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ROBERT VENTURI, COMPLEXITY AND CONTRADICTION IN ARCHITECTURE  
(NEW YORK: THE MUSEUM OF MODERN ART, 1966). 

 
 
Nonstraightforward Architecture: A Gentle Manifesto 
 
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 . . .  
 
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. 
 
… 
 
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 the 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 
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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. 
 
Historians have shown how architects in the mid-nineteenth century tended to ignore or reject 
developments in technology when related to structure and methods as unconnected with architecture 
and unworthy of it; they substituted in turn Gothic Revivalism, Academic Revivalism, or the Handicraft 
Movement.  Are we today proclaiming advanced technology, while excluding the immediately, vital if 
vulgar elements which are common to our architecture and landscape?  The architect should accept the 
methods and the elements he already has. 
 


