Useless Architecture

text by Ryan Stec
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Lewis Carroll
The Hunting of the Snark, 1876.
[From: Fit the Second. The Bellman's Speech.]

"Other maps are such shapes,

with their islands and capes!

But we've got our brave Captain to thank,"
(so the crew would protest)

"that he's bought us the best —

a perfect and absolute blank!"
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MAP OF NOTHING

I'm not going to give you a map for where we are headed.

If I do offer something that looks like a map, it is best not to trust it
as it is likely a useless map.

We are not going to try and get somewhere specific.
Our goal is to get lost.

Let’s start with early Medieval Churches and their elegant order
juxtaposed against the chaos of the city. Surrounding the original
constructions was, what one might call - zones of sanctuary. This void
was a manifestation of the separation between the godly nature of the
church and the chaos of our world, but it was also where the beggar
and the sick would come and where abandoned children would be
left. In many ways the zone was a resting place for those considered
useless to humanity.

Useless space for the useless, and so I ask where do the useless take
shelter now in our cities?

The empty spaces of the city, the square, the sidewalk and street, the
park, contain some of its greatest potential.

A space of appearance where we come together in our best (and also

darkest) moments, together for the sake of being together, to declare
our presence to each other.2 This is perhaps why the empty spaces of
the city are targeted, narrowed in on, closed off, controlled.



Geographer Steven Flusty’s has categorized these spatial tactics of
fear and control under the title “Interdictory Spaces” of a “post-
public” world.3

The list is as follows:

SLIPPERY SPACE is space that cannot be reached...

STEALTHY SPACE is space that cannot be found...

CRUSTY SPACE is space that cannot be accessed...

PRICKLY SPACE is space that cannot be comfortable occupied...
JITTERY SPACE is space that cannot be utilized unobserved... 4

One might be bamboozled into thinking that this is a list of how to
make space useless, but I think the opposite is true. It seems that this
is a categorization of the complete instrumentalization of space for
control.5

A narrowing of purpose that should weigh heavy on us.
Is the useless body one of the ways we resist this hyperbolic utility?

A body that sits and rest in the flow of a city that is oriented
elsewhere.

This functional city.
This productive city.¢
Or a body that protests and disrupts the functional city.

Or one that we understand the least, one which has moved beyond
disruption and thinks only of destruction. Senseless and without
purpose.

This however, is not the purposelessness we are searching for.

We are searching for the one which transforms the user of the
building to the being in the architecture, the one that opens up to the
idea of dwelling in the city.
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Can we find useless space in the city? What does that mean?

Is it unused space or not yet used. Is it forgotten or discarded or
already used up. How do we find useless space?
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There are maps. What do the maps tell us? Do we think it is possible
to find useless space with a very useful map? Is it possible to identify
the useless with useful tools? Maybe if we layer the maps together. If
we put them in the way of themselves, will they reveal something
interesting? Is this an essential part of considering the useless, to
stand in the way of utility?7

Artists are always standing in the way of utility.8 Take Armelle
Caron’s map of Paris.? Broken apart and restructured to identify an
entirely different order. Or Guy Debord’s The Naked City, a different
fragmented Paris documenting psychogeographic drifting.° Or Terry
Atkinson and Michael Baldwin’s ‘Map To Not Indicate ...".»* Ontario,
James Bay, St-Lawerence River, Quebec, New Brunswick, Manitoba
and so the list goes on of that which is not indicated.

CARON DERBORD, ATKINSON § RALDIWIN'S
MAPS NOT DEPICTED. ..

These maps will not help you find what you are looking for. Unless
what you are looking for is nothing in particular. Or perhaps better
said: they will help you get nowhere, as John Cage points out in his
Lecture on Nothing*2:

we are getting

nowhere and that is a pleasure

It is not irritating
to be where one is
Itis only irritating

to think one would like to be somewhere else.

If useless representation is a creative attempt to prevent us from
looking directly at the idea at hand, it is still only one component of
our consideration. Let us also consider obscurity in a spatial context.
Berlin-based Raumlabor produced a collection of experimental
monuments for a French city including a Trojan horse with an
inflatable appendage. The pneumatic expansion gave it the capacity
to redefine the useful space of a shopping mall into a useless one.3 Or
Rebar and their Park(ing) project as it denies the functional role of
public parking spots and offers a tiny park, a symbolic void given
back to the city.4 Or at the monumental scale Christo and Jeanne-
Claude wrap the Reichstag in 1995 and render the whole building
useless and for a moment the building is stripped of its function and
becomes purposeless, an object of contemplation.s

Tl 4 o8 |
0 A JIQ@“A Ty ‘KW\FW : TR L0
P M) AL |

- AN f..ww TR Ly
" | ‘/ ( | '\ | ‘ \
l’ f \\Ht( II_JL”) ' i ; IJ ,“.‘

gy A e pa TV

|




If intervention in functionality can make real the useless, then
architecture is not without its designed uselessness.® Consider
Washington DC and its concentration of colossal monuments, not its
monumental buildings but those buildings that are in fact exclusively
monuments. The Lincoln Memorial is an astounding example with its
overwhelmingly excessive steps, its room for a single speech and its
symbolic 38 columns for each of the states of the union at the time of
Lincoln’s presidency. Here, Robert Harbison has this to say of the
columns, “A more truthful monument would have found a way of
representing architecturally the determined effort by eleven of these
to leave the building. Like many others this monument represents an
interesting conflict as stasis.””

Bl

The monument attempts to instrumentalize time. It attempts to fix it,
to stop it and orient your perspective somewhere specific. For you to
contemplate that moment in time now solidified for your
consideration. Uselessness, however, does not orient us towards the
past. Uselessness does not attempt to fix time but invites us to be in
this moment. If a useless thing is of the moment, then perhaps its
opposite, a useful thing,h is oriented towards the future. Its goal is
outside of itself, even if it is the smallest of moments like a fork to
food to mouth, use is in motion towards a point beyond the now. Like
a staircase to nowhere, the useless interrupts the flow towards the
future and attempts to unite the here and now.

The path to shedding the weight of functionality is different for the
ruin. In a perpetual state of loss, the architecture dissolves bit by bit
and an incredible tension is drawn between the reminders of the past
and its inevitable drift into future and further decay. In this way the
ruin invites a more imaginative but also more dangerous climb to
nowhere. One could lose their footing in the shifting decay. The risks
of true discovery could be felt in the body.'8

The sculpture, the ruin and the monument — architecture that finds
its place deeply opposed to utility. Can we learn from them? Can we
learn to make something undefined that we still understand as
architecture? Not a faux ruin or a mock chaos, but truly
indeterminate. Not a mixed-use or multi-purpose space but one of
complete purposelessness. Not a happen-stance of construction or an
architecture without architects, but designed uselessness.

Does the possibility of going nowhere open up a world between us?
Can this uselessness interrupt our attention just long enough to
discover something unexpected in ourselves? In each other? Can
architecture discover something for the world it was not asked to
find?
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