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Learning From Postcards:

Architecture, Labor, and Montage

“To the form of the new means of production, which to
begin with is still dominated by the old, there correspond
images in the collective consciousness in which the new
and the old are intermingled. These images are ideals,
and in them the collective seeks not only to transfigure,
but to transcend, the immaturity of the social product
and the deficiencies of the social order of production. In
these ideals there also emerges a vigorous aspiration to
break with what is out-dated-which means, however,
with the most recent past.”
Walter Benjamin, “Paris, Capital of the
Nineteenth Century™

CHICAGO POSTCARDS AND THE LEGACY OF ALVIN
BOYARSKY

The fate of architectural history is marked in many ways by the
architect’s attitude towards the modes and techniques of
production. The historiographies of modern architecture are
particularly rich in attempting to analyze and utilize the
progressive character of industrial production for various
aesthetic purposes. Le Corbusier’s images of ocean liners and
Giedeion’s images of automatic hog-weighing devices conveyed
the ideas of interdependency between the market economy,
mechanization and architectural production. Furthermore,
these often shocking images tried to mobilize the architectural
and general public behind the social and formal ideals of
modern architecture. By looking at one of the later examples of
such mobilization, namely Alvin Boyarsky and his collection of
popular picture postcards, I would like to address the possibility
of maintaining a critical position through the appropriation of
industrial and material imagery.

Alvin Boyarsky was one of the most influential architectural
educators of the XX century. He acted as Associate Dean and
Professor at the University of Illinois at Chicago College of
Architecture and the Arts from 1965 to 1971, before becoming
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the Chairman of the Architectural Association in London —a
position he held until his death in 1990. He elevated the
Architectural Association from deep crisis into one of the most
prestigious architectural schools in the world. Although Alvin
Boyarsky represents one of the most significant and most
famous architectural educators in Europe, his role in US
architectural education and practice is yet to be examined. His
written body of work is scattered through many periodicals. One
of his most intriguing texts, “Chicago a la Carte.” was first
published in AD, December 1970, and again in The Idea of the
City.> Rather than a conventional scholarly essay, “Chicago a la
Carte” is actually a collection of lecture notes and fragmented
theses in the manner of Walter Benjamin. It represents an
examination of the current state of architectural practice, and in
particular it examines modernity through postcards and news-
paper articles. His collection of popular picture postcards
includes vintage postcards of Chicago and other American
cities, dating from the late nineteenth or early twentieth
century, and covering a wide range of urban imagery. such as
streetscapes, parks, industrial sites/sights, infrastructure, aerial
views, etc.

The discussion in this essay is two-fold. First, it examines the
postcard as a uniquely modern medium — its origin, architectur-
al use and its complex relations to the economy, labor and
montage. Second, the essay looks more specifically at Alvin
Boyarsky and examines his use and critical articulation of
picture postcards for architectural and urban purposes. By
using the popular imagery of the postcard, one is faced with an
almost impossible to achieve task: how to maintain a critical
position and yet address the complexities of everyday life. This
task represents a continuous challenge for architects, and I will
argue that Alvin Boyarsky’s use of the everyday visual vocabu-
lary differs from that of Siegfried Giedion or Rem Koolhaas for
example —both of whom extend the legacy of the modern
avant-garde. Siegfired Giedion’s book Mechanization Takes
Command® is a particularly important example, because it
heavily relies on the exact same industrial imagery of Chicago
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that can be lound in the posteards. In SHILXL on the other
hand. Rem Koothaas is more reflective ol the global economy
and calls for operational strategies that can reposition the
architectural professton within an inereasingly globalized con-
text of practice. Alvin Bovarsky did not leave a book of such
magnitude and his writings are vet to be excavated. pieced
together and interpreted.

POSTCARDS AS SITES OF LABOR AND LEISURE

The earliest posteards of Chicago show streetscapes full of

people and images of parks with pedestrians strolling in a calm
pre-industrial landscape. The images of urban flaneurie repre-
sent congested streets of Chicago. with individuals engaged in
shopping and the pursuit of qualitative lelsure time. State Street
in particular. was a favorite subject of such posteards. with
lmages ol curious customers and department stores storetronts.
These images of streets tull of human bodies are still based on
early industrial notions of density. where city is at the same time
the site of production. leisure and housing. But it is precisely in
the XIX century that this congestion is perceived as overly
aggressive and in contrast to attempts to improve sanitary and
infrastructural conditions of the early modern metropolis. It is
hecause of these conditions that the early images of a dense and
busy downtown Chicago were supplemented by many postcards
with images of public parks that are less crowded with people or
buildings. They

ctrollinr;‘ in an artificially cultivated. but vet very naturally

show relaxed individuals. mostly women,
appearing land%cape Lnnlpdled to the images of streetscapes,
the human body is much smaller and uqlalh depicted as an
integral part of nature. The images of human bodies relaxing on
green meadows. or sitting alongside irregularly shaped ponds
are carefully re-touched or blurred with exaggerated presence
of plants and even animals. The pastoral imagery is character-
ized by the disappearance of the human body, or at least its loss
of domination within the image. This abstract character and
absence of the human body will become a permanent feature of
almost any future postcard.

Fig. 1. Posicard — Sheep in Washington Park. Chicago. Hiinols.

Many posteards from Alvin Bovarsky's collection use industrial
imagery as their point of departure. They demonstrate an
enthusiasm for industrial production. (lei('TiI]" stockvards. steel
mills and grain elevators, These Benjaminian wish-images of
mdu~1na]uw] ideals demonstrate the myth of tec ]mu](wual
progress and stand in sharp contrast to the most recent pre-
industrial past. The postcards depict industrial machinery and
technical inventions that rationalize the production line,
including the images of hog-killing and hog-measuring devices,
proudly invented in nineteenth century Chicago. Various
devices for catching. weighing and suspending h()(r\ provided a
fast and efficient route from the abattoir to the dmlng table. In
his hook Mechanization Takes Command. Siegiried Giedion
uses very simnilar imagery of Chicago stoc ]\\drd\ and their
technological advancements. He savs 1llal union workers often
received such innovations with hostility and  skepticism.?
Fearing for his or her own job description and wages. the
worker saw scientific management as a new mean of exploitita-
tion. Gledion concludes:

“Not to be overlooked are those aspects which have to do
with the class struggle. They. however, lie outside the
actual problems of this book. whose task is to describe the
impact of a mechanized world on the human organism and

on human feeling.”

Although he calls for the appreciation of the anonymous history
of mechanization, Giedion does not seem to be interested in the
social or cultural issues that underpin those processes, namely
the class struggle. The culture is seen as a mere product of such
mechanization. which endlessly evolves with industrial revolu-
tion. The case with “industrial” posteards is very similar — they
convey this socially and culturally neutral idea of progre~s.
depicting modes of production, but not leferen(,mg to 1ssues
such as class, race, gender or ethnicity. The postcards of the
Union Stockyards on the South Side of Chicago depict a city
that believes in industrial progress and the pioneering nature of
its inhabitants —a city dominated by a work ethic and belief
that a better life is possible through the acceleration of
capitalist development. Needless to say, these beliefs are not
shared by the workers movement of the late nineteenth century.
whose ideas about better life were in no way compatible with
the existing social and economical order. It is worth noting that
there are no references to sites of social and ethnic unrests,
such as the Haymarket Affair — neither in the postcard, nor in
the writings of modernist historiographers, such as Siegfried
Giedion for example.

Other posteards focused on public works that took place in
Chicago. mostly on the network of railroads and on the
infrastructural networks of highways and airports. Images of
bridges. canals, underground passages, railroads, harbors and
airports encompass an early ideal of a working class city as a
site of large-scale public works.
and glohal aspirations of Chicago to become a leader of the

They also symbolized national
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{ LNION STOOK YARDS
: CHIGAGD

Iig. 2. Postcard = Union Stock Yards, Chicago. linots.

tig. 3. Carcasses in Chicago Slaughter House. from Siegfried Giedion.
Mechanization Takes Command: A Contribution t the Anonvmous
History, 1918.

industrialized world.* Similarly to some other midwestern
cities, such as St. Louis and Cincinnati. Chicago was also
perceived as a site of innovation. but more than anything else. it
was perceived as a site in which “first nature” is conquered and

from which the “second nature™ is built. In his book Narure’s

Metropolis: Chicago and the Great IV est. William Cronon writes:

“A “kind of ‘second nature’. designed by people and
‘improved” towards human ends. gradually emerged atop
the original landscape that nature —‘first nature’—had
created as such an inconvenient jumble. Despite the subtly
differing logic that lay behind ecach, the geography of
second nature was in its own way as compelling as the
geography of first nature. so hoosters and others often
forgot the distinction between them. Both seemed quite
natural.”””

This unique blending of the natural and industrial landscape
was highly visibly on postcards. They depict the blending of the
vast landscape of the prairie with Chicago’s canals. cultivated
lakefront. railroads, elevated trains. highways and airports.

These artifacts blend into the prairie landscape. giving rise to
the idea that such infrastructural improvements will lead 1o a
much better. cleaner. and eflicient lile: technological progress
will meet all human demands. ensuring no need for change of
existing social or power structure. The sole fact that highwavs
and airports are proudly put on the postcards of Chicago is
telling: the imagery ol public works efficiently shifted the
discussion from social change to cconomie progress through
existing political system. This attitude is very close to Le
Corbusier’s old dilemma (architecture or revolution). but it is
also close to Giedieon's plea from the introductory notes of
Mechanization Takes Command. in which he calls for a stronger
bond between industry on the one hand and art. culture and
everyday life on the other hand:

“Once historical consciousness is awakened, self-respect
will awaken too. a self-respect that inspires every true
culture. This renewed awareness will find means of

preserving the key sources to American history.™

Again. historical consciousness for Giedion is not class-con~
sciousness. Rather. it is technological consciousness based on
industrial inventions and their impact on everyday lives. It is no
coincidence that this technological fetishization is looking so
closely at American material culture. which is often used as
progressive modernist examples owing to its high level of
industrial development. Russian constructivists for example,
and Kazimir Malevich in particular, looked at American
skyscrapers as architectural ideals that embody all progressive
aspects of labor and technology. By calling the O'Hare
International Airport “Chicago’s Versailles™ , Alvin Boyarsky is
interested in this same validation of the material culture.

Another set of posteards depicts the city through aerial views.
This 15 again. inspired by new technologies — aerial photogra-
phy in particular. which for the first time offered the possibility
of accurate surveillance. Furthermore, these postcards focused
on the large scale of a modern metropolis and depicted the city
as an abstract composition of superstructures, infrastructure
and the horizontal plain of the prairie. The human dimension
and representation was completely lost in these postcards. thus
enabling postcards to participate in the modernist tradition of
designing for the abstract universal subject.

The postcards of large buildings. such as the Merchandise Mart,
the Main Post Office. or the Sears Tower demonstrate Chicago’s
fascination with large structures, which bevond a certain scale
depart from their architectural features and start to acquire the
characteristics of the city itself. Rem Koolhaas defines these
buildings as “bigness” —a wew species of architecture that
obscures the relationship between the skin and the interior
spaces and which depends on accelerated construction. the
elevator, electricity, air-conditioning and steel.’® Chicago is the
site. of many technological inventions and Koolhaas extends
modernist optimism with technology by saying that such large
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Iig. 4. Posteard — Eisenhower Expressway at the Chicago Circle Center.

structures have “potential for the reorganization of the social
world.™" Tt is here that we start to see the continuity of ideas.
stretching from Giedion and Le Corbusier to Boyarsky and his
pupil Koohaas. This continuity replaces the traditional redeem-
ing power of beauty with the redeeming notion of technology
and in the case of Koolhaas with the IHdPt‘HllIlU power of Olobal
capitalist development.

POSTCARDS AND MONTAGE

The origin of the postcard is closely related to the development
of photography, mechanical reproduction. and in particular to
the development of montage as a new artistic medium after the
First World War. Montage is a specific representational strategy
first developed by Berhn Dadaists, in which the monteur or the
artist of montage produces an assembled work of art. Montage
practices lmdﬂ? the worlds of art, design. cinema and dl(lnte(-
ture, ('slabhbhuw a complexity of relatmn\ between high art,
utlllzed the
photographs,

mass media and everyday life. The Dadaists
industrial ready-mades. such as newspapers or
and often thought of themselves as engineers. rather than art-
ist.” The art of montage aimed at the representation of an

industrial world. and unlike traditional paintings. was conceived
for the possibility of mechanical reproduction. John Heartfield
and Hannah Hoch were two of the most impurtzml representa-
tives of the art of montage. Montage strategies in their work
were based on working \\1t11 altelm] ])lmtomaph\ and newspa-
pers cuts. implving the strong relationship between the parts
and the whole. displacement of elements from their original
context and most unpmtantl) — communication ol nu—(unng.

Fig. 5. John Heartfield, The Sleeping Reichstag, 1929.

The art of montage usually communicated meaning through
strong political messages. which were often associated with
political lett. The art of John Heartfield was in particular
politically engaged. aiming at the disruption of Nazi pl()pd“dlldd
and rm(ahnw social injustices and political oppression. His
montage Sle()pmo Reichstag (see figure 5) embodies composi-
tional den«,es of dramatic scale dlﬂcrenceb and displacement of
elements from their original scale and context in order to
provide social critique. This montage, like many others from
the same period, encompasses one of the most important
characteristics of montage — “shock effect.” Through the use of
shocking imagery. monteurs tried to mobilize the public around
certain political agendas and to confront social injustices. The
shock effect spread quickly from artistic montage into other
fields of art, like cinema or architecture. Mies Van Der Rohe for
example used montage to advertise the progressive and
shockingly simple character of his projects for Berlin. He
superimposed crystal-like torms of his oftice buildings for the
Alexanderplatz over the dense city fabric of Berlin. In Mechani-
zation Takes Command. Siegriied Giedion uses stills from Louis
Bunuel’s Un Chien Andalou in order to drastically draw
attention to changed notions of life and death in the context of
industrialization.'® Stan Allen in Points+Lines: Diagrams and
Projects for the City uses the same film with the same shocking
scenes of the cut eveball* This continuous interest in the
power of montage and the collision of different images is a
demonstration of the architectural avant-garde’s continued
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interest to define itsell in regard to society and its context in
general. Weather reflective. Tike in Giedion’s case. or more
critical. like iIn the case of Allen.
addressing wider audiences ~ideally the mass audience of the

these strategies ahm  at

posteard.

But there 1s an important aspect of ethical difference between
montage and postcard. The monreur’s aim is very close to that
of the critical theorist and the Frankfurt School. which typically
assigned positive function to art only if it stood up against

Fig. 6. Luis Bunuel. Le Chien Andalow. 1929, The Eve After the Cut.

from Siegfried Giedion. Mechanization Takes Command, 1948.

Fig. 7. Luis Bunuel. Le Chien Indalow. 1929, from Stan Allen. Points +
Lines: Diagrams and Projecs for the Citv. 1999,

hegemony and domination. Obviously. such noble ethical goals
were not associated with posteards. but it 1s precisely in the art
of the posteard that photo-manipulation and photo-amusement
for the masses was first widely exercised. It is also through the
art of cinematic and artistic montage that the first active
interchange between the historical ay ant-garde and mass
culture 1ook place. potentially bringing the avant- garde’s social
agenda closer to the masses. Both medm —the posteard and the
artistic/cinematic montage — shared the same visual vocabulary
and streamed towards at least two common goals: to find a
visual means to represent the modern metropolis and to
establish advertising precedents in the age of global consumer-
ism and mec ham(al reproduction.

Like architects and artistic monteurs themselves, the postcard
faced a challenge, and that was to establish its relationship
towards social critique. While the art of montage criticized the
I)()\ltl()[l ol art and the artist in a 01\ en soc 1et\. it also criticized
society at large. The art of postc ard was less socially engaged.
Having in nllnd its origin in popular sensibility and mass medla.
some oi the reasons 101 this disengagement are self-explanatory.
Rather than being critical. the postcards are more retlective of
society and modes of production. They truthfully depicted the
division of labor and sites of production. They were just one of
many manifestations of the modernist division of time — they
either represented sites of leisure or sites of labor. For the first
time in history. people were able to devote their leisure time to
activities such as commercial travel, shopping. and entertain-
ment. Postcards were introduced in order to record the
site/sight of such popular activities. Various sites were adver-
tised through the use of easily recognizable imagery distributed
globally. lhls imagery includes photographs of ahoppen on the
streets of Paris and Chicago. or leisure activities on Coney
Island in New York or Londmf’s Hyde Park. In order to
compress the number of attractive images. the producers of
postcards played with photographs. altering, reducing. or
retouching them in order to reach the desired effect. The

g
desired effect was usually associated with the advertisement of
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certain site specificities. and the best way to achieve such effect
was to use the most shocking images ay ailable. I¢ is this strategy
of shock. and the expunne‘nlal use of ready-made texts dlld
photographs. that bring together the art of the posteard with the
art ol montage. Both media communicate their messages
directly. and rely on the ready-made imagery of everyday
culture.

The ideological montage strategies in postcards were achieved
through the use of a new industrial imagery. that stood in sharp
contrast with the most recent pre-industrial past. still symbol-
ized by the congested metropolis strugeling to overcome
problems with sanitation and manual modes of production. The
modernist myth of the metropolis, belief in science. technology
and industrialization were the messages delivered by posteards.
Images of infrastructural networks and industrial machinery
were not only aimed at representing Chicago as a site of leisure
and good shopping. Rather. their message was more complex.

and l(ml\ed at conceptualizing Chicago as an embodiment of

modernity. The city was not only a fmod place to visit. but also a
good place to live and worlk. The w url\mfr class character of the
city was idealized through its industrial sites, such as the Steel
Mills, Stockyards or Hallmh Sites of political unrests. such as
the Ha\market Affair, and the iconography of workers move-

ments were carefully hidden and omitted. Unlike the art of

montage, the po:tcardb deny any kind of political activism,
associating themselves with the market economy and the
current social order. The question that remains unanswered is:
if the position of postcards was more reflective than critical —
does that imply the same kind of conclusion for architects and
theorists who utilized a similar vocabulary. I will argue here
that although Siegfried Giedion and Alvin Boyarsky shared
visual vocabulary. the character of their individual engagement
with such vocabulary was different.

POSTCARDS AS IDEOLOGICAL CRITICISM

This discussion brings us to the second concern of this essay
and that is —why did Alvin Boyarsky use postcards as late as
the 1970s, almost seventy years after the majority of postcards
from his collection were published and more than thirty years
after Le Corbusier and Sigfried Giedion used the same imagery.
I will argue here that Alvin Boyarsky returned to the original
sociologika] ideals of modernity and used shocking images of
the sites of labor in order to revive a belief in the possibility of
architecture with utopia—a society and architecture qualita-
tively different from the one he lived in. This ideal is very close
to the social ideals of John Heartfield and other monteurs. who
sought to represent reality through its ready-mades. hut. also to
extend that idea of reality to something new. unseen. and yet to
be accomplished. Unlike traditional picturesque paintings. the
art of montage collapsed many opposing views into one re-
assembled message that encompassed all three horizons at the
same time: the real, the desired. and the utopian. Jt is with

these three critical horizons in mind that Alvin Boyarsky looked
at posteards and their messages.

A passionate participant during the 1968 political events in
Chicago, Alvin had no illusions that the real world = faced with
the ldp]d advancement of late capitalism and information
technology — was disenchanting and that the modern project
was rdpldl\ loosing its social energy. To use postcards with
images of \ldllo“}]tt‘lhﬂl]\t“\ and hwh\\ah was an attempt at a
shu(ls effect, at a time when architects started to (again) look for
historically beautified images of the hourgeois society (and with
that abandoned any possibility of social change). Faced with the
collapse of a modernist pmie(‘t for a better society, the “new”
context of the 1970s engaged in irony rather than activism. It
resonated with pessimism, rather than social optimism. This
new condition, which many will call the condition of post-
modernity. offered a series of [ragmented formal options that
were unable to provide real social or architectural alternatives.
Faced with such a questionable notion of history, Alvin looked
for historical and formal alternatives. He found them in his
postcards, and like Giedion before him, he praised this
anonvmous history and wondered how architects could benefit
from the radical futuristic visions that postcards offered. Alvin
Boyarsky writes:

- they (postcards) appear relieved of the laws of
historical continuity and purely compositional activities
involving good taste. harmony and delicacy of expression.
Plotted with a compass whose co-ordination is indefinitely
future. these self-regulating models of empirical efficiency
appear to glean immediate benefit from science and

technology.”??

Although aware of the crisis of modern architecture, Boyarsky
is still devoted to the “future™
horizon. His eriticism is therefore two-fold. First, Bovarsky is

as an ultimate architectural

critical of the role of architecture in society. His use of
postcards was a voice of concern and criticism of a profession
that had rejected to accept the painful reality in which some
tasks have been taken away from architecture by the capitalist
dev dopment 1o This 1deolomcal criticism of the architectural
profession is part of the w1der context of the critique of
modernity in the 1970s. The most radical view is probably the
one of Manfredo Taturi. in which architecture fully collapses
under the deployment of capitalist development and its
technologies, negating any possibility for a better world or
architecture for the working class. Similarly. by using the
images of political protests at the Daley Plaza in (hlcaao
Boyarsky questions the future of public space and architecture’s
ability to generate such spaces. He calls the unveiling of the
rusty steel Picasso sculpture at the Daley Plaza an “orgy”"" and
that “today’s generation has not the ability to make large plans
to inspire the future.” But unlike Tafuri, he is not completely
pessimistic, although he is very eritical of the neo-classical
tendencies in Chicago architecture; he only sees Goldberg's
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Marina City as a bright ray pointed towards the future —
architecture of the future that is hased on expanded and
accessible public space. He also sees Marina City’s Jayered
infrastructural network as a true expression of Chicago’s large
public works — canals, harbors. and r‘ulr()ad~—\mrl\& \\hu ‘h
are o clearly depicted in his postcards. Second. he s not only
critical of the position of architects in society. he is also eritical
of society In general. In his essay. Boyarsky also raises
skepticicsm about the outcome of the political unrest of 1968
and the impossibility of the architectural prolession to ade-
quately address those events. His critique goes bevond conven-
tional (and formal) discourse, revisiting an almost abandoned
concept of social change and public rcdlm, leaving the question
of style as less important. Boyarsky's article (,A]n(,ago a la
Carte” might give a misleading stylistic impreceion about the
author’s de\()llon to evervday consumerism and pop culture
commodities. But, his interest in the everyday Is closer to that of
Walter Benjamin, in which the everyday lived experience
lequum critical II]tPI‘p]t‘latU)Il and Qf‘dl(h for alternatives.

rather than being a formal role model.
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Fig. 8. Sears Tower vs. Political Riots, from Atvin Bovarsky.
la Carte’.

‘Chicago a

Alvin's courageous ability to look at diverse sets of architectur-
ally disturbing images. such as political protests and sites of
industrial production has transcended upon his students at the
Architectural Association. This creates a continuity of ideas that
are interested in the economic world outside architecture and
the shock effect of images that such a world provides. In his
essay Atlanta. Rem I\(mlllaa\ writes:

- Alvin probably  influenced 1o some degree my
subconscious, and I would like to dedicate this lecture to the
lack of sentimentality he was displaving and to the evident
pleasure with which he discussed dangerous sifuations in

22y

architecture.

Although seduced by Alvin’s ability to shockingly animate the
audience. Koolhaas does not lament upon the abandonment of
the modernist social agenda. nor does he lament upon the
disappointing outcome of the 1908 events. He sees architectur-
al possibilities in the dangerous condition of the real and looks
for operational models through which design can operate
within this condition. His position is very close to that of
Siegfried Giedion, who repositions architecture within the
context of mechanization. But Alvin Boyarsky’s lack of senti-
mentality should not be contused with a lack of passion for
causes greater than architecture. Although not sentimental
about architectural forms. Alvin is very péssionate about the
social production of space. especially ahout the tuture of urban
public spaces. The front page of Chicago Tribune, published in
his essayv. juxtaposes the images of the Sears Tower with violent
images of political riots. Suc h montage strategies maintain his
(rlﬂ(d] position. close to that of a 10?( s monteur. Even though
he uses socially disengaged postcards. he manages to maintain
the critical discourse by criticizing all totalizin
political and architectural models. Bovarsky’s
postcards and newspaper articles calls for the possibility of a

g and disengaged

witty analysis of
diversified architectural practice with continued commitment to

a greater social cause. It goes without saying that this remains to
be the main challenge nf architectural practices today.
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