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Form follows action

"These intellectual cowboys gallop through our worldwide citified landscape. With great efficiency and without once letting the word 'aesthetics' pass their lips, they outline what amounts to a new aesthetic full of functional and pragmatic argu​mentation"

With these words the Dutch architect and theorist Roemer van Toorn describes a new generation of architects who without theorizing, without dicussions about form and aesthetics, perform the pragmatic modernism, or ‘Just there modernism’ - an architecture of process. 

In this paper I will discuss these new architectural tendencies focusing on their design method and aesthetic approach.

‘The open work’

My Ph.d. project titled “Montage in industrial building of the future. Sustainability and architectural design methods” is focused on developing a new design theory for the architectural work with montage in the industrialized building. It is my thesis that montage as a building principle implys architectural potential. A decisive application of structural thinking, of adding elements to totalities might result in an architecture which does not have endless repetition and monotony as keywords, but on the contrary flexibility, mobility, dynamics, adaptation and changeability.

As a basis for developing elements for a new design theory, which can fulfil the desire for a dynamically changeable industrialized architecture, I am interested in discussing “the open work” as an architectonic design principle and as built reality. The work which is able to change and develop over time. I am interested in defining ways of ‘directing’ the open work, and in defining ‘degrees of openness’. 

In his book “l’Opera Aperta” or “The Open Work” Umberto Eco defines ‘the open work’ like this:

The ‘unfinished’ work, which the author seems to hand on to the performer more or less like the components of a construction kit.” And he talks about‘works in movement’, as works which characteristically consist of unplanned or physically incomplete structural units”

In the modern picture of the world the view of ‘reality’ as a clear and strictly ordered cosmos has fallen apart. The world is no longer built upon unambiguous values, rather it is put together by arbitrary fragments. Art mirrors this ambiguity, this field of many possibilities. Art does not constitute itself as well-defined works. This development is in complete opposition to the classical concept of art. L.B. Alberti said: “I shall define Beauty to be a Harmony of all the Parts, in whatsoever Subject it appears, fitted together with such Proportion and Connection, that nothing could be added, diminished or altered, but for the Worse”.

Even though Alberti's definition of ‘beauty’ is not specifically aimed at ‘the work’, it is a good characterization of the properties of the work during Alberti's Renaissance. If anything could be added, subtracted og changed the whole basis for talking about ‘a work’ had disappeared. There was an indispensable demand for achieving the perfect form.

The classical conception of the work considers the artist or the author as the only creator, the genius. In 'the open work' the task of the author is rather to programme than to create in the narrow sense of the word. The point of the open work is exactly that the work is not completed when the author lets it go. The author creates the frame, which the spectator or interpreter fills out. Consequently it is not the work as product which is interesting, but the work as process. 

Just there modernism

New tendencies in architecture are built manifestations of 'the open work'. The architect works less with the design and more with establishing conditions and tools for controlling the development of the work.

The recent 'Just there modernism' or 'modernism without pretensions' is based on a new realism. As a critique of the preceding determination on form and the placing the architecture on an intellectual pedestal, the new generation of architects drag the architecture into the whirlpool of reality. They do not see rules, norms and demands as a limitation but rather as a potential, a generator for developing architecture. They take reality for granted, they relate to the power of reality, to the decisionmaking systems and to the political structures, to the fragmented picture of the world, where there is not one truth but many layers of meaning in constant movement.

Consequently the architecture does not manifest itself as a fixed ideal form. The architecture should be able to change, to adapt to the needs of future, to be flexible and mobile. The architecture does not search for answers, rather does it ask questions. It does not set up utopian ideas or truths, it is post-avantgardish and thereby different from earlier currents, like the deconstructivism which did indeed reject the modern project, but at the same time also worked out new utopian ideals. 

The architect

Due to the fragmented image of the world it is difficult to maintain the consideration of the architect as the only and absolute creator who performs a vertical, hierarchic designprocess based on one coherent vision. A lot of other factors beyond the control of the architect will influence the development of 'the work'. Especially the enormous amount of data is pointed out as a decisive parameter together with the gallopping development of computerscience. The computer is able to create combinations of data creating new dynamics far beyond human control. So the architect is no longer considered the only source for creation of form. The architect is able to create a field for intervention, a scenario, in which developments can take place - but he cannot control the developments. 

So the most important task for the architect is no longer to design form, but to start material and immaterial processes. 

The architectural object

So how does this architectural approach manifest itself in full scale built form?

It might be difficult to imagine a built architectural work which is only program and intention, which is only an indication of a ‘field of possibilities’.

Until now most of the projects are made in urban scale. Actually this specific architectural approach has appeared as a post-avantgarde attitute towards urban life and architecture, realizing the enormous and often invisible plays of global urban powers. 

The intentions behind starting architectural processes, creating strategies and scenarios for developping architecture, can best be done in the urban scale. The design process becomes an organizing task, a creation of frames within which the urban actors can act. Urban planning is already a process which takes place over time; it primarily deals with defining frames for action. The new aspect in this actual approach to urban planning is the fact that it takes place without an utopian vision and without controlling the architectural results. It is linked to the banal realities of everyday life, linked to the bindings and rules changing them into conditions of possibilities, into potentials.

So in this case it is more interesting to look at the building scale.
Among this new generation there is a ‘trend’ of names being changed into rows of letters - this project is just about the worst example of this trend.

MVRDV: the VPRO building, Hilversum. 1993-97

MVRDV is one of the architectural offices which has most strongly expressed a pragmatic, analytic approach to architecture through simple empirical investigations, where design is considered more an organizing task, a method for arranging different spatial-programmatic aspects of a social reality.

The American theorist Stan Allen calls their approach a 'default regularity'. The form is just a form limited by the conditions of the program, the building act and economy. 'Do it straight out' if you are not asked to do it otherwise. 

VPRO is a non-profitmaking organization broadcasting on a national scale. A staff of 350 people is structured into teams called 'program producers', which possess enormous creative and journalistic autonomy. In VPRO, instead of having studios, cameras and vast technical teams, there are only people and computers. 

The new VPRO building is placed in the same location where the former facilities where located: a series of classical villas in the middle of the town. From the very beginning this particular location has marked the identity of the broadcasting station. VPRO is well-known for a independent, non-dogmatic, openminded approach to the real world. Because of this it is both admired and criticised. 

According to MVRDV's own comments the main challenge was how to 'reproduce' in a new way and in a new planimetric design the social, contextual, ideological and operational content which is characteristic for the VPRO - without letting the result get complicated and full of architectural noise. 

Now I would like to show some slides from the building and from the design process behind it.

1.  
Exterior

2.  
Exterior - with the characteristic ‘fold’ where the floor becomes the wall that becomes the roof

3.  
Exterior - the cuttings in the facade

4.  
‘The limits are the starting point’. Pragmatic investigation of possible volumes.

5.  
Town planning restrictions, zoning boundaries and the wish to make the smallest possible intrusion in the park.

Light right to the bottom of the building combined with air and transparancy.

6. 
‘Density is lightness’. Through the cuts in the building mass the limits between the inside and the outside blur

7.
‘The landscape is the building’. The landscape of the site is lifted up and reestablished on top of the roof. The decks are made like geological foldings in the landscape.

8.
The floors are interconnected by ramps, stairs, mini-hills, slopes a.s.o.. By forming these routes in the building they want to stimulate the communication between the people working there.

9.
Diagrams of the spatial demands for the different teams. Diagrams of how the floors can be 
used in different ways showing the flexibility of the building. They use different office ‘typologies’ from the existing villas - and they have proposed a number of elements that one associates with villas: blaconies, sliding doors, a fireplace, aso.

10.
‘Information is form’. Separating all the architectonical elements of the building they make

11.
diagrams showing the different layers of the building.

12.
‘Indeterminacy is determining’. The fold and the grand steps turning upside down the normal architectural conventions.

The aim of the MVRDV is to create an efficient reuse of the real world data as building materials. Working schedules, sizes, landscape, lighting, stories and memories, traffical and infrastructural matters, materials, doubt, changeability over time, construction principles, building regulations, and so on, are changed into what Winy Maas (one of the owners of the MVRDV studio) calls 'datascapes'. In such a way that it is pointed out how the almost total chaos can contain hidden logics making it possible to let 'densities' emerge. Through this the basis of the design process is not the arbitrary abstraction but rather a computer abstraction of the real world, where the result inspite of the automatic process does not become automatic at all.

The design process starts from below, from the given reality, instead of starting from above, from the interpretational subjectivity of the author.

But looking closer at the project a series of architectonical choices are made:

13.
The principle about the light reaching the very bottom of the building is a main principle behind the spatial organization, where the studios naturally are placed in the darkest areas deep down. 

14.
The sloping floor in the hall of the entry, from 'the fold' to the parking area - the architects call it ‘a worm hole in time’ - makes it possible to reach the entry of the canteen on the roof within 5 seconds, whereas the normal walk through the building takes 3-5 minutes. 

15.
The distribution of offices is constantly changing due to working premises. Computer and net 16.entries are distributed everywhere, even on top of the roof, where the grass is mixed with herbs for the lunch. 

17.
Right from the beginning the intention was to assure a maximum view over the outside by 
introducing hot aria blowers in the openings of the facade. As that was not possible due to legislation this idea was taken over by 35 different coloured classpanels, which reflection and transparancy mirrors the spatial qualities of the different interiors.

Aesthetic experience and interpretation

The reading of ‘the work’ must necessarily focus on the architectonical choices which are made in the programmatic phase. And to me the choices are not only about pure pragmatic dispatch of programmatic demands. Another layer is added - a layer where the architect departing from the requirements of the program makes choices which have strong formal consequences, too. The programmatic demands are used as a generator of form. Instead of the form coming from a utopia, a vision, it comes out of working with the programmatic demands. 

In the example of MVRDV it is obvious that the architects have not only made at totally rational and strict house. No, they have made a house which possesses its own characteristics, which has got identity, at house which you do remember. The fold, where the floor becomes the wall, which becomes the roof, is a purely formal gesture. It is not specific requirements that dictate this particular form, but rather the architects interpreting the new 'freedom' to break with the conventions. Likewise the ‘worm hole’, the short cut, is a story, a narrative trace, which does not result from pragmatic solutions for specific problems. 

So, even though this generation of architects does not want to talk about aesthetics, they nevertheless produce an architecture which to a high extent offers aesthetic solutions. You cannot find any common architectural style or language within the group of young Dutch architects, but what they do have in common is of course the analytic approach, but also the fact that pragmatism is expressed as an architecture which formally does not offer purely rational solutions, but solutions with aesthetic identity. 

When experiencing and interpreting this architecture, it is not enough, then, to focus on the formal aesthetic dimensions of the work. This architecture of process is a plea for acting and experiencing.

The keynote now is active participation  - which makes the role of the user (or interpreter) still more important: The user is given the task to act actively, to act in relation to the built. This open architecture requires active participation; it does not work, it litterally ceases to exist, if it is not being developed by the user. 

Therefore, the architects ability to establish an oriented production of open possibilities is fundamental. The relationship between binding and freedom becomes crucial. The architect points out and defines some 'fields', or frames, within which the interpreter can act. These fields are the new cores in architecture. It is the definition of these fields, their limitation and content, which is going to be examined: the field's ability to both give space for improvisation and development over time (freedom) - and to control direction of developments (bindings). 

It might be difficult - even contradictory - to use the classical categories and tools for reading and interpreting the open work. It is at all against the nature of the open work to be read through a fixed set of categories. Pierre Boulez - musical aesthetics (quoted in Eco’s ‘The open Work’) says about serial thought (which is the production of a structure that is once open and polyvalent): “Serial thought creates the objects it needs and the form necessary for their organization each time it has occasion to express itself”.

The work’s being in constant change makes any systematic interpretation questionable: can the use of defined tools or instruments for the analysis of open structures at all coexist with the very notion of being an open work? Probably not.

So instead of seeking a way of grasping the work as a whole we should concentrate on discussion the ‘field of possibilities’. The challenge must be to find a way of analyzing the frames, but both the literal frames  and frames of probability. 




