. critical legal analysis in an excep­
t ional ly ab l e m a n n e r . 
Southwest Missouri State Univers i ty D. E. P i l a n t 

ESSAYS O N R A D I C A L I S M I N C O N T E M P O R A R Y A M E R I C A . Ed i t ed by Leon 
Borden Blai r . Aus t in : Univers i ty of T e x a s Press. 1972. $5.00. 

T h i s vo lume includes four pape r s p resen ted as the W a l t e r Prescott W e b b Memoria l 
Lectures a t t h e Univers i ty of T e x a s a t Ar l i ng ton in Apri l , 1971. T h e brief i n t roduc t ion 
by L y n d o n J o h n s o n is s o u n d and sober, a n d the ed i t i ng has r educed m u c h of the un-
evenness t h a t is inevi tab le in this k i n d of book. Because of the i r qua l i ty , a n d their 
in te rd i sc ip l ina ry a p p r o a c h to i m p o r t a n t b u t general ly neglected subjects, these essays 
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