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Where is a utopia, or where is the master?
by Fumihiro Nonomura
1. " Now, which of these two prospective programmes for the future—the despotism of 'science' or the tyranny of the 'majority' - is the more completely repulsive is difficult to say; but that, taken separately or together, they can only extinguish all initiative should not require inordinate emphasis. Nor should it be neccessary to say that these alternatives--Let science build the town and Let people build the town—are both of them profoundly neurotic. For, up to a point, science will and should build the town and, up to a point, so will and should collective opinion;..."(Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter, "Collage City" 1978)

When I visited the exhibition of Knowbotic Research(KR+cF) at Daikanyama Hillside Plaza, I recalled the above passage "science could or should build a city to some extent, and the majority could or should do the same."
"Collage City" is a collection of columns about city planning written by Colin Rowe; architect, specialist of city planning, and the author of the distinguished book "The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa and Other Essays;" with Fred Koetter, university professor of architecture. It was published in 1978, is still read, and actually it should be read over now.
What has been repeated for the past thirty to forty years in the field of fine arts, generally speaking, is that various designs have been introduced in respective art domain (architecture, art, etc.), as if the times demanded it. It has not led, however, to the final solution of the problem which modernism once faced, and in fact the same problem has been repeatedly presented. Postmodernism as a whole means this state of being in limbo. In our daily life, it can be compared to the same old book with a renewed cover. Even the Internet or digitization cannot change the very root of the problem.
KR+cF's "IO_DENCIES" deals with this simultaneously old and contemporary question. I am not saying that their works are trite and boring. On the contrary, I would like to point out that it is fun to see city planning and architecture, or essential issues of city planning presented in a classical way. (Although it would not be appropriate to use the word "classical" here because classification of something as classical or avant-garde resorts to a modernist idea, and today is 1998.) It resembles the effect of pouring vintage wine into a new bottle. If viewed as a general review of all the issues involving city planning and architecture (that is, a way of creating a model for such issues), this "self-biased simulator" realized by KR+cF will probably function as a new educational site/playground. At least I have a great expectation for its potential.
Let me go back to the issue of city planning. According to Rowe and Koetter, the principles of modern architecture or city planning based on modernism are based on the following two contradictory value standards. (1) Science for science's sake. Science means rationalism and
reduction. "One solution." (2) Despotism by the majority. The general public means democracy and philanthropism. "Happiness of the majority." As Rowe and Koetter pointed out themselves, however, this premise is ambiguous in itself. I would like to outline the ambiguities as follows.
(1) A scientific approach, that is, deductive reasoning to reach a true conclusion, and designs expressing or explaining the scientific attitude to pursue the idea of science for science's sake, are likely to involve disparity.
(2) An individual, the minimum unit to constitute a society based on modernism, is premised on the basis of ego, disciplined to follow the modern rules. The ego unit containing this kind of liberal judging system can be supposed as an idea, but in reality, it is a kind of an illusion based on a desire nurtured by the modern ideologies. The major plan/the master's plan has been always presented as if the above two questions were dialectically sublated. It is this very opposition and contradiction that have painted pictures of nowhere on the existing site. There will be permanently deviation of time and space, as a dialectical approach causes corruption.

2. While I was thinking about the above at the Hillside Plaza, I heard a voice murmuring. "Such foolish conduct, and city planning based on modern architecture or modernism, are only the repetition of Thomas More's Utopia in the 16th century." I objected, "Excuse me, Master, but we've promised not to mention it."
Master: "Certainly it's been left as it is up until now, but it is impossible for us to get out of the long pending postmodern situation, unless we go back to the principles of modernism. To do that, we have to question and destroy the conventional definition of architectural profession or the boundaries of the professional elite in this world. Architects used to represent rulers, science and the public while they would listen to my opinions, work as if they were my servants at each request, and speak with gestures on my behalf. I am tired of being represented, so I would like to resume my position. Although I disappear, I will leave the representatives to protect your rights. They won't be able to resolve difficulties but can handle simple things. I hope you will be
all right. On saying this, the master went out of sight. Well, he doesn't seem to care what will happen afterwards. He left us saying "I hope you will be all right," and we are at a loss. Is this what is called a void? The modernist movement, and the master plan which looks like the world itself are closely connected. Examples of city planning such as Claud-Nicola Ledoux's Royal Salter ("Royal Saltworks of Caux" plan, 1776), Charles Fourier's ideal city Phalange, which he designed more than thirty times, and Robert Owen's "Ideal Village" movement were much influenced by universal dialectics of Hegelian philosophy on historical knowledge. On the extension of this tendency is Toni Garnier's Industrial City Plan (1904) as the first example of machine-oriented plan, stimulated and escalated by the standardization of mass-produced goods in a process of the industrial development. Le Corbusier, one of the most distinguished architects, built not only a self-complete construction, but expanded the idea to city planning, in his "Contemporary City for Three Million People," "Plan voisin in Paris," city plans in Algiers and Chandigarh in India, and so on. (In his cities, the grids embodying modernism were replaced by the metaphor of a centripetal circle.) Those plans were, by necessity or due to planned harmony, either not selected in competitions or brought to a halt. From another angle, I would like to give a counter example, "Merzbau" created by Kurt Schwitters, Dadaist artist. It may not be called architecture in a proper sense because it could be regarded anti-architecture---whether to call it architecture, room or assemblage is beside the point. It is something that is integrated into the environment, de-centered, uncertain about its will of being architecture, and paradoxically called zero-architecture or minimum architecture. In fact, this "architecture" will never be finished, but will be continuously built unsymmetrically as a scar. It is an environment in itself. (Yet ironically
here still remains a Dadaist self. The self seems to be "none," but it is singular after all.)

3. While "IO_DENCIES" means "ten densities," it also implies "tendency." KR+cF has consistently focused on construction of the work space which they call "Public Knowledge Space." Their trial of constructing "Public Knowledge Space," which combines electronic space and the real one, is always open to the participants, and naturally turned to city planning and architecture. Even before the publication of Colin Rowe's book, there were objections against the idea of an ideal modern city, which was believed to be completely unifiable and reducible. Robert Venturi revealed the errors of former city planning in his "The Complexity and Contradictions in
Architecture" of 1966, and Christopher Alexander gave a clear guiding principle: "City is not a tree but takes the form of semi-lattice." As the research and discussion of this kind of "state of having
both hands up" theory developed in the 1960s and 70s, the blueprint of a modern city as a utopia, embodying Hegelian view of history collapsed. In the field of architecture since late 1980s, contemporary "star" architects such as Bernard Tschumi, Rem Koolhaas, and Daniel Libeskind belong to a generation who, in one way or another, assimilated with this theory of "hands up."
* With his Parc de la Villette, Bernard Tschumi manifested "folie," in the real world, the hidden lines based on the historical context as "invasion."
* While taking advantage of the restrictions inherent in architecture in its tendency to succeed physicality of body, Rem Koolhaas seems to be convinced lately that a desire to build a utopia is no more than an issue of determining boundaries now that cities go beyond human
perceptivity. It could be described as diversion of ad-hocism.
*Daniel Libeskind's Jewish Museum shows "void" itself, revealing cracks as many hidden lines. The Jewish theological method is here used as a technique for display. Following such architectural history and tendencies, KR+cF initiated a project of knowledge space, which is open but heterogeneous and unsymmetrical both in time and space, to combine the existing space of a
vacant lot and the space made up only with information (or city's metaphor).

4. At the exhibition site, a vacant space is provided, covered with a silver half-transparent cloth. It is modeled after a void found in Tokyo's Shimbashi area, and visitors can move around in this room carrying portable liquid-crystal displays. FM radio waves are sent in the site so that the
visitors receive them through the tuners attached to the displays. Grids are installed on the ceiling, and strobe lights flash incessantly to suggest streams of many different information. In this dizzying flashes, I was looking for the master who had disappeared a little while ago. I was frustrated that I could not grasp the overall view of this information space. Not only the information space, but even the scene in front of me is difficult to see in this glare. I told myself, "It's not
fair to use blinding lights!" To begin with, even my understanding of the real space is uncertain, much less grasping the information space in this context.
Initially, in architecture, there lies a big gap between the conceivable space and a conceptual space on the plan. In a graphical explanation, architect Bernard Tschumi compared the former to a "labyrinth," and the latter to the "pyramid." It reminded me that artist Dan Flavin used plural fluorescent lights, though they didn't flash on and off, to display the issues of minimalism and perceptivity separately. The world we perceive as based on our past experiences, and the world transcendentally understood and thus being deductive, are different. Therefore, we understand even the real space by double. (Usually this information processing is not consciously recognized.) Is this installation presented to make us aware of
it?

5. Getting in touch with the environment means, in a sense, to manage that environment. The action one initiates to understand the space will influence the space. In other words, being just an onlooker or an observer in this information space is conceptually possible, but it will be impossible for a person as a subject of action. One cannot catch up with  the present" or I would say s/he is involved in this place, as in a metaphor of "Schroedinger's cat," a paradox of quantum-mechanics. There is another mechanism between the information space and myself, and my actions, not directly but through the knowbots as agent, influence the space. Here it is even more impossible for me to suppose the non-intermediated self such as the one appearing in dreams. It is not me who influences, but knowbots affected by me have a mysterious impact on the space as my agent. Knowbots are agents in terms of software engineering. Their movements are triggered by the accumulation of simple action principles, and they constitute a kind of society, as in a "life game" in mathematics. There is nothing "intellectual" about them in a conventional sense, that is, intellect premised on the concept of modern ego. They are not the intellect of the framed artificial intelligence in the past, but they are "wormified" as opposed to being personified. It is the world which Rodney Brooks of M.I.T. claimed in his thesis "Robotics without Signs."
We do not directly decide cities, but knowbots do at our initiatives. Needless to say, this gap between the subjective decision-maker and the action agent ridicule today's issue of political
representation. This space continues to deviate, is endless and has no deadline.
Giving up on scrutinizing, I left the exhibition site. I realized that, after all, no one can grasp the whole view of a city. As Rowe and Koetter pointed out in the quoted passage at the beginning, the
contemporary city is an eclectic solution of the two totally different value systems, and ironically these two will not be rationally resolved, and finally will settle at a point of arbitrary compromise. Examined from the two value standards, strictly speaking, the content of the compromise
is groundless. If we add the time axis, planning and practice do not proceed simultaneously, so the drawing of a blueprint will always be incomplete, leaving some areas blank.

6. Suffering a nightmare of cities, I tried to think over the mysterious incidents which I saw that day, one by one. Am I the subject, or, is the knowbot? Is it really impossible for me to grasp "the present?" Has the master really disappeared? Suddenly I was thunderstruck and woke up.
"Master, you haven't disappeared!" Next day, I went back to Hillside Plaza to confirm that the Master was there. However, I found the place empty. Yesterday was the last day of the exhibition, and the site was a void after everything was dismantled. I heard that the project would go on with the cities such as Berlin and Sao Paulo after Tokyo. I missed it just by one day. Yet..., I went back over what I had in my mind. The Knowbotic Research, which manages the knowbots as they like, is a group resembling a traveling circus. They did not give cyber-models of architecture or city planning, but rather they tried to reveal the contradictory problems of architecture and city planning critically and acrobatically as feats at a circus. Of course their criticism works, thanks to irony inherent in art. Nobody can depict a dream city as the Master does. As soon as one is
imagined, it will deviate. A dream city cannot be created even in the electronic space---where I tend to be deceived that I can contact the world without catalysts as if in a dream. Nevertheless, our ominous desire for objectification ceaselessly drives us to depict an ideal city as a "game."
This real dream/nightmare will never end.

(media researcher)

translated by Miki Miyatake
