Representation and reality

Itis a truism that art, by representing the world, changes the way we see it. Alexander
Eisenschmidt’s exploration of August Endell’s eulogy of the modern city (pp. 71-79) offers
a perfect example of this: ‘re-framed’, the apparent chaos and confusion brought on by
modernisation could be seen as thrilling manifestations of a dynamic new culture.
Technological changes, such as the invention of photography, are increasingly bound

up in such major changes in ‘ways of seeing’, and rarely has this been more apparent than
in the transformations brought by the change from drawing-board and T-square to PC and
plasma screen.

With the widespread diffusion of computer-aided design and, increasingly,
manufacturing systems, the interplay between the conception, representation and
construction of architecture has never been more complex. Academic and journalistic
attention, not surprisingly, tends to concentrate on the innovative, where form-generating
software or the ‘reverse engineering’ techniques pioneered by Frank Gehry permit the
creation of increasingly sensational - and, in the eyes of some, sensuous - forms.

At the level of most architectural practices, however, the impact of CAD is probably just as
pervasive but less easy to pin down. On a negative note, perhaps, it is becoming apparent in
the tendency of many modern buildings not merely simply to resemble the representations
made of them, but to seem less real than the glamorous ‘photorealistic’ renderings used to
promote them. In part this is due to the gap between the growing sophistication of our
means of representation and a corresponding visual impoverishment that results directly
from the means of everyday construction. Crudely assembled rather than carefully built,
and generally devoid of the close-up pleasures of fine materials that Otto Wagner and Adolf
Loos looked to as compensation for the disappearance of craftsmanship, modern buildings
rarely offer those multi-scaled pleasures, from far away and close to, that Ruskin described as
‘ornament’.

In the wider historical context explored by Penelope Haralambidou in her thoughts
on Marcel Duchamp’s last work, Etant donnés (pp. 36-51), the growing disjuncture
between representation and reality may ultimately be seen to stem from the Renaissance
discovery - or invention, or re-discovery, according to your art-historical take on the issue -
of perspective, and the subsequent reinforcement by photography of a view of space as a
continuum bounded by flat planes. Seen stereoscopically through a pair of peepholes the
mysterious diorama of Duchamp’s Etant donnés seems as hyper-real as many a computer
rendering, but unlike them it also induces vivid tactile and kinaesthetic sensations. And
these, as Haralambidou points out, can also be created by pairs of stereoscopic images -
which could now readily be generated by computers, and used to highlight the
impoverishment of architectural intentions that many flashy perspectives and
glamorous flies-through so artfully conceal.
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