
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
With the great number of museums that have been built in the last 
few years, and with many more on the way, the illusion of a 
consensus that museums are the prestige monuments and 
commissions of late consumer capitalist countries appears to be 
growing within the architectural profession. 
 

This illusion is cherished and nurtured mostly by those professionals 
benefiting directly from such commissions, and by the publishers of 
colourful magazine editions, which depend on maintaining the 
illusion of the glamour of wealth for their existence. 
 
Since the beginning of the 80s many artists have seemed able to 
benefit from the growth of the new museum, as the consumption of 
art also becomes a prestigious, glamorous and unproblematic 
spectacle, Certainly artists began to make work for the museum as 
soon as it was invented, but the illusion of consensus concerning the 

role and importance of the new museum is not without its critics and 
dissenters, from both within and outside the architectural profession. 
 
Not only could the glamour and prestige of the new museum be seen 
as diverting attention away from other potentially more socially useful 
architectural areas, as perhaps would be argued by those involved 
in community architecture, politically and ecologically aware 
alternative architecture, co-ops and the regeneration of inner-city 
areas; but also the "taken for granted" nature of the cultural role of 
the museum in society can be disputed. In this regard it can be asked 
to what degree the anti-heroic and ironic Clore Gallery by Stirling can 

be read as a source of radical doubt. 
 
The Great Museum by Donald Horne says that "as tourism grows, 
attendances at museums soar. soar. Museums respond to our need 
to rediscover a past. They fulfil this need by giving us a history: a 
history that reflects the priorities of those who keep and own the 
museums. Historically, many so-called avant-garde artists have 
attempted to undermine the death of art in the museum, not only by 
working outside the museum but also by entering into it and 
attempting to subvert it from within. 

 
One such attempt can be illustrated, ·along with the determination of 
our cultural managers to destroy the very reason for their existence, 
by the following story. At the centre of the new museum at Mönchen-
Gladbach designed by Hans Hollein there is a sculpture by German 
artist Joseph Beuys (whose involvement with Fluxus, the Free 
University and the Green Party tends to point to a political concern 
with the life of art in the world), which consists mainly of huge lumps 
of fat. Because of the temperature in the museum the fat threatens 
to explode and has had to be strapped up with metal bands. Every 

day. the temperature of this alien monster in the heart of the 
smoothly functioning machine has to be taken. This is done by 
drilling a hole into the fat large enough to take a thermometer, and 
this accounts for the (dis)appearance of the work – like lumps of 
Swiss cheese. 
 
This story may or may not be completely accurate but it illustrates 
perfectly the tension between the life of an artwork which threatens 
to destroy the museum, and the museum as a built expression of 
administration, destroying the artwork through its control. The 
supreme irony of this life and death situation can perhaps be said to 

account for, among other things, the use by Stirling at the Clore 
Gallery for the associations of the greenhouse – a laboratory for 
fostering growth; and the tomb – a secure vault containing dead 
things of great value. 
 
In West Germany today, where a great number of new museums are 
being built, the contradiction between selective "forgettings" and 

"rememberings" manifests itself in a sense of anxiety towards 
culture. Museums, it would seem, are built to establish, preserve and 
maintain a sense of national cultural identity, but because they 
cannot speak about certain memories and current situations (a 
divided nation, American domination) they cannot conceal this 
anxiety. The present cannot be seen as the logical and natural 

continuation of the past because at a certain point the "logical 
unfolding of history" meant that all of Germany's "remembered" 
thinkers, writers and artists lead to that one thing which has to be 
forgotten – Nazism. So today in West Germany, history cannot 
"logically unfold" to support the power relations of the present. 
 
If this anxiety seems to be a major reason behind the current spate 
of museum building, promised since the end of the war as part of the 
rebuilding of the nation but only now coming into being, it has also 
led to a keen awareness of the importance of a socially critical art. 

Artists like Beuys, and many others have been able to challenge the 
inevitability of the present and re-invent or re-discover the 
importance of too much suppressed history and reality. 
 
If in West Germany the lack of continuity gives rise to a productive 
anxiety, the problem with Britain is too much continuity. With too 
much history behind us in this, the least democratic country in 
Europe, we continue to pursue standards of excellence inefficiently 
administered. Wealth and privilege are celebrated as being the 
natural continuation of our aristocratic history; the arrival of the new 
yuppie internationalism is merely a continuation of the landed gentry, 

where the movement of money substitutes for social mobility. 
 
Culture is the preserve of the cultured (those with power) and has to 
be administered. Only that which can carry the dead weight of history 
can be accepted into our wonderful tradition and there appears to be 
no contradiction between the belief in traditional values and the belief 
in new technology, destined by its very nature to undermine such 
values. Or as Stirling says: "I think when using traditional materials 
in an untraditional way you have to make explicit that they are 
applied. Here there's a kind of abstract slashing and cutting which 

can only mean that these materials and symbols are not as 
substantial as they seem." Needless to say that the most 
unintelligent response to this great British contradiction is Richard 
Rogers' Lloyd's building in the City of London, new technology for 
"traditional values." 
 
Thus it is that the relationship of power to culture is institutionalised 
in this country and is taken for granted, even by Guardian journalists. 
The catalogue produced by the Tate, having made clear this 
relationship at the start, establishes the fact that we should be 

grateful for the generosity of a ruthless businessman for bringing us 
culture, and then moves on to document the history of those 
empowered committees through which culture is dispensed. The 
irrefutable status of Turner as a genius and a Brit – a part of our 
national heritage and therefore to be handled respectfully – is merely 
an alibi, for all culture is controlled through a committee in this 
country. 
 
It is no accident that Turner painted landscapes and it is possible to 
say that even the tradition of landscape itself is used as a definition 
and limit to the possibilities of British culture – neo-romantic, 

escapist, sometimes apocalyptic and always, of course, outside 
issues of class. race, age, sex and the power relations under a 
declining capitalist monarchy. 
 
Given that Britain does not produce artists like Beuys, but artists like 
Turner (or the modern equivalents) how is it that Stirling seems to 
have grown up wrong? Our theory is that it has something to do with  



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
growing up in Liverpool in the North, getting interested in complexity 
and contradiction (instead of tradition and authority) and working in 
Germany. Even if we accept the dreadful mistake made by the 
establishment in inviting him to do the job in the first place, how is it 
that despite the extra contextual constraints of the ownership of 
culture by wealth, the tradition of the committee and the institutions 

of Turner and landscape, he has managed to introduce a troubling 
doubt, a sense of anxiety into the continuity of British culture in the 
form of the Clore Gallery? 
 
Perhaps it has something to do with a Nietzschean form of revenge 
(against a bad education in a bad democracy): "The specific nature 
of Nietzsche's discourse might well be defined as an attempt to 
encourage disbelief in the laws of logic and the rules of grammar (the 
final refuge of a defunct theology): it is necessary, he says, to know 
how to dance with words, 'dance with the pen'. This dancing 

penmanship wills to rock, to topple, to dissociate, to disperse all 
conformity. With its various games of irony, parody, interrogation, 
innuendo – but especially with its ruptures. shifts. displacements and 
the like – Nietzsche's style aims finally at destroying, or at least 
checkmating, all logical and, especially, dialectical 'seriousness' , the 
goal of which is always to establish identities or to reveal the one 
absolute identity . . . The Nietzschean text becomes something to be 
ingested, digested, transformed, and transfigured and, together with 
it, the reader. Such a text becomes inseminated by the reader and 
disseminated through the reader, just as the reader inevitably 
undergoes this exchange with the world." (The New Nietzsche, 

edited by D B Allison.) 
 
Perhaps it also has something to do with being a different kind of 
modernist: "Uncovering (making strange, or alienating) of conditions 
is brought about by process being interrupted ... interruption is one 
of the fundamental methods of all form-giving ... It is, to mention just 
one of its aspects, the origin of the quotation. Quoting a text implies 
interrupting its context ... Epic theatre proceeds by fits and starts ... 
As a result, intervals occur which tend to destroy illusion. These 
intervals paralyse the audience's readiness for empathy. Their 

purpose is to enable the spectator to adopt a critical attitude (towards 
the represented behaviour of the play's characters and towards the 
way in which this behaviour is represented." (Understanding Brecht, 
W Benjamin.) 
 
Modernism in architecture has generally been defined as a 
fundamental and radical break with tradition. More recently, and 
particularly with reference to notions of postmodernism, it has been 
seen as a continuation of a tradition, picking up recurring timeless 
themes, re-used by the masters as the basis of an architecture of the 

modern world. These two apparently competitive and conflicting 
views, both enjoying widespread critical currency, in fact amount to 
the same ideology – heroics, genius, originality, authenticity, 
authority – a visionary and transcendent architecture, positive and 
progressive. 
 
An idea of modernism as a reaction to tradition –  critical, political, 
negative as well as positive, polemical, indefinite, open, local and 
incorrect, is far less popular. Rather than proposing exemplary 
paradigms, ideal types to be adopted, it aims to reveal existing social 
conditions and power relations, their contradictions and conflicts, to 

encourage argument and challenge hegemony, to politicise its 
audience. 
 
Stirling uses discredited modes – the sort of propositions that on one 
hand appear frequently in student projects, always to be greeted with 
derision and a venomous dismissal, thoroughly enjoyed by tutors and 
those fellow students who know better – and on the other hand, those 

which often result from the kind of politically expedient design method 
of some local authority architects' departments. 
 
Stirling's Wissenschaftscentrum in Berlin is an example of one of the 
worst kinds of student projects. The usually bland box-like office 
building is made more interesting by each of the associate institutes 

being housed in its own differently shaped building type – a church, 
a stoa, a campanile, an amphitheatre and a fort or castle. But each 
is articulated in plan only, seemingly extruded up from the ground 
and then crudely cut off and terminated with flat roofs, the plans being 
used as empty signs of difference. The disposition of each building 
is determined by a series of apparently arbitrary axes or Ieylines 
bearing no actual relationship to the site context but merely creating 
more "interest." They are token gestures denying integrity. 
 
The Clore Gallery seems to have a great deal in common with the 

Stoke-on-Trent Museum & Art Gallery, which was designed by the 
county architects' department. Both buildings have funny-shaped 
windows pivoting out in wilfully awkward places among seemingly 
arbitrary or irrational changes from one material or style to another; 
exhibition spaces seem cramped and secondary lo generous 
circulation and administrative areas; grids are established only to be 
abruptly interrupted or jarred by non-alignment; structural logic is 
defied by apparently unsupported masonry; exhibits are ruined by 
the decorative colour schemes and visually obtrusive finishes, joinery 
and servicing systems; several incomplete ideas coexist within any 
one vista or elevation, they are uncomfortably competitive fragments. 

 
Critical reaction then becomes a question of intention and reception. 
Stirling appears to hate certain English architectural practices and 
teaching traditions – the unwavering I belief in so-called universal 
values with inherent quality, which is actually patriarchal, exclusive 
and provincial. He pokes fun at the idea that quality is inherent in 
materials, consistency of concept, economy of means, structural 
expression, functional simplicity, universal forms, etc. He salutes the 
audience in that he questions the idea of guaranteed meanings. 
 

The usual judgments handed down from the establishment, 
professional and expert arbiters of taste, whether architecture school 
tutors, the Fine Art Commission or architectural critics and historians, 
are thrown into confusion by this use of discredited modes together 
with outrageously correct contextualism, slang, and seemingly 
illiterate blunders. If you cannot be certain of the intentions and 
integrity of the architect, easy categorisation and qualitative 
judgment becomes impossible, and the audience is drawn into 
questioning not only its own reactions, but also its own status. 
 

If we somewhat reluctantly have to admit, as many people have 
argued, that postmodernism has become nothing more than the 
house style of the new yuppie internationalism, signs of history 
appropriated for corporate capitalism and the aesthetic expression of 
the New Realism, Stirling begins to seem like "the last architect", a 
dinosaur whose radical eclecticism and over-literal and literate 
contextualism is used to introduce anxiety regarding cultural 
contradictions. 
 
If you are disabled, black or live in the North then neither Turner nor 
the Clore Gallery may mean that much to you. However, some hope 

can be gained from a wilfully radical (mis)reading of this work. The 
Turners are treated like the boardroom furniture that they have 
become, and tradition and continuity are revealed to be arbitrary and 
ruined by context; a ruined monument to the possibility of change. 
With the prestigious new Tate of the North next, as Stirling's 
homecoming, we eagerly look forward to the project after that ... 
housing in Runcorn. 


