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IF THERE IS SUCH A THING AS A SENSE OF REALITY,
THERE MUST ALSO BE A SENSE OF POSSIBILITY.

— Robert Musil, The Man without Qualities

The ubiquity of the term “realism” renders difficult 
any attempt to construct it critically. Primarily an 
epistemological construct, since the mid-nineteenth 
century, realist movements in art and literature have 
aimed to represent ordinary, everyday reality as a 
means to resist idealization.1 In its more reactionary 
guise, the descriptive mode of realist aesthetics is 
seen as working to support the status quo.2 At its 
most progressive, realism is seen as bringing aware-
ness of the “true” state of things. This awareness 
can, in turn, trigger a renewed “sense of possibility,” 
as Musil has it, and bring about social and political 
change.3 Here, I would like to offer a construction of 
realism along these lines, as a theoretical and criti-
cal paradigm, and from the stance of architecture 
understood “after text.”

From the outset, this seems an unlikely project. Re-
alism is intrinsically linked with linguistic art forms 
par excellence, like literature, film and painting. But 
the terms of a discussion on realism in architec-
ture are indeed substantially different from those of 
other art forms. Although concerns for figuration, 
communication, and meaning pervade architectural 
rhetoric — the more so the closer architectural the-
orists embrace the linguistic paradigm, with archi-
tecture one enters the non-representational realm. 
In its mainly utilitarian and material condition, ar-
chitecture is not primarily figurative and is rarely 
mimetic. Arguably, architecture is not a language, 
and its descriptive basis is hardly immediate. Un-
surprisingly, the solid and matured nature of the 

realism debates in disciplines like art history and 
literary studies remain unpaired in architectural 
scholarship. And yet claims of truth and projects 
aimed at reaching out to, learning from, giving ser-
vice to, being, penetrating, understanding, paying 
tribute to, and sometimes transforming a given 
“real” run the gamut of modern architectural his-
tory. For recent evidence, see the latest issue of 
Perspecta, aptly titled “The Real,” where the editors 
claim the “pursuit of the real” as the intrinsic mis-
sion of architecture.4 In proposing the “real” as an 
undefined term, and not as a specific historical con-
dition, in stating and extending, rather than ques-
tioning, the pervasiveness of concerns for the “real” 
in architecture, and in holding back a statement on 
what the stakes are vis-à-vis this “real,” they fail to 
propose a clear project for contemporary architec-
ture though. Indeed, accounts of what the differ-
ences between claiming the “real” and consciously 
speaking of “realism” might be, and of the signifi-
cance of such a project, are harder to come by in 
architectural discourse. Unlike with structuralism, 
functionalism, historicism, rationalism, regionalism, 
and modernism, exegesis of the implications of this 
pervasive “ideology of the real” in architecture are 
at best episodic, and rarely systematic.5 The “real” 
remains largely an uncontested and unexplored be-
lief — a myth — that architects and architectural 
scholars have found hard to crack. 

In addition, reactions to the stupor that pervades ar-
chitectural discourse with regard to articulating the 
social or political engagement of architecture (an 
engagement that, if taken for progressive purposes, 
amounts to criticism) are at best scattered.6 Argu-
ably immersed in post-utopian thought, architects 
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vaguely suspicious of the social and political effect 
of their work are either at pains to articulate a solid 
discourse of engagement, resigned to the market 
force, or launched in hands-on, advocacy-like prac-
tices largely devoid of a theoretical counterpart.7 If 
anything, realism today may evoke either phenome-
nology or the projective and pragmatic overtones of 
the so-called “post-critical” stance. But if reviews of 
the former focused precisely on the disengagement 
from cultural and historical processes it implied, the 
“real” here being the body and its relationship to the 
materiality of architecture, the latter quite literally 
took criticism as its opponent.8

So what are the bases for staging this unlikely cou-
ple, the “critical” and “realism” in architecture and 
“after text”? Here I borrow from a recent argument 
by cultural critic Tomas Lloréns, for whom what 
makes a work of art realist in a critical sense is not 
so much the intention to represent reality as its for-
warding of formal strategies aimed at an intellectual 
connection with the social reality of the time, a real-
ity that remains otherwise unarticulated.9 This is, he 
sets the contemporary debate on realism in post-
linguistic terms, where a construction of critical real-
ism overcomes the predominance of issues of repre-
sentation, communication, senses and content, and 
moves towards questions of ideological, material, 
and formal experimentation. These are questions 
architecture should be at ease dealing with. 

Interestingly enough, phenomenologists and “post-
critics” alike positioned their projects against the 
figures that best represented the pro-linguistic cam-
paign in the 1970s, the so-called Grays and Whites 
respectively. Specifically, the post-critical trajectory 
was founded on the assumption that there was a 
“critical” architecture that meant, following the 
“negative thought” of Italian critic Manfredo Tafuri, 
retreating into empty form as the only means of re-
sistance to an all-engulfing late capitalism.10 But the 
reaction was less based on questioning the specifics 
of this resistance of retreat, than on attacking the 
proliferation of theory that came with it. Put simply, 
“criticality” implied a denial of actual social and po-
litical engagement, a denial that “post-critics” only 
came to reinforce.11 In his account of this trajectory, 
George Baird pertinently notes that the whole thing 
was the product of a partial, and specifically North 
American, reading of Tafuri, for whom another form 
of being critical in architecture seemed plausible, if 
hardly immediate.12 Tafuri’s other road to criticism 

was precisely a theory of architectural realism, one 
he worked through precisely on the basis of his as-
sumption of the linguistic nature of architecture. 
In what follows I offer Tafuri’s realism as a way to 
revisit the linguistic-based critical/post-critical apo-
ria, to question it at its basis, and to set theoretical 
bases for an architectural criticism less in terms of 
refusal and form and more in terms of engagement 
and reform. This will place Tafuri in a less pessimistic 
position than the one his critics have traditionally 
granted him, as he pointed to an architecture that 
was as projective and committed as it was critical 
and realist.

MANFREDO TAFURI’S CONSTRUCTION OF 
ARCHITECTURAL REALISM 

Tafuri’s historical writings on the vicissitudes of 
modern architecture, which he developed from the 
1960s to the mid-1980s, are a gradual construction 
of realism in architecture.13 To reveal Tafuri’s real-
ism implies reading him less in terms of the “nega-
tive thought” of his contemporary Massimo Cacciari 
than of cultural theories of Marxist interwar think-
ers. More specifically, and in order to bring Tafuri’s 
architectural criticism beyond the linguistic para-
digm in which he operated, I here read him along-
side Bertolt Brecht’s theater and theories, at the 
core of which is a practice of realism. Brecht was 
not only quoted by Tafuri, but was also fundamen-
tal to the work of Walter Benjamin that so much 
influenced him. From his seminal Architecture and 
Utopia onwards, Tafuri’s palimpsest-like ongo-
ing definition of and criticism of the architectural 
avant-gardes invariably unfolds in relation to two 
concepts:  “utopia” and “the real.” It is within this 
dialectic, within this conceptual framework, that his 
proposal for a critical realism gradually emerges, 
if admittedly obliquely. Tafuri initially sets utopian 
and realist artistic practices in confrontation, see-
ing realist as being somewhat content with com-
ing to grasps with the given real, and utopians as 
forming a vanguard outside of it:

It is, in fact, the inherent opposition within all mod-
ern art: those who search into the very bowels of 
reality in order to know and assimilate its values and 
wretchedness; and those who desire to go beyond 
reality, who want to construct ex novo new realities, 
new values, and new public symbols.14

For Tafuri, if realists refer to the here and now and 
demand a pragmatic stand, utopians project the 
artwork into a timeless space of thought, the space 
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of the avant-gardes where there is no need for rat-
ification. If realism tends to entail formal stasis, 
utopia allows for progressive thought. If realism 
demands participation, bound as it is to the pro-
cesses of production, the scope of the avant-gardes 
is the individual and speculative creation of form, 
form without constraints. If the realist attitude im-
plies consensus, a utopian attitude implies rejec-
tion — of history, of participation, of life, a rejection 
that bears the sin of self-destruction, which is para-
doxically its mode of survival. In relation to history, 
the realist works in continuity, the avant-gardist 
through rupture. Through utopian thought avant-
gardists offer a reconstruction of the totality lost 
to the forces of capitalist development. Realists, on 
the other hand, work within the fragmentary and 
inherently contradictory condition of modern life. 
This opposition, Tafuri argues, forms the core and 
ultimate malaise of the modern project. 

But in taking the notion of utopia from Mannheim, 
and his distinction of various types of utopia as 
they relate to different ideologies or socio-political 
systems of order, Tafuri actually admits to a form 
of utopia closely related to reality; one ultimately 
destined to become “capable of breaking the con-
fines of existing reality.”15 In Tafuri’s characteristic 
dialectical style — which resists Hegelian Aufhe-
bung — the initial opposition in the arts between 
bound reality and escapist utopia only sets the 
framework for a struggle that defines the develop-
ment of modern architecture.16 It is in this struggle 
that Tafuri’s architectural realism, a realism of re-
form, or a utopia of the real, operates (needless to 
say, he never put it this bluntly). 

For starters, Tafuri sees the prehistory of the “mod-
ern movement” in experiments on “realistic utopi-
anism and utopian realism” in the 1840s work of 
Charles Fourier, Robert Owen, and Étienne Cabet, 
who tested their projects on “realized facts, con-
structed and verifiable.”17 Echoing Marx and Engels’s 
critique of utopian socialists, Tafuri sees these as 
conciliatory experiments, oblivious of the new frag-
mentary condition of the city, and thus not fully 
aware of the power of capital and incapable of af-
fecting the real. The legacy of these failures was that 
early twentieth century artistic avant-gardes — De 
Stijl, Cubism, Russian Futurism, and Constructivism 
— distanced themselves from the real and restricted 
their work to a criticality of a negative bent. This 
was the “drama of utopia” prefigured in Piranesi.18

It was left to design and architecture, specifically 
through the Bauhaus, to act as the “decantation 
chamber” of the vanguards of the arts and to turn it 
into “productive reality.”19 The story of modern ar-
chitecture as a “mediat(or of) realism and utopia” 
continued with the Siedlungen planning projects of 
the 1920s and 1930s.20 These were de facto politi-
cal utopias, and yet they also failed, as, once re-
alized, they became ineffective islands at the edge 
of the urban realities. A similar critique applies to 
postwar Italian neo-realist quarters, among others 
urbanisms likewise nostalgic and ultimately regres-
sive utopias.21 For Le Corbusier in Algiers this rela-
tionship appears in reverse, as an apparent utopian 
project turns out to be a pretty realist one. For Tafuri 
Le Corbusier was an acute observer of class con-
flicts and proposed an urbanism aimed at refurbish-
ing the given conditions of capitalist society.22 But 
the misunderstanding of Le Corbusier as a utopian 
proves to be the swan song for a realism of critical 
potential. Ultimately, Tafuri’s infamous crisis of mod-
ern architecture, the tragic ending for architecture 
as criticism, is likewise tied to this struggle. This end 
came when reality, in the form of industrial capital-
ism, superseded utopia, when the balance between 
reality and utopia was lost to the predominance of 
the former.23 The historical process of modern ar-
chitecture’s loosing battle to position itself between 
real and utopia renders futile the potential criticality 
of architecture. The battle lost and the “hopes in de-
sign” gone, lost also is the battleground that allowed 
for a criticism in practice. 24

The dissolution of the space for the realist struggle 
in the realm of architectural practice only opens up 

Figure 1: G. Piranesi, Il Campo Marzio dell’antica Roma, 
from Manfredo Tafuri, The Sphere and the Labyrinth.
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a new project, a realist one as well, in the realm of 
architectural criticism. In The Sphere and the Laby-
rinth, a collection of historical essays on architectur-
al avant-gardes written during the 1970s and first 
compiled in 1980, Tafuri stresses a Marxist project 
to place the “real,” which for him means the con-
ditions of capitalist production, “into crisis,” at this 
point specifically through historiography.25 If archi-
tectural practice cannot escape ideology (following 
Mannheim, Tafuri here already identifies different 
types of ideology available for the architect though, 
and thus he opens up to options for resistance in 
the possibility of a choice), then only architectural 
criticism can disclose it and thus forward the histori-
cal processes of the “real.”26 Following his own con-
clusion in Architecture and Utopia, Tafuri’s running 
argument concerns the exposure of the moment of 
rupture in architecture between ideology and ma-
terial production, between art and life; this “gap” 
stands for the ever-unresolved dialectic between the 
ideal sphere of utopian ideology and the labyrinthine 
nature of the real that architecture is bound to. It 
is up to the architectural historian to look into and 
disclose this gap, in an argumentative loop that will 
ultimately disclose the real.27  At this point Tafuri is 

putting forth a theory of architecture in terms of his-
tory, and not of practice. 

Of course, not any type of history will do the job, 
and here we encounter Tafuri limiting the linguis-
tic model he otherwise embraces. For he claims 
that language-based interpretations, which for him 
means stylistic or formal readings of the architectural 
avant-gardes, imply not testing the relationship be-
tween ideology and the real. In a metaphorical play 
between his method, his objects, and his ultimate 
critical project, for Tafuri the architectural practices 
analysis of which would best showcase the ideology-
real “gap” are those already directed “outward to-
wards the real.”28 These are the architects who are 
less concerned with the formal plays of architecture 
than involved within the relations of bureaucratic, 
political, and technological production. Architects 
like Friedrich Naumann, Henry Ford, Martin Wagner, 
Walter Rathenau, and Ernst May not only accepted 
“the new role which the difficult present-day reality 
proposes,” but they also “aimed at finding new roles 
for the work of a technician.”29 In short, they worked 
less with form than towards reform, or as he put it, 
“from form to reform.”30 

The realist should be aware of operative celebra-
tory analysis, even of reformist figures. Precisely, 
the task is to reveal the intricacies of their prac-
tices, to “cruelly reveal their deficiencies and ambi-
guities, thereby making it readily known that those 
unanswered problems are the only ones worthy of 
‘political’ action.”31 This is what directs the architec-
tural historian, and possibly the architect reader of 
history, “towards a greater knowledge of reality.”32 
Still, for Tafuri architecture cannot be critical, but its 
analysis may be. In this way, he recoups the Marxist 
tradition of realism, with its claims for the withering 
of capitalist ideology, from the artist to the historian 
(Tafuri himself). History writing, and not form mak-
ing, is the form of the critique of ideology.33

Tafuri definitely moves away from the traditional 
Marxist belief in the existence of a “real,” of ideol-
ogy as false consciousness, and of realism as the 
project of unveiling of ideology.34 In his 1985 essay 
“Réalisme et architecture,” he acknowledges the 
need to actively construct ideology, and proposes 
“realism” less as a method than a fully constructed 
theoretical concept, or, as he put it, a “historical 
construction.”35 In doing so he extends realism to 
allowing for criticality in practice as well. At this 

Figure 2: Aldo Rossi, L’architecture assassinée, from 
Manfredo Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia.
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point, for Tafuri realism is an “attitude” that ought 
to be identified from the principles “consciously 
placed” in the production of the architectural ob-
ject. 36 An assessment of realist architecture de-
mands a close analysis of the built form, and 
calls for considering the extent to which the ar-
chitectural object embodies aspects of vernacular 
culture. The general parameters of study for the 
realist work of architecture are “construction” and 
“habitation” — the primary, almost anthropologi-
cal conditions of architecture — and the extent to 
which these relate to “the traditions of spontane-
ous anonymity, almost always with a rural origin.”37 
This relationship favors architecture with a populist 
allure, one that attempts to address the masses, 
and to inscribe the work of architecture within a 
“totalité chorale.”38 The goal of realist architecture 
is to build up collective identity, for “(it) speaks in 
everybody’s name.”39 This collectivism and com-
municative power imply that realist architecture is 
explicitly engaged with a political project; and so is 
the reading of it.

Here Tafuri refers back to the linguistic model at 
its most basic, and arguably faces his cul-de-sac. 
Despite earlier calls for analysis of the processes 

of production and of the position of the architect 
within these processes, for Tafuri architecture’s key 
role is its will to communicate. In fact, the level of 
legibility the architectural object may have for the 
collective (although whatever this homogeneous 
collective is Tafuri never discloses) holds the clue 
for how “critical” a particular realist architecture 
might be: too much legibility and one falls into pro-
paganda and populism, too little and one has given 
up reality for the comforts of the “golden gable.”40 
Tafuri disregards probable critical realisms for their 
“excess of communication” or their conservative 
(sometimes dangerously so) political ideologies. 
These include the various populisms of Paul Mebes, 
Heinrich Tessenow, and Charles Moore, among 
others.41 One of Tafuri’s main examples of realist 
architecture, with just enough legibility and thus 
just enough criticality, is post-revolutionary Soviet 
rearealism, where the young Melnikov, among oth-
ers, acquires appropriate “communication power.”42 
Tafuri finds here the right relationship with, which 
includes a distancing from, popular referents and 
local materials. Through geometric distortions Mel-
nikov disfigures the found structures and popular 
themes and reinvents his sources. It in this way 
that architecture offers a legible, but also projec-
tive interpretation of the given real; that is what 
makes it critical.

With the examples of the realist architects of post-
revolution Russia, like Melnikov, of the 1920s in 
Red Vienna, of the United States New Deal, and of 
post war Italy, Tafuri calls for a synthesis, for an at-
titude somehow in-between total isolation from the 
real and abstraction on the one hand, and exces-
sive adhesion to the real on the other.43 The “her-
metic realism” of the young Melnikov shows a “rel-
ative permeability in the frontier between realism 
and avant-garde.”44  Tafuri argues for an engage-
ment with reality that includes a distancing from 
it, providing what could be thought of as relative 
autonomy for the work of architecture. This implies 
considering architecture from a material and for-
mal stance, not a primarily linguistic one, a move 
Tafuri himself was not quite ready to take. When, 
at one point, he asks, “of what ultimately must 
the architectural sign speak of again?” the issue 
as to whether architecture actually speaks of any-
thing is not even addressed.45 In the end Tafuri’s 
own linguistic-based understanding of architecture 
only cuts short his project of realism in architec-
ture. For Tafuri architecture is but a “language,” 

Figure 3: Ernst May et al. Siedlung Römerstadt, Frankfurt, 
1926-28, from Manfredo Tafuri, The Sphere and the 
Labyrinth.
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a set of symbols, references, and metaphors with 
the potential to reach various audiences: whether 
the elite architect, the critic, or the public. Victor 
Hugo’s declaration of the death of architecture as a 
communicative object came prematurely for Tafuri.

In arguing for relative autonomy and choosing Mel-
nikov over Mebes, abstraction of the popular and 
vernacular forms over mimesis of them, and exper-
imentation with local materials over historical rep-
resentation, Tafuri’s came closer to Bertolt Brecht’s 
model of realism than to that of György Lukács, 
who was a favorite of calls for architectural realism 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s.46 Brechtian real-
ism implied a move away from linguistics that Tafuri 
couldn’t quite come to terms with; for if Lukács’s 
realism was historicist and linguistic, Brecht’s was 
material, experimental, and formalist. With the 
task at hand of looking into the implications of a 
post-linguistic architecture (not non-linguistic, but 
specifically post-) one can venture into what Ta-
furi’s critic of architectural criticism would look like 
had he clearly chosen Brecht over Lukács. Here, 
a closer look at Brecht’s model of realism seems 
in order, as he articulated it during the 1930s and 
in relation to the prevailing model of Lukács, who 
described realism as follows: 

[The realist’s] goal is to penetrate the laws governing 
objective reality and to uncover the deeper, hidden, 
mediated, not immediately perceptible network of re-
lationships that go to make up society . . . the labor 
of the realist is extraordinarily arduous, since it has 
both an artistic and an intellectual dimension. Firstly, 

he has to discover these relationships intellectually 
and give them artistic shape. Secondly, although in 
practice the two processes are indivisible, he must 
artistically conceal the relationship he has just dis-
covered through the process of abstraction — i.e., he 
has to transcend the process of abstraction.47

This statement could relatively be applied to Bre-
cht as well, as both Lukács’s and Brecht’s models of 
realism shared the objective of revealing the “true” 
condition of culture and society through cultural pro-
duction. This process of revelation would eventually 
rouse consciousness and lead to social and political 
change. At the core of both projects was the belief, 
shared by Tafuri to some extent, in the capacity of 
aesthetic practices to dissolve the ideology that con-
ceals the truth, which was for them the conditions 
and relationships of society developed under the 
processes of production and exchange of capitalism. 
What sets them apart is Lukács second step of the 
realist working process, the closing sentence. That 
is, his choice of mimesis over abstraction and of his-
torical references over material ones at the level of 
representation. For Lukács the realist work of art — 
as best represented in the novel — ought ultimately 
to hide the process of abstraction through which it 
came into being and propose a somewhat harmoni-
ous, unitary whole. This is a necessary step for it 
to be legible to and gain the appeal of the so-called 
“masses.” For this purpose Lukács advocated conti-
nuity through the use of the forms already present 
in popular culture and tested through history. These 
help best to reflect life. The fragmentation brought 
about by the processes of modernization is for him 
nothing but appearance, the veil of capitalist ideol-
ogy. Unity is the real condition of a capitalist society 
in times of revolutionary crisis. 

Brecht’s alternative model is based on a different 
take on the “real.” As for Benjamin and Kracauer 
after him, for Brecht fragmentation was, at least on 
the level of surface or appearance, the corollary of 
capitalism. But this is not perceived in everyday life 
since fragmentation has been naturalized. Thus an 
artist ought to represent “the causal complexities 
of society,” as a way to unmask “the prevailing view 
of things as the view of those who are in power.”48 
Along these lines, Brecht’s epic theater aimed at 
bringing about the alienation of the audience from 
the action on stage rather than generating a merg-
ing or identification with it. Through this distancing, 
it aimed at intellectual awakening rather than sen-
sory and legible experience.49 In Brecht’s words, 

Figure 4: Konstantin Melnikov, competition project for the 
Serouchovskaya Ulitsa district, Moscow, 1922-23, from 
Manfredo Tafuri, The Sphere and the Labyrinth 
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“instead of sharing an experience the spectator 
must come to grasp with things.”50

For Brecht no less than Lukács, to be a realist was 
to seek the truth. But, as Tafuri claimed for Mel-
nikov, Brecht’s truth was not teleological or his-
torical; it was material truth. The most significant 
means for unveiling material truth was through for-
mal exploration; no transparent form would ever 
render truth unmediated: “Anyone who saw me at 
work would think I was only interested in questions 
of form. I make these models because I wish to 
represent reality.”51 Epic theater was not only a new 
artistic form, but was itself based on formal experi-
mentation, such as the introduction of technology 
and music on stage, the quotation of the lines or 
the de-playing of the character.52 Brecht’s theater 
likewise claimed connection to popular culture, 
but not in a mimetic manner. His attempt was not 
to learn from popular referents or continue their 
traditions as a means to better communicate with 
the masses. Rather, he proposed to build upon the 
popular, to “adopt and enrich the forms of expres-
sion of the masses,” to “confirm and correct” their 
standpoint.53 As Fredric Jameson has noted, epic 
theater was uncompromisingly advanced in form, 
yet intransigently popular in intention.”54 

The forward-looking notion of the popular al-
lowed Brecht to reconcile realism and abstraction, 
a reconciliation that was ultimately impossible for 
Lukács. Whereas Lukács’ final step was to over-
come intellectual distance, in the sense of including 

but overcoming abstraction in the service of effec-
tively reaching the masses, Brecht’s epic theater 
ultimately relied on showcasing abstraction, on 
revealing the very distance between art and life. 
Although Brecht brought theater into the factory, 
and industrial modes and apparatus onto the stage 
— arguably ultimately moves that dismantle what 
Benjamin called aura — epic theater relies on au-
tonomy for its critical power. After all, it is emotion-
al, formal, and physical distance from the action 
that encourages a critical approach to it, and by 
extension to life.55 Here lies the nuance in Brecht’s 
realism that makes it all the more attractive for 
architecture: a relative autonomy is the necessary 
condition for Brecht’s desired alienation to become 
effective, a distancing specifically intellectual but 
that is best achieved through formal and material 
experimentation, not through content.

REALISM TODAY

Should one consider fragmentation and estrange-
ment over harmony, abstraction over mimesis, 
appeals to reason over sensation, and formalism 
and reworkings of popular motifs as indices of the 
search for architectural realisms? Maybe. But in 
thinking about realism today, one can never totally 
loose sight of the historical conditions that sustain 
realisms such as Brecht’s, Luckas’s, and, if less 
clearly self-conscious, Tafuri’s. The fragmentation 
and alienation of the viewer sought by Brecht was 
meant to parallel the alienation of the worker with-
in industrial processes of production, an awareness 
of which was necessary as a step toward moving 
beyond capitalism. From Lukács’s perspective the 
surface of the “real” was less relevant than the es-
sence, which was for him a totality that should be 
regained in a post-capitalist society. In the 1930s 
they were writing from opposite sides of the world 
and at different stages of the historical process 
they expected would ultimately lead to socialism. 
While Brecht in the Weimar Republic was looking 
for revolution, for a way to arrive at the moment of 
crisis and change, Lukács in Hungary was writing in 
the context of an already-achieved socialist order, 
positioning himself within but critical of Stalinism. 
Consequently, Brecht pursued social awakening 
from the real, while Lukács looked to lead the ex-
isting order into a new humanism. 

As for Tafuri, his gradual articulation of realism was 
founded on the pessimistic standpoint of the Eu-

Figure 5: Curtain and screens sidestage for The Three 
Penny Opera, 1928-29, from Bertolt Brecht, On Theater. 
The Development of an Aesthetic. 
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ropean aftermath of 1968, at a moment when the 
revolutionary projects of the avant-gardes and the 
student movements of the 1960s appeared to have 
been in vain. Tafuri’s work reflects a deep disen-
chantment with his cultural milieu; when, as his con-
temporary Peter Bürger admits, the “hopes of those 
who believed in the possibility of ‘more democracy’ 
in all spheres of social life went unfulfilled.”56 Bürger 
and Tafuri declared the death of the idea of art and 
architecture as revolutionary or critical practices. 
But, as with Bürger, Tafuri’s much-discussed pes-
simism is not merely nihilist. In place of the criti-
cal lineage of the historical avant-gardes, which by 
then appeared less critical of than complicit with the 
status quo, and thus confronted with the impossibil-
ity of neo-avant-garde practices, certain realism ap-
peared as the sole possibility of engagement. 

Brecht’s factory workers taking the stage, or ex-
pecting “shock” to actually trigger a reaction, seem 
as irrelevant in Tafuri’s context of the 1970s as to-
day, at least in the Western world, embedded as we 
are in a renewed liberal, post-industrial capitalism 
of global proportions, and an exhausted society of 
spectacle where, if Baudrillard has it right, the real 
is all but “deterred” in the “hyperreal.”57 This seems 
most distressing for the realist. For how can one 
rehistoricize, say Brecht, without first pinning down 
the conditions of the current “real,” a precondition 
to give form to the realist project? 

The re-reading of Tafuri alongside Brecht does not 
quite lead to a definition of architectural realism, or 
to a set of contemporary practices that meet the 
mark. This is an attempt to establish theoretical 
foundations of a project that pretends to articulate 
engagement and put it back on the architect’s ta-
ble.58 Under the banner of realism, I can at this point 
only propose a laundry list, and not quite yet a cat-
egorical agenda. To be able to propose, and discuss, 
a viable realism in architecture would mean, first, to 
understand history. This amount to saying that the 
first task is to identify what the “real” is, or ought 
to be, and to understand the processes that ren-
der it malleable, and constitute its historical contin-
gency and its potential to change. The realist read-
ily answers, with an awareness of the naïveté and 
ephemeral nature of any given response: what is 
your working real/s? And, what do you do (or what 
ought you to do) with it?59 She thinks of architecture 
with the real in mind, in a critical mind, and because 
of that is able to sense possibilities. 

Tafuri’s discernment regarding these questions was 
his strength and ultimately his limitation. He un-
derstood his “real” (the city as the stage for the 
enactment of capitalist relations of production) 
and his project (to put this real into crisis), and 
read architecture in relation to it. But Tafuri’s city/
real seemed already anachronistic, blind to capi-
talist processes beyond production, such as con-
sumption, spectacle, colonialism, and feminism, to 
name but a few surfacing at his time. Starting with 
Tafuri, it becomes necessary to understand real-
ism in architecture historically, and to articulate 
the historiographic framework of architectural real-
isms. This operation, long overdue in architectural 
scholarship, would help identify the terms, traps 
and potential critical instrumentality of architectur-
al realisms, many of which prove to be as reality-
bounded as projective of new realities, even more 
so than some good old utopian modernists ever 
dreamed of.

The second point is to change the terms of the dis-
cussion. When talking about architectural realisms, 
one is forced to leave aside issues of representa-
tion and communication, and to move from con-
tent towards formal and material experimentation. 
Although limited by the linguistic basis of his own 
method, Tafuri invites us to consider the political 
and material infrastructure in which architecture 
operates, to look at the architects embedded in the 
institutions and processes of power, and to test the 
extent to which they proposed not only form but 
also reform: by redefining the role of the architect, 
the relative distance taken with the institutions, 
and the alliances with and valuing of the political 
order at work. Precisely by virtue of its prominence 
in market and urban forces, and of it being close to 
material reality and everyday life, and less able to 
bear content, architecture may occupy a privileged 
position with regard to the more representational 
arts. This means it is important to question less 
what do architects do than from where do they do 
what they do. 

Third, to question authority/autonomy. A core point 
of Brecht’s was to point to the collective work of art 
as an avenue for criticality. Likewise, Tafuri strug-
gled to account for the work of architecture as em-
bedded in the matrix of capitalist production, and 
thus in the “real.” Architecture is indeed always a 
collective endeavor: a product of many subjects, 
and always bound to the cultural, economic, and 



19REALISM UNDER CONSTRUCTION

technological conditions of the time, a point that 
linguistic-based discourse is at pains to repress 
through the very particular activation of the notion 
of autonomy. With regard to this much-debated no-
tion, Brecht’s call for an art practice that is critical 
from within the institution of art points to the need 
to move beyond the autonomy/heteronomy dichot-
omy — being inside or being outside — and start 
defining relative distancing and nuances in the con-
dition of autonomy that are often forgotten in ar-
chitecture. Autonomy as a process and not a disci-
plinary category, and the levels of semi-autonomy 
become new objects of investigation.60 Nourished 
in part by Tafuri’s more “negative” side, the image 
of the architect musing his empty architecture from 
his boudoir has actually worked to protect the myth 
of individuality and, consequently, the illusion that 
artistic practice can, at some point, retreat from 
the real. Whether through criticism or through 
practice, negating the category of individual cre-
ation, and unveiling the work of architecture as a 
collective praxis — the product of a collectivity that 
does not deny avant-gardist or utopian episodes, 
and does not claim the myth of anonymity — might 
be the way out of the post-critical linguistic trap. 
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