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KAZUYO SEJIMA + RYUE NISHIZAWA
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3. Rem Koolhaas, “Ena/obling Architecture,” in
Aut y and Ideology: Positioning an Avant-
garde in America, ed. R.E. Somol (New York:
Monacelli Press, 1997), 298: “From the 1930s,
when he began ‘working’ with Lily Reich, on, Mies

left the theatrical to others — perversion by proxy.”




somewhere else. Nonetheless, although he may talk about Jon Jerde,
Koolhaas secretly knows (and accepts) what all great chefs (and
designers) understand — that selling a billion hamburgers is simply
another McWorld. Despite the warnings of Le Corbusier, there are
still those with “eyes that do not see” who appear in unlikely places
and continue to overlook what Koolhaas’s work actually does. For
instance, program in the IIT project is not understood as a set of sta-
tic requirements to be satisfied but as part of a “vast firmament of
statistics” in the sense Smithson described in his proposal for the air
terminal. Program as potential matter, not literally (thus not really a
- functionalism), but simply stuff, quantifiable data to be organized
and manipulated.

Perhaps as also indicated in the nature of this project, if “func-
tionalism” has been historically connected to the spaces of work —
the factory and the office — a new term will have to be invented
when the concern shifts to the spaces of shopping and consump-
tion. In any case, any invocation of functionalism in OMA'’s project
_is not as a direct reflection of “reality,” but activates both an histor-
ical aspect of discourse and a future context for the virtual. As
much as Corbusier is associated with a “classical” orientation to
geometry and the grid, for example, he also displays a statistical
orientation — thus, reflections on both geometry and density are
equally discursive or disciplinary agendas. Neither can be praised
or condemned for its presumed avoidance or capitulation to “reali-
ty.” Koolhaas does not simply produce “junk space,” but distills

~ principles by extracting a modernist lesson from the contemporary
mass cultural landscape — in this case concerning the utter fungi-
bility and plasticity of spatial, material, and behavioral relations. By
condensing and accelerating these traits a reinvigorated mod-
‘ernism may be produced, though one whose ultimate project
remains to wrest architecture from junk space (or cuisine from
junk food). Similarly, Eisenman’s formal manipulations are equally

The entire architecture is supported by columns of 5.5 inches in
diameter that are placed on a grid of 20 feet by 20 feet.
Walking through this space gives the impression of strolling
within a forest.

conditioned by, and capable of, market-oriented and political
effects. Despite the posturing by all concerned, Koolhaas and
Eisenman have much more in common than either the former has
with Jerde or Jacques Herzog or the latter has with Frank Gehry or
Richard Meier. As evidenced in the IIT competition, by operating
diagrammatically, by opening a territory for potentially new work
(i.e., by performing in the realm of the virtual), they continue to
advance an alternative mode of modernist repetition.

Repetition as a form of entropy suggests a transformation in
state — a transformation that strategies for preservation of the
Miesian legacy have been unable to achieve (e.g., through the tech-
nical conservation of energy located in new glazing systems or the
aesthetic maintenance of the orthogonal via a minimum geome-
try). In this way, it is that signal artist-critic of diagrams and matter,
Robert Smithson — along with his post-optical quest for a new
monumentality — who serves as the missing link between the pro-
gressive slackening of Mies (or “Mies made easy”) found in both
Koolhaas's endless consumerism of the interior and Eisenman’s
mineralogical noise in the landscape. As an initial maxim for repe-
tition as difference, entropy does IIT.

I wish to thank Donna Robertson, dean of the College of Architecture at the Illinois
Institute of Technology, for generously providing materials on the competition and for
informative discussions held in transit at various airports throughout the country.
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Kazuyo Sejima’s proposal for the new campus
center “not only becomes the geographic
center of the IIT campus, but also acts as the
center of social and academic activities for
faculty, staff, and students. Toward this end,
our proposal does not limit itself to . . . a sin-
gle building, but offers a master plan for cre-
ating a “Garden Center”. . . . Our Garden
Center proposal . . . provides an identity for
IIT to bring about a unified community.”

Ed Mitchell

This is only a test
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Hence the problem presented by the competition for a new cam-
pus center at IIT was not so much about making an addition to
the campus — that is, continuing modernism as a tradition with-
out context. Rather, the competition for the new campus center
offered the opportunity to set up a new context for contempo-
rary practice. In order to effectively resite Mies’s overall project,
the five architects invited to submit entries — Rem Koolhaas, Peter
Eisenman, Kazuyo Sejima, Zaha Hadid, and Helmut Jahn — had to
address two distinct problems of the loss of context: one of peda-
gogy and another of postwar practice.

IIT, like many other design schools, has inherited certain con-
tradictions in defining the role and purpose of both architectural
education and professional practice, but few other institutions
are housed in buildings that are supposed to operate as master
exemplars. Postmodern critics who claimed that the campus’s
industrial look produced laboratories and chapels that were
almost indistinguishable did not realize that IIT was to be under-
stood as both factory and church — the production center of the
modern city and the last spiritual refuge from the metropolis. As
a campus it is sacred ground, a cloister in the city, yet it is intend-
ed to work as an engine

for the creation of its

‘obeaiyy

own physical context.
In the torn landscape
of Chicago’s South Side,
Mies’s architecture has the
strange quality of appear-
ing to be both radically
other and just about the
same — both hallowed
ground and wasteland.

In 1950 Mies’s architec-
ture seemed like a cultural

anomaly in Chicago, but it

was perpetuated into the

present because the image of the factory, more than its function,

was easy to assimilate into Chicago’s rationalist tradition: European
grid become Chicago frame. Miesian modernism, in the hands of
his followers, was reduced to the rational deployment of types.
These parts could then be used to construct an urban whole
unified by function. As a result, the context that frames Mies’s
campus, State
Street’s high-
and mid-rise
public housing
built in the
1960s, marks
the first concep-
tual, interpre-
tive siting of
Mies's campus.
IIT became
linked to the latter work’s social and political morale and became
a symbol of the failure of technical positivism. The alleged failure
did not dim the prospects of rational design in the IIT studios,
however. The problem, it seems, was only that the functional
algorithms were poorly understood and executed.

While the factory aligned the school with an image of moder-
nity, the campus’s image as a church fortified the art of architec-
ture against its simple mechanical deployment. The sacred image
allowed the second major group of followers, those who still
conduct IIT juries as seances, to replicate the traditional role of
the architect as a creative genius who, through careful, often
trance-induced intuition, composes the highly auratic object.

As a result of their efforts, Crown Hall can be replicated but not
duplicated. Either it works as a repetitive, economical, and func-
tional solution — providing that the problems posed are identical —
a de facto thing in itself and, therefore, an unadulterated and trans-
parent sign; or, as an original of historic authenticity it remains

mysterious and opaque, an architectural cipher. Both strategies
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“With its noise masked hy clear glass
screens, the elevated rail line quietly
enters the campus by simply exhihit-
ing its visual image. Moreover, this
glass screen is conceived as a land-
mark which defines the campus
houndary within the city.”

‘indeed can be said?
‘Vying to rescue Mies from the banalities of formulaic calcula-
tion and striving to put the work back into the tradition of dis-
ourse, critics like Stanley Tigerman constructed versions of Mies
Tatt r~day classicist. This allowed support for the original
while calhng into question Mies's illegitimate progeny. Tigerman
pointed to Mies’s adherence to the discipline’s timeless laws of
y, classical proportion, and geometric order while con-
ignoring the material and distinctly modern effects of
cture. Mies’s practice was viewed as an ethical resis-
banal materialism that characterized the chaos of the
/ city. Here, architectural history was not mythology

ill be :e‘sdlved. Mies’s projects in relationship
 were analogously affiliated with the great theo-

hen the opening of classes tem-
‘ esian silence. At the urban level,
ue practiced in a contextual void

e forces of modern production — specifically
epetition anc the resulting loss of aura (Benjamin) and
apitalism amiihﬂation of space by time (Marx). It was
the rational outcome of the humanist or rationalist
aditions but rather the materialization of its opposite.

! 'pdssibility of the classical object, Tafuri writes, was
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negated either “by reducing the image to a pure, empty, and
available form, reducing every morphology to the invariance of
types, canceling the object in a repetitive process of the series; or
by presenting itself a permanent total theatre, as a new object able
to make reality explode into an espace indicible. On the one hand
Mies, on the other the late works of Le Corbusier.”2 Mies's archi-
tecture, Tafuri argued, was invariably reduced to a code: to a
topologic model, classical object, Duchampian ready-made, or
tectonic para-
digm. Tafuri,
suspicious of
the radical
bourgeois tech-
niques of the
dadaists and
surrealists, sug-
gested that
modern archi-

tecture made ; - aim
real the possibility of a nihilistic commentary because of its
engagement with the cultural machinery and its proximity to
production, which enabled the construction of the actual condi-
tions of culture. Whereas the tragedy of Corbusean theater marks
the failure of a robust belief in form as a positive force within
modern space, Mies’s dissipating horizons seem closer to the
formless condition of the unscripted landscape of modernism.
Tafuri allowed that Mies’s architecture, while it produced the
conditions of culture, also worked as Nietzschean theater in
which ironic laughter drowned out the reading of the last rites
over the humanist, intellectual tradition.3

Tafuri’s imposition of limits on an architecture developed
through the traditional forms of representation risked reducing
any work to a symbolic trace of the ghosts of European intellec-
tualism. And despite this physical loss of frame, Tafuri’s critical
distance rescued the work from complete absorption into the
culture industry. The theater, once the testing ground for the
avant-garde’s utopian project, becomes a necessary space for
retreat from its ruins. Tafuri effectively reduced any continuation
of Mies’s strategy to an act of futility as he disengaged critical
architecture from the machinery of late capitalism. Despite
recent attempts to restore Mies’s work to its urban and social
context, the changing role of capitalism marginalized critical
practice and led it into what Tafuri identified as the paired traps
of nostalgia and irony. In the end, nostalgia marks the limit of
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faith in either classicism or rationalist positivism, and irony loses
its power after continued repetition. Both positions, as Tafuri
noted, are easily absorbed into mass culture.

To some, the competition list fixed the limits of nostalgia and
irony and at the same time their effective collapse as critical
strategies. But it also shrewdly generated needed media attention
for the school, for if nothing else the finalists accelerated the
publicity machine that will help to put IIT back on the cool
media’s map of “hot” schools — a primary goal of academic insti-
tutions today. In the game of picking a winner, all of the partici-
pants seemed inevitable and happy “losers” in the midst of Mies’s
heroics. Jahn played the collector of modernist glass souvenirs;
Hadid, the neo-constructivist romantic; Sejima, the phenome-
nologist; Eisenman, the gleeful torturer of the classical and mod-
ern canons; and Koolhaas, the ultimate huckster at the “non-

functioning fun fair” of the new city.

IDEA OR MAXIMUM ACTIVITY?

In a conversation between Robert Smithson and Allan Kaprow,
two artists who tried to escape the legacy of 1950s minimalism,
Kaprow makes two interesting points: 1. that the art of the recent
past was designed to go into the museum, which was a means of
paying respect to the dead, and 2. that there was a new way of
making art that was no longer dependent on the museum or rele-
vant to the old art. This new art had no context. It did not belong to
a history that could include it in the museum. The problem,
Kaprow realized, is that art with no context could fall into the
problem of inescapable irony. But, he said, there is an alternative:
“My opinion has been lately, that there are only two outs: one
implying a maximum of inertia, which I call ‘idea’ art, art which is
usually only discussed now and then and never executed; and the
other existing in a maximum of activity, activity which is of uncer-
tain aesthetic value and which locates itself apart from cultural
institutions. The minute we operate in between these extremes we
get hung up (in a museum).”

Now it would be unfair to say that any of the competition
schemes were “hung up,” but it was clear from the outset that the
project would be awarded to either Eisenman or Koolhaas. Each
could be counted on to avoid Tafuri’s “reduced scale” of contem-
porary utopianism, and each would try, by example, to determine
a direction not only for the project but for contemporary educa-
tion and practice. It is useful to keep Kaprow’s two outs in mind
when thinking about the options afforded by the two projects. By

virtue of the outcome, the “idea” never executed is Eisenman’s

and the maximum of activity with no aesthetic is Koolhaas’s.

Eisenman had already drawn a line in the sand when he pro-
claimed that Koolhaas was a heretic for choosing, in another
venue, the programmatically intensive Pan Am-Grand Central
Station complex as New York City’s greatest piece of architecture.
Eisenman’s choice would presumably be Mies’s Seagram Building.
The difference is indeed telling. To this day Seagram is an anti-
object that resists the simple status of corporate commodity, unlike
its copies on Park Avenue. It still has the capacity to distinguish
itself by negation. The Seagram Building is “idea” architecture.

Eisenman has resisted a simple framing of Mies’s work with
the faith and ethics that only a true skeptic can maintain. His
reading of Mies represents modernism as a discontinuity from both
history and rational technique, thus problematizing and making
explicit a second territory of a context of no context. The present
condition can only be registered as the termination of both the
classical and rational conditions.

In contrast to the conservative formal readings that have turned
Mies’s work into classical objects, Eisenman insists that miMISes
READING: Does Not Mean ATHING. Mies, he maintains, played the
two opposing traditions off one another as a form of text produced
by the irresolution rather than solution of systems. Mies's architec-
ture was neither classically mimetic nor a product of the rationalist
belief in the structurally determinate relationship of the sign.

Through his reading of Mies, Eisenman'’s strategy plays out as
a rich but limited “end game” of the classical. If meaning was
once inherent to classical syntax, it now proves to be an illusive
quarry. But while disturbing the canon, Eisenman'’s anti-object,
like the auratic object, requires an attentive, critical eye.
Ultimately, he preserves the traditions of the discipline as an
autonomous formal discourse in a manner commensurate with
Mies’s project. Though Eisenman’s analysis made the problem of
the modern thematic, it remains indifferent by making formal
analogy to the more violent economic and political effects of
modernism and the often strained relationships established
between the city and the body, between architecture and cultural
production. His maintenance of the critical capacity of the anti-
object opposes the banality of consumer culture and makes a for-
midable institution of academic practice.

Eisenman's campus center entry is the most “difficult” inter-
pretation of the site, as well as the most ambitious. In a further
development of his earlier strategy, the “silence” of the campus’s
classical order is represented by a disturbance of its geometry
from the “noise” of the el. The opposition of the classical and the
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