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changing aspects of Burle Marx’s (and of 
most) landscapes across time, with the 
modulation of light and shadow, wind and 
sound, and to the timelessness of their 
compositions. Aiming to present a holistic 
vision of Burle Marx’s landscape produc-
tion, the exhibition touches upon his con-
tributions as an artist, plantsman, and 
shaper of urban spaces. Although the 
accompanying publication—a translation 
of the Brazilian catalogue—sheds light on 
Burle Marx’s perception of native flora and 
his interaction with fellow plants collec-
tors and botanists, the same cannot be said 
of the exhibition. No commentary accom-
panied the planting plans exhibited, 
whether they listed luscious tropical veg-
etation or, as in the case of the UNESCO 
courtyards, common species. If Burle 
Marx is to be viewed as a landscape  artist—
one in control of the design and natural 
environment—his gardens should not be 
merely described as in “resonance, har-
mony, or contrast” with architecture, but 
also assessed as ecological systems. An 
inquiry into the making and sustaining of 
Burle Marx’s planted tableaux and terrains 
would have informed this less-investigated 
aspect of his contribution and completed 
the narrative of the total designer.
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Managing change is an ongoing challenge 
for cities—and architects—around the 

world. As some of our megalopolises 
exceed populations of 35 million through 
conurbation, they must learn how to deal 
with aging historical cores that have so 
often been frozen into inert museum 
pieces. At the same time, ever-increasing 
numbers of modernist buildings fall prey 
to the wrecking ball. Preservation of the 
past and destruction of the new—the time 
warp invoked by the title—are at the heart 
of Cronocaos, curated by Rem Koolhaas 
and Shohei Shigematsu from the Office 
for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA), 
and staged first at the Venice Biennale in 
2010 and then at the New Museum in 
New York in 2011. The issues it raises are 
timely and provocative, as we have come 
to expect of Koolhaas. Cleverly installed 
in New York in a decrepit building in the 
Bowery, the show used plan and elevation 
to contrast different strategies of preser-
vation and conservation and question 
received ideas on these topics.

In this exhibition, preservation appears 
largely as a destructive force that embalms 
our historic centers, deprives them of use 
value, and packages them for consump-
tion. We are all too familiar with the 
dreary commercial zones where old build-
ings have been restored only to house the 
ubiquitous franchises that transform his-
toric downtowns into pedestrian strip 
malls. The same uncritical tendency is 
used to justify buildings veneered with 
“historic” façades that conceal the gutted 
structures behind. There is no doubt that 
preservation has often been instrumental-
ized as a profit-making ploy that sells its 
reified products to a mass public: the 
administered past. However, preservation 
covers a much wider range of practices 
than is acknowledged here and can be 
prompted by complex and legitimate moti-
 vations including issues of self-identity, 
loss, or violence. Cultural genocide, a 
tragic presence in our modern world, trig-
gers a deep-seated impulse to preserve 
what remains of a heritage threatened with 
extinction. From the Bridge at Mostar to 
the Bamiyan Buddhas in Afghanistan, our 
age has seen its share of wanton destruc-
tion of monuments of world significance.

As for the pervasive misuse of preserva-
tion, we must look for causes and not con-
tent ourselves with denouncing effects. 

Disenchantment with the affectless archi-
tecture that stamps streets and cities with 
banality, fears of being swallowed up in a 
metropolitan sprawl increasingly defined 
by synchronic sameness rather than dia-
chronic difference are some of the con-
cerns that strengthen the drive to retain 
the past. That past, of course, is never a 
given: it is always being constructed—or 
invented—pressured by contemporary 
events. Historic landmarks are unstable 
referents subject to both genuine change 
and manipulation. Extant old buildings do 
not speak to us solely through the debased 
language of commodification.

In their sweeping indictment of preser-
vation, the curators make the astonishing 
assertion, unsubstantiated by sources, that 
at present “12 percent of the world’s sur-
face is preserved,” a figure, we are told, that 
“is about to” undergo a “massive increase.” 
Given the fact that 71 percent of the globe’s 
surface is covered by water, this would 
mean that the equivalent of almost half of 
our landmass is currently covered by his-
toric preservation, a questionable sum 
even if it includes environmental zones on 
land or sea. Cronocaos, however, aims at 
stimulating discussion, not attaining clo-
sure, and it abounds in contradictions and 
refreshing Rashomon-like scenarios.

A second important topic pursued by 
Cronocaos, which seems, almost perversely, 
to negate the first, concerns the need to 
protect postwar architecture under siege 
by what the organizers see as a “global 
rage” to destroy modern buildings. In this 
case, the curators indulge in special plead-
ing on behalf of preservation. But this 
position is deliberately undercut by a con-
trasting proposal: the systematic demoli-
tion of all modern buildings erected fifty 
years ago to make way for new construc-
tion and avoid the rigor mortis of heritage 
sites. Cities like Istanbul, Tokyo, Moscow, 
and Chicago, for example, would demolish 
that same postwar architecture that they 
think is threatened by imminent ruin. 
Outlandish proposals such as this do a real 
service to the field: Koolhaas is always 
ready to think the unthinkable and jolt us 
out of our complacency.

Yet another idea along these lines, 
inspired by carbon trading, speculates about 
whether one industrious nation might forge 
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ahead, whatever the cost to its historic past, 
and “pay” for preservation elsewhere. This 
is audacious: we desperately need to think of 
new alternatives to deal with the past. But 
the terms in which this suggestion is 
couched are chilling: “Could backwardness 
become a resource, like Costa Rica’s rain-
forest? Should China save Venice?” Why 
should the heritage of one of the world’s 
oldest civilizations be sacrificed to save a 
single European city? This argument falls 
back on essentialist conceptions of nation-
hood that ask the East and the Global South 
to indemnify the west yet again.

Cronocaos also perpetuates stereotypes 
concerning gender. One panel shows the 
architects featured on the cover of Time: 
Buckminster Fuller, Wright, Neutra, and 
Le Corbusier, among many others (Zaha 
Hadid, named by Time as one of the 
world’s one hundred most influential peo-
ple in 2010, is not mentioned). In this 
exhibition, women shine by their absence, 
and architecture is narrowly construed as 
a noble male pursuit. At first sight, the 
show appears to be predicated on a mad-
deningly messianic conception of the 
hero-architect (“Architects—we who 
change the world”), and the public is 
expected to take everything on faith: maps, 
arguments, figures (like that 12 percent). 
In fact, the words and images reveal an 
aching nostalgia for the good old days 
when this obsolescent concept of the 
architect received even greater recogni-
tion and representatives of the profession 
like Philip Johnson appeared on the cover 
of the corporate media magazines: “By 
disconnecting (the role of the architect) 
from the public sector, the market econ-
omy severed the connection between 
architecture and idealism and condemned 
the contemporary architect to a limbo of 
lesser seriousness.” In this formulation, 
those “who change the world” appear 
strangely passive, at the command of 
forces they cannot control. Conveniently 
displacing blame to the market economy 
exonerates architects from decision- 
making. They, after all, choose their 
patrons, including (in Koolhaas/OMA’s 
case) luxury labels like Prada or unelected 
authorities in Beijing. Cronocaos bristles 
with ideas—small, medium, large, and 
extra-large—but its wall texts rely too 

often on reductive dichotomies that fore-
close the possibility of a more nuanced 
dialectical approach. A weary subtext runs 
in counterpoint to stimulating insights, 
recycling old chestnuts that preserve the 
status quo while preaching destruction of 
historic or even modern buildings that it 
treats as fungible structures.

Koolhaas’s tone is that of a detached 
observer who speaks for the common good, 
but as one of architecture’s most important 
cultural brokers, he is far from being a dis-
interested protagonist. This unusually suc-
cessful practitioner, actively involved in all 
sides of this debate, is at his best as our 
iconoclast-in-chief; we need him to unset-
tle certainties, revisit dogmas, up-end theo-
ries, and interpellate—even irritate—the 
institution of architecture. We would do 
him a disservice if we allowed this initiative 
to go by without challenging him in turn.
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The Houses of William Wurster: 
Frames for Living
Wurster Gallery, University of Califor-
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Crossing into Wurster Hall on the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley campus, 
the path to the Wurster Gallery branches 
under a staircase and skirts a couple of 
bathrooms. By this point, the ponderous 
concrete building, designed by Joseph 
Esherick, Vernon DeMars, and Donald 
Olsen in 1964, the year after William 
Wurster retired as dean of the College of 
Environmental Design at Berkeley, has 
extinguished natural light or the sight of 
nature. Gallery visitors find themselves in 
a room floored by linoleum, framed by 
white drywall, topped by black-painted 
concrete, and occupied by mechanical 
equipment and a grid of thin fluorescent 
filaments. Such a space would doubtless 
have defeated the best efforts of Wurster, 
the architect, to create a rapport with its 
site. Thankfully, the exhibit’s curators, 
Richard C. Peters and Caitlin Lempres 
Brostrom, have splashed the gallery so thor-
oughly with photographs of Wurster’s 
houses that visitors quickly find  themselves 

contemplating architectural form and 
space alongside Northern California’s 
coulisses of dark trees, rocky coasts, and 
mountain escarpments.

The curators divided the smallish 25-by-
50-foot space into three parts: an entry zone 
introducing the scope of the exhibit and 
background on Wurster’s Stockton child-
hood and training as an architect in the 
beaux-arts tradition at Berkeley; a promi-
nent mid-section documenting the houses; 
and a rear area  providing a couple of panels 
on the non-residential highlights of Wurst-
er’s own practice, such as the Schuckl 
 Cannery Offices (Sunnyvale, California, 
1941–42), his practice at Wurster, Bernardi 
& Emmons, and his career as an educator 
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy and at Berkeley. On the back wall, 
photographs show Wurster and his wife 
Catherine Bauer and their  family, as well 
as other architects such as Thomas Church 
and photographers such as Morley Baer. 
Not surprisingly for an exhibition of 
architectural photographs, this is the only 
place in the room where we see images of 
people.

Out of approximately two hundred 
houses designed by the architect, we are 
shown the highlights—a little more than a 
score of buildings from the late 1920s 
through the early 1960s. Illustrations of 
fifteen of the most illustrious of them 
appear on freestanding, two-sided panels 
(held aloft by metal stanchions) that 
occupy the middle of the gallery. The pan-
els are smartly divided into grids of differ-
ently sized rectangles. At the top right, red 
letters announce the house’s name and 
year and are followed by descriptive wall 
text. Aside from one or two drawn plans or 
perspective renderings, photographs carry 
the weight of depicting Wurster’s epic 
engagement with the California land-
scape. Among the many images, it is rare 
to find one bereft of an exterior view. 
Black-and-white shots, usually taken 
shortly after the house’s completion, alter-
nate with recent color photographs by 
Lempres Brostrom or others, including 
Richard Barnes. Set against Wurster’s 
muted whitish or brownish building  
colors, the chromatic contrast works par-
ticularly well; sensations of California 
dominated by deep blue skies and a wide 
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