SESSION DE 1982
COMPOSITION EN LANGUE ANGLAISE
(Classes de Première A. B, C, D et E)
DUREE : 5 heures
N.B. — L'usage de tout dictionnaire est interdit.
I. VERSION
ONWARD AND UPWARD
On a clear day, you can see Pennsylvania from the Empire State Building.
But the challenge is to see the building, to see afresh this familiar mass of steel
and glass, see it as a tangible result of intangibility, of ideas and passions.
More, even, than the Statue of Liberty, the building—50 years old this spring—
expresses the basic American urge : for more. Fifty years ago the building
also expressed central ideas of the modernist movement: freedom as the absence
of limits, and a future of limitless possibilities.
The builder asked his architect, "How high can you make it so that it won't
fall down?" Thanks to several relatively recent inventions, the answer was:
mighty high. Loadbearing solid walls of stone or brick become, after a few
stories, too heavy for their bases to bear. Steel and glass provide strength without
mass. Thanks to Mrs. O'Leary's cow, Chicago became the great laboratory
for the new technology of verticality. The fire of 1871, which cleared much
of Chicago's commercial center, gave architects the greatest opportunity since
Christopher Wren went to work after the great fire of London.
But in 1931, as Manhattan's "skycraper war" raged, the aim was to beat the
Chrystler Building, which opened in 1930 and was the first structure taller (by
62 feet) than the Eiffel Tower. To Europeans, skyscrapers seemed to be American
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approximations of that tower. It opened in 1889, the centenary of what can
be called the dawn of modern history, the French Revolution. The tower was
commissioned for a World's Fair, one of those festivals of capitalism that cele-
brated the machine as an unmixed blessing. Built from industrial materials,
the tower appeared six years after the invention of the recoil-operated machine
gun and seven years before the first Ford car. Welcome to the modern age.
The tower provided man's first opportunity for a downward vision of his
environment, the city. You can still sense the exhilaration of that period from
a poem written a few years after a radio-broadcast system was installed in the
tower in 1909:
Eiffel Tower
Guitar of the sky...
It is the wind
The wind from Europe
The electric wind
This sweet, childlike enchantment is in marked contrast to what was coming :
the age of architectural arrogance.
Architecture is the one art nobody can escape. It is the art we live in. Archi-
tecture is the social art, and architects have been the modern artists most pas-
sionately convinced that their art can be an instrument of social transformation,
and that they can be " sociological priests".
The belief was (in the words of an architect) that "architecture would improve
people, and people would improve architecture until probability would descend
on us like the Holy Ghost..." Robert Hughes, author of The Shock of the New,
says, dryly, that it is odd to think that "all the impulses towards social violence
come down to errors of housing". But the idea of mankind being malleable
beneath the magic of architecture was intoxicating. This century worst speci-
men, who contemptuously considered mankind a form of plastic to be molded
by power, was a frustrated architect who dreamed of littering Berlin with archi-
tecture embodying his ideology, every building diminishing the individual.
Although "social engineering through architecture" now seems as absurd
as alchemy, it is true that architecture has social consequences. The fact that
New Yorkers are piled up so unnaturally in overbearing buildings may explain
the fact that they behave in ways that stress their impatience with normal man-
ners. Skyscrapers are, as almost everything wrong is, disproportionate.
Fortunately, the disproportionate confidence in the transforming power of
architecture is by now a spent force. The failure of the dream of a society
"architecturally purified" has been what Hughes calls "the death of the Future"
—the end of the belief in the possibility of a radical and improving break with
the past. It is perhaps too much to hope that such architects were the last Uto-
pians. But as Hiighcs says, "What seems obvious now was rank heresy to the
modern movement": the idea that architects have a "duty to work with the
real world and its inherited content. Memory is reality. It is better to recycle
what exists, to avoid mortgaging a workable past to a nonexistent future, and to
think small. In the life of cities, only conservatism is sanity."
Words to live by. So I say: the Empire State Building is part of the inherited
content of our. wori'd. The excitement it elicited, and froze in steel and stone,
is part of our historical memory. It is a disproportionate thing, but our own.
From Newsweek, June 8, 1981,
by George F. WILL.
II. COMPOSITION
1. Find the general structure of this article, and sum up the main ideas.
2. With the help of examples from what you know of America and your own
impressions and feelings about this country, comment upon the following sentence
from the text: "The [Empire State] building expresses the basic American
urge: for more. "
3. To what extent can architecture be called an "instrument of social trans-
formation" and architects "sociological priests".
4. What does Robert Hughes mean when he writes: "It is better to recycle
what exists, to avoid mortgaging a workable past to a nonexistent future, and
to think small. In the life of cities, only conservatism is sanity." ? Does this
correspond to your own views as regards architecture in particular, but above
all life in general ?
