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PHYSICAL LANDSCAPE:

The physical landscape structures our understanding of the world.  It models our thoughts and governs our actions.  To extend beyond the physical landscape requires a break with our known conditions.  If knowledge constitutes our understanding of the world how is it that we are able to overstep its boundary to extend beyond our current condition?  This is the quandary in which architecture situates itself.  We approach the world from a fixed conceptual framework that structures our thoughts and actions. How can we overstep this framework to create something innovative and new, consistent with contemporary and future conditions? Cultural and societal conditions continually evolve and change, calling for new relationships and actions between people and between people and the built environment. These changing ways and methods outstrip existing norms and standards that stabilize our world. How does one step outside these norms to offer a form that is consistent with contemporary culture? How do contemporary and emerging actions modify an existing framework?  And at its most extreme when is it appropriate to abandon past forms altogether in favor of new forms that are consistent and provide for our current and future conditions?

MOVEMENT IN TWO DIRECTIONS:

To better understand this dilemma one must step back to observe the underlying conditions that form the making of architecture.  Architecture springs forth from two opposing movements.  The process that constitutes the making of architecture moves from a state of open possibilities to a state of fixed or closed conditions, whereas the context in which this process unfolds moves from a state of known conditions to a state of open possibilities or opportunities.  These two counter movements form the dynamic of the architectural project.   

The making of architecture is a process that unfolds over time. The initial phase of the architectural process consists of a playing field open to a seemingly limitless set of possibilities.  Over time the process necessarily precipitates choices and decisions that reduce the number of possibilities of the playing field.  As the process progresses, subsequent choices continue to diminish the number of possibilities until the process exhausts itself and leaves behind a finite and fixed number of possibilities or conditions.  In this sense the architectural project can be seen as a record and residue of this process.

The context in which this architectural process unfolds flows counter to this movement.  The context moves from a state of known conditions to a state of ever-expanding possibilities and opportunities. The context consists of two parts which are internal and external to the project.  The internal portion can be considered the needs and goals of the client, while the external portion includes emerging and changing cultural, societal and technological conditions.  

The client moves from a state of that which is known and categorical to that which is unknown, hypothetical and speculative. In the initial phases of the architectural process, the client works from a set of known actions and relationships that one might say constitute a set of habits.  The client comes to the project with a set of needs and goals which often stand outside these known relationships and habits.  These needs and goals help establish a trajectory that impels the client to move beyond the existing structured relations over the duration of the architectural process. As the architectural process is narrowing down on a solution, the internal context represented by the client is opening up.  In addition, conditions external to the project compound this dynamic. With the commencement of a project external conditions are well known and accounted for but over the duration of the architectural process unforeseen events and emerging cultural, societal and technological conditions can drastically change the setting for the conclusion of the architectural project.  As a result this new setting or backdrop can fall out of alignment with both the internal trajectory of the client and the architectural process and final product.  How can architecture maintain a state of openness to accommodate these changing needs and conditions?

DUAL COUNTER MOVEMENTS:

Within each of the major movements described above, the architectural process and its context, there exist minor counter movements.  In the process that constitutes the making of architecture the limiting factor is the playing field.  As mentioned above the initial phase of the architectural process begins on a ‘playing field with a seemingly limitless set of possibilities’.  This playing field is the conceptual framework from which the project is approached. This framework structures our thinking and understanding of the world based upon conventions and past precedents.  In order to accommodate emerging conditions associated with the context one must step beyond this limiting framework.  Likewise for the context there is a minor counter movement within.  Whereas the context moves from a base of known conditions there is the ability to project future possibilities or opportunities.  The needs and goals of the client serve as the point of departure for the project and move the process forward from within, though the projections of the client may not fall into alignment with the external conditions of the project regarding future events and/or emerging conditions. Against this movement how can architecture maintain an adaptive position so as not to preclude future possibilities?

SOLUTIONS:

How does architecture maintain a position of openness in the face of these two opposing movements and how does architecture step outside its conceptual framework to provide forms and environments that provide for unforeseen opportunities?   The question is two pronged: how can architecture remain open to emerging conditions and how can architecture step outside of itself.  To maintain a position of openness architecture cannot attach itself too closely with the known and quantifiable facts of the context, whether they stem from the client or are external to the project. This existing context represents our current understanding of the world and is temporal and subject to change. In order to remain open to future possibilities architecture must maintain a distance from this understanding to allow for and facilitate emerging conditions and events.   But is this distance simply a loosening of the structure that defines the existing playing field, or an entirely new form or structure that can provide for and even precipitate new relationships and actions?  The latter part of this question speaks to the ability of architecture to step outside of itself and in so doing provide a space of free reign for future possibilities and opportunities. In order to do this architecture cannot be entirely based on objective needs, its motivation must be nonobjective and search for alternative means to create and provide for a meaningful space of interaction. 

