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Douglas Darden and the Allegory of the Adversary

American architect Douglas Darden identifies the diptych of theory and design as an antagonistic pair. Through
design practice, he identifies the rival as a constructive loss to a given idea of architecture by favouring another,
understood as a ‘critical mediation on finitude and failure’. This controversy underscores an intrinsic theme

of architecture, namely the relationship between construction and destruction, between positive and negative.
Every act of architecture becomes a dialogue between these fundamental pairs, where the potential of architec-
ture lies in the ‘recognition of this reciprocal condition’ and the centuries-old ability of architectural canons

to be overturned. Through Darden’s figure and work, the text engages with the theme of the adversary as an atti-
tude for a re-signification of architecture through the investigation of what lies behind, what is hidden, toward that
limit that the architect identifies in architecture itself.

Douglas Darden and the Allegory of the Adversary

L'architetto americano Douglas Darden individua nel dittico di teoria e progetto un binomio antagonista. Attraverso
la pratica progettuale, egli identifica il rivale come perdita costruttiva nei confronti di una data idea di architettura
favorendone un’altra, intesa come “mediazione critica sulla finitudine e sul fallimento”. Questo dialogo sottolinea
un tema intrinseco dell’architettura, cioe il rapporto tra costruzione e distruzione, tra positivo e negativo. Ogni atto
architettonico diventa un dialogo tra queste coppie fondamentali, dove la potenzialita dell’architettura risiede nel
“riconoscimento di questa condizione reciproca” e nella capacita secolare dei canoni architettonici di essere capo-
volti. Il testo restituisce, nella figura e nell’'opera di Darden, il tema dell’avversario come attitudine per una ri-signifi-
cazione dell’architettura attraverso I'indagine su cio che sta dietro, cio che € nascosto, verso quel limite che
I'architetto identifica nell’architettura stessa.
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Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

Vesper ¢ una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l'og-
getto illuminante non ¢ piu visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l'atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identifico nel pianeta
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione piu che un oggetto e privilegia il
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non ¢ qui accesa la luce
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere
nella penombra una possibilita nell’esistente.

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lita narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti,
privilegia I'intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell'immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. Larivista ¢ pensata nella sua successione di numeri
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneita, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero ¢ articolata in un insieme di
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni — editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio,
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario — mutano i riverberi tra
idee e realta, si accende I'intreccio tra evidenze concrete e
loro potenzialita, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’'ombra lunga.

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and
contaminations between different languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into
sections that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay,
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary.
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects,
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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Douglas Darden and the
Allegory of the Adversary

Douglas Darden, Temple Forgetful, Condemned Building, planimetry,
1993. Courtesy Ben Ledbetter for the Douglas Darden Estate.

Fabrizio Marzilli

Architecture is nothing if not a critical mediation on finitude and
failure. Architecture starts with its own insufficiencies, and without
architecture acknowledging limits, neither space nor form have any
meaning. Architecture, in other words, is inevitably carried out by a
resistance to itself; it is never its own sufficient subject, nor its own
sufficient end (Darden 1986, p. 7).

Thus Douglas Darden, an American architect, in 1986 recognised in the
diptych of theory and design an antagonistic pair that, through design
practice, allows the rival to be identified as a constructive loss to a given
idea of architecture, thus favouring another, as we shall see later.

Darden was born in 1951 in Denver, Colorado, where he began his
education by majoring in English and Psychology at the University of
Colorado at Boulder. He then studied Industrial Design at the Parsons
School of Design and received a Master of Architecture from the Harvard
Graduate School of Design in 1983.

During his time at Harvard University, he had the chance to study
under Peter Eisenman and Stanley Tigerman, who became his mentor.

Throughout the 80’s he continued his teaching career at Columbia
University. And later at the New Jersey Institute of Technology and the
University of Colorado at Denver, where he was appointed Associate
Professor in 1990.

But his studies had a brief and formative interlude as a dancer. Dance
— in addition to evoking the memory of his mother, who was also a danc-
er — was an opportunity to delve into the subject matter concerning the
movement of the body in space and the relationships that both terms
trigger reciprocally.

His life was, in this way, cantered around the city of Denver, which saw
him both born and die at a young age. Another city, however, was simi-
larly important to his research: Rome. Here, between 1988 and 1989, he
carried out a period of study following his awarding of the Rome Prize at
the American Academy, by which he was able to refine his technical and
methodological skills concerning drawing and perspective, especially the
15th century one. Moreover, his stay in the capital of Italy, a city symbol
of overwriting, allowed him to explore two fundamental themes of his
work: man as a temporal and multidimensional system and the intimate
narrative capacity of architecture.

So, if in Rome he rediscovered the historical value of time, the differ-
ent forms of memory and the perspective representation, in Denver he
also explored the industrial environment, engaging the text of that iron
and unexpressed territory to promote the subject of many of his archi-
tectural works and projects.

Darden lived through a dizzying epoch (the one between 1970 and
1990) where post-industrialism generated simultaneously, in many
American cities, the decommissioning of immense industrial areas and
a new serenity, imbued with the will to transform into ‘a new aesthet-
ic pleasure, [...] a substrate of fears and desires that become flesh in the
moment of an imaginary annihilation’ (Darden 1988, p. 14).

Itis the period of ideological contradictions, psychological nihilism and
then post-modernism, where flexible accumulation and space-time com-
pressions exacerbated the confidence of an era, measured as the existing
‘gap between scientific and moral reasoning’ (Harvey 1992, p. 327).

A two decades that foregrounded ‘history as contemporary creation,
more costume drama and new staging than critical discourse’ (#b7d., p.
85). A movement that Darden himself joined but from which he took a
definite distance. Indeed, he recognised the need to consider history as
the adversary of the moment, an augmentative possibility and a stirring
and fluid element in its ideological understandings.

A structuring imaginative potential, that offered by history for Darden,
capable of bestowing that restlessness, typical of the contradiction
between reality and utopia in which one is catapulted whenever one is
confronted with a work.

If the American site soon became the home for post-modernist spec-
ulation, Italy structured a deep critical theoretical root of it. At the time,
in fact, in the United States, authors such as Eisenman, Gehry, and Coop
Himmelb(l)au represented the new line of escape from historical rational-
ity toward ‘a totalising aesthetic’ (Darden 1989). In Italy critics were debat-
ing without qualms toward what Paolo Portoghesi described as the jealous
autonomy of the new and which Manfredo Tafuri instead contextualised
in the dilemma between historicism and the historicity of anti-historicism.

At a time when the narrative text became essential, the breakdown and
consequent decomposition of the architectural body represented the need
to explicate the process behind the form. The body of architecture was thus
deconstructed, returning its parts within a whole that was no longer compre-
hensible or deliberately unacceptable. In the same way, society conformed
itself and collective individualism flared up within all areas of research. An
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individualism that used self-image as a propaganda element. A disjointed
image, which Darden describes as meagre and for this reason he turns to the
text itself as a reinforcing element, so that ‘the conflation of text and image’
(Schneider 2007, p. 20) can allow for mutual consolidation.

The theme of the adversary is used by Darden for a re-signification of
architecture through an investigation of what lies behind, what is hidden,
toward that weak thinking (Vattimo, Rovatti 1983), where ‘rationality must
depotentiate itself, [..] not being afraid to step back into the supposed zone
of shadow’ (#id., p. 10). Thus, what becomes evident today in the figure of
Darden lies in his choice not to exclusively break down the parts and pres-
ent them as 2 homogeneous whole, but to compose heterogeneous parts
that together determine a neutral and ambiguous whole.

The adversary, in this case, is what is in front of our eyes, something we
know very well or from which we often try to escape. It sometimes repre-
sents our alter ego, the one we know everything about but voluntarily hide
from most. It is that other image against which we fight or toward which
we demand truth, solution, help. It is the set of our feelings made up of
physical images. All this is what happens for Darden with architecture.

Indeed, his compositional research makes the architectural body a
popularising medium. Considering architecture a discipline and not a
profession, the architect tries to make explicit how history, drawing, lit-
erature, traditions, can be elements that ‘in-form’ (Giordano 1993, p. 13)
the architectural body.

No prototype, no model, no systematisation of form. His projects are
strongly linked to the place in which they insinuate themselves in, and
by consuming it, they absorb its social vertigo. His compositional pro-
cess, in fact, is based on the superimposition of four precise and selected
images, which interpolating with each other, return a figurative, material
and olfactory palimpsest. A disc/continuous genealogy, as he defines it,
that slowly reveals itself, uncovering a polysemous thematic sensibility,
concretised with chiaroscuro drawing.

All this is condensed into one work: the 1993 book Condemned Building,
in which Darden, through ten allegorical projects, expresses the concept of
the dialogical opposite as the very soul of architecture. ‘Architecture is made
in reference to something else’, he states, ‘there can be no architecture with-
out representation, and to represent there must be a figure’ (Darden 1990).

Each of the projects, in fact, investigates a specific architectural canon,
implementing from within a reversal of meaning. The function of each
building is essential, it ‘is the main feature by which readers recognise
and judge the value of allegory’ (Fletcher 1970, p. 277).

Temple Forgetful, for example, located in the archaeological area of the
Imperial Forums in Rome, addresses the canon that a monument is
made to temember’ (Darden 1993, p. 27). But considering what Darden
sees as the underbelly, the underbelly of architecture, 2 monument also
serves to forget. Indeed, the project focuses on the history of Rome’s
founding and the forgotten role of Remus, Romulus’ twin brother.

This historical controversy underscores an inherent theme of archi-
tecture, namely the relationship between construction and destruction,
between positive and negative. Every act of architecture becomes a dia-
logue between these fundamental pairs, where the potential of architec-
ture lies in the ‘recognition of this reciprocal condition’ (Darden 1989)

Fundamentals

and the centuries-old ability of architectural canons to be turned upside
down.

Allegory for the architect thus becomes a means to set out toward that
sublime sense where the hero is shown for what he is, failing or triumph-
ing over evil’ (Fletcher 1970, p. 307).

‘Architecture is the execution of exquisite barriers’ (Darden 1993, p.
157). An aphorism that Darden inserts at the conclusion of the book that
once again exemplifies how architecture is not exclusively the construc-
tion of an object aimed at a need but also the direct exemplification and
highlighting of its own limitations.

The allegory of the adversary, as introduced earlier understood as an
antagonistic rival before anywhere else can also find it in the very experi-
ence of the architect’s life. In fact, the first frontispiece found within the
book Condemned Building depicts a half-naked androgynous figure who,
with her breasts uncovered, seems to stare at the reader under the robe of
alight cloak. This is a clear reference to the French architect Jean-Jacques
Lequeu, of whom Darden is fascinated and from whom he manages to cap-
ture and transfer the magical and restless aura to the first page of his text.

Darden, after his return from his Roman experience received a diag-
nosis of a rare form of leukaemia, which within a few years, in 1996, sep-
arated him from his wife, his friends and his beloved students.

The choice to represent himself in such a way presupposes the same
macabre and ambiguous intent, laden with internal contradictions, that
Douglas Darden inserts into the bowels of his architectures to make
them ooze with disquiet, with fear. His heated interest in a poetics of
the sublime directs his obsessive search for something else, far away and
against himself, but with a higher purpose, that of finding himself in the
ambiguity of the actuality of existence and in that allegorical opposite
that we ourselves embody.

First, flesh fighting against time, then bodies that in space leave inev-
itable traces of their own experiences.
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