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‘Vision or Imagination is a Representation of what Eternally exists, Really and Unchangeably’. — William Blake.
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INTRODUCTION

KURT VON MEIER

The word ‘visionary’ today can have frightening connotations. It
conjures up as many bogeys and glimpses of hell as suggestions of
the Blessed Isles or Elysium. A hundred years ago when the world
was swept up in a super-optimistic misinterpretation of Darwin’s
theory of evolution, ‘visionary’ would have called forth some image
of man in a state of his supposed perfectability or a notion of the
universe docile and in its place.

Around the turn of the century Spengler's pessimistic view of
‘The Decline of the West' was just a straw in the impending ty-
phoon. For instance, man no sooner got a clear picture of the atom
than he began splitting it and making bombs out of the bits and
pieces. Now we have H-bombs, guided missiles, germ warfare and
teenagers. In addition to a horde of new sophisticated diseases
some governments are on the verge of successfully reviving the
Black Plague. No wonder that the word ‘visionary’ makes most peo-
ple today look for the nearest place to hide.

The literature of our time has also been responsible for this dis-
illusionment. The visionary balloons most often popped are the ubi-
quitous utopias: schemes for ideal cities or perfect states; and after
George Orwell, Aldous Huxley and some of the Science Fiction boys,
‘utopia’ has become a dirty word, or at least one to make senti-
mentalists like me shudder. Perhaps needless to say, ‘utopia’ had
somewhat less cataclysmic overtones when it was newer. Sir Thom-
as More coined the term as the title of his famous book published
in 1516, although the notion of an ideal if visionary state goes
back at least to Plato's ‘Republic’. Hippodamus probably had a vis-
ionary plan in mind when he laid out a grid system for the streets

of ancient Miletus. A thousand years later one Isidore of the same
city, Miletus, collaborated with Anthemius of Thralles to design the
truly visionary basilica of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. It was to
visionary schemes of the ancient world such as those of Plato and
Hippodamus — both theoretical and actual — that the visionaries of
the Renaissance turned.

In the following symposium based on the exhibition, Mr Ardley
and Mr Porsolt both refer to the problem of visionary architecture
in the Renaissance and Baroque periods, and several of the con-
tributors consider more recent examples; but what visionary
schemes are to be found in the period between classical antiquity
and the Renaissance? |s visionary architecture limited only to per-
iods of ‘high culture'?

Perhaps the visionary element in man's mental world is far too
basic to be changed utterly by such a phenomenon as the mere col-
lapse of a civilisation. Thus it is not surprising that visionary
schemes persist throughout the so-called Dark Ages. Actually, the
writings of the mediaeval poets are chocked full of architectural
fantasies. In the ‘Pelerinage de Charlemagne’, the ‘Roman de Troie’
and the so-called letter of Prester John, in Wolfram von Eschen-
bach’s ‘Parzifal' and ‘Jungeren Titurel', and in Gottfried von Strass-
burg’s ‘Tristan und Isolde’ there are fabulous and fantastic temples,
throne rooms and chambers of love. These structures were to be
built of marble, crystal, precious cloths, tons of gems and so much
gold and silver that it gets dull just reading about it. The temple of
the Holy Grail, for instance, was so visionary that it was transport-
ed by angels to India.

Not all of mediaeval visionary architecture was restricted to lit-
erary realisations. In fact the church or cathedral, as the basic
architectural endeavour of the whole period, was visionary in a
symbolically vital and explicit sense. As Paul Frankl has written: ‘In



this connection we should not only think of the significance of the
Heavenly Jerusalem for the Early Christian basilica. We know that
the Gothic cathedrals sought through the iconographic programs of
their sculptures and stained glass to illustrate . . . the image of
the universe.” It is just this juxtaposition of literary utopias or fan-
tasies with actual realisations that is one of the most fascinating
historical aspects of visionary architecture. In discussing this in-
tellectual division between verbal and visual culture Professor Mar-
tin Meyerson of Harvard University and MIT, writes: ‘Curiously,
these two traditions did not influence each other but developed
apart. The literary utopias constructed a desirable future in terms
of altered social organisations and institutions. The design utopias
portrayed a desirable future in terms of altered artifacts and the
organisation of space. The verbal or social utopias, if they have
dealt at all with elements of physical environment, have done so
but superficially: the forms and interrelations of housing, workshops,
facilities for education and recreation, and the distribution of open
land, have followed as afterthoughts, alterations in property, in fam-
ily, in political and other institutions. Conversely, the utopias of
visual design have ignored class structure, the economic base and
the process of government in the desirable future they present.’
The various contributions to this symposium place different stress
upon the verbal and upon the visual, although in some there is
equal treatment of both considerations. But this exhibition of vis-
ionary architecture has a very non-literary cast; if not all of the
schemes are practical, all of them are possible . . . or at least they
were conceived as being possible — while literary utopias often
better serve their symbolic ends by being flagrantly impossible.
Even so, the issue of practicality is not always the most interesting
one to be raised by these projects, and in some ways, to insist up-
on the realistic here is like eating raw carrots during the Hallelu-

jah Chorus. But sooner or later, | suppose, we must give some seri-
ous thought as to the relevance of such an exhibition to Auckland
and to New Zealand generally.

Sooner or later also, one will arrive at a paradox: there is still
the conscious tradition of New Zealand's settlement and early his-
tory, the vestigial remnants of a true pioneering spirit; and then
there is security-minded, apathetic, self-satisfied, conforming and
generally anti-pioneering spirit, which will usually be admitted by
most citizens (according to their awareness and candour) of this
Promised Land. This paradox has some interesting features when
applied to architecture and/or visions.

There is a healthy, pioneer willingness to ‘do it yourself'. While
this may be socially or psychologically creditable, it is architectur-
ally disastrous. Moreover, even if it weren't, building codes, city or-
dinances, strict controls on both price and availability of materials
pretty well cramp any pioneering spirit of architectural promise.

In the population as a whole there seems to be little real interest
in any of the fine arts, including architecture. This is in accord
with a truly pioneer sense of empiricism and earthy practicality.
The trouble of course is that good design, especially in architecture,
is not only more practical but almost always more economical (and
economy is another pioneer virtue); then too, man lives not by ku-
maras alone.

When the early New Zealanders first conquered Nature, domesti-
cated the Maori and won time to begin to think about ‘style’ more
than about survival, they turned full face towards Great Britain. In
the architecture after about 1900 they proceeded to emulate Eu-
rope in almost unbroken display of vulgarity and ostentation. The
same thing happened in America but the story is sadder and the
loss greater here, because an indigenous style which possessed
architectural qualities of some value was beginning to de-






