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POST-ARCHITECTURE
Claude Parent, Critical Modernist



Claude Parent is a utopian modernist French architect, and creator (with
Paul Virilio) of the theory of oblique architecture, or the theory of the function
of the oblique. He has been a polemicist, writer and self-publicist
extraordinaire as well as a professional architect for over 60 years. He was
born in 1923 in Paris, France. His educational studies in architecture were
actually unfinished, having been preceded by scientific studies (maths,
mechanics etc). He was 26 years old when in 1949, after a two year training
course on historic buildings, he met lonel Schein with whom he worked until
the mid-1950s. Both Parent and Schein were described as “children of Le
Corbusier”. In 1951 he met Andre Bloc, founder of Art d’Aujourd’hui, and the
following year he paired up with sculptor Nicholas Schoffer, a meeting which
proved to be a major starting point for utopian architecture in France in the
1950s and 1960s. But it is his partnership from 1963 with Paul Virilio, the
self-styled “critic of the art of technology”, and its implications for Parent’s

theory of critical modernity, which is the main subject of this essay.

Since at least the mid 1990s there has been a rethinking in contemporary
social and cultural theory of the notion of modernity (Gane 2004) and “what it
means to be modern” (Gray 2003). Moreover, a distinct move has taken
place away from the once widespread embrace of the concepts and

intellectual framework associated with postmodernity, postmodernism and



the postmodern in general. The texts on theories of modernity and
postmodernity (for instance, Turner 1990) from an earlier, though recent, era
have rapidly been overtaken by events and influential postmodern theorists
have been standing in line to confess the error of their ways or to offer
theorisations of what they see as the new modernity (Gane 2004, Bauman
and Tester 2001, Beck and Willms 2004, Giddens and Pierson 1998).
Recently, a leading sociologist of postmodernism, Scott Lash, has
acknowledged that he does not particularly like the term postmodern, and
another theorist associated strongly with the idea of the postmodern,
Zygmunt Bauman, has conceded that for some time he has been distancing
himself from the concept of postmodernity (Gane 2004). All of a sudden, it
seems, the future contours of social and cultural theory is uncertain and in a

state of flux once again.

This essay is a contribution to these debates in contemporary social and
cultural theory, especially since the mid 1990s, where a rethinking of the
notion of modernity is taking place. In these debates many contemporary
social and cultural theorists have turned away from an erstwhile obsession
with postmodernity, postmodernism and the idea of the postmodern in
general without formulating an alternative theoretical direction. As one

possible conceptual resource for re-theorising modernity in this context, the



present essay considers the concept of critical modernity, or new modernity,
as developed by Claude Parent, theoretical and architectural partner of Paul
Virilio in the 1960s. Parent, as can be seen from this essay, has been a
significant figure, though little recognised as such outside France, in utopian
architecture since the early 1950s. The essay focuses on specific aspects of
the life and work of Claude Parent and his partnerships with various
luminaries such as Andre Bloc, Yves Klein and Nicolas Schoffer as well as
Paul Virilio. Part of the purpose of this biographical detail is to introduce
readers to the life and work of Claude Parent. However, the essay further
looks at the way in which the better known figure of Virilio and the lesser
known Parent worked together on architectural commissions in the 1960s
and how in 1963 they formed the group Architecture Principe and devised
the function of the oblique, a theory of architectural space which was
designed to end verticality and, to some extent, horizontality. Importantly, the
essay, shows that Claude Parent, with and without partners, made a
significant general contribution to retheorising modernity by conceptualising,
and operationalising, what he called critical modernity, or new modernity.
There is though a further, integrated purpose of this enterprise of intellectual
biography. My archaeology of what might be called the “post-architecture” of
Virilio and Parent also assesses the significance of this work for the general

body of contemporary social and cultural theory which is veering away from



notions of postmodernity and could be said to be moving towards the terrain

of a theory of critical modernity.

| have introduced this essay by suggesting that there is a reassessment
underway of notions of the postmodern. This process has generally been
such an extensive rethinking in social and cultural theory that it could almost,
by parodying Bruno Latour (Latour 1993), be claimed that “we have never
been postmodern”. Bruno Latour (Latour 1993) has also talked of the state
of “non-modernity”. Contra Latour, this essay argues, it might be better
conceiving of a state of “non-postmodernity” whilst utilising the concept of
“critical modernity” The search has been on in this rethinking of modernity for
conceptualisations which transcend previous theories of the modern
condition but retain the term modernity or some variant of it. In order to
replace the more or less discredited “postmodern condition” purveyed by
such theorists as Jean-Francois Lyotard from the late 1970s onwards
(Lyotard 1984), some cultural and social theorists have turned, in the 21°
century, to the relatively obscure French urban and cultural theorist of speed,
Paul Virilio, to propagate the idea of a “dromocratic condition” (or a society of
speed) which has already, in a sense, made the notion of the postmodern
condition redundant. In fact, Virilio, a self-confessed modernist, is better

seen through the lens of his own self-description, a “critic of the art of



technology” (Redhead 2004a; Redhead 2004b), rather than any kind of
theorist for a condition, or era, after modernity. The idea of the “dromocratic

condition” is unlikely to be Virilio’s lasting legacy.

But Paul Virilio may yet have a place, albeit to one side, in some of these
social and cultural theory debates about rethinking modernity. This is in my
view linked to the resurgence of interest in the architecture and theoretical
writing of Claude Parent. Partly this attention has been due to the
association of Claude Parent, especially in the 1960s, with Paul Virilio
himself. The duo conceptualised a new architectural order, a new spatial
syntax, during the period 1963 to 1969 in what they came to call the theory
of the oblique function or function of the oblique. The period of Parent's
partnership with Virilio (Redhead 2004a; Redhead 2004b) witnessed a
growth in Virilio’s work and thinking that has been almost hidden from history
(1) once his later work from the 1970s, 1980s ands 1990s started to be
widely read by the English speaking world and utilised by theorists looking
for the holy grail of the “dromocratic condition”. This essay, as an
“archaeology” of Parent and Virilio, makes no apology for concentrating on
the Virilio of the 1950s and 1960s, and expecially his productive partnership
with Parent. As Virilio’s writings have multiplied and been subjected to

greater forensic interrogation in the last decade, so has interest arisen in the



separate work of Claude Parent.

Nevertheless, as this essay demonstrates, there is more to the history and
biography of Claude Parent than simply being Paul Virilio’s partner in the
radical architectural project of the 1960s where they pursued an extreme
utopian futurist vision of creating sloping cities on an incline. Certainly, in the
ensuing years, the secular Parent has been eclipsed, in the historiography of
French public intellectuals, by the religious Virilio. Yet it is important to keep
in balance Parent’s fifty year contribution to architectural poetics in France,
and to “post-architectural” studies in general. With the onset of the new
century and a renewed interest in theorising modernity (and architectural
space) the career of Claude Parent has found, very late in the day, a new

topicality.

In the course of this essay on the rethinking of modernity in the context of
the new topicality of Claude Parent, the idea of critical modernity, which
Parent introduced in his writing from the 1950s (Parent 1996a: 14-15), and
its practical operation, needs to be resurrected and re-examined. It helps,
when situated within a historical narrative of Parent’s work, to assess Claude
Parent’s significance not just simply as a utopian and professional architect

but as a putatative theorist of modernity. Critical modernity is a term



applicable to the whole of his aesthetic oeuvre from the 1950s to the 21
century. The question of whether or not there is a “Parentian” aesthetic is
difficult one to answer but a durable legacy of what he later called critical
architecture (Parent and Virilio 1997: 15-17), as part of a new or critical
modernity, was most certainly built up, and sustained, from the early part of
Parent’s career as an architect and polemicist to his role as the latter day

elder statesman of French architecture.

What then does the term critical modernity signify? It should be pointed out
at this juncture that | used the terms critical modernity, accelerated
modernity and dangerous modernity in my introductory book on Paul Virilio
as a “theorist for an accelerated culture” (Redhead 2004a), a text which was
complemented by a new and comprehensive Reader of Virilio’'s works
(Redhead 2004b). They were all introduced as concepts which would help to
situate Virilio in considering his contribution to a rethinking of modernity in
the social and human sciences at the end of the century. They have the
distinct advantage, too, of not designating an era of postmodernity. In other
words, they imply that modernity is always already impregnated with
“dangerous modernity” or “accelerated modernity”. Modernity, in the
argument of the book on Virilio, is always dangerous and speeded-up: it

does not undergo transformation from an early modern condition to a later,



accelerated or dangerous state. The phrase critical modernity in this work
was derived from Claude Parent’s use of the term and applied to the whole
of Paul Virilio’s theoretical enterprise from the 1950s to the present day. | do
not discuss further here in this essay the concepts of accelerated and
dangerous modernity, but the term critical modernity should be read as
emerging in this context, and some of the archaeological study of Virilio and
Parent in the earlier work (Redhead 2004a, Redhead 2004b) is developed

here with a new emphasis on the singular contribution of Claude Parent.

Critical modernity, then, does not designate a late modern transformation:
critical modernity is always already within the modern. Let us first consider
what Claude Parent means by critical modernity and what summary can be
made of its meaning. To be for critical modernity is to be in favour of
relentless reviewing of processes and methods and a continual reinvention
of vocabulary. It is to practise a positive questioning of Modernism from
within. It is to protest against industrial standardisation and mass
construction, inherited from an earlier era of Modernism. In his specific
application of critical modernity in architecture Parent envisaged a sort of
architecture of mobilities, or a mobile architecture, which involved, at least in
the 1960s, the deliberate cultivation of disequilibrium and fluctuation as well

as the preservation of both the built historical fabric and memory of a society.



As with Paul Virilio’s outlook, for Parent critical modernity was intended to
shake, and shock, people, and especially their bodies, out of passivity
(Lotringer and Virilio 2002: 8-17), to put in their way environmental obstacles
which would move citizens into action, as a mode of ensuring human
mobility in the passifying, stultifying consumer society of the 1960s which

radical figures like Virilio and Parent saw around them.

The notion of critical architecture in critical modernity is a conceptualisation
that Parent has played with over several decades without always referring to
it in these terms. He has, however, used it retrospectively to try to make
sense of his interventions into architectural practice and architectural
poetics, alone and in association with others. In the view of Claude Parent a
critical modernity, or a new modernity, was the pair's most overriding
theoretical focus when he and Paul Virilio were together as a working
partnership in the 1960s, actively forging ahead of the conservative
contemporary thinking in architecture in France, and arguably in the rest of
Europe. They were embarked on creating a “post-architecture”; Parent self-
consciously considered that what he and Virilio were doing in the 1960s was
nothing less than a cultural revolution in architecture. The questions they
were posing in the course of developing the function of the oblique allowed

them, in Parent’s assessment thirty years later, to “consider anew the
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modern architecture of the 1920s and 1930s” (Parent 1996a: 14) and the
“limits of memory” (Parent and Virilio 1997: 15-17). Parent and Virilio, both
theoretically and practically, were trying to give a new critical inflection to
Modernist architecture in the 1960s and distinguish it from work in the 1920s
and 1930s and its standardising influences on urban planning in the 1960s.
They considered themselves as being actively engaged in critical modernity
with their strategies of “positive questioning” of the “Modern Movement”
(Parent 1996a: 14). It is important to note, nevertheless, that neither Claude
Parent nor Paul Virilio were in any sense connected to movements
associated with postmodernism, either in architecture specifically or more
generally in social and cultural theory. Both Parent and Virilio remained “high
modernists”, albeit ambivalently, (Lotringer and Virilio 2002: 16) throughout
their partnership in the 1960s. They remained uninfluenced by debates
about postmodernism and postmodernity in the aftermath of their
partnership when they went their separate ways for thirty years from the late
1960s to the late 1990s. | could conclude, cryptically, that they have never

been postmodern.

Part of Claude Parent’s new topicality in the 21st century, for some
commentators, is that in the words of the editor of a special issue (2) of an

architecture journal devoted to Claude Parent “the political and economic
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upheavals that have taken place since postmodernism have led to a ‘spatial
turn’, not only in architecture and urban discourse but also in the field of
cultural and social studies” and this “shift in paradigms” has aroused
particular interest in questions of space and bodily movement which Parent
had pioneered, and then pursued relentlessly since the early 1950s (Bideau
2002: 1). It might also be said that the paradigmatic shifts, to the extent that
they have indeed taken place, have cleared a space for looking again at the
concept of critical modernity in mass consumer society. Looking back on the
long term significance of the Parent and Virilio partnership at the beginning
of the new century, Claude Parent claimed that the group he formed with
Virilio in the 1960s, Architecture Principe, anticipated today’s architectural
repositioning of the human body as a major feature of interest as well as the
rethinking of the “body in movement” shown by, for instance, modern
choreographers in the realm of dance (Parent 2001). Claude Parent’s work,
especially in the 1950s and 1960s, was prescient in many different ways. For
example, Claude Parent’s drawings in the mid 1960s anticipated the digital
era of design in the fluidity of their dynamic, indeterminate form and the
associated radical abandonment of the traditional architectural orthogonal
grid of verticality and horizontality in the function of the oblique houses and

churches which he built.
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Claude Parent in a clear retrospective look at his career has argued the
case for a movement of “critical architecture” where a “critical expression”
seems to be “the best of modernity’s paths” (Parent and Virilio1997: 17; see
Frederic Migayrou 1996: 59-63) and for a critical, or new, modernity which
will “free us from everything that is obsolete” (Parent 1996a: 14).
Architecturally, for Parent, this means that we “must maintain significantly
better relations with the historical built fabric than Modernism has achieved
to date” (Parent 1996a: 15). The longer lasting contribution of Claude Parent
may indeed be the stress on a more general strategy related to critical
modernity, a constant, if hidden, motif in his own architectural practice and
writing (as well as in his partnership with Paul Virilio) where a critical,
negating, or “negative aesthetic” (Virilio 2005), force is at work. Claude
Parent has certainly shown us, as we can see from the content of this essay,
signposts on the way not only to a critical architecture but also what can be
called here “an architecture of critical modernity”; in other words a spatial

syntax, a map of the possible make-up of critical modernity.

Let me first set out the background biographical context to the architecture
and writings of Claude Parent himself before reconstructing the partnerships
he enjoyed with the likes of Andre Bloc, Yves Klein and Paul Virilio, and,

finally, assessing Parent’s overall importance in both architectural theory and

13



in the social and cultural rethinking of modernity.

What precisely made Claude Parent a Critical Modernist? Claude Parent
was born in Neuilly-sur-Seine in North Western Paris, France on February
26, 1923. He went on to study at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris in the
1940s and early 1950s. In a typical anti-establishment move he refused to
complete his formal architectural training at the Ecole. Nevertheless, he
obtained the right to appear among eight professionals registered without
having a diploma. He was already a critical, modernist thinker and
shadowed some of his famous colleague Le Corbusier’s thinking in the
Brutalist tradition before moving into his own utopian phase. Le Corbusier
had become known by the 1950s for his breton brut (raw concrete)
Modernist architectural approach to building houses and churches. Parent
even worked for Le Corbusier for a time in the early 1950s but always
baulked at the idea that he was a “post-Corbusian” (3) architect in any way,
though he often attracted the epithet from commentators during his long
career. Parent, though, did mark that career by being an artistic architect

with concrete as his main material.

In 1949 at the age of 26 Claude Parent met another architect named lonel

Schein with whom he collaborated until the mid 1950s. Both were known as
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children of Corbusier. An even more significant meeting for Parent, however,
occurred in 1952 when he came across the sculptor Nicolas Schoffer.
Schoffer died in 1992 and Parent remembered him, in a hearfelt homage
sent to Schoffer’'s family at the time of his death, as his “first companion in
architectural utopia”. In the early 1950s Schoffer was a pioneer in importing
Neo-Plasticism, Russian Constructivism and Bauhaus ideas into French
sculpture. Schoffer's subsequent influence on the two young architects,
Parent and Schein, was immense. Parent and his new friend, Schein,
worked from 1952 to 1955 on translating Schoffer’s sculptural language into
architectural forms. While still students at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts their
joint entry won the Maison Francaise competition with a design for a house,
built at Ville d’Avray, whose plan was fractured in two by a wall. The concept
of fracture was to be taken up by Parent many times in his subsequent
writing which consistently promoted the idea of challenging form, and
formalist architecture, with the notions of instability and disequilibrium. Also,
in the same year of 1953, they created a model for a radio and television
station along “Schofferian” lines. Parent and Schein soon went their
separate architectural ways and Parent came to concentrate more on
working with Schoffer directly. Parent and Schoffer’s specific aim was to
create an urban planning “spatio-dynamics”, a “spatial dynamic

architetcture”, which included, in a foregrounding of later utopian cityscapes
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Parent planned with Paul Virilio in the 1960s, long housing units in bands, on
two levels, supported by pylons, with helicopters buzzing around the
buildings and cars circulating between the pylons. A functioning “spatio-
dynamic city” was actually projected by Schoffer and Parent. The practical
application of such theoretical ideas, however, proved less than successful
when plans for building a supermarket and then two dwelling houses on
“spatio-dymamic” lines had to be abandoned. The impracticality of building

utopia was to haunt the later Parent and Virilio association, too.

Claude Parent’s partnerships were to be significant at all stages of his life
and work. The longest lasting of all was a ten year association with the artist
and publisher Andre Bloc. After meeting him when he was a young
malcontent at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, Andre Bloc worked with the
maturing Claude Parent for ten years. Parent has often paid tribute to Bloc’s
huge influence, acknowledging that he instigated Parent’s substantive
education as an architect. In the early 1950s when this education was
beginning, Andre Bloc was (as he had been since the 1930s) editor of the
influential French architecture journal L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui and
consequently came into contact with a particular intellectual and artistic
milieu throughout the world. Bloc, too, was changing perspective in the

1950s; from architecture to painting and sculpture. Parent was to benefit
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directly from these connections and changes. For example, the Group
Espace (whose number included Nicolas Schoffer) painters and sculptors
came to Parent’s attention through Bloc’s personal introduction and Parent
has cited their lasting influence on the eventual development of what he has
called a dynamic geometry, and the idea of spatial disequilibrium, a kind of
setting in motion what is stable and immobile, which would so endear him to
Paul Virilio when they met in 1963. Bloc, too, took to Claude Parent and
allowed him to edit some sections of the journal L’Architecture
d’Aujhourd’hui, a periodical Parent would continue to work with for the next
forty years, and also Bloc’s new emergent aesthetic review L’Art
d’Aujhourd’hui. The personal and professional collaboration with Andre Bloc,
though, went much further during the decade of the 1950s. The pair of them,
for instance, worked together on three chapels and numerous houses,
designed Andre Bloc’s own personal summer home in Antibes in 1959, and
later, in the early 1960s, produced the Maison de I'lran in at the Cite
Universitaire in Paris. Bloc’s patronage as well as his propensity to rethink
spatial design in a more artistic fashion than architecture had done
previously, had given Claude Parent what he regarded as a “true education”

from which he was never to look back.

Claude Parent was himself, then, by the early 1960s, a noted and
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somewhat controversial figure in French architecture (4). He had become
interested in architectural utopias in the 1950s and went on to develop
certain links with other architectural utopists, as well as to forge
numerous collaborations with contemporary conceptual artists. The
broadening of his aesthetic ideas beyond the simply spatial, or the
architectural in a technical sense, was a major shift in Parent’s
questioning of the Modernism on offer in the 1950s. By the late 1950s,
Claude Parent was associating with contemporary artistic figures like
Jacques Polieri and Jean Tinguely and, most notably, the conceptual
artist Yves Klein. Klein had moved to Paris in the mid 1950s. In the late
1950s Claude Parent began working with Klein on his Air Architecture
drawings. In Klein’s conceptualizations compressed air was to be used to
create transparent walls, roofs and furniture for domestic dwellings. As
part of Klein's idea to return direct sensation to everyday life, the artist
wanted to envisage a climate controlled environment where people could
roam naked. In 1961, a year before his sudden death, Parent further
collaborated with Yves Klein on the design for fountains of water and fire,
entitled Les Fontaines de Varsovie, for the Palais de Chaillot in Paris.
Though Parent was not to know it at the time, the turn of the decade also
coincided with a downturn in artistic architectural collaborations in

general. The 1950s, Parent’s artistic incubation period, were pregnant
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with critical and utopian architectural ideas, in a way that the 1960s, for all
their promise, were not. In many ways, Parent in the 1960s was to be out

on a limb in his pursuit of the critical modernity in architecture.

Let us turn to Claude Parent and the Function of the Oblique. Despite the
stimulation of utopianism and the volatile Parisien artistic climate of the
time, by the early 1960s, Parent was becoming disillusioned with certain
kinds of utopian architectural and artistic thinking. He wanted to push
further out in his quest for what he envisaged as architecture of motion or
architecture of disequilibrium. It was then that he met Paul Virilio, and
there began a partnership which was to prove extremely fruitful for both
parties. It went on to produce the theory and practice of what they were to
label the function of the oblique, or oblique function, a challenge to the
orthogonal in architecture, and an attempt to achieve the negation of the

vertical.

Claude Parent and Paul Virilio had a mutual friend in Paris, the painter
Michel Carrade, so it was almost inevitable that they would get together
sometime in the French artistic melting pot of the early 1960s. In the
subsequent association, the younger Virilio (then 31 years old) was to

collaborate closely with a figure already of some stature in Claude Parent.
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Parent was initially the senior partner in the relationship, in all senses.
There is a story, apparently not apochryphal, which has it that the
professional architect Parent had, eventually, to ban the interloper Virilio
from going into his architectural practice in Paris in the mid 1960s
because Virilio was so “pessimistic” that he stopped Parent’s employees
from working! Nevertheless, initially at least, Virilio had skills to offer
Parent. As well as having obsessively photographed thousands of
wartime German bunkers in France by the early 1960s, Virilio had also
trained as a painter and an artist in stained glass. He had studied at the
Ecole des Metiers d’Art in Paris, the city where he was born and which
remained his home until the end of the century. At the time that he met
Claude Parent in 1963, Virilio was working, mainly in order to earn a
living, as a painter, and amongst other work, produced designs for
Braque, at Varengeville, and Matisse, at Saint-Paul-de-Vence. Virilio has
said that he has continued throughout his life to approach everything as a
visual artist and has gone so far as to admit that he always writes with
images and confessed that he could not write a book if he did not have
images. It was this aesthetic perspective which was to pervade all that
followed in Paul Virilio’'s subsequent academic career. Virilio, like Nicolas
Schoffer and Yves Klein before him, was another in the long line of

Claude Parent’s collaborators in utopian architecture who had no formal
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architectural training at all. They were simply, but importantly, artists (5).

Claude Parent has recalled in interview (Scalbert and Mostafavi 1996: 49-
57) that when the two of them met initially in 1963, the future Professor of
Architecture Paul Virilio had no architectural training and that “when Virilio
came to buy an apartment” in Paris where they both lived “he was a
painter of stained glass”. Admiringly, Parent said that “Virilio knew an
extraordinary amount about his craft”. But Virilio, according to Parent,
“also had a real instinct for architecture — an instinct reflected in his
impulsive decision to buy that apartment”, his friend and colleague has
remembered. In point of fact, it was Claude Parent who was the architect
of the apartment building! That real estate moment was how they
originally paired up. For Parent it was his “first big project” and when
Virilio initially saw the building it only consisted of two storeys of concrete.
Nevertheless it was the basis of a professional architectural partnership,
at least for a while, as Claude Parent and Paul Virilio subsequently began
to work together furiously on architectural projects in France in the year of
1963, carrying on commissioned work together until the late 1960s.The
painter of stained glass and the critical modernist utopian architect

proved to be something of a dream team of hip young gunslingers.
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As their most lasting testament to the function of the oblique, Paul Virilio
and Claude Parent built the church of Sainte-Bernadette du Banlay in
Nevers in France between 1964 and 1966. This was the pair’s first
practical project based on their unique theory of the incline, which had
itself developed from Virilio’s ideas first generated around what he called
"bunker archaeology” and “cryptic architecture” (see Redhead 2004a and
Redhead 2004b) and Claude Parent’s notions of architectural movement
and dynamic geometry. On the face of it the pair also seemed to plunder
much of their muscular brutalism in the building of the church from late Le
Corbusier but they have consistently, and independently, rejected any
Corbusian or even post-Corbusian label. What is certain is that the theory
of the function of the oblique had its origins in the concepts of the bunker
(through Virilio’s 1950s studies) and disequilibrium and motive instability
(which had always intrigued Parent). Accordingly Virilio and Parent set
about imagining their first structure to be built on the theory of
construction on an incline, on the idea of sloping surfaces, a concept
which was meant to disturb and to provoke. The choice of the Sainte-
Bernadette church in Nevers for the first oblique function project was a
significant one for a less secular reason, too. Virilio often cites approvingly in
his work the religious miracle at Lourdes in 1858 where a young girl,

Bernadette Soubirous, supposedly had a vision of the Virgin Mary. It was in
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Nevers that Bernadette Soubirous died. For the centenniary of her death, the
Bishop of Nevers, Michel Vial, organised a competition to build a chapel in
her honour and Virilio persuaded Parent to join with him at the beginning of
their friendship in 1963 in entering it. As luck would have it, the partnership
of Parent and Virilio was successful in the competition.The bunker-like
church building that Parent and Virilio produced is now officially an historical
monument in France (Lotringer and Virilio 2002: 27). Parent and Virilio’s
oblique church of Saint-Bernadette du Banlay, developed and, eventually,
built between 1963 and 1966, was a brutalist, menacing building which
has been interpreted as deriving from the architecture inspired by the
German bunkers of the North Atlantic wall which Virilio had photographed
in their thousands and which he had already seen as embodying an
architecture of disequilibrium some years prior to this first joint
architectural venture with Claude Parent. The church building symbolised
much for this rather odd architectural pairing, one “not a practising
Christian”, the other deeply spiritual and already engaged in several
religious art projects. For the secular, professional architect Claude
Parent, the church expressed what he felt as a righteous angry man

about the “architecture and society of the time” (Parent 1996b: 19).

The three years work on the church of Sainte-Bernadette and the
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completion of its construction preceded the sustained development of the
experimental theories around the idea of oblique function. In some ways,
though, the church of Sainte-Bernadette project was seen as a bunker
church, and expressing a military vocabulary, more in retrospect than it
was as the work went along. Parent has recalled that the “decision to
apply this language” of the German bunkers “to the form of the church
came at a late stage in the project’s development” so “the formal
references to bunkers should therefore be seen as a secondary element”
(Parent 1996b: 19). Parent, perhaps over generously, too, has said that
Paul Virilio, despite not being an architect and effectively hanging out in
his friend’s office each day, was the one in the partnership who had the
radical ideas. According to the self-effacing later testimony of Claude
Parent, Paul Virilio:

“‘had an admirable, and legitimate, ambition to make architecture and he
contributed to the project in a very real way. It was Virilio who said that we
should put a slope on the floor planes of the church...The challenge of
working together on a real, concrete project inspired a fundamental
breakthrough — the first application of the function of the oblique. The military
vocabulary of the bunkers dominated our early projects — the church as well
as the cultural centre in Charleville. Virilio saw the bunker as the apotheosis
of twentieth-century architecture.” (Scalbert and Mostafavi 1996: 51)
Certainly the radicalism of retheorising the horizontal by Virilio in the early

1960s gave energy to the idea of living on inclined planes and having

furniture coming out of the floor which became a serious utopian project for
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Parent and Virilio as the 1960s wore on. But in reality Claude Parent and
Paul Virilio came to the partnership as independent thinkers with interesting
backgrounds in architecture and art, as well as in Virilio’s case Gestalt
psychology and phenomenological philosophy. They worked jointly in these
years and, as Parent notes, each came with “a set of design ideas that we

wanted to develop to the full” (Parent 1996b: 19).

How did Claude Parent and Paul Virilio come to launch Architecture
Principe?By 1963, then, Claude Parent, had became deeply immersed in
the milieu of 1960s French architecture and by extension the new
aesthetic movement of art, sculpture and painting which had originated in
the utopian decade of the 1950s. But it was Virilio, rather than Parent,
who was to go on from this early tentative postion and achieve
international fame as a “dromologist”. Where Virilio today has a growing
global critical literature about him (Armitage 2000, Der Derian 1998),
Claude Parent has few texts written about the man and his work and he is
little known or acknowledged outside France, though his own
professional colleagues and citizens did award him the accolade of
Laureate of the Grand Prix national de I'architecture in 1979. Eventually
developing architecture formally as his academic profession through his

post as Professor of Architecture, Parent’s protégé Paul Virilio became
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part of the furniture at the Ecole Speciale d’Architecture in Paris for thirty
years, beginning in the late 1960s when he was elected by the students
after the events of May 1968 as his productive association with Claude
Parent was coming to an end. Professional architectural recognition was
eventually forthcoming from his peers and Virilio was awarded the
Laureate of the Grand Prix national de la critique architecturale in France
in 1987. As the Director of the Ecole Speciale d’Architecture in Paris, a
post which essentially stemmed from 1972 when he was made co-
director, he held a Chair of Architecture for three decades and was
latterly President of the Ecole for several years. Virilio retired from the
Ecole only at the close of the 1990s, with an Emiritus Professorship,
when he was in his late sixties. As Claude Parent has emphasised,
however, Paul Virilio never actually formally qualified as an architect at
any time. Virilio’s role at the Ecole, where he produced tracts on
everything from international relations and terrorism through art history
and media to the complexities of military technology, was as an
architecture theorist and teacher, a trainer of architects, as he himself has
noted mundanely, for “the real world”. But to all intents and purposes
Virilio left architecture behind in 1968 when he and Parent went their
separate ways. It was left to Claude Parent to continue the architectural

side of the function of the oblique partnership.
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In the mid 1960s Parent and Virilio needed an organisation. The year they
met, 1963, Claude Parent formed what they called the Architecture Principe
group with Paul Virilio and their mutual friend, Michel Carrade, the painter. A
fourth member was also recruited, Morice Lipsi, a sculptor. The aim of
Architecture Principe (6) was to investigate and promote a new kind of
architectural and urban order. The group lasted formally until the year of
1969 when the falling out of Claude Parent and Paul Virilio over Virilio’s
participation in the momentous events of May 1968 finally took its toll. In
1966 the group produced a magazine entitled Architecture Principe which
ran to nine issues in the mid 1960s and a tenth, retrospective special issue
thirty years later in 1996 (7). Only Claude Parent and Paul Virilio put their
signatures to the short articles in the publications, which, as they claimed,
constituted the group’s permanent manifesto. It seems, in retrospect, that
Lipsi and Carrade did relatively little in Architecture Principe. From the fragile
beginnings of the group in 1963 there were eventually nine numbered issues
of Architecture Principe published between February and December 1966.
The final number, ten, was published as an anniversary issue in September
1996 with contributions from associates such as Bernard Tschumi, Jean
Nouvel and Daniel Libeskind, who had by then become celebrity

architectural theorists in their own right, as well as critical, reflective essays
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from Paul Virilio and Claude Parent themselves. Each of the original
Architecture Principe manifestos were emblazoned with a specific title.
These were, in order of publication: The Oblique Function, The Third Urban
Order, Potentialism, The Nevers Worksite, Habitable Circulation, The
Mediate City, Bunker Archaeology, Power and Imagination, and Blueprint for
Charleville. These themes made up the first nine issues, all published in the
mid 1960s. Disorientation or Dislocation was the rather tantalising title of
the tenth and last issue in 1996. By today’s publishing standards the
magazine’s issues were very short on word length but high on rhetoric and
conceptual innovation. For instance, the “Bunker Archaeology” issue no 7 of
Architecture Principe was published in September/October 1966. It
comprised the short essay by Paul Virilio entitled “Bunker Archaeology”
which actually dated from 1958 when he was actively and obsessively
photographing the German bunkers. This was followed by another short
essay from Virilio written in September 1965 entitled “Cryptic Architecture”
which contained enigmatic statements such as (in English translation from
the original French of the manifesto): “cities are episodic and cerebral, they
are a permanent and genetic crypt”; “cryptic architecture is thus an infra-
architecture”; and “cryptic energy, itself indissociable from the survival of all

living species”. “Architecture cryptique” was the label Paul Virilio used in the

early 1960s for the theoretical ideas spawned by his “bunker archaeology”.
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Claude Parent’s contribution to issue no 7 was only slightly more than three
short paragraphs. He proclaimed prophetically, several years before Virilio
actually gained an academic post, that “Paul Virilio is a reader of reality. He
holds the university chair of the real; he is not in the analytical domain, but is
a creator. In the present he is hunting for future portents. He sifts, chooses,
gathers”. Claude Parent went on in this brief, rather bizarre, but strangely
accurate eulogy to describe the highly religious Paul Virilio as a “man of
faith” and “in a state of permanent disequilibrium” who “in order to triumph
over original sin” has “us discover today the masterpieces of an ancient
world of terror”. With phrases like these, and permanent manifestos in their
back pockets, the utopian purveyors of the oblique function of the mid 1960s

were making their mark.

Claude Parent in the 1960s was integrally associated with the idea of the
‘new society’. Parent, besides being the older partner in the architectural
partnership with Paul Virilio was by the mid 1960s also more cautious than
his friend and also less utopian than he himself had been in the 1950s. It
was Parent who was becoming more the world weary professional architect
and Virilio who could say of his eventual election by the students as a
Professor at the Ecole Speciale d’Architecture “I was happy | ended up

teaching. It kept me from selling floors. As for Parent he ended up building
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nuclear reactors which | would never have agreed to do” (Lotringer and
Virilio 2002: 50). But the urban theorist and planner in Virilio was also
beginning to take shape in the theoretical and practical collaboration with
Parent who had an established office and architectural practice in Paris
which he had worked at on a daily basis for over a decade. The partnership
may have started as an artistic enterprise but it was also always already
connected to the city, to the idea of a future society, and the future of
modernist urban planning. However, the first building venture illustrating the
function of the oblique, though it more or less unfolded from its original
conceptual structure, did not immediately open the floodgates of the Parent
and Virilio architectural partnership. Virilio had, as we have seen, prepared
some stained glass windows for churches and through this “sacred art” link
managed to secure the Sainte-Bernadette construction commission for
himself and Claude Parent after some religious cultural entrepreneurship.
Unfortunately, clients for the products of the function of the oblique were not
exactly queueing up. Further projects with Parent for a cultural centre in
Charleville and a house in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, though they followed the
lines of the original project, were never actually built. The December 1966
issue no 9 of Architecture Principe was entitled “A Blueprint for Charleville”
because that is exactly what it remained: a blueprint. However, eventually

another Parent and Virilio collaboration, namely the Thomson-Houston
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Aerospace Centre in Velizy-Villacoublay, was seen to fruition. In the
meantime the Parent architecture practice built blocks of flats at Neuilly-sur-
Seine and a series of supermarkets. Eventually, with Virilio out of the picture
in the 1970s, apartments and shopping centres and the much praised
French Pavilion at the 1970 Venice Biennale came out of the Parent
practice. There followed, too, much to Paul Virilio’s disgust, the design and
construction of atomic plants in the late 1970s. In some of the building
projects Claude Parent undertook in the 1960s and early 1970s the
traditionally horizontal surfaces were replaced by planes sloping by as much
as 28%. What is clear is that they were all influenced by the function of the
oblique theory that he had forged with Paul Virilio at the height of the mid
1960s utopian vision of what they both undoutedly saw as a “new society”

(Lotringer and Virilio 2002: 13).

Theoretically the partnership of utopian architectural ideas blossomed.
There is clear evidence that Parent and Virilio aimed the theory of the
oblique function at social movements which conceived themselves as part of
the design for the invention of a new, post-industrial society. Parent and
Virilio debated these issues far and wide - at conferences and in their new
magazine Architecture Principe. In 1965 and 1966 Claude Parent and Paul

Virilio presented papers to various conferences and seminars. Those given
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at Lyons, Locarno, Bologna and Lurs were collected together as the
November 1966 issue, no 8, of the magazine Architecture Principe. The pair
closely collaborated personally, politically and theoretically in this period,
despite being regarded as “mad” and “jokers” by some critics. The
collaborations were not restricted to the jointly authored magazine
manifestos. For example, in June 1966 at Folkestone across the channel in
England, the French duo joined a panel on experimental architecture at a
symposium organised by the International Dialogue of Experimental
Architecture (IDEA) which included representatives of British utopian
architectural groups like Archigram. The intervention by Parent and Virilio, a
presentation on “oblique cities” delivered by the two Frenchmen dressed all
in black, bizarrely led to audience uproar still remembered decades later by
those present. The presentation was provocative, in form and content. If
their intention was to provoke trouble in England the idea succeeded and
they were duly booed off the stage and even received a Nazi salute from
those they were addressing (Migayrou 1996: 63). Audience memory
suggests that their choice of all black clothes (this was after all the year of
the emergence in New York of the Andy Warhol influenced rock group the
Velvet Underground) rather than the pyschedelic garb worn by other
symposium participants probably alienated the other architects present as

much as what they said. But the fact is that Parent and Virilio were not just
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disrupting the conference by the way they looked. They were after all talking
about the futuristic possibility of “oblique cities” all across the globe. The
extent of the radicalism of Architecture Principe in the context of the
architecture theory, and indeed practice, of the period should not be
forgotten. It is clear with the benefit of many decades of hindsight that the
Folkestone incident symbolised the break they had already made with
previous ideas, including the utopists of the 1950s. The “horizontality” of the
pre-industrial era and the “verticality” of the modernist, industrial epoch, was
in the mid 1960s for Parent and Virilio, to be transformed by the “oblique” of
the post-industrial. Looking back, the fact that they were seen as outsiders
in England in the year 1966, and treated with suspicion and hostility, is

hardly surprising.

In the context of May 1968, architecturally, and theoretically, things would
eventually come to a close, however, for the group work of Parent and
Virilio. The Thomson-Houston Aerospace project, assisted by Virilio’s good
relationship with the engineer, turned out to be the duo’s final completed
collaboration. External, rather than internal, factors were responsible. The
powerful utopian association more or less came to an end by 1968 because
a new and bold joint project to construct a full-scale experimental model of
the function of the oblique was overtaken by rapidly developing global
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political events. The grandly named project, “The Pendular Destabiliser No.
1” (there was also a No 2 at least in the drawing stage) which Parent and
Virilio intended to inhabit for some weeks to test the equilibrium and
habitability of buildings on an incline, and to determine the best choice of
angles for the different living spaces, was in the process of being built at the
university of Nanterre in the first few months of 1968. It was an
experimental structure which was raised twelve metres from the ground to
isolate it from the outside world. “No telephone, no post, no means of
communication - except for a little hole in the wall that we could talk to each
other through” was how Claude Parent recalled “The Pendulum Destabiliser
No 1”7 as it was envisaged in its design (Scalbert and Mostafavi 1996: 55). It
is clear that the senior architectural partner, Claude Parent, was worried
about the strangeness of the project and the possibility that he and Virilio
would reap the ridicule (Lotringer and Virilio 2002: 43) if it was publicised.
Parent certainly felt relief when the experiment was eventually dropped. The
bold psycho-physiological experiment with the two of them “trapped like rats
in a laboratory” was curtailed not because of the impracticability of
experimental living on inclined slopes (though that may well have been the
end result of the behavioural tests, measured by electrodes, which were
envisaged by Parent and Virilio under strict medical supervision) but

because of wider political and cultural happenings in France, and in Western
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society generally. This just happened to be the era of “May 1968”, and, in
France, Nanterre’s campus was where the spark was lit for the spectacular
May 1968 events, an upheaval which politically separated the previously

close two architectural colleagues.

May 1968 with its student and workers uprisings, and the notorious riot
police, saw the beginning of the end for the architectural partnership which
had flourished for five years around the theory and practice of the function of
the oblique. Situationism, and its effect on left politics in France, was
obliquely at the centre of the disagreement between Paul Virilio and Claude
Parent that ended their work together though neither Claude Parent nor Paul
Virilio were, or are, Situationists, despite what has often been written about
their endeavours. It was undoubtedly a traumatic time for those who had
seen themselves as part of radical cultural politics in France during the
1950s and earlier 1960s. Claude Parent has remembered that he was
“‘upset that the political climate had so corrupted a friend of six years”
(Scalbert and Mostafavi 1996: 57). Moreover other conflicts in the
partnership were surfacing. For instance, both Virilio and Parent were anti-
militarist but their critique of militarism was different. Claude Parent has
argued that Virilio “did have a certain respect for the power of a collective

organisation to achieve extraordinary, almost magical results that are
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beyond the power of the individual” (Scalbert and Mostafavi 1996: 51).
However, D-Day in 1944 and the might of the US military-industrial complex
to achieve its goal in the Second World War as a whole apparently held a
fascination for Virilio that Parent could not share. Furthermore, Parent, was
not a Christian whereas Virilio was, and is, deeply influenced by his religious
faith and had been a practising Catholic since the age of 18. Perhaps most
damningly, in 1968 of all years, Parent did not believe the function of the
oblique theory itself to have a “political agenda” (Scalbert and Mostafavi
1996: 55). Parent, as if to underline the argument, wrote in an architectural
essay two years after May 1968 that the function of the oblique was never

envisaged as a political movement. Virilio seemingly never forgave him.

According to his later testimony looking back on the whole affair of the break
up of his partnership with Virilio in the 1960s, the more restrained Parent
plainly thought that the politics of May 1968 were simply “idiotic’. He has
said that he “didn’t even know what Situationist meant” at the time, whereas
Virilio evidently threw himself into the “spontaneous” situation with gusto
becoming one of the 300 (8) who “took” the Odeon on May 15, 1968, an act
which appalled, but also amused, his older architectural colleague. Claude
Parent has reminisced that:

“Virilio’s experience of the time was very different. He was close to the hub
of things. He wrote an article...and he joined the group occupying the

Odeon. When | went to see him, | was told that he was now calling himself
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‘Comrade Paul’. Those people all took themselves very seriously, forming
‘revolutionary committees’ and ‘sub-committees’. | have no stomach for that
kind of thing...l don’t like that mob mentality...he was very much involved in
the movement as a whole. He said it was something he’d been dreaming of
all his life — 1789 revisited. All the same, he was no fool. The day the police
stormed the Odeon and drove everyone out with their batons, he wasn’t
there. He'd gone home to take a bath.” (Scalbert and Mostafavi 1996: 55)

Parent was right in remembering that as far as May 1968 is concerned, Paul
Virilio “was very much involved in the movement as a whole” though he was
not in fact aligned with any group in particular, despite Claude Parent’s
suspicion that Virilio was probably “at the time much influenced by the
Situationists” (Scalbert and Mostafavi 1996: 55). For his own part Paul
Virilio has rather romantically looked back on May 1968:

‘I remember the speeches in the Richelieu Amphitheatre of the Sorbonne,
before the taking of the Odeon Theatre at the very beginning of May '68. |
went in: the place was packed. | heard a guy, probably a communist, say ‘I
read on the walls of the Sorbonne: ‘Imagination comes to power!” That's not
true, it's the working class!” | answered: ‘So, comrade, you deny the working
class imagination.’ It was pretty clear, one referring to a horde able to take
power like a mass of soldiers, and the other (me) referring to the active
imagination.”

(Lotringer and Virilio, 1997: 82)

Claude Parent, a radical utopian in the 1950s and early 1960s, was simply
not prepared to go along with any of this ultra-leftism and wanted to maintain
his position as modernist social critic through his architectural practice. Virilio
has said that May 1968 marked a “political” rift with Virilio going to the “left”
and Parent to the “right” after May 1968 (Lotringer and Virilio 2002: 48) but it

may have been a dispute that was terminological, and even generational, as
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much as anything. Parent maintained that the questioning of society and the
challenging of architectural processes (Scalbert and Mostafavi 1996: 55- 57)
had nothing whatsoever to do with the “politics” of May 1968. Virilio, too, was
younger and possibly more impetuous, around the same age as Situationist
leader Guy Debord, whilst Parent looked on askance at what he regarded as
the youthful and vengeful anarchism of the mob. To someone like Paul
Virilio who has continued to see himself as an “Anarchist Christian”, the
problem was not so much one of order. For Parent order was central and
indeed he was disappointed that May 1968 did not produce a “new order”, or
“realistic alternative”, displaying only acts which seemed designed to tear
“everything apart” (Scalbert and Mostafavi 1996: 55). Whatever the precise
cause of the split between Parent and Virilio the bust-up meant that they
could no longer work together. May 1968, and its aftermath, proved

effectively to be the end of the joint journey for the previously patient Parent.

Although May 1968 symbolically put an end to the partnership, theoretical
and practical, of Claude Parent with his “artist” colleague Paul Virilio, the
outriders of the movement of “architecture beginning again” did continue for
a while, independently of each other, with some further development of the
ideas surrounding the theory of the function of the oblique. Even before the

break up with Virilio, Parent had designed radical oblique dwellings (with
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lonel Schein, his first utopian partner) for an extravagant business client, Mr
Woog, a young Swiss millionaire, who wanted to live on the banks of Lake
Geneva. Once the split with Virilio was irrevocable, Claude Parent further
continued to explore the function of the oblique in a whole series of practical
architectural projects, designing an oblique house in 1969, the oblique
French Pavilion in 1970 and several other urban projects in the 1970s and
1980s. Claude Parent also published single authored texts in French
specifically about the oblique function in 1970 and 1981 (Parent 1970,
Parent 1981). As for Paul Virilio, he has emphasised in retrospect that his
work on the function of the oblique was not only conducted with Claude
Parent:

“After | became co-director of the Ecole Speciale d’Architecture in Paris in
1972, my teaching concentrated on the development of technical research
into the organisation and the precise morphology of oblique volumes.
Several student theses were devoted to this theme, but after a few years the
overwhelming difficulties of building an oblique habitat led us to abandon this

work which seemed to offer no practical benefit to young architects starting
out in the working world.” (Virilio 1996: 13)

Effectively by this time the utopian architectural game was up. The pair of
arch radicals whom the French architectural press of the 1960s had
mischievously labelled “post-Corbusians” had finally given in to the more
prosaic demands of the 1970s and ultimately the neo-liberal world of the

1980s and 1990s. Paul Virilio, to the extent that formal architecture figured
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much in his life after 1968, taught generations of students to become
“technical” architects in the Ecole Speciale d’Architecture on Boulevard
Raspail in Paris. As Virilio has said, he was training them for the real world.
Essentially he was “not building much of anything” but “doing theory”
(Lotringer and Virilio 2002: 49). For Claude Parent the next 35 years were
business as usual. After the Virilio partnership broke apart in the late 1960,
another young hopeful came to hang out in the Parent architectural practice.
This turned out to be Jean Nouvel, today one of the best known
contemporary French architects and theorists. Parent, as architectural
entrepreneur and writer, has for many years continued to champion his
famous protégé’s cause and to promote Jean Nouvel as a theorist as well as
an architect. Parent has also continued to practice as an architect
professionally since 1968. He has designed Paris buildings well into his
seventies including a theatre in 1990 and offices in 1998, as well as a
controversial trade centre, the Myslbek Centre, in a central business district
of Prague, just off Wenceslas Square, in the Czech Republic in 1997. Yet,
after fifty years of practice as an architect in his home city, Claude Parent
has felt that “his big mouth” has prevented him from being offered work in
larger scale urban projects and really getting a “chance to show what he can

do with a piece of the city” (Scalbert and Mostafavi 1996: 57).
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In the context of the Architecture Principe group in the 1960s, Parent and
Virilio’s work was seen by critics to “subvert Modernism’s quest for stable
foundations” and the two of them in harness did radically put into practice
Virilio’s idea of a negative, critical aesthetic on the “negative horizon” (Virilio
2005) where the “vocabulary of the bunker was intended to create a
repellent architecture that would overrun established perceptions and
provoke a response from the user, in the same spirit as the Situationists”
(Migayrou 1996: 62). The partnership of Parent and Virilio, though it did not
endure, was a formative period in both men’s life and work and repays the
close “archaeological” study | have conducted in this essay. For Parent it
had been an exercise in critical architecture, in critical modernity, which he
has continued to pursue for the rest of his life. He has achieved, late in the
day, a place in the pantheon of French architecture of the 20™ century, and
even the 21% century, which without allocating him leadership of a school or
genre has lauded his persistent questioning of Modernist architectural
orthodoxy. However, although the excavation of the intellectual and cultural
history of Claude Parent undertaken in this essay is significant in its own
right, it is also a possible signpost to new directions within a field of
contemporary social and cultural theory which is moving away from theories
of postmodernity and towards rethinking of new modernity, and indeed new

modernities. Parent’s work within what he called critical modernity is one
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possible resource for this rethinking of modernity. Uncannily, even though it
is Paul Virilio, and particularly his work from the 1970s onwards, who in
contemporary debates receives the attention of social and cultural theorists
seeking to replace the outmoded idea of the postmodern condition with the
“Virilian” notion of the “dromocratic condition” (9), it is more productive, as
argued here, to plunge further back into Virilio’s oeuvre, especially his work

with Parent in the 1960s.

As seen in this essay. Claude Parent’s architectural and theoretical work,
alone and together with others, is important primarily because of the
concept of critical modernity which he has applied to it. Parent was to
experience a more localised response to his work than Virilio over the
next 35 years but it does not diminish its significance or mean that it
cannot be seen as useful outside of narrow limits of modern architectural
practice. To Claude Parent’s mind, the “body in motion” aspect of the
oblique function was present from the very beginning of the work in the
1950s when he was influenced by the innovative sculpture of Nicolas
Schoffer and other artists (10). The “motion”, or mobility (11), of the
bunkers was a convenient jumping off point when he met Virilio. As
Parent has argued, “some bunkers also have a sense of movement, (i)f

you look at them for long enough, they seem to be advancing towards
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you — like tanks” (Scalbert and Mostafavi 1996: 51). The work that Claude
Parent and Paul Virilio did together in the 1960s certainly did envisage a
new post-architectural and urban future which would force the body to
adapt to disequilibrium and promote fluid, continuous movement. It was
bred in the context of utopian times in the 1950s and 1960s as a reaction
to the stultifying orthodoxy, and results, of the earlier aspects of the
Modern Movement in art and architecture. Rejecting the traditional axes
of the horizontal and the vertical, Parent and Virilio used oblique planes
to build architecture in motion, the architecture of disequilibrium, in an
attempt to anticipate, or to create, a dynamic era of the body in
movement. But just as Claude Parent carried on with the idea of the
oblique function after his time with Virilio as an individual theorist and
professional architect, he was actually working on an embryonic
architecture of disequilibrium well before he met Virilio. As early as 1957,
when he built his own house in Paris, he was already developing the
spatial syntax of a critical architecture, of the architecture of
disequilibrium, in the example of a dwelling house which “seemed to rise
up, fracture and then tumble back down to the ground” (Migayrou 1996:
60). Parent has said about other dwelling house buildings he designed in
this period before he met Virilio that he “simply wanted to make a house

that appeared to be toppling over”. Parent was, in these formative years,
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constantly working with the idea of buildings having a sense of
movement, planning an architecture no longer “rooted in the ground” but
apparently “erupting out of it” (Scalbert and Mostafavi 1996: 49). This
embryonic critical architecture of Parent was to come to fruition with the
function of the oblique worked out with Paul Virilio in the Architecture
Principe group where the idea of the oblique was to induce a constant
awareness of gravity, bringing the body into a tactile relationship with the
environment. The critical architecture of Parent continued thereafter,
going beyond the oblique and regularly shocking and provoking with his
many different buildings, drawings and designs even if the reaction,
critical and public, did not quite reach the heights, and venom, it achieved
in the 1960s. The drawings amd models of Parent, in fact, have always
had the potential for media notoriety, constituting almost a “punk
architecture”. For example one of his most startling was not connected to
the idea of the oblique at all but his experimental architectural project to
create a monumental “bellybutton” at the geographical centre of France.
Conceived for the village of Bruere-Allichamps near Bourges with
collaborator Ben Jakober, a sculptor, Parent based the idea on plaster

models he made of a woman’s navel.

The overall assessment that can be made of Claude Parent from the
narration told in this essay is of an architect who has made significant
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contributions to the development of French Modernist architecture over half
a century and has opened an interesting chapter in “post-architectural’
studies. The lesson we can take from his oeuvre is that constant, watchful
critical practice from within Modernist architecture, and Modernism in
general, is always necessary. Those critical modernist contributions have
been seen here to have influence beyond the boundaries of architectural
practice within a particular nation state, even if international recognition has
been rather late in the day. However, architectural theory has also lately had
an impact on theory within the social and human sciences. If the “spatial
turn” has any lasting importance as a label it is a reference point for a period
when architects and architectural thinkers, such as Rem Koolhaas, Bruce
Mau, Daniel Libeskind and Jean Nouvel among many others, came to be
symbolic for, and of, trends in cultural politics and social theory (12). Such
architectural thinkers and practitioners have been taken up by global
movements in the social and human sciences seemingly exhausted by two
decades of focus on postmodernism, postmodernity and the postmodern.
Claude Parent’s new topicality is partly as a result of this “spatial turn” in the
late 1990s. Much as his theorisation of critical modernity is useful for a

critical architectural practice, it has wider import too.

Modernity, the modern condition, is often viewed as a “single condition”

45



but there are in fact many ways to be modern (Gray 2003). Claude Parent
has said that “we still confuse modernities” (Parent 1997: 15) but
“‘modernities” remains a useful concept in an era when theories of
modernity and postmodernity are undergoing significant change and
challenge as they are in theoretical work in the human and social
sciences today. Part of the problem in such theorisation in the humanities
and social sciences, stimulating and innovative as it is, remains the
binaries created which are in need of deconstruction:
modernity/postmodernity, modernity/late modernity, solid/liquid modernity,
first/second modernity and so on (see Gane 2004, Giddens and Pierson
1998, Bauman and Tester 2001, Beck and Willms 2004, Bauman, 2000,
Bauman 2003). The alternative idea of theorising contemporary
modernities, overlapping and competing, is an appealing one and can
avoid the debilitating problem of periodisation of the binary divides. Those
problems of periodisation such as when does modernity become late
modernity, or modernity become postmodernity (in the sense of after
modernity), or first modernity become second modernity, or solid
modernity become liquid modernity, or original modernity become
reflexive modernity, are persistently troubling and unresolved questions of
contemporary theorisation of modernity. Although Parent has never

styled himself as a social theorist, the idea of critical modernity which he
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has promoted and worked with for fifty years, in the sense of a constant
questioning of modernity, and indeed modernism, from within, can be of
use to theorists of modernity employing the idea of modernities. A new or
critical modernity can be promulgated without seeking anything after
modernity or any radical transition within modernity. For those theorists
interested in the retheorisation of modernity without postmodernity Parent’s
work in critical modernity may yet come to be a more useful general concept
and approach than it has been seen to be so far. | began this essay by
parodying the French theorist Bruno Latour’s notion of “we have never been
modern” (Latour 1993). The counter claim that we have never been
postmodern is nevertheless no paean to the idea that there is no modernity.
Utilising the work of Claude Parent on critical modernity, this essay marks
out a position in the rethinking of modernity within contemporary social and
cultural theory which strongly asserts that there is only modernity, nothing
after it. Critical modernity is an idea which Claude Parent has made

contemporary and urgent.

Notes

1. For instance, Der Derian 1998, the first Reader of Paul Virilio’s works,
emphasises Virilio’s 1970s and 1980s writings without acknowledging that
the 1950s and 1960s was a crucial era for an understanding of the later
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work. For a pertinent archaeology of the 1950s and 1960s aspect of Paul
Virilio’s theoretical trajectory, see Gane 2000. Mike Gane has also written an
assessment of Virilio’s contemporary 21% century place in the history of
French social theory which harks back to the early days of his partnership
with Claude Parent in the 1960s and shows the significance of continuity
between the eras; see Gane 2003:164-167. For further discussion of the
relationship, and original texts, of Parent and Virilio, see Redhead 2004a

and 2004b and Armitage 2001.

2. Shortly before Parent’s eightieth birthday, the German architecture
journal, Werk, Bauen und Wohnen, published a special issue on Claude
Parent (entitled Claude Parent Und Die Folgen) which attempted to assess
the contemporary conceptual, as well as historical, significance of Parent’s
aesthetic and his entire oeuvre. The editorial introduction charted “the spatial
turn” supposedly taking place after the reign of postmodernism. The
justification of the journal editor, Andre Bideau, for Parent’s work being
relatively little known outside France, as opposed to the fate of the writings
of collaborators like Paul Virilio, was because it “cannot be pigeonholed in
any of the familiar categories such as Brutalism, Structuralism, Metabolism
or Pop”. Andre Bideau also penned an assessment of Claude Parent, Paul

Virilio and Architecture Principe in the special issue, alongside an article on
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Parent by Frederic Migayrou and extracts from Parent and Virilio’s

contributions to Architecture Principe manifestos.

3. Claude Parent refers to Le Corbusier in interview and in his writings
affectionately as “Corb” and clearly admired some of his buildings and
architectural style. An art exhibition on “Corbu and Parent”, which focused on
the dialogue between the two highly regarded 20™ century architects and
featured largely unseen drawings and models, was held at a New York
gallery in 2003. For his part, Paul Virilio has told his long time friend and
interviewer Sylvere Lotringer “| am not a Corbusian. | don't like that culture. |
love painting”, Lotringer and Virilio 2002: 24. See, generally on Paul Virilio’s
aesthetic and cultural background, including his love of theatre, Lotringer

and Virilio 2002.

4. Despite this early notoriety, there is relatively little written about Parent
over the whole of his life. Apart from Ragon 1982 (in French) and Nicoletti
1998 (in Italian), the only books to be written about Claude Parent, there is
surprisingly little secondary literature in any language considering both what
he has himself done during his architectural career and the well known
figures who have been associated with him. Amongst the sparse literature

there are articles (in Spanish) on aspects of his work published in Nueva
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Forma in Madrid in the 1970s. Parent, for his part, has actually been writing,
fairly cryptically, about his own practice, and the ideas it contained, for
decades in French in journals such as L’Architecture d’Aujhourd’hui and
Architecture Principe. Parent has also published several books in French,

most notably, Parent 1975 and Parent 1982.

5. As we have noted, Paul Virilio has produced the pithy self-definition of
his work which accurately portrays this aesthetic identity — “a critic of the
art of technology”. Claude Parent has always preferred just plain
“architect” as his epithet but in many ways he could be regarded,

legitimately, as much more of a secular social theorist than Virilio.

6. Sylvere Lotringer, in his introduction to Lotringer and Virilio 2002: 12,
stresses the root meaning of the Parent and Virilio Architecture Principe

group’s moniker as “urging architecture to begin again”.

7. All the manifestos of Architecture Principe, in original French with English
translations, together with separate specially written introductions to the
whole volume by Paul Virilio and Claude Parent, and several contributions
from celebrity international architects such as Daniel Libeskind, were

published collectively as Parent and Virilio 1997. A German edition was also
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published in the same year. Libeskind, who has found international fame for
his design for buildings like the Jewish Museum in Berlin and the ill-fated
redesign of the World Trade Centre in New York, has continued aspects of
the theory of the oblique function of Parent and Virilio without acknowledging
it. For instance, his design for the Imperial War Museum North in Salford,

Greater Manchester, incorporated disorienting sloping floors throughout.

8. For an account which sets such acts in the context of Situationism and its
effect on May 1968 see Hussey 2001: especially 231-240. Virilio has further
recalled his part in the event of the occupation of the Theatre de 'Odeon in

Paris in Lotringer and Virilio 2002: 46-49 where he stressed the influence of

Living Theatre on his actions that day.

9. For instance, a call for papers for a conference entitled “The Dromocratic
Condition” at the University of Newcastle in the UK held in March 2005
explicitly put forward the idea for discussion of the possibility of the Virilio
influenced concept of the “dromocratic condition” displacing Lyotard’s notion

of the postmodern condition in contemporary social and cultural theory.

10. Virilio’s work on perceptions of motion, unlike Parent’s which had been
highly influenced by the very different art and architecture aesthetic of the

1950s, has been formed by the ideas of Gestalt psychology and

51



phenomenology of perception that he learned at the university of the
Sorbonne in the early 1960s from teachers such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty,
Vladimir Jankelevitch and Jean Wahl. He confided to interviewer Philippe
Petit “| was a follower of Gestaltheorie...| am a man of the percept as well as

the concept”, Virilio 1999: 22.

11. Parent’s work in the 1950s and 1960s on motion and mobility was
prescient and far sighted. For example, the work of John Urry (Urry 2000,
Urry 2003) and others at the Centre for Mobilities Research (CeMoRe) at the
University of Lancaster in the UK has refashioned social theory of the 21

century around the idea of mobilities.

12. For instance, a book like Turner 1990 on theories of modernity and
postmodernity, and their periodisation, would inevitably, if it was being
conceived today, reflect the “spatial turn” of the 1990s in terms of
architectural theory and its effect on social theory and cultural politics. It is
noteworthy that in the past decade “star” architects like Rem Koolhaas and
Daniel Libeskind “crossed over” as celebrity social theorists who would
attract large academic crowds. For instance in 2000 the ICA (Institute of
Contemporary Arts) in London hosted a cultural theory conference at which

Koolhaas and Libeskind eclipsed those whose profession it was to theorise
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social and cultural phenomena. Similarly, the visit of Bruce Mau to Perth in
Western Australia in 2002 drew widespread academic esteem as well as

devotion from architectural practitioners.
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POST-POP
Hanif Kureishi, Cool Modernist



This essay is on a controversial icon from the cultural politics of Pop.
It situates a provocative, emblematic writer, Hanif Kureishi (1), in the
context of post-war Pop art and culture; what | have termed the new
accelerated culture (2) of the 21% century. The essay critically
assesses Hanif Kureishi’s thirty year career in theatre, film and
popular modernist writing in the context of accelerated popular
culture. It is written at a time when a more general critical
appreciation of Kureishi is taking place (3), including a CBE awarded
by the British New Labour establishment for “services to literature”,
amidst continuing anger, furore and criticism, and the continual
invitation for him to speak around the world — the renowned San
Franciscan City Lights bookshop, ‘home’ of Kerouac, Ferlinghetti,
Burroughs and Ginsberg, recently showcased a Hanif Kureishi event
with the author present to give a reading. In 2005 Hanif Kureishi
wrote the screenplay for the film Venus (4) starring Peter O’'Toole as
an old man infatuated with a young girl and directed by Kureishi’s
long-time film collaborator Roger Michell. Venus, drawing on
Kureishi’s reading of Japanese modernist fiction, was released to
critical (in both senses) acclaim in autumn 2006. In 2007 his award
winning short story ‘Weddings and Beheadings’, where Kureishi
“dared to inhabit the consciousness of an unnoticed character, the

cameraman filming a terrorist execution” (5), was banned (from



being read on air) by the British Broadcasting Corporation. Hanif
Kureishi’s “pyschoanalyis” novel Something To Tell You (6) was
published in March 2008 and once again greeted by media uproar

as his own sister complained of Kureishi’s fictional misrepresentation

and dishonour.

In his mid-fifties Hanif Kureishi remains one of the leading critical
writers of his generation with a substantial back catalogue of fiction,
plays, screenplays, films and non-fiction to his name. The film My
Beautiful Laundrette (7), starring Daniel Day Lewis as a gay (former)
skinhead, and the debut novel The Buddha of Suburbia (8), later
made into a popular TV series of the same name, have become
classics of late twentieth century popular culture intimately capturing
the “feel” of the times. The cool modernism of Pop outlined here is
no accident in Kureishi's work. In the mid-1990s he co-edited a
volume with pop music writer Jon Savage called The Faber Book of
Pop (9). This 862 page text is the most comprehensive collection of
writings on and from the history of Pop as a cultural style. It remains
a much neglected statement of Pop as an aesthetic, whether in
music, fiction, fashion, film, architecture and design, or as a cultural
politics in general. Kureishi’s style of writing is now, after more than

three decades, finely honed into an art form in itself, self-conscious



of its own construction but beautiful in its detached modernist,
minimalist simplicity. As Kureishi's co-editor Jon Savage, himself
another emblematic writer of Pop, quoting liberally from 1960s
popular music ‘modernists’ Pete Townshend and The Who (10), has
noted: “the simple things you see are all complicated”. With the
onset of the 9/11 and 7/7 attacks on New York, Washington and
London, Kureishi’'s writing on religious fundamentalism and racism,
pervasive in his career, is seen as prescient and prophetic. This
essay reveals how what | call the cold modernity of the present
period is starkly illuminated by a new critical vision. Pop, accelerated
as a new cultural politics, is urgent and influential again, as it once

was in an earlier era (11).

Hanif Kureishi is one of the most prolific critical writers of his
generation. He now has a substantial back catalogue of fiction,
plays, films, screenplays and non-fiction stretching back into the
1970s. His cultural production has been in and out of style, globally,
since the neo-liberal era of the 1980s. Once patronised as “the
British Asian” writer and film-maker, Kureishi has raised the bar on
critical writing. In the so-called ‘postmodern condition’ of the 1980s,
and early/mid 1990s, Kureishi’'s low modernism, or modernism of the

streets, saw him touted as an “enfant terrible”, with provocative film



projects involving sex, drugs and race such as Sammy and Rosie
Get Laid (12) and Intimacy (13) causing substantial moral panic
largely because of their explicit sexual content. The era of neo-
conservatism, however, in the later 1990s and early 21 century,
saw him languishing in middle age, and inevitably new outsider
writers (like Irvine Welsh, the author of Trainspotting, for instance)
emerged to take his place at the centre of global public outrage.
With the onset of the 9/11 and 7/7 events in New York, Washington
and London, Kureishi’s writings on multiculturalism, religious
fundamentalism, the West and Islam, war, violence and racism have
been once again seen as offering a warning about the dangers of
the onslaught on liberalism. This essay, in reviewing his life and
work in an accelerated time for popular culture, reveals how the self-
conscious cool modernism of Kureishi’'s writing can illuminate the
current condition - the cold modernity of today, dominated as it is by
neo-conservative adventures in Afghanistan, lraq and elsewhere
and their political and cultural fall-out (14) in the West. This essay
situates Hanif Kureishi in the context of post-war Pop as a cultural
aesthetic and as a cultural politics and assesses his potential
contribution to the urgent task of capturing accelerated modernity. In
a time where postmodernism and postmodernity are out of fashion,

where, indeed, we can proclaim that “we have never been



postmodern” (15), Kureishi’'s cool modernist approach is worth

taking seriously.

Hanif Kureishi was born in English suburban Kent in Bromley on
December 5, 1954 (16). His father Rafiushan Kureishi was originally
from an upper middle class military family in India and worked as a
civil servant in Britain though he had trained as a journalist. He used
to ask his father “why are we here?” after hearing tales of his father’s
life in India (17). His mother is English and came from the South
East of England. The colonial legacy, though, meant that as Kureishi
says they “were Pakis”, and, curiously, thought of as “Indian and a
Paki at the same time”. In his view they “were stuck in history, the
history that is colonialism”. Kureishi has a younger sister and has
three children of his own - twin boys, Carlo and Sachin and another
younger son, Kier. Kureishi went to primary school in Bromley until
the age of eleven where he remembers ‘screaming at the gate’ as
he was separated from his mother, just as his own children later did
when separated from him. He recalls swimming in Bromley’s open
air pool as a child. He was then educated at Bromley Technical High
School from 1965. He says he “was frightened” until he “cycled out
of there”. He remembers being “scared the whole time” and being

“rather small” and “the only Asian kid in the school”. Racism was



blatant in Kureishi’'s childhood in 1950s and 1960s Britain. For
instance, he was picked on by a teacher who called him “Pakistani
Pete”, a stereotypical racist label repeated by a character in his own
coming of age novel The Buddha of Suburbia. The racism
“offended” and “bewildered” Kureishi. The labelling provoked him
into a suspension when the conflict with the teacher led to him being
summoned by the headmaster and Kureishi refused to be caned.
Instead he “was suspended from school” and “used to wander about
Bromley high street” on his own because he was too frightened to
tell his father about the suspension. Being called a “Paki” at school
was the result of “a lot of the kids” being “skinheads”. Kureishi
remembers the 1960s youth cultural styles with some trepidation: for
Kureishi “some of the kids were greasers or rockers” and the “more
middle class kids became hippies”. Hanif Kureishi, in time, became

“a hippie”.

David Bowie (David Jones, as he was in ordinary life) had been to
the same Bromley Technical High School as Kureishi slightly earlier
in the 1960s (Souxsie and the Banshees and Generation X were
also to emerge from the same suburban milieu in the punk era of the
1970s). A seventeen year old Bowie had even been interviewed on

national television in the mid-1960s for having founded the Society



for Cruelty to Long Haired Men. In the early 2000s, Kureishi gleefully
took an interview commission from a British Sunday newspaper
which involved Kureishi “hanging out” with the global rock star David
Bowie for a weekend at Glastonbury pop music festival in Somerset
along with hundreds of thousands of fans before submitting his
copy. As Kureishi points out about his childhood’s dreams of Bowie,
at his school “for hippies among us he became a symbol” of what it
was to be “creative”. For Kureishi, even into middle age, “you could
be an oddity in Pop”. Indeed a “certain sort of creativity” always

appealed to him “in Pop”.

Sport, too, has also always interested Kureishi. But it is sport as
popular culture which catches his eye. He is a casual Manchester
United soccer fan. He was named by his father after the great
Pakistani cricketer Hanif Mohammed, stimulating a life long interest
in the glories of international cricket, as well as Brazilian football, and
he has interviewed the emerging British Asian boxer Amir Khan (18)
amongst other celebrities in popular culture in recent years. Pop,
though, in all its modernist facets, has always taken precedence.
Pop is the pervasive, often hidden, influence in all his work from
young man to middle aged writer. Kureishi in the 1950s and 1960s

when he grew up, although a staunch fan of all the British pop music



of the time, “was too isolated to be in a band” and like Stephen
Patrick Morrissey of The Smiths sometime later “became a bedroom
boy”, something he admits to still being today as a full time,
professional writer. Kureishi “found it much harder to be with people”
and constantly felt plagued by the question “how do you get out of

this room?”.

Between 1971 and 1973 Hanif Kureishi studied for his A levels at
Ravensbourne College of Arts in Kent in South East England. This
Art School educational background was a basis for the development
of a distinctive aesthetic in popular culture (especially popular music)
in Britain from the 1950s onwards, a process of ‘art into pop’
encapsulated by Simon Frith and Howard Horne in their book Art
Into Pop (19) from their research into art schools in the period from
the 1950s to the 1980s. As Michael Bracewell (20) has astutely
pointed out, for the likes of Andy Warhol, as an aesthetic and a style,
“Pop was the totality of popular culture, of which popular music was
simply a strand”. The relationship between pop music and art says
Bracewell “goes back to the start of Pop Art in the 1950s when
artists in Britain began to respond to pop music” and it is no
accident” that John Lennon and Pete Townshend went to art college

because “in Britain the relationship was particularly strengthened by



the existence of foundation courses at art schools” (21). Hanif
Kureishi himself has cited Pete Townshend of The Who, a former
student at Ealing Art College in London, who heard the auto-
destructive artist Gustav Metzger speak there in the early 1960s, as
a model of inspiration. Kureishi says “when you saw Pete
Townshend smashing up his guitar, you thought that is what it is to
be a teenager”. Hanif Kureishi left his art college in 1973 to study
Philosophy at Lancaster University, but was expelled after one year.
He instead re-enrolled at Kings College, London from 1974, where
he was awarded a degree in Philosophy in 1977. He studied in the
day whilst working at the Royal Court theatre (22) in London in the
evening. He thought that he had “a double education, which was in
Philosophy and Culture” a job at night “after college in the day”.
Kureishi says, looking back on these years, that he can “see now
how many major decisions of your life are made before twenty-five”.
Subsequently, in 1982 after becoming an award winner with a
number of plays (23) to his name, he was made writer in residence
at the Royal Court theatre, where he first met lifelong friends and
collaborators such as Roger Michell. It was a culture shock for
Kureishi to be at the Royal Court in the 1970s and early 1980s.
“‘Everyone was upper class, everyone had been to Oxbridge” whilst

Kureishi knew acutely that he “came from the suburbs...the ultimate
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Thatcher place” and “hadn’t met any really posh people before”.
However he realised, once at the Royal Court, that “things | was
interested in, books, pop, other people were interested in too”.
Shortly afterwards, with the radical Channel 4 television station
having just started in Britain, he was dubbed “the Asian writer”
alongside the likes of iconic outsider white male artists such as
“‘Derek Jarman and Ken Loach”. This rather patronising labelling did
however lead to Kureishi making films for Channel 4; first My
Beautiful Laundrette then Sammy and Rosie Get Laid, both with
screenplays by Kureishi and filmed by director Stephen Frears. They
represented significant cultural breakthrough in the 1980s for a non-
Oxbridge young British Asian writer. As Kureishi says, “at that
moment, that’s when the door opened”. A few years later he directed
a film himself for the first and only time, entitled London Kills Me (24)
with a contemporary pop soundtrack selected by DJ and writer
Charlie Gillett. The critics weighed into him and the first phase of his
career was over. “Enfant terrible” no more: as far as the media were

concerned, just terrible!

Kureishi, when pushed for reflection, sees himself as an “artist” and
his “art” as a respectable profession, writing being something he

does “because it is an obsession” and, moreover, to help him “have
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a purpose”. Much self-reflection is beneath the surface of Kureishi’s
carefully constructed modernist art form and inevitably for a 1970s
Philosophy student and a countercultural “liberated” 1960s child of
the twin theorists Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud, psychoanalytic
theory is prominent. An interest in fashionable leftist theorists of
psychoanalysis, such as the Slovenian Lacanian theorist Slavoj
Zizek (25) and the practice of psychoanalysis itself, which he has
personally undergone, led Kureishi to his late middle age novel
Something To Tell You which is based on a character who is a
pychoanalyst. Kureishi believes that for the writer “as it is in
psychoanalysis”, it is the “censorship, the resistance you work for”,
wherein you “look for the interruptions, the silences”. But it is, in
truth, Slavoj Zizek’s often outrageous public performances and
readings (like Pete Townshend’s earlier auto-destructive modernist
guitar smashing) which Kureishi himself has witnessed as
something of a fan, that remain influential on Kureishi as a writer,
rather than any lingering post-Marxist, post-Lacanian theoretical
edifice. His youthful experiments with ultra leftist politics are long

gone.

It is the contention of this essay that it is post-war Pop that provides

the key to what | call Hanif Kureishi’s cool modernism, and to his
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usefulness for contemporary cultural politics and theory. The cool
modernism of Pop is no accident in Kureishi’s work. There has
always been a low modernist, Pop aesthetic to Kureishi’'s oeuvre.
Even the sleeves to his books, put out by the London based Faber
and Faber publishing house, are a pleasure to behold, like a mid-
period Factory record cover design by Peter Saville, another
“elegiac” modernist beginning his work in the late 1970s and still
culturally producing today(26). Pop artist, Peter Blake, who designed
The Beatles’ Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band album
cover in 1967, itself a revered artefact for Kureishi, a devoted
Beatles fan, was commissioned by Faber and Faber to design the
book jacket for The Buddha of Suburbia debut Kureishi novel in
1990. The ultimate cover had distinct echoes of The Beatles album
in its images. The subsequent regular use of the same company, the
designers Pentagram, for his cover designs unified them as
modernist “cultural product”. Furthermore, Kureishi and Savage’s
The Faber Book of Pop once again boasted a Pop art cover
designed by Pentagram. Kureishi’s style of writing, too, especially
since the mid-1990s, has become hewed into an art form in itself,
self-conscious of its own construction but beautiful in its detached
minimalist simplicity, too. Roger Michell, Kureishi’s collaborator as

director of The Buddha of Suburbia TV series and Venus movie and

13



friend from Royal Court days, saw one controversial film they
worked on together in 2003 called The Mother (27), morally
lambasted for its portrayal of an older woman enjoying a sexual
relationship with a much younger man, as “almost perfect in a way”

in its pure, “simple” modernism.

| agree with the views of the contemporary cultural critic and novelist
Michael Bracewell that Pop is as important as ever it was in the
politics of culture. In a sea of realist, or even post-realist,
contemporary British fiction Hanif Kureishi’s “mod” or low modernist
approach stood out in the 1990s and early 2000s. It still does. This
much misunderstood cool modernist approach has certainly brought
Kureishi public notoriety in the press and broadcast media, and
literary attacks on him have been frequent in recent years. John
King, one of the younger generation of British contemporary working
class new wave “realist” fiction writers | have elsewhere dubbed the
“repetitive beat generation” saw Hanif Kureishi and his ilk as the
‘enemy”, as much in class terms as anything else. But he is often
pilloried for apparently raiding his own life for the content of his
fiction. Kureishi’s late 1990s novel Intimacy caused a furore partly

because the subject matter was so close to his own autobiography —

a man who leaves his partner and two young children. In ordinary
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life Kureishi's ex-partner Tracey Scoffield (a Faber and Faber editor)
and their two twin children actually still live close by his West London
home which he shares with his partner Monique and their own
young child. The novel Intimacy perceived simply as autobiography
brought allegations of sexism against Kureishi and considerable
end-of-century bile from all sides. Kureishi says about writing in
general that in his view “there is only autobiography actually”. He
also says that Intimacy was the product of wanting to “write a book
about my generation” where “most have got divorced”. He
emphatically, he says, “wanted to write a hate book” not a book
about love. Many of Kureishi’s autobiographical social and political
concerns, which do indeed pervade his writing, surround parenting
and forty and fiftysomething men’s problems in coming to terms with
breakdown in relationships and, in his own words, seemingly
‘making the same mistakes each time” — a state widespread enough
to be described in some quarters as an especially masculine cultural
condition, and which has forced Kureishi into occasionally dubious
dalliances with groups seeking “justice for fathers”. Kureishi’'s
assured and thought provoking collection of short stories around
these issues, entitled, Midnight All Day (28), was, in his personal life,
followed by a brief, intense involvement in a workshop on precisely

this kind of modern masculine malaise, which he and others
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promoted at the Royal Court theatre, the hip venue where he had

been a young writer in residence twenty-five years earlier.

Kureishi’s cool modernism can sometimes be capable of being
(mis)read as detachment and disengagement, or, worse, as
reactionary politics. One of a number of books so far published
about Kureishi, by American academic Kenneth Kaleta (29), calls
him a “post-colonial storyteller”. This is an interesting
characterisation but | would rather label him “post-love” in this
context. “Post-love”, as a notion, more accurately describes
Kureishi's generation, particularly the men, influenced massively by
feminism and gay and lesbian politics in a host of contradictory
ways, who were borne on a wave of love, sex, drugs and rock’n’roll
before punk, post-punk, dance culture and neo-liberalism eclipsed
1960s and 1970s hedonism and leaving behind left what | have
called elsewhere “hedonism in hard times” (30). Kureishi still listens,
he says, to the “Beatles, Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan, Davis Bowie,
Led Zeppelin” musical nexus which spawned his first published
writings and underlie the 2001 Pop novel Gabriel’s Gift (31) which
features a 1970s rock star central character called Lester Jones.
Kureishi certainly listens to the sounds of other musical eras, too,

and is eclectic in his taste: he loves jazz, and the Bristol sound of a
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“great band” like Massive Attack. Rather, it is just that for him 1980s,
1990s and 2000s pop music no longer have the same effect on him
that even a group like Uriah Heap did “in the rain in Bromley in Kent”
when he was growing up in the 1960s and early 1970s. Pop music is
certainly less of an influence on his fiction these days: divorce and
breakups and bombings were the soundtracks for much of his 21
century output until Something To Tell You which he sees as
“featuring popular music again”. But Pop as aesthetic and cultural
politics are less easy to shake off. The comic novel Gabriel’'s Gift
with which Kureishi greeted the new millennium is essentially a
story of father and son — a relationship which Kureishi often explores
in his various writings but done with much more panache than multi-
million dollar writers like Nick Hornby or Tony Parson can manage,
despite their book chart sales figures. A short story Kureishi wrote as
the 21 century dawned, published in The Body (32), a collection of
seven original short stories plus a novella, drew on his own current
life experiences as a father of a young son but with typical Kureishi
twists and turns envisages the parents making a video for the small
child so that he can show his friends in decades to come what his
parents were like when the son grows up and reaches his mid-

forties.
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Able to regularly draw on an impressive back catalogue with many
collected works of non-fiction and screenplays (33), Hanif Kureishi
has moved from the enfant terrible of contemporary British fiction to
a “grown up” writer struggling with the onset of middle age.
Controversy, usually involving age and sexuality, for Kureishi is
always just around the corner though. Intimacy, the film, directed by
celebrated French auteur director Patrice Chereau, and based
largely in fact on a short story “Nightlight” from an earlier collection of
stories by Kureishi called Love In A Blue Time (34), as well as the
novel Intimacy itself, was released in 2001 to much grinding of
potential censors’ teeth, especially because it purported to show
lingering “real” oral sex on the screen for the first time in British
mainstream cinema. Kureishi himself described it as a “dark” film
and fully expected it to cause a stir, particularly in his “home”
country. In the case of the book, Kureishi thought that “the form in
which it was written, a confession, would convey their suffering” and
he confessed that he had “put in a whole melange of stuff some that
had really happened in his life and some that had not. In terms of the
portrayal of the central narrative event, a man leaving his wife and
two children, he “wanted it to be seen as awful as it would be”. The

media critics certainly sharpened their word processors for the film
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version of Intimacy as they did for the subsequent film The Mother
featuring disturbing performances by Anne Reid and (the soon-to-be
new James Bond) Daniel Craig. Criticism of The Mother prompted
Kureishi to retort “you might write a film about your mother but at

least she gets laid”.

It is, however, the insecurity, confusion and sheer placelessness of
cold modern globalisation, post-9/11, which Kureishi has managed
to evoke in his 21 century writings better than anyone else. The
idea of “home” country is a concept Kureishi says he “couldn’t care
less about anymore after years of worrying about being called a Paki
and wondering where he was from”, as he put it once in a public
lecture. He was, however, always perturbed as a youngster when
his answer ‘from Bromley’ to the question ‘where are you from?’
drew blank stares in the streets of South London. His mid-1990s
work on religious fundamentalism and the problems of
multiculturalism and young British Muslims in the form of the novel
The Black Album (35) and the short story made into a film by
Udayan Prasad My Son the Fanatic (36) are uncannily relevant for a
re-energised cultural politics post 9/11, 2001 and 7/7, 2005 and
were predicated on long periods of ethnographic research in the

mosques of London in the early 1990s. As Kureishi points out in the
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introduction to his screenplay for My Son the Fanatic (37) “Muslim
fundamentalism has always seemed to me to be profoundly wrong,
unnecessarily restrictive and frequently cruel”. However, he
acknowledges that “there are reasons for its revival that are
comprehensible”. Visiting Pakistan in the mid-1980s made Kureishi
aware of the oncoming crisis of Western culture for its Islamic
immigrant populations. He says on recalling such travels that he met
his family but what he “didn’t like in Pakistan was political Islam”. He
says that he “got a real sense of what a theocratic society was like”
where “the country was actually being run by the Koran”. In the
1980s, when these trips to Pakistan took place, religious
fundamentalism was sweeping the Middle East and the lranian
fatwa against his friend, the writer Salman Rushdie (for the novel
The Satanic Verses), provoked Kureishi to get “very involved” in
fighting what seemed to him at the time “a version of political Islam”
which was “very close to fascism”. Kureishi began to see an “hostility
to the West” which was “sort of shocking” to him, a “radical
theocratic” move which cloaked “a really sophisticated political
agenda, based on Puritanism”. For the fanatical fundamentalists, as
he has pointed out many times, “there is only one book”. For Hanif
Kureishi, on the other hand, there are many books. According to

Kureishi we were seeing then, in the 1980s and 1990s, an
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emergence of a new version of Britain, a country changing very
rapidly, yet “still managing to cope very well with large amounts of

immigration since the 1950s”.

In the wake of the 7/7 terrorism, and even the failed 21/7 attack, on
the London underground and road transport system, Hanif Kureishi’s
views on the state of fundamentalism amongst young British
Muslims and the state of multiculturalism in Britain today, and in the
past two decades, were widely sought. Kureishi wrote two short
essays for the Guardian newspaper in Britain (38) on precisely these
issues, modernist prose pieces which harnessed his Pop
minimalism to great effect, stimulated by a strongly committed belief
that the Iraq war was “the most politically stupid act” and bolstered
by his own 1990s ethnographic research for the cutting edge fiction
which eventually emerged as The Black Album and My Son the
Fanatic. Indeed an article on a website (39) in July 2005 nominated
My Son the Fanatic as the “first 7/7 movie”, a cultural text which
helped to answer the question, ringing out after the first of the
devastating London events in 2005: “how could apparently
assimilated British-born Muslims end up stuffing bombs into their
backpacks and murdering dozens of their compatriots in the Tube

and on a London double-decker bus?” For the website, the film,
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stemming originally from a 1990s New Yorker short story by
Kureishi, “shows how the British-born son of a Pakistani immigrant
morphs from a clothes-obsessed, cricket-playing, music-loving
accountancy student into a devout Muslim who rails against the
corruption and emptiness of Western society, much to the
uncomprehending consternation of his father”. After what Kureishi
calls the “virtual wars” in Afghanistan and Iraq, and especially after
the London attacks, this sociological and cultural transition was a
key feature of the politics of the early 21st century, much of it
reduced to slogans such as ‘Londonistan’ and Islamaphobia’. The
website argued that “My Son the Fanatic is too subtle a creation to
fall into a simplistic religious-belief-bad/\Western-assimilation-good
dichotomy” and Kureishi took up this issue in all its complexity with
gusto in a the first Guardian essay, published under the title “The
Arduous Conversation Will Continue” but originally called more
bluntly “The Consequences of War”. Kureishi writes:

We no longer know what it is to be religious, and haven'’t for a while.
During the past 200 years sensible people in the West have
contested our religions until they lack significant content and
force...The truly religious, following the logic of submission to
political and moral ideals, and to the arbitrary will of God, are
terrifying to us and almost incomprehensible. To us “belief” is
dangerous and we don't like to think we have much of it. Confronted
by this, it takes a while for our “liberalism’ to organise itself into
opposition and for us to consider the price we might have to pay for

it. We also have little idea of what it is to burn with a sense of
injustice and oppression, and what it is to give our lives for a cause,
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to be so desperate or earnest. We think of these acts as mad,
random and criminal, rather than as part of a recognisable exchange
of violences. (40)

Kureishi is well aware of how “consumerism” (which to him emerged
in the 1960s at the same time as Pop offered a kind of cultural
politics) has already “traded its moral ideals for other satisfactions”
and that “consumerism” is precisely what the West wishes to export,
“masquerading as ‘freedom and democracy” though the West
keeps “silent about its consequences: addiction, alienation,
fragmentation”. Acutely analysing the conflicts of the new century
such as Afghanistan and Iraq, Kureishi sees these events as
producing the “smooth idea of ‘virtual’ war that we have adopted to
conquer the consideration of death”. Again, Kureishi notes with
sharp observation on the equivalence of what he calls “the
exchange of violences” in provocative, insightful writing perhaps only
matched by the equally extreme essays on symbolic exchange by
Jean Baudrillard (41) on the so-called “war on terror”. Kureishi
argues that:

‘Virtual’ wars are conflicts in which one can kill others without
witnessing their deaths or having to take moral responsibility for
them. The Iraq war, we were told, would be quick and few people
would die. It is as though we believed that by pressing a button and
eliminating others far away we would not experience any guilt or
suffering — on our side. By bullying and cajoling the media,

governments can conceal this part of the war, but only for a while. If
we think of children being corrupted by video games, imitation
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violence making them immune to actual violence, this is something
that has happened to our politicians. Modern Western politicians
believe we can murder real others in faraway places without the
same thing happening to us, and without any physical or moral
suffering on our part’.(42)

The only way out of the spiral of “violence, repression and despair”
according to Kureishi is not only to replace the “exchange of
violences” with a “moral honesty about what we have brought
about”, but also with a thorough going exchange of ideas rather than
a simplistic multiculturalism of festivals and food. “Culture”, in
Kureishi’'s own Pop definition of it as “literature, the theatre,
newspapers”, is as important and relevant as ever it was. For
Kureishi culture “continues the arduous conversation” which must
take place In his second Guardian essay in the wake of the 7/7 and
21/7 London attacks, entitled “The Carnival of Culture”, Kureishi
reflects on the research he did in the 1990s for The Black Album
and My Son the Fanatic when he visited Whitechapel and
Shepherd’s Bush mosques to observe, to his shock and horror, but
also fascination as a writer seeking material for his stories, young,
idealistic men listening intently to the regular “diatribes against the
West, Jews and...homosexuals”. For Kureishi it was not only
“sexuality that was being excluded here, but the whole carnival of

culture that comes from human desire”. In Kureishi’s eyes, the “body

hatred and terror of sexuality that characterises most religions can
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lead people not only to cover their bodies in shame but to think of
themselves as human bombs”. Indeed for Kureishi “culture”, “our
stories, dreams, poems, drawings”, enables us to experience

ourselves “as strange to ourselves” and shows us “how we think we

should live” (43).

Kureishi has truly lived ‘a life in accelerated popular culture’, since
his birth in the post-war Britain of the 1950s. This essay has
demonstrated how Hanif Kureishi, especially in his work on Islam
and Western liberalism, but moreover throughout his career, has
maintained a critical intelligence through his writing (44). As he says
himself in The Word and The Bomb “live culture is an exploration”,
“the Word is dangerous” and “independent and critical thought is
more important than ever” (45). In what Tariq Ali (46) has called,
also in indispensable writing about 9/11 and 7/7, these “scoundrel
times”, we need to criticise, recognise, and praise Hanif Kureishi’s
contribution to our critical culture; a cool modernism in a cold

modernity.
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THE POST-CULTURAL STATE
Creative Modernity



This paper introduces the concept of the new, or post, ‘cultural
state’ into the international debate about the theory and practice of
creative industries and the so-called ‘new’, or knowledge,
economy. The new cultural state, or what might also be called the
‘post-cultural state’, recalling, playfully, the phrase ‘the new
industrial state’ once used, in another era, by J.K. Galbraith, has a
double meaning. It refers to the new cultural condition we find
ourselves in, what | call here creative modernity, and the way in
which the modern state has governed, or intervened in, culture
through law and other means of governance or regulation. In this
process the modern nation state, as it did in the UK for a while,
sometimes becomes a part of the ‘cultural’ sphere through the
project of creative modernity. As can be seen in a rethinking of the
story of the creation and development ‘creative industries’ policy,
especially in the Department of Culture, Media and Sport in the
New Labour government, an experiment which is often cited
approvingly in the creative industries debates around the world,
creative modernity involves the social engineering of a ‘new
individualism’ where citizens are remade as creative
entrepreneurs. In this paper it is argued that debates about

creative industries could be re-situated within the wider framework

































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































