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REVISIONS TO EXISTING COURSES 
 
Art as Process 1960-2000 
 
This Honours level course was first taught in the autumn of 2001, and analysed the 
challenges to modernist art practice through sculpture and performance art, particularly in the 
USA. The metaphor of 'process' signified an emphasis on art practice rather than a finished 
product. This was the first course taught by Richard Williams in which Latin American material 
began to make an appearance. This happened in three ways: (1) the introduction of texts 
such as Augusto Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed into the reading list (2) presentation of 
process-orientated work by Lygia Clark, Lygia Pape, Helio Oiticica and others (3) the use of 
Brasília as a reference point for modernism. About this last point, RW had visited Brasília just 
prior to teaching the course, and used the images taken there as a means of illustrating 
concretely ideas of modernist purity and rationalism for a student body whose familiarity with 
modernism was limited. Brasília was not written into the course material, so the presentation 
was done informally in a seminar by RW; it proved a great success. Brasília provides only a 
partial illustration of modernism, but it is a very large and important one. It also was extremely 
clear in its rhetoric of monumentality, of symbolism, of purity and clarity - in other words, it is a 
highly determined place, even more so now that it has been recognised as a UNESCO world 
heritage site, and change of the central city is now very difficult. The images of this highly 
determinate place were contrasted with images of the highly indeterminate art and settings of 
the work covered in the course. Brasília was therefore a point of reference here. Its use made 
clear that it was a philosophical position as much as a city, and that the artworks covered in 
the course ought to be seen in opposition to it, as much as simply another in a range of formal 
possibilities. In general terms, Brasília was recovered as an important case in the history of 
modern forms, rather than treated as some exotic aberration.      
 
High and Low in Modern Art 
 
This was a lecture course for second year students lasting one term and comprising ten 
lectures of one hour each. It introduced issues around the interaction between fine art and 
popular culture in the twentieth century, as well as fine art and what might be termed the 
scatological. The Latin American material introduced in this course was, as above, a 
reference point for modernism: Brasília was used as a case study to illustrate ideas of 
modernist purity, how in other words the modernist city was designed as a place of pure form 
ideologically situated above the everyday. Texts used in conjunction with the images of 
Brasília included writings by Le Corbusier on the city. 
 
 
Back to Contents 
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COURSE OUTLINES AND BIBLIOGRAPHIES 
 
 
THE CONTEMPORARY CITY 
 
18 x 1 hour lectures  
x 2 hour seminars 
 
HONOURS (YEARS 3-4) COURSE OPTION 2003-4  
 

This is a course about the city as an aesthetic object in contemporary thought. Its sources are 
the body of ideas that currently surround the city in architectural discourse and cultural theory. 
While its reference points are extremely wide, the course aims to show a consistent 
international body of thinking around the nature of the meaning of the city, its form, and the 
relationship between the two. 

'Contemporary' is defined loosely: the key architectural cases discussed come from the past 
thirty years, but much of the theory is older but still in use, such as the Frankfurt School 
theories of city life from the early twentieth century. The course therefore looks at Benjamin, 
Simmel, and Kracauer. 'City' is defined in broad terms: I mean less the city as a built form, 
than an idea. Sometimes the city actually exists as a material form, sometimes as an 
architectural fantasy, sometimes an artistic image, or a sometimes as film. That said, actual 
cities repeatedly appear throughout this course in the writings of different people: Los Angeles 
in Banham, Davis, Jameson and Venturi; Paris in Benjamin, Baudrillard and Barthes; New 
York in writers as different as Jane Jacobs and Robert Smithson; London in Ballard and 
Rogers. The majority of these cities are western, and the literature is dominated by books and 
journals published in the US and Europe. But it inserts material from three important Latin 
American cities, Brasília, Rio de Janeiro, and México City in the belief that in these places are 
integral to an international discourse about the contemporary city. : 

 

Programme 

 

• the modernist city: modernist utopianism from Le Corbusier to Brasília - the image of 
modernity in Europe, Latin America and England  

• The anxious city: fear, anxiety and dread in the city - From Freud and Simmel to Mike 
Davis - the modernist city and alienation - the experience of Brasília 

• the museum in the city and the city as museum -  the museum as regeneration tool - the 
new forms of museums - museum manners - Bilbao, Liverpool 

• the artist in the city - representing the city and being in it artistically - New York in the 
1960s, London in the 1990s - the artist as flaneur or dandy 

• the city of resistance - challenges to the bourgeois city - the Brazilian favela, the Peruvian 
barriada as alternative forms of settlement 

• the bourgeois city - the contemporary reassertion of the public realm - the theories of 
Jane Jacobs, Richard Sennett, Richard Rogers, and Prince Charles - regressive utopias - 
Poundbury and Celebration  

• the postmodern city - edge and periphery - façade and function - Jencks, Jameson, 
Venturi - Los Angeles and México City 

• questions of identity - the concept of  'critical regionalism' - modernisation with local 
characteristics in southern Europe and Latin America  - 'critical regionalism' as a means 
of cultural resistance  

• the city on film - Paris and New York, Los Angeles and México City.  
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Essay questions 
 
1. How has the psychological concept of anxiety been used in respect of the modern city?  
 
2. To what extent does Brasília illustrate the urban theory of Le Corbusier? 
 
3. Compare Mathias Goeritz's Satellite City Towers in México City with any public sculpture 
by Richard Serra. 
 
4. Discuss the concept of  'critical regionalism' with reference to the new architecture of 
Barcelona 
 
5. Discuss either the representation of Los Angeles in the film Blade Runner (1984) or México 
City in the film Amores Perros (2000). 
 
6. 'The western interest shown the Latin American shanty town has always been from the 
point of view of the tourist - privileged, and essentially distant' - discuss.  
 
7. Compare and contrast the urban theories of Richard Rogers with those of Prince Charles. 
 
8. Analyse the recent reconstruction of London's Trafalgar Square. 
 
9. How does the idea of the city differ in western and non-western contexts? Give specific 
examples.  
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ARCHITECTURE AND MODERNITY  
 
10 x 2 hour seminars 
 
MSc TAUGHT COURSE OPTION 2003-4 
 
This is a course about modernity and the city. Its historical scope takes in the whole of the 
twentieth century, up to and including some contemporary developments. Its geographical 
scope is wide, encompassing developments in key cities in Europe and the US, as well as 
two Latin American countries (Brazil and México) where the idea of modernity has been given 
spectacular built form. Edinburgh, its post-WWII reconstruction and contemporary 
developments, is a constant reference point. In this way the course has a number of important 
material foci (cities and buildings), but its primary purpose is to analyse a set of 
interconnecting debates about the city, in international architectural discourse. The material 
cases discussed in the course  - Le Corbusier's Paris, Brasília, New York - are treated as 
philosophical propositions. In each case, the questions are these: what is the specific idea of 
modernity that is given built expression? What form does it take? How is the user or 
inhabitant of modern space supposed to act in it?       
 
The course is divided into four broad sections. (i) deals with the burgeoning early twentieth 
century literature around the problem of the city, and some canonical solutions; (ii) considers 
the spectacular adaptation of architectural modernism in Latin America; (iii) considers the fate 
of post-war architectural modernisation in the English-speaking world; (iv) considers the 
position of architectural modernism now, with respect to some contemporary schemes. 
 
The university library’s holdings of architectural journals provide an outstanding resource 
base for the course.  There will also be opportunities to work with the Percy Johnson-Marshall 
collection at the University, a vast archive of material on modern architecture, planning and 
urban design throughout the world. 
 
(i) Anxious modernities 
 
• Engels on the Victorian city - Benjamin, Kracauer and Simmel on the Modern city - anti-

urbanism 
• Responses to the modern city - Garden Cities - Le Corbusier  
 
(ii) Latin modernities 
 
• Le Corbusier and the Americas - plans for Rio de Janeiro - the MEC 
• Brasília 
• México DF - Barragán and Goeritz - the UNAM 
 
(iii) Modernity in the English-speaking world 
 
• post-war reconstruction in Britain - relationship to developments elsewhere - architecture 

and the welfare state 
• California and the Case Study houses 
• Edinburgh case study 
 
(iv) Modernity now 
 
• architectural modernism as a style - neo-modernism and postmodernism 
• Resistance to architectural modernism in Britain and the US - Jane Jacobs to Prince 

Charles  
 
 
 
Essay questions 
 
Referring to urban theory, explore the term anxiety in relation to the city. 
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In the work of Percy Johnson-Marshall, how did post-war Edinburgh re-imagine itself in terms 
of modernity? 
 
Analyse the relationship between Le Corbusier and Brazil.  
 
What idea of modernity did Brasília represent? How, precisely, was it represented? 
 
Discuss modern Mexican identity as represented in either the public sculpture of Goeritz and 
Barragán, or the UNAM. 
 
On what grounds did Prince Charles object to architectural modernism? Did he win or lose his 
battle with the architects? 
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Future Curriculum Developments 
 
The new material will feed into new developments at level 1 and 2 from 2004 onwards. A new 
course for level 2 provisionally for 2004-5 will be developed in conjunction with the former 
department of Architecture, which is likely to be structured around the theme of the city. Any 
such course will make reference to the new material developed on the Latin American city, 
and there will be contributions from colleagues on the Chinese city and the city in the Islamic 
world. Proposals including this material are at a discussion stage with Architecture.  
 
The new material will also allow postgraduate supervision in the area of Latin American 
modernism. This will be advertised as a supervisory area on the School website from 
September 2003. 
 
Both of the above are highly likely developments. In the more distant future, with further 
research, and better teaching resources it is hoped to produce an entirely new course at 
honours level on modernism in Latin American visual culture. 
   
 
Back to Contents
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Access to Materials 
 
The primary resources created by the project will be as follows: 
 
(a) A collection of approximately 100 35mm slides to be catalogued and added to the 
University slide collection. These will be available for use in teaching under existing rules by 
staff and students at all levels. 
 
(b) These images will be digitised in 2004-5 at the expense of the University as part of the 
ongoing digitisation project in History of Art. 
 
 (c) A CD-ROM containing 50 images of modernist architecture and public art in Rio de 
Janeiro, Brasília, and México DF, taken from the slides described under (a). The images are 
all contemporary. A list of the images appears as a separate document on the CD-ROM. 
Copies of the CD-Rom to be distributed to all interested university departments. It will be 
available for use internally at Edinburgh as part of the department's collection of materials in 
such a format; it will provide easy access to images for use in student essays, presentations, 
and papers.     
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Student feedback 
 
For the reasons described above, neither The Contemporary City (Hons.) nor Architecture 
and Modernity  (MSc.) will run until the 2004-5 session. There is student feedback however 
from Art as Process, and High and Low, course which made use of Latin American material in 
an informal way. Sample comments as follows: 
 
Art as Process: 'really enjoyed the course', 'the course was great', 'the best honours course I 
have done', 'often really entertaining', 'this course introduced me to material I had no idea 
existed.' 
 
High and Low: 'a very stimulating programme of lectures', 'very enjoyable', 'a very wide range 
of material', 'I liked the way non-western material was incorporated as a reference point.' 
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The use of images in the courses 
 
A large part of the sub-project was about the creation of a new body of images for use in 
teaching. Latin American subjects are, as the above makes clear, rarely taught in British 
universities, and images are not widely available. More specifically, the images that are 
available of key architectural and sculptural sites are often limited to a few canonical views, 
giving little sense of urban context, how that context might have changed over time, or of how 
a canonical view might be a very partial one. In my 35mm slide images of Brasília, for 
example, I attempted to provide images for students that would complicate (and therefore 
enrich) their view of the city as an exemplar of architectural modernism. Likewise, the Satellite 
City Towers in México City, which is depicted in published photographs as a stark and 
isolated monument of architectural modernism. My pictures show it embedded in a dense, 
complex and chaotic urban environment. 
 
There were two kinds of image produced by the sub-project. (1) 35mm slides, approximately 
100 in total, added to the departmental slide collection. These will be available for use by staff 
in lectures and seminars, and by all students in seminars. Access, as with all other slides in 
the collection, is open to all after a short training session. At Edinburgh, student often study 
slides out of class hours, and are encouraged to do so. A range of viewing equipment (light 
boxes, compact projectors) is available for them to use.(2) a CD-ROM containing 50 images. 
This will be available from the slide library for use in the library using departmental computers. 
Initially it will provide images that can be downloaded into text documents, therefore providing 
a source of images for use in essays. In the longer term, the CD-ROM will provide a source of 
digital images for use in teaching, when PCs are installed in all teaching rooms. 
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