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Learning from Johannesburg
Unpacking Denise Scott Brown’s  
South African View of  Las Vegas

■
AYA L A  L E V I N

I have an African’s view of  Las Vegas,” Denise Scott Brown stated boldly in an 
oral history interview she gave in 1990, thus characterizing her years growing 
up in Johannesburg, South Africa, as the formative experience that shaped her 

approach in her studio Learning from Las Vegas and the subsequent eponymous 
book she coauthored with Robert Venturi and Steven Izenour, her studio col-
laborators.1 This influential work has been considered not only the origin of  the 
“research studio” that takes the city as its object of  study but also a cornerstone 
of  postmodernism for its effacement of  the barriers between high culture and 
consumer culture.2 These two components of  that work—its turn toward archi-
tectural observation of  the city and its breaking down of  the city into semiotic 
signs—can, this chapter argues, be traced to Denise Scott Brown’s South African 
formation—a source of  influence largely ignored in previous literature. What 
is at stake in understanding Scott Brown’s view of  Las Vegas through her expe-
rience growing up in Johannesburg in the 1930s through the early 1950s?3 This 
chapter considers the evidence of  Scott Brown’s autobiographical testimony 
and photographs, with which she constructed the narrative of  her career, as 
an opportunity to relocate her work in the social life and forms of  observation 
characteristic of  apartheid-era South Africa.

Architectural historian Jonathan Massey situates Robert Venturi’s Complexity 
and Contradiction, a work now considered a prelude to Learning from Las Vegas, 
in “a history of  privilege that skews architectural knowledge.” Massey asks, 
“How can we intersect Venturi’s compositional and stylistic approach with ana-
lytics . . . relating to architecture’s imbrications with systems of  class and labor, 
gender and sexuality, ethnicity and race?”4 I would like to answer this question 
by taking seriously Scott Brown’s autobiographical accounts. To neglect this part 
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of  her story, I argue, is to overlook how her understanding of  the relationship 
between high and low cultures—a theme central to Learning from Las Vegas—
was geographically and racially inscribed. As this chapter demonstrates, Scott 
Brown’s cultural relativism emerged from the social life of  South Africa’s settler 
colonialism, which gave rise to apartheid. By foregrounding how the experience 
of  coming of  age in Johannesburg influenced her methods and theories, I ask 
what it meant for Scott Brown to view Las Vegas through the imbrication of  
race and capitalism under apartheid and how this lens refracted her particular 
politics of  consumption.

To account for Scott Brown’s South African perspective as an epistemo-
logical position that undergirded her work in the United States, I consider the 
relationship between Scott Brown’s narration of  her childhood experiences and 
the photographs she presents as evidence in explaining how she developed an 
approach to “landscape” that entails an artistic mode of  social observation. 
Given the centrality of  the social sciences, and especially anthropology, in im-
plementing apartheid, I highlight the significance of  the ethnographic techniques 
used to observe urban Black populations in South Africa. To provide a com-
parative basis for Scott Brown’s work, I focus on how such techniques were 
employed in architectural research in Johannesburg from the 1940s through 
the 1960s.

Autobiographical Narratives, Photographic Evidence

Scott Brown asserted the influence of  her South African background on her 
work in the United States in retrospect, first articulating it in her 1986 article 
“Invention and Tradition in the Making of  American Place” and reiterating it 
in an oral history interview she gave in 1990–1991 as well as in an address at 
Johannesburg’s Witwatersrand University (Wits), her alma mater, when she 
received an honorary degree in 2011.5 As her personal correspondence with 
South African architect and historian Clive Chipkin demonstrates, she linked 
her work to her experience in South Africa as early as 1976, as she prepared 
for the Signs of  Life: Symbols in the American City exhibition at the Smithsonian 
Institution. This correspondence, in addition to her trip to South Africa with 
Venturi in 1971, demonstrates that her work in the United States continued to 
be informed by her past and more recent experiences there.

Often her evocations of  South Africa serve as points of  reference for parallel 
phenomena in the United States. In her 1976 correspondence with Chipkin, 
she articulates one of  the key themes of  her comparison: “Why do people 
put eagles over their front doors and wagon wheels on their front lawns? And I 
don’t think it’s because the capitalist power structure has coerced them into it. 
I have somehow parlayed my South African xenophobia into its American equivalent 
and believe in learning from what’s around us.”6 She later refined this point on her 
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“South African xenophobia” in her essay “Invention and Tradition,” explaining 
that “we Americans, like other former colonials, are xenophobes, yet in some 
areas of  life, we clutch the apron strings of  our mother cultures. We are proud 
of  our indigenous styles, yet at times we still require European endorsement to 
validate them in our own eyes.”7 In these two provocative statements, Scott 
Brown situates cultural production in the United States and South Africa in 
terms of  colonial relations between the settler society and the metropole. Her 
xenophobia, as she explains in “Invention and Tradition,” is the settler’s desire 
for nativism in response to the “homesickness” of  settler society, for which the 
colonial center continues to serve as the ultimate reference point. Bringing her 
South African background to bear on her understanding of  American culture, 
she sees the hierarchy between high and low cultures in American society in 
terms of  colonial center-periphery relations. By considering the United States 
a settler-colonial society comparable to that of  South Africa, Scott Brown both 
radically provincializes US cultural production, casting it as continuing to seek 
approval from Europe or its institutional proxies on the East Coast, and nor-
malizes apartheid South Africa, stripping it of  its notorious exceptionality as a 
political anomaly.

As her correspondence with Chipkin in the immediate aftermath of  the 
Soweto Uprising in 1976 demonstrates, positioning her work in a South African 
context had political implications that she for the most part elided in her pro-
fessional publications. What is striking about this personal correspondence as 
well as “Invention and Tradition,” which was published the same year the US 
Congress passed the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act, is that her criticism 
is directed at the United States, not South Africa. While her conflicted attitude 
toward South Africa from her position as an expat is outside the scope of  this 
chapter, she daringly uses South Africa, despite its sordid international standing 
as a world pariah, to critique the United States. At the Wits address, from the 
safe distance of  almost two decades after the end of  apartheid, she utters words 
she could not have previously: “I am amazed by the apartheid I find everywhere, 
even today.”8 She had already said as much about the United States in her letter 
to Chipkin, commenting that it is “in many ways so similar to S. Africa that I feel 
Americans have little right to criticize.” Against the dominant framing of  South 
Africa’s apartheid as an aberration, Scott Brown perceived it as a mirror in which 
social injustices and racial tensions elsewhere could be refracted.9

If  South Africa gave Scott Brown a reflective mirror, it was a mirror me-
diated by the figure of  the “landscape”—a visual sensibility she had cultivated 
in her childhood. Two female figures stand out in her recollections. First was 
her mother, whose love for the landscapes of  southern Africa contributed to 
her “patriotism for local landscapes and cultures”—which she contrasted with 
what she considered colonial jingoism.10 Her mother, who grew up in the “wil-
derness” of  Rhodesia, introduced her to what has been theorized as the cult 
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of  the veld, a settler-colonial romantic vision of  an open frontier that helped 
white South Africans attach to the colonial territory and imagine an authentic 
connection with it.11 Scott Brown developed a similar appreciation for South 
African urban-scapes through her art education: her Dutch Jewish art teacher 
encouraged her to look at her surroundings for inspiration rather than repeating 
European themes. This influence resulted in her painting “workers sowing grain 
. . . and lots of  African street scenes.”12 Considering labor and street scenes 
part of  the landscape genre, Scott Brown foregrounds landscape as a lens that 
framed her South African perspective: “It’s very picturesque, all of  this, and it’s 
left me with the same kind of  wilderness and feeling for Africa that I got from 
my mother. . . . What it comes out to is I think I have an African’s view of  Las 
Vegas.”13 Through this representation of  her “feeling for Africa,” she expresses 
appreciation for her immediate surroundings—an appreciation ostensibly un-
burdened of  the colonial cultural hierarchy that defined “landscapes” according 
to the metropole’s conventions and norms.14 Yet when she refers to “African 
streets scenes,” the signified shifts to designate streets inhabited by Black South 
Africans. Considering Black South Africans part of  the “landscape,” she natural-
izes their otherwise contested presence in the city; I turn to the politics of  this 
in the next section.

Through drives across Johannesburg with her mother, an architecture en-
thusiast who had also studied the subject at the Wits, Scott Brown saw the veld 
merged with the built environment to form one continuous landscape. This 
continuity is evident in the series of  photo comparisons that appeared in the 
2012 online republication of  “Invention and Tradition.” Taken by Scott Brown 
in the 1950s and 1960s, one set of  photos compares the Mojave Desert in the 
United States with the Karoo Desert in South Africa (fig. 17.1), while another 
set features representative houses of  English, Afrikaner (Cape Dutch), and Black 
South Africans (fig. 17.2).15 These photos articulate her ideas about “landscape” 
and point to the direct links she made between South Africa and Las Vegas. 
Imbued with an anthropological documentary value, the photos also provide a 
quasi-empirical basis for Scott Brown’s African perspective while transforming it 
from a mere metaphor into an apparatus for framing vision—that is, a medium 
rather than subject matter.16

What does it mean to assert that Scott Brown has “an African’s view,” 
especially since she enunciates this as a settler-colonial claim to situated knowl-
edge rather than an indigenous claim? Through this assertion, Scott Brown taps 
into a history of  white South African knowledge production that challenged 
European scientific authority.17 This challenge was especially pronounced in 
field sciences such as anthropology, in which South Africans had a considerable 
advantage over Europeans due to their proximity to the “field.” Photography, 
in this context, served to connote the immediacy and cultural immersion of  
the researcher’s “embodied observation.”18 Elizabeth Edwards describes the 



17.1. South African veld, 1957. Photography by Denise Scott Brown.

17.2. Ndebele houses, Mapoch, South Africa, 1957. Photography by Denise Scott Brown.
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emergence of  photography as a disciplinary tool in anthropology at the turn of  
the twentieth century: “as observation was increasingly focused on the body of  
the fieldworker, photography becomes, not a mediation of  the scientific expe-
rience, but an extension, a prosthesis of  the fieldwork persona, as an integrated 
and multilayered system of  document which is ‘at once an ethnographic object, 
an analytical category, and a methodological orientation.’”19 As a multilayered 
system of  signification in which the subjectivity of  the researcher plays a role, 
the anthropological photographic document is also subject to aesthetic choices. 
In this regard, it is important to note that Scott Brown did not consider her 
photographs in purely scientific terms. For her, aesthetic conventions worked 
in parallel with scientific ones in the landscape genre, helping to communicate 
colonial knowledge to the center and validate it there. In order to make pe-
ripheral landscapes visible to metropolitan culture, she argues, emigrant groups 
artistically re-create landscapes by putting “descriptions in ways that scholarly 
and artistic people can see them and understand them as part of  a culture.”20 
For the architect working in the periphery, she seems to imply, the authority of  
“being in the field” has to be supplemented by an artistic savvy that can make 
that work legible in the center. “We did it for Las Vegas,” she stated boldly.21

Scott Brown’s ability to take a South African view of  Las Vegas importantly 
demonstrates that this form of  situated knowledge was not limited to the locale 
from which it originated. African perspectives were not bound to African land-

17.3. Rural general store with goods from England, Eastern Europe, Japan, and America; ads from 
three continents; and signs in five languages, Natal, 1957. Photography by Denise Scott Brown.
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scapes. “When, in the late 1960s, Robert Venturi and I tried to do something 
similar in Las Vegas, it was relatively easy to transfer my African attitude to an 
American one, suggesting that for the sake of  cultural relevance and artistic 
vitality, American architects look at the landscape around them and learn.”22 
An example that presses us to reconsider the Las Vegas study vis-à-vis Scott 
Brown’s South African perspective is a photo from the 1950s that accompanied 
the published version of  the Wits lecture. It shows the façade of  a shop named 
Kwa Adam (Adam’s place) decorated with ads; the most prominent one is in 
isiZulu, indicating the shop’s nonwhite clientele (fig. 17.3).23 Alluding perhaps 
in retrospect to Las Vegas’s billboards, the journal in which it appeared titled 
this photo African Pop Culture. As Scott Brown put it to the Wits audience, 
what was considered “‘debased’ African folk pop-art was an inspiration for our 
study of  roadside America.”24 This “African push-back,” she explained, “was 
a factor in my attempt to develop a more inclusive architectural aesthetic.”25 
What did she mean by “African push-back,” and how did it relate to housing and  
consumption—the subjects of  the photos she presented as evidence of  her African  
view? In the last section of  this chapter, I consider these themes through the 
lens of  the social sciences in South Africa and how these informed architectural 
research practices in the early years of  apartheid consolidation.

The Ethnographic Gaze and Its Limits

In his comprehensive study of  Learning from Las Vegas, Martino Stierli writes, 
“It was this childhood experience that allowed Scott Brown to understand the 
relative validity of  cultural norms and values and to apply this understanding to her 
practice.”26 But if  knowledge can be situated, so can cultural relativism. Scott 
Brown’s cultural relativism was deeply embedded in South African sociality, 
which used it to justify the apartheid theory of  “separate development.” Its main 
proponent was Hendrik Verwoerd, a social psychologist who, before becoming 
prime minister in 1958, served as minister of  native affairs. The “separate de-
velopment” theory legitimized apartheid—and the displacement of  Black South 
Africans from urban centers to far removed “locations”—by insisting that each 
“national” group had its own differentiated path to development.27

Let us turn, then, from how the artistic genre of  landscape mediated Scott 
Brown’s understanding of  her “African’s view” to how observational practices 
from the social sciences were entangled with the social life of  apartheid. These 
practices, I argue, shaped Scott Brown’s experience and framed her vision. The 
discourse underlying Verwoerd’s thinking can be traced to the field of  social 
anthropology in Afrikaans-speaking universities, which supported and justified 
segregation.28 While anthropologists at English-speaking universities argued that 
European interventions in African societies had affected both groups so much 
that integration was inevitable, leading Afrikaner ethnologists supported segre-
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gation as a means to preserve ethnic-cultural identities. This divide also shaped 
their research methods. While by midcentury participant observation had be-
come the norm in ethnographic fieldwork, it “required an intimacy of  living” 
that Afrikaner ethnologists, according to Adam Kuper, “found uncomfortable, 
preferring to rely on formal interviews with authority figures.”29 Such views were 
in place prior to the consolidation of  apartheid in 1948, and the divide between 
anthropologists at English- and Afrikaans-speaking universities reflected major 
debates in South African society that extended beyond the narrow domain of  
academic research, including into investigations of  the architecture and lives of  
Black South Africans.

Architectural observation of  the Black South African built environment in 
the years preceding apartheid can also be divided into two roughly correspond-
ing trends: reformist critique of  urban slums and appreciation of  traditional 
aesthetics in rural areas. Both trends involved photographic documentation, 
either by urban anthropologists or by artists and architects. The first, dating 
back to the early twentieth century, continued vigorously with architectural 
and town planning research on “native townships” from the late 1930s to the 
early 1950s.30 It responded to studies of  African urban slums, such as those 
pioneered by Ellen Hellmann.31 As Kuper notes, these studies “must be seen 
not only as examples of  a classic reformist genre of  ‘social problems,’ or even 
as adaptations of  the urban studies of  the Chicago school, but perhaps above all 
as attempts to direct attention to the life of  the so-called ‘detribalised natives,’ 
the bane of  the segregationists.”32 In the 1940s, the second trend was spurred 
by the work of  photographer Constance Stuart Larrabee and publications, such 
as “Native Architecture” by Betty Spence, that used photography as a form of  
architectural ethnography.33

Scott Brown took her photo of  the architecture of  the Ndebele village 
commonly named Mapoch when she returned from her education and travels in 
Europe in 1957, after the village had become a popular subject for architectural 
publications by Spence and others.34 Architectural tourism to the village was in 
vogue due to its proximity to Pretoria and the stark, colorful geometric images 
that adorned the local façades.35 Scott Brown’s photo, depicting rows of  gates 
painted with an imaginative array of  architectural forms, is reminiscent of  photos 
taken by Larrabee and Spence. Produced as commentary on the effects of  inter-
cultural encounter, these 1940s–1950s photographs often lamented the impend-
ing loss of  an ostensibly authentic African culture even while they obfuscated 
its modernity.36 Like Larrabee’s famous photo of  Ndebele children in traditional 
garb playing in front of  a wall featuring Mr. Peanut, the Planters brand snack-food 
logo, Scott Brown’s photo, showing rows of  gates painted with various abstract 
forms and architectural façades, remarks on the entanglement of  the domestic 
with commodity culture, a theme that she would later develop in the Levittown 
studio and the Signs of  Life exhibition in collaboration with Venturi. Yet, rather 
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than lamenting the encounter, as Larrabee and Spence did, Scott Brown’s image 
celebrates the cultural production that results from it. Instead of  highlighting the 
relationship between the human figures and the built environment, the photo is 
determined by the scale of  the architectural ensemble. Featuring a long-shot and 
wide-angled framing, it captures the ensemble as a whole and takes pleasure in 
its symmetrical cohesiveness.

While the plethora of  Ndebele village photos that circulated in 1940s–1950s 
South Africa quite starkly presented the entanglement of  the domestic (stand-
ing for tradition) with the commodity (representing modernity or its corrosive 
effects), the urban “native township” of  “detribalizing” Africans was the primary 
site for this negotiation. In 1950, Spence published an article titled “How Our 
Urban Natives Live” on housing in Orlando East, a Johannesburg township. 
Funded by the National Building Research Institute of  South Africa, which con-
ducted research on affordable housing for “nonwhites,” it combined tables of  
numerical data with some rudimentary architectural sketches of  furniture and 
housing plans that replaced the melancholic aura of  her Ndebele photographic 
documentation with matter-of-fact descriptions. Based on a master’s thesis by 
Jacqueline L. Eberhardt (who would later become a prominent anthropologist in 
France, known as Jacqueline Roumeguère-Eberhardt), the study filled the need 
for baseline data for township housing planning.37

In her opening remarks, Spence pointed out the lack of  knowledge about 
urban Africans’ ways of  life: “guesses . . . range the full gamut from those which 
assume that the Native is completely Europeanised to those which consider that 
locations should be built up in tribal tradition.”38 Spence’s survey, which also in-
cluded a study of  furniture purchasing habits in the township, is reminiscent of  the 
burgeoning market research on African consumers at the time. As Deborah Posel 
has observed, the consolidation of  apartheid was concurrent with the advent of  
mass consumerism in South Africa, and the two were entangled in uneasy ways. 
The “discovery” of the African market in the mid-1950s led researchers to actively 
“pursue a degree and form of cross-racial familiarity within the interstices of apart-
heid segregation, sufficient to open up the ‘tastes, desires and habits’ of  African 
consumers to commercial scrutiny and to breach the hegemony of everyday racial 
incomprehension.”39 This production of  knowledge about the inner emotional 
lives of  African consumers necessitated using methods akin to urban ethnography 
in the townships, where white persons would typically not venture. Spence, who 
had probably not set foot in Orlando East, was assisted by Anna Mokhetle, a social 
worker who was a “native woman, married with three children.”40 Arguing that “it 
was probably an advantage to have a woman to discuss the domestic problems 
concerned, and one not so young or sophisticated as to appear precocious to 
the inhabitants,” Spence neglected to mention the palpable advantage of  having 
a Black African—like the Black “gurus” who played a similar role in consumer 
research in native townships—to build trust among the research subjects.41
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The production of  the urban African as consumer challenged apartheid’s 
underlying precepts. Analyzing African consumption in terms of  status, gender, 
and generation rather than exclusively in racial terms, such consumer research 
diverged from apartheid’s conception of  the “African as primordially an ethnic 
being, for whom the temptations of  ‘western’ material consumption were sus-
pect and corrosive.”42 It also conflicted with restrictions on African earning and 
purchasing power, as well as the prohibition on locating in the townships any 
shopping facilities beyond small grocery stores.43 In this context, family photos 
of  Black South Africans in their formal sitting rooms with modern furnishings 
and accessories, such as those taken by father and son photographers Roland 
Ngilima and Torrance Ngilima, could be interpreted as a form of  resistance, 
since even “the aspiration to luxury—let alone its performance—was a racial 
offense.”44 This form of  subversive mimicry helps us understand what Scott 
Brown meant by “African push-back.” It also helps us complicate her interest in 
the aesthetics of  Las Vegas billboards and lower- and middle-class homeowners 
in Levittown, Pennsylvania, suggesting a politics of  consumption that is just as 
subversive as it is affirmative—a point that her critics have completely missed.45

As opposed to the intimacy and ease conveyed by the Ngilimas’ photos, or 
to Hellmann’s underhanded snapshots of  street life in a Johannesburg township, 
Scott Brown’s photo of  a roadside shop probably located on the outskirts of  a 
township is defined by what Posel describes as “the dialectic of  proximity and 
distance” that “governed the economic and social realities of  apartheid.”46 On 
the one hand, by identifying a form of  Black South African cultural production 
in commercial signs that had no ethnographic value, Scott Brown’s photo trans-
gressed the disjointed spatiality of  apartheid, where racial groups were brought 
together, in the words of  Okwui Enwezor, “in a gesture of  tearing apart, thus 
deforming any sense of  shared space and common values, abrogating all proto-
cols of  mutual recognition.”47 On the other hand, however, it was taken from 
the safe distance of  a car, like most of  the photos in Learning from Las Vegas. Yet 
while driving in a car afforded the optimal vantage point for taking in American 
sprawl, in South Africa, where access to cars was racialized, the car functioned 
as a privileged site from which one could experience proximity without intimacy. 
Comparing this photo with that of  the Ndebele structure makes the limits of  
this gaze apparent. Like her image of  the shop façade, Scott Brown’s photo of  
the Ndebele structure takes only one frontal viewpoint, in marked contrast to 
her various perspectival viewpoints of  the Cape Dutch and English houses. In 
light of  this difference, it is reasonable to assume that the multiple gates, rather 
than the house behind them, became the subject of  the photo because of  her 
limited view.

Scott Brown’s characterization of  the shop’s façade as “African folk pop-art” 
is reminiscent of  Julian Beinart’s study of  township façades in Johannesburg in 
the early 1960s. After studying under György Kepes and Kevin Lynch at MIT, 
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Beinart conducted a comprehensive survey of  some two thousand homes in the 
Western Native Township (WNT). As with Scott Brown’s billboards and house 
façades, Beinart’s research focused on street views of  houses whose individual 
decoration he interpreted as media. Following Kepes’s interest in modern folk 
art as it emerged from advertising, Beinart emphasized how township residents 
borrowed forms like commercial logos and magazine advertisements from the 
urban context in which they lived and worked. Like Scott Brown, Beinart did 
not perceive this imagery as contaminated by Western mass culture but instead 
considered it new folk art and a form of  “detribalization.”48 With its emphasis 
on the urban rather than tribal origins of  the signs that decorated house façades, 
along with their ambiguous rather than clear-cut symbolism, Beinart’s project 
challenged apartheid’s dependence on signs and markers such as skin tone, 
clothing, and means of  transportation to quickly and transparently communicate 
racial identity.49 In this, Beinart’s work contrasts with Scott Brown’s analysis of  
how the architecture of  the American strip functions as immediate communica-
tion, as well as with her emphasis on how Levittown inhabitants conveyed their 
cultural identity through their house decoration.50

Beinart observed that residents of  WNT’s rudimentary houses transformed 
them according to aesthetic codes identified with the white middle class, sur-
rounding them “with gardens, paving and pergolas,” in addition to “hedges, 
gates, and sculptured gateposts cum letter-boxes.” In other words, residents 
drew on the same aesthetic codes that the township planners had intended for 
the houses.51 Scott Brown originally had doubts about the approach of  these 
planners, who argued, according to her, that “a house with its own front yard 
and peach tree is the South African way of  life. If  we want it for ourselves, why 
wouldn’t we want it for them?” Yet upon her return to Soweto in 1971, she saw 
“cared-for houses, and the two peach trees that came with each house thriving 
in tended landscapes.”52 While Scott Brown seems to attribute the success of  
Soweto housing to the planners, invoking the many residential structures that 
South Africa built before and during apartheid to criticize the United States for 
its inadequate provision of  public housing, Beinart attributed the beautification 
of  houses in the WNT to the residents, interpreting it as a form of  resistance 
and a claim for equal rights to the city.53

Closing Remarks

Unlike previous accounts of  direct educational or disciplinary influences on 
Scott Brown, which for the most part have downplayed her own statements 
about her African perspective, this chapter has traced her “African’s view” to 
visualization practices in South Africa, particularly as they were employed in 
ethnographic observation, and how these came to bear on architecture. To be 
sure, this study does not wish to reduce Scott Brown’s professional career to 
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her country of  origin. Rather, by exploring her South African formation, I have 
aimed to highlight the southern settler-colonial origins of  what became a key 
text and standard practice in architectural education. Although Scott Brown’s 
South African perspective, situated as it was in settler-colonial conditions, can-
not be used to mobilize a radical claim for decolonizing knowledge, its situat-
edness nevertheless shows how hegemonic forms of  knowing were inflected 
by apartheid and how these forms of  knowing in turn affected architectural 
discourse in the center.54

In closing, I would like to propose that Denise Scott Brown’s South African 
view of  Las Vegas constitutes an incipient “theory from the south.”55 When ask-
ing what the south can teach the north, the accuracy of  Scott Brown’s accounts 
seems less important than their audacity. Significantly, she uses the putatively 
anomalous conditions of  apartheid South Africa to turn a critical gaze back on 
the United States. Establishing common ground through photographs and visual 
narration, she provokes the historian to see the unthinkable—that is, compara-
ble histories of  settler colonialism, capitalism, and racism—and interrogate the 
unacknowledged similarities between apartheid South Africa and democratic 
America. Her “African’s view” can serve as evidence, then, for architectural 
historians seeking to overcome the taboos that still dominate the field, including 
failure to consider Scott Brown’s own self-asserted South African positionality.

Scott Brown’s and Venturi’s iconic self-portraits against Las Vegas’s skyline 
speak to the possibilities and limitations of  thinking of  the city as a “field” ready 
and waiting for the architect doubling-as-anthropologist to interpret its visual 
signs. Inserting themselves into the photographic plane among their inanimate 
subjects so that their bodies match the scale of  the buildings, they literalize 
the metaphoric dialectic of  the researcher’s proximity and distance. In contrast 
to Venturi, whose back faces the camera so that he becomes a generic white 
male gazing toward the receding horizon of  his purportedly available universal 
knowledge, Scott Brown faces the camera, assertively positioning herself  in 
the landscape and actively acknowledging her situatedness. Like a totem, she 
stares back at us, marking not only the limits of  our gaze but also its critical 
possibilities.56
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