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The Predicament of the Formless

Transform, deform. inform, perform, reform, Such
terminodogical dervations of the word form imply o
method by which meaning 15 systematically dislocated.
The seeming singularity of a presumed taxonomy as
given by dictionary definitions is subjected W0 o con-
dition of fux, is displaced, destabilized,

A procedure of this ki can be assoctted with the word
frafoarmae, the title of an anicle used by Georges Bataille
2% an enlry to the unfinished “Dictionnaire critique.”
published m the jowrnal Docemments frome 1929-30.
dnferrme could be understond as o course of action that
undoes classilications, Described as an operation which
“serves w0 bring things down in the world.” the word has
o lask = s sk being the dislocation of predetermined
concepts. This is made evident in the choice of illustra-
bk scoompany ing the text of the presumed dictionary.
Photographs showing the slaughier houses of La Villene
or close-up shots of deformed fingers are examples
midhenng to the tasks of mforme, in this case, an assault
against aesthetic porms o include that which convention
had suppressed.

Architecture, the first entry of the ENcHonnaine critige.
is according o Batmille immanently ted o the concepls
of order and stability. The an of building is portrayed as
a stronghold of swmhorily expressed by the composition
of its farms, “The authority o command snd prohibit™ is
that which is symbaolically depicted by architecture, by
the prescace of its objects, and the cleanliness of its
struciunes, Architectune stpnds for that which needs 1o be
overtwmed. When referring 1o the storming of the
Bastille as metaphorically representing the attack to
which architectural form must succumb, an assawlt is
wagéed by Batmlle agninst architecture proposing o dis-
mantle its representation of established orders.”

The wo amicles architectie and fnforire comprise a
swslem in which one term is made io offset the other.
Archileciure represents that which inferene wanis to
undo. While architectural form is endowed with meaning
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signifying stability ond coherence, informe is the
distorbing clement, an operation that deswbilizes thot to
which it is appleed. If prchitecione is to be exposed to
such a procedure, in what ways would it change? How
would architectural composition, afier being shaken
from its particular symbolic adherence. be expressed? Or
to stake the question in an iwverse manmer, bow doses
ireferenine inform form?

Strategics of the Formless

The -H.I'Iihilil.‘r:'l .I".'Iu_fnn'luf: r.l'rrrdr d'ﬂlr;.rfrﬁ. tl]mll:d. 1.1:,.'
Rosalind Krauss and Yve-Alain Bols ar the Centre
Gieorges Pompidou in 1996, 1akes up the subject maer
of formbessness within an = formiless being the common
trumslidinn ol r'.r:,l'nnrrr.-‘ Accorchng o Hatmlle, i s
within the realm of art that signs of o liberation could be
detected from the “architectural skeleton™ of esiablished
truchitions 4 Taking impetus from Bataille's anti-project,
the exhibition atlempts 10 troce developments outside
canonized conventions of twenieeth-cenfury ar. The
muiking of form is viewed not in eoms of an affirmation
of stable cotegories but a5 a procedure predicated by the
undoimg of form. As suggested by the shiow”s curators,
the formless, in itself not & concept per se, is pimanly
an operation for the purmpose of dismantling. 1F one
would nevertheless define it as a concept, they write, "t
would be the concept of undermining concepls, of
depriving them of their boundaries ™

Alphabetically organized, the exhibition unfelds accor-
ding 1o the structure of a dictionary, and like Bataille’s
Drictionmaire erifigue, without apparent reference 1o the
logic of deductive reasoning. Whereas calegones are
identified, all encompassing classifications wre suspen-
ded by recourse 1o provisional propositions, Four opern-
tions are distinguished pertaining to the undoing of form
and seen in opposition o assumed precepts within an.
As i pursuing a game, dualities are set up and juxtapo-
sed 1o one another; herizontaliny against verticaliny, rase
muateriedisn againsg the eliston of mamer, pulse against
the exclusion of wemporality, enfropy against struclure,



Horizontalite. the [rst operation, counters the Gestalt
Psychologists view that objects ame perceived from an
uprght position. The body™s verticality, perpendicular to
the plane of vision, establishes a condition of fronality,
a specific type of constellation between observer and
that which is observed. “Operationally speaking,”
Krauss suggests, “if vou flamen tee object oato the
homzonial Geld, vou move it away from the visual, from
iis condition of form, onto @ Geld thar acks the aotion
of form."® Alberto Giacomettl's horizontal sculplunes,
such as Lo Cirenir, Jackson Pollock™s dnop-paintings,
painted on o horizontal surface, o Andy Warbol's Dince
Iagrenn, exhibited on the fMoor, could be considered
formal breaks of thay kind, The act of pulling the obser-
wer ol of the vertieal axis 12 a confranialien vis-d-vis the

coficept al form as image and obyect of contemplateon,

Boxe wngteriglism, e second operation, quesiions the
high=low opposition between (orm and  moteniality
customanly ar work within I!'l'\vl'l-i'.lln;l:i11|:._1 -'I,|;_'|_'|:lT:||1|.J__'
o Boas, informe as 2 praciice dismisses “anyihang from
being 1aken as a symbol for anyihing else = being
Lri].lt'.l:-:hﬂ'd o -:[-,H;lpll-.-n:'ct Il ;|n}'|!|1||'.g mlge"F The
notion of matter as something that awaits 10 be
tranaformed from o bow 1o an élevated realm is rejected.
The reference to the domain of the metaphysical is
Forsaken in Fovor of an approsch that accepts maner as
what it s maw phenomena. Works, such as Pablo
Picasso's relels of sand and other motenals, Hobert
Hauschenberg's expeniments with it ond mud, or
Alberto Bun™s bumed plostuc muight be considered
within this framework, re-gvalusting the nepresenta-
teonal volue atinbuted (o formed matter,

Frlae, the third operation. guestions the presumption of
the art work as o stuble entity in time. Rather than
wildressing temporality in terms of a namative structure
or s o representation of movemend, the clement of time
i re-addressed as an underlying infinite pulsation o
beat which chaniclenzes open-cnided processes. In ils
repetitive serial quality, pulse has a performative
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Tunction; it is ancber wctic 1o undermine the myth of
form as o slatic entity, “Pulse = another form of insta-
bility,” writes Krmizs, “one with lemporal dimension.”
Marcel I}lwhulllp'h c:t['u;rilnmm with rogorchiels, Jean
Tinguely's moveable sculptures, or Bichard Serra’s film
Hoamd Carching Lead are works murked by a fleeting
wemporality tha challenges form as o condition of ress,

J:'Jr:mp_'.'_ the ln:mrlhn-rh.*nll!mrl. denounces the rehance on
compositions] order as an organizing panciple of formal
configuration, a type of gontrol o which the ot work
normally succumbs. As @ strofegy, enfropy - o Larm
identifying grodunl decrenses of energy within systems
~ implies another possibality for concervang form, one
pertaining 1 the degranon of order, Such an operstion
involves, poconding o Boas, “the mmansformastion of &
structure indo o stote of indifferentation.”™ Mon Eay's
|:|h|1|ngn|ph Transatlimane New Fork "ihﬂ'-l.'II:IF thi= resedise
of an ashtray empiied on the Noor, or Hoans Arp's Pupier
déchkirg made of tom paper rundomly assembled, or
Robent Smithson's Asplali Bierdown are pitempts where
the very foundations of structured form are undermined,

The four operations oulline devices in which seemingly
unguestionable presuppositeons ang sel aside and ther
opposites unraveled. As in Batmlke’s project. the mirho-
nity of form, as moch as s symbalic frame of relerncs,
is dismantled as 3 principle of course, An anachronisie
affimity maght be discemed between Batulle's program
and the post-structuralist position taken by Kraoss amd
Bois. A shared agenda against that which presupposes
closwre is at work — a suspicion towards the concept of
meaning @s something immanenily tied w0 lorm.
Motwithstanding this claim, a provocative hypothesis
wwderlics their undenaking, mamely that the deployment
of form can transgiess the very siruciure — oF sUper-
siruciure = of formal consiruction. Mone bluntly stated,
form can do the job,

Indscative of recent architectural discourse 15 a tendency
I undo |;.;|I_-_'g|.|r.u;;|i pomnElves. A W il|1|r.| wrt L'Filll.':lhﬁ!.
the formless in architecture invokes nod a dissoluion of
form per se. but o dissolution of an understanding of
form. Within sech a framework. one might discem a
|'|rr||.~1'-:':||.'¢' fawr |"||Ilﬁl|ll'r||' Oer i]ﬂELI'iII‘II}'. hul.:rngl.'l'u-ll'_l.'
over homogenaily, inclusion over exclusion, incomphet-
ness over wholeness, ambiguity over clanity. At the core
of such approsches is a shift of emphasis from the
formiless as a type of cobique to the formbess as a made
of production. Form is nod addressed as what if s bal as
whai ir dhoes, redirecting the focus within the discipline
from a typology of fomm o & matns of opértions, Such
a guiesd 15 nel guided by the reinstatement of an aesthetic
program, styhistically framed in advance, bt invalves
processes thot engender approximations. Different
practices of the formbess could be traced as pertaining to
the undoing of form and seen in opposition 1o
established precepts. Expanding upon the dualities set
up in {informe; mode o eogdod, one could distinguish
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different operations: expanded felds versus the
singularity of objects, weak snrrerialiny versus elevaled
matier, Meiaine versus permanence, cfrnmsirmiininy
viersus the exclusion of incidentalmess.

Expanded Ficlds

Architecture is typically associated with the mastery of
the object assering the presesce of the work in ats
undefiled condition. This notion of entity, whether
circumscribed by shape, geomelry, of compositional
arrangement, adheres 10 a simicture determined by a
figure=ground dichotomy, By Mattening the object onto u
horsantal field one might discemn strlegic possibilites
for construing architectural form os expanded felds, As
given by the charactenstics of fgure-ground relation-
ships, the object is customanly localized within o con-
text as a ligure wo be grounded. Fields, in contrast, revo-
ke the distinetion between figure and ground dismant-
ling and decentering the idea of the object as a bounded
eniLy.

Greg Lynn's Strended Sears Tower project pertains io
the operotion of flatiening, Mipping the archinsciural
object’s wvertical axis onto the horizontal fGeld of
Chicago’s city fabric. The ower is disassociated Trom s
condition as o Mreestanding anifact and iransformed Do
a ficld. While disengaged from 15 origingl site and re-
contcxiualized oo the urban temitory, the object looses
its quality as fgure o coalesce with the ground. The
basdled wbes tha constie the tower's indtnd structure
begin to muluply in an irreducible sysem of untangled
strands, The bafurcations and deformations of the
individual tubes, although responding to localized
Forces, appear formally indeterminste and provissonal, o
sirategy sceentunting the open-ended properties of field
structures, |

A series of experiments during the sixties, affilinted with
Team X and the Japanese Maabolists, imtated a dis-
coursa on form no longer expressed as solitory bodies
bt ps adaptable orgondzational strectures, Fumihike
Maki introduced the concept of growpe form, a term
identilving an aggregotion of parls forming open
clusiers, Linkoges and connections delineate alliances of
warying imensities suggesting loose systems of relations
from which architectural assembhes evelve. "Urhan
seachety,” Mokl wnites, mivst be considered “as a dynamic
fiekd ol intemelated forces” He describes the city as a
pattem off events, fluid and mobile in iis disposition.!? In
order o address such propemics. new forms wens tested,
The work of Candilis, Josic, and Woods, for example,
displayved a preference for structures of horizontal
exlension, as in their projects for the universities of
Berlin and Bochum.'? Within such strategies the
distinchon between figure and ground was effaced
suggesting a dissolution of the object as unitary body.
While the forms produced were criticized for their
presumably systematic proclivity, these approsches have

received renewesd considermtion within recent architec-
turil discourse with an emphasis given to the operstive
potentialities of formal dispositions.

Peter Eisenman, for instance, depans from the notion of
urchilecture os object o investigate wnderstandings of
orchitecture as open temritory. His project for the IBA in
Berlin, Ciy of Arificiad Eveavarton, is derived from a
conceplual archacology, a wpe of notation of the many
physical and nen-physical layers of the sie, Similardy,
the Wemmer Center for tie Viowad! Ares in Columbais, Chio
Beems. o merge into a network of traces, grid lines, and
geographical demarcations, In the Rebaock Howsing
project in Frankfun, architecwrnl form dissolves into a
ficld of relatonships based as muech on real as on
invented urban iopographics, In these progects, the work
iz produced from a process in which stmcires ane
provisional markers of a momentary and circumstantial
condition. No claim is made for siable entities nor for
reduction @ simple elements; form i deploved as a
possibility within a field alluding 10 other possibilities.
Architecture involves here the “unfroming” or “defra-
ming” of the very forms produced,

Weak Materialliy

Copstderations of the formless suggest a reassessment
of the material domain of architecral form, namely the
pemsabiliny of regarding materiality as something that
conned coalesce inbo & singular endity, accepting s
irresolutencss and, in this sense, week condition,!? In
order 1o whdress such o propositon, one might examine
that which is repressed within the muaterial realmi of form
production, the very erher of clevated materality - the
ordinary, inferiorn, impure, crude, messy, o wasted, that
i which no form is annbuted in the ideal sense.
Sigmund Freud's asserion “dint is manter in the wnong
place” could be takem as a poant of deparure rom which
i possibly overturn the notions of material rightnes or
WD E eSS,

The work of Gordon Maua-Clark ¢an be seen within this
conlext for il wecovers customanly rejected = und thus
suppressed - malerial aspects of architecture. The
iniervention Comleq! fifersect, a response (o the
revitalizaion of the Chariier Beanbourg i Paris,
suggests  alternative appropches o the issue of
materiality in  juxtposition 0 the immaculate
comstruction of the adjocent Centre Georges Pompidou,
Mutta-Clark"s process invelves culting and removing in
order o reveal that which 15 concealed. Studs. rubble,
wiring. amnd odher disparate parts of sub-assemblies, us
well as the messiness of building processes, are literally
exposed, The work engages in a kind of uncovering of
presumed assumptions, not only as o architectore's
physical constitution but in terms of its solidly anchored
ideological structure,
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T'|.'||: FELY s af n'lull:rialﬂ:.' b BeEn n:p:ula]l': hrl.rughl! |.'||‘|
swithin the Modern Movement as o means (o 1,!i-.¢:|1g:g|;'
from wraditional precepts, Adolf Loos® assenion that po
destinction of valse should be made between matenals,
Le Corbusier's fvtor Bror, and Mies van der Hohe's
employment of industrinlized steel sections wre mtempis
to liberate material possiabilities from  particular
significations, Alvar Aalto's experiments with mutenals
und rechniques in his house s Muuratsalo reconsider the
guestion of construchion assemblies. The nohon ol
homuogeneous principles, (o which a work must comply
15 forsaken i favor of béterogensous assemblages of
foose cohesion. The possibalilies of incongnsous con-
structions are exploited, questioning the valwe of all-
encompassing systems of order 1o which material
a=semblics pormally abide. Motwithstanding ontelogical
interpretations of such approaches, their liberating
aspect hias incited reconsiderations of moteniality within
recent archifeciura] practices.

Frank Gehry's carly work emiploys materials taken from
the hanal and ordinary domain of cheap constiruction
plywood, gypsum board, chainlink fence, cormugated
mietal, and the like. Although ubiquitous and appropria-
tedd Froamn 1he so-called “cheopscape” of the conemporary
urban fabrc s mumde, such maoterials mre lmdil:unull:.-
I.'Ii'.'clll:-lj |II.'|Z5II1 L'\l:!llll:l'.'l.i\'l.' |.'\11I'IM.'I.I.1IJHF.|-I::"\|!'\|. .'\L"i.'LII'IIIIII.l.'_ [ [4]
{'rchl:,:, le:,' 1:I¢]I.III.E_ o the realm of an “wvisihle
architeciure,” given by the realities which ome selects nio
10 sz¢.1* Considered from such a vamage point, Gehry's
comention s ol 0 reveal that which & presumably
fncdden bt to displace such systems through unlamshar
allocations and labncatrons, The casunl and transient -
il nod to zay degroded - gquoahlities of informal
constrctions are pursued, Allowing material form to
evade  particular significafions, materiality s
indecisive and weak comdition is deployed os o ctic of
the formless,



Fluidity

Withim models of formlessness in architeciure the
disposition of fluidity is being cumently considered.
Bearing affinities 10 the continuity demonstrated in
Frederick Kiesler's Endless House and the undivided-
ness embodied in the habitabbe sculplures of Apdre
Bloc, a concepdion of architeciural form emerges in
terms of fuid morphologies where discrete boundaries
seemingly dissolve. As sugpested by Bois and Krauss,
the incorporation of dynamic systems in fluid structures
undermines the stability of [orm as a condition of est.
Fundamental to this understanding is the weatment of
the enclosure as o fgumtion of fields. By offering o
visual flow of perpetual motion and continaous
multiplicity, heterogeneous yet coherent architectural
forms are suspended in a temporal dimension of
pulsition — “endlessly scarching for another and amother
ondd another object.”!#

In wrchitectural design, combimatory methods of
justaposition, collage, and assemblages are gradually
venturing towards 2 new logic of amalgamation o
include such operations as grafting, wacing, folding, and
distorting. Intrinsic to this logic is the tendency o
trumsgness physical perimeters, or o blur comour lines, a
strtegy capable of serving diverging tasks, On the one
hand it aims for disjunction by sweakening and
insubstantiating holiste masses, on the other hansd it
aims for cobherence by linking disjointed, stratified
organizations inio a congruous wisale,

With Mies van der Rohe's Glass Skyscraper project of
1922, one could distinguish a particular device which
contibutes o @ tectonics of disoppearance and dis-
=olution. In the curvilinear outline. the inflected contour
lines amimate the obgect’s idlencss and amiculate its
relationship with the force fields surrounding it, thus
maximizing the surface area of the enclosure. trans-
forming the building mass. Investigated in differem
practices today, this configurative deviee is polarized by

divergent technigues where the elfect of indistinctive-
ness is pursued by way of envelopes that contain bat do
not define. '

Greg Lynns work, for example, addresses merphogenic
studlies of Mud mechemics, where muatter canmot be redu-
ced 10 purely geometric or ideal qualities. Rejecting
fragmentation, Lynn searches for a condition of muli-
plicity that would engender both differentiation and con-
tinuity. The single-family residence project in Long
Istand presents architectural masses comprised of force
fields of produated motion. Not unlike the intentions af
the British painter Francis Bacon, who started with a
farm and sought to “distort it far beyvond appearance, but
in the distortion to bring it back 10 a recording of its ap-
peanance.” Lynn develops techniques where figurative
integers are developed 1o transform the building's volu-
metric mass. He then procesds 1o blur these forms in a
semes of steps, uwtilizing procedures such as ‘smoothing”
or ‘morphing” o create the illusion of truneformmtion
through the simultaneons superposition of imermediate
frumes. By transgressing the center and deforming the
perimeter. this operation provides a temporal dimension
that destabilizes the object’s condition of pest,

Clircumstantiality

Pivotal to the project of the formless in architecture is a
preference for the degradation of order over the
articulation of structure, Given the tendency of
twentieth-century an towards the dematerialization of
the object, the comprehension of such degradstion is
often founded on the dichotomy of onler wnd chaos.
Underwritien by another form of structural determinism,
this condition runs the nisk of vindicating randomness by
illustrating  dispunctive imegulanties. Conversely, the
performative rather than the iconic possibilities of
entropy generate a prevailing interest in circumsiantia-
lity as a projective disposition,

Rudolf Armbeim’s analogy of shuffling a deck of cards,
utilizes disorder a5 a vehicle rather than an end in
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iself. "7 While shuffling could be regarded as a replace-
ment of an dnitial sequential grouping with ancther,
entropy places witention wpon the overall distribution of
‘kinds" of order within g given prrongement, It focuses
on the pessibilities of summation, as given by the serial
order of the deck versus the order of the game verss the
order of homogeneous distribution thal perpetuies the
order of chance. Hence, the whirding of cords is not
understood simply s the conjectural absence of order
but s the ¢lash of uncoordinated orders.

Chie could decipher such o condition in the film Der
Fauf der Diage by Peter Fischli and David Weiss, who
metaphoncally compare themselves with sewer workers
engaging in the examination of sociely’s refuse. Unlike
lean Tinguely's selfl-destruction machines where explo-
ding constructions sinve owards the detersoration of
order, FischliWeiss" armungements unfurl in an almost
seamless procession of controlled disorder. Exch sei up
is systematically activated by the energy released from
the collapse of the previous amangement. Here, the cir-
cumstantial accommaedates runsformative possibilities.
With extreme precision in the manipulation of the other-
Wik Imprecise props, the procéssional st ups ane
constamtly on the verge of entropy but never actoally
succumb. Emerging from such models is the issue of
circurmstantiality a5 an operation of the formless in
urchitectune,

Daniel Libeskind's wrban  projecis capitalize on
circumstances suppressed within wrban planning - the
disintegration of zonpes, the dissolution of functional
contexts, and the abolition of meaningful ocatnons, His
Potsdamerplatz project in Berdin accentuates the (-
tures of war by wiilizing the city's left-over spaces. Crea-
ting a network of aggregaied linear fragments inlemec-
ting at different levels, o fabric of vectors is superim-
posed onto the fabric of the city. In the Alexanderplatz
project, Libeskind manipulates the “ground” as an ever-
changing three-dimensions] matrds of wraffic, street
paterns and built structures. '™ Oscilliting between the
confirmation and the erasune of history, this new ground
not only infiltrates existing interstitial spaces but creaies
AEw oS, growing over and subverting the buili fabric 1o
iniate new urban textures, In both projects conventional
expeciations  are  contravencd by incorporating
ephemeral conditions inte generative mechanisms. Tt is
within this realm that archiiecture will have o rethink
nod emly the fomms it produces, bul as a condition of
doing s, rethink the articulation of their circumstances,

Against Classifications

Fellowing the Kantian contention that what cannot be
classified cannot be recognized, caegoneal normatives
are genwerally used for the elaboration of broad affinities
among oiherwise helerogeneous practices. Despite the
ostensibly strict tasopomy  according o which the
formless within an and architecture is being appropria-
ted, the classifications brought forth are nevertheles
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unsharp in their structure. The four operations of
Expanded Frelds, Weak Mareriality, Fluidite, and
Circumstantiality are more prognostic than disgnostic,
The examples offered are interchangeable, so a5 w
suggest a Meld of possibilities from which other
interpretations might emerge. As in Borges” Chinese
encyclopedia, quoted in the famed opening paragraph of
Michel Foscault’s The Onder of Things, new categories
are sel up o upsel accepled categorizations, 'Y
Comaspondingly, the clasaificatory structure of informe
complies in iiselfl 1o the procedures of the formless,
breaching established divisions such as sivle, period,
technigque, theme, or ype.

The notion of the oeuvre as a complele entity. as
suggested by Foscoult in Tive Archaealogy of Knowled-
e, is o drving force of Western epistemology.*” Simi-
larky, the history of sdeas in architecture is marked by de-
seriptions of continuities, colerences, and successions,
As much as the discipling is portroyed as a unity of
discourses so are its products snd the rules that goven
them: the clanity of intention, the congmeity of form, the
logie of strucire, Indicutive of such sn undersianding is
Fowcoults metaphorical use of the werm architecture, in
such phrases as “the architectonie unities of systems™ or
“the unaty of @ bogrica] archatectore™ of ksowledge. At the
level of symbolic representation. architecture is. un-
equivecally sitached to the iden of completeness.

Fowconlt suggests that another history could be traced,
ode i owhich differences and svsiemes of dispersion migh
b investigaed. Whereas o method of analvsis is w firs
pursued focusing on discontinuitics, ruptures, threshodds,
limits, and transformations, ultimaely the very concep
of unitiecs is suspended. It is specifically the under-
standing of a work as a unitary body, closed aml finie in
its structure, demarcated by “the limits of its beginning
and its end”, that is forsaken. An approach is put forth in
which a feld mther than an object of inguiry is
delinemed, “Instead of seeking the permanence of
themes, images, and opinions” Foucault writes, “could
one not mark out a field of stralegic possibilities? 2!

Architecture as a discipline can be considered im similar
fermis — Lhat 1= a5 & system of differences and dispersions.
[n this sense, any witempt of csinblishing frameworks of
classificatory order, con only be considered as o momen-
fary constellntion awaiting o be subpecied to the destabi-
lizing structure of formless opermions. As siled by Max
Horkheimer and Theodor Adomo, “classification is a
condition for cognation and not cognition itself; cognition
in wm dispels classification”?2 Architeciure might be
considered in itsell “a field of strategic possibilities,” ina
staie of fux and indetermyinate in s fomm.
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