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PRAXIS 7 extends the journal’s ongoing commitment to the
dissemination of knowledge and stimulation of debate,
Presented through twelve projects and essays, each considering
a different intersection of architectural and exhibition practices,
the issue will surely contribute to the intensification of multiple
perspectives as it becomes an essential point of reference,
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COMPLEX'/MOMA P.S.1:

MICHAEL MEREDITH

While presenting our competition proposal in a crowded
conference room at P.5.1, Glen Lowry asked, "Why is it so
simple?” It was a question | wasn't prepared for. | never
thought it was simple. But then again, | didn't think of it as
complex either. Looking back, that moment has achieved
undeniable prescience. That simple question was fundamental
to the MoMA/P.S.1 competition, revealing an unspaoken crite-
rien: complexity.

It began like a lot of competitions; there was a meeting;
there was an overload of coffee and directives: our proposals
shouldn't require engineering. They need to be easy to install
and remove, while providing a public amenity as an urban-
beach.” They should be hassle-free, affordable, eco-friendly
and "fun."® For legal reasons, the architectural installation
must technically be considered art.* And finally, it must be
interesting or "emerging.”* Yet, given that the competition
requirements were interpretive and exceptionally open-ended,
the question arises when surveying the past MoMA/P.S.1
proposals: Why is the “emerging young talent” so similar?

SHoF, Lindy Roy, Bill Massie, Tom Wiscombe, nARCHITECTS,
and all respective finalists proposed matrices of repetitive
elements that were scattered, folded, fluid, or stretched out
and distorted. Formal hierarchies were absorbed into the
episodic rhythms of a unified field. Geometries were intercon-
nected and transformative. Closed containers were replaced
with indefinite systems (think: networks or nonlinear infra-
structure). Iconography was challenged through the systemic.®
P.5.I's School of Complexity teaches its students to produce
overwhelming transparency” and lightness—or a kind of trans-
tormational legibility in order to comprehend as many
elements and relationships at once, Simultaneous readings
engender complexity through an understanding that each
individual element is located within a larger field of relation-
ships, patterns, and effects.®

Complexity, as you can imagine, is complex.” There are three
types: things that appear complex, things that result from
complex processes, and things that engage complex discourse
or meanings.” Generally, P.5.1 favors the literal variety—a
complex complex of elements (or quality produced through
quantity). Establishing architectural complexity with purely
objective criterions instead of subjective mystification is diffi-
cult at best." If complexity is the perception which derives from

a frustrated comprehension caused by overwhelming organi-
zation or alienation from a complicated lagic, if complexity
requires adjudication, then what happens when complexity is
no longer complex?® Can complexity be reconciled with
simplicity, especially in a time where any bored computer-
savvy teenager can produce the world’s most seductively
elaborate apparition of kaleidoscopic organization with
animated-non-Euclidean-hyperbolic geometries, easily orga-
nize staggering amounts of information, and create elaborate
self-organizing patterns with “simple” formulas of cellular
automation? If architecture is a two-party system, the simple
and the complex,” what happens when you can no longer
distinguish the difference?

Once the polarized game between simple and complex
looses value, the only viable position is in the establishment of
new categories.” Throughout history, magnetic shifts occur
periadically when polar reversals take place, where positive
becomes negative and negative becomes positive (or in our
case), where the complex appears simple and the simple
complex.” The only escape from seasickness caused by trans-
positional or dialectical categorization is in the homologous
moment in-between, when form is embraced through the
rejection of form, content is provided with no content,
aesthelics are created with the destruction of aesthetics,
and negative and positive become obsolete distinctions (i.e.,
neither/nor, bothfand, etc.). In that brief moment without qual-
ities or position, distinctions are nonexistent, abstract and real
are inseparable, organic and artificial are the same, and the
familiar is estranged.” And when guestioning these distinc-
tions only produces further questions (Why? Oh Why!), the
Architect’s Instruction Manual suggests to temporarily press
the pause button on the spiraling self-conscious recursion into
architecture’s infinite interior—gilded with its psychedelic
array of mirrored surfaces, disciplinary jargon, and frag-
mented theories.” Warning: too much self-consciousness can
cripple you; or even worse, you might become a historian/
theorist. (Not enough self-consciousness and you're inhuman.)
Ultimately, architects have to rely upon disciplinary expertise,
optimistic naivete, and faith to construct anything. *© We're all
forced to submit to architecture’s ephemerality, its shifting
nature, and the realization that for better or worse, architec-
ture is always complex, even when it's simple. ™ =
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The artificial borders belween the glosious nation states of Art and Architecture have been
o and redrawn many times. That guintesscntial architect Frank Liowd Wright called
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F harve been rejected from amarennss but still influence a person's behavior 4: a whole structure

One of complen's synofnyms is knotty: another is tangled,

W0, These anen't mutually exciusive cabegories-though comalex meanings, narratives. of signi-
 fiers are unilikely Lo be discussed, In general, the P50 5<hool is pastsignification, postsymbal-
" Ism, pro-process and perfarmatives with the desine Lo make archileclure do seemelhing. (As i.h

Archibects constantly put words in the mouths of bulldings in arder to hear them speak. Oh the

glarious pathos! See also =

1. 4n the aim bo avoid subjective mystilication, the relatlonship betwoen quantity and quality is

an inferesting question. Regarding comalexily, perhaps gquanlilying an owerwhelming rumber

al ehemsents is the exception, Only ak infinity are quantity and quality inscparable. Otherwise
comglexity is a profilem of a subjective deliniticn: whal is & substamlial guantity to one may
seem Lrivial ke ancther. Simplicity and complexity ane not an a priori property of things; they
are simaly descriptions of the way we inleract with them. It depends upon the cullural confexst.

Onily im the very exbréme cases everyans agrees, But even cur definition of extreme or shock-

ing ks being transformed weekly=dulled by gross-out TV shaws like Fear Faclor. Do eatreme

sparts really seem Lhat exlrems anymare?

12. Two guotes come to mind: “Everything is simpler than you think and at the same time mare

complex than you imagine,” —Jahann Wolfgang von Goethe “The more classly you ook at a
word the more distantly it I6oks back™ =Karl Kraus
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PUNG ARCHITECTS

Architeclure is an effect (see also ") Some effects are sublle yel olhers unavoldable, And
while the quality of an effect may be measured by it duration and intensily, those eflecls
defermined 1o be archilecture are momentany cultural concentrations, reflections, and aven-
tually discourse. Architecture is a figment; a flecti Like Vikbor
Shkolviky's deseription of poelry in his 1917 essay “Art as Technigue,” archifectane seen as a
cultural construction exsts by clogging the machineg, or sicwing down percepdian:
In studying poetic speech _we find cverywhore 1he arlistic trademark=-1hal is. we lind material
abrvigeasty crealed b remeave [he afomatism of perceplioe: the author's purpose Is bo create the
visizm which results from that deautomaticed perception. A wark ks crealed “artistizally’ so thal ity
perzaption is imaeded and e greatest possible eltect is produced through the slowness of the
perceplion. As 3 result of this lingering, the object i perosived nod in LS exbendion in space, bual, 50
b sgsak, in its continuily,
This momentary pause allows critical éngagement through differance. It allows the figment of
arghitecture la invade orphaned bulidings. The persistence of these figments canstitules our
archibectural history, Wiuldr'L it be geful i every building was architecture: urban experience
wiolld be ih.i:t in sloema; we woukin't be abie bo move. Walter Benjamin's statement="Archi:
l.ch.ﬂ Iusunys represented the protatype of a work of art the reception aof which s
cansummated by a collectivity ina state of distraclion™=is continually abused to say thal
architecture s received in a state of distraction. Mothéng is farther from the truth,
13. It ks Impassibe to discuss complexity in architecture withaut mentioning Complexity and
- Contradiction, in which Robert Venluri calegorizes archilecture into two opposing fypes:
simple and camples, For Venturl, simple Is maral, puritanical, straightfarward, and “eithesfar”
Comalex Is hybeid, messy vitality, non-sirasghiforward. and “bothand.” It is a binary relation,
built on illhdjul oppasition, in rﬂmmcl‘. the irony is that Venturi's bulldings - produced
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'H Thee cnly real cateqaorical distinction we currentty have in architecture i belween inleresting
mbcﬂng_ 1E it keeos vou awake, it's art; If il puls wou ko sheep, it a drug, Said another way,
architecture disturtxs the comfartable and comiorts the disturbed and, in the broadest sense it
is aboul llmﬂ.lnq he rearmative. This is not a Qruntineg pestoritical rant, (By the way, there
h maﬁhm I‘I posteritical. it, like :Hmc?. Just doesn't extst. Fverything is suspended within
Pﬂdbu'lhd shewld hll I'-'Bﬂ'llﬂ wwlnq." Qf course the prablem Is that
r b Sustain discourse.) Crilicism can be
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g7 Canter's establishment ol the infindty continuun in sct

 throry. The measured distance between 2ero and one, using resl numbers iralional and irrar

tianal), represents an infinite interior, Parmenkdes, the pre-Socratic Greek philosopher, who
established bath the dialectic and melaphyiics, can alsa illuslrale archilecture®s inleriorn He
stabed thal reaily iteell is & Ehinking thing and the ohject of its own thinking. (Replace “reality™
with "architectune™ and re-read.)

18. Toa often the means become the end, If architects mn'tﬁnrrmllﬂs. maaster builders, or
technicians: i all we do (5 provide idess with na knowledge o experlise Lo supporl Lhem, [hen
whal do we aller? Ideas aren't encugh. Bullding is an epic struggle against competing forces.
Within a sell-requisting el of competing forces, the archalecl™s paradigm fof action should
lbe karate—warking with the oppoesing force and using it against itself.

Gearge Bernard Shaw suggests that “the reasonable man adapis himsell bo the world: the
unreasonable one persists in Irying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore, all pragress
depends on the unreasanable man.” (Therefore, all first-rale archilects need to perssade
“reasonable” or find sympathetically "unreasonabie” clients.) Seo also

19, Archifecture’s figment is elusive. 11 13 aur aif, our almosphere. Archilecture doss nat
requsre ane bo beligve in bulldings, but only in the inferconnected relationships within and
between them. See alse '
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