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The interspace: concerning the space for the event and the event in the space

Interview by Yves Dessuant with Bernard Tschumi (1)

M
arcel Freydefont. The orientation of the conference and the subjects for reflection, which are providing the material for this, imply a general opening up of architecture, for a better grasp of the nature of the changes which have taken place at the end of this century. Due to his research and what he has achieved, Bernard Tschumi appeared to be the interlocutor the most able to give an outline of the fundamental considerations, which seem from now on to be governing the changes taking place within this discipline. The fact that he has not specifically realised any constructions for the theatre gives him an interesting distance.  His subject is only thrown into greater relief.

Yves Dessuant.  In the theatre sector one usually says that there is a very direct relationship between the content and what contains it, between the dramatic art and the space. It seems – to use the vocabulary of architecture – that programming there would be a fairly heavy constraint. Can you explain to us, in architecture first, and then in the theatre, the notion of programmatic shifting, which you were evoking at the time of the Parc de La Villette project?

Bernard Tschumi. When an architect receives a programme brief, in general this brief will indicate a certain number of activities, with the number of square meters allocated for them. At first sight there is a cause and effect relationship between these activities (these square meters) and the space, which is to accommodate them. In an example of a domestic nature, the brief indicates a bedroom, a living room, a kitchen. These activities have relationships with one another, which the brief does not discuss, at least not in principle. The architect, for his part, has the opportunity to establish these in a concrete fashion by deciding either for a rupture, that is to say no relationship, or on the other hand for a contamination between these activities, where, all at once - for example - the bathroom would be in the bedroom. We are ascertaining therefore that there is a type of relativisation of the relationship between the space and the plan, which allows a certain number of possibilities, or shifting conditions, to be established. It is not the architect who will say: “You are going to take your bath in the bedroom”. This would be a restriction. It is much more interesting to prepare conditions which are such that you could take your bath in the bedroom if you wanted to.

One can apply the same reasoning to the theatrical context, by envisaging a theatre from the angle of its relationships. There are relationships between the actors on the stage, between the public and the actors, between the stage and the hall, between the stage and the area behind the stage and also between the theatre, the street and the town. The classical theatre has established, between its activities and its spaces, a number of what are sometimes very formalised partitions.  But many theatre people have tried to break these down and to establish precisely a certain number of these shifts. This notion of shifting is fundamental because it allows one to call into question all the hierarchies, all the codes, all the laws, which, in the course of history, have in practice given a discipline a hard and fast form. It seems necessary to me, in our time, to be asking a certain number of questions, to avoid falling back onto banalities, into all the common situations where these partitions are found and, on the contrary, to try to work on the shift.

Y.D. Working on the shift, this would, after having identified that which is at the margin of the activities, be to organise a combinative, to allow both the conceiving party and the user to operate on these margins?

B.T. A programme or a series of activities always has difficult points: it is absolutely vital to be able to do such and such a thing in such and such a place, a recording studio must be able to function as a recording studio and an entertainment venue as an entertainment venue, simply for technical reasons. On the other hand, there is always an area, you have called it a margin, I would call it a relationship zone, which harbours a certain amount of ambiguities and it is this zone which could be invested in a particular way, for example by a producer.

With regard to this subject I should like to stress the proximity of the architectural concepts to which I often refer and to concepts developed by film directors at the time when they were inventing their discipline at the beginning of the century such as, for example, Eisenstein, Vertov or Koulechov.  Koulechov discovered something which is banal and fascinating at the same time: if you put the face of an impassive actor in front of a camera and if you simply change the background – for example a background of lovely countryside, followed by a background of a stormy forest or a train accident -  this impassive face will communicate different emotions to the spectator who is looking at this combination of images. This is what is called the Koulechov effect. It is exactly the same in the case of architecture between a programme and a space: a given programme, according to the space in which it is situated, is not at all the same. Whether it is a space full of ruptures, accidents, or a neo-classical space with its series of colonnades, the programme will read very differently. The notion of a relationship between the programme and its space is fundamental without being reduced to a direct cause and effect relationship (nor excluding it).  This can be a contradictory relationship, a relationship of conflict, this can also be a relationship of reinforcement, that is to say a tautology where the programme is reinforced by the image of the space. Once again a domestic example: if one has to cook then one will make sure that the space resembles a kitchen, but one may choose to work in contradiction and make the space meant to be for the kitchen seem like a football pitch. The relationship of indifference is also just as important, not because it is a neutral space – this does not exist-, but a smooth space which is simply there, like a sort of container. In its relationship to a plan, the work on the space is always governed by one of these three relationships: reinforcement, conflict, indifference.

Y.D. To summarise, it is on the basis of this relationship between the programme and the space that the   potentials for activity are created? In fact, when one conceives a space on the basis of a programme, one must not just take this programme into account but one must also allow the space for potential to be offered, both for the development of  the planned activity and for other activities which have not been planned; to allow one to go beyond the programme, which belongs to a programmatic shift, which we have just been discussing.  Could you talk to us more about this relationship between the programme, the space and the event. What relationship exists between these three elements and the constitution of these potentials for activity?

B.T. One must distinguish between these three elements. The programme is a set of relationships, which are essentially linked to the activities, to what has to take place in the space. Then there is the space. The event occurs when there is an interaction between the space and the programme. The programme may be predicted, it is written as though one is writing in a partition. The event is the accident, which cannot be forecast. One of the things which has interested me, particularly in certain aspects of the Parc de la Villette and in the projects of Fresnoy or of the School of Architecture of Marne-la-Vallee (ill. 18 to 20), is to be able to begin to create, on the basis of the conditions of the programme and the conditions of the architecture, the conditions of the event, that is to say that which could not be forecast or planned. This would allow one – to use words which belong more to being dynamic than to being static – to accelerate the potential of the programme or of the space itself.

Before seeing if this can be in the theatre, one must understand that in all situations there are two possible ways for an architect to look at a programme, either resistance – to try to resist certain data in the programme, which do not appear interesting to him – or, on the contrary, the intensification and acceleration of the characteristics which seem of interest to him, and which are often to be found in the margins. The architect has this power to go and search among the interstices of the programme, the place for that which is not said, that which could not be said by the principal or even that which society forbids at a given time, and thus to be able to confer an increased importance to this interstitial place, to make it become the centre of the event. By combining the ingredients of the space and of the programme, the architect prepares the conditions for the event.

Y.D. What you are saying is particularly legible in the case of the School of Art of Fresnoy, for which I produced the programme brief: there one really sees spaces and potential, which go far beyond the elements, which were merely embryonic in the programme. Your way of reading the programme briefs, and of expressing them, also seems to go through a different graphic representation with you, which is much closer to cinema – you have evoked this – than what one usually sees in architecture.

B.T. I have always tried to avoid finding myself a prisoner of notions of form, or of style, which did not interest me in the slightest. At a time when I was being asked questions concerning the Folies of the Parc de la Villette, I replied that deep down it did not matter whether these buildings were made of stainless steel or red brick. Of course that was important, but it was not there that the essential problematic was to be found. The real question was to manage to give rise to the event, in the sense in which we have used this word.

Working on the Fresnoy was extraordinary, on the one hand, thanks to the character of the existing buildings, which, even in a terrible state, had some quite curious and quite exciting spaces:  no one could have drawn what these almost industrial halls would become after passing through all the accidents of their history of seventy to ninety years of existence. On the other hand, we were asked to design, on this site, the building which was the best performer in its category, or rather to invent a place of a new type, a sort of  XXIst century Bauhaus, with all the latest innovations in terms of  electronics and technology, which could cause a contamination of different disciplines, the performing arts, the cinema, video, digital images, and sound technologies. We have chosen not to make a clean sweep, but to keep the former buildings to nevertheless create something without precedent, which may not be a large composition, a grand gesture or a masterful design, but the result of a montage. More than a collage, it is in fact a montage of elements, which are very diverse in character, in time and in space, with the former hall surmounted by a large high-tech roof, and between the two there is an interstitial space. This making of contact is supported by the restrictions of the programme. I am in the habit of saying that the restrictions of a programme are in fact very useful because one can at least divert them. In the absence of a defined programme, one can always invent something, but there is a real advantage in working on the basis of very precise data, as at the Fresnoy. In this case, everything took place in the course of the establishment of these relationships, everything, which has been discussed above – reciprocity, indifference and conflict. These relationships are all developed at the Fresnoy. And if I used the word “dynamic” just now, it is essentially by the movement of the body in this space that the reading of the space is completed. There is no space without the body, there is no body without the space. This is valid both for the perception, which I have of a theatre space, and of an architectural space.

Y.D. The Fresnoy is effectively the metaphor of its programme. It talks of the interspace, of the old and the new at the same time, and of a crossing between disciplines. Not only does the building translate the programme, but it offers, in addition, the great gift of a quantity of possibilities; one has the feeling that you have exploited the building by bringing out all its potential, to give the people who come to study here a great deal more than the programme had imagined. A distance is clearly established between the programme and the architecture: this seems to bring all and more.  Can the relationship between architecture and dramatic art be malleable while still remaining precise, or does one have to very rigorously specify each programme and each theatre building?

B.T. It must be stressed that at the Fresnoy, a new type of building was certainly in tune with a new type of programme; but there is an essential element, which has to be taken into account. Let us imagine that the interstices of the programme, not determined in advance, and staged in our project such that they may be used, are effectively assimilated by people, which is fundamental for me. Let us imagine that this appropriation is so extraordinary, that one day, in twenty years, one is asked to construct a building corresponding to this new type of institution, which would write this sort of interstitial space into its programme.  Thus a curious situation would be created: how is one then to divert the result of a diversion?

This question is interesting. I shall come back to it when considering the ambitions of my projects relating to the movement of bodies in space.  At La Villette, I was concerned, when positioning the Folies with the movement of bodies, with accelerated movement under the gallery, the relaxed, slowed-down and dream-like movement of the promenades. In all constructions there are always places through which one is obliged to pass, where the body is channelled in certain directions. I was struck, in the Bob Wilson show Einstein on the beach, by the fact that Lucinda Childs, at the beginning, crossed the stage diagonally. Ten times, twenty times, thirty times, for practically a quarter of an hour. And all at once this extraordinary thing happened when you looked at her cutting across this space diagonally, her body became the wall, the space of the stage was cut in two, diagonally. And you could see that the body itself became an element of the architecture. This is not very different to what Schlemmer already said at the Bauhaus: the hollow body creates the space. This notion is unfortunately lost in the major part of current discourse on architecture, which only talks of forms.

Y.D. Is this why you always represent your architecture as being inhabited, contrary to many architects who represent it empty of inhabitants?

B.T. It is more than that.  Photography is an extraordinary art, which develops our sensitivity to images. The whole education of the architect is by photography, before progressing to be by real buildings. At the same time there is a problem because photography of architecture is static set photography. This leads to extremities. A Japanese architect will ensure that the photography of his architecture eliminates its destination and localisation. There are many architects who make up their buildings for the eight photos, which will appear in the publications. But what is of particular interest to me in architecture is the way in which people will live via the space – in order to just transgress it. 

Y.D. When we worked together on the programme for the School of Architecture of Marne-la-Vallee, we quickly understood that one should not produce a plan which simply reflects one pedagogical mode, but one which is open and allows all pedagogical modes: it is up to the users to invent what they are going to do in the building. I would like you to explain to us how this principle has served you in building the project, and if you think that one can imagine a theatre space, which is suitable for all dramatic arts?

B.T. Let us suppose that the pedagogy in a school of architecture is the equivalent of the dramatic art on a theatre stage. It is not sure that the analogy can be pushed any further, but we will try. The School of Architecture of Marne-la-Vallee, we have said, should be able to offer all types of pedagogies. All the same we had certain directions for reflection, for example we thought that the people should know what each other were doing, there should be transmission of information, activities should not be partitioned off. There were places to meet, places which were not necessarily formalised in the plan, but which allowed certain links to be established, for example between an exhibition activity and a ball, between the seminar locations and the researchers’ laboratories: this sort of contamination, which we have already discussed. Let us make a parallel with the theatre. There are fantastic examples of theatre architecture, like the Theatre Total of Gropius, and all the experiences of creation of a space, which can be used for everything. But one sees with use that absolute polyvalence does not change the space (the space remains what it is) and does not charge it poetically. It is not this, which can make the contradictions and the potential appear. How does one develop a space, which increases the potential of dramatic art?  Contrary to total theatre, one can choose to remain within classic theatre (Italian-style) with its partitions, with the established relationship between the actors and a public by stage type, hall or décor system. One may decide, when presenting a play by Moliere, that the décor will be a direct expression of its era, a salon or something like that. However this tautology is not strictly necessary. On the contrary would it not be better to allow what I have just referred to as shift, what I would now call grinding: all of a sudden to introduce a slight question, which sheds new light on the work. In the same way the most beautiful museums of the last twenty years have been accommodated in industrial locations and not in locations designed especially for them (there is always this desire to recreate the traditional museum) allowing this shifting-grinding notion: the area suggests its potential but it does not necessarily have to become reduced to the flexible space of the Gesamtkunstwerk (total work of art) or to the partitioned space of the classical theatre.

Y.D.  Flexibility and polyvalence would therefore be a sort of architectural renunciation of the taking of responsibility as far as theatre space is concerned?

B.T. Yes, absolutely. Firstly, I believe that polyvalence is rarely possible because you always find yourself within a context, or rather within a set of circumstances, both urban and cultural, and technical restrictions.  Then the notion of totally polyvalent space is, in general, reductive; refusing all context, one is also renouncing that which gives richness, for example the richness of an urban environment, whereas it is much more interesting to use certain aspects of its characteristics and its restrictions, to sum up, to draw out a part of its circumstances to make a space, which has its own personality, its own characteristics. All the same I think it would be better not to establish a theatre model, which is totally interchangeable, an archetype, which can be transported from Berlin to Paris, from Tokyo to New York: it would be no more than a container, obliterating the space by this fact. This was the dream of the Theatre Total. It is not possible to thus neutralise and instrumentalise the space, as otherwise it is reductive.

Y.D. Therefore, to take things to the extreme, you would not undertake a project without a programme?

B.T. It has happened to us that we have worked, even very recently, with future utilisers who did not know what they wanted. This often happens.  And especially with those who represented all sorts of different interest groups. I am thinking of the project for the University of Columbia which comprised a large 1,100 seat hall, a 400 seat cinema, these two spaces having to be combined, (the cinema area is accommodated in the balcony of the large hall, the screen closing off the space, when the screen is raised, the cinema once again becomes the balcony of the large hall), a radio station, student clubs, an experimental theatre, a night club and a sort of restaurant (ill. 21). Everyone had different ideas on the spirit and manner in which to organise these specific spaces. We had the idea of quite quickly putting in place the non-planned space, the inter-space area. In fact, the restrictions of the context meant that the two wings of the building were staggered by a half-level, which allowed, or rather required, a series of ramps to connect them.   These ramps have become the common denominator of all the activities; and this dynamic core, which was first of all attacked by all the utilisers, ended up being the only place on which they were all agreed, while continuing to fight amongst themselves, concerning their own requirements, and for their respective interest groups. I think they never will agree. On the other hand, concerning this intermediary space, which was  determined by the architect, they were in agreement because it fulfilled a function, which they had never considered, a function outside the norm, which did not form part of their a priori notions.

The pleasure, which I have had in working with you being the programme designer for the School of Art of Fresnoy, came from how you managed to force or to encourage the utilisers, like a psychoanalyst, to define their needs. But there are cases where this is not possible. One then finds oneself in the situation of having to produce a project, which is a type of absolute potential since the requirements have not been determined. I am going to express this with the aid of another analogy, a mathematical one this time: we propose the theorem and it is up to the utilisers to demonstrate its validity.

Y.D. How do you link your concrete work of today, on projects which are being realised, to the theoretical work, which you were undertaking at the time of the Manhattan Transcripts? This theoretical work showed a much closer relationship with cinematographic writing than with architectural writing.

B.T. This relationship is always present. The definition, which we have given of architecture at the time of the Manhattan Transcripts, was the following: “Architecture is space, movement, action”. That is to say space, movement, programme. All this together makes up architecture. Architecture is not simply a space or a form, it is essentially the combination of these three ingredients. All the reflection, which followed, attempted to define how the spaces could differ according to movement, have served as a basis for the current work. But the current work is concrete work, it is not design work; there are other restrictions, other riches: things which one can do in reality but which one cannot do on paper and which would have led to an architectural failure and which we have, therefore, redefined. Certain directions explored in the Manhattan Transcripts have been pushed further in concrete work, and others have been set aside deliberately. 

This dynamic definition of architecture, according to which, architecture is both activity (programme), space and movement, has the effect of completely evacuating the notion of “architecture-object”. As from the time when one reintroduces either the body or the subject into the space it is no longer at all a matter of fabricating forms and objects, this option, which has marked a whole architectural rhetoric, over these last two or three hundred years. The unitary and homogenous definition has had its day. Space is a constant questioning. Our new definition is pluralistic, heterogeneous.  The heterogeneity, which I am discussing, is not that of forms, or of a hard form against a soft form, but that which puts into place things which are entirely different in nature, that is to say a body or a subject in relation to the space.
Y.D. There is nevertheless some formal work, a moment of formalisation or, to put this thought more precisely, there is work to be done on the poetics of the space?

B.T. The formal work is secondary, because the form is a result. The poetics come much more into the relationship, which is created between what I call the ingredients.  One knows, by means of language games as well as by games with images, that certain relationships are more charged than others, and they have a poetic sense or charge.  This is what is most difficult to define. You get there, you do it, you try and very often it is the part of the dream, which allows the utilisers to appropriate the space.  A neutral space, however beautiful it may be, a white space, the white box of certain modern museums allow little in the way of appropriations. Appropriation is also diversion.

Y.D. This approach to architecture, this poetic of assemblies and this appropriation takes us back to the notion of montage; and there is a desire then to talk of  sequences, to say that there are architectures of sequences and not architectures of image. It is a matter of assembling everything which makes a sequence at a given moment, and not simply formalising an image.

B.T. Yes. Architecture is not seen all at once. It unfolds with time. And if one had to look at the direction we are taking, or look for a possible direction for architecture this would be architecture, which would favour the dynamic aspect of things rather than their static aspect.

(1) The published text is taken  from an original video made  by Dominique Troisville 
(production by the School of  Architecture of Clermont-Ferrand).
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