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5.  The Nine-Square Diagram and its Contradictions 
 Robert Venturi, Vanna Venturi House, 1959-64 
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“…it is clear that the period around 1968 represents a generational if not a paradigm shift.  
These books begin to question the internal conditions of the discipline of architecture, 
particularly in America, which had, until 1968, been a relatively nontheoretical and 
professional one, focused primarily on the pragmatics of the architectural practice.“ 
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1968 
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“…questioned architecture’s capacity for social reform, a thematic of 
mainstream modern architecture.” 

“Le Corbusier had stated that the plan is the generator…then these texts 
initiated a profound critique of the part-to-whole relationship.” 

“…these books were didactic in their reevaluation of modernist 
principles.” 

“No longer was the ethos of CIAM (which held that modern architecture 
was a vehicle toward a better society), nor its rebirth later in Team Ten, 
thought to have much currency.” 

Didactic: designed or intended to teach 

CIAM – Congres International d’Architecture Moderne (International Congress of Modern 
Architecture – One of many 20th Century manifestos meant to advance the cause of ‘architecture 
as a social art’ - Organized by Corbusier and Sigfried Giedion  
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Le Corbusier, Plan Voison, Paris, 1925 

“…questioned architecture’s capacity for social reform, a thematic of 
mainstream modern architecture.” 
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“…the significant social changes occurring in America, such as the breaking down of ethnic and 
religious barriers after the war, did not engage architectural polemics…the Federal Housing 
Authority…finance buildings designed according to Le Corbusier’s proposals for the Ville 
Radieuse but stripped them of their ideological component.” 

Corbusier, Le Ville Radieuse, The Radiant City, 1935 
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New York City, Public Housing 

“…American cities became blighted by versions of towers-in-the-park-schemes, which, along with 
the flight to the suburbs, ate away at the formerly dense fabric of the city.” 
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“Instead of adopting modernism’s ideology, which was directed toward creating what was called 
‘the good society,’ these new practices adopted the modernist style as a manifestation of ‘the 
good life,’ an ideal almost antithetical to the social utopian goals of modernism.” 

Edward Barnes 

Gordon Bunshaft 
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Ulrich Franzen 

John Johansen 

Philip Johnson 
I.M. Pei 
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“The next generation…found few openings for this type of practice and turned instead to 
teaching and writing – in some cases by choice, in others for purely practical reasons.” 

Jaquelin Robertson 
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Michael Graves 

Charles Moore 

John Hejduk 

Robert Venturi 
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“Venturi…brought what was perhaps the first theoretical and ideological approach to American 
Architecture. Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture…launched an attack on modernist 
abstraction by reintroducing the idea of history in contemporary architecture.” 
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“Venturi saw himself not as a postmodernist, but rather as a new American realist, bringing 
historical traditions into the present by way of American architectural traditions…Complexity 
and Contradiction…addresses questions of meaning in architecture...” 

How are the images above relevant to Venturi? 

Trenton Bath House, Trenton, NJ, 1954-59 
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ICON      SYMBOL 
“Duck”      “Decorated Shed” 

“Venturi is perhaps one of the first architects to make the important distinction between what 
C.S. Peirce had earlier labeled an icon and a symbol.” 

S. Hambright                                                      Drawing Canonical Ideas in Architecture                                                  UofA  

Understood at first 
glance 

No close reading 

Conventionalized 
meaning 
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“If the issue of meaning is introduced in Complexity and Contradiction, it is first articulated in 
built form with the Vanna Venturi House, built by Robert Venturi for his mother between 1959 
and 1964.” 

Vanna Venturi House  
front axonometic view 
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“To locate the origins of the Vanna Venturi House, two projects are worth comparing...” 

John Hejduk, Texas House 4, 1954-63 
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Vanna Venturi House I, plan, 1959 
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“Hejduk’s Texas Houses are nine-square exercises, which bear a speculative relationship to 
Louis Kahn’s Adler and DeVore Houses in that there are a series of servant and served 
spaces, but in the Texas Houses, the thick corner piers of Kahn’s Adler House are 
dematerialized and stretched into linear wall elements.” 

Discuss what Eisenman means by dematerialized and stretched piers in the two houses above? 

John Hejduk, Texas House 4, 1954-63 
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Louis Kahn, Adler House, 1954-55 
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Discuss how the following grids are evident in the plan at 
the left: 

- Nine-square grid 
- Four-square grid 
- ABA zone plan 
- Cruciform  

“Each of the six schemes for the Vanna Venturi House 
provokes such a reading of undecidability, which must be 
understood as a Derridean, post-structuralist notion, an 
idea that was not available until after 1968.” 

“…The play of multiple interior grids confounds any single interpretation of origin…several 
diagrams which mark the beginning of a shift from a single reading to one which can be 
called undecideable.’” 
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Vanna Venturi House I, plan, 1959 
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“The second reading in Venturi’s House I involves the disjunction of the exterior walls from the 
internal volumes.’” 

How does the plan at the right show a disjunction between the 
exterior walls and internal volume? 
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Vanna Venturi House I, plan, 1959 
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“If the wall/space relationship in Hejduk’s Texas Houses is produced by a series of squares 
pinned at the corners by steel columns and defined by infill walls; in the Vanna Venturi house, 
the walls begin to take on a volumetric presence that undermines their relationship to a 
classical nine-square plan.’” 

Discuss how the plan at the right exhibits a volumetric 
presence?   

What type of reading can you get from these architectural 
moves? 

What does this mean for part to whole? 
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Vanna Venturi House I, plan, 1959 
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“The second scheme breaks with the central symmetry of the prior scheme, and can be read as 
responding to the potential of a figured condition through chamfering and cutting; this incision 
produces a dynamic directionality in the internal volume.” 
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Vanna Venturi House II, plan, 1959 

…tripartite/quadripartite…directional vector…increasingly figured…symmetries reestablished…misalignments…
diagonal/orthogonal…shear… 
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“The constant play between elements that are in reciprocal and symmetrical relationships in 
one reading and are displaced by another reading marks the beginning of what can be read as 
Venturi’s implied critique of any classical part-to-whole relationship.” 
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Vanna Venturi House III, plan 

…central zone articulation…exterior volume…yin-yang form…levels of chamfering… 
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Vanna Venturi House III, model 

“The constant play between elements that are in reciprocal and symmetrical relationships in 
one reading and are displaced by another reading marks the beginning of what can be read as 
Venturi’s implied critique of any classical part-to-whole relationship.” 
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“Vanna Venturi House IVb is perhaps the most subdued of the schemes, returning to a self-
contained symmetry.” 
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Vanna Venturi House IVb,, 1961 

…four-square parti…vestiges of nine-square…band of services…compression of space…ideal of the centralized 
hearth…internal ‘duck’…slot between the exterior shell and the interior object… 



Lecture 6:  Robert Venturi, Vanna Venturi House, 1959-64            

“It is only in House V that the strategies animating the final scheme appear...” 
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Vanna Venturi House V, 1962 

…reorientation…façade across the grain…exterior figure…compression…without any internal logic… 
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“…what remains is only a part of a previously existing and implied whole as if House V were cut 
in half.” 
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Vanna Venturi House VI, 1962 

…divided in two…faceted figure…compressive energy… 

Hejduk, House 4 
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“…what remains is only a part of a previously existing and implied whole as if House V were cut 
in half.” 
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Vanna Venturi House VI 

John Hejduk, Half House 
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“These changes all occur behind a complex façade notation – the articulation of a horizontal 
beam, a fallen arch, and a broken pediment involving an aedicular motif..” 
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Vanna Venturi House 

Luigi Moretti Carlo Rainaldi 

“…both volumetric and a 
void…the fireplace both 
affirms historical precedence 
and simultaneously denies 
this precedence.” 
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“These changes all occur behind a complex façade notation – the articulation of a horizontal 
beam, a fallen arch, and a broken pediment involving an aedicular motif..” 

S. Hambright                                                      Drawing Canonical Ideas in Architecture                                                  UofA  

Vanna Venturi House 
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“…if the latter can be seen as layers of space compressed toward the rear of the building and 
away from the façade, then the Vanna Venturi House articulates these compressive vectors in a 
thickened, condensed façade apparent in the final plans. ” 
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Vanna Venturi House 

Luigi Moretti 

How is the quote below evident in these two plans? 
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“…if the latter can be seen as layers of space compressed toward the rear of the building and 
away from the façade, then the Vanna Venturi House articulates these compressive vectors in a 
thickened, condensed façade apparent in the final plans. ” 
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“…if the latter can be seen as layers of space compressed toward the rear of the building and 
away from the façade, then the Vanna Venturi House articulates these compressive vectors in a 
thickened, condensed façade apparent in the final plans. ” 
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“This disjunction between the vertical plane and the horizontal space of the plan looks forward to 
the decorated shed of Venturi’s 1967 National Football Foundation Hall of Fame competition.” 

Robert Venturi, National Football Foundation Hall of Fame, 1967 
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“…gabled roof, which extends and interweaves with the façade, causing it to function as a 
mask.” 

Why does Eisenman say this façade treatment is important? 
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“This is one of the first American houses that can be read as process, and as such becomes an 
expression of the process of reading in the object.” 
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“The final house is both more classical and less modern than the earlier projects.” 

How do you see the statement below in the final house?  There may be other drawings that illustrate your point. 
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“Such a close reading no longer produces a single formal whole, but rather allows the 
unreconciled differences of this project to remain legible.” 
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“There is a truism in architecture that books are sometimes more 
important than buildings.  This could be said for Palladio, and 
perhaps for Le Corbusier: Yet the Vanna Venturi House is a writing, 
in architectural terms, of Venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction; no 
American house or building before or after can make that claim. 
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