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ATTENTION

When | was younger, people often
explained my meandering descrip-
tions of the world by saying | had
Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD). It's
unclear if a professional ever diag-
nosed me with ADD; different parents
said different things. But the ambigu-
ity surrounding my diagnosis sparked
in me a lifelong interest in the sub-
ject of attention.[1] Why should | pay
attention, | asked. What is attention?
Why is it so important? As a kid, | was
being cheeky. But slowly, as those
around me struggled to define atten-
tion in a way | found satisfactory,

| started to develop my own ideas
about what kinds of things deserved
attention and what kinds of attention
those things deserved. Once | started
teaching architecture and talking
with colleagues and students, | began
to articulate these differences and—
silently at first—to question why only
certain kinds of things and certain
kinds of attention were rewarded
when reviewing architectural work.

It took years of conversations
with many of the people mentioned
in the acknowledgements before |
could assemble enough ideas to fill
a book on the subject. Now | have
four chapters of text on four kinds of
attention, and more than 100 images
to illustrate what the kinds of things
that provoke them might look like—
but even now, | still don’t have a
good definition for attention itself.

Of course I've read and unpacked
various textbook definitions of the
word, both on the Internet and in
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most of the dictionaries in the UC
Berkeley library system. They are
all super interesting, so precise and
focused—nothing like the ongoing
haze | experience whenever | force
myself to “pay attention.” Maybe
some will see this as an admission
of failure, dismiss my ideas, and claim
that this book and my interest in
attention has been a gigantic waste
of time, but | don’t see it that way.
Historian of science Lorraine
Daston, whose work addresses both
attention and interest, writes:

Attention sorts out the world.
To attend is to distinguish

the urgent from the humdrum,
signal from the noise, fore-
ground from background.
Without attention, our senses
would be useless: we would
look without seeing, hear with-
out listening, touch without
feeling. All experience would
be as bland as pablum, without
accents or interest.[2]

By “distinguishing” the urgent,

the signal, and the foreground—by
expecting our senses to see, to listen,
and to feel—Daston slips into an easy
association between attention and
interest. Like other descriptions

of attention, | find this one frustrating
in its pithiness: in the fast, focused
path it draws between the first word
and the last; in the efficiency and clar-
ity with which it juxtaposes and then
isolates its terms; in the confident
way it dismisses the terms it judges
as negative.



Perhaps my problem defining
attention is just a lack of interest
in the brevity and focus that interest
seems to demand. In other words,
attention’s connection to interest
brings with it the expectation
of clarity and immediacy. But what
if we were careful to uncouple
attention from interest? Would this
remove the expectation that atten-
tion requires us to sort, distinguish,
and discriminate between things?
Might we get rid of the negative
connotations of things that are not
interesting? What if we deliberately
tried to look without seeing, listen
without hearing, touch without feel-
ing? What if we forced ourselves to
turn from the interest of the urgent,
the signal, the foreground, and delib-
erately attend to the boredom of
humdrum, the confusion of noise,
the comfort of background?

It’s worth a shot.

1
The subject of
attention is a seri-
ous one. Others
have addressed
it in far more
interesting and
rigorous ways
that extend well
beyond the scope
of this book. For
a more thorough
account of the
subject of atten-
tion, as it specif-
ically relates to
issues of cogni-
tion and psychol-
ogy, see Harold
Pashler, Attention
(Studies in
Cognition) (New
York: Psychology
Press, 1998).

2
Lorraine Daston,
“Attention,”
Curiosity and
Method: Ten
Years of Cabinet
Magazine
(New York:
Cabinet Books,
2012): p. 467.
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INTERESTING

This book is neither an attempt at
architectural criticism nor an explana-
tion of my own architectural work.[1]
It is not a monograph, a case study
book, a reference book, a dictionary
of architectural terms, a novel, a
history book, a book of architectural
theory, an autobiography, a man-
ual of graphic standards, a catalog
or archive, a primer in rendering
techniques, a coloring book, a pat-
tern book, a utopian manifesto, or a
guidebook of architecture landmarks.
No, it is none of those things—but it
has some aspects of each of them.
As such, this book is a bit messy at
times. It could be more rigorous and
scholarly, less arbitrary, more careful,
more logical or ordered, better look-
ing, more colorful, more exciting, and
easier to read. In short, it could be
more like what we expect when we
set out to describe and critique archi-
tecture. And, if the book did those
things, it would probably be a much
more interesting book to read and to
look at and flip through. But this book
is not interesting.

Instead, this book attempts
to develop a language and structure
to talk about architecture, without
requiring that it be interesting. The
modes of attention and discourse
presented here lie outside our cur-
rent habit of focusing on increasingly
interesting things. | write, then, not
as a critic writing about architecture,
but rather as an architect writing
about criticism. [2] By criticism,
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| refer not only to a form of judgment,
but also to a specific form of attention
meant to differentiate and under-
stand something—a form of attention
we initiate when we find something
“interesting.”[3] Whereas interest
requires spontaneous focus on one
thing and discrimination between
things, [4] this book explores a set

of alternative modes of attention that
stand in opposition to the immediacy
and clarity of interest. While focusing
on interesting things may seem like
an obvious and worthwhile pursuit,
it is my position that the interesting,
through criticism, often limits the
kinds of things to which we turn

our attention and reduces the range
of things we might discuss. As archi-
tects, we have long been subjected
to the power of criticism to tell us
what is important; consequently, the
definition of interesting has become
inextricably tied to the institutional-
ized power of architectural criticism.
Now, it is time for us to seek out
other forms of power. This requires
that we move beyond critique as the
only venue for producing knowledge
and value in architecture and become
more tolerant of a set of weaker,
fuzzier, more ambiguous modes

of attention, which are in fact incred-
ibly well suited to contemporary
architecture.

To be sure, we have heard
similar calls before, calls to expand
architectural discourse by advocating
different forms of pluralism. Most
notably, in their once iconoclastic
works which are now canon, Denise
Scott Brown and Robert Venturi



argued against the purity of mod-
ernism by discussing a wide range
of styles and forms that operated
against modernism and against each
other. In the 1990s Deborah Berke and
Steven Harris sought a “critical” posi-
tion around “everyday architecture.”
[5] More recently, Sarah Whiting and
Robert Somol sought to include the
cool ease of moody shapes in addi-
tion to the hot difficulty of indexical
form. [6] But these calls for pluralism
were still fairly exclusive, as they still
relied on interest (through different
models of criticism) as a primary
justification in their calls for expan-
sion. They justified looking outside
the established architectural dis-
course with the appeal, “Isn’t this
other stuff interesting too?” The
purpose of this book is not to
discount the pluralistic ambitions

of Complexity and Contradiction,
Learning From Las Vegas, Everyday
Architecture, or more recent
“post-critical” texts. Instead, this
book argues that we can be even
more pluralistic by acknowledging
those things around us about which
we do not at first feel so strongly.
What about the stuff we don't know
if we want to argue for or against?
To acknowledge those kinds of feel-
ings and those kinds of things is to
acknowledge the power of interest,
the limitations of criticism, and

the shortcomings of over fifty years
of architectural discourse.

Aspects of Interest

| have no idea when I first heard the
word “interesting” used to describe
architecture, but | do remember when
| first became aware of it [7] and that
| subsequently became aware of its
ubiquity in architectural discourse. [8]
Once | was sensitized to it, “inter-
esting” was everywhere. | could not
escape it. Judging by the frequency
of its use, to walk into an architecture
school, to scroll through an architec-
ture blog, to scan the pages of
an architecture magazine, or to read
an architecture book is to be con-
fronted with a lot of interesting stuff.
And the more | looked around, the
more |l listened, and the more | read,
my attention to the “interesting”
grew into a curiosity about the word
itself. A search revealed that interest
has a long and complicated history.
[9] At first, | was lost in the face of its
lack of specificity and its presence
everywhere. The word showed up in a
diversity of contexts, and it was used
in a lot of different ways. | was sur-
prised to find it in essays and texts |
was very familiar with and considered
important but would never have asso-
ciated with the use of the term. [10]
| was surprised by all the different
ways it was defined and all the differ-
ent words with which it was placed
in opposition. | encountered interest
as the opposite of beauty, the
opposite of boredom, the opposite
of disinterest, and the opposite
of tedium, among others.

As my awareness of it grew,
the more suspicious | became of the
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word and the more | began to doubt
that it held any definite meaning.
Interest, it seemed, could be used
to support almost anything. There
seemed to be no consistency in what
people deemed interesting, no con-
sistent set of ideals or ethics, no ideas
or concepts, no awareness of scale,
and, consequently, no impact. It also
seemed to be used in contradictory
ways. Once, in the same sentence
and without awareness, someone
explained to me that one thing was
interesting because it was “smart”
and that he was interested in another
thing because it was “dumb.”

| share this last experience
because it encapsulates all my initial
frustrations with the topic of inter-
est—frustrations that, while vexing,
are also useful in formulating a list of
aspects of interest and the different
ways it is used to discuss architecture.
This list is not a definition of interest,
as it does not attempt to affix mean-
ing to a word. Rather, it describes how
interest is used tactically as a specific
method for critiquing and defending
architecture. [11]

1
With interest, the difference between
a subject’s feelings and an object’s
qualities doesn’t seem to matter
much. Colloquially, to call something
interesting is to express one’s own
interest in it, and vice versa. For
instance, “X is interesting” and “l am
interested in X” are practically inter-
changeable. The fluidity between
“interesting” and “interested in”
creates strange congruencies
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between subjective and objective
states, placing the term in a category
of words that can simultaneously
describe qualities in an object and
one’s feelings upon encountering

an object. Whether something is
interesting or someone is interested
often has the same effect; as a result,
people use the word with little or no
awareness of its precise definition.
This may seem like an obvious point,
but imagine someone describing
something as attractive and someone
describing feeling attraction and then
imagine those two statements mean-
ing the same thing. [12] In contrast

to interesting, which hardly discrimi-
nates between an object’s interesting
qualities and one’s own feelings of
interest about that object, describing
something as attractive and saying
you feel attraction suggest very dif-
ferent things. The former suggests a
universal objective quality, closer to
beauty, inherent to something and

to its position in the world. The lat-
ter suggests a subjective state with
personal implications, admitting the
bias of one’s own personal feelings
about something. Saying “X is attrac-
tive” has a very different effect than
saying “l am attracted to X.”

2
Interest is often empty of its own
specific content and usually requires
the presence of another quality.
Claiming something is interesting
is rarely enough; instead, interest
requires further justification and
evidence in support of an initial
intuition. In many cases, the term



interesting functions as a common
substrate for a specific form of con-
versation but does not provide any
specific content for that conversation.
For instance, when someone calls
something interesting, the natural
follow-up question is “why?” By con-
trast, when someone calls something
“beautiful,” a response would never
take the form of “why?” but rather “I
disagree that is beautiful” or “l agree,
it is beautiful.” As such, the judgment
that something is interesting might
be provoked by almost any quality,
even by contradictory qualities:

“this is smart” and “this is dumb”
both might follow “this is interest-
ing.” Its initial vagueness opens
conversations up to stronger and
more definitive arguments. As such,
interest often serves as a conduit

or medium between an initial atten-
tion to something and a stronger
aesthetic judgment. [13]

3
Interest never assumes a positive
or negative evaluation. As with the
“"smart”/“dumb” example, we might
just as easily find something interest-
ing because it is “bad” as we might
find something interesting because
it is “good.” How many times have
you watched something specifically
because you thought it was bad? We
do this every time we stare at a car
accident, watch a video clip of some-
one singing poorly, or laugh at a movie
for reasons other than its intended
humor. Because interest does not
resolve itself so quickly and predict-
ably into stronger positive or stronger

negative categories, it can allow for a
sustained pause or delay, extending
the time spent around an object as we
figure out how, exactly, we feel about
it. This open-endedness makes the
term weak when compared to other
forms of attention or judgment. By
initially avoiding stronger categories,
interest does not quickly align itself to
fixed positions that are loaded down
by historical and referential baggage.
As a result, interest may lead to unex-
pected, less explored areas of debate
and discussion.At first, | thought this
list of three aspects was unique to
interest as a form of attention, but
once | wrote it out | realized the list
describes, at least partially, other
terms that describe other modes of
attention—terms that are used with
similar frequency but with even less
awareness. Like interest, these terms
provide a transition from language to
convey specific meaning, to language
used tactically to construct different
structures and methods of attention.
Instead of applying solely to interest,
then, this list uses interest as a barom-
eter to contextualize a set of terms.
Interest is just one possibility within
a larger field of types of attention.

At first, | thought this list of three
aspects was unique to interest as

a form of attention, but once | wrote
it out | realized the list describes,

at least partially, other terms that
describe other modes of attention—
terms that are used with similar
frequency but with even less aware-
ness. Like interest, these terms
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provide a transition from language
used to convey specific meaning, to
language used tactically to construct
different structures and methods of
attention. Instead of applying solely
to interest, then, this list uses inter-
est as a barometer to contextualize a
set of terms. Those terms—boredom,
confusion, and comfort—reposition
interest as just one possibility within
a larger field of types of attention.

This book is an attempt to
describe these four terms and their
specific value to architecture through
the aspects | have laid out and the
issues they raise both in isolation and
when their weaknesses force them to
rub up against each other. As a result,
the structure and form of the book
also borrow heavily from the terms.
The chapter on boredom adopts a
structure inspired by my understand-
ing of forms of boredom. The chapter
on comfort uses a comfortable struc-
ture, while the chapter on confusion
adapts a form that might be a bit
confusing at times. This crossover
between form and content is intended
to highlight the ways these terms can
also be applied to discourse itself. The
book is, after all, a specific format for
presenting and digesting the architec-
ture defined by these terms.
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A Field of Attention

The field of attention contains terms
that share with interesting the three
aspects listed above but force atten-
tion in different ways. So, using
interesting as an initial barometer,
the field is constructed using two
different continuums to measure
and evaluate levels of interest. |
imagine these as two perpendicu-
lar axes which extend well beyond
interesting—in theory, infinitely—on
to alternative territories in the field.
First, interest implies a comparison
between things along a spectrum
from difference to sameness. To pro-
voke interest, something has to stand
out from a field of other things. We
are most often interested in things
that are different, and not interested
in things that are the same. Often
this is related to novelty, but not
always. Second, interest relates to
our ability to understand something;
it implies an axis of discernibility
versus ambiguity. Interesting things
are discernible; their opposites are
often ambiguous or difficult to spe-
cifically define. A coordinate system
to describe this field is charted along
the two axes defined by these contin-
uums.[14] The vertical axis represents
the space between difference and
sameness, while the horizontal axis
represents the space between dis-
cernibility and ambiguity. An initial
system would look like this: [15]



Different

Ambiguous

The two axes define a field with four
territories, each of which represents

a different category of attention. As
interesting requires both difference
and discernibility, it describes all
things provoking the types of feelings
that fall in the upper right quadrant.
That leaves three quadrants that might
each be described by a different term
that shares the characteristics of inter-
esting articulated above.

It turns out that the other three
quadrants can also be described by
terms which are used with great
frequency in discussing architecture.
Similarly to interesting, these words
typically serve as a precursor or segue
to another, stronger form of judgment

Discernible

and are therefore overlooked as modes
of attention in their own right. These
terms, which are the subject of this
book, are boring, confusing, and com-
forting. Like interesting, these terms
are often used as an opening line when
someone decides to give attention to

a specific aspect of architectural work.
Increasingly, it seems, these differ-

ent modes of attention are directed

to things which are not interesting
because they tend towards sameness
and familiarity (comforting) or differ-
ence and indiscernibility (confusing)

or a monotonous combination of both
(boring). Nevertheless, they still rely on
a structure and context similar to those
of interest pointed out above. Using
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these three words, the expanded field
of attention looks like this:

Different

Ambiguous

Now seems an appropriate time
to clarify what goes into this field of
attention. What do the four categories
of the field relate to? Is it a field of feel-
ings? Or a field of objects? The answer
is that it is both. Recall that one aspect
of this field is a level of ambiguity

toward subjective and objective states.

Just as interesting simultaneously
describes something about a subject’s
feelings and an object’s qualities, so
do boring, comforting, and confusing.
Thus, the field is a coordinate sys-
tem constructed around terms that
describe feelings, into which we
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Discernible

might place specific objects whose
qualities provoke those feelings to
different degrees along two axes.
Thinking in terms of a
coordinate system clarifies the
characteristics of and relation-
ships between these four modes of
attention. The axes describe hard
boundaries, so that an object cannot
be at the same time confusing and
comforting, or boring and interesting.
However, the two-dimensionality
of the system allows for objects to
provoke the same mode of attention
in quite different ways. For instance,



some objects might fall closer to one
axis than the other. The boringness of
an object that lies closer to the verti-
cal axis is understood to rely less on
its ambiguity and more on its same-
ness. Thus it is closer to comforting
than it is to confusing; one might
assume then that it would never be
confusing. However, as the coordi-
nate system relies both on subject
and object, perhaps the same object
might sometimes, for a different
subject, fall to the right of the vertical
axis, meaning that at that moment
the object would be comforting
rather than boring. If we follow the
mathematical analogy exactly, it
must be possible for a point to fall
exactly on the axis as well, meaning
that sometimes an object might not
fall neatly into one territory, creating
ambivalent conditions between, for
instance, boring and comforting. Or,
in the most intense instance, some-
thing might fall at the intersection
of both axes. Depending on how you
look at it, this is the most interesting
point, or the most boring, or the most
confusing, or the most comforting.
Or it is so neatly balanced that it is
none of those things; it provokes no
reaction at all—quite a feat in the face
of architecture critics.

That the most intense position
is the origin point is important as
it relates to the extent of this field.
Notice that | have placed the terms
rather close to the origin. This is
because the further attention gets
from the origin and from the other
three quadrants, the less related it
is to my initial observations, as it

occupies less and less ambiguous
territory. Because of their shared
proximity to the center of the
graph, there are bound to be inter-
sections, overlaps, and similarities
between each of the words and
objects they describe, particularly
if you ask different subjects. These
intersections and ambiguities are
unavoidable and useful. In fact it is
critical that some of the categories
are questionable and debatable; their
weakness is necessary to produce
deferral of judgment and an ongoing
conversation.

The overlaps underscore the
weakness of each of the terms.
Like the word interesting, boring,
comforting, and confusing are not
strong qualifiers. Once something
moves further from the origin, it
starts to become very interesting,
very boring, very comforting, or
very confusing, at which point there
is less to discuss. These extremes
often have the opposite effect
to the intensity of an origin point;
with less ambiguity between terms
and things, there is usually less to
discuss and less to articulate. In
these cases, judgments happen
faster as seemingly unimportant
details are overlooked or dismissed.
For that reason, | consider those
extreme positions to be outside the
field shown above. In this outside
territory, we can use different terms
to describe these extremes, in order
to differentiate them from the field.
Again, consider the example of
the interesting. While a mildly dif-
ferent and mildly discernible thing
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is interesting, a highly differentiated
and highly discernible thing produces
excitement. Exciting, like interesting,
has its own history. [16] Whereas
interest can go on and on, excite-
ment is quickly exhausted and often
replaced by a search for the next
even more exciting thing. Instead
of a productive friction between
a set of related but weakly opposi-
tional terms, excitement produces
only the search for more excitement.
The same goes for the other quad-
rants. Interest leads to excitement.
Confusion risks escaping to chaos.
Comfort can be reduced to laziness.
And boredom may lead to death.
These extremes represent the
nebulous boundaries of this book. It
might seem counter-intuitive to set
boundaries in order to expand a dis-
cussion. However, | am much more
interested in closely examining and
understanding infinitesimal
tendencies towards the intersections
of terms—and eventually towards
that elusive origin point—than |
am in expanding ever outward.
Consequently, this book uses the
dynamics between a set of related,
weakly oppositional terms to
enhance and expand the things we
talk about when we talk about archi-
tecture. By placing them so close to
each other, | hope to exploit their
weakness to explore how they might
encounter each other productively.
Throughout this book, | attempt to
make each term more articulate,
but also ultimately to accept and
embrace their ambiguity.

22

In Formal Terms

Until now, this discussion has not
been about architecture. Instead, |
have categorized and contextualized
a set of terms that describe differ-

ent types of attention that could be
directed at almost anything. From
this point forward, | will focus on
these terms and their more specific
relationship to architecture. To begin,
| will consider the different way each
term might describe a reaction to
something based on how its parts are
arranged in relation to the whole. This
strategy of coupling each term with

a formal description of part-to-whole
relationships is intended to establish
an initial connection between these
four terms and the modes of attention
they might provoke when we encoun-
ter architecture. | am not suggesting
that part-to-whole relationships are
the only way we might use these
terms to critique and describe archi-
tecture. Instead, part-to-whole
relationships represent a customary
set of assumptions and habits that
architects often use to start a con-
versation quickly and easily. | would
also point out that “part-to-whole”

is not limited to form and can readily
be extended to a diverse set of issues
in architecture including tectonics,
structure, technique, scale, and pro-
gram. However, part-to-whole has its
limitations, and there are, undoubt-
edly, applications of these terms that
do not require discussing architecture
in this way. Thus it is given that the
following part-to-whole descriptions
are limited in scope and not entirely



sufficient in application; | hope they
will provoke more conversations that
apply these terms in different ways
and with different sets of criteria.

As a starting point, a basic for-
mal description of each term:

Interesting architecture establishes
discernible part-to-whole relation-
ships through the composition of
new and/or differentiated parts. The
areas of attention are typically clear,
and the methods we use to discern
and describe them are known or
knowable. In its total composition,
the whole appears different from
other similar arrangements, and
while there may be some degree

of novelty, its origins or process or
"logic” is traceable. Interesting archi-
tecture never appears arbitrary and
is often described as “rigorous.” This
is the type of work that lends itself
to close reading. The following three
alternatives operate in a different
paradigm, something that has been
called “close attention.”[17]

Boring architecture is the opposite of
interesting architecture. Its parts are
monotonous, repetitive, and inex-
haustible in their limits. There is no
variation from part to part; it goes
on and on, so that its discernibil-

ity is limited by our abilities to stay
attentive. This internal monotony
forces attention to the periphery, to
the context, which it usually meets
abruptly, as if the parts seemed ready
to extend forever. The periphery or
boundary is indifferent to the inter-
nal repetition of parts and resists

focused attention. There is no awk-
wardness or surprise, only repetitive
and redundant familiarity between all
things, which reaffirms established
norms and expectations.

Comforting architecture is similar to
boring architecture. Its parts are famil-
iar, and they are arranged in familiar
ways to produce familiar wholes. All
formal relationships can be under-
stood through prior experience, as
they generally conform to everyday
situations and experiences. However,
unlike boring architecture, comfortable
architecture has higher tolerances,
creating looser arrangements of parts
which settle into more casual wholes.
This settling creates a soft periphery;
comforting architecture fits easily

into its context. The peripheries are
not abrupt, but seamless with their
surrounding environment such that

it is often difficult to understand
precisely the transition from one com-
fortable building to another or from a
comfortable building to its site. They
are surrounded by something like a
peripheral fuzz. This is not to say that
there aren’t hierarchies and transi-
tions; there are, but the delineation
between them is often blurred by their
more relaxed positions relative to each
other and to the world.

Confusing Architecture is the oppo-
site of comforting architecture. It
cannot be explained based on estab-
lished conventions. All attempts to
align or understand parts based on
expectations and commonly agreed-
upon standards are futile, as there is
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no discernible logic between parts
and whole or between parts and
other parts. While parts are different,
they are not always discrete. Parts
are blurry and inscrutable. Wholes
are awkward and strange. As such,
confusing architecture is difficult to
describe or discuss in known terms.
Its process isn’t legible or logical.
Confusing architecture is often felt
to be unconventional, arbitrary, and
without rigor.

The title of this book refers to
these last three categories of atten-
tion. They escape the clarity and
novelty in interesting things and
instead flush out forms of attention
that welcome the blur of boring, con-
fusing and comforting things.

Post-Construction
Documents [18]

Along with text, the book contains
images. These images are mostly
drawings and renderings of existing
buildings, but there is some other
stuff as well: mountains, dolmens,
the moon, etc. The buildings were
made by others but are represented
here in a set of images which | drew
and rendered. In order to make them,
| used publicly available information
but had limited or no contact with
anyone who was directly involved in
the design or execution of the work.

| did this for three reasons. First,
some of the projects have no critical
positioning, no clear histories,

no clear intention, and not a single
known architect or designer. Second,
the images in this book draw parallels
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across different things which evoke
the set of terms laid out above. While
these descriptions are meant as a
starting point and do not represent
an exhaustive account of all the ways
we might discuss architecture and
its relationship to boredom, confu-
sion, and comfort, these descriptions
are allied to a consistent method of
representation applied to the projects
presented in this book. To achieve
this level of consistency and even-
ness, | felt it necessary to apply a set
of graphic standards that would serve
as a common denominator for all
projects. Each project is represented
here using orthographic drawings
and a single rendered perspective.
Third, all the images take a polemi-
cal position through the method and
form of their re-presentation. | refer
here to a category of representation
called post-construction documents.
Under the umbrella term of
post-construction documents we
find various types of documentation:
as-built drawings, record draw-
ings, and measured drawings.[19]
All three types of post-construction
documentation differ with respect to
authorship and contractual respon-
sibility, but they share a similar
distance from the design process and
represent an ambition to document
something as it is, and nothing else.
These drawings operate outside
of the boundaries of early schematic
design visualizations, which must
function as rhetorical devices used
to convince clients or other project
stakeholders. They differ from forms
of representation produced in the



middle stages of a project’s develop-
ment that are subject to the needs
of various building systems and
details and are used to convince
officials of the building’s safety, code
compliance, and constructability.
And while some, like as-built draw-
ings, are often made on top of a set
of construction drawings, they do
not represent the architect’s conflicts
and struggles with the contractor,
client, and other end users in the
way a set of construction docu-
ments would. More than any other
form of architectural representation,
post-construction documents are
meant to represent a project without
bias. | do not mean to suggest that
they’re neutral. They are bound to
certain conventions, expectations,
and contractual obligations that
make neutrality impossible. Even so,
of all the forms of representation we
encounter in architecture, these doc-
uments get closest to a suggestion
of objectivity. These drawings aren’t
without judgment, but they are pro-
duced to represent all projects evenly
through an intentionally dull tone and
lack of hierarchy or specific focus.

In fact, we might say that they are
not interesting.

Unlike drawings produced
before the building, which are
loaded with the combined rhetoric
and politics of various members of
the design and construction pro-
cess, post-construction documents
must do the opposite. As documents
of a survey, they must possess a
“rhetoric of objectivity,” which has
been described as an “oscillation

between aestheticization and docu-
mentary survey.” [20] In this book,

| take this rhetoric one small step fur-
ther. Instead of an oscillation, these
images are a combination of the
documentary survey and its aesthet-
icization. By combining the existing
blank aesthetic of each project

with the blank rhetoric of “docu-
mentation,” this book extends the
conversation about its four central
terms to implicate the images

we make as much as the buildings
we design and the language we use
to describe it.

The idea of the “survey” includes
more than just a series of measure-
ments taken from the final built thing.
In the case of each building, because
| was not responsible for the design
or construction of the projects, | had
less information, less documentation
of the project before it was built, and
limited contact with those responsi-
ble for its execution and construction.
| contacted people and was able to
compile information and receive
image rights for some of the more
“well-known"” projects completed by
"well-known"” architects, but many
of my requests were ignored, or the
people responsible for specific build-
ings could not be located. For many
of the projects, | relied on books,
image searches, and other people’s
websites as part of my survey. Low-
res and blurry, these images were
often insufficient as a complete doc-
umentation of a project, making it
unclear whether actual details were
suppressed in the building or erased
by the JPEG’s compression algorithm.
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| take the position that this distinc-
tion is usually unimportant but that
it adds another layer to the blank-
ness of the projects represented in
this book. Not only are the buildings
blank; so are the images. Searching
for the precise location of each proj-
ect’s boredom, comfort, or confusion
(whether of the building or of its
image) forces us to look more closely
and focus attention in different ways
on the buildings, their images, and
the increasingly confusing relation-
ship between the two.

The Social Capacity
of Architecture

Lastly, | will admit, there is an absurd
component to the premise and gen-
eral orientation of this book. The
initial conceit is ridiculous at a cer-
tain level: asking that we force our
attention to things that we do not
feel strongly about or that we would
typically ignore, overlook, or avoid
might seem like a joke—a joke which
in its simplicity and obviousness is
easy to dismiss as frivolous or trivial
and not worth our time. | will just
point out that it is precisely this kind
of reaction which this book seeks

to combat. [21] Our instinct to turn
away from those things that do not
seem to warrant our attention is to
concede to established systems of
power in architecture and to refuse
to challenge some of the aesthetic
habits of critique embedded in our
contemporary debates. Indeed, those
debates work hard to exclude things
and people that do not subscribe to
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the habits and conventions of those
conversations. Please do not read
this book as an attempt at irony. The
speed with which irony works has
made it an attractive tool for some
architects as a way to make work
quickly. It has in turn been co-opted
by architectural institutions as a

label to condemn and dismiss just as
quickly all work that does not sub-
scribe to established conventions and
standards embedded in what they
deem interesting or “good” architec-
ture. Instead, | ask that we all dig in,
get closer, stare longer. To do so is to
expand architecture’s capacity to give
attention to things and people that
do not operate inside its increasingly
hermetic bubble.

By questioning this bubble and
the terms that help to define it, |
hope to expand the social capacity
of architecture. | do not mean the
social issues which pass through
architecture and attempt, in one
step, to solve larger “societal prob-
lems.” | believe architects have a
role to play in these issues, but | also
believe these applications run the
risk of narrowing architecture’s scope
while trivializing the scale of societal
problems. | also do not refer to the
social relations that lie within archi-
tecture. While this is a book about
the conversations architects have
about architectural work, it aims to
expand those conversations in search
of new audiences and new constit-
uencies for architecture. As such,
it is not focused on the disciplinary
micro-politics of architecture. Such
navel-gazing would only reinforce



the bubbles | want to burst. Instead,
| write here about the social rela-
tions of architecture. [22] What are
the structures and terms of architec-
tural critique? What are the forms of
work we critique? Who is responsi-
ble for the production of this work?
For whom is it produced? How is it
circulated and distributed? How is

it positioned? How is it received? To
what audience? How is architecture
more broadly and more collectively
understood? What are the terms of
those collective understandings?
How can we redefine those terms
inside and outside of architecture?
This book is part of an early, ongoing
attempt to address these questions,
to broaden the terms of architecture
and engage new audiences by better
understanding the motivation behind
the weak terms used within architec-
ture and imagining what words from
outside of architecture we might
import to make those judgments
more precise.

In 1936, Water Benjamin dis-
tinguished between two different
modes of attention in art. The first
describes the individual effort of a
concentrated “lover” or expert who
is absorbed by the work. The second
describes the collective effort of the
distracted “masses” who absorb the
work. Famously, architecture is the
type of art Benjamin associates with
absorption by a collective. [23] Guy
Debord, Jean Baudrilliard, and oth-
ers have expanded on these ideas in
subsequent years. [24] Most recently,
Beatriz Colomina doubled down
on Benjamin’s claim but defined

distraction as the predominant mode
of attention in contemporary cul-
ture—not just in art, but everywhere.
[25] However, the terms that most
closely align with distraction and
other “new forms of attention,” as
well as their subsequent aesthetic
categories, are rarely questioned or
discussed in depth inside of archi-
tecture, even though critics use the
words freely while buying time to
respond to work. In other words, the
terms that describe how architecture
is typically experienced rarely work
their way into architectural discourse,
at least not productively. This book
argues that expanding the terms of
our own debates to include and to
understand fully these other terms
will empower architecture to engage
more directly with larger audiences.
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BORING

In 1969 Denise Scott Brown wrote
about Los Angeles, “It's the same
even, open-ended system with mul-
tiple possibilities for the definition
and redefinition of focus depend-
ing on where you're at. Sometimes
the yellows shine brightest, some-
times the blues.” In the same
essay, she uses similar language

to describe Ed Ruscha’s documen-
tary-style photographs published
in Some Los Angeles Apartments
and Every Building on Sunset Strip.
She describes the “deadpan” look
of his photographs of Los Angeles
as “open-ended ... more recep-
tive ways of seeing.”[1] For Scott
Brown, Ruscha’s photographs were
important not just for their open-
ended style or their open-ended
subject matter, but for the permis-
sive mode of seeing implied by this
combination.

Ruscha was of course well
aware of combining sympathetic
content and style in his photographs.
Fellow photographer and art histo-
rian Jeff Wall has described Ruscha’s
efforts to make his photographs
appear “generic” as “rigorous.” Wall
enumerates a series of intentional
“mistakes” Ruscha makes in pursuit
of this effect, including “improper
relation of lenses to subject dis-
tances, insensitivity to time of day
and quality of light, excessively func-
tional cropping, with abrupt excisions
of peripheral objects, [and] lack of
attention to the specific character of

the moment being depicted.” Here,
Wall uses different words than Scott
Brown but describes a similar effort
to document something in a way that
is consistent with the thing itself and
the type of attention it commands,
fragmentary and fleeting. These are
mundane things photographed mun-
danely. According to Wall, Ruscha’s
willful conflation of style and content
strips the photographs of their status
as "Representations” and produces
an art object that is singularly “bor-
ing” in the eyes of the viewer. [2]

Scott Brown and Wall make
these observations in the course of
two very different arguments, which
are outside the scope of this book;
what is important here is their over-
lapping terminology in describing
Ruscha’s photographs. | have com-
piled a list of these terms, in the
interest of understanding what makes
an image or object “boring”[3]—and
ultimately to make my case about
the boring:

Open-ended
Generic

Lack of Attention
Amateur
Non-judgmental
Non-directional
Deadpan
Permissive
Ambiguous

Dull
Insignificant

Etc.

OCONOCThA,WN=

10
1"
12

In 1997, a few years after Wall
wrote on Ruscha, and more than
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twenty-five years after the publi-
cation of Ruscha’s books and Scott
Brown'’s article, Los Angeles-based
photographer Catherine Opie’s epon-
ymous show opened at the Museum
of Contemporary Art (MOCA), Los
Angeles.[4] In this show, Opie pre-
sented two series of photographs.
The first, a series of seven 16"x 41"
prints from her Mini-mall series,
invites comparison to Ruscha’s pho-
tographs. The subject matter and
setting are similar, and both pho-
tographers show their work in black
and white. Beyond that similarity,
however, their styles of presenta-
tion differ. First, Opie’s photographs
do not attempt to hide her skill as

a professional photographer. Her
photographs are well composed, per-
fectly framed, full-contrast images.
Instead of pairing the generic subject
matter with generic photographic
styling, as Ruscha does, Opie’s
mini-mall images lend dignity and
importance to their mundane sub-
ject matter. Her photographs draw

focused attention to the strange over-

laps and socio-cultural intersections
that occur in Los Angeles mini-malls.
These images are far from indiffer-
ent; instead they are sensitive to the
specific identities represented in

every sign on every building, however

mundane they may seem. Whereas
Ruscha’s photographs are shot from
many different viewing angles, Opie’s
mini-malls are almost always framed
as one-point perspectives, pulling
the viewer’s focus immediately to
the center of the image. Furthermore,
the mini-malls are photographed
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as wide-format panoramas, making
the perspective more inclusive as
she strains to capture as much infor-
mation as possible. In short, unlike
Ruscha, Opie photographs her seem-
ingly boring subjects in a way that
makes them more interesting to the
viewer.

Or so it would seem.

Freeways, the second series of
photos in the MOCA show, was com-
prised of forty platinum prints and
had quite a different effect. These
photographs are much smaller than
those in Mini-malls, measuring only
2-1/8" x 6-1/5". Unlike the Mini-malls,
these are soft and a little blurry.
Described as “silver prints,” they
refer back to an earlier style of pho-
tography. They seem to look back in
other ways too: their size and dimen-
sion evoke images in a car’s rear-view
mirror.[5]

In these photographs, Opie once
again captures mundane subject
matter, but this time in an anach-
ronistic style, complicating any
nostalgic notions one might have for
the heroism of freeways as symbols
of progress and American expansion.
Once she moves to the freeway, her
subject matter risks being too inter-
esting, as freeways teeter on the
edge of an infrastructural sublime, so
she prints these small—too small to
be mistaken as heroic. These images
are decidedly smaller than life with
the freeways cropped tight to pro-
duce an unconnected frayed edge of
chunky lines cut short by the photo-
graph. Here, in stark contrast to the
mini-malls, Opie suppresses scale,



decreases resolution, and tinges
everything with a static fuzz.

The fuzzy style of the pho-
tographs strips away the look of
“the new” (or “the interesting”)
and makes the photos appear more
vague. When combined with the
open-ended crop and frayed free-
ways ends, this antique look presents
us with something similar to Scott
Brown’s descriptions of Los Angeles
and Wall’s descriptions of Ruscha’s
photographs. And so it would
seem that we are back to where we
started: mundane things, photo-
graphed in mundane ways.

But Opie’s Freeways, with a
little help from her Mini-malls, do
more than that. Ruscha uses books to
display his photographs, forcing the
viewer to peruse them linearly. When
combined with titles that reveal their
precise geographic location, there are
a limited number of ways to connect
them. Every Building on the Sunset
Strip replicates the order of the build-
ings as a driver experiences them
moving down Sunset Boulevard;
Twenty-Six Gas Stations lists the
locations of the gas stations Ruscha
encountered as he traveled from
Los Angeles to Oklahoma; and he
uses the street address to title each
photograph in Some Los Angeles
Apartments. The open-ended, fuzzy
order that Denise Scott Brown men-
tions when referring to Los Angeles,
one that allows for shifts of focus
and the permissive connection of
different things, is severely limited in
the viewing of Ruscha’s photographs
because of the decisions he makes

1L

Installation view of
Focus Series: Catherine Opie,
October 5, 1997-February 8, 1998
at MOCA Grand Avenue.
Courtesy of the Museum of
Contemporary Art, Los Angeles.
Photo by Brian Forrest.

about how to display them. Instead
of permissive and blurry, Ruscha’s
book format and titling decisions are
strict and focused.

It is Opie who truly captures
the fragmentary, unfocused expe-
rience of Denise Scott Brown'’s Los
Angeles. The backward-looking view-
point of her Freeways makes them
strangely inaccessible to the viewer,
while their arrangement as a group
disrupts any linear understanding
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of the images. The photographs are
displayed in a single row, occasion-
ally interrupted by vertical columns
of three photographs or a 2x2 grid
of four photographs. This subtle
adjustment might be said to evoke
the intersections and interruptions
of transportation infrastructure—
but the grid of photographs does
not line up clearly with the ends of
the cropped freeways. Sometimes
the arrangement seems to suggest
connections between freeways in
adjacent photos, but more often than
not they don’t seem to point to any-
thing in particular, suggesting that
their order is arbitrary. Their titling
seems to reinforce their arbitrariness;
titled “Untitled #1,” “Untitled #2,”
and so on, they are almost impossi-
ble to locate geographically. We can
assume they are in Los Angeles, but
little else. The network the photo-
graphs create on the wall, with the
rows and intermittent columns and
grids, might refer back to how these
freeways are connected in the real
world—but it just as easily might not.
Adding to the confusion, the
Freeways are not displayed in the
order in which they are numbered.
The numbers might depict the order
in which they were taken, but prob-
ably not: Opie has already shown us
that she does not care for the order
of numbers. What’s more, across the
gallery, the Mini-malls on display in
the same room are titled using the
same convention. This creates the
odd situation of having two pieces
of art in the same gallery with the
same title. What relationships might
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we discover between Untitled #3 in
Freeways and Untitled #3 in Mini-
malls? And because Opie continues to
use this naming convention in subse-
quent series, the network of Untitled
#3 continues to grow, as does the
confusion.

As the number of Untitled #3s
grow and as Opie’s oeuvre expands,
she continues to reject a consistent
style. Whereas many artists, espe-
cially ones who work within a specific
medium, evolve slowly, letting stylis-
tic shifts occur gradually if at all,
Opie changes style from one series
to the next at an almost frenzied
rate. The juxtaposition of radically
different styles of photographs in
the MOCA show is evidence of a
career-long deliberate effort to reject
stylistic pigeonholing. Not only is
her style changing all the time, but
it changes in a decidedly non-pro-
gressive, non-linear fashion: these
changes cannot be charted to fabri-
cate a narrative of evolution.

In this sense, Opie’s career, as well
as her specific series, could be
described in the words Scott
Brown used for Los Angeles, as an
“open-ended system with multiple
possibilities for the definition and
redefinition of focus.”[6]

Opie’s freewheeling connections
between style and subject, between
adjacent photographs, between the
formal lines of non-neighboring free-
ways—all of these contradict the
linearity of Ruscha’s work and reflect
the type of attention available mid-
thought, as the mind jumps from
one association to the next in often



unpredictable ways. Like the unfil-
tered workings of the brain at any
given moment, Opie’s work, much
more so than Ruscha’s, is truly open-
ended, non-directional, permissive,
blurry, and extremely difficult to
bring into focus. While the discourse
about Ruscha provides a list of
descriptors | associate with the bor-
ing, Opie’s images to my mind more
fully achieve those characteristics
and, consequently, provide a strong
visual model for what the boring
might look like and how it works

as a mode of attention. To be clear:
it's not that her work doesn’t invite
thought—but it does very little to
guide or organize it and it works very
hard to resist immediacy and prevent
focus. In other words, Opie presents
us with an example that stands in
opposition to the spontaneous focus
of interest. It gives us a model for
something not interesting, something
that deliberately lacks focus, some-
thing closer to a willful blur.

My Own Boring Work

To begin to discuss what boring
looks and feels like in architecture,

| will talk about one of my own
projects. This is not because | think
my work represents an ideal in boring
architecture. In fact, there are many
aspects of the project I'm about to
present that fail to bore me. Rather,

| want to start with a story about

a gallery installation | did a few years
ago in the hope that beginning

with a description of my own work
as boring might lessen the negative

associations of describing the work

of others as boring. | also choose

to start with this story because

it includes all three of the modes

of attention that form the foundation

of this book: along with boredom,

comfort and confusion also come into

play. So, while this story is foremost

an exploration of boredom in archi-

tecture, it also illustrates the overlaps

and nebulous boundaries between

the three modes. This closeness is

what | refer to when | say willful blur.
But before | get ahead of myself,

I will introduce the project, which

| called ...And Pedestals.

Installation view of
...And Pedestals at SCI-Arc Gallery.
Photo by Joshua White.
Courtesy of SCI-Arc.

A Description
of the Installation

The gallery is a 24'-6” x 59’-2" rect-
angular space inside a much larger
rectangular space. It is bounded on
five sides by an east wall, a west wall,
a south wall, a north wall, and a floor.
The gallery has no ceiling; it is open
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to the space above, where a catwalk
allows people to look down into
the gallery. From the catwalk,
you can access a small room that
hangs above the south end of the
gallery. The space in the gallery under
this room serves as an entry thresh-
old to the rest of the gallery space.
The installation divided the
gallery across its short dimension
with a new wall. This new wall was
the same height as the underside
of the room above the south end of
the gallery. It ran parallel to the north
wall at a distance of 13’-2”, connecting
the east and west walls of the gallery
and creating two rooms out of one.
The room south of the wall was larger
than the room north of the wall. In
this larger room | placed wall-to-wall
carpeting from the edge of the new
wall to the threshold created by the
room above. | marked this threshold
with a metal edge between the carpet
floor on one side and the existing con-
crete floor on the other. On top of the
carpet | placed three large, truncated
cones. All three cones were the same
dimension. The bottom diameter was
12’-0". The top diameter was 6’-0".
The center of the top was shifted
1’-6"” off-center from the bottom. The
cones were all 3'-0” tall and made of
wood. They were all painted using
white paint supplied by the gallery.
There were six projectors hung from
the double-height ceiling above using
extruded aluminum struts. The struts
were secured to concrete joists on
one end and to small white boxes on
the other end. These boxes concealed
the projectors and were suspended
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10’-0” off the floor. The projectors pro-
jected animated bright light onto the
pedestals. They were cooled by ten
1’-8"” gray box fans that sat on top of
the east wall, spaced 4’-0” on-center.
Both the larger room and the smaller
room were painted white using paint
supplied by the gallery. The smaller
room was left mostly empty.

A Brief Explanation
of the Installation

The installation was completed

in the summer of 2013 at the SCI-Arc
Gallery in downtown Los Angeles.
From the images, the space looks
mostly empty except for the three
large truncated cones, which | called
“pedestals.” As | would soon dis-
cover, the project could be described
in many ways, but | understood it

as an attempt to reveal a series of
norms and expectations embedded in
the production of architecture instal-
lations. | am referring to the obvious
things, the objects and images that
are always part of any show, but also
to the other things—the things that
take up much of the labor, time, and
budget for an installation but remain
peripheral, and typically invisible,
when we start to address the content
of the show. These things include
posters, mailers, bios, headshots,
white paint, videos/trailers, websites,
social media “blasts,” skilled labor,
"volunteer” helpers, construction
schedules, specification manuals,
and all the other text-based descrip-
tions of the project. At the time,

it seemed to me that architecture



installations take on a series of
things, more and more things, whose
visibility and status as content might
be questioned.

In this project, each of these
things, each task, each document,
each text, each image, everything,
was viewed in isolation and stripped
bare of all content in an attempt to
reveal its latent form, structure, and
habits—in other words, its norms.
The gallery itself was painted white.
The floor was carpeted white. Three
empty white “pedestals” were placed
in the middle of the gallery. For the
promotional poster (a contractual
obligation by the host institution) a
piece of paper was folded three times,
creating a 2'x3’ grid. It was then pho-
tographed, and the photograph was
printed for the poster, which was also
a piece of paper folded in the exact
same way so that it could be mailed
for promotional purposes. Outlets,
vents, and other wall coverings were
added to the walls to enhance a set
of compositional concerns found
when drawing the interior elevations
of the gallery. Some of the new out-
lets and vents worked. Some did not.
Projectors projected moving images
of rotating white spheres into an
already bright white room. The fans
which cooled the projectors provided
a dull ambient sound that muted out-
side noise. The gallery’s track lights
were organized in a grid and pointed
down, lighting the gallery evenly,
never intentionally highlighting any
specific object.

As mentioned, | painted the
walls white. Not because | have an

affinity for white (I am more inter-
ested in gray), but because that’s
what the gallery mandated. At that
time, the gallery used a very par-
ticular brand of white paint they
called SCI-Arc White (I later found
out it was Sherwin William SW 6203,
Spare White, matte interior paint).
The gallery had been painted count-
less times before, at least once for
every installation, with this very
same paint. In an effort to reveal
some of the layers and layers of stuff
that previous installations had left
behind, | masked the gallery with
blue tape before adding another
layer of SCI-Arc White. The pattern
of the masking tape was inspired by
a set of dimension lines found in the
gallery’s as-built drawings. Like the
layers of white paint, these as-built
drawings represent the combined
changes to the gallery room that all
previous installations contributed to
the gallery. Subtle changes in outlets,
lighting tracks, bolt holes in the floor,
new metal trim around the doors,
pieces of extruded aluminum and
other metal struts, and various other
things that have been changed or
modified by previous installers had
all been meticulously added to these
continuously updated drawings after
the end of each show. Coupling the
accumulated layers of white paint on
the walls with the accumulated layers
of information in the as-built draw-
ings did two things. First, it allowed
me to acknowledge the ongoing and
inexhaustible limits of the architec-
tural space of the gallery, its always
overturning, always being between
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one “built” thing and the next.
Second, in a crude way, it allowed
me directly to inscribe aspects of
representation (the dimension lines
from a set of architectural drawings)
onto the gallery walls themselves,
inserting the documentation that is
typically unseen into the installation
and, to my mind, further blurring the
boundary between the real thing and
the represented thing.

Of course, once the masking
tape was removed, the painted lines
were barely visible. One layer of paint
is not very thick, and the difference
in tone and color between two lay-
ers of the same color paint, applied
three months apart, isn’t much. Yet,
when | looked closely, there were
small differences in tone and hue.
Whether the differences were the
result of three months of dirt or
subtle calibration differences in the
paint mixing machine or my own
wishful thinking—or a combination of
all three—is difficult to know. But like
the intended closeness between the
lines on the as-built drawings and the
painted lines, the closeness between
these two layers of paint produced a
blurriness and a consequent desire
to see something, even if you weren’t
totally sure there was anything to
see. Considered in its entirety, the
project was not an attempt to stray
from expectations or norms, but
rather an attempt to locate and pres-
ent (or represent) norms. The result
was a seemingly blank installation—
an installation that was somewhat
confused as it attempted to make
visible the things we do not typically
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see, but used methods of low satura-
tion and low contrast to bring them
closer together.[7]

The Installation
Opening

When it was complete and the gallery
hosted the opening, the reaction to
the work was not what | expected.
Sure, a few people offered a token
“Congratulations!” but most peo-

ple didn’t say much. They wandered
around the gallery looking at differ-
ent things, expecting that something
would eventually come into focus.

A few lingered, some left quickly.
Looking back, | can honestly say
most of them seemed bored. Those
who did say something pointed out
things they saw in the show. These
things ranged from compositional
issues, to details in the pedestals, to
the grain of the carpeting, to flecks of
blue paint in the floor, to smudges on
the painted white walls. There was
very little consistency in the things
they paid attention to. Some of the
things they pointed out were things |
intentionally “designed”; others were
not. | did not put flecks of blue paint
on the floor, for instance. Of the unin-
tended things, some | had previously
noticed, but most were new even

to me. Of the intended things, most
were small details, things I'd placed
there as part of a larger idea, but
rarely with the hope that they would
be pointed out by an attendee of the
opening. In almost all cases, whether
intentional or not, it would be diffi-
cult to describe any of these things as



individually interesting, and certainly
not in a way that would warrant

any lingering attention or conversa-
tion. After all, how interesting can a
slightly rotated electrical outlet be?
Yet, what did seem productive was
the deliberateness of the search itself.
The lack of a specific and obvious
focal point at first produced boredom,
but when combined with the context
of the gallery this boredom produced
an expectation that there must be
something here to see if you looked
hard enough, even if you didn’t know
exactly what it was you were look-
ing for. What followed was a series

of individual searches, a free-floating
and ongoing lingering with the expec-
tation that something, at some point,
would grab your attention.

The Installation
Photographs

The documentation of the search
brought on by the audience’s bored
reaction to the installation occurred in
a variety of ways, but is perhaps best
represented by the reaction of that key
member of any installation team,[8]
the installation photographer.[9]

The gallery hired the installation
photographer, and | had no input in
the staging or specific subject mat-
ter of the installation photographs.
This photographer has photographed
installations in this particular gallery
space numerous times; it is probably
safe to say he had photographed this
gallery more than a dozen times prior
to this show. After taking the instal-
lation shots, he remarked to me that

he had never photographed the space
in this way and that he was unsure
what parts of the room were part of
the installation and what parts were
not. Did you put the “CCTV"” sticker
there? And the security camera?
What about the fans? Were those
your light bulbs? Or the gallery’s?
Each of his photographs seemed to
be a question. He photographed all
the light switches and all the outlets;
he took close-ups of the light bulbs
and fans. When he asked me, | did
not respond directly, but he ended
up photographing a number of things
that were there before | did my instal-
lation. And as | write this book more
than three years after the installation
ended, many of those things remain
there today, along with other things
that | installed and never took out.

| tell this story of how the
installation bored the person who
is typically responsible for perform-
ing the final act of authorization
in any installation because of the
productive set of questions raised
in the context of disciplinarily spe-
cific boredom—the type of boredom
that occurs only when an audience
expects a certain degree of interest
or excitement and is then confronted
(repeatedly) by a situation that
fails to meet those expectations. In
the case of the photographer and
the dilemma he faced while trying
to document the installation, the
result is a strangely sufficient set
of photographs. It’s not that indi-
vidual photographs are particularly
“"good” or “interesting,” but as one
scrolls through the entire set of
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them, starting with photographs

of the whole space, then groups of
pedestals, then individual pedes-
tals, then detail shots of pedestals,
then blank walls with outlets, then
individual outlets, then light bulbs,
one feels the search brought on by
the photographer’s boredom. His
search reveals how we react and
respond to boring things. If interest
can be understood as a spontaneous
and discriminating focus toward a
specific thing,[10] the story of the
photographer describes an opposing
form of attention. Instead of imme-
diately zeroing in on something and
then unpacking or analyzing that
thing, the photographer, when forced
to point at something, enters into
something like what Denise Scott
Brown describes as “permissive” and
what Catherine Opie produces with
her Freeway Series, a deliberately
free-floating, open-ended, and unbi-
ased search. Here, the installation
photographer searches for things to
pay attention to, if only for a min-
ute—the amount of time it takes to
position and point the camera, frame
a view, focus the lens, and trigger
the shutter—before moving on to
the next thing. The resulting pho-
tographs are not particularly good
at documenting a single, discern-
ible object. In the case of this show
that would be impossible. Instead,

if there is something “good” about
the set of installation shots, it is that
we might find a representation of
boredom in its lack of coherence, its
lack of focus, and its lack of specific
moments of interest or excitement.
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However, these photographs
do not lack coherence or focus in the
way a “snapshot” might. In this way
they share more in common with
Opie’s Mini-malls and less in common
with Ed Rushca’s gas stations. Unlike
these installation photographs, snap-
shots are spontaneously taken and
create images that may lack compo-
sition and formality. They are often
out of focus and oddly cropped and
typically convey an amateurism [11]
that is reinforced by their informal
and humdrum subject matter.[12] In
contrast, the installation photographs
of ...And Pedestals are not sponta-
neous; they are professional, serious,
and deliberate. Each photograph is
well composed, perfectly framed, and
in focus. They are not oddly cropped
or tilted, and their subject matter
could not be defined as “every-
day.” Yes, they document “normal”
things, but normal [13] only in the
context of a gallery inside an archi-
tecture school. The extent of their
normality is confined to the narrow
and ultimately arbitrary boundaries
and norms of a specific discipline.
Further still, these photos stand in
stark contrast to “street photogra-
phy,” a particular type of snapshot
that documents individual moments
and non-sequiturs of “everyday life.”
By contrast, these installation pho-
tographs are best understood as a
set. Perversely, as a set, they can be
said to lack focus and to share simi-
larities with snapshots—not because
they are individually out of focus like
snapshots, but because there is no
particular way to look at them as a



set. There is no specific order, no lin-
ear narrative, no singular story to be
told. The installation’s lack of focus
is underscored by the fact that the
photos can be viewed in any num-
ber of arrangements, each of which
lends a different understanding to
the show. The photographs, like their
different readings, begin to blur when
you look at them together. The neb-
ulousness of the various connections
between the photographs in the set,
combined with the deliberate and
earnest nature of the photographer’s
search, describes the alternative form
of attention | term willful blur.

| admit willful blur is not a per-
fect term. | did not come upon it
through an experience of boredom,
nor did | coin it out of a genuine
desire to define boredom in a posi-
tive way. Instead, in the spirit of not
interesting, | defined it in opposition
to interest, as interest’s negative. If
interesting is spontaneous, not inter-
esting is willful; if interest is focused,
non-interest is blurry. Furthermore, if
interest’s sharp focus discriminates,
the fuzziness of non-interest blurs
and unites.[14] These components
may not define boredom perfectly,
but they do a good job of structur-
ing a way to think about boredom
and to define boredom as it relates
to architecture. That is to say, willful
blur does two things. First, it gives us
a way to make things that are with-
out interest, by intentionally making
them blurry, low contrast, dull, etc.
The gallery installation mentioned
above is an attempt at that. Second,
it gives us a way to look at things

that are not interesting, through an
intentionally unfocused, or blurry,
search. The installation photogra-
pher’s work is an example of that.

A Very Boring List

For a relatively new word, boredom
has received quite a bit of attention.
Of the three terms that make up the
not interesting content of this book,
boredom is the most studied, the
most written about, and the most
used. The paradoxical relationship
between boredom and people’s
sustained interest in boredom is
worth examining. At first glance,

this paradox is almost too obvious
to address and we might quickly
dismiss it as clever or ironic or
superficial and move on to the more
important aspects of the word and
its implications as part of the book.
But a second look at boredom’s obvi-
ous power to hold people’s interest
reveals a set of contradictions that
get to the heart of its importance. For
instance, there are not just a lot of
texts and ideas about boredom, but
also a great variety of texts and com-
peting ideas about boredom—what
it means, how it’s felt, what it looks
like, and how it might be useful or if
it’s useful at all.[15] Boredom’s flu-
idity of meaning is nothing new; its
historical narrative is also varied and
shifting. Boredom has multiple histo-
ries as well as multiple meanings.[16]
Perhaps this is what English literary
critic Patricia Meyer Spacks means
when she writes, “Boredom defies
narration.”[17]
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For these reasons, laying out
a perfectly logical and linear descrip-
tion of boredom in architecture
seems inappropriate and against the
spirit of the word. To pinpoint one
definition of boredom would be to
discriminate, to force into focus the
inherently nebulous, excluding many
of the tangents and non-sequiturs
afforded by boredom as a mode of
attention. Like the subtle shifts in
shades of white in the gallery instal-
lation, and like the free-floating
search by the installation photogra-

pher, which allowed him to document

almost anything without worrying
about representing a clear order or
linear sequence or logical relationship
found in the show, the form for a text
of boredom must represent its form
as a useful tool. So, in place

of an essay with an introduction and
a clear thesis statement followed by
a linear arrangement of connected
ideas that build on each other and
culminate in a conclusion, boredom
is presented here as a list of notes.
[18] Please do not mistake this list

of notes as lacking structure. These
notes have been edited and arranged,
and by the time this book is pub-
lished they will have been subjected
to the thoughts and ideas of dozens
of people. They are not random.

They are deliberate, constructed,

and intentional, but not in a way

that is meant to produce a specific
argument toward a specific, focused,
singular definition of one type of
boredom. Instead, these notes on
boredom are presented in the man-
ner of boredom itself. Deliberate, yes,
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but also free-floating and fuzzy. The
notes might add up to things; they
might mean things, different things
to different people. They sometimes
coalesce into coherent moments

of intensity between them, at times
even drifting into the structure of

a shallow outline. At other moments
the form of the notes takes cues
from the display of Catherine Opie’s
Freeway Series, slipping and/or
coalescing into a 2x2 grid or a row
of three notes placed next to each
other. This is done as a suggestion
but nothing more. As a part of a list,
each note stands loosely in relation
to what'’s around it but might just

as quickly drift and lose focus,
allowing some readers’ minds to
wander as they rearrange them

in their minds. The notes never need
add up to something more than just
a set of individual thoughts, each
experienced as an autonomous thing
before moving on to another thought
or idea. To present them in any other
way would be to discuss boredom

in a manner that lessens its impact
and its productive effects as a way
we give attention to things—lots and
lots of things.



001—Boredom can be interior and exterior.

This helps explain our own sustained interest

in boredom despite the obvious and immediate
contradiction between interest and boredom.
Something can be intrinsically boring, meaning its
content is boring. Yet, it might remain extrinsically
not boring, meaning the structures or phenomena
that surround the content might be of interest.

002—Formal relationships in boring architecture can be explained in terms
of their part-to-whole arrangement. As described in the first chapter, boring
architecture’s parts are monotonous, repetitive, and inexhaustible, with

no variation from part to part. In the face of such monotony of parts, the
viewer’s attention moves to the context. It is often the perimeter of a boring
building that first catches one’s eye.

003—Boredom is blurry because we 004—Boredom is blurry because

are seeing double (or triple or it is always in motion. Its multiple
quadruple or septuple). There is meanings are never fixed but always
not a single form of boredom; fluid, open-ended, and never stable
there are multiple boredoms. To over time. Indeed, boredom has

borrow a phrase, it is “semantically many histories that have already
permeable.”[19] Boredom has been been told.[21] These histories often
used to represent a wide variety vary with respect to origin, impact,
of subjective feelings and emotions. and meaning.[22]

The same could be said about

boring, which can denote multiple

objective features and qualities.[20]

005—Boring things are 006—Boring things 07—Sometimes boring
often blurry because are often blurry because things contradict

they are ambiguous and they blend into the themselves.

resist discernibility. background.

008—Two important forms of boredom have been
labeled the “Existential” and the “Everyday.”[23]
For the purposes of this list | have focused

on existential forms of boredom. When we speak
of the “everyday” we are more closely aligned

to a form of attention I call “comfort.” For more
on this, see the fourth chapter of this book.
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009—There is a blurry distinction 011—Walter Benjamin wrote, “We are
between boredom and the “boring.” bored when we do not know what
Boredom can be understood as the  we are waiting for.” This is likely

feeling of boredom, its subjective still true, but for the purposes of this
component. The “boring” can be book, | would rephrase it slightly.
understood as the qualities in things Boredom is the act of waiting when
that we find boring, its objective we do not know what we are waiting
component. However, as in the for—which is to say that boredom,
distinction between interest and as a mode of attention, requires
interesting discussed in the first deliberate action.[24]

chapter, the uncoupling of boredom'’s
subjective and objective components

is not so easy. To be bored with 010—There are two primary
something and to find something responses to boredom: avoidance
boring are often the same thing. and/or endurance.[25]

But not always.

012—Often, what we find interesting about boring architecture is not what
is there, but what is not there. What's missing? What could be added? What
are the minimal conditions of interest? Or boredom? Where is the threshold
between them?

013—Boredom describes a way objects receive
attention, as well as a way subjects construct
modes of attention. Boredom has at times been
dismissed as the opposite of interest and as the
opposite of attention, suggesting equivalency
between attention and interest. Alternately, one
might consider attention and interest as two
different things. In many ways, the distinction
between interest and attention is the point of this
book. We can give attention to things without
being interested in them. Boredom is the first
step in explaining this distinction.

014—As opposed to interest, which describes a spontaneous focus on
something, boredom is a form of free-floating attention that actively and
willfully resists a singular and biased focus on one thing. Interest is often
objective; the interested party differentiates things in order to understand
and gain knowledge about them. Boredom is often subjective; the bored
party pays attention to as many things as possible in an effort to encounter
new subjectivities and explore new creative and imaginative possibilities.[26]
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015—Interest is often the initiating mechanism for “criticality” and “close
reading.”[27] In close reading the focus is on particular things and parts of
things. Close reading unpacks structures and hierarchies to “see things that
cannot be seen” by reading into things.[28] Somewhat paradoxically, close
reading often requires a degree of critical distance from things in an effort to
attain a level of objectivity. By contrast, boredom aligns more closely with
“projection” and “close attention.”[29] It forces attention out and onto many
things, instead of into and through a single thing. It is projective rather than
critical.[30] Boredom, through close attention, does not unpack things or dig
into things as much as it projects new possibilities and sensibilities onto things.

016—We give attention to interesting 017—We give attention to boring
things when we want to understand things when we want to understand
them better. ourselves better.

018— Boredom is a deliberate act.

019—What leads to boredom? Boredom occurs when the expectation

for interest is not met. This raises questions about audience and intent. For
boredom to be intentional, an author of a “boring” work must first understand
and anticipate her audience and then construct her work such that it does not
meet her audience’s expectations.[31] In this book, whether or not a work is
intentionally boring is not important. Boringness can be productive as a mode
of attention whether the author intended it or not. However, it is crucial to
note that boredom can be the intentional outcome of a particular work.

020—The following statements are 021—Some questions to ask upon
strongly worded. | do not think these encountering a boring work:

statements are always true, but it A Did the author intend the work

occurs to me that it’s sometimes to be boring?

productive for architects to think of B What does this say about

the distinction between interest and the audience?

boredom in the following ways: C What expectations did the

A Interest results in research. audience have?
Boredom results in a search. D Which of those expectations

B Interest tends to be objective. can be linked to their interest
Boredom tends to be (as opposed to other
subjective. categories of expectations

C Interest results in scholarly that are discussed in
work. Boredom results in subsequent chapters)?
creative work. E What qualities might be

attached to those
expectations?
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022— Finding new
interest in a boring
work should not be
confused with finding
interest in nearby
sources. Responding to
boredom by avoiding it,
by turning to something
else, is just changing
the subject. Boredom

is creative only when
one confronts and then
endures the subjective
limits of a boring
experience by actively
working to create
interest inside the work
itself.[32]

026—Boring is associated with

boring.

027—What does boredom produce?
To answer this question, | will start
with a claim that has been made

by others that “no one wants to

be boring,” at least not creative
people. Creative people don’t usually
set out to make boring work. This
establishes a contract between

024— Some qualities of
boring things:

c Slow

d Redundant

e Repetitive

f Anachronistic
g Low-saturation
h Low-contrast
i Dull

j Monochrome
k Uniform

023—Some terms
that are often used
synonymously with

boring:

S Humdrum

t Mundane

u Ongoing

\' Monotonous

X Detached
y Deadpan

025—There is a

paradox embedded in
boredom. Properties

of boredom include
slowness, monotony,
and repetition. But
these qualities alone wiill
not usually lead to an
impression of boredom.
Only when these things
are combined with
excess do things become
boring. Boredom
happens when things
are too slow, or slow for
too long, for instance.

In fact, one could argue
that excess alone can
lead to boredom.

Nothing but too much of anything gets

028 —Because boring work requires
the audience to confront its own
creative (and subjective) limits,

in some ways boredom displaces
authorship. It asks that viewers do
more work in constructing their
individual experiences, implicating
the audience in the success or

creative people and their audiences,
promising that every creative act
contains a good faith effort to make
something interesting. However, if
this is not met, whether by intention
or not, this contract might be
reversed, placing the creative act in
the hands of the audience.

failure of the work. It also forces the
viewer to deal with basic struggles
that usually reside in the realm of
the “author”: struggles like “where
to begin,” or the terror when
confronted with “the blank page.”

029—Boredom is blurry because its many productive effects work interchange-
ably between author and audience. Put bluntly, it blurs author and audience.
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030—One conclusion we might reach is that
boredom befalls people when they confront
something that supplies form but works hard to
remove all content. It provides a blank(er) substrate
onto which viewers are asked to confront their
own subjective limits and then might project their
own creative interests and ideas.[33]

031—Boredom equates to the absence of meaning. By “meaning,” | mean
significance (in an object) and purpose (in a subject).

032—Architecture is boring when nothing seems
to happen but something might actually be
happening.[34] This description could be used for
many aspects of architecture in formal, social,
political, tectonic, and programmatic terms.

For instance, “Nothing seems to be happening
programmatically” describes a building that is
programmatically boring. This way of thinking
opens up possibilities for viewing architecture as
more than an exciting novelty, instead implicating
it in a much more complex network of forms of
experience and experiences of forms.

032—

033—Boring architecture has much in common with minimalist art. This
might have something to do with the accusation that minimalist art is
“theatrical.” Like architecture, it too requires an audience to complete

the work and cannot be understood as just the “work, itself.”[35] Boring
architecture is rarely about the work itself. Whether it shifts focus to the
periphery, allows the beholder to encounter his or her subjective limits, or
forces a change of subject altogether, boring architecture rarely allows for a
fixed focus on a single thing at a single moment. Unlike a lot of interesting
art, architecture doesn’t exist in a single frame, as a single thing. Its
representation, image, and physicality are never compressed into one object
immediately consumable in a single spontaneous moment. These things are
always different. Unlike painting, whose integrity allows it to remain about
the work itself, architecture is in a constant state of dispersal and projection
between its various objects and subjects. Boring architecture does a good
job of making us aware of these facts.
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035—Sometimes things
are just bad. Bad is not
the same as boring. We
experience this every
time we find something
interesting because it
is bad. A car crash, for
instance, is not boring,
but it’s usually bad.

036—Some have argued that boredom isn’t a quality or affect of architecture,
but that it rests solely in the realm of a subject’s feelings or emotions as he
or she struggles to find a work of architecture interesting.[36] | disagree with
this. | think there are qualities in architectural objects that can be described
as boring. However, these qualities are not universal. Boredom is not a phe-
nomenology. It does not make universal claims about individual experiences.
Like interest, it combines subjective and objective states. In much the same
way that it produces a free-floating and wandering subject, it also produces
architecture that might be described and defined using similar terms. Boring
architecture is contingent and mercurial, wandering and blurry.

037— ...
038—A lot of architecture that we 38—Boring architecture usually
find boring is just old. However, involves a repetition of parts and is
boring architecture is not old in the full of unchanging patterns at a mul-
way that some architecture is old titude of scales. These scales can be
and familiar (I call that comforting). formal but they can just as easily be
Instead, boring old architecture is experiential and temporal.[37]

usually something that we have not
yet come to understand. This helps 38—Just as an interesting building
explain why, for instance, when we might be experienced through curios-

look back, as we often do, boring ity, suspense, and surprise, a boring
buildings can become interesting. building is often experienced through
Just as the definition of boredom indifference, sedation, and routine.

changes, the canon of boring objects

039—The temporal component to boredom in
architecture engages duration through slowness.
However, boring architecture is deliberately
non-hierarchal, and while it accommodates
routine, there is not a single prescribed order to
how boring architecture is experienced.
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040—But still, the ultimate expression of boredom, “this is interesting
because it is boring,” cannot be avoided. Perhaps, with these notes in mind
and in the spirit of this book, the best we can hope for is the inverse: that we
might find things boring because they are interesting.
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CONFUSING

To continue, consider these
two images:

The Cornell Box, As published by Gary W. Meyer, et al,
“An Experimental Evaluation of Computer Graphics Imagery,”
in ACM Transactions on Graphics 5, no. 1 (1986): 48.

These are images of the Cornell Box, or
rather of two different representations
of two different models of the Cornell

Box: a pho-
Some Slightly tograph of
Confusing Notes a physical
model con-
As in the other chapters, structed out
the form of the notes in of plywood
this chapter is intended and paint
to reinforce the content. (left) and a
The notes in the Boring rendering
chapter take the form of of a digi-
an exhausting list, while tal model
in the Comforting chap- comprised
ter they take the form of of zeros and
an informal outline. The ones (right).

These models were built in a closet and
in a computer, respectively, in the early
1980s in the computer science depart-
ment at Cornell University, where
they were used to test early render-
ing algorithms. They were compared
side-by-side as one of the first tests of
photography versus rendering, in the
interest of making what we now casu-
ally call “photo-realistic rendering.”[1]
As you look at these two images,
they may at first appear the same.
This is, of course, the point. They have
been carefully designed and con-
structed to look as similar as possible.
As a result, if we compare them based
on familiar art historical forms of
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analysis, there is not much to discuss.
They both depict the inside of a box.
In both images, the left interior face
of this box is red, the right interior
face is blue, and the remaining three
faces are some shade of white. Inside
the box are two smaller boxes. The

left one is
notes in this chapter a cube; the
can best be described right one
as margin notes. | chose is taller
this format because and more
confusion often puts the oblong.
most pressure on the Both boxes
margins. The periph- have the
eral structures that same
support the events of square
everyday life are often dimensions
noticed only when they in plan and
fail. Here the margi- are rotated
nalia, which typically askew to
contains asides, indi- the sides
vidual thoughts, and of the
references to support larger box.
the main body of the The cube
text, instead contains appears to
much (but not all) of be rotated
the text’s main con- approxi-
tent. This balance mately 30
creates a back-and-forth degrees
reading, constantly and sits
shifting attention slightly in
between texts, like the front of
side-by-side visual com- the taller
parison of the Cornell box, which
Box described in the appears
main text of the chapter. to be
Thus the structure of rotated a
this chapter is meant to little more,
destabilize traditional maybe
notions of the conven- 35 or 40
tions and hierarchy of degrees.
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In short, the objects in the images
have apparently indistinguishable
massing, form, overall structure, and
shape. Even above and beyond these
similarities, the images themselves
appear very like each other.

But as you might have noticed,
there are some differences. These
appear subtle at first, but the lon-
ger you look—the more your vision
blurs as you scan from one image
to the other and back, looking for
something, anything, to be of inter-
est—you eventually see the shifts
and differences in tone and color
between the two images. It would
be hard to pinpoint where, exactly,
this happens, where the differences
begin or end. There is no sharp
transition. But as your eyes adjust,
you notice that the blue in the right
image is darker, yet the shadow cast
on the blue wall from the taller of
the two interior boxes is not quite as
well defined. This seems to be the
case for all the shadows: the ones
in the left image appear to be a lit-
tle bit lighter but a little crisper, a
little sharper. The comparative dark-
ness of the right image creates the
illusion of a black ring surrounding
the whole view. This gives the right
image the appearance of a vignette.
The left image does not share this
feature. Instead, the lack of dark-
ness in the left image makes the left
face of the left cube appear to glow
red. The corresponding cube face in
the right image is more subdued; it
doesn’t glow as much. The back face
of the cube in the right image glows
a warm yellow, bounded by the dark



shadows in each of the corners, but we are unsure how exactly we are
while the back face of the cube in the supposed to look. I call this mode of
left image appears to have almost attention confusion. Confusion shares
no color, blown out under the inten- the deliberate vagueness, or willful
sity of the light source above. If you blur, of those other two alternatives to
look closely enough, this intensity interest presented in this book: bore-
in the left image seems to overtake = dom and comfort.

the upper left corner

of the taller box. There text by drawing the but they are something
are many such differ- margins towards the else too. Sometimes
ences between these center and pushing the they are more like a
two images. No single  center slightly aside. Of list, sometimes more
one is particularly clear course, there is a limit like an outline, some-
or attention-grabbing.  to what you can do with times more like an
Finding, describing, the traditional struc- essay; this lack of clear
and discussing these ture of a book when identity illustrates the
differences requires working with publishers fluidity and blurriness of
a purposeful mode of and graphic designers. confusion.

attention which most After all, my intent is You will notice

of us probably don’t not to push so hard on that this chapter, like
engage on a daily basis. the conventions that all the chapters, still

In other words, the they break and the book has endnotes. The con-
Cornell Box is not inter- devolves into a chaotic fusing marginalia do
esting. The images resist pile of words that mean not replace them; in
the spontaneous focus nothing. Instead, in this fact, they use them too.
on individual features book these margins The result is a chapter
that we use to differen- have been stretched to  with two separate but
tiate interesting things.  create varying widths of related texts that can be
Because of the construct parallel columns. This read together or enjoyed
of image comparison, makes the book easier independently but that
we know we should look to print—something that both share the same set
for differences between cannot be overlooked of notes. This allows

the two pictures, but the when one is trying to for the somewhat con-
apparent closeness of the get a book contract— fusing possibility that a
images makes it difficult but it also helps to reader of one text will
to discern the threshold suppress the suprem- encounter a note count

between sameness and acy of the main body of that will jump from 1
difference. As a result, the text. Stretching the to 3 to 6, while a reader

the Cornell Box creates  margins to the width of the parallel text will
a situation in which we  of a page confuses the = encounter notes 2, 4,
know we are supposed  status of the notes: and 5, for example—
to look for something they are marginal notes unsettling the most
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When considering boredom,
comfort, and confusion as differ-
ent forms of a similar thing, the
one-dimensional spectrum between
spontaneous focus and willful blur
quickly becomes insufficient. As
explained previously, the term willful
blur is an initial reaction to spon-
taneous focus and is defined by
negation: it is not interesting. As a
reaction, not interesting is useful as

basic expectation of the
order of numbers as one
counts up.[2]

Some
Confusing
Forms

of Confusion

Confusion is a type of
instability brought on

by situations that resist
everyday habits and
expectations.[3] As these
notes indicate, there are
many different forms

of confusion, but most,

if not all, forms rely on
the failure to meet an
expectation based upon
conventions. We can
understand conventions
as social contracts to
which we collectively
subscribe as a way

to solve problems of
coordination.[4] When
conventions are adjusted
we often end up
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confused. As such, it is
impossible to talk about
confusion in architecture
without discussing its
social components. As
mentioned in the first
chapter of the book,
there are at least three
forms of the “social” in
architecture. Here again,
| refer to the social rela-
tions of architecture. In
a sense, confusion in
architecture is a disrup-
tion of the of—which

is to say confusion is
often a disturbance in
the architectural conven-
tions that help structure
and support architecture
in all its different forms.

1 A Coordinated
Confusion

I'll start with a dumb
example. Let’s say | make
a drawing of a room.
Confusion between

a catch-all for the terms that are the
focus of this book, but we can also
define the terms against each other to
understand them as more than simple
acts of negation and, in some cases,
as something new.

Of the three alternatives to
interest, confusion is the most likely
to result in something new. Unlike
comfort and boredom, confusion
requires a degree of difference and

novelty. On the coordi-
nate system presented
in the introduction to
this book as the “field
of attention,” confusion
and comfort are placed
in opposing quadrants,
meeting each other only
at the origin. Confusion
shares the characteristic
of ambiguity with bore-
dom, which it meets
along the axis of (in)
discernibility. Confusion
differs from boredom
in its relationship to
sameness and differ-
ence. Unlike boredom,
which relies on simi-
larity to produce even,
similar, non-hierarchical
effects, confusion relies
on difference to produce
unfamiliar and often
new effects.

Confusion and
interest both share
the search for novelty
through difference.
Interest entails differ-
entiating things in an



attempt to understand
them and learn more
about them. For this rea-
son, we often use this
word when we want to
be “critical”—not in the
sense of strictly nega-
tive judgment, but in the
sense of trying better to
understand something
through description
and explanation.[5]
That is to say, interest
is epistemic. Confusion
is similar: we feel con-
fused when we expect
difference and novelty
but cannot immediately
locate the expected
differences. Instead of
spontaneously found
differences, the dif-
ferences we find with
confusion are often
vague or ambiguous.

In boredom, ambiguity
produces indifference;
in confusion, ambiguity
produces frustration,

as known terms, tech-
niques, and methods

of description and evaluation are
insufficient. If interest expands the

the drawing and the
room happens when

the two things are not
properly coordinated.

If the conventions we
associate with drawings
and rooms are not suffi-
ciently met, coordination
breaks down and confu-
sion results. Note that,
for this example to work,
we must know that we
are looking at a drawing
and that it represents a
room. If either of these
two conditions is not
met, we will experience
a total disconnect, some-
thing much stronger
than the mild frustration
brought on by confu-
sion. Like all the terms
of the book, confusion is
a weak term. It does not
result in a total break-
down. Instead, confusion
stems from more subtle
agitations and distur-
bances. We must expect

limits of knowledge by focusing on

the “thing itself,”[6] confusion con-
tributes to knowledge by testing the
terms, techniques, and methods we
use when trying to focus on things.
In this way, it puts pressure on the
conventions and other structures of
understanding that exist between

object and subject.[7]

the room and the draw-
ing to be related, but the
representational conven-
tions associated with
that expectation must
not be fully realized.
These representational
conventions are arbi-
trary social constructs:
at some point architects
collectively chose to

use them as a conve-
nient way to exchange
and discuss information
with others.[8]

2 The Real
Confusion

Confusion in architec-
ture occurs not only
when the coordination
between represented
and representation
breaks down, but also
when represented

and representation

are insufficiently dis-
tinct from one another.

Two Models,
Two Images

As we've established, the Cornell Box
is not interesting.[9] As an object or
composition of objects, it’s not much
to look at: the interior of a well-lit,
multi-colored box with two smaller
boxes inside. As an image, one might
even call it boring. However, when

two of these images are presented
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together in a conventional side-by-
side comparison, the viewer is likely
unable to ignore certain expecta-
tions and impulses. This oppositional
setup references a method of art
historical analysis familiar to many
from art and architecture history
classes, but in those cases the two
images are usually significantly
different from each other. Outside
of art history—for instance in sci-
entific research papers, medical

Increasingly, the dis-
tinction between “real”
and “represented” is
intentionally blurred.
Forays into virtual and
augmented reality, for
instance, exploit this
confusion as to what is
“reality.” Further, some
have claimed that we
are no longer in a world
of representation, but
rather one of presen-
tation, where all forms
of communication in
architecture operate in
real-time or near real-
time.[10] Whatever the
cause, the rise of ambi-
guity in architecture
(and other disciplines)
produces increasing
fluidity among things
that were convention-
ally distinct and stable.
American art critic and
sometime curator Bob
Colacello has even
dubbed our current
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situation “The Age of
Ambiguity.”[11]

| have no idea if
this is truly an “Age,”
but one result (or per-
haps cause) of the
intrusion of represen-
tation into the real
and vice versa may be
the call for the end of
abstraction.[12] The con-
ventional steps taken
to remove our repre-
sentations from reality
have typically involved a
series of moves drawing
representations away
from the represented. In
almost all cases these
steps involve the intro-
duction of different
degrees of abstraction,
often steps of transla-
tion from 3D object to
2D surface. About this,
Bruno Latour writes, “In
the debates around per-
ception, what is always
forgotten is this simple

diagnoses, or forensic tests—side-
by-side comparisons typically pair
two mostly alike images in order

to highlight at least one significant
difference, which is usually a point
of interest. Yet another genre of side-
by-side comparison, the “Spot the
Difference” games found in children’s
books and celebrity gossip maga-
zines may be frustrating, but they
are ultimately not confusing, as the
differences are discrete and finite,

with a given number.
At some point, the
differences are defin-
itively spotted. The
instincts derived from
these familiar types of
comparison do not work
to analyze the Cornell
Box, and it is this dis-
juncture—and the new
layers of techniques
and processes of com-
parison that arise as a
consequence—which
produces confusion.
When we look
at the Cornell Box test,
we are not looking at
two different boxes.
Instead we are looking
at two different images
of two different models
of one box, one digital
and one physical. But
one can never actually
see a digital model.
This means comparing
the two models is
actually impossible,
as at least one of them



doesn’t exist. We must render them
into two comparable impressions by
projecting each of them onto a two-
dimensional surface. In the case of
the Cornell Box, the computer scien-
tists used a camera lens and a screen
to make the two models appear
more similar than the models them-
selves really are. The steps taken to
make two similar images, each made
from two different models, are often
strange and counter-intuitive.

1 The Photographic Image,
The Plywood Box

Instead of photographing a model
and working backwards to create a
rendering that looked like the pho-
tograph—what we usually do when
we set out to make a “photo-realistic
rendering”—the physical model of the

Cornell Box
drift from watching was con-
confusing three- structed
dimensional objects, to to take on
inspecting two-dimen- qualities
sional images which found in the
have been made less rendering
confusing.”[13] One when it
could argue that we are was pho-
currently in the process tographed.
of reversing that drift. In other
Instead of reduction and words, the
simplification through plywood
techniques of abstrac- model was
tion, which make clear constructed
and focused things so to make
that we can discrim- a “render-
inate, classify, and realistic
understand them, now photograph”
there is an increased as much as

the digital model was constructed
to make a “photo-realistic rendering.”
The basic steps of this backwards-
seeming process highlight some
of the biggest challenges.

First, the computer rendering
required a hermetically sealed box
in order to create a total “rendering
environment.”[14] This is not possible
for the plywood box, as there would
be no way to light it or to photograph
it. The solution was to build a box
around the box, to house the various
technologies. This big box allowed
for the creation of a dedicated hole in
the smaller box to position the cam-
era so the researchers could tune the
distance required to capture an image
that corresponded to the view angle
of the computer image. In addition,
the bigger box provided additional
space to place lamps behind the
smaller box to light the interior of the
scene with a diffuse source through
the invisible “wall” of the smaller box.

Second, the researchers had to
match the sheen and color of the per-
fectly diffuse rendering “materials”
produced by the computer. Selecting
a paint that looked like and reflected
like the rendering materials—both
the flat colors of the cubes and the
apparent material qualities of the
digital image, such as the liquid crys-
tal of a pixel—was necessary to make
the photographic image of the physi-
cal scene look like the digital image
of the digital model. In every case,
the process of constructing the
experiment to test the digital algo-
rithm matched reality to virtuality,
not the other way around.
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2 The Rendered Image,
The Digital Box

Although reality was matched to
the virtual in these tests, the Cornell
Box’s express purpose was to test
the virtual, including the rendered
image, the digital model, and the
specific rendering algorithm the Box
was designed to test: radiosity.
Radiosity and ray tracing are the
two primary processes used, either
together or separately, to make the

call “renderings” in architecture.
The easiest way to understand these
two processes is in contrast to one
another. Ray tracing is used to calcu-
late direct lighting and produces the
high-gloss, specular reflections and
focused details of shiny things. In
renderings made by ray tracing, the
shadows are dark and crisp and the
transitions of light as it casts across
surfaces appear sharp. Radiosity,

by contrast, produces the dull soft
bleed of indirect lighting as it dif-

computer-generated images we now fuses between and across surfaces.

suspicion of the order
imposed on the world
through abstraction
and a rising desire to
present, amplify, and
learn from the confusing
noise of the world.

| would argue for
a blurry middle ground
between these two
extremes. On the one
hand we have the move
toward abstraction;
on the other hand we
have a move toward
the amplification of
the noise of the world
than can be found in
images described as
“hyperreal.” To medi-
ate between these two
positions so seemingly
at odds with each
other, we might exam-
ine things that seem
initially to resist our
conventional systems
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of representation and
abstraction in archi-
tecture: things like
mountains, asteroids,
grassy clumps, trees,
and air. In doing so, we
force a loosening of the
tolerances between
the world itself and

the world as we see it
though architecture’s
conventional tools of
visualization. If abstrac-
tion is dead, perhaps
the confusing mid-

dle ground between
abstraction and the
world might be its
replacement.

3 A Confusing
Order

Perhaps the most fun-
damental concept in
architecture is Order.
As seen in the work of

As opposed to the
high-contrast, full-satu-
ration effects in images
produced by ray tracing,
where the focus of lens
and light is obvious
and immediate, radi-
osity produces a soft
blurriness on things—
and, more interestingly,
between things, as one
thing’s colors, qualities,
and attributes bleed
onto another thing, and
vice versa. This subtle
fluidity between objects
in an image generated
by radiosity makes
discerning the differ-
ences and transitions
between discrete things
in a scene more diffi-
cult. As a result, these
images can be slightly
more confusing to look
at and understand.

The differences
between these two



rendering algorithms are not just
aesthetic, but also technical. In ray
tracing, the process starts by project-
ing a ray from a single point; there is a
simulated “eye” and “focal point.” In
radiosity, there is no set point of view
(POV). There is no eye to orient and
nothing is explicitly pointed out; the
algorithm runs independent of any

specific way of looking
or seeing. In place of

a single point of view, it
starts from the assump-
tion of a theoretically
infinite number of points
on triangulated meshes
and calculates light as it
bounces between these
points, rendering each

in color. As opposed to
focused and clear, the
process is dispersed and
always a little blurry.

For these reasons, the
dispersal and diffusion
of indirect light sources
between objects in
radiosity renderings is
typically called “global.”
Whereas ray tracing
constructs a discrim-
inating image from a
singular POV, ray tracing
calculates a global, all-in-
clusive environment that
considers every element
in a scene and the rela-
tionships between all

of them as light bounces
from one object to
another and as colors
bleed between objects.

Claude Perrault and E.H.
Gombrich,[15] tolerance
is the intentional loos-
ening of order, where
order is understood

as an authoritative
arrangement of things
based on a repeatable
method or system.
Orders in architecture
occur everywhere,

from the canonical to
the mundane. In his
“Ordonnance for the Five
Kinds of Columns,”[16]
Perrault revealed the
arbitrariness found in
the classical orders and
exposed the subjective
basis of some deeply
rooted conventions.
More commonly, in
architecture we have

a prescribed order of
operations that describe
not only the nature of
our tasks but also the
sequence in which we
do them. This includes
things like the stan-
dards regulated by

the profession’s legal

This lack of focus rendered
by radiosity contributes to the
confusion evoked by the side-by-
side comparison of the Cornell Box
images. The details of construction
and calculation of these two models
and their images begin to suggest
an approach to confusion in architec-
ture—both how to make something

contracts: we start with
Concept Design, then
Design Development,
next Construction
Documents, and

finally Construction
Administration. A break-
down in this order leads
to coordination conflicts
between the concerned
parties—and possibly

to lawsuits. It’s no coin-
cidence that law is the
discipline most bounded
by conventions.

Beyond the classi-
cal and the legal, there
is an assumed order of
operation found in the
more mundane work of
architecture. The draw-
ing and model come
before the building,
the rendering is done
on top of the drawing,
the building comes
before the photograph,
and so on. The list of
expectations around
these everyday tasks
is endless and com-
pletely arbitrary, as are
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confusing and how to look at it. In
the case of the plywood box and
the photographic image, the count-
er-intuitive reversal of matching the
photograph to the digital standards
of renders frustrates expectations
about re-presentation. Instead of a
clear relationship between reference
and referent, with a linear sequence
of construction and evaluation, these
two models are held in simultane-
ous reference to each other, neither
one assuming a privileged posi-
tion over and before the other one.
Architecture is typically conceptual-
ized as a progression from concept
to design to detail to construction,
with each step building on the pre-
vious one and pointing toward the
next thing until the building is com-
plete. This model is often reiterated
in post-construction narratives of
the project, as well as in analysis by
third parties, although of course the
real story is never so simple or so
linear. The Cornell Box comparison

negates this model, forcing instead
a constant and ongoing oscillation
between things instead of priori-
tizing one thing. Paradoxically, this
oscillation is perhaps the clearest
case of willful blurring of start and
end point. The resulting confusion
forces questions instead of definitive
results or conclusions. Are we mak-
ing a photograph of a rendering? Or
a rendering of a photograph? What
is the model? What comes first?
Which model? Which image? Is the
distinction between photograph
and rendering even useful?

Mountains,
Galleries

Some of the questions raised by the
Cornell Box appear in two related
projects Anna Neimark and | have
done in recent years. As with projects
discussed in other chapters, these
projects are not given as ideal exam-
ples of confusing architecture. They

Installation view of Paranormal Panorama
at MAK Center Mackey Garage Top, Los Angeles. Photo by First Office.
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do, however, illustrate attempts
to deploy some of the ideas and tech-
niques mentioned above to make
architecture, using similar content and
contexts—a mountain and a gallery,
respectively—but to different ends.
The first project, entitled
Paranormal Panorama, was a show
at the MAK Center’s Mackey Garage
Top Gallery in Los Angeles, California.

The program was a
small screening room for
the film Cold Rehearsal
by Austrian video art-
ists Constanze Ruhm
and Christine Lang. |
will focus here on three
elements that worked
together to confuse
the viewer: the gallery
context, the screening
room design, and a large
mountain panorama
that spanned several
of the gallery’s walls.
The Mackey Garage
Top Gallery is a rect-
angular space perched
above a five-car garage
in the backyard of the
Mackey Apartments, a
building designed by
the Viennese architect
Rudolph Schindler. The
gallery consists of a
large open room, a small
kitchen, and a bath-
room. The exterior is
black, while the interior
walls are painted white.
A large sliding glass
wall opens along the

conventions. Assuming
we are comfortable with
a little confusion, one
way to test the stabil-
ity and strength of any
convention is to agitate
or rearrange its order.

4 A Context of
Confusion.

Along with order, con-
text has traditionally
been a primary concern
in architecture. Even
those architectural
projects which have
eschewed “site” have
situated themselves
within the project of
autonomy, which ulti-
mately became its own
context with its own
(internal) set of pres-
sures and constraints.
But the question of
where we locate a work
of architecture now is
even more confusing.
Beyond physical site,

side that faces the apartment build-
ing. When the glass wall is open,
the full space of the gallery is visible
from the apartment building and the
courtyard between the garage and
the apartments, giving the gallery
the appearance of a deep, framed
shadow box. Because of this large
expanse of glass, the gallery light
varies drastically over the course of

locating architecture in
its buildings, its draw-
ings, or even somewhere
between them along a
spectrum of translation
seems woefully inade-
quate considering the
diversity of things that
people point at and call
architecture these days.
The rapidly increasing
number of images, the
increasing number of
ways in which they are
made available, and

the increasing speed
with which they circu-
late mean that the vast
majority of things we
call architecture are con-
sumed through an image
of one kind or another.
Alongside the increase
in images, the digitiza-
tion of images has also
confused distinctions
between different tradi-
tional media: drawings,
renderings, diagrams,
photographs, models
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a day. The changing light is not con-
ducive to film projection, so we built
a box inside the gallery to house the
screening room. To distinguish this
box from the rest of the gallery, we
rotated it slightly with respect to the
gallery’s permanent walls.

The permanent walls performed
like the outer box of the plywood
Cornell Box with its one open face
permitting external light. Accordingly,
we treated the inside of the gallery
as a rendering environment and
painted a rendering of a mountain
on its inside walls. The mountain
was selected as the subject to render
because a mountain plays a central

because Anna and | had been work-
ing with mountains as forms for sev-
eral years. To make the image,

we started by making a computer-
generated radiosity rendering of

a large alpine landscape based on
Mount Tendre, the mountain in

the film. To make a rendering long
enough to span the length of the
room we used a technique called
slit-scanning. Slit-scanning seemed
appropriate because it requires
animation and uses each frame to
produce a single point of view. Each
viewpoint corresponds to a column
of pixels in the final image, aggregat-
ing columns as the image builds with

role in Ruhm and Lang'’s film and

...all might simply be
called images today.We
might take cues from the
capacity of images to
blur boundaries, through
shared formatting and
speed of circulation,
and use them as a met-
aphor for how context
operates in architecture
today. Instead of things
that are grounded in a
single physical context
and medium, context in
architecture today is

a much more confusing
proposition. Creating
vast and ever chang-
ing networks of things
and proximities that
have nothing to do with
geographic location.
We might just as easily
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move a mountain from
Los Angeles, CA, USA to
Sydney, NSW, Australia
using Skype and paint
as we change a drawing
from a vector file to a
raster one.

Because of this
capacity to blur bound-
aries through shared
formatting and speed
of circulation, the JPEG
is an appropriate met-
aphor for how context
operates in architecture
today. Things are no
longer grounded in a
single physical context
and medium, giving way
to vast and ever-chang-
ing networks of things
and proximities that
have nothing to do with

each added frame. The bigger the

image, the more frames
required, adding more
viewpoints, effectively
dispersing a single point
of view into hundreds
of points of view as the
image stretches across
the wall.[17] We initially
rendered this image at
a high resolution with
thousands of shifting
viewpoints, so that

it appeared as a series
of smooth continuous
gradients spanning

the image. However,

to execute the panorama
in the gallery we had

to convert millions of
discrete pixels from the
computer into five dis-
crete contours that
could be matched to
five different colors of



white paint. Like many galleries,

the MAK Center dictated that we use
white paint, so we assigned each of
these five different contours a base
white paint found at five different
paint stores around Los Angeles.

The various whites were different
enough to see shifts in tone between
them, but it was confusing at first to
discern one white from another and
to decide which whites were closer to
each other than to oth-
ers. However, after many
hours of staring at differ-
ent pairings of whites,
our eyes adjusted and
we decided on the basic
color relationships for
the painting. Despite the
discrete layers, the com-
bination of the original
radiosity rendering and
the closeness in tone of
the five paints produced
a blurry, soft image. 5
Aluminum conduit and
decorative molding, both
painted white, were
layered on top of the
image. Just as the paint-
ing turned corners and
spanned several walls

of the gallery, both tem-
porary and permanent,
these off-the-shelf build-
ing elements were also
installed continuously
around corners, helping
to embed the full length
of the image into the
gallery, confusing the
order of foreground and

geographic location.
Context is a much more
confusing proposition
than it has ever been
before. We might just
as easily move a moun-
tain from Los Angeles
to Sydney using Skype
and paint as we change
a drawing from a vector
file to a raster one.

Medium
Confusion

The task of medium
specificity is criticism.
Perhaps this is an inscru-
table comment, but |
believe it to be true.
Throughout this book,
criticism is defined
broadly as judgment,
but also as a test of the
limits of knowledge.
Medium specificity was
an attempt to reaffirm
an “area of competence”
and to expand the poten-
tial of the procedures

background, temporary and perma-
nent, substrate and application.
When viewed from the outside,
the gallery, the rotated screening
room box, the conduit, the molding,
and the subtly shifting hues of white
paint produced a single image as they
wrapped indifferently around the
gallery, never fully aligning with each
other. Just as the mountain painting
ignored the folds and corners of the

themselves.[18] After
modernism, various new
understandings of media
emerged: mixed-media,
multimedia, transmedia,
cross-media, post-
medium, to name a
few. Not all of these are
associated with visual
arts (or architecture);
some are more aligned
with journalism or
with storytelling, but
the stable relationship
between content and
form remains intact.
One could argue that
“post-medium” is really
an argument for conflat-
ing all artistic media into
a single medium, the
“art itself” or the archi-
tecture itself.[19]

| have always been
suspicious of medium-
based narratives about
architecture. Of course,
it’s true that architecture
uses different media and
that different architects
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walls, the conduit and molding did
not align to the painting. The elbow
pieces of the conduit and the mitered
joints of the molding also missed
each other and intentionally overran
the corners of the walls. By forc-

ing these things together and then
creating tension by loosening the tol-
erances between them, we produced
a slightly blurry background for Ruhm

understand them from any stable ref-
erence point or in any prescribed order.
Our intent was to blur the architecture
to the extent that it forced attention
off of itself and onto the things
in the gallery that were meant to be
the focus of the show - in this case,
the film and a handful of still images
from the film hung in the gallery.

In this we were somewhat

and Lang’s show.

Blurriness in this case can be
understood as the subtle loosening of
tolerances and misaligning of things
such that it becomes more difficult to

and forms of architecture
bias particular architec-
tural procedures—with
some architects prefer-
ring to work in models,
some preferring
drawings, some pre-
ferring renderings, and
some privileging “the
building.” In other cases
architects prefer to

work between media
and with a specific order
or process, always start-
ing with a sketch, then
building a model before
turning to drawing, for
instance. But the wide
range of ways of working
and of different things
that are called “architec-
ture” has always made
the idea of medium spec-
ificity difficult to apply

to architecture—and as a
result makes many of the
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successful. The odd details, rotated

post-modern reactions
to medium specificity
even less applicable. If
architecture was never
medium specific, how
could it claim a post-me-
dium condition? As such,
attempts to discuss
architecture through
these art historical terms
always seemed confus-
ing to me.

If this sounds
harsh, it's not meant
to be. Instead, | would
argue that the confusing
intersection of media
and architecture should
be embraced. If archi-
tecture has no specific
medium, then a critical
project through media
isn't possible. Instead,
the bad fit of media
and architecture should
be explored precisely

room, and subtle color shifts in
paint attracted attention at first.
As little novelties, they were clearly
willful acts of design. Unlike ...And

Pedestals, where no one
was sure what was part
of the architecture, in
Paranormal Panorama,
everyone was clear
about what we, the
architects, added to

the exhibition. However,
the lack of a coherent
order of process and
priorities and the blur-
ring of spatial sequences
seemed to frustrate
people, forcing them

to shift their focused
attention to other more
discernible things.

Peripheral Vision,
Peripheral
Structures

Paranormal Panorama
produced confusion in
other ways too. The few
people who did linger
on the architecture



were confronted with

a series of things that
seemed not to make
much sense. Vents and
registers were attached
to the walls but didn’t
connect to ducts. The
electrical conduit did
not connect in any log-
ical way: outlets were
connected to other
outlets and switches to
other switches. Outlets
were never connected
to switches, and
switches were never
connected to lights.
Our switches were
nonfunctional, unlike
the existing gallery
switches, but as some
visitors became more
comfortable interacting
with “fake” switches
they would unknow-
ingly stumble on a

because it cannot play
by any of the arbitrary
rules and grand narra-
tives of “purity” or their
opposites. No special
distinction should be
given to any single
medium or sequence

of media. For instance,
how does one make a
rendering of a mountain
like a model of a room?
Or how does one make
a model of a building
by diagramming a dol-
men?[20] Questions like
these arise among the
arbitrary distinctions
and confusing nature
of media in architecture
and suggest fluidity
among things as one
medium takes on the
qualities of another
medium and vice versa.

6 Confusing
Identities

Typically we are taught
history in architecture
through the narratives
of movements and
styles. | assume we

use the word “move-
ment” because it refers
to the active organiza-
tion of people towards
a collective cultural
agenda.[21] We take it
for granted that move-
ments move—forward it
seems. Movements are
stacked in a more or less
linear fashion, moving
forward until their nov-
elty runs out (when it
may turn into boredom),
the movement stops,
and another movement
replaces it. Along with

“real” switch. The intermittent flick-
ering of the lights told the story each
time someone had pushed their dis-
covery about the fake light switches
too far. As mentioned, the molding
did not always align with itself or
with the gaps it is typically used to
cover. In places this echoed the loose
tolerances found in typical wood
frame and drywall construction.

In each case, these peripheral
things resisted their expected func-
tion. As the things that support the
events of everyday life they are rarely
the objects of attention; we usually
only ever notice them when they fail.

By forcing their failure we created

a confusion that allowed visitors

to question their own expectations
surrounding the exhibition and the
conventions that created those
expectations. For some, it was the
automatic nature of switches and the
taboo of adjusting lighting in an art
gallery. For others it was the cheap,
temporary, and wasteful nature of
drywall construction in exhibition
design. For me, the most powerful
challenge was to the convention

of white paint in art galleries. The
strange blotchiness on the white
walls was the peripheral element
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that attracted the most attention and
generated the most conversation. Of
course, much has been written about
this tendency and the potential impli-
cations of this expectation of white in
galleries.[22] By showing that “base

white paint” is not a uniform stan-

dard, we revealed the arbitrariness
embedded inside one of the most uni-

versally held conventions. Each of the

base white paints from the different
stores was a different color. By plac-
ing them together we revealed this

movements we use
terms like “styles,”
“genres,”
and other aesthetic
packaging to describe
and classify work.

| know there is
some assumed hierar-
chy among these terms.
Perhaps some would
place styles inside of
larger movements, for

instance. | don't mean to

dismiss the usefulness
of categorization and
hierarchies. However,
what | find curious is
the lack of separation
and hierarchy and the
apparent evenness of
the terms in the every-
day lexicon of most
architects. “Modern”
usually means white
and boxy, as opposed
to a historical moment
that occurred some-
time in the early 20th
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sensibilities,”

century. Furthermore,
“modern” and “min-
imal” are sometimes
used interchangeably,
which is odd because,
historically speaking,
about twenty years

separate the movements

and styles associated
with each. Further still,
we now seem to be in
the midst of an ongoing
acceleration of terms
coined to classify and
discuss work—more and
more terms competing
to claim specific over-
lapping territories. One

could argue this happens

because there is more
work being produced
or maybe just more
formats to look at and
discuss the same work.
Either way, the sheer
number of movements,
styles, and genres that
make up contemporary

difference and exposed the deeply
subjective nature of something as
seemingly automatic as “base white”
and introduced color into the gallery
in a way that greatly confused and
irritated the gallery staff.

Deinstallation,
Reinstallation

As well as calling into question
assumptions about the material
practice of architecture, Paranormal

visual culture brings into
question the efficacy of
any system of classifi-
cation. How useful can
a system be if the terms
are typically misused
and the number of types
overwhelms anyone’s
ability to keep up?
Some wiill think
my position is
anti-historical or even
anti-intellectual, but it’s
not intended that way.
| understand the neces-
sity of such systems in
other disciplines, but
their effectiveness as
tools for architects is
limited. Instead, | think
we might embrace
the confusion that has
resulted in the slow
erosion of style as a way
to discuss architecture.
The soft blurry zone
between styles should
be embraced not just in



Panorama also raised
questions about issues
of discipline, author-
ship, and the confusing
status of architecture

as it creeps into an art
gallery. Despite our
effort to produce a back-
ground for Ruhm and
Lang’s show by using
the most conventional
materials in low con-
trast to each other, the
gallery billed the exhibi-
tion as a “collaboration.”
This confusion about
whose work was on
display was somewhat
uncomfortable for me.
We were hired to per-

form an architectural service to the
gallery and the artist; accordingly, we
fulfilled the brief we were given, to
prepare the gallery to display Ruhm
and Lang’s work. We had nothing to

the terms used, but also
in our own self-
consciousness about
what specific qualities
those terms describe.
Think of all the things
we might discover:
blurring the lines used
to identify and classify
will ultimately lead to
new aesthetic territory.
(There is nothing new
in this suggestion!) |
also suggest such a
conscious embrace to
frustrate those who
would indict the nov-
elty or importance of a
given work by applying

a damaging style label:
“that’s so post-modern,”
for instance. If we care
less about styles and
their value, these sorts
of critiques can be met
with a well-deserved
and intentional shrug.

7 Confusing
Authors

During a recent pre-
sentation, an unnamed
young architect
presented work by
describing all the dif-
ferent processes and
references used in

questions about responsibility for the
work, it also raises confusing ques-
tions about timing, scheduling, and
the organization of labor and finan-
cial responsibility for different tasks.

do with making the work on display,
the film; the mountain we painted
wasn’t even our mountain!
Throughout the process, the
distinction between architect and
client, architect and artist, gallerist
and artist, and gallerist and archi-
tect often felt jumbled and confused
when it came to the expectation and
delegation of tasks involved in put-
ting on the exhibition. This confusion
sometimes produced very real dis-
comfort. In particular, the relationship
between gallerist and architect was
legally challenged when the time
came to deinstall the show. While the
issue of authorship raises interesting

Suffice it to say that the confusion
created by deinstallation blurred cre-
ative and contractual roles and made
us question our own understanding
of the role of the architect.

In the years since Ruhm’s exhi-
bition closed, we have reinstalled
some parts of the show in at least
two different galleries. In Sydney,
Australia, we repainted a full-scale
version of the mountain panorama
and displayed a 1" = 1-0” scale model
of the MAK Center show. Ruhm'’s film
was not part of this exhibition. The
painting and model were part of an
exhibition at the UTS Art Gallery at
the University of Technology Sydney,
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entitled “Fieldwork” and curated by
Sarah Hearne. The exhibition pre-
sented a range of architectural work
made outside of the studio, “in the
field.” Hearne did an excellent job of
establishing clearly defined goals and
tasks for all of those involved, and we
came prepared with a better contract

the audience’s focus onto our work.
Instead of being a background for
another show, our work was now

a series of objects in the show.

The oscillation between architecture
of display and displaying architecture
destabilized our traditional notions

of site and context, as well as function

and a better understanding of what
we needed in order to execute our
contribution to the exhibition. As a
result, this show was not confusing
in some of the ways that the original

show was confusing.

However, the replication of part
of the show in another gallery pre-
sented us with a series of productive
questions without clear answers.
First, the nature of the show shifted

the work. The pro-
nouns switched fluidly
between I, we, it, they,
he, she... It was a dizzy-
ing display of ownership
and deferral of credit

all mixed up into one
confusing bundle. After
the presentation, during
the Q & A, an audience
member asked the archi-
tect while pointing at
the architect’s project,
“So, would you say you
designed that?” The
architect shrugged.
Immediately, the audi-
ence began a spirited
debate about “the ques-
tion of authorship,” with
the unspoken assump-
tion that the architect’s
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and use. When a project moves from
one context to another, it necessarily
undergoes shifts and changes which
begin to create the sort of blurriness
| have set opposite to “interesting”;

the project becomes at least a little

shrug meant “l don't
know.” Eventually the
audience moved on, on
the advice of a partic-
ularly well-respected
audience member who
suggested that “the
question of authorship is
not new; it's an old ques-
tion, and | would like
to discuss some other
aspects of the work.”
Fair enough.
Authorship is not a
new question, but the
young architect’s shrug
struck me as a new
kind of response. The
assumption of naiveté
led the audience to
conclude that the archi-
tect was not prepared

more confused with each new itera-
tion. When a project changes site, it
often loosens in terms of its function,
goals, and audience perspective, while
remaining stable in terms of its form

and aesthetics. In the
case of the Sydney exhi-
bition, this shift in focus
from background of dis-
play to object of display
forced us to confront
some unforeseen aspects
of the project—not only
how it should now be
viewed, but also how we
should remake it.

In order to explain
the original context of
the project, we built
a model of the MAK
Center show. This
put us in the strange
position of construct-
ing a scale model of
something that had
already been designed,
built, and torn down.
Building or drawing



scaled representations
of projects after they
have been built (and
destroyed) is not
uncommon but does
represent a reversal of
the conventional order
of things. But more than
that, deciding what
aspects to include in the
model produced confu-
sion (and disagreement)
between Anna and me
about what to include
in the model. While
most exhibition mod-
els built after the fact
are icons making the
objects of display clear,
this project was a back-
ground constructed

in an existing building
that was designed by
other people and dis-
played the work of other
people. Rebuilding an
exhibition model of

an exhibition created
strange overlaps and
congruencies that, at
times, undermined

to answer such a big
question. They under-
stood “l don’t know” to
mean that knowledge
was what the young
person lacked when
confronted with a more
experienced audience
and faced with such an
old question. Instead, |
think the response was
different and far more
dangerous and poten-
tially liberating. Instead
of I don’t know, | under-
stood the shrug to mean
alternately, | don’t care
or It doesn’t matter.[23]

Rather than view-
ing the architect’s
inconsistent pronouns
and shrugging display of
confusion as represent-
ing naiveté, I don’t care
repositions the shrug as
a willful act of presenta-
tion that puts pressure
on the assumptions
around “old” questions
of authorship. What

are the structures that
require that question?
What are the formats of
presentation that expect
it? Who cares about
“authorship”? and why?

8 A Disciplined
Confusion

Many of the arguments |
have made above about
the increased confu-
sion between things
could be applied to the
productive effects of
increased fluidity and
intersections between
most conventional
constructs, including
the arbitrarily defined
branches of knowledge
we call “disciplines.” In
the spirit of a chapter
that forces you to look
back and forth between
things, | will leave it

to you to connect the
multiple strains of an
argument that would

the initial goals of the

project and underscored the strange-
ness of building things outside the
conventional order of things in archi-
tectural design.

When it came to repainting the
full-scale panorama, selecting paint
colors with the subtlety achieved
in the first show proved very diffi-
cult. The painting was executed on
a different continent with different

paint companies, and shipping paint
was not feasible, so selecting the
same five base white paints was not
possible. We had paint samples sent
to us but could not judge shifts in
tone and hue accurately using the
small chips provided. Compounding
the problem, the gallery insisted

on using a sign painter instead of
domestic house painters. Unlike
house painters who have experience
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blur the boundaries
between art and archi-
tecture (or architecture
and sociology, or archi-
tecture and economics).
For many of the reasons
that Clement Greenberg
wanted to limit confu-
sion in the arts, | would
like to blur them.[24] |
hope it is clear by now
that | encourage blurri-
ness not in the service
of chaos or complete
bewilderment, but as a
lens on architecture’s
current intolerance of
unconventional ways of
discussing and thinking
about the things that
architects produce.
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with paint specifications and the
high tolerances of light frame con-
struction, sign painters operate in
a world of technical precision that
extended well beyond our ability to
communicate effectively with them.
They had too many questions that
we couldn’t answer and required
drawings and specifications that
were beyond our abilities to pro-
duce. This was made immensely
more confusing because we were
talking about five similar colors of
a forty-foot-long painting over the
low-resolution interface of Skype
video calls. With the deadline
approaching, forced to confront an
imperfect and incomplete tool set,
frustrated by our lack of control,
and following a series of confusing
Skype conferences with the sign
painter, we guessed.
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COMFORTING

Throughout the 1810s the English
painter J. M. W. Turner gave an annual
lecture series as the Professor of
Perspective at the Royal Academy of
Arts in London. By many accounts,
these lectures were remarkable mostly
for how terrible they were, with one
critic calling the lecture series “distin-
guished for its usual inanity, want of
connection, bad delivery and beautiful
drawings.”[1] Perhaps it was the cou-
pling of the phrases “bad delivery”
and “beautiful drawings” that initially
drew me to these lectures, but once |
looked into them, one particular lec-
ture in the series caught my attention.
The sixth and final lecture was titled
“Backgrounds: An Introduction of
Architecture and Landscape.”[2]
Given my limited expertise in
art and art history—and recognizing
the sometimes-sensitive boundaries
between the disciplines of history, art,
architecture, and landscape—I will not
belabor the historical significance of a
painter and professor of perspective
introducing architecture and landscape
through the topic of “backgrounds.”
Instead, borrowing from Turner and
using one of his precedents as my
own, | will use “backgrounds” as the
starting point for an examination on
the comforting.

Titian, 1485/90?-1576,
Venus and the Lute Player,
c. 1565-1570, Oil on canvas,
65" x 82.5".

The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York.

Venus and the Lute Player

Somewhere in the middle of his final
lecture at the Royal Academy, Turner
discusses a landscape in the back-
ground of Titian's painting Venus and
the Lute Player:

The part, tho’ small compared
with many of his pictures of
landscape... is replete with all his
love and true regard for the value
he held of landscape. Brilliant,
clear and with deep-toned shad-
ows, it makes up the equilibrium
of the whole by contrasting its
variety with the pulpy softness
of the female figure, glowing
with all the charms of colour,
bright, gleaming, mellow, full

of all the voluptuous luxury of
female charms rich and swelling.
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The sight must return and rest
there, altho’ the landscape insen-
sibly draws the eye away to
contemplate how valuable is its
introduction.[3]

Turner’s agenda here is clear: with
the word “equilibrium,” he claims for
the background landscape a status
equal to that of the foregrounded
human figure of Venus. No doubt
there are many things one might ana-
lyze in this quote and its implications
for the future trajectory of Turner’s
work. But for my purposes, | would
like to call attention to the word
Turner uses to defend the importance
of the landscape in this painting’s
composition. Turner, like so many
after him, ascribes value to things
in the painting based on their ability
to hold “interest.” He continues,
“To keep up that union of interest and
support its assistance in attracting
the eye from the right hand of the
picture can be no small honour.”[4]
Simply put, Turner finds this paint-
ing’s landscape background important
because he finds it interesting.
Rather than reiterate the lim-
its of interest, | will focus on the
dynamic in Venus and the Lute Player
between the things Turner finds
interesting and the things he does
not, as well as the specific terms he
uses to describe them. The qualities
and effects of the different inter-
esting and non-interesting parts of
the painting, and the relationships
between them, provide the frame-
work for beginning to describe
comfort in architecture.
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Looking at the painting, we
see that Turner was correct: the land-
scape is in balance with Venus. But
what holds those two things in place?
To borrow a word Turner couples
with interest, what provides their
support? The answer is architecture.
I mean architecture in its most literal
sense: elements of the built environ-
ment as they are represented—in
this case, by Titian.[5] In the painting,
the architecture performs various
functions: the window frames the
landscape, the angle of the lounge
provides a support for Venus'’s
repose, and the lounge’s shape rein-
forces the lower right corner of
the window frame. In the middle
of the window, the drapery parts,
framing a tree and revealing the
sky. On the right, the drapery drops
to a point, reinforcing the figure of
Venus's upper body. On the left,
the drapery rises, uncovering a blue
mountain ridge. In short, in this
painting the architecture does a
lot. However, what it does not do is
attract and sustain interest. Instead,
unlike the landscape, the architecture
stays firmly in the background of
the painting, supporting its more
interesting neighbors.

As background, the non-
interesting architecture in the
painting provides support in specific
and consistent ways. The angle of the
lounge is soft, not abrupt or harsh.
As the drapery drops to a point, it
does so slowly, and the point is dull,
not sharp. The architecture in the
painting—the lounge, the window
frame, the drapes—works to relax the



forms of its more interesting counter-
parts. The lounge’s plush upholstery
reinforces the more casual form of
Venus's reposed position. Her “mel-
low” expression and posture suggest
someone at ease in the informality

of her immediate surroundings. She
is clearly at home in what might be
called a parlor.[6]

Within the window, the land-
scape is loosely framed by the
sagging drapes. Instead of an abrupt
transition between a controlled inte-
rior that orders and domesticates a
wild exterior beyond, here we see
a more empathetic type of support,
one that attempts to accommodate
the landscape rather than control
it. In places, the forms of the drapes
echo the landscape by taking the
shape of the soft rolling hills. More
than softly supporting and framing
the landscape, they become like the
landscape through impression and
mimicry. As background, the window
and the drapes are highly responsive
to the particularities of both the land-
scape and the parlor, easily molded to
the objects placed within and around
their frame. This permissiveness is
not a low-tolerance, high-precision
architecture, but a highly toler-
ant, more casual, more contingent
arrangement of parts which coaxes
the landscape in the image forward,
foregrounding it, even if it sits behind
the window in the scene.

The architecture’s softness
and dullness are reinforced by
Titian’s color choices and painting
techniques. According to Turner,
interesting things are “brilliant”

and “clear” in the case of the land-
scape and “bright” and “full” in

the case of Venus. The opposite is
true of Titian’s background archi-
tecture. Instead of the bright tones
and high-contrast shadows of Venus
and the landscape, the architecture
is rendered with low contrast, dark
tones and similarly dark shadows.
The color of Venus'’s lounge is barely
distinguishable from the shadows
that surround it, allowing it to dis-
appear slightly and reappear in the
soft form of the drapes. The drapes
themselves are not so different in
tone from the lute player’s cape,
which tucks softly under Venus'’s
feet and blends back into the form of
the lounge. The brown, apparently
wooden window frame moves in and
out of focus as its image oscillates
between sill, wall, and drapes. This
is not the confused blur found in the
Cornell Box: Titian paints his parts
such that they are still identifiable.
We know we are looking at drapes,
a window, a lounge, and a cape,

but identifying where precisely one
becomes another is sometimes dif-
ficult as the lines between them and
the affective qualities of each become
increasingly blurred, as qualities of
objects (and subjects) seep back and
forth between each other.

The non-interesting parts are
qualitatively different from the
interesting figures, and they have
drastically different effects on the
viewer. The light is focused on
Venus'’s high-contrast fullness and
the landscape’s deep brilliance,
drawing the viewer’s attention
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immediately and spontaneously
toward them. The viewer knows
where to look and can quickly identify
the things viewed. When compared

to Venus and the landscape, the
architectural background is painted
with less bias as to how one should
focus attention on its components. Its
low contrast suppresses the hierarchy
between the non-interesting parts of
the architecture and ensures that our
experience of these parts is unremark- R
able and insensible. However, unlike |
when we're bored and don’t know
what to look at, or when we’re con-
fused and don’t know how to look,
here we know where and how to look.
Consequently, we find comfort in the
relief between the soft, dull blur of
the uninteresting architecture and the
cool, mellow brightness of the more
interesting figures and landscape.

The Storage Post self-storage
building. Google Street View, 2016,
“30 Star Ave., New York, NY.”

Accessed November 18, 2017.

There are two kinds of
self-storage buildings: purpose-
built facilities, which are typically
one- to three-story concrete tilt-up
structures found in suburban and
rural areas; and repurposed build-
ings, which are more typical in
high-density urban areas. Buildings
like vacant factories, warehouses,
car dealerships, and banks, with
their large boxy exteriors and
unobstructed clutter-free interiors,

Self-Storage Buildings

The self-storage facility is a building
type ubiquitous across the United
States.[7] These buildings are usually
empty of people but full of their stuff.
They operate as convenient exten-
sions of domestic lives, a kind of

relief for overstuffed homes. For the
more transient, self-storage facilities
provide a stable location for belong-
ings as people move from one house
to the next, permitting a flexibility
that would not be possible if they

had to live with, and move with, all of

their stuff. In some cases, a self-stor-
age unit will outlast several different
living situations over the course

of its use by a single occupant.[8]
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are highly adaptable and provide
easy foundations for repurposing
into self-storage facilities.[9] These
adaptive reuse projects take great
liberties with the existing struc-
tures, gutting the interiors, adding
circulations cores with large freight
elevators, and arranging densely
packed cells to maximize efficiency
and provide an optimal mix

of storage units of different sizes.



On the exterior, these buildings
often undergo an equally dramatic
transition. This is not the highly
regulated world of historic preserva-
tion or conservation. These buildings
are not special; signs are removed,
excess ornamentation is stripped,
windows are bricked in or otherwise
covered up, and the whole thing is
usually finished off with a couple
layers of paint. Together, these acts
combine to fill the interior with

a grid of repetitive cells and path-
ways while blunting the building’s
exterior, re-presenting it as a series
of blank faces.

Most of the self-storage facil-
ities in New York City are extreme
examples of the repurposed type.
Bigger than those found in other
cities, many of them sit silently
within the high-contrast, full-satura-
tion complexity of their immediate
surroundings. Their increased size
adds to the scale of their exterior
blankness, and when combined with
the intensity of New York City, these
big, blank buildings seem to recede
even further into the background.
More than just a release valve for our
cluttered homes, these background
buildings provide relief in others
ways too. Like Titian’s background
architecture, they provide relief
for our senses, allowing moments
of respite, functioning as a buffer
between their more iconic, more
eclectic, more interesting neighbors.

The exterior paint creates yet another

kind of relief: all the building’s exte-
rior details are turned into a single
expansive bas-relief. Paint is used to

project a simpler figuration onto

the facades, laying down smooth
layers of latex that ignore the formal
articulations of the building’s exterior
and flatten expressions of detail.

The lack of coordination between
paint and form undermines any sin-
gular reading of the building, creating
a subtle flicker between two aspects
of each building’s facades. The size

of the buildings and the simplicity

of the paint job make the difference
between the paint and form easy

to see; it’s not confusing. Instead,

it creates a blur in the shallow spaces
between the two—never enough

to frustrate a viewer completely, but
just enough to soften the view.[10]

Blocks of blabla, Los Angeles.
Photo by First Office.
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For the Oslo Architecture
Triennale, Anna Neimark and | sought
to represent some of the qualities we
found in these buildings. We called
the project Blocks of blabla in ref-
erence to the Tower of Babel. If the
Tower of Babel was meant to contain
everything in a single building, then
the Blocks of blabla could contain
anything in a network of storage
buildings. We built a clustered set of
three models, each representing a sin-
gle self-storage building found in New
York City. To start, we reduced each
building to a set of discrete facades.
Once isolated to a single sheet of ply-
wood, each facade was built up using
dozens of layers of paint. First, primer
was masked and layered to repre-
sent the formal articulations on the
facade, creating a shallow bas-relief
of the original facade’s form. Next, we
added colored paint. As in the original
buildings, the painted figuration was
rarely coordinated with the formal
relief of the primer. Instead it spanned
the subtle details of the primed
relief, replicating the soft blur in the
self-storage buildings.

To construct the model, we
tilted the facades up and leaned
them against each other, in an
arrangement of mutual support
similar to a house of cards.[11] This
technique, inspired by both Richard
Serra and the tilt-up construction of
our buildings’ suburban counterparts,
produced an informal arrangement
of facades, resulting in models with
loosely butted joints, crudely opened
corners, and a relaxed building pos-
ture. Each panel contacted two other
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panels sitting at approximately
90 degrees to it, so that every piece
supported another on one side and
was supported on its opposite side.
For the installation, the museum
could not guarantee a perfectly flat
floor surface, so we provided a set
of shims to adjust the panels to the
floor. The shims helped level the
panels, but, more importantly, we
painted them green and used them
to the point of excess, to underscore
the high tolerance of this type of
architecture. Here, the contingency
plan—buffering between the blank
models and the refined beauty of
the museum site[12]—was expressed
as a series of details in the project.
Some described these models
and the buildings they represent as
"deadpan,” and to some extent they
may be correct.[13] The models share
a quality of blank permissiveness
characteristic of a deadpan aesthetic.
[14] The buildings, which are empty
before they are repurposed, adapt
with ease. The loosely composed
models suggest flexibility in the
arrangement of parts. In their painted
finish, the buildings and the models
share a blank unaffected expression.
In the models, the casualness of the
panels’ collective posture suggests
indifference, akin to the shrug men-
tioned in the previous chapter.
However, the self-storage models
do not share all of the qualities associ-
ated with a “deadpan aesthetic.” Their
affect is not meant as an attempt
at humor through irony. Despite what
some people might have read into
them, these models are not intended



as ironic in any way; there is no
attempt to obscure a hidden or par-
adoxical meaning. The blankness of
self-storage facilities is not an exterior
expression masking a more tumul-
tuous interior, as one might expect
from the “deadpan.” The indifference
of their exterior extends throughout
their architectural contents; their
unaffected exteriors obscure only

the monotonous repetition of more
and more and more storage units. In
fact, as images, models, or buildings,
self-storage buildings seem uncon-
cerned with any specific set of senses
or affects. Instead, self-storage build-
ings settle into the background and
resist our attempts to elevate them
above their everyday status.

An Informal Outline of
Terms Loosely Synonymous
with Comfort

Unlike the Cornell Box, which makes
us consider the differences between
two nearly identical things, New
York'’s self-storage buildings and
Titian's Venus and the Lute Player
ask us to consider the similarities
between two very different things.
However, if we step back, we can see
that the two models of the Cornell
Box were initially very different; they
were made similar to each other only
in the images produced of them.
Here, we are confronted once again
with images: photographs of Titian's
painting, photographs of self-stor-
age buildings, and photographs of
the blabla models. But in this chap-
ter, the images alone do not make

the case for similarity. No amount
of collaging, cropping, scaling, color
correcting, or other visual post-pro-
cessing is enough to make these
three things look alike. Instead, | have
used a set of shared terms—/oose,
soft, blurry, and so on—to make the
case that they convey similar features
of comfort. Photography abstracts
objects to two-dimensional images,
ekphrasis abstracts them to tex-
tual descriptions of interpretation,
and modern publishing technology
ensures that these will be consumed
by the reader side by side from the
same two-dimensional surface,
whether a screen or a printed page.
Photographs are usually considered
to be more effective than written
descriptions in conveying formal
features: they are authoritative about
what something looks like. Writing is
considered to be less precise about
physical characteristics but more
precise about qualitative effects: it is
authoritative about what something
means and how it makes us feel.
However, images, including photo-
graphs, are of course highly selective
and subjective, not only about effects
but also about physical reality.[15]
And the same is true of words.
Words have the benefit of being
discrete entities: we can clearly iden-
tify when the same word is used in
two places, we can count and keep a
precise tally of how many times they
are used and note the different things
they reference, but—fortunately
for us—they can also be slippery.
For instance, the terms | associate
with comfort, enumerated in the
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notes below, are often only loosely
related to comfort and to each other.
Sometimes they refer to subjective
qualities, sometimes to objective
features, and sometimes to both.

In most cases, this is deliberate,

as it creates a tolerant structure for
understanding fuzzy things.[16] In
their looseness these shared terms
are more easily applied to different
things and allow us to create congru-
ities between seemingly unrelated
things. To be clear, this set of terms
does not represent a complete set of
requirements. | do not claim that a
work of architecture needs all these
things to achieve an ideal version of
comfort, nor do | pretend to provide
an exhaustive account or history of
comfort.[17] Instead, like all comfort-
ing things in architecture, my list of
terms is intended here as a support.
That is, the terms remain contingent
upon the things around them, toler-
ant towards new ideas that might be
applied to them, and indifferent to
the various effects and sensibilities
they might be used to produce.

As in previous chapters, these
terms are laid out as a set of notes. In
this case, the notes include quotes by
others as evidence in support of each
term and the flexibility with which
it is used. At times these quotes are
buttressed by my own commentary,
but mostly they are left alone to hang
independently and to relate to each
other only loosely through the fuzzy
structure of an informal outline.

| remember learning in school
how to develop a formal outline,
with the “main topics” listed with
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upper-case Roman numerals, the
main “supporting points” for each

of them listed below them with
upper-case letters, and so on. | have
my doubts about how common that
type of outline is after grade school.
To be honest, even then, | never made
it that far. My outlines were never
finished before | started writing.
They always remained incomplete
and inconsistent in their numeration
and indentation and permissive and
flexible as a way to start an essay.
Over the course of writing an essay,
the informal outline remained pro-
ductively open-ended, allowing for
improvisation as the text evolved

and drifted into areas not considered
when writing the outline. Formal
outlines are the opposite. By the time
you write them out, there are no new
associations to make. At the stage of
the informal outline, however, seem-
ingly infinite associations are still
possible—a comforting thought! As
an indicator of this fluidity, symbols
often change over the course of an
informal outline, switching from num-
bers to letters to arrows and asterisks
and other symbols, as needed. Font
size and text style might change

as well, with italics, underlining, and
bold text used at will. Sometimes
fonts switch altogether; sometimes
indentations are unmarked by numer-
als or letter symbols. All of these
notational marks suggest hierarchies,
but do not fix a single hierarchy. In

an informal outline, some things
seem to belong adjacent to each
other, and one may seem to be more
dominant, but it's not certain yet.



Like the lack of coordination between
form and paint in self-storage facili-
ties, this type of outline is a little bit
fuzzy in its arrangement, layering
different formal strategies that only
occasionally align. | have kept my
outline about comfort in this form

to preserve the oscillation of the
terms, without imagining that they
have a single fixed configuration with
respect to each other. The hierarchies
within the outline are situational,
arising at different times but allow-
ing change and improvisation when
needed and as different agendas and
ideas unfold. This looseness is not
just a lack of arrangement within a
set of related ideas. Instead, the inde-
terminate format produces looseness
in how the terms and ideas might be
interpreted, evoking the wellspring
of potential associations and mean-
ings that opens up in the early stages
of a research project.

A final note: The word “comfort”
is not always used in the outline, and
it should not necessarily be consid-
ered dominant, as this early-stage
outline has no fixed hierarchy. Parts
of the outline can stand alone, focus-
ing on relationships between other
terms. These may point to a hitherto
unconsidered definition of com-
fort, or to another word or project
entirely—at least, this is my hope.
Unlike the relentless flatness of a list
or the forced juxtaposition and dis-
juncture of marginalia, this outline
is full of possibilities for affinities but
comfortably open-ended, promising
as much depth—and only as much
depth—as anyone might hope to find.
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COMFORT Cannot

express,
A BACKGROUND cannot see,
cannot feel.
1 Ludwig Wittengenstein Anaesthesia

“Perhaps what is inexpressible (what | find mysterious

and am not able to express) is the *background* against *How do we

which whatever | could express has its meaning.”[18] know its
real? exists?

(need to tie back to Daston quote and Turner lecture title)

Galen Cranz
“*Comfort* and its synonyms, like ease, are problematic because
its two components,Support and freedoni>could be in conflict.”[19]

—> YES!

continium? > Comfort
spectrum? Support é Freedom

Extremes?
Dependence->Independence
1 SUPPORT

/ fundamen-
Mark Cousins tal link
“The term *support* is itself not very well defined. There between
seems to be adack of appropriate vocabularpto describe what
it and its effects. But, indeed, support will always be we can
in some sense minimal, not because of some elementary describe /
meanness, but because the very gesture of support is have words
linked to a certain functionality.”[20] for(INTER-
“invisible”/“seamless” ————— “minimal” ESTING?)
and that
Later, in the same text, Cousins explains that support that which
is “whatever is not given as autonomy, in its relationships we cannot
to other networks.”[21] describe
(boring?
Jacques Derrida confusing?
“when it supports an edifice, the column was, for exam- comfort-
ple if not by chance, a parergon: a supplement to the ing? also
operation, neither work nor outside the work.”[22] implies we
dont have
Richard Serra, One Ton Prop, 1969 (image rights?) (or want)
—An example of mutual dependence and support. adequate
words.
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support

Comfortable architecture is the stuff that could never be
autonomous. It relies on a set of relationships and those things
subsequently rely on it.

does not
have
autonomy

A FRAME
Comfort as an “invisible frame” —Lupton

Jacques Derrida
“*Framing* always *supports* and contains that which,
by itself, collapses forthwith.”[23]

Colin Rowe
“It is the universality of the *frame* and the ease with
which it has apparently directed our plastic judgment

which _has led to the f(_)cusing_ of so much *att_‘entl:on* upen

the-Chicago-commereial-architecture-of-the-eighties-and-
earlynineties."[24]
——> imperative to include!

Barbara E. Savedoff
“The most obvious functions that *frames* serve are
practical and decorative. *Frames* are indeed decorative;
they can be used to coordinate a painting with the
architecture and furnishings of a room, or they can be

used to provide an elaborate casing to show off an expen-

sive work of art, or an impressive setting to glorify a
sacred image. And *frames* are indeed practical; by pro-
tecting the vulnerable edges and corners and the delicate
surfaces of paintings, they provide a practical means for

holding and hanging the canvas and they thereby enhance

its portability.”[25]
—— > not sure how this quote is related?

B SOFT

Alexander Theroux
"*Softness*, above all, is obliging. As a concept it allows
for malleability, suppleness, yielding, and the transformable.
*Comfort*, certainly in terms of handling, applies to the very

but the
supported
doesnt
have
autonomy?
bc it
needs
support

Frame
as
support
from within
'
Frame
as
boundary/
container

directs
attention
inwards
(containing)

mediates
between
viewer
and

contents
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word in terms of its positive connotations. It denotes moving
in a leisurely manner, rising gradually, having curved or rounded
outlines. Compliance is its first... It is also about
compassion, empathy, and the commiseration in situations

of crisis or tragedy.”[26]

-
“Consider softness on the other side of its face: weakness:
flaccidity, unathletic pusillanimity, an aspect—Iliterally of being
out of shape. There is the negative idea in softness of having
or producing little contrast or a relatively short range of tones.
There are the attendant connotations of cushioned, squishy,
feint, stupid, and out of condition or having a bland or mellow
rather than sharp or acidic taste. Softness is subdued, too com-
pliant, unduly susceptible to influence, emotionally suggestible
or responsive.”[27]

—— try to tie this to Somol/Shape.
—— > “little contrast,” “bland,” “mellow” ... are those
bad things?

Claes Oldernberg, Soft Toilet, 1966.

C EMPATHY

Robert Vischer
“empathy (einfliihlung) traces the object from the(the frame/
object's center) to the@utsid®(the object's form)"[28] relationship

—— > sinks (drifts), extends, stitches, seamless,
invisible, etc.

between
inside and
outside

D TOLERANCE
http://www.iep.utm.edu/tolerati/#H4
(tolerance and indifference)

i E. H. Gombrich

“Even mechanical orders must be fuzzy around the edges and
contain a random element; the experience of order presupposes
*tolerance*.”[29]

i Genevieve Baudoin
“In the translation from drawing to building, there exists
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an area of contingency inside the space of every line drawn. Connect to
This space leaves room for the *interface* of trades and the practice?
unforgiving (and occasionally mischievous) nature of building drawings/
materials. Concrete slumps, wood bows, and steel expands and contracts

contracts in the changing temperatures of the day. Humans provide
very rarely draw in straight lines, and ’apparent’ boundaries
is more an optical illusion than a reality built from geometry. for toleance
We also very rarely build in single materials (caves are perhaps and allow
the exception). Because of this, the design of buildings must for conten-
confront the ways in which the materials of construction join gencies/

together, how they age, and how they move independently of looseness?
one another. This is also the moment where architecture ceases —work/

to maintain its disciplinary@utonomy—*tolerance* forces the outcome
architect to contend with the contingencies of the builders and | falls within
materials. It is where the designer controls the uncontrollable, |boundaries,
and why it is so significant to the discipline of architecture. "scope"
*Tolerance* is the deviation we allow for human (and machine)
error in installation and in the creation of the parts that create
a building. As with statistics, *tolerance* is an allowable devia-
tion from the precision of a drawing that will allow a building

to ‘fit’ together.” [30] Full
autonomy
Fit / Fitting — connect to Ahmed? “apparent #z
straightness” versus otherness. the appearance comfort
of being straight?
iii Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter
“*pluralism* (another abstract entity which is usually honoured
in the absence of any specific *tolerance*)”[31]
——> need stronger connection between tolerance
and pluralism
Denise Scott Brown
“Architectural Taste in a *Pluralistic* Society”[32]
iv Denise Scott Brown and Robert Venturi Look w/out
“Learning from the existing landscape is a way of being rev- seeing?

olutionary for an architect. Not the obvious way, which is to

tear down Paris and begin again, as Le Corbusier suggested in
the 1920s, but another way which is more *tolerant*: that is to
question how we look at things.”

\




E PERMISSIVE

i Denise Scott Brown
“Perhaps Freud in our time initiated facing the unfaceable. The
words ‘non judgmental,’ “*permissive*,’ and ‘nondirective’ relate
first to psychiatry.”[33]
—— > DSB said it first!

ii Denise Scott Brown, Robert Venturi
“Architects are out of the habit of looking non judgmentally

at the environment, because orthodox Modern architecture

is progressive, if not revolutionary, utopian, and puristic;

it is dissatisfied with existing conditions. Modern architecture
has been anything but *permissive*: Architects have preferred
to change the existing environment rather than enhance

what is there.”[34]
—— > self storage? as an “enhancement”? pressure
too much of a stretch? stress
strain
force
2 FREEDOM
VS
A RELIEF
relief
Anthony Ashley Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury release
“in the same way the natural *free* -mental- spirits of freedom
clever men, if they are imprisoned and controlled, will catharsis
discover other ways of acting so as to *relieve* them-
selves in their constraint.”[35] ¢
John Dewey transfor-
“This sudden relaxation of strain, so far as occurring mation
through the medium of the breathing and vocal appara- through
tus, is laughter. ... The laugh is thus a phenomenon of the relief
same general kind as the sigh of *relief*. The difference is
that the latter occurs when the interest is in the process,
and when the idea of labor, slow and continuous, is at its
height; while the laugh occurs when the interest is all in humor
the outcome, the result—the sudden, abrupt appearance as
of the 'point.'”[36] release

—— Lots going on here. Relaxation, Relief, Interest ... but
not sure of the connection to “comic relief” works?

\

188



Adolf von Hildebrand [37] Low Relief

“[The] conception of *relief* defines the relation of two- VS
dimensional impressions to three-dimensional. ... It is the High Relief
mold in which the artists casts the form of Nature.”
—— > Relief as an impression ... which is
more com-
fortable?
B HOUSE AND HOME [DOMESTIC] Low Relief
is more
i Adolf Loos [38] ambiguous
“art is to make us feel *uncomfortable*, a building is there (re: 2D vs
for our *comfort*.” 3D)

“A room must look cozy, a *house* *comfortable* to live in.” —fuzzier

ii John E. Crowley [39]

“In the 1790s the picturesque was used to explain how *free-
dom* from formal architectural imperatives gave the cottage an
inherent potential for *comfortable* design. By the end of the
century the cottage was the archetypically comfortable house.”

* Everyday attracts
(demands?)

iii Margaret Crawford interest/

“*Everyday* Urbanism tries to refamiliarize urban environ- attenton

ments. ... It *domesticates* urban space, making it
more familiar, more like *home*. ... more like the
it becomes a softer place that is more inhabitable.”[40]
—— > Freedom and Softness ... possible link between

Freedom and Support in the softness of the
Everyday? bounded,
framed,
Crawford then draws a parallel between Everyday Urbanism supported?
with New Urbanism, writing:

“What they are also trying to do is create an environment
that is more rather than less familiar, to replace alienation
with a kind of *comfort*.”[41]

Then immediately distinguishes the two by stating that New pictuesque?
Urbanism is “scenographic and image-driven” while Everyday
Urbanism is concerned with experience.[42]
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iv Yuriko Saito

“l do agree that a part of the goal of everyday aesthetics is

to illuminate the ordinarily neglected, but gem-like, aesthetic
potentials hidden behind the trivial, mundane, and common-
place facade. ... However, by making the ordinary extraordinary
and rendering the familiar strange, while we gain aesthetic we need
experiences thus made possible, we also pay the price by (most)
compromising the very everydayness of the everyday. Haapala things to

acknowledges this paradox by observing that ‘ordinary’ every- remain

day objects lack the surprise element or freshness of the unremark-
strange, nevertheless they give us pleasure through a kind of able and/
*comforting* stability."°[43] or easy to

° Haapala, Arto, “On the Aesthetics of the Everyday:
Familiarity, Strangeness, and the Meaning of Place,” in
The Aesthetics of Everyday Life, eds. Andrew Light and
Jonathan M. Smith (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2005): 50-51.
——— > not trying to make the everyday interesting?
(comfortable?)

digest.

\" Katherine Grier

"“**comfort*’ signals ideas and beliefs not simply associated with
a physical state. It also designates the presence of the more
family centered, even religious associated with “*home*.””"[44]

vi Witold Rybczynski BOUNDARY
“During the six years of my architectural education the subject — soft shape,
of *comfort* was mentioned only once. It was by a mechan- soft boundary
ical engineer whose job it was to initiate my classmates and

me into the mysteries of air conditioning and heating. He %
described something called the "*comfort zone*' which, as far -

as | can remember, was aarea
on a graph that showed the relationship between temperature LINES — fuzzy!
and humidity. *Comfort* was inside the kidney, *discomfort* vague?
was everywhere else. This, apparently, was all that we needed
to know about the subject.”[45]

(often cited quote about how comfort is not taught in
architecture schools.)

vii Lara Apponyi quote about comfort and
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viii Michael Osman (still needs citation)
“The conceptual association of comfort with room temperature
is the historical consequence of the mass-marketing strategies
of companies that sought to promote their regulatory systems
to potential customers. The persistence of this naturalized con-
cept of room temperature, one that was equated with a uni-
versal sense of comfort, is indicative of the influence that their
advertisements had in positioning the thermostatic system as
essential to any healthy modern household.”
—— > + try to work this in? temperature (*cool*), house-
hold (home), comfort? “regulating comfort” or
“governing comfort” or “designing comfort”

ix Helen Mallinson
“Does air-conditioned *comfort* render us more civilized or
more primitive?”[46]
“The question here is not whether it is natural to desire
comfort, the conventional argument, but why we
so readily suppose that modern western ‘cool’ comfort
represents civilization?”[47]
AMAZING!
X Marsha Ackermann
“*Cool Comfort*: America's Romance with Air-Conditioning”[48]
—— > (good title. Need to read)

D COOL

i Dave Hickey

“leny and *cool* are incompatible means to the same end. Irony linked
They are both modes of deniable disclosure. Each enables us to fear of
to speak our minds while maintaining a small margin for dis- authority

claimer. When we use irony, we suppress the sense of what we
mean. When we resort to *cool*, we suppress the urgency we
attach to that meaning. Those who fear "death from above,"
who dwell in bureaucratic, clerical, or academic cultures where
speech is regulated, relationships are permanent, and there

is no free expression must resort to irony. Cool, on the other
hand, is a modality of expression for those who live in a world
where there are no hierarchies, no permanent enfranchise-
ments, and, perhaps, a surfeit of *free* expression. Irony is a

cool —
not strict/
definitive
“easy-
going”?
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way of eluding the wrath of your superiors; cool is a way of not

imposing on your peers.”[49]

—— > Cool and Freedom ... and possibility connected
to tolerance???

ii Robert Farris Thompson

“The Lexicon of the Cool Language in Europe and in tropical
Africa equally reveals, in the term, cool, a basic reference

to moderation in coldness extended metaphorically to include
composure under fire. Thus, in English: 2

‘Cool, composed, collected, unruffled, nonchalant,

imperturbable, detached [are] adjectives [which] apply

to persons to indicate calmness, especially in time of

stress. Cool has the widest application. Usually it implies free to have

merely a high degree of self-control, though it may also indepen-
indicate aloofness.’ dent/
auton-
“Now compare a West African definition, from the Gola omous
of Liberia: 3 thoughts
not
‘Ability to be nonchalant at the right moment ... to mediated
reveal no emotion in situations where excitement and by ones
sentimentality are acceptable-in other words, to act as context or
though one's mind were in another world. It is particularly  environ-
admirable to do difficult tasks with an air of ease and ment

silent disdain. Women are admired for a surly detached
expression, and somnambulistic movement and attitude

during the dance or other performance is considered is shape
very attractive. ...””’[50] itself vague
or the word
iii Wes Jones “shape” is
“cool stands for ... well, ‘cool’ and cool.” [51] (emphasis his) vague in
——— > uses change in font ... don’t highlight meaning?
is Somol
iv Bob Somol being
“Shape is *Cool*.” and “Shape (*Vagueness*)"” [52] intionally
vague
1 symbols (parenthesis) equates to words (“is”) about
2 if shape = cool and shape = vagueness shape’s (or
then cool = vagueness? “shapes”’s)
vagueness
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Michelle Chang
“The fringe surrounding *vague* terms can be a productive
space to create new definitions for the general and indetermi-
nate qualities in architecture.”[53] Vague vs Ambiguous?

~= “Fringe” = “Peripheral Fuzz"? ~= Vague Frame

v Sarah Whiting and Bob Somol

“Critical architecture is hot in the sense that it is preoccu-
pied with separating itself from normative, background or
anonymous conditions of production, and with articulating
difference.”[54]

They follow this by stating, “Cool is relaxed, easy.”[55]

They go on to articulate hot versus cool, but the dis-
tinction is never fully satisfying. We never get the pure
inverse of the above statement, clearly stated. I'm sure
this was the point. To distinguish so clearly would not
be a very cool thing to do. It’s too obvious, too clear, too
hot. But for my purposes, the inverse of the above state-
ment bears repeating or editing, as it were.

The opposite of critical architecture is cool in

the sense that it is not interested in separating
itself from normative, background, or anonymous
conditions of production but with an inarticulate
sameness.

vi Marshall McLuhan

“A hot medium is one that extends one single sense in ‘high
definition.” High definition is the state of being well filled with
data. A photograph is, visually, ‘high definition.” A cartoon is
‘low definition,” simply because very little visual information

is provided. Telephone is a *cool* medium, or one of low defini-
tion, because the ear is given a meager amount of information.
And speech is a *cool* medium of low definition, because so
little is given and so much has to be filled in by the listener.
On the other hand, hot media do not leave so much to be filled
in or completed by the audience. Hot media are, therefore,
low in participation, and cool media are high in participation
or completion by the audience.”[56]

h s sen-
tence is
V gue

A\

Tihésstate-
twecd is
BiSiaudhis.
or

\'A]
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[[[High definition = High Precision. Low Definition =
High Tolerance. Possible connections to vaguenss?
Or ambiguity? “Willful Blur?”]]]

vii Gillian Welch
“Men always say that as the defining compliment, don’t they?
She’s a *cool* girl. Being the *Cool* Girl means | am a hot,
brilliant, funny woman who adores football, poker, dirty jokes,
and burping, who plays video games, drinks cheap beer, loves
threesomes and anal sex, and jams hot dogs and hamburg-
ers into her mouth like she’s hosting the world’s biggest culi-
nary gang bang while somehow maintaining a size 2, because
*Cool* Girls are above all hot. *Hot* and understanding.”[57]

Cool = Hot (and understanding) ... Related to Comfort’s con-
flict between freedom and support? The impossibility of being
simultaneouly Hot and Cool (Cold). ————— > G¢G@D

(02600 D)
viii  Dick Pountain and David Robins [58] CHOOLTD
“Levi's blue jeans are no longer *Cool*.” CHOOLTD

—— (could transition to jean fit?)

fit

E RELAXED -Besler
fitting
i Maggie Eliot [59] (fit in)
“Relaxed fit is looser than ‘normal fit’, but it is not as loose -Ahmed
as ‘loose fit." Relaxed fit jeans tend to be a little more ‘relaxed’ fitness
through the thigh area. Relaxed fit jeans are also very (get into
*comfortable* tend to fit the average build very easily. Relaxed shape)
fit jeans will be a good fit for you if you are not extremely large -Somol

or extremely small and the most important thing to you when
buying jeans is *comfort*.”

Relax Fit | Normal Fit | Loose Fit connect to “fitting”
and comfort (see Ahmed)

ii ?
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F LOOSE allows for

user
i Stan Allen [60] participa-
“By forming the institution within a directed field condition, tion,
connected to the city or the landscape, a space is left for the change,

tactical improvisation of future users. A “*loose fit*’ is proposed improvisa-
between activity and enclosing envelope.” tion.
—— > Fuzzy Periphery? Invisible Envelope? Vague Frame? COOL
A space for improvisation? Drift? Michelle Chang
“space to create new definitions.”

ii Demi Moore

“There's this idea that if you take your clothes off, somehow
you must have *loose* morals.”[61]

—— > [Hollywood. and the looseness of *Los Angeles¥*]

—— > sign and loosely arranged letters /\

iii Sylvia Lavin v oLLYWoop
“When Frank Lloyd Wright apocryphally said, ‘tip the world

on its side and everything *loose* will land in *Los Angeles*,’ "Some-
he intended to capture the city's abjection as a centerless times the
deposit of buildings and billboards, each assembled of detritus yellows
and strewn about only to land in indifferent disorder.”[62] shine the
—— > could be related to DSB’s quotes about brightest,
Los Angeles as “even” and “open-ended” sometimes
in the Boring chapter. the blues."
——> also equates looseness to indifference.
a Indifference
* Jeff Wall (see Boring Chapter) Cool
Irony
** Moira Roth Y
“The *indifferent* aesthetic emerged in the early
1950s, and had three fairly distinct phases: its Mute
cool and ironic beginnings in Cage, Raushenberg Anxiety
and Cunningham (with Duschamp as a major Y
role model): its more poignant expression in the
muted anxiety of early Johns; and its weakened Bland In-
final phase in the bland indifference of Pop and diffe-
Minimal art.”[63] rence
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**5 Marcel Duchamp
“You have to approach something with *indif-
ference?*, as if you had no aesthetic emotion. The
choice of readymades is always based on visual
*indifference* and, at the same time, on the total
absence of good or bad taste.” [64]

*¥** Michael Meredith
“when done well, architecture’s calculated ambiguity —
its indifference is a social engine to produce discussion,
reflection, thought, and even action, while allowing for
the coexistence of an irresolvable diversity of ideas and
identities.”[65]
i Sylvia Lavin (cont.) @
“As is fitting of the concept, *looseness* was often happened
upon by accident and yielded unpredictable results, but there
were nonetheless recognizable triggers that caused architec-

ture to productively coincide with other art forms.”[66]
—— > links open-endedness of looseness not just to

the city but to disciplinary boundaries. can
one design
About a different Frank she writes: comfort?
looseness?
“But in all this *calculated informality*, a different form can one
of *looseness* appeared: embedded within early draw- stage
ings for both the commercial and the museum schemes things that
are the first markings in what would become Gehry's allow for
famously wobbly graphic idiom. For Gehry, the path "unpredict-
through unartful and anonymous means of production able

had yielded a highly identifiable signature, and he found results”?
a *loose architecture* while collaborating with artists

known for precision and while he was working hard to

avoid architecture altogether.”[67]

1 Unartful and anonymous (architecture without
architects) or “avoiding architecture altogether”
2 “Calculated informality” related to Michael

Meredith’s “calculated ambiguity”? (see below above)
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G INFORMAL

i John E. Crowley [68]

“Picturesque referred generally to the visually informal.”

—— > (circle back to the picturesque? Andrew Holder?
Rendering Air, Log 31)

i Lucia Allais
“Whereas the formless ridicules form, the *informal* attacks
formality” [69]

——— > which she addresses after labeling a specific work

as “too *comfortable*” to be formless.[70] And
revealing MOS's affinity for Rudofsky, “they too
would like their architecture to appear “without
architects.” [71]

a Bernard Rudofsky [72]
“For want of a better label, we shall call
[Architecture Without Architects] vernacular,
anonymous, spontaneous, indigenous and rural.”

> Lavin quote above? Re: Gehry

> spontaneous? Connection to *Interesting*?

b Stanford Anderson [73]
“l use the term ‘vernacular architecture’ to
refer to works by builders who, whether their
names are known or not, are not recognized
as architects.”

i Lucia Allais (cont.)

“the ‘informal’ implies an architectural order that has to be
tracked rather than generated from rules” [74]

— > “tracked” Like something wild? Something furry?

All of this is preceded by the statement:

“MOS concentrates on form precisely so it can be more casual
and *free* about other decisions.” [75]

iii Cecil Balmond
“informal” [76]
—— > (Maybe Related? Need to read ...)

Reminder:

\ /7
b>M‘c

is comfort
ambigous?
bc it can
be all these
contradic-
tory things
(sponta-
neous|will-
ful, free|
supportive,
discern-
ibleJambig-
uous, etc...)
simultane-
ously?
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The Anaesthetics of Comfort

Because the relationships between the
terms in this outline are not yet fixed,
sometimes the terms may seem to
conflict with each other. In most cases
this is not particularly noteworthy—
contradictions and non-sequiturs sug-
gest the forms of ambiguity | advocate.
However, the apparent contradiction
between freedom and support, pointed
out by Galen Cranz, reveals an import-
ant trend in the relationships between
the different symptoms of comfort and
recalls some of the themes addressed
in the first chapter of this book.

On the one hand, we find words
like soft, tolerant, and empathetic as
suggesting connection, stasis, and
dependability. We see these qual-
ities in the plushy form of Venus's
lounge, the suppleness of the drapes
that frame the landscape, the func-
tion of self-storage buildings, and the
open corners of the Blocks of blabla
models. These terms describe archi-
tecture’s provision of various systems
of support. As these terms suggest,
comforting architecture is architecture
that feels “good” and provides a frame
or basis for other things.

On the other hand, we see comfort
described by words like cool, relaxed,
indifferent, and free—suggesting the
ability for detachment, movement, and
independence. We see this in Venus's
“mellow” expression and posture,
the shallow layers of paint on self-stor-
age buildings, and the slumping forms
of the Blocks of blabla models. These
terms describe comfort as a form
of relief from strictures or rules. This
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partial indeterminacy allows ample
space for the viewer to insert her own
interpretation or context, so that com-
forting architecture looks “good”
(i.e. cool) to a relatively large audience.
At first glance, the associations
of empathy (in the case of comfort as
support) and indifference (in the case
of comfort as relief) appear to stand
in weak opposition to each other. And
perhaps they do, if we think of them as
occurring simultaneously. One quick
way to resolve this is to place them into
a linear formulation of cause and effect:
feelings of support result in looks of
relief. This could explain the relation-
ship between the support of the lounge
and the look of Venus; her casual pos-
ture and cool look are made possible
by the soft support of the upholstered
lounge, suggesting that “good” (soft)
objects produce “good” (cool) subjects.
However, if we refer back to the
initial ideas in this book about inter-
esting and the terms that title each
chapter—terms that simultaneously
describe an object’s qualities and a
subject’s feelings upon encountering
an object—the cause-and-effect rela-
tionship described above does not
apply. Not only does it fail to satisfy
some of the book’s initial parameters,
but it also oversimplifies a messy net-
work of things and reduces the number
of things comfort might describe. Can’t
the lounge be seen as indifferent or
cool? Can’t Venus be seen as support-
ive or tolerant? Can’t they be both and
do both at the same time? In what way
can each of these things be described
as comforting? Why does there have
to be a distinction? In fact, the blurred



distinction between subject and object
is an opportunity, an opening, created
by comfort’s deliberate ambiguity.

To describe this ambiguity,
architectural historian John Harwood
paraphrases Lewis Mumford'’s writing
about 20th-century mechanization
for the human being to be at home
in this brave new world, the human
being would have to become more
machinelike, a “new man” possessed
of objective qualities. Conversely, the
machine would need to be human-
ized, given qualities of subjectivity
that would allow it to interact mean-
ingfully with people. At the site of the
interaction between human being and
machine we would experience not
pain but comfort.[77]

Here Harwood describes a region
of overlap—what he calls the “inter-
face”—where subjects are “possessed
of objective qualities” and objects are
“given qualities of subjectivity.” In
this nebulous territory, the distinction
between things and the qualities used
to describe those things is supposed
to be blurry. Conveniently for me, he
locates this territory inside the ambigu-
ous boundaries of the word “comfort.”

Comfort has been described as a
blurry space by others as well. Writing
a few years before Harwood, femi-
nist scholar Sara Ahmed talks about
a “seamless space” and, like Cranz,
equates comfort with “ease”:

To be comfortable is to be so at
ease with one’s environment that it is
hard to distinguish where one’s body
ends and the world begins. One fits,
by fitting, the surfaces disappear from
view. The disappearance of the surface

is instructive: in feelings of comfort,
bodies extend into spaces, and spaces
extend into bodies. The sinking feeling
involves a seamless space, or a space
where you can’t see the “stitches”
between bodies.[78]

Both Ahmed’s and Harwood'’s
descriptions of comfort evoke German
philosopher Robert Vischer’s concept
of Einfiihlen, a subject’s feeling into
an object such that the subject expe-
riences something indistinguishable
from the experience of the object.[79]

As a collection, Harwood's,
Mumford’s, Ahmed’s, and Vischer’s
ideas are perhaps a loose fit. But if we
relax our eyes, just enough to see these
ideas overlap, together they provide
a precedent for refusing to speak of
comfort in oppositional terms of objects
and subjects but rather, as this book has
proposed, as a hazy blur between both.
Instead of being defined by legible tran-
sitions and tangible boundaries, forms
of comfort are more easily described by
our inability to sense them. According
to Ahmed, comfort is something “you
cannot see.”[80] Or, as Jane Murphy
and Ellen Lipton have said, “comfort
disappears: it is the invisible, enveloping
framework.”[81] Meanwhile, according
to Harwood, comfort is the absence of
afeeling: “it is the erasure of an expe-
rience, pain, which is not tied to any
sense organ.”[82] In all three cases,
comfort is a negative: it is the absence
of pain or the absence of discernibility.
Either way, the collective numbness
of comfort can be described simulta-
neously through two slightly different
understandings of something we might
call the anaesthetics of comfort.[83]
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As an “invisible framework,”
the anaesthetics of comfort-as-
support is found in the minimalism
required by its “functionality.”[84]
An an-aesthetics describes that which
we cannot see as it recedes, hides,
or embeds itself in the service of
other things. The tolerance of sup-
portive things means that they take
a back seat, at least when it comes
to appearance; what they look like is
largely contingent on the things they
support or frame. Supportive things
have no specific look of their own, no
identifiable aesthetic, because they
are connected to and defined by their
support of other, more aesthetically
dominant things. You might look at
anesthetic things, but never see them.
As a space of “no pain,” the
anaesthetics of comfort-as-indifference
is found in the reduction of sensation.
An anesthesia is that which cannot

Ambiguous

Discernible
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be felt as its dullness seeps into the
things that it surrounds. The result is
a coolness that some may attribute
to a blank expression. It lacks specific
emotive qualities and is often given
such names as insensible or numb.
You might be touched by anaesthestic
things, but never feel them.

In 1979 David Gilmour and Roger
Waters wrote, “Your lips move but
| can’t hear what you're saying.” The
song, Comfortably Numb, was written
in reference to an experience two
years prior when Waters, experiencing
stomach problems before a concert in
Philadelphia, requested a doctor who
provided him with an anesthetic for
his pain. As the song goes:

Just a little pinprick

There’ll be no more,ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh

But you may feel a little sick
It turns out Waters was suffering
from hepatitis.[85]
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