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Summary

This dissertation examines the obfuscatory potential of transparency in the work of
architectural practice Foster + Partners. Transparency, as a narrative of Western
culture, has been used unthinkingly and uncritically by architects to equate clarity
with rationality, accessibility and democracy. Through a close analytical reading of
the practice’s output, using a framework which draws from Henri Lefebvre’s The
Production of Space (1974), Jean Baudrillard’s Simulacra and Simulation (1981),
Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media (1964) and Reinhold Martin’s The
Organizational Complex (2003), the political, cultural and social significance of
Foster + Partners’ transparent architecture is discussed. )

The dissertation works with two definitions of transparency: one drawn from Foster +
Partﬁérs’ use of n'anspafent techniques and rhetoric as found in their built and
published work; one based on a critical approach to materials which locate the place
of transparency in architectural and spatial history and theory.

Three case studies from the practice are read for their transparent capacity and are
placed in their respective historical-geographical contexts, following the methods of
David Harvey. These projects, The Palace of Peace and Concord in Kazakhstan
(2004-2006); HACTL SupefTenninal in Hong Kong (1992-1998); and the
Philological Library of the Free University Berlin (1997-2005), are analyzed.to
examine the technological, material, aesthetic, formal and spatial qualities of their
organization. By placing these projects in their respective contexts, the position of
transparency as an active architectural and cultural device is discussed, and its role in

shaping the structure of social, political and institutional forms is explored.

The thesis concludes by questioning widespread assumptions in architecture and
culture that transparency acts to open-up and decrypt the hidden; reading the case
studies in relation to Baudrillard on the production of systems that simulate the

conditions of the democratic.
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Fig.122 Facade of the Rostlaube with the Philological library of the Berlin Free

“University behind

Fig.123 Philological library within the Rostlaube, from Foster and Partners
<www fosterandpartners.com> [accessed: 19 January 2009]

Fig.124 Philological library within the Rostlaube, from Foster and Partners
<www fosteranpartners.com> [accessed: 19 January 2009]

Fig.125 Reconditioned corridor leading from the entrance of the Rostlaube
towards the Philological library. First floor

Fig.126 Corridor, first floor, Rostlaube

Fig.127 The Philological library seen behind the windows of the Rostlaube,
Fig.128 Interior of the Philological library

Fig.129 Vents on the exterior of the ‘bubble’ enclosing the Philological
library .

Fig.130 Interior of the Philological library

Fig.131 Workstations in the library, looking over the central borrowing desk
Fig.132 Principle access and emergency escape points of the Rostlaube
Fig.133+134 The ‘Berlin Brain’. Icons and maps of the Philological library as
resembling a cranial form
Fig.135 Screen-captures of the Free University’s homepage <http://www fu-
berlin.de/en/> [accessed: 22 April 2010]°
Fig.136 The main access point and borrowing desk. From Foster and Partners

. <www fosterandpartners.com> [accessed: 19 January 2009]
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Fig.137 Second proposed entrance, now locked closed

Fig.138 Prouvé designed, Foster + Partners’ restored cladding panels on the
exterior of the Rostlaube

Fig.139 Screen captures of the online, three-dimensional guide to the location
of items in the Philological library, the ‘Infosystem’ <http://www fu-
berlin.de/bibliothek/index .htmb>

Fig.140 Ariel view of the Rostlaube and the Philological library within the
Dahlem campus, Google Earth [accessed: 19 January 2009]
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1 Introduction

Motivation

The term transparency is often used unthinkingly and uncritically by Western
architects, commentators, critics and politicians. As part of the narrative of
contemporary architectural culture, it is assumed simplistically to equate with
openness, democracy, accessibility and material and technical ‘honesty’. In Western
culture, it is associated with clarity, lucidity, enlightenment and truth. It is rooted in
Platonic' ideals of light and reason, in the rationality of Cartesian space and in the
Hegelian logic of sight and vision.? Today, it is associated most primarily with the
structural principles of democratic societies and their built representation. Democratic
states use it to connote accessibility and it Isupplies a code for branding the seats of
government. Transparency is used, as this thesis will demonstrate, to order, organize,
rationalize and control. Its rhetoric often provides a cover story, producing an image
of public accessibility where little exists. It is this mechanism of obfuscation and

control that motivates the writing of this thesis. The hidden technical, spatial and

1 The myth of the cave indicates the position of light as illumination of form in the philosophical
enquiries of Plato. From the Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy:

“Myth of the cave Not properly a myth, but the figure or allegory used by Plato in Bk. vii. 514-18
of the Republic, to demonstrate the degrees to which our natures may be enlightened, or
unenlightened. At the first stage are prisoners, tied so that they can perceive only shadows on the
back of the cave. The shadows are cast by artificial objects, and the light is thrown by a fire. Their
only reality would be the shadow of these artificial objects. With enlightenment a prisoner might be
turned to see first the artificial objects, then the fire, then the real world, and last of all the Sun.
Each stage would be difficult and unfamiliar, and at the end the enlightened subject would be
unable to communicate his knowledge to the prisoners remaining below. Plato says that the ascent
stands for the upward journey of the soul into the region of the intelligible (the forms), identified
with that which is alone truly real. The myth may be read purely as an invitation to think, rather
than to-rely on the way things appear to us, but it is often used as an open invitation to belief in
esoteric and mystical states of knowing.”’

"myth of the cave" Blackburn, Simon. The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2008). Oxford Reference Online.
<http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY .html?subview=Main&entry=t98.e2110>
[accessed: 15 April 2010]

2 For a discussion on the relationship between light and truth see Hans Blumenberg ‘Light as
Metaphor for Truth’ in Modernity and the Hegemony of Vision ed. by David Michael Levin
(Berkely: University of California Press, 1993) pp. 30-62. Here, an historical lineage of the Western
conception of light as productive of philosophical enlightenment is given, encompassing Cicero,
Plato, Descartes, Bacon. Also, in the same volume, see Stephen Houlgate ‘Vigsion, Reflection, and
Openness: The “Hegemony of Vision” from a Hegelian Point of View’, pp.87-123, where the
Western episteme of vision is placed as a positive model for enquiry drawing on Hegel. Also, again
in the same volume, see Dalia Judovitz ‘Vision, Representation, and Technology in Descartes’,
pp.63-86, for a discussion on the metaphorical position (as against the literal position) of vision to
accurate, philosophical-scientific enquiry and the augmentation of human vision (fallible) with
technology These provide an introduction to the position that this thesis approaches transparency
and vision through.
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rhetorical operations of transparency are rarely acknowledged in architecture. The
following will examine how transparency obfuscates, for what reasons, in specific
situations.

Aim

The architectural practice foster + Partners has deployed the rhetoric of transparency
widely. In order to investigate the hidden operations of transparency, this thesis will
read closely the written, drawn, photographed and built output of three of the
practice’s projects: the Palace of Peace and Concord, Astana, Kazakhstan; HACTL
air-cargo handling facility, Hong Kong; and the Freie Universitit Philological
Library, Berlin. It considers these projects in reference to the understanding of space
developed by Henri Lefebvre in The Production of Space® and the critique of
simulations provided by Jean Baudrillard in Simulacra and Simulation®. Marshall
McLuhan’s Understanding Media’ and Reinhold Martin’s The Organizational
Complex® develop this understanding of the confluence of architecture, media and
organization.” Together the work of these four shows that transparency is a method of
organizing space through systems and structures. This thesis sets out a definition of
transparency as a complex of ideas. It suggests that Foster + Partners implement an
ideology of transparency in built form that constitutes an obfuscatory mechanism and
a system of rhetoric:® a system that hides through its very openness.

3 Lefebvre, Henri The Production of Space Translated by Donald Nicholson-Smith, (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1991), first published in French in 1974. . '

4 Baudrillard, Jean Simulacra and Simulation (Ann Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press,
1994) first published in French in 1981

5 McLuhan, Marshall Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man: Critical Edition (Berkeley:
Gingko Press, 2003) first published in 1964. pp.18-19

6 Martin, Reinhold The Organizational Complex, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003) p.15

7 Lefebvre provides the overarching epistemology for this thesis. His Ph.D student Jean Baudrillard’s
work is used to develop points within Lefebvre’s writing and to discuss the production of
simulations. Marshall McLuhan’s analysis of media (in a myriad of forms) takes a similar starting
position on the spatiality of relations as Lefebvre, provides a catalyst for Baudrillard’s work and is
explicated through Reinhold Martin’s text which takes McLuhan’s dictum as one of its critical
components. See Genosko, Gary McLuhan and Baudrillard: Masters of Implosion (London:
Routledge, 1999) and Baudrillard, Jean ‘Review of Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media’ in
Gary Genosko (ed.) trans. By Mike Gane The Uncollected Baudrillard (London: Sage, 2001) p.42.
The interrelation of these texts is important, as they build on each other to develop a unified
theoretical position to question social, cultural and political instances of transparency.

8 Rhetoric, (n.) Oxford English Dictionary

‘1. a. The art of using language so as to persuade or influence others; the body of rules to be

observed by a speaker or writer in order that he may express himself with eloquence.
2. a. Elegance or elogquence of language, eloguent speech or writing. Obs.  b. Speech or writing
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The close reading and critical analysis of Foster + Partners that this thesis undertakes
has not been performed before. Literature on Fosters’ practice is dominated by closely
controlled monographs and journal publications. This dissertation contributes an
original piece of research on an architectural practice that has considerable influence
both in the architectu;al‘ culture of the UK and abroad.

This project presents an original contribution to knowledge through the focused and
critical analysis of projects from Fosters, particularly three projects that have not been
viewed as significant in the development of the practice, yet are important to
understanding how Fosters operates. The close reading of Fosters carried out here also
presents an original contribution, as the practice has not received focused and
theoretical attention towards the politics of their projects. As stated below, the
majority of written material on the practice is of a biographical nature and eschews
the critical stance that this thesis takes. By approaching Fosters through an analytical
framework that draws on a Marxist base, hidden structures and forms of architectural
organization are revealed that have not been discussed or analysed from an

architectural perspective before.

By building a framework for analysis of the transparent in Fosters' work, this thesis
develops an original contribution to the debate on the position of transparency within
modern western architecture and critically appraises the practice’s approach to the
production of both ihe rhetoric and the built fabric of transparent, ‘democratic’
architectures. The combination of a focused and critical assessment of these three
Foster projects, and the resulting analysis of the obfuscatory position of the
transparent within the built and published output of the practice constitutes an original
contribution to knowledge on corporate and institutional architectural organization.

expressed in terms calculated to persuade; hence (often in depreciatory sense), language
characterized by artificial or ostentatious expression.

e. transf. and fig., said esp. (a) of the expressive action of the body in speaking; (b) of the
persuasiveness of looks or acts; (c) of artistic style or technique.’

From Oxford English Dictionary Online, Oxford University Press
<http://dictionary.oed.com.abc.cardiff.ac.uk/cgi/entry/50205926?query _type=word&queryword=rh
etoric&first=1&max_to_show=10&sort_type=alpha&result_place=1&search 1d—UX3K-110qu-
3013&hilite=50205926> [accessed: 5 May 2010]
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Structure

At the core of this dissertation are case studies of the three Foster projects already
mentioned. Each project is addressed in order to investigate overlapping uses of
architectural, political, cultural and social transparency. These are preceded by two
definitions of the transparent: the first drawn from the design output of Foster +
Partners following a close reading of their published material; the second setting out a
critical definition of transparency based on Lefebvre and Baudrillard, Martin and
McLuhan. The conclusion brings these definitions together and suggests the
obfuscatory mechanisms at work in transparent architectures.

Definitions

The thesis relies on two definitions of transparency, which intersect throughout and
which will be outlined in more detail below: as understood by Fosters and; as defined
by reading Lefebvre, Baudrillard, McLuhan and Martin. Transparency as a material
property will not be separated from transparency as a political, social and cultural

condition. The two definitions do not operate independently from each other.

Space can be taken to mean the complex of intersecting forces that Lefebvre defines

in The Production of Space, which will be developed in the course of the discussion.

The architectural practice which is currently known as Foster + Partners is referred to
colloquially among architects and in the construction industry as ‘Fosters’. It has
previous been known as Foster Associates (established in 1967 with Wendy
Cheeseman, then married to Norman Foster), Foster & Partners Limited and in
October 2006 changed its name to Foster + Partners Limited. Throughout this
document, Foster + Partners will be referred to as ‘Fosters’ or ‘the practice’. Norman

Foster, the architect who leads the practice, will be referred to with his full name.

Reading Organization

The analysis of the built fabric of architecture is crucial to arguments of this
dissertation. Architecture can be read through its organizational structure. It can be
read through the organization of facades; through the organization of space; through

the organization of material and construction and through the organization of patterns
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of inhabitation. To understand the layers of organization implicit in the conception,
procurement, design, construction, inhabitation and destruction of a structure provides
a more complex illustration of the intersecting drives behind architecture. Conceiving
of architecture in its broadest sense as system of competing and complementary
structures is the approach this document will take, an approach that stems from the
idea of the active quality of space as produced’ and the complex organization of
productive forces that generate built fabric.'

Foster + Partners

Fosters have an approach to design that emphasizes the use of advanced materials to
the fore. The literal ‘see-through’ capacity of much of their architecture is of interest. |
However, it is the cultural implications of an obsessive approach to surfaces, structure
and materials which remain particularly important, for example at Stansted, Chek Lap
Kok and Beijing airports, or at the British Museum, Greater London Assembly or
Carré d’Art.

Fosters’ use of transparency in such projects is well documented. Most prominently at
the Reichstag in Berlin, where transparency has been overtly linked to the democratic
process'! by Deborah Ascher Bamnstone'? and others, as a transparent ideology. The
practice has helped to establish a distinctive relationship between architecture,
democracy and transparency associated with the project of reconstructidn and
reunification. As producers of iconically transparent structures they have established a
reputation with democratic Western (and Westernized) nations and with major
international corporations. They sell a design product that claims a ‘solution’ to
functional, aesthetic and organizational demands. A product and a process that is,
after thirty years of practice, refined. Fosters also have a media operation that seeks to
control public perception of the practice’s output. They are prolific, globally, as a

commercial firm."*Their published output has cultural inﬂuence.over other large-scale

9 Lefebvre The Production of Space, p.26

10 Martin, p.15 '

11 Reichstag, renovated home for the Deutsche Bundestag in Berlin. See fosterandpartners.com
<http://www fosterandpartners.com/Projects/0686/Default.aspx> [accessed: 15 April 2010], and
<http://www.bundestag.de/htdocs_e/index.html> [accessed: 15 April 2010]

12 Barnstone, Deborah Ascher The Transparent State (Oxford: Routledge, 2005)

13 The practice has offices in: London, New York, Madrid, Abu Dhabi and Hong Kong. The closure of
Berlin and Istanbul offices was announced in February 2009. See bdonline.com’

21



architectural practices that produce key spaces of contemporary Westernised
society.'* As a widely published and internationally acclaimed practice,'® Foster and
Partners appear to set standards of commercial functionality, economic efficiency and
organizational rigour through a closely controlled and managed design process.

Producing the Organizatloh of Space: Henrl Lefebvre and
Reinhold Martin

Lefebvre argues that space is directly produced. Not a volume awaiting filling by
content, or an indefinable quantity that can be enclosed by walls, a roof. Space for
Lefebvre is produced by, and produces, the actions of a society, a culture. For
Lefebvre, space in capitalist societies becomes dominated by abstraction — a concept
of distinct difference from what he terms the lived quality of space.'® Lefebvre sees
the social production of space, which will be outlined in greater depth in the critical
definition of transparency, as being an illusion:

‘If it is true that (social) space is a (social) product, how is this
fact concealed? The answer is: by a double illusion, each side
of which refers back to the other, reinforces the other, and
hides behind the other. These two aspects are the illusion of
transparency on the one hand and the illusion of opacity, or
‘realistic’ illusion on the other.’"’

It is this capacity for transparency to present an illusion through the production of
space and spatial conditions that this thesis take as its basis for critiquing the ideology
and material quality behind Fosters’ use of transparency. Jean Baudrillard —
Lefebvre’s former doctoral student and French sociologist — develops the notion of
illusion in Simulacra and Simulation which contributes to the following analysis of

the obfuscatory potential of transparent systems of organization.

<http://www bdonline.co.uk/story.asp?storycode=3133727> [accessed: 15 April 2010]

14 For an example of the scale of Fosters’ activity and influence, see Colin Davies ‘Landmarks and
Lost Opportunities in Foster’s London’ Architecture Today May 2007, n.178, p.30-51

15 Prizes and awards for Foster + Partners: Norman Foster, Pritzker Prize, RIBA Gold Medal. Multiple
awards for projects, including 2 Stirling Prizes. See fosterandpartners.com
<http://www fosterandpartners.com/Data/Awards/2000.aspx> [accessed: 15 April 2010]

16 Lefebvre The Production of Space, p.26

17 Lefebvre The Production of Space, p.27
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Reinhold Martin’s study of cold-war military, technical and cultural intersections, The
Organizational Complex, suggests how to understand the relationship between
architecture and the sysiems and structures bound with it. Any building is not merely
a physical object that stands in space; it is both representative and productive of
human systems and structures of interaction and control. Organization, through the
material construct of transparency and its associated rhetoric, constructs these
systems. The Organizational Complex provides the method to question the specific

relations between organization and architecture within Fosters’ work.

Baudrillard & McLuhan

The Production of Space sets the basis for the understanding of spatial production in
social, political and cultural spheres; The Organizational Complex provides the
framework for understanding the congruence between architecture and organized
social groups. In this context, the texts from Baudrillard and McLuhan clarify the use
of transparency in built forms, and elucidate positions developed by Lefebvre and

Martin.

Marshall McLuban outlines the productive power of media to generate social forms,
implying that transparency is a material property leading to social conditions.
Transparency is considered part of a system that organizes and controls space,
building on Martin’s suggestion that media has power to organize, through both
structuring and communicating rationality and order.

Using Jean Baudrillard’s texts Simulacra and Simulation, The Transparency of Evil,'®
and The Intelligence of Evil,'’ the notion of transparency as a mechanism for the
production of simulations of social conditions, such as democracy and participation,
will be developed. Taking the idea from Simulacra and Simulation of the production
of illusions that become real through architecture, and the notion of a cultural
condition of transparency that Baudrillard refers to as Integral Reality, the illusory
capacity of transparent architecture is questioned.

18 Baudrillard, Jean The Transparency of Evil: Essays on Extreme Phenomena (London: Verso Books,
1993)
19 Baudrillard, Jean The Intelligence of Evil or the Lucidity Pact (Oxford: Berg, 2005)
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Drawing these two themes together, within the framework of space as product, the
thesis looks at transparency as productive of a form of brand identity or image.’
Bringing together McLuhan’s ideas on media and Baudrillard’s conception of
illusion/simulation, the capacity of architecture to generate a transparent brand or

identity for an organization, institution or state, is investigated.

Method

As already stated, through close readings of the social, cultural, political and material
conditions of each project, using the texts introduced above, this dissertation
investigates the obfuscatory operations of transparency within the architecture of
Foster + Partners. This method can be described as contextual analysis; to use David
Harvey term, it is a form of ‘historico-geographical materialism’.?' It pursues Marxist,
dialectical analysis built on the careful study and reading of specific social, economic

and political contexts.??

Architectural details, spatial-planning and aesthetics are read closely to draw
conclusions about the use of transparency in each project. These architectural
specifics are placed within a political and cultural context in order to relate the
function of the architecture to its social setting, examining reasons for its production.
The geo-political and cultural context for each project is related to the functioning of
the architecture (in its broadest sense: technical, social and political). The contextual
production of the architecture - not its production as an object of art from an author” -
is of inte;est here. Architecture is understood, following Lefebvre, as a social product:
a building emerges from a combination of local and global politics, economic

conditions and creativity.

Discussion of Fosters’ built output is based on publicly accessible published material

in the form of journal articles, monographs, web-based sources, and architectural

20 Klingmann, Anna Brandscapes: architecture in the experience economy (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 2007) ‘

21 Harvey, David in Soja, Edward Postmodern Geographies (London: Verson, 1989) p.44

22 For a discussion of the analysis of the context of the city and architecture, see Iain Borden et.al,
‘Things, Flows, Filters, Tactics’ in The Unknown City: Contesting Architecture and Social Space
ed.by lain Borden, Joe Kerr and Jane Rendell (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001), pp.2-27

23 See: Barthes, Roland ‘Death of the Author’ in Image, music, text essays selected and translated
[from the French] by Stephen Heath (London: Fontana Press, 1977), and Adam Sharr (ed.)
‘Introduction’ Architecture and Culture (London: Routledge, 2012) forthcoming.
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texts. It is also based on photographs, video and notes gathered from a four-week
AHRC funded study visit to Berlin, Astana and Hong-Kong. This latter material
formed the basis for the analysis of the lived (to use a Lefebvrian term) spatial

condition associated with each site.

Throughout the course of this research, I have been asked on numerous occasions:
why are you not interviewing Norman Foster? Or at least a director or senior
architect? Owing to the specific content of this chapter, it is necessary to address here
the question of intentionality and the author. Architecture does not operate in a
vacuum. It is not produced by an individual genius, devoid of cultural contexts and
political influence. It is not Norman Foster the man that this thesis discusses, instead
it is Foster + Partners — the international, Public Limited Company. The company’s
brand is identified with the image and productive capacity of an individual who still
retains an involvement in the practice but in a more symbolic role. Norman Foster
remains the majority shareholder, but whose specific contribution is less decisive than
the combined work of over six hundred individuals within an organization dedicated
to design production. The output of the practice is document for external consumption
through salaried authors (David Jenkins) and subcontracted writers (Richard Weston,
Deyan Sudjic amongst others), who have contributed to a series of monographs and
documentary publications in the public realm.?* This thesis draws solely on those
works that are widely published, because the construction of the understanding of the
building is as important to this study as the physical object: the ideal reception of the
built fabric is fashioned, refined and promoted through these publications. These
publications also help to construct a broader definition of transparency within
architectural circles. It is impossible to discern Norman Foster’s intent where
authorial agency is spread between many authors. It is so complex with regard to
specific projects that it is impossible to pursue. Instead, following Barthes’ analysis of
the necessarily reductive focus on the voice of a single author — which, according to
Barthes, reduces the capacity to read broader cultural motivations and impulses
behind production — this chapter examines the material from Fosters in the public

domain.? These cultural artefacts, as they could be termed, are also valuable to study,

24 For a complete list of publications, see bibliography, p.257. The use of respected authors for
Fosters’ monographs provides an impression of academic impartiality that would not exist if they
were authored only by members of the practice or Norman Foster himself.

25 Barthes, ‘Death of the Author’ Image, music, text, p.142
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as they are fundamental to the production of a corporate identity, a brand, for the
practice. As I will illustrate later, the production of a brand is equally a production of
an image of a thing, and an image that encompasses and produces the idea of
transparency.26 This thesis does not attempt an historical survey of the practice, but
focuses on the position of ideas of openness, clarity, lucidity and accessibility within
recent projects, published practice outputs and the three case studies, in order to
illustrate how transparency operates as a cultural phenomena of organizational
potential within specific, built examples. Effectively, this thesis looks at the

production of social and cultural effects through a close reading of cultural artefacts.

Foster + Partners is an internationally recognised brand with a product that is assumed
to have consistency in its design and construction, as well as in its rhetorical content.
In their contemporary shape, past works and publications construct the current
identity of the practice. Methods of production and corporate structures are
institutionalised based on the experiences of past projects and these experiences now
form established patterns of behaviour and approaches to design and construction.
Methods worked out during these projects have become fixed points for development.
Around these seminal moments, the practice’s epistemological approaches have
grown. Ways of thinking and acting have been concretised into a widely shared
product — shared with future employees, other architects, critics and the public
through publications from the Foster + Partners office.

The case studies have been arranged in order to sequentially develop the story of the
use of transparency in Fosters’ work. They are not chronologically ordered, but
construct a narrative of the practice’s implementation of techniques and technologies

of the transparent.

Projects

The three case study projects, distributed globally and operating in corporate, political
and cultural spheres, span fifteen years of Foster + Partners’ activity. The three
projects - Palace of Peace and Concord, Kazakhstan; HACTL Air Cargo handling

26 Klingmann Brandscapes, p.20
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facility, Hong Kong; and the Freie Universitit, Berlin - represent a spectrum of the
practice’s work on institutional structures. These projects are significant for their
spatial and material developments within Foster’s output. They are distinctively
related. Their surface details and metaphorical expression of transparent ideals are
central to their production. They are key examples of the practice’s development of

transparent techniques and technologies.

Kazakhstan

The Palace of Peace and Concord /1], 2004-2006, Astana, Kazakhstan is a venue for
the Congress of the World and Traditional Religions, held every three years from
2003, and from 2006 in the Palace of Peace and Concord. Here, representatives of the
world’s main religious groups meet and discuss matters of international significance
in the setting of Kazakhstan’s new city, Astana. The building is a key part of the
redevelopment of the city, from Akmolinsk (White Grave), a provincial Soviet
outpost, to Astana (Capital). It is a project significant for the identity of Kazakhstan,
presented to the world as a developing petro-democracy.?’ The rhetorical significance
of this project is considerable, and its manifestations of transparency are central, it

will be argued, to its functioning.

Hong Kong

The HACTL SuperTerminal /2], 1992-1998, processes cargo at Hong Kong’s Chek
Lap Kok airport. The structure is a semi-automated handling unit for one of the
world’s Busiest freight airports. HACTL holds a central position of importance in the
distribution networks within Southeast Asia and global trade flows. The economic
stability of the region is closely related to the successful functioning of this building,
its internal electronic and mechanical systems, and its interaction with air-traffic
within Chek Lap Kok.

A systemic and organizational approach to the use of transparency is in evidence in
this project: conditions of transparency within the building are, it will be argued,

related to maintaining the operation of HACTL’s systems of distribution.

27 See Prof. John Keane on petro-democracy
<http://www johnkeane.net/pdf_docs/petro_democracy.pdf> [accessed: 13 May 2010]
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Transparency is used here as a regulating device: rational and logical systems of
organization within the building are used to resist the entropic potential of flows of
global trade. How Fosters uses transparent techniques and technologies to control

these systems will be explored through this project.

Germany

The Freie Universitit Berlin Philological Library, /3] 1997-2005, provides a new
centre for humanities research on the Dahlem campus of the FU in Berlin. Sitting
within the context of Candilis Josic Woods Schiedhelm’s Rostlaube project from the
1970’s, the FU library can be read as a combination of Foster + Partners’ uses of

transparency within institutional settings.
Within this project, the practice’s ideological position is read as a reflection of social

convictions surrounding the rhetoric of the transparent, and its position as a central

aspect of the practice’s work.
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2 Defining Transparency

Transparent Context

Transparency is variously attributed to material properties: the literally ‘see through’
capacity of glass; the necessary structural condition for democratic systems; and
positions of intellectual and philosophical engagement. Transparency also brings to
the fore the systems and structures of spatial, political and cultural organization which

form an invisible base supporting the idea of democratic cultures.?®

Lefebvre’s conception of the production of space locates transparency as central to
what he considers a Western epistemology: transparency as central to society and
culture based on values of logic and rationality. In order to understand the way
transparency is used by Fosters, it is helpful to establish the position of transparency
within Western architectural space as defined by Lefebvre. This chapter begins by
establishing his stance on the development of Western approaches to space and goes
on to define the role of transparency within this position, before reviewing its
relationship to the work of other architectural theorists. It ends with a definition of
transparency drawn from Lefebvre and Baudrillard, Martin and McLuhan, that

informs the subsequent analysis of transparency in Fosters’ practice.

28 Notion of the twin supportive structures of capitalist society from Karl Mark and Freidrich Engels,
and defined by Marx in A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy. from Oxford
Dictionary of Philosophy:

‘Base and superstructure The metaphor used by Marx and Engels to characterize the relation
between the economic organization of society, which is its base, and the political, legal, and
cultural organization and social consciousness of a society, which is the superstructure. The sum
total of the relations of production of material life ‘conditions the social, political, and intellectual
life process in general’ (Marx, Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy). The
way in which the base determines the superstructure has been the object of much debate, with
writers from Engels onwards concerned to distance themselves from the reductionist and
mechanistic implications that the metaphor might suggest. It has also been pointed out that
relationships involved in production are not merely economic, but involve political and ideological
relations. The view that all causal power is centred in the base, with everything in the
superstructure merely epiphenomenal, is sometimes called economism. The problems are strikingly
similar to those that arise when the mental is regarded as supervenient upon the physical, and it is
then disputed whether this takes all causal power away from mental properties.’ "base and
superstructure” Blackburn, Simon The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy (Oxford University Press:
Oxford, 2008). Oxford Reference Online.
<http://www .oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY .htm]?subview=Main&entry=t98.e346> [accessed
15 April 2010]

32



The logos: Transparent Rationality and Reason

The spatialization of relations is a concept that has its roots largely in the later
Modern period, around the rise of industrial economies.”’ Space, Lefebvre argues,
became synonymous with its iogical quantification for productive purposes. Early
modern conceptions of space rested on mathematical and empirically observable
states of being. The logos®° — the Western approach to rational, logical thought and
conception, discussed by Lefebvre in The Production of Space, has its basis in Greek
thought, in the ordering of the cosmos, and hence the world, to the rule of Law.
Cartesian’' logic proposes a grid of space, an attempt to define the world in terms of
its subdivisibility — an attempt, it may be argued, to position the world in an

intelligible, rational frame of reference. As Lefebvre suggests:

'Not so many years ago, the word 'space' had a strictly
geometrical meaning: the idea it evoked was simply that of an
empty area. In scholarly use it was generally accompanied by
some such epithet as 'Euclidean’, 'isotropic' or 'infinite', and
the general feeling was that the concept of space was
ultimately a mathematical one.”?

Nineteenth century, rationalist conceptions of space, and hence the arts and sciences
of space such as architecture, tended towards the absolute. According to Lefebvre
space came to dominate all senses and bodies. Architectures were positioned in space
that was seen as a volume to be filled, a mathematical void of quantifiable proportions
within which activity took place. Space was seen as existing a-priori, without prior
conception or formulation. Human relations, individuals in their existence, were not
considered as a constructing factor of space. Space was to a certain degree abstracted,

reduced to a statistically assessable form:

'With the advent of Cartesian logic, [...] space had entered the
realm of the absolute. As Object opposed to Subject, as res

29 Lefebvre The Production of Space, p.82

30 Dent, Nicholas "logos" The Oxford Companion to Philosophy (Oxford University Press: Oxford,
2005) Oxford Reference Online. 'Logos. A Greek word, of great breadth of meaning, primarily
signifying in the context of philosophical discussion the rational, intelligible principle, structure, or
order which pervades something, or the source of that order, or giving an account of that order.’
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extensia opposed to res cogitans, space came to dominate, by
containing them, all senses and all bodies.”™*

The mathematician, for Lefebvre, was the master of this space. They calculated and
quantified the functioning of iﬁdividuals and objects within and detached from space.
The rational analysis of spatial factors, of the very fabric of daily life, the
environment within which people lived, was placed as the determining element of its

existence — space was divided into subsets and mathematical reference points.

'[...] mathematicians appropriated space, and time, and made
them part of their domain, yet they did so in a rather
paradoxical way. They invented spaces — an 'indefinity’, so to
speak, of spaces: non-Euclidean spaces, curved spaces, x-
dimensional spaces (even spaces with an infinity of
dimensions), spaces of configuration, abstract spaces, spaces

defined by deformation or transformation, by a topology and

4
so on.”

This is the background against which Lefebvre was to work — a modern conception of
the development and capacity of space. Space as volume, as object (and as
objectified) reality. It is against this background that Lefebvre wrote The Production
of Space, to attempt to reintroduce into the discourse on space a lived dimension, a
dimension that reacted against the a-priori conception of space, and introduced an a-
positori dialectical analysis of space in a triad of states: perceived, conceived, and
lived. Effectively, Lefebvre attempted to bridge the gap between the mathematical
conception of space and the philosophical, even ontological, discourse on space that
had characterised the Modern period. In The Production of Space, Lefebvre aims at
the development of a unified theory of space: a theory that is capable of linking
disparate discursive traditions in a 'unitary theory' of the physical, mental and social

realms.

Lefebvre’s Tripartite

This conception of a whole analysis of spatial production rests on Lefebvre’s notion
of the tripartite. The three-part analysis of how space is directly produced, through

social, technocratic and economic methods. I will refer here to the definition of

33 Ibid.
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Lefebvre’s tripartite as outlined in my M.Phil ‘The Production of Corporate Space’.
From this I suggested that Lefebvre’s contention in The Production of Space is that
space is directly ‘produced’ on three interconnected planes of activity: those of the
perceived, the conceived and the lived. These three terms are developed through the
tripartite of ‘spatial production’, discussed by Lefebvre as ‘spatial practice’,
‘representations of space’ and representational space. According to Lefebvre, space is
not an empty volume waiting to be filled by social or scientific activity, but a product
(or work) that is inseparable from all human activity, constantly altered and
dialectically developed through daily life. This conception of space differs from that
of traditional western thought, which creates a notion of space as either the container,
an empty vessel that is malleable to fit social forms (Cartesian space) or as a
quantifiable, scientific space of rationality and reason, (Kantian space) belonging to
what Lefebvre labels an ‘a priori realm of consciousness’,”® a space of conception that
exists without experience of events in the lived world, but existing as a ‘science of

space”’.*®

The nature of space as product entails its reproducibility. As Lefebvre highlights from
a Marxist analysis, in a capitalist state the reproduction of the means of production is
a key feature of its operation. According to Lefebvre, the multiple spaces of modern
capitalism have a high level of complexity in their reproducibility and spaces of
reproduction, and these incorporate three interrelated levels, those of the reproduction
of the family (the basis of the production of labour), the reproduction of labour power,
and the reproduction of the social relations of production.’’ These spaces of
reproduction, constituting elements of social space, are maintained by symbolic
representations in society — through the codification of relations in specific locations.
Relations such as those that form the experiences of daily life, from accepted
protocols of activity in the workplace, including spatialized relations of hierarchy, the
physical position of those in power in relation to subservient employees, to the
exchange of goods and money in retail environments. Lefebvre states that the
representations of the relations of production (subsuming power relations) occur in

the form of buildings, works of art and monuments.’® Lefebvre terms these displays of
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power relations as frontal, public, overt expressions. He realises the existence of
covert, clandestine activities that also act to maintain these relations, such as the
physical layout of a shopping arcade to ensure high product sales through the hidden
manipulation of environmental qualities, or the covert surveillance of the workplace
via closed circuit television, and even subtler monitoring of computer activity in
offices. According to Lefebvre, there are spaces that directly control, in an explicit
fashion and there are spaces that implicitly control, through actions that appear

superficially emancipatory.*

Transparent Ideologies

Understanding that space is produced, this definition uses Lefebvre’s historical
portrayal of the development of an ideology of transparency within western
epistemologies. Transparency, on one level, is defined as being that condition most
closely allied to enlightenment principles of rationality, reason and science.*
However, Lefebvre’s understanding of this condition sees transparency as an

‘illusion’:

‘Here space appears as luminous, as intelligible, as giving
action free rein. What happens in space lends a miraculous
quality to thought, which becomes incarnate by means of a
design (in both senses of the word).”!
Thought, mental activity and logical reasoning are conflated, as Lefebvre theorises,
with light, with luminosity. The desire to illustrate, intellectually, to think freely and
with a liberal humanist position, is to throw light on to a previously dark and shadowy
interior of knowledge. Enlightenment, the enlightening of the world through applied
knowledge, the transformation of the unknown into the known through human
endeavour. According to Lefebvre, that which was previously thought of as magic, as
unintelligible and encrypted was subject to a process of illumination — casting aside

the complexity of myth and replacing it with a logic of the visible, the seen and the
knowable.

39 Wainwright, E ‘The Production of Corporate Space: Henri Lefebvre, Reinhold Martin & the
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'The illusion of transparency goes hand in hand with a view of
space as innocent, as free of traps or secret places. Anything
hidden or dissimulated — and hence dangerous — is
antagonistic to transparency, under whose reign everything
can be taken in by a single glance from that mental eye which
illuminates whatever it contemplates."

For Lefebvre, the mental capacity to interrogate space, and hence to discover the 'true'
meaning of space and its relationship to material existence, is directly linked to a
transparent ambition. The illusory nature of transparency is related to comprehension,
the casting off of realms that Lefebvre discusses as 'dissimulated' — realms hidden
from the penetrative gaze of the Logos, the Greek basis for Western society's rational
and logical approach to ontological forms, including space. The luminous quality of
transparency is key to its illustrative capacity — and a quality that is bound up in the
history of the application of transparency and its forbears, 'clarity’ and 'openness', to

architecture.

The emergence of a transparent society can, for Lefebvre, be seen to have its lineage
in Greek and Roman architectures; an architecture and form of urbanism that
Lefebvre sees as commensurate with the Logos and as an 'exorcist of underworld

forces.'

'Rome was itself the exorcist of the forces of the underworld,
challenging those forces by representing them in a graspable
manner [illuminating them]™?

The underworld was demystified, illustrated and illuminated by intellectual activity,
by scientific and mathematical thought and, through the construction of temples,
agora and urban realms, this status of the Logos was developed and reinforced. The
mathematical design and construction of the Parthenon, as Lefebvre illustrates, came
to dominate a material use of stone with a precise technique of proportion and minute
adjustments that produce a perfect straight edge: the perfection of material abstraction
that is not 'object’ as Lefebvre determines it, but a purely intellectual perception of

total meaning.
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'Visitors may walk all the way around, but the place is not an
'object' that can be grasped otherwise than by means of a
thought-process capable of perceiving of it as a totality, and
hence as endowed with meaning. Curves appear -
intentionally — to be straight: the lines of the columns, as of
the entablature, have a curvature which is 'imperceptible'
because the eye compensates for it. Thus for the Greeks
curves are as it were reabsorbed by straight lines, which in the
process lose their rigidity, and are softened, while continuing
to obey the dictates of the Logos.™*

Space became embedded with a signifying potential that was encoded through
intellectually shared signs — the light of the Logos suffused the urban with an
intelligibility and enabled a shared communication. The absolving of space, for
Lefebvre, of the dark, subterranean and mystical (a process that began in Greece and
found its apotheosis in the Modern) led to an 'absolute' space, as Lefebvre terms it,
where the cryptic was overlaid (an important concept for Lefebvre) with the rational —

an early form of transparent thinking.

'In the west, therefore, absolute space had assumed a strict
form: that of a volume carefully measured, empty, hermetic,
and constitute of the rational unity of logos and the cosmos."

Lefebvre demonstrates a foundation for western ideology, for a culture and society of
(apparent) rationality and reason. But, as he discusses with relation to Greece, this is a
processes of overlying, of supplanting previous conceptions of space with new
versions of a spatio-political realm. The dark spaces of Greece were exposed but they
were not-eliminated, they were overwritten. In discussing the 'cradle' of modern

conceptions of space, Lefebvre suggests that the:

'[...] underworld had thus not disappeared. In daytime, Zeus
and reason had vanquished the shadowy or chthonian forces.
But in the depths of the infernal world, their defeat not
withstanding, the Titans were still active. [...] Greek genius
was able to localize the underworld, to specify and name it,
and in so doing subordinate it to the surface world."¢

44 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p.237
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Myth and legend, subterranean forces, these were still active yet subsumed by Greek
culture — as much as is still active today, the rational being posited above the
irrational. A hierarchy of space was created, with the 'illuminated' and 'light'

positioned as the pinnacle of progress, the height of modern desires.

To illustrate the emergence of the modern as another spatial overlay, Lefebvre
suggests a rift was wrought with the fall of Rome — the absolute that had been the
totalising force in pre-modern society became, in what are termed the 'dark ages',
associated with the subterranean again. Logic and rationality were overlaid. The city
and urban realm were replaced by a largely rural, agrarian society of less codified
rule. This split occurred, according to Lefebvre, with the commodification of land —
the development of the Roman villa as a unit of landownership.*” The villa model of
space denied the sacred, and for Lefebvre, it represented the zenith of Greco-Roman

progress, the privatisation of land and the rule of law.

'The villas of a latifundiary landowner retained not a trace of
the sacred. It was the concretization, within agro-pastoral
space, of a codified, law-bound spatial practice, namely
private ownership of the land. The villa thus combined in
a single unit of material production the general traits of
Roman society (an order grounded in juridical principles)."*®

Lefebvre suggests this had the effect of breaking up a previously homogeneous space
of communal ownership and social order. Land became a commodity and was subject
to a process of division and rule — effectively, it could be argued, setting the scene for

the emergence of a fiefdom of individual ownership.

'The resulting diversification of space, along with the legal
predominance of the private realm, meant the loss of Greek
order and a rupture of the unity of form, structure and
function.”

The enlightenment named the period dark, as to enlighten, one must have its opposite.
This opposite, this darkness of the subterranean was, for Lefebvre, to re-emerge after

the fall of Rome. The excesses of the final years of the Roman Empire saw its decline
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— and a process of decline that Lefebvre argues continues to this day. The rise of
Christianity was linked, by Lefebvre, to a cryptic world — literally the world of the
crypt. For Lefebvre, Christianity worshipped the tomb. The hidden and encrypted

were part of the ritual experience of the religion.

'Christianity [...] was a great worshipper of tombs. Its holiest
places, those stamped by divinity — Rome, Jerusalem,
Santiago de Compestela — were all tombs: St. Peter's, Christ's,
St. James. The great pilgrimages drew the crowds to shrines,
to relics, to objects sanctified by death. The 'world' held sway.
This was a religion which 'codified' death, ritualizing,
ceremonializing and solemnizing it. [...] Essentially cryptic in
nature, religion revolved around those underground places,
church crypts.”°

The characterisation of this space by Lefebvre was as an absolute space of the
subterranean — the world was ruled by forces that were not subjected to the rationality
of reason, the logic of law or the cosmic ordering of the Logos. Agricultural and
largely rural, the realm of the Polis was overlaid with superstition and the occult —
according to Lefebvre, this was a space of the merciless God, and 'Earth-Mother'.
Using the example of crypt painting from the middle-ages, Lefebvre suggests that the
intellectualised quality of the Greeks and Romans, and later the ocular-centric

conceptions of space, were not present:

‘What is the raison d'étre of Lascaux's frescoes, or of those in
the crypt of St. Savin? The answer is that these paintings were
made not to be seen, but merely to 'be' — and so that they
might be known to 'be' there. They are magical images,
condensing the struggle against death, whose aim is to turn
death's forces against death itself.' '

But for Lefebvre, this period was soon to be overlaid with an age of light, of appeal to
clarity and unity, of a visual logic. For Lefebvre, a considerable challenge to the
culture of servility of the middle ages, through the peasants revolt of the twelfth
century, had the effect of destroying the hegemony of serfdom, of reducing the power
of individual Lords and reinstating a centralized Monarchical and State system and

reforming religion towards a rationalized experience of a self-relation with God.
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Consequently for Lefebvre, social relations were radically restructured and this

individualised Christianity formed a social norm of rationalized individuality.

Towns and the urban again overlaid the agro-pastoral realm with an increasingly
formalised production structure that, Lefebvre contends, produced surplus material
goods and a culture of collective working. This radical re-appropriation of space led,
for Lefebvre, to the separation of the crypt and wider society. The urban realm was

liberated from the subterranean and exposed to an illuminating potential:

In contrast to the maleficent utopia of the subterranean
'world', it [the urban landscape of the Middle Ages]
proclaimed a benevolent and luminous utopia where
knowledge would be independent, and instead of serving an
oppressive power would contribute to the strengthening of an
authority grounded in reason."*

Supposed reason, knowledge and human autonomy were the markers of a 'new space'
as Lefebvre terms this revision of society and culture. The early-modern period saw
the emergence of the autonomous individual, 'liberal humanism' as a (Western) world
view, and a reformulation of the space of the church; principally for Lefebvre a
decrypting of the previously subterranean and occult, an overwriting of one socio-
cultural, religio-political space with another. For Lefebvre, the Church and
specifically its buildings represent the turning point of this age — the decrypting of,
quite literally, the crypt:

'The crypt of St-Savin holds the now symbolic 'earthly dust'
and images of St Gervase and St Protase, and of their edifying
lives and martyrdom. The church vault, however, features
scenes from the Scriptures, from the Old and the New
Testaments — painted imagery diametrically opposed to the
cryptic/cryptal space. The vault 'decrypts' by exposing the
contents of the underground chambers to the light of day.'5 3

This process of decrypting had the effect, according to Lefebvre, of emancipating

social space from the cryptic, the hidden and the 'dissimulated, to use an earlier term

52 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p.256
53 Ibid., p.257

41



from Lefebvre. Drawing on the art historian Erwin Panofsky's’* analysis of Gothic

cathedrals, Lefebvre suggests that Panofsky described a 'logic of visualisation’,
defined as the opening up to light, to the view, of those spaces that were previously of
the 'other', hidden world. 55 When pushed, according to Lefebvre, the structural logic
and the search for ever greater exposures of light in Gothic cathedrals contain a desire
to open up to sight, and hence the intellect, all aspects of the world and its
concomitant space. The 'logic of visualisation', extended, reaches the point of visual
totality. Rationality and reason again took the fore in this space of sight and vision
and led, according to Lefebvre, to the reawakening of interest in the cultures of
Greece. For Lefebvre, the 'underworld' had been brought to the surface, exposed and
neutralised. These previous spaces had not disappeared, but had been overwritten,

overlaid with a resurgent logos.

'The full implication of [Panofsky's] 'visual logic' is that all
should be revealed. All? Yes — everything which was formerly
hidden, the secrets of the world."®

Veils and obscurity are being removed. The hidden and dissimulated are exposed to
an ever present gaze — a site of visual totality begins to emerge and for Lefebvre, this
is a revealing, an illuminating and an illusion of transparency, from earlier: 'space
appears as luminous, as intelligible, as giving action free rein [...] What happens in
space lends a miraculous quality to thought, which becomes incarnate by means of a
design.' The world is liberalised, the individual placed at the centre of existence in a
liberal humanist model and here can be charted the rise of transparency as a trope of
Modern architecture; charting a rise of a desire, a liberation of architecture from its

material properties, a search for an 'existential minimum'.”’
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The idea, the concept of transparency is by no means isolated to the Modern period —
its complexity is far greater in earlier incarnations of this existential desire for the
minimum, for lucidity and immediacy. Transparency, considered as both material

S8 s traceable, as

quality — ‘literally’ — and intellectual capacity — ‘phenomenally
Lefebvre illustrates, over varying time frames and recurs despite epistemological

breaks and political schisms.

Ocularcentrism

The dominance of the visual, echoed in Lefebvre's discussion of the move from
subterranean space to spaces of rationality and reason, and Panofsky's logic of
visualisation, is discussed by Juhani Pallasmaa with reference to this searching out of
the clear and lucid in both art and culture. A ‘logic of visualisation' as Panofsky terms
it, is discussed by Pallasmaa as an 'hegemony of vision'. Placing his argument firmly
in the Modern, Pallasmaa sets forth to polemically argue the case for a movement
away from this 'ocular-centrism' as discussed by Georgia Warnke.*® For Pallasmaa,
working from a phenomenological background, the sense of vision has come to

dominate the other bodily perceptions and experiences of phenomena.

'In the Renaissance time the five senses were understood to
form a hierarchical system from the highest sense of vision
down to touch. The renaissance system of the senses was
related with the image of the cosmic body: vision was
correlated to fire and light, hearing to air, smell to vapour,
taste to water, and touch to earth.'*

Pallasmaa cites the term of 'ocularcentrism' as stemming from David Levin's analysis
of Western society in Modernity and the Hegemony of Vision: '[...] beginning with
the ancient Greeks, our Western culture has been dominated by an ocularcentric

paradigm.
contemporary context of the late Modern and has implications on a global scale. A

! This ocularcentric paradigm, as Pallasmaa discusses it, operates in a

transparent project relies on this worldview of sight-focused understanding and logic,
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and absorbs technological changes into the totality of vision. For Pallasmaa this

expansion in technique and technology has acted to concretise the power of the eye:

'The technologically expanded and strengthened eye today
penetrates deep into matter and space, and enables man to cast
a simultaneous look on the opposite sides of the globe. The
connection of technology and the eye has lead to the
instantaneity of the world and collapse of time, as an
experiential dimension. We live increasingly in a perpetual
present flattened by the eye."s

The flattened immediacy — instantaneous communications connect the world rapidly
into a seamless whole within a networked 'digital' realm. The power of the gaze, of
vision, is not limited to merely that which is physically observable or material. The
powerful quality of interconnected networks comes in their ability to abstract complex
information and phenomena to simple reductions of quantifiable data — a facet of the
ocularcentric that Pallasmaa illustrates. For Pallasmaa, 'architecture has become an art
of the printed image fixed by the hurried eye of the camera [...] In our culture of
images, the gaze itself has flattened into a picture [...]',63 which, it will be argued later,

supports Jean Baudrillard’s conception of the production of simulacra, images of

extinct realities, through a form of cultural transparency.

Pallasmaa’s conception of the eye and vision, stemming from the work of Maurice
Merleau-Ponty64 and Martin Heideggerﬁs, contains a negating potential, a nihilistic
bent. 'The narcissistic eye views architecture solely as an intellectual-artistic game
detached from its essential mental and societal connections.'®® Pallasmaa defines this
in terms of its alienating quality; the rapidity of information flows and images
detaches individuals from the context of visual material. For Pallasmaa, the eye
dominates social and political discourse, and consequently, vision dominates

architecture and becomes a central facet of its production and experience.
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'The current industrial manufacture of visual imagery tends to
alienate vision from emotional involvement and identification
and turn imagery into a mesmerizing flow of images without
focus and participation.®”

A 'mesmerizing flow of images' that disconnect and fracture the connection between
subject and object can also be read through Lefebvre's research. Pallasmaa illustrates
this phenomena with concrete examples of architectural projects. Levin's research into
hegemony and vision extends the argument of a 'logic of visualisation' into the
specifics of architecture’s production. This notion of the flow of images constituting a
transparent position, and generative of effects that could be considered spatial
simulations, will be discussed with reference to Baudrillard and the notion of

simulacra. Architecture as the production of an ‘image’ of something else.

Transparent Myth

The idea that transparency is related to the production of an image can also be read in
the work of critic and theorist Anthony Vidler. Writing in The Architectural Uncanny,
Vidler sees the condition of transparency also as a projection of an image of
something. ® A muyth of transparency has, according to Vidler, been a trope of
architectural modernity: the opening of 'machine architecture' to the gaze, the
illumination of parts within a whole as a social metaphor of morality. This, according

to Vidler, is one of the interpretations of transparency in the modern.

'Modernity has been haunted [...] by a myth of transparency:
transparency of the self to nature, of the self to the other, of all
selves to society, and all this represented [...] by a universal
transparency of building materials, spatial penetration, and the
ubiquitous flow of air, light and physical movement."*’

This myth — an important definition in the conception of transparency for this thesis —
will be illustrated later as a facet in the Baudrillardian notion of transparency
obfuscating, pretending not to exist. The technology necessary to make transparent is

often anything but. Vidler illustrates with reference to projects in Paris, structures that
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purport such transparency are often operating to produce a mythological state of

openness, clarity and honesty to the self or others.

The canon of the Modern movement is rich with a potential for transparent
discussion. However, Vidler suggests that in the Modemn, transparency came to be
challenged, not least through a disavowal of the centrality of the liberated individual,
posited in the conception of liberal humanism:

.

'[...] transparency was gradually discredited by the critique of
the universal subject in politics and psychoanalysis. In its
place, opacity, both literal and phenomenal, became the
watchword of the post-modern appeal to roots, to tradition, to
local and regional specificity, to a renewed search for
domestic security.”°

However, this disavowal seems, according to Vidler, to be a transient one, soon
replaced by a neo-transparent agenda well illustrated in the Grand Projects of 1990's
Paris and a return to transparent values in democracy and politics. For Vidler, the
transparent has once again become irrefutably linked to the 'progressive' in both
architecture and wider culture. Vidler sees this re-emergence of the transparent as a
reaction against the dissimulations of the post-modern within architecture,

"I Vidler suggests a

purification 'only by a renewed adhesion to the spirit of the age.
Zeitgeist of transparency; particularly in France where the rationalist design principles
of Viollet-le-Duc and others has a particular strength. However, as Vidler suggests, a
pure 'literél' transparency, the actual dematerialisation of form through technology, is
virtually impossible to achieve. Glass has an inherent dissimulation in its reflective
quality that can, if not correctly managed and manipulated, negate clarity through

multiple reflections and refractions. So, Vidler asks, why bother to be transparent?

'The conclusion would be that to work effectively, the
ideology of the modern, either as béte noire of the postmodern
or its recent replacement, would have to be a fiction in
practice.'
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It is worth focusing on the notion of the ‘fiction in practice’ of the transparent: a
theme that will be considered with relation to the production of transparent systems
within Foster’s work, and also the notion of the simulation of cultures of transparency
within Western societies. Operating within a similar understanding to that of
Pallasmaa when he comments on the simultaneity of produced images through
technology and their inherently visual logic, Vidler’s idea of myth and fiction of
transparency lead towards Baudrillard’s ideas of simulation. The Modern demands a
myth of progression in order to retain dynamism — monumentality, according to
Vidler, as the state sponsored demonstration of bureaucratic (and democratic) power
must be monumental in technological scope, not mere physical mass.”> And,
according to Vidler, the dematerialisation of the solid is the zenith of current
technological capacities. Monumental architectures are expressed, particularly in the

French case, through transparency and de-substantiation.

'For if it was in the task of constructing a new and modern
subject that transparency in architecture was first adduced, the
present passion for see-through buildings is indubitably linked
to the attempt to construct a state identity of technological
modernity against a city identity [...] enmeshed in the tricky
historicism of preservation.”*

Effectively, for Vidler and with specific reference to Paris, the subject is constructed
as Modern through the counterpoising of progression against a background of
historical fabric. The Modern is identified through its contrast with its decisively non-
Modern cdntext — the city streets and neighbourhoods of 'old' Paris. The transparent as
contrasted with the opaque and complex. Vast State sponsored projects, such as
Dominique Perrault's Bibliotheque Nationale, are the built equivalents of Lefebvre's
'illusion of transparency' and the Corbusian negation of the 'cancerous' growth of
Paris's old streets: Ville Radieuse realised at the turn of the century. Illusory
transparency decrypted and illuminated the embodied knowledge of the city and state
in the shining, rational insanity of illogical logic, of burning books (technical failures
of the storage systems), frustrated scholars and the flattening and making 'accessible’'
of culture:

73 For a discussion on the relationship between glass and organization, see Yiannis Gabriel ‘Glass
Cages and Glass Palaces: Images of Organization in Image-Conscious Times’ in Organization,
2005 vol.12, no.9

74 Vidler, p.220
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'We are presented with the apparently strange notion of a
public monumentality that is more than reticent — indeed
wants literally to disappear, be invisible — even as it represents
the full weight of the French State.' ™

But, as Vidler suggests, this state sponsored transparency contains the potential for its
own negation. The illusory quality of the material, the reflectivity of glass, harbours a
dissimulation that encourages more complexity within architectural production.
Drawing a Lacanian reading of reflectivity, with reference to the status of 'mirror' as a
stage of psychological development.’® The strange and 'uncanny' quality of
encountering multiple mirror images and overlaid versions of one’s reflection are
liable to induce feelings of destabilisation and multiple superimpositions, throwing,
according to Vidler, the simple unity of form, technology and reason into confusion
and contradiction. But, as Vidler suggests, these practices, carried out knowingly, are
rare — the dissimulated is still largely subjugated by the power of the logos so well
illustrated by Lefebvre as the cornerstone of Western culture and transparency is

blindly equated with the democratic realm.

Transparency/Democracy

One of the most commonly understood notions of the transparent in architecture is as
a built indication of democracy: the myth of transparency supporting the myth of
democracy. In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, transparency and
openness have become synonymous with the democratic. From Richard Rogers

Partnership website, one of the most recent invocations of transparency as democracy,

75 Ibid.

76 Lacan, Jacques ‘The mirror stage as formative of the function of the I as revealed in psychoanalytic
experience’, 16th International Congress of Psychoanalysis, Zirich, July 17, 1949 in Jacques
Lacan, Ecrits: A Selection, trans. by Alan Sheridan (New York: W.W. Norton, 1977), pp. 1-7. The
mirror stage is a developmental phase in children’s psychology, where the awareness of the self as a
distinct entity beings to emerge as being separated from the surrounding environment. From The
Oxford Dictionary of the Social Sciences, ‘mirror stage: A developmental stage in Lacanian
psychoanalysis in which the infant gradually begins to understand itself as possessing a delimited
and unified body, distinct from the world around it. Jacques Lacan explained this process through
the example of a child's discovery of its image in a mirror—the initial recognition of itself as a
discrete being—although he emphasized that this mirroring need not be literally conceived. For
Lacan, the mirror stage occurs between the ages of six months and eighteen months, during which
the infant begins to be inscribed into the world of selfhood, difference, and symbolic behavior—
ultimately language.’ "mirror stage" Dictionary of the Social Sciences ed.by Craig Calhoun,
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002) Oxford Reference Online. Oxford University Press.
<http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY html?subview=Main&entry=t104.e1086>
[accessed: 15 April 2010]
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the recently completed Senedd Building for the Welsh Assembly in Cardiff Bay /4],

is described as:

‘(Embodying] democratic values of openness and
participation, [...] The idea of openness is exemplified by the
transparent form of the building. Public spaces are elevated on
a slate-clad plinth stepping up from the water level and cut
away to allow daylight to penetrate the administrative spaces
at lower level.”’

Daylight, openness and involvement are terms invoked to demonstrate a transparent
process that is claimed for modern democracy. If a political system is open to the
view, to sight, then the undemocratic is, at least metaphorically, banished or so the
rhetoric goes. This ideal has implications and actions beyond architecture. Systems
and structures of politics, when opened and illuminated, necessarily become
transparent. This is the often-proclaimed aim for contemporary democracy;
democratic systems, in order to be reliable, dependable and crucially free from
corruption must be transparent. On the BBC World Service Americas website, the
leader of government business for the tax-haven Cayman island, Kurt Tibbets is
quoted as '[...] [hoping] to usher in a new era of transparent politics.”’® From the
BBC Media Monitoring service on the World Service website, French Foreign
Minister Hubert Vedrine is quoted as saying, with reference to the extradition of the
former leader of the Ivory Coast, that the legal process of extradition will only take
place under 'democratic' conditions: “we are waiting to confirm that it will all go
ahead in the best conditions of transparency and democracy."”® Transparency and
democracy are typically linked in comments such as these. Places where democratic
processes are new and potentially subject to attack are integrated into a transparent
dimension, in order to negate the potentially threatening suggestion of political

impropriety.

77 Richard Rogers Partnership, rrp.co.uk
<http://www.rrp.co.uk/render.aspx?sitelD=1&navIDs=1,4,23,656,1183> [accessed: 10 May 2008]

78 BBC World Service Americas,
<http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/americas/country_profiles/3709816.stm> [accessed: 20 July
2008]

79 BBC World Service Media Monitoring
<http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/monitoring/media_reports/781368.stm> [accessed: 20 July 2008]
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Transparent States

This 'democratic' transparency is discussed by Deborah Ascher Barnstone with a
particular focus on post-war West-German State architecture in The Transparent

State.

“He who builds transparently, builds democratically.” is a
truism of parliamentary architecture in the Federal Republic of
Germany adopted to further several post-war myths: the
occasion of a Zero Hour; the existence of a democratic
architecture and its opposite, a totalitarian one; the likening of
an open society with a transparent one and the equating of a
democratically elected parliament with an accessible one'™

For Barnstone the transparent, in West Germany at least, was a rhetorical device of
politicians and diplomats, actualised through the work of architects and planners, to
generate a decisive epistemological shift between the ideologies of both Nazism and
Communism. The realms that these represented, the hidden and secretive spaces of
fear, death and totalitarianism, are counteracted by the transparent space of a modern

German State.

'[...] a drive towards transparency is not the same as

transparency achieved. Rather, it is the exgression of a desire,
. . 181

a goal, an ideal, but not the state of things.

Transparency is an ideal state of institutional being to be achieved, a clear and lucid
utopia of democratic freedoms and individual autonomy, carried out under a general
state of logical clarity and reason, according to Barnstone's argument. Transparency is
Germany's contemporary myth of ideals, the corner stone of the ideology of a new
Germany. This myth, this utopia has come to be concretised, according to Barnstone,
in both constitutional terms and in the state architecture of a Federal Republic of
Germany. With particular reference to the national parliament building in Berlin, the
Reichstag, re-conceptualised by Foster and Partners, Barnstone at first attempts a
definition of the metaphor of transparency: 'the implication is that where there is
transparency, there is democracy but not totalitarianism, despotism, monarchical rule,

or communism.'®?

80 Barnstone The Transparent State, p.1
81 Barnstone, pp.1-2
82 Ibid., p.11
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The current use of the metaphor of transparency, according to Barnstone, is the
democratic one, a direct relationship between open architecture and open systems. But
while Barnstone questions the realisation of a transparent project, and suggests that
transparency and democracy are ‘ultimately not related'®* (and if they are, it can be
extrapolated, it is through continued associated use) she does not question the central
validity and assumed capacity of the 'transparent' as ideal. Recognising the duality
inherent in any total use of a transparent material, Barnstone does suggest that the

metaphor has a continuing strength:

'[...] neither the obvious inability of transparent buildings to
improve access and openness, nor the inherent contradiction
between the desired see-through characteristic of transparent
glass and its performance as alternately transparent, reflective,
and opaque, has quelled interest in transparent state
buildings.™*

The centrality of 'myth' to Barnstone's argument is important in understanding the
variety of realms within which transparency is used. However, it is also Barnstone's
omissions that are interesting for a survey of the development and use of this term.
Being placed firmly in the analysis and discussion of transparent democratic
architecture, Barnstone neglects the wider potential of a transparent analysis, the
position of transparency as a social and cultural metaphor, the production of broader

images of openness, accessibility and clarity.

Post-War West-German Transparency

Germany can be seen as one of the key sites for the development of the transparent
myth in post-War Europe and the West. Tracing the development of the metaphor of
transparency in Germany, Barnstone suggests that this metaphor became important as
almost an antidote to the complex and troubled history of Germany in the twentieth
century. By associating architecture with an 'open society' and 'open institutions', as
defined, according to Barnstone, by Jiirgen Habermas and Ralf Dahrendorf, a

metaphorical power is enabled that supposedly communicates a desire, a willingness

83 Barnstone, p.232
84 Ibid.
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to make accessible and clear to the voting public the 'democratic’ intent behind a state

government:

'When people ask for transparent institutions they mean ones
in which it is possible to see the true motivations, goals,
operational structures, and achievements of an organization
without veils, masks, and manipulations of the truth.' 5

The accepted notion of transparency within a democratic state is thus described, as a
literal view, as vision into the inner workings of an organization. Transparency as a
tool of the state, applied where previously hidden realms need to be opened up to the
public eye. For Barnstone, transparency is directly connected to the ability to 'see-
through' a material, an organization or perceive the 'true' functioning of a structure —
be it political or architectural. According to Barnstone, 'In the past 20 years [...]
transparency has become a mantra for corporate honesty and truthfulness'.®
Transparency is a call to action, rather than an actual state — it is an idealised notion of
the supreme democratic system, as Barnstone suggests. This stems, according to the
author, from the work of Jean Jacques Rousseau, where the State and the individual
exist in a situation free from dissimulation and secret practices, 'Polis and state would
blend into one as self-interest dissolved in the face of a perfect transparency.®
Similar to the Greek model as posited by Lefebvre and described above, the interests
of the individual are subservient to a benevolent state organization, with stability and

security enabled through an application of transparent politics and activity.

According to Barnstone, social reformers in the eighteenth century, such as Jeremy
Bentham, Cesare Bonesana Beccaria, Antoine Desgodets, and Leonhard Christoph

Sturm, saw the conditions of this period as necessitating action:

'They were concerned with a litany of problems from
overcrowding and filth to ineffective reform programs, and
hoped to apply rational methods to improving the architecture
and thereby the function of these institutions. They worried
about the proper architectural form that would maximise
institutional efficiency, provide adequate observation of

85 Barnstone, p.30
86 Ibid., p.31
87 Ibid., p.32
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inhabitants whether prison inmates or the ill, and induce moral
and ethical well-being."®®

Here, Barnstone discusses the idea of transparency as surveillance, Bentham’s
'panopticon’ model of control by an all seeing and ever-present eye, as illustrated by
Michael Foucault /57.%° Power became synonymous with observation and a
transparency of action, on behalf of the subjects of surveillance, became another
functioning metaphor, linking transparency to openness, and clear vision. Barnstone
sees this movement, from 'schemes based on visual access to those based on see
through architecture® as a slow, yet inexorable process linked to developments in

material technologies.

'The explosion of glass building types at this time [the 1900s]
is related to new material developments and constructive
techniques, firstly the development of iron frame construction
systems that were steadily improved [...] and secondly, the
improvements in glass production, especially the invention of
flat glass.”"

Material Transparency

The idea of a relationship between transparent architecture and transparent systems
(systems that embody ideas of openness, accessibility, democracy) is located in both
spatial and material conditions, as can be seen in France’s Grands Projets. As a
rhetoric of transparent societies, material in its architectural sense is used to reinforce
this relationship through large-scale built structures. Annette Fierro, writing in The
Glass Staie, discusses the image, presented to the population of Paris, of the

technological supremacy of the French State, as a form of tectonic-transparency:

'In these two monuments [Pompidou Centre and Eiffel Tower]
specific characteristics emerge that echo resonantly into the
present day. First, transparency is employed on a gargantuan
scale with the intention of dwarfing and/or
emphatically expressing difference from the surrounding
fabric. Second, in these enormous monuments advancing
technology is an essential part of the expression of their

88 Ibid., p.33

89 Foucault, Michel Discipline and Punish, the Birth of the Prison, trans.by Alan Sheridan, (London:
Penguin, 1979), pp.195-228

90 Barnstone The Transparent State, p.34

91 Ibid. p.35
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transparency beyond that called for by the demands of
structure.®? [6+7]

To make legible, on the mega-§cale, the structural conceits behind two of Paris' most
iconic buildings is, for Fierro, a form of literal transparency: A transparency of
spectacle, of state monumentality of the most technologically advanced kind. The
techniques behind these monuments are effectively rational engineering solutions to
the creation of public spectacles, according to Fierro. The use of complex iron
structures, clearly expressed without obfuscation in the case of the Eiffel Tower, can

be read as an application of a transparent value to a public monument:

'Eiffel marvelled that the age of iron marked the advent of
rationality over the muddled lack of quantification
characteristic of masonry construction. According to [Roland]
Barthes, this force of intelligence is engaged
incrementally as the vast structure is encountered at closer and
closer distances. [...] While the visitor is mystified by the
towers sheer scale and sense of advanced technology, this
mystification is coincident with rational appreciation, as the
particular configuration of the structure and the method of
assembly of its constituent pieces become apparent.””>

The materiality and structure of the tower suggest a reasoned and rational approach to
the construction of, effectively, an irrational monument. The Eiffel Tower served no
legible rational ends, but its construction and status proposed a shift in architectural
and engineering practices towards the rationality of structure and construction. The
very mathematics of the Tower's construction delineate its position in a Lefebvrian
abstract space, and its continuity can be read, according to Fierro, in the next major

monumental architectural statement in Paris, the Pompidou, or Beaubourg Centre.’*

'The powerful elation bared in the Eiffel Tower's latent sense
of indeterminacy might have ended here in this text as pure
speculation. Ninety year later across the Seine in the Marais,
however, the identical melange of traits was played out again,
and consciously amplified, by the young Rogers and Piano.””

92 Fierro, Annette The Glass State; the technology of the spectacle, Paris, 1981-1998 (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 2003), p.44

93 Fierro, p.56

94 For a discussion on the relation of the Beaubourg to networks, structure and simulations, see
Baudrillard, ‘The Beaubourg Effect’ in Simulacra and Simulation, p.61-73

95 Fierro, p.69
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The Pompidou centre, as Fierro’s analysis suggests, operated as a condenser of social
spectacle. The state sponsored monument was recreated in the image of the
Situationists — a Lefebvrian carnivalesque space in the city, and an accessible venue
for Parisians: accessible both pﬁysically and intellectually.”® The form and structure
of the building were intended to eliminate elitist cultural values and open-up art to a
wider audience. Through a radical departure from previous incarnations of 'art'
galleries and cultural institutions, the Pompidou centre used industrial construction
processes and materials to create a space of flexible accommodation, intended to

enable spontaneous events to take place:

'This notion of event, as literal as well as metaphoric, idealizes
the qualities of unassignability, openness to interpretation, and
permanently incomplete status, each designated by Piano and
Rogers not as conditions of event, but as intrinsic conditions
of transparency."”’

Through these events, and the idea of a folded and wrapped ascent to the rooftops of
the city, Fierro suggests that the 'Beaubourg, like the Eiffel Tower, makes the city
visible.”® According to the author, the Pompidou does not mirror the activities of the
city on its facade in an abstracted fashion. Instead, its significance lies in the activities

of the inhabitants of Paris animating the fagade through its glass-tubes and escalators.

'The Pompidou Centre does not represent the city through the
reflection of a mirror: Rather than an abstraction of its image,
the constituents of the city actually make up the fagade. Like
in the Eiffel tower, as the building is filled by the public, it is
the citizenry of Paris — indeed the world — who prominently
configure the buildings surface.”

For Fierro, the transparent capacity of Beaubourg lies in its ability to promote
situationist activity. The movement in, around and through (now curtailed through
security and ticketing costs) was intended to integrate the structure into the very fabric
of the city, whilst still remaining a monument to the socialist ideals of Modernity
within the Pompidou administration. This, according to Fierro, contained a strong

desire for social reform through a more complex transparent architecture: 'according

96 Highmore, Ben Everyday life and cultural theory: an introduction (London: Routledge, 2002)
pp.122-128

97 Fierro, p.86

98 Ibid., p.81

99 Fierro, p.81
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to the architects, transparency would enlighten, amuse and even comfort the general
public."% Fierro suggests that humour is used within the centre as a further element
of transparency, perceived initially along the same lines as the rational transparency
of the structure of the Eiffel ToWer, yet reducing the monumental scale of the '
architecture through an approach to details that humanised and even potentially
anthropomorphized the building. The Pompidou, through its detailing and programme
became an 'everyday artefact, [an] everyday festival'®' in the Lefebvrian sense.
Accessibility, openness and visibility within the Pompidou project contain the
potential for liberation, according to Fierro, and suggest a position against which she

1102

analyses the 'success of contemporary attempts' ~ at a monumental transparency,
y P y

such as in the Bibliotheque Nationale /8].

'Just as [the Bibliotheque Nationale] qualifies the reception
and memory of all the Grands Projets, it also qualifies the
specific symbolism of transparency that Mitterrand co-og)ted
to express monumentality in late twentieth-century Paris." 3

This ‘specific symbolism’ can effectively be interpreted as another layer of myth
added to the idea of the transparent. The projection of the image of an open yet
intellectually powerful and technologically sophisticated state system is the intent of
the monumentality of the Grand Projets, and their use of transparency. The
technology expresses the monumentality, which in turn expresses the technology for

the purpose of super-scale sublimation of a city (and a country).

The desire for openness is matched in Mitterrand's Grand Projects, carrying on the
tradition of grand building projects as expressions of a unity of society and state in a
socialist administration. The monumental expression of learning and knowledge was

given concrete form by Dominique Perrault and as Fierro suggests,

'Perrault's project gave full impetus to transparency as the
central metaphor of the new institution. [...] Perrault [...]
reinforced the metaphor programmatically proposing that the
towers function as storage for the stacks. Equally literal was
the material transparency of the towers' glass envelopes,

100 Fierro, p.83
101 Ibid., p.93

102 Fierro, p.93
103 Ibid., p.275
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which would allow the public to view the gradual yet
continual accrual of the library's literary matter. [...] The
paradigm of transparency inherited from Enlightenment was
activated literally and metaphorically: as glass revealed the
interior function and contents of the building, the image of
books was an overt symbol of the exposure of knowledge to
the gaze of the public."*

According to Fierro, the material desire to literally illustrate the accumulation of
'knowledge' in a glass tower overruled all other, more prosaic considerations. The
books became symbolic capital for an administration wishing to demonstrate its
commitment to a France of culture and learning, and the symbolic value of a
'transparent’ approach to this question dominated. The material capacity and
metaphoric nature of glass contained, according to Fierro, a substantial strength of
meaning that Perrault wished to see his building imbued with. But, as the author
suggests in concluding The Glass State, the material properties and symbolic potential

of glass far outweigh its general use as a singular transparent screen:

'This book revolves around a metaphor of transparency
characterized by fluidity, a tenacious resistance to the
assignation of symbolic import, a perfect wedding of
conceptual and material attributes of glass. [...] In the thinness
of surfaces, between the most nuanced relationships of
materials, lies the fragile and enormous potency of glass." %

Glass is both capable of producing simplistic, rhetorically powerful statements, yet at
the same time can undermine these readings and intentions through its unpredictable
state of interpenetrating reflections and mirrorings, as well as its unforeseen technical
conditions. What can be taken forward from here, however, is the demonstrated
capacity of material objects to generate (or at least indicate the potential to generate)
social and political effects: through building, desired images of a state’s (and also a
corporation’s) structuring values can be constructed, normalised and communicated to
a broad audience. The combination of politico-religious social changes and the
development of increasingly advanced construction techniques led to a decrypting (as
Lefebvre terms it) through spatial dematerialisation: metaphorical opening of the
previously closed to God’s light, illumination and transcendence (transparency), the

genesis, according to Fritz Neumeyer, of Modernism’s project of ‘dematerialisation’.

104 Fierro, p.233
105 Ibid., p.279
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Transparent Walls: Dematerialisation

Continuing the discussion of transparency’s materiality, the ideal of an opening to
light, a decrypting, can be read; as Neumeyer suggests in the Journal of Architecture,
as a material condition with roots in the Gothic, through the renaissance, and the
eighteenth century enlightenment project, culminating in the architecture of
Modernism:

'Bauhaus Modernism completed the attack on historical
architecture's closed spatial shell in the name of openness and
transparency. [...] The new ideal was buildings placed freely
in space, breathing air and light on all six sides, ideally on
green sites."! % [9]

The dematerialisation of the wall under Modernism was a reaction against the
perceived inhumanity and tuberculous nature of the late Victorian city. Glass walls
and flowing garden settings were intended to enable the infiltration of purifying light
and air and promote healthy physical activity. But for Neumeyer, the wall itself
became dominated by the opening. Enclosure was secondary to transparency and
lighting function. This, as Neumeyer suggests, was the zero-point of wall-
development, the moment the enclosure became entirely subservient to other, more
technical and physiological demands. Suggesting, from Alberti, that the wall was the
'foundation of all society and so [accorded] [...] the most honourable place in
architecture'’” Neumeyer goes on to illustrate how this dematerialisation of wall to
opening took place. For Neumeyer the baroque overloaded walls to the point of the
sublime — the sculptural forces embodied in baroque walls act as a union between the
body and space, whereas the gothic is counterpoised as the opposite, the

dematerialisation through material means:

'The Gothic cathedral represents the other possible
manifestation, in which the wall is conquered on the wall.
The tricks it dreams up to transform with wall into immaterial
material and make it disappear are by nature structural and
aesthetic. A diaphanous membrane is stretched between two
thin stone ribs, stained glass forms the spatial conclusion of a
glowing wall."%® [10+11]

106 Neumeyer 'Head first through the wall' Journal of Architecture, p.1
107 Ibid., p.3
108 Neumeyer, p.4

62



<

H M 4 MaM M,H 4 bP4 4,
R H & T U
] aHM M M M 9 M
v ( S S S & S 7 % S S
,0G
$ * 9
& D 1 $ & ,

4 M#9
MH&M

W alL

M

4

F8



, 02

, 08



The Gothic aims for a transcendence of structure and material through light and
expansive space. High-tech architectures, ranging from the earliest examples in the
Crystal Palace, to more contemporary technological architectures, take principles

from the Gothic but attempt an act of disappearance through their structure:

'The dilemma of ‘high-tech' architecture is that architecture
disappears as a physical phenomenon. Gottfried Semper made
the accurate observation that airy, small-surfaced modern bar
and wire structures efface themselves to the eye in proportion
to the perfection with which they are calculated. Modern
construction methods can reduce architecture to almost
nothing, can make it disappear into the insubstantial flickering
of a mirage [...]"%” [12+13]

Similar to the monumental transparency of construction (perhaps this could be termed
a tectonic transparency?) as evidenced by Fierro through the Eiffel Tower, this
fragmentation of material through its construction is a calculated and rational process
that attempts to 'efface' the mass of traditional architecture. For in architectural
history, as Neumeyer points out, the exposure of structure has had the connotations of
truth and honesty applied to it — structure as the essence of architecture and the
position to which architecture must aim, as suggested by Marc Antoine Laugier in
1753:'1°

'Similar to Mies after him, Laugier liberated architecture from
everything superfluous, reduced it to the 'almost nothing' of an
architectural existential minimum, i.e. the naked skeleton of
piers and rafters."!!

But, as Neumeyer illustrates, this 'liberation' of the wall from architecture was a
process that emerged considerably before Modernisms fascination with a literal
transparency of glass. Owing to limited technological potential, earlier desires to
transcend the physicality of the wall were enabled through wall painting. The
dematerialisation of surface through artificial perspectives acted to bring the exterior
into the interior in a way not possible with extensive openings. For Neumeyer, this

can be traced back to Vitruvius and his writings on wall painting:

109 Ibid., p.4
110 Ibid., p.5
111 Neumeyer, p.5
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'The architecture and views projected on to it [Vitruvius' wall]
dreamed of a dissolved new wall beyond the restrictions of
building construction [...]"'?

The solidity and mass of the wall is positioned throughout Neumeyer’s research as a
constraint to be surmounted. The wall as object in itself is in a continuous process of
reference, back to the figure of 'man' as Neumeyer suggests, and a 'projection
screen'''? [14] for illusions. What chance the solidity and existence of the wall in the
Modern psyche when loaded with these connotations? The wall, according to
Neumeyer, was destined for dissolution. In more recent, early Modernist architecture,
the wall contains its double, the infinite. Boullee's utopian designs for Newton's
monument contain, as Neumeyer suggests, a painting of infinity, integrated into the
physical form of the interior of the building so as to blur the distinction between mass
and void; between inside and the representation of an infinite universe illustrated in
monochrome with complex lighting effects /15]. With these proposed projects,
architecture’s ultimate negation can take place — its very material fabric denied and an
'existential minimum' of an architecture of light and air achieved. Architecture is
opened to the cosmos, the light of knowledge flooding in. Transparency, within this
specific frame of reference, is linked to a purity of form (in a Platonic sense) as well
as a purity of idea — the intellectual freedom of the light of knowledge. And, clearly, a
material connection is made — in the absence of glass technologies, the imperative to
make open, to develop the transparent project, is enacted through other methods. The
development of glass technologies enables this project to be extended, developed and

articulated in ever more explicit displays of enlightened opening.

112 Neumeyer, p.6
113 Ibid.
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A Different Form of Transparency

The particularly Western nature of the relation of materials to a transparent ideal can
be illustrated with a brief look at a particular form of material use in Islamic culture.
These material conditions have been argued as embodying social values distinctly
other from that of openness, clarity and lucidity. As Bechir Kenzari and Yasser
Elsheshtawy suggest in their paper ‘The Ambiguous Veil: On Transparency, the
Mashrabiy'ya, and Architecture’ in the Journal of Architectural Education,
transparency can and does embody a complex way of looking at the world, veiled and
accepting of dissimulation and hidden realms. Through a brief study of early Islamic
screening devices, in operation well before the development of glass technologies, the
authors suggest that transparency is perhaps best understood in its relationship to

screens and veils:

'[...] transparency in architecture possibly found its historical
genesis (and meaning) not through the use of glass but in
weaving. Because glass was first used only in Roman times,
and yet in a very crude form, one should be able to trace the
architectural origins of transparency in the lattice designs that
emerged from the braided or woven mats that hung vertically
and were invented before clothing."'*

114 Kenzari, Bechir and Elsheshtawy, Yasser 'The Ambiguous Veil' The Journal of Architectural
Education, volume 56 issue 4, March 2006, 17-25, 2
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acts to filter the outside/inside view and sets up a complex duality of
watched/watcher. With a greater degree of complexity than the glass window, the
mashrabiy'ya allows a level of interaction between an external street environment and

the interior world of the 'female' home.

'Like the veil, the mashrabiy'ya allows one to see but not to be
seen; the requirements of a transparent setting are met but in a
nonsymmetrical sense. By the mere nature of its fabric and
design, it was thus possible to seize upon the lattice screen to
secure some appealing optical effects that emanate from a
profound need for intimacy and seclusion. Of course, from the
outside the mashrabiy’ya hides everything behind it. The
curious (male) view has little chance to see what happens
behind the remote screen. [...] women are therefore left free to
behollcli6 the universe of outside scenes, or to ignore them at
will.'

Through the use of intersecting wooden elements constructing the screen, the position
of the viewer is concealed, according to the authors, with relative degrees of exposure
permitted through the proximity of the person to screen and light sources. For Kenzari
and Elsheshtawy, this is an emasculating transparency, more subtle and complex than

see-through glass and generative of ambiguous social spaces:

'What is at work here is precisely a dialectic of the eye and
gaze: the subject of desire (man) sees the screen behind which
the woman (the object of desire) may or may not be sitting,
and this provokes a certain form of anxiety, and obscure
feeling that the house/ mashrabiy'ya itself is somehow already
gazing at him from a point that totally escapes his view and
thus makes him utterly helpless." '’

Whether this somewhat two-dimensional perception of the man by the woman renders
him 'utterly helpless' is a contentious position. Male agency is not simply destroyed,

no matter how transiently, by the gaze of the female.''® Certainly, this form of

116 Kenzari & Elsheshtawy, p.6

117 Ibid, p.7

118 The idea of the gaze stems from Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic analysis of the recognition of
subjectivity of the other. It has been developed in feminist and cultural theories, particularly by
Laura Mulvey (Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, 1975), where the gaze is sexualized and
gendered and emobodies power. See The Oxford Dictionary of the Social Science, ‘gaze A central
concept in Jacques Lacan's psychoanalytic theory that has proved useful to a number of projects in
cultural and feminist studies. The principle quality of the gaze, for Lacan, is its “desubjectifying”
effect. It is not a look that recognizes another person as a subject—but a look through the person
that calls into question the recognition of his or her own subjectivity. Lacan explored the diverse
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transparency contains a potential for a diffusion of power away from the singularity of
the man in this religio-political context, and as the authors suggest, this has a relation
to the often-mentioned 'panopticon’ model of spatial observation. As the authors
contend, the man may often choose to simply fail to notice this potentially ever-

present eye of the woman:

'[...] far from being terrorized, the men simply ignore the
woman's gaze and go on with their daily business. From the
woman's standpoint, the gaze denotes both power and
impotence. [...] The woman captures perfectly the real
suggestion of the act, but is nonetheless appointed to the
function of a passive eye witness because her counteraction
would stir the suspicion of the innocent, ignorant Other.""?

The authors conclude by recognising that this form of veiling contains a negative
capacity — namely the subjugation of the woman through confinement to their house.
However, this device does offer a myriad of complex instances of transparent and
translucent blendings, and embodies a wide range of religious and political issues,
which are not denied through the simple suggestion of transparency as equating
openness. The conception of transparency as being complex, necessarily unbalanced
and in fact producing conditions directly opposing clarity and openness helps to
define the position of Western conceptions of the transparent. The idea of
transparency embodying anything other than clear ideals in the West is anathema, and
we see the position of transparency to our epistemology in a new light. This veil, this
transparent screen contains ambiguity within its architectural application, and also
embodies an erotic potential that may be limited by Western obsessions with literal

transparency.

'This reading affirms [the mashrabiy ’ya] ambiguous nature as
both a sign of subordination and of liberation. In this respect,
it offers potential lessons for contemporary architects in that it
highlights the themes of seduction, translucency, and -
perhaps — ambiguity."?°

sexual and social connotations of the concept—theorizing in particular the way in which society
(for Lacan, the collective “Other”) is invested with the sexualized, generically male gaze.’
"gaze" Dictionary of the Social Sciences ed.by Calhoun, Craig, (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2002) Oxford Reference Online. Oxford University Press
<http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY .html?subview=Main&entry=t104.¢671>
[accessed: 15 April 2010]

119 Kenzari & Elsheshtawy, p.7

120 Kenzari & Elsheshtawy, p.8
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In the case of the mashrabiy'ya, depth is welcomed into the perception of a fagade,
and the complex play of light and dark, screen and opening generate an 'intricacy' of
spatial experience that offers a contrast to the all glass fagades of much contemporary
Modern architecture which have a tendency, as suggested above, to allude to an
opening of both spatial and social systems. This understanding of the transparent, in a
non-Western sense, also offers a contrast to, and highlighting of, a critical

understanding of the transparent within the cannon of European architectural thought.

Literal and Phenomenal

The most widely understood notion of transparency within contemporary Western
architectural theory — one which has defined a generation of debate — must be located
within the discussion of a literal and phenomenal transparency, as proposed by Colin
Rowe and Robert Slutzky. This looks at a distinctly Modern definition of the
transparent, and one where the ideas of both transparency and organization are

brought together, explicitly, as a functional union:

'[...] at the very beginning of any enquiry into transparency, a
basic distinction must be established. Transparency may be an
inherent quality of substance, as in a glass curtain wall; or it
may be an inherent quality of organization. One can, for this
reason, distinguish between a literal and a phenomenal
transparency.‘1 !

Although a potentially contentious statement that any enquiry must begin by setting a
duality of distinctions (when in all likelihood, there are multiple and competing
distinctions), Rowe and Slutzky in their essay Transparency first published in the
Yale Journal Perspecta 8 in 1964, take a self proclaimed bi-polar distinction of literal
and phenomenal transparency, postulating an argument for the reappraisal of
complexity within the transparent. For Rowe and Slutzky, this division of the
discussion of transparency places the literal as a common, basic and 'lucid' trope of
Modern architecture. Glass is see-through; therefore architecture is transparent and
communicates the idea of cognition. The exposure of a steel and concrete staircase in

a diaphanous skin of glass illuminates the structural forces and engineering behind

121 Rowe, and Slutzky ‘Transpareny: Literal and Phenomenal’ in The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa,
p-22
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Modernist architecture. Complexity in architecture is, according to Rowe and Slutzky,

neutralised through this 'literal' revealing of parts under a glass blanket.

Using both Modern architecture and Cubist painting, Rowe and Slutzky discuss the
divergence of their two kinds of transparency: 'literal' and 'phenomenal'. For the
authors, the literal flattens, denies complexity and a confinement to a specific grid.
With relation to Cubism, Rowe and Slutzky define the conditions of 'literal'

transparency:

'Frontality, suppression of depth, contracting of space,
definition of light sources, tipping forward of objects,
restricted palette, oblique and rectilinear grids, and
propensities toward peripheric development are all
characteristics of analytical cubism.’'?*

In the cubist depiction of literal transparency, the visual plane of the image takes
centre stage — its objectified quality is its hallmark. Singular collections of objects on
a singular viewing plane. Using the example of Cezanne's Mont Sainte Victoire [17],
a cubist depiction of a mountain scene, Rowe and Slutzky illustrate their definition of

the literal:

'There is a highly developed insistence on a frontal viewpoint
of the whole scene, a suppression of the more obvious
elements suggestive of depth, and a resultant contracting of
the foreground, middleground, and background into a
distinctly compressed pictorial matrix."*

For Rowe and Slutzky, transparency is a potentially rich device for ordering spatial
sets of views and experiences. The literal, through a singular concentration on the
‘pictorial' quality of an image negates this depth, generating flat images of a
potentially reductive capacity. Rowe and Slutzky's position is based on a reading of
the transparent in Gyorgy Kepes' Language of Vision, where it is defined, in one
instance, as the complex interplay between two overlaying figures, where the
resulting conflation of the two at their point of intersection incite a 'new' depth of
space to be considered, the 'transparent’. Kepes extends his definition of the

transparent to the realm of the more than visual, to a deeper perception of space:

122 Rowe and Slutzky, p.25
123 Ibid., p.25
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