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ARCHITECTURE _FROM LOCATION TO
NONLOCATION, FROM PRESENCE T0
ABSENCE

Introduction

During the 20th century not only distan-
ces and scales have changed under the
influence of telematic media and machines,
but even more so the relation to the loca-
tion itself: hic et nunc, here and now, here
and there have become variable quantities.
Location and space as the basic media of
architecture are being questioned (refer
to Deconstruction). Nonlocation, disloca-
tion, dematerialisation are new radical
architectural categories. Individual deci-
sion procedures that position the architect
as a building artist in the proximity of a
traditional understanding of art, based
on sculpture and painting, are also being
replaced by new planning methods that
are based on the complex system theories
of the media and machines. Therefore
computer-based algorithms can replace
data of individual signatures as proved

by deconstructivism and primarily by its
successor, the metamorphic or biomorphic
school of architecture (blob-architecture).

This approach exceeds by far the recent
understanding of experimental architec-
ture and acts beyond material experiment,
alternative buildings and model architec-
ture. In this sense unconventionalities
alone are not experimental. The new defi-
nition of experimental architecture experi-
ments with architecture’s semantics. Only
by applying new parameters to well-known
architectural rules does a new, almost
“experimental” definition of experimental
architecture emerge.

With the following we are going to con-
centrate on the relation of location and
space as a variable: place-displacement /
site-parasite.
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About the Discourse of Dislocation [11

In traditional architecture everything has
its place. A flat, a room or a desk is tidy
when everything is in its place; a citizen
without a residence has no place; having
no place is forbidden. Not least, function-
alism and its connected theory of short
distances refer to places: City Hall on
Main Square, the dining room next to the
kitchen, the night stand by the bed. Even
each detail has its allocated place and the
nail has been hit on the head, at the right
time at the right place. Building means
to organize where something belongs [21.

Location is everywhere, and where there
is no location it is immediately produced
through orientation and through memory.
Architecture can also heighten an amor-
phous nonlocation to a place: adoration of
the location is expressed in the metaphor
of the genius loci; each location is ingen-
jous; buildings are allegories for these
imaginations of location.

The idea of a Tocation is the unity of body
and space while in the Greek theater it

is the unity of time and place, as well as
the unity of space, time and architecture
for Sigfried Giedion. These ideas of the
location use the body-oriented spatial
experience, the technique of localization
through the body. When a person crossed
a room, changed the location step by

step or moved from one place to another,
this happened with the help of his body
or with the help of another organic body
such as a horse.: Over the centuries the
experience became phylogenically ingrained
in man’s mind that changing location, dis-
location, was only possible through one’s
own physical body. This is how phylogeni-
cally the paradigm of body-focused spa-
tial experience developed, which has domi-
nated civilization for millenia. With the
exception of ships it has hardly been two
centuries, since the beginning of the

)

industrial revolution, that dislocation has
occurred with the help of machines such
as trains, cars, or planes. The machine-
made change of Tocation happens much
faster than the physical, in fact so fast
that for the historically physical experi- .
ence of space the distances between points
of places seem to vanish and we therefore
metaphorically speak of the vanishing of
space. But even with the machine-focused
spatial experience we are still dealing with
physical objects, with comprehensible arti-
ficial moving apparatuses whose criteria
are still comparable to our natural-moving
apparatuses.

The traditional techniques of displacment:
The floating away .in mysticism, the dis-
placement in shamanism, the nonlocation
in nirvana - they all served to free the
body from its location. Since the 19th
century new techniques to escape the
prison of space have been invented. The
body is freed from the prison of location
through media and machines (1830, the
train; 1969, the landing on the Moon).
The beginning of a new spatial experience
can be related back to the scanning prin-
ciple, discovered around 1840, which was

‘used for the first telegraphic trials (pic-

ture transmission over distances) which
contained the idea of transforming a spa-
tial dimension (drawing on a surface) into
a linear sequence of points in time. The
telemachines (1840, telegraphy; 1906,
radio; and 1927, television) released the
messages (signs) from the messenger
(body). Sign messages can travel without
a body. The separation of message and
messenger introduces the discourse of
nonlocation. Until this historic moment
each (immaterial) message needed a
(physical) messenger who transmitted,
transported, or displaced it from one
place to another. Before the industrial
revolution these messengers were prima-
rily bodies (soldiers, horses, pigeons) and
during the industrial revolution primarily
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moving machines. In the postindustrial

- phase these are the communication media.

The actual revolution of the spatial experi-
ence lies in the bodiless transmission.of
signs. When signs could for the first time
travel without a body, be it via' electro-
magnetic waves ot cable etc, the founda-
tion for bodiless spatial experience was
laid. After the physical transport machines
siich as train, car and plane, it is primarily
the telematic transport media such.as tele-
phone, television and internet that intro-
duce the discourse of dislocation. Disloca-
tion (of space) and disembodiment (of the
body) create bodiless spatial experience.

During the industrial revolution the:ma-
chine-focused spatial experience took the
place of the physically focused experience
of space, followed by the sign-focused
symbolic spatial experience during the
postindustrial revolution. Without this
sign-focused spatial experience, from the
screen for the pilot to the map of the
hiker, the entire body of modern civiliza-
tion would break down. Nonlocation as

a metaphor of sigh-focused spatial experi-
ence rather than the machine and body
focus is therefore the origin of dislocation.

The new spatial understanding beyond

- physicality cuts the ground from under

architecture, which has so far been defin-
ed as spatial art and, as we have shown,
has always been tied to the body-oriented
spatial experience. When the architecture
group Coop Himme(bau states that archi-
tecture begins beyond space or architec-
ture begins where space ends, they mean
exactly that: contemporary architecture

_begins beyond the historical physically

experienced space. Daniel Libeskind too
denies. the historical term of location or
space in architecture as already suggested
in his book title Kein Ort an seiner Stelle
(No Place in its Place) [31. Telematic ma-
chines, ranging from trains to planes, and
telematic media, from fax to television,
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have ultimately dismissed the discourse of
Tocation and forced the discourse of dislo-
cation to be the foundation of our society.
This discourse of dislocation also can not
be ignored by architecture. Architecture
as spatial design has to adapt to the new
spatial understanding. The telematic media
ultimately force a new dynamic concept
of space onto architecture. This concept
of space is characterized by immateriality
and nonlocality. So if historic space can

no longer serve as a foundation for archi-
tecture the only way out can only be to
claim the criteria derived from the vari-
eties of nonlocality such as mobility, flexi-
bility, dynamics, viability etc. Idéally archi-
tecture would have to free itself from a
condition of two- and three-dimensionality
and, like the telefax, transform into a non-
linear sequence of configurations, into a
spatial-temporal system that is. Through
telematic media space has become a lin-
ear sequence of points in time, a string

of signs. Therefore spatial art has become
~ atemporal art and the two-dimensional
flat picture has become a form of time.
Hence rather than the site (topos or the
three-dimensional room) the nonsite, non-
locality (atopos), heterotopy and utopia
play a much bigger role than before. A
shifting of accent from location to nonlo-
cation, from presence to absence has
taken place.

This shifting of accent unfolds the concep-
tual range of location (topos). Apart from
the classical function of location, nonloca-
tion [4] and nonlocality (atopos) play a
bigger role in contemporary architecture,
primarily heterotopia in the sense of Fou-
cault, utopia and atopia in the location
itself (such as prison or hospitals), most
of all heterotopias and dystopia in the
sense of Helmut Wilke [5]. While atopias
are characterized by contingencies and
dystopias by symbolic dismissals, hetero-
topias offer the diverse structured forms
of disorder of today’s complex society.
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The idea of a heterarchitecture as “hybrid
mixed reality” tries to fulfil exactly this
new experience and design an architecture
which creates a new order between contin-
gency, disorder and dismissal. It is under-
stood that this architecture can be neither
standard nor a deconstructive architecture
but only a nonstandard architecture [61.
The classical architecture disappears into
the heterarchitecture.

About the Language of Absence

In the telematic era where signs travel
without a body and where this immaterial
sign traffic keeps the world economically
and culturally together, the significances,
symbols and signs, which are the nonpre-
sent, the nonphysical, hence the language
of absence, play a larger role than ever
compared with physical presence. The
order of the modules becomes the order
of the signs. More than ever architecture
has to adapt sign or text character in
order to be able to react to the primacy
of the significances that have developed
through the freedom of (the bodiless
traveling) signs, caused by the telematic
revolution, as well as through the shifting
of location, the dislocation through the
telematic media. Present architecture
builds on the dematerialized, disem-
bodied space, on the space of signs and
significances.

Through the principle of scanning and its
relevant technologies, messages without
a body have become possible. Messenger
and message, body and sign have been
separated. The bodiless codes have also
Ted to a separation of body and location.
The historical equation of body and Toca-
tion disintegrated, nonphysicality led to
nonlocality. The telematic media, the spa-
tial experience through telematic media
have once and for all introduced the non-
physical nonlocality. The location, the
physical, physically experienced location,

0

is not lost to architecture as a medium,
but is joined by the nonlocation space of
telematic machines and media, which
overforms and deforms the classical spa-
tial experience. Media experience and
spatial experience create hybrid forms of
a bodiless and body-orientated experience
of being. The individua! experiences itself
in one location and at the same time in
several other locations. It experiences
itself decentralized and eccentric. The
eccentricity becomes obvious in the blur-
ring of the borders between exteriority
and interiority. What is inside and outside,
in the body and outside of it becomes a
mixed experience of a mixed reality.

This discourse of dislocation has natural-
ly its roots in the history of architecture
itself. Architects have always stormed
against the physical limits of space and
time, against the prison of bricks and
stones, against gravity and mass. What
today’s electronic media and glass faca-
des offer as opportunities to exceed the
limits of walls had been tried in former
times with the available contemporary
means: perspective illusion painting simu-
lated rooms beyond the architect’s possi-
bilities. Looking back it can be said that
within the discussion between architec-
ture and mural painting in churches and
palaces, this radical differentiation be-
tween presence and absence had already
taken place. As an architect Palladio pro-
duced local architecture with presence.
Through the painting of Veronese this was
extended by the dimension of a nonlocal
architecture of absence: with iltusion
painting (virtual architectures and land-
scapes) the painter exceeds the physical
and the physical limitations.

The influence of perspective painting on
architecture was enormous in the Baroque
era. The perspective through painting en-
couraged bringing the previously neglect-
ed side sections and rear facades also into

e
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the view of the architecture. Apart from
these traditional approaches of nonlocali-
ty, which architecture owes to painting,
there are also moments of dislocation in
the history of architecture which it owes
to machines. The idea of underground
architecture and the Baroque mural paint-
ing have the problem of the visual in com-
mon, however, in contrasting positions
that are on the one side a negation of the
visual and an apotheosis of the visual on
the other. The trompe I'eeil technique of
mural painting in the Baroque and the
Rococo eras created rooms that didn’t
really exist and in this sense weren’t real-
ly visible or which visualized the invisible
that could not been seenin reality. The
virtuosos of fllusion painting in churches
and palaces were the first architects of
cyberspace, the virtual space [71. The
underground architecture was invisible
architecture anyway.

NMusion painting has therefore - slightly
and unnoticed - already disturbed the
classical equation between reality and
visibility. Within the classical understand-
ing of reality until 1840 the rule said,
what is real is visible, what is unreal is
painted. The visual and the present form
a unit. What cannot be seen is the absent
and the unreal. Musion painting has made

“the nonpresent partly visible. The classical

equation therefore states that what is pre-
sent is visible and the absent is invisible.
What the subject sees is the present. The
nonpresent is not visible. The painter, how-
ever, could already paint the nonpresent,
This was not the main task of painting,

‘which in most cases insisted on the realis-

tic depiction of the present, but as heresy
Nlusion painting could break this rule. It
is however the central task of the media
as a language of the absent to make visi-
ble what is actually not present. In his
book Civilization and its Discontents (1930)
Freud has defined writing as the Ta{nguage
of absence and stated that technology as
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the language of absence would continue
this task of writing. Therefore the task of
technology and subsequently of the techni-
cal image and sound media is to make
present what is spatially and temporally
absent or past. The telematic media have
set new emphases in the dialectic of pres-
ence and absence, thereby leading from
the architecture of presence to the archi-
tecture of absence. The dialectics of pres-
ence and absence has always included the
dialectics of the visible and the invisible.
The telematic and technical media in their
annihilation of the historical equation
between location and nonlocation as pres-
ence and absence have also introduced a
new equation between location and visibil-
ity and therefore between presence and
visibility. The discourse of dislocation has
shattered the old equation. The classical
equation - the present is visible and the
absent is invisible - is no longer valid. The
new equation, introduced by the telematic
media says, even the absent can be made
visually present. Instead of the static defi-
nition of visibility there is now a dynamic
discourse of the visual; rather than clear
borders between visible and invisible,
between presence and absence there are
variable zones of visibility. Technical view-
ing has destroyed the classical ontology
and thereby the classical concepts of the
visual.

Architecture as a building art must react
to the changes through the visual disioca-
tion and the loss of the anthropomorphic
viewing. The disembodiment in the realms
of the mechanistic visual has provoked a
new language of space. The media that are
parallel to real space set up an electroni-
cally immaterial data space ~ particularly
noticeable in the worldwide data net, rec-
ognizable in cyberspace - don’t operate
with the historically constant concepts and
realities of space but rather operate with
the signs of space. The separation of mes-
senger and message, of body and sign is
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followed by the separation of space and
sign. The signs of space float freely; they
dislocate from the real physical location.
The discourse of classical architecture
was built on location, space, body, matter,
mass, gravity and so forth. The techno-
discourse of dislocation has dissolved the
historical differentiations and borders.
The discourse of nonclassical architecture
is based on nonlocation, immaterial signs,
dynamic systems, floating data and so
forth. The discourse therefore not only
concerns the physical location but also
the separation of the sign-reality from
sensual reality and the separation of the
visual from space or presence. In the era
of the primacy of technologically support-
ed and integrated viewing, the language
of architecture becomes increasingly a
pure language of signs and of a new form
of technologically supported visibility.

About the Readability of Invisible Space

Modern glass technology made glass
facades possible, which make the reada-
bility of space become ambivalent. Glass
panes, electronically controlled and built
from quartz crystals, allow a mobile play
of zones of transparency and opagueness.
Such glass panes repeat the discourse of
dislocation within the discourse of visibi-
lity and invisibility. With the help of vari-

able zones of visibility that are systemical-

ly controlled, a variable dislocation of the
visual unfolds, ranging from transparent
to opaque areas. The same areas can both
be transparent and opaque. The visual
state is not definitively defined and not
static; it is mobile, flexible, transitory and
dynamic. In this dislocation of the visual
the discourse of dislocation, which in a
hidden way rules architecture, is visually
expressed.

Architectural space does not only approach
a space of lines, in the sense of Deleuze
[83, but modern architectural space is

more to be understood as a space of “map-
ping” and “re-mapping.” The physical and
the electronic spaces merge by projecting
themselves within each other and mixed
up. The visually present is mapped onto
the absent, which is thereby made visible.
With illusion painting it was exactly the
other way round: The visually absent was
mapped as a painting onto the architec-
turally present. In contemporary architec-
ture that reacts to telematic changes,
reality becomes a wire model, which archi-
tecture, by functioning as a variable tex-
ture (rather than in the old skin, membra-
ne, facade function), makes temporarily
visible. Architecture controls the zones of
visibility. Reality becomes a range of ab-
sence and presence. Like a moving pointer
architecture regulates visibility even in
previously invisible zones, making spaces
readable and unreadable [91. You only see
people and objects if architecture as the
control systems wants you to. Architecture
itself can become absent and invisible.
Invisible architecture can become visible
through users. Architecture maps virtuality
and reality intertwined. In the universe of
variable zones the subject can understand
medial architecture like selecting televi-
sion channels. The user of contemporary
architecture zaps through the visual zones
of architecture and controls the visibility
and invisibility of the architecture himself
and thereby the degree of its virtual or
real character. In contemporary architec-
ture reality itself becomes a window. It is
no longer about watching reality through
a window, but reality is the window.

Conclusion

Architecture becomes the meat for a wire-
frame model of reality. This theory of the
mapping of different electronic, physical
or social spaces within each other as a
new “location” of architecture is based on
the concept of virtual and real-life space.
In order to be able to readjust or remap
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the space of virtual or real life according
to the user’s requirements, not only are
new high performance computers, as they
appear in quantum computing on the hori-
zon, necessary but it also requires the ubi-
quitous presence of computers in order to
enable the architecture of absence.

“Ubiquitous Computing,” “DNA-Comput-
ing” and other next-generation computing
systems are building the necessary. pre-
requisite for an “Architecture of the Multi-
verse.” The nonlocal architecture requires
a “ubiquitous computing” in order to set
up its presence and its location anytime
and anywhere.
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