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offer	not architecture itself but evidence that it exists,	 as	Adorno	
might	say.16	But	the	pattern	of	the	response	is	Lacanian.	An	em-
pirical	need	reorganized	 in	a	medium	of	 the	symbolic	 is	what	
Lacan	distinguishes	as	a	demand,	which	directs	its	signifiers	to	an	
Other	(originally	the	Mother,	or	language	itself,	but	here	some-
thing	exterior	to	architecture,	something	beyond	its	grasp,	which	
i	characterize	in	the	chapters	that	follow)	that	is	experienced	as	
intervening	in	(granting,	denying,	limiting)	the	satisfaction	of	
the	need.	When	need	is	reorganized	as	demand,	the	immediate,	
actual	object	of	need	 is	 sublated	 (Lacan	uses	 the	Hegelian	no-
menclature	of	Aufhebung)	only	to	reappear	in	mediated	form—as	
the	avatar	of	a	dimension	transcendent	to	the	immediate	object	
(the	dimension	of	 the	Mother’s	 love,	 in	 the	original	 instance;		
a	horizon	at	 the	 limit	of	architecture	 in	 the	present	 instance,	
architecture’s	essential	but	absent	structure)	and	the	process-	
object	through	which	that	dimension	finds	expression.17

We	are	in	the	matrix	of	desire	(we	have	been	all	along).	in	the	
Lacanian	system,	desire	is	“the	force	of	cohesion	which	holds	the	
elements	of	pure	singularity	together	in	a	coherent	set,”	where	
“the	elements	of	pure	singularity”	are	understood	as	nothing	less	
than	the	most	basic	signifying	units	of	the	unconscious.18	Which	
is	to	say	that	desire	is	the	machine	that	runs	the	entire	psychic	
system.	desire	is	the	constant	production,	connection,	and	re-
connection	of	signifiers,	of	architectural	quanta,	of	the	pulsating	
flows	 of	 pure	 interpretation;	 this	 is	 why	 Lacan	 so	 insistently	
identifies	desire	and	metonymy.	What	i	suggest	here	and	in	the	
chapters	that	follow	is	that	architectural	desire	is	materialized	in	
the	objects	of	the	late		avant-	garde—the	symbolic	desire	consti-
tuted	 by	 architecture’s	 “big	Other,”	 its	 laws	 and	 language,	 its	
original	oneness;	desire	as	the	architectural	unconscious;	desire	
as	the	pursuit	of	architecture’s	original	object	forever	lost	(the	
Tabernacle	in	the	desert,	the	Vitruvian	tree	house,	the	primitive	
hut).19	Hence	the	obsessive	search	in	this	work	for	architecture’s	
fundamental	codes	and	principles,	all	the	time	knowing	full	well	
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there	can	be	none,	that	outside	the	architectural	symbolic	is	the	
radical	nothingness	of	the	architectural	real.	Hence	too	the	tum-
bling	into	the	abyss	as	desire	seeks	its	object:	for	desire	desires	
itself	in	its	object.	it	determines	itself	by	negating	its	object,	then	
becomes	the	object	abolished	through	its	own	self-	appropriation.	
Lacan’s	formula	is,	“desire	is	the	desire	for	desire,	the	desire	of	
the	Other.”20	And	we	can	feel	the	full	significance	of	the	advent	
of	desire	at	this	particular	moment	in	architecture’s	history	by	
recognizing	that	architectural	desire	arises	as	a	kind	of	absolute	
alterity	exactly	when	the	possibility	of	architecture’s	nonexistence	
is	glimpsed	on	the	horizon.	in	other	words,	the	question	of	how	
architecture	exceeds	itself	is	the	other	side	of	imagining	archi-
tecture’s	end.	Thus	the	late		avant-	garde	is	the	form	architecture	
assumes	when	it	is	threatened	with	its	own	dissolution.

The	marks	of	desire	are	various.	They	include	the	reduced,	single	
volumes	and	fragments	that	populate	rossi’s		ghost-	lit	cityscapes	
and	Hejduk’s	carnivalesque	villages,	and	the	even	more	minimal	
el-	cubes	of	eisenman	and	cinegrams	of	Tschumi—all	bits	and	
pieces	from	the	architectural	symbolic	understood	as	analogues	
of	the	social	text	(which	by	the	1970s	had	seen	its	possibilities	
similarly	reduced	and	minimized).	And	the	repetitions	of	these	
same	forms	are	desire	looking	for	its	object	and	constantly	missing	
the	mark	(“this	is	not	that”),	an	insatiable	quest	best	understood,	
as	we	will	see,	on	the	model	of	an	architectural	death	drive.	These	
architects	address	the	matter	explicitly:	eisenman,	whose	“end	of	
the	end”	seeks	to	abolish	history	to	fulfill	itself;	rossi,	with	his	
allegorical	drawing	of	striving	Dieses ist lange her	  / Ora questo è 
perduto (this	is	long	gone:	architecture	survives	because	the	time	
of	its	fulfillment	has	passed);21	Hejduk,	with	his	wall	event,	“which	
.	.	 .	might	also	be	considered	the	moment	of	death”;22	and	Tschumi,	
whose Manhattan	Transcripts	are	an	entire	screenplay	of	death	
and	desire.	Through	desire,	architecture	is	rendered	eccentric	to	
itself.	And	there	are	moments	when	an	architectural	experience	
produces	that	conception	of	eccentricity—moments	of	becoming,	
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affects,	encounters	that	are	nonrepresentational	modes	of	thought;	
moments	when	a	sensation	just	barely	precedes	its	concept	and	
we	glimpse	very	basic,	primitive	architectural	ideas,	axioms	for	
future	architectures.	encounter	and	event	are	particularly	opera-
tive	 in	 the	work	 of	Hejduk	 and	Tschumi	 (Tschumi	 coined	 the	
term		event-	space	in	architecture),	but	all	of	these	architects	find	
ways	to	dislocate	architectural	experience,	opening	it	up	to	the	
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fact	that	all	perception	is	partial	and	ideological.	Their	work	has	
been	called	“critical”	in	recognition	of	this	characteristic.	Yet	i	
believe	that	the	concept	of	desire	more	adequately	signals	their	
corollary	attempt	to	escape	the	ideological	closures	of	the	situation	
through	the	portals	of	the	libidinal	and	the	collective;	“critical”	
implies	perhaps	a	 too	cerebral	asceticism	of	specialized	elites,	
though	that	too	is	correct	as	far	as	it	goes.	Moreover,	i	am	insist-
ing	that	the	work	under	investigation	here	does	more	than	extend	
the	compulsory	critical	negativity	of	the	historical		avant-	garde.	
in	a	theoretical	sense,	an	architecture	that,	by	internalizing	critical	
negativity,	posits	itself	as	eccentric	to	itself	is	even	more	radical.	

The	complete	absorption	of	structuralist	tenets	into	architec-
ture	had	by	the	1970s	made	it	possible	to	think	architectural	form	
as	the	effect	of	relations	of	difference	among	elements	that	them-
selves	 had	 no	 substantive	meaning—Ferdinand	 de	 saussure’s	
“difference	without	positive	terms.”	The	late		avant-	garde,	on	the	
other	hand,	is	the	exact	inversion	of	that	formulation:	it	presents	
a	singular	architecture	different	from	itself—an	architecture	that,	
in	order	to	install	itself	as	architecture,	must	already	be	marked,	
traced,	transgressed,	and	divided	from	itself	by	memories	of	a	
past	(rossi	and	Hejduk	are	explicit	about	this)	and	anticipations	
of	a	 future	continuing	 identity	(as	eisenman	and	Tschumi	dif-
ferently	insist).	i	will	follow	derrida	in	using	the	term	spacing to	
refer	to	this	tearing	of	the	singularity	from	itself,	this	internal-
ized	differing.	Therefore,	the	metonymy	of	architecture’s	desire	
is:	analogy,	repetition, encounter, spacing.	each	component	will	be	
developed	in	the	readings	of	architecture	that	follow.

But	for	now,	we	are	finally	in	a	position	to	situate	the	represen-
tational	range	of	late		avant-	garde	architecture	from	the	spatial	
imaginary	 to	 the	 codes	 and	 laws	of	 the	symbolic	 in	 the	 larger	
nonrepresentational	field	 of	 the	real.	And	 it	 should	be	made	
clear	now	that	my	understanding	of	the	real	follows	the	readings	
of	Lacan	by	scholars	like	Fredric	Jameson	and	slavoj	Žižek	and	is	
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best	summarized	by	Jameson’s	famous	pronouncement	that	the	
real	“is	simply	History	itself.”23	it	is	interesting	in	the	present	
context	to	remind	ourselves	that	it	was	Jameson’s	confrontation	
with	the	negative	thought	of	Tafuri	that	virtually	forced	the	produc-
tion	of	Jameson’s	correlate	to	the	real-	as-	History,	which	is	the	
imaginary	projection	he	calls	cognitive	mapping.	The	imperative	
to	think	totality	is	one	on	which	Tafuri	and	Jameson	agree	(and	
dealing	with	the	real	must	always	involve	a	totalizing	propensity).	
Yet	for	Jameson,	architecture	still	has	the	important	social	func-
tion	of	articulating	material	forces	that	would	otherwise	remain	
ungraspable	and	linking	the	local,	phenomenological,	and		subject-	
	centered	experiences	of	space	to	the	developing		subject-	producing	
structures	of	capitalism	itself.	And	right	where	Tafuri	sees	the	
fading	away	of	class	(“there	can	never	be	an	aesthetics,	art	or	
architecture	of	class”),24	Jameson	finds	the	residue	of	what	used	
to	 be	 called	 class	 consciousness—a	mapping	 of	 one’s	 social	
place—but	of	a	paradoxical	kind,	premised	on	the	representation	
of	the	“properly	unrepresentable”	global	structure	in	each	of	the	
local,	experiential	moments	that	are	themselves	the	effects	of	that	
structure.	Cognitive	mapping	is	fundamentally	a	development	
of	Althusser’s	radical	rewriting	of	ideology	as	“a	representation	of	
the	imaginary	relationship	of	individuals	to	their	real	conditions	
of	 existence,”	 itself,	 of	 course,	 a	 reading	 of	 Lacan’s	 	imaginary-	
	symbolic-	real	triad.	Cognitive	mapping	is,	on	one	side,	a	kind	
of	collective	“mirror	stage”	in	which	the	affective	immediacies	of	
identity	are	in	dialectical	play	with	the	alienating	closures	and	
misrecognitions	that	are	the	byproducts	of	any	representation	at	
all.	But	at	the	same	time,	the	map	is	also	a		trace-	trait	of	the	social	
symbolic,	a	“social	symbolic	act”	with	potential	to	break	out	from	
its	ideological	prison.	Beyond	that,	at	the	limit	of	the	symbolic	
order,	 is	 the	real—“History	 itself”—which	 supports	 the	 social	
even	as	it	remains	obdurately	unavailable	and	unsymbolizable.	
“Conceived	in	this	sense,”	Jameson	writes,
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History is what hurts, it is what refuses desire and sets 
inexorable limits to individual as well as collective praxis, 
which its “ruses” turn into grisly and ironic reversals of 
their overt intention. But this History can be apprehended 
only through its effects, and never directly as some reified 
force. This is indeed the ultimate sense in which History 
as ground and untranscendable horizon needs no par-
ticular theoretical justification: we may be sure that its 
alienating necessities will not forget us, however much 
we might prefer to ignore them.”25

Jameson’s	History—“absent	cause,”	“unrepresentable”	and	“unsym-
bolizable,”	the	“untranscendable	horizon,”	“Necessity”—is	always	in	
place	but	only	as	an	undifferentiated	and	ultimately	intractable	
outside	(Lacan	defines	the	real	as	“that	which	resists	symboliza-
tion	absolutely”):	the	vanishing	point	of	the	symbolic	and	imagi-
nary	alike,	the	end	of	the	line	toward	which	their	plays	of	presence	
and	absence,	signifiers	and	images	incline.	The	late	architectural	
	avant-	garde	is,	in	the	end	(at	the	end),	a	reckoning	with	this	real.	

Jameson’s	“History	is	what	hurts”	passage	was	published	in	1981.	
it	is	interesting	to	ponder	whether	it	is	analytical	or	symptomatic	of	
its	time.	in	any	case,	History	is	what	hurt	architecture	at	precisely	
this	same	moment,	as	the		practico-	inert	began	to	turn	back	on	and	
against	the	accumulate	practices	of	architecture.	And	the	sense	one	
has	when	scanning	the	fractured	landscape	of	the	late		avant-	garde,	
of	a	failure	that	is	alternately	inevitable	and	deliberate,	and	a	finality	
that	is	dreaded	but	enjoyed—these	are	explainable	only	as	effects	of	
History’s	contradictions.26	The	architecture	of	the	late		avant-	garde	
performs	the	impossibility	of	architecture’s	full	realization;	it	stages	
an	architectural	project	that	for	historical	reasons	must	be	under-
taken	but	ultimately	is	brought	to	failure	by	a	dynamic	integral	to	the	
project	itself.	such	are	the	workings	of	architecture’s	desire.27




