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Actions in indeterminability: exploring the possibilities of temporary architecture.
Temporary constructions reside in a grey area within Architecture.  By their nature, they dispute the dominant role of Architecture as lasting and providing permanent solutions.  Temporary constructions call for a belief in alternative possibilities; they have the potential to act upon the configuration of durable architecture and upon our apprehension of public space.  In the current context, in which social, economic, ecological, or broadly, ethical impacts of large scale developments are frequently under question, small scale temporary architecture has the liberty to explore and test these larger themes through direct engagement with their site and their audience.  As a design method, and as a teaching method, in which provocative and generative ideas take the place of problem solving and completed solutions, temporary architecture espands the search for responsible answers to urban interventions and actively participates in unveiling indeterminability in architectural space.
Actions in indeterminability: exploring the possibilities of temporary architecture.

Reconciling Poetics and Ethics in Architecture.

Architecture and reason normally go hand in hand: we build for a purpose, for determinate functions; we build with materials and methods that make sense; we calculate, we predict and we make sure, as much as possible, that our buildings will get used in the ways we first imagined them.  But what if there was no reason?  That is, what if we built to change the way we apprehend the city, to renew our relation to architecture, as opposed to building as a response to a given program? What if we built in order to bring the indetermination of time into one present experience? I heard an architect once say: if there isn’t the desire of permanence, then there can be no architecture.  It is true that normally, buildings await for us, they are there when we come back to them, that we discover them through time.  But if we suppose that for a brief definable period of time, each one of us were brought to a specific event, each one of us would have a different behaviour towards the situation because all of us have engaged in different experiences prior to this one event.  And if we all have different reactions, how is it that we think we can determine how a place, a space, a room, will find the one function we planned on happening?
Through the history of architecture, temporary constructions have been a way to answer this question and escape a present situation, a way to superpose an alternative reality by changing the time of experience, to provoke change in the way we might see things or in the way we interact with one another.  Though temporary architecture has a long history running parallel to that of permanent architecture, temporary constructions still reside in a grey area within Architecture because, by their very nature, they dispute the dominant role of Architecture as lasting and providing permanent solutions, because they can exist without a determinate function, because they are free to suggest uses rather than being governed by them, and because they are free to exist on sites inaccessible to permanent architecture. They might also be relegated to a shadow existence within Architecture because they are thought differently: they often develop a particular tectonic, using materials and assembly methods that don’t always find their echo in permanent architecture, and because they do not necessarily require laborious foundations that would fix them in a pre-determined place and time, and thus in a permanent symbolic position. Some architects will go as far as saying that they are not architecture; they will agree to their architectural nature, but will nonetheless consider them as constructions besides Architecture.

Though utilitarian structures built to sustain nomadic or transient cultures have always existed, it is only in 17th and 18th century Europe that temporary architecture was put forward as a specific domain within the discipline.   At times of grand public festivities, when the city was treated as a theatre, temporary architectural machines transformed the city and changed its structure, sometimes radically.  As Perez-Gomez noted in his latest book, «festival time was obviously different from normal time.  It dislocated and relocated human temporality, without resorting to banal linear time or a simple return of the same.»
 
As such, public festivities were intimately linked to improvisation: the magic created in the imperfect was what carried the essence of the event, for in the unfinished, one can imagine new realities.  In superposing a vision of a new city onto the existing one, the city would find itself clogged by monumental constructions emerging in the midst of public places, blocking streets and increasing public disorder.
The triumphal arch is representative of these grand public festivities; by being an important element in most major events, they are a demonstration of a developing specificity.  The only indicator that these wood, plaster and canvas constructions were indeed temporary are found in a few project’s plans and sections or else in engravings which depict the construction of such apparatuses.  The fact that it was almost impossible to discern a temporary construction from a permanent one reinforced the value of temporary works: they were considered as venerable as permanent ones and moreover, they allowed to test and develop construction hypothesises and new forms.  
The French revolutionary festivities were to be fairly similar to the grand festivities held under the Ancien Régime, except that they were held outside of the city, away from the remnants of French monarchy.  Obviously, the ideals had changed, but these festivities were still held in a desire to bring people together, to put in play newly found communal values, which came together through the organisation of the site and the construction of monuments and temporary machines.  As a direct consequence of the Revolution, François de Neufchâteau, minister of the Interior, created in 1798, the first Exposition Publique des Produits de l’Industrie Française, which marked the birth of Universal Exhibitions.
It is also at this time that temporary architecture left the city and moved towards large, untouched sites required for the expositions.  They became the primary manifestations of temporary architecture throughout the 19th century and marked a growing distance between architects and urban, temporary interventions.  Temporary architecture lost the potential it had developed to transform everyday city spaces and was only relevant within the idealized world dictated by the needs of the exposition.
It is at the beginning of the 20th century that the idea of the installation appears, with  the Russian avant-garde and constructivism for instance and with projects such as Kurt Schwitters’ interior.  Artists such as El Lissitzky, with his Proun Rooms, for example, began to take interest in spatial explorations and enabled the arts to recuperate this type of construction while nourishing the ever growing ambiguity between art and architecture.
The term “installation”, first appeared in the 1960s in New York, where artists, such as Allan Kaprow, built what they called “environments”, or “happenings”.  Returning to the urban setting of the grand public festivities, these artists’ interventions acted within the space of the city.  A critical difference between the two though is that while the 18th century festivities superposed a vision of an imaginary city over the existing, “environments” and “happenings” operated in discrete and limited settings, on streets or in incongruous spaces.  Architects, too, came back to work on these themes: groups such as Superstudio or Archigram proposed fantasy universes in order to critique an emerging consumer society, and other groups, such as Haus-Rucker-Company in Vienna built pieces of architecture as interventions onto concrete situations as a way to generate new relations with existing urban conditions. Rather than trying to stage a comprehensive alternate vision of the city as in the public festivities of the 18th century, these installations and proposals insert themselves into public space in order to provoke reactions that are objectively impossible to determine.
In semantics, according to Merleau-Ponty, one cannot predict the sense of a given word, nor of a given proposition because meaning is fluid, unpredictable.  The understanding of a word is made through its experience and use, rather than through its definition.  As a phenomenon is learned through physical experience, each speaker evokes different groups of characteristics of a given word according to his or her prior experiences and according to the context. Parallel to these fluctuations in linguistic meaning, the reading one will have of a space and the use he or she will make of it will be a direct consequence of the relation between his or her prior experiences and the context in which he or she is found.  Indeterminability emerges in the meeting of experience, time and context; the outcome of this conflation is impossible to predict.  Irregularities, instabilities and deviance which appear in a given place, which disturb and transform an expected physical order, give rise to shocks, random encounters and accidents.  The uncertainty engaged in these events demonstrates and heighten our awareness of indeterminability.  While one cannot objectively determine the groups of experiences unique to each individual, the architect can still intervene on the context of a site and trigger the emergence of unpredictability.
A prime goal in much of the work of Cedric Price was the creation of the settings for the multiplication of unpredictable events.  With projects such as South Bank Centre in London, where Price proposed a raft of balloons as a moveable canopy under which could be held various types of exhibitions and which would also prevent permanent estate development and speculations, or in his Fun Palace, where he developed an auto-participative space of entertainment, where each user could transform space and conduct activities which seemed fit at the moment, the indeterminability of use or the auto-determination of these uses is what Price’s projects relied on: “Choose what you want to do –or watch someone else doing it.  Learn how to handle tools, paint, babies, machinery, or just listen to your favourite tune.  Dance, talk or be lifted up to where you can see how other people make things work.  Sit out over space with a drink and tune in to what’s happening elsewhere in the city.  Try starting a riot or beginning a painting –or just lie back and stare at the sky”.
  In addition to being an advocate of indeterminability and temporary works, Price was a member of Britain’s Institute of Demolition Contractors.  Designing a building which would stand for only 10 years and in which users would be the ones defining the functions necessarily posed the question of architecture differently, both in its construction and literal deconstruction.  
Because the architecture end-user has the power to act upon all architectural objects, as  if a creative-user, to borrow Jonathan Hill’s argument
, the object is never finished, as it would be impossible to make an exhaustive inventory of the various appropriations that might take place.  By focusing on this element of potential, the designer of an architectural installation is at liberty to explore different actions perpetrated by the architectural gesture and to engage directly the installation’s site and audience.  In this regard, it proposes a design method in which generative and provocative ideas take the place of design as a problem solving activity.
In studio work for instance, the architectural installation allows students to isolate and investigate specific questions, to put forth a hypothesis, test it, and define results; these explorations can than be transposed into the project of permanent architecture.  In this example, the temporary exercise was to explode a typical Montreal apartment landing each private room out in the public space and to then imagine transformations and exchanges caused by the proximity of domestic and public space.  After dissecting the living unit and proposing correspondences between public and private, these students sited their proposition on the sidewalk, as if public space were to become a house for the city.  Later, in the studio project, a collective housing building, the intervention proposed on the sidewalk was transformed into a continuation of public space through the entire building, here as public space for the street, here as public space for the apartments.
In this other example from a separate studio, students were asked to propose a temporary installation which would announce the future construction of a comic book museum.  Through displays of ludic activities, such as a swing, plays of shadows and mirrors brought together on a stage, these students engaged the ubiquitous atmosphere of comic books.  In the museum project, the stage was transformed into a public place, the play of mirrors, of seeing and being seen with a façade transforming one’s real image and finally, the uncertain atmosphere of the projected shadows on screens was developed inside the building in confused comings and goings of a translucent green surface which modulated the main spaces.
These interventions are not naïve; they pose a disruptive action because they intervene on the public domain: on the physical space of the city and in the world of ideas.  Habermas has demonstrated that public space is not only a place where we gather, it is also the ways with which we give ourselves, together, the means to become active subjects.  The idea of self-determination, as a counter-power which would allow us to depart from standardised practices supposes an ethic of engagement based on meeting, interaction and mutual exchange.  This summer, here in Montreal, I installed on a sidewalk, along one city block, a screen made of clothesline which forced people to choose one side over another, to come physically closer to strangers and to wonder why on earth there were clotheslines in their way.  This is not what is supposed to happen on a sidewalk.  Well, things started to happen: people hanging things on the lines, others climbing in them, resting on them, tieing their dogs to them, children playing peek-a-boo around them, getting on their hands and knees to crawl under them.  This piece of sidewalk changed meaning for the course of the summer.

In thinking Architecture through the actions it poses and the relations it sets in place between itself, us and the city, before even considering bubble diagrams or programmatic lists, the architectural installation has the power to provoke change in our apprehension of built space, in our deterministic ways of evaluating the needs of others and of pretending to know what Architecture must be.  In acting in full consciousness of the indeterminability that inhabits our meeting with architecture, with the city, with a stranger, or even with ourselves, and in nourishing our desire to discover the unknown, temporary architecture is an intervention which unveils the possibilities of the unpredictable.
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