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Top: Images from Architect

Sharon Neuman'’s photographic
2xhibition, emphasizing the subject's
Inawareness in the smartphone era.
On the right — The Sixth Facade;

on the left — photograph through

3 special peep hole in the Polish
bavilion at the 2011 Venice Biennale.
Below: Trans-spatial communication
n actual reality, creating encounters
f the third kind.

Bottom, left: Sex and the city.
Bottom, right: A couple SMSing
2ach other while watching a film.
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Architect Salvatore Spataro

The Flying Carpet - international competition entry
for the Casablanca market place.

Architects: Salvatore Spataro, Giacomo Magi
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the flying carpet
iInternational competition entry
the casablanca market place

Designed on an iPad, the traditional space
attempts to transform anachronistic cultural
themes like the tent, flying carpet, and
painted tiles (zellij), into a concrete arena for
interactions in the the smartphone reality.
Canopied by a carpet-like shading device,
interactions are organized on two levels: the
street market based on random interactions,
and an upper relaxation level overlooking real
life from the virtual domain.

Architects: Salvatore Spataro, Giacomo Magi
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Kikar Hamedina, Tel Aviv September 2011 - the final
congregation of the Mass March. As in other countries
around the world, the social protest that changed the face
of the state was simply organized via social networks.
Photo: Roni Sofer
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together at an ice-cream parlor, each busy
with her smartphone and not with the
designed space or with any of her friends
sitting next to her. When | asked them
why they weren't relating to each other,
they answered: Here, there are only five of
us, but with the smartphone we can each
talk to 30 friends, it’s more fun... Can this
phenomenon ever be taken into account
when planning a contemporary building to
be built in three years’ time at best, when
new encounter patterns will rule the roost?

Grobman:  “Truly, computer controlled
construction deals mainly with empirical and
geometrical knowledge, while your targeted
issues deal with perceptual and cognitive
aspects of architecture. With regard to these,
there aren’t any good solutions yet. And I'm
not convinced that a building space that is
supposed to last at least 50 years should be
adapted to technological innovations with an
unknown life-span. In other words, as long
as the technological horizon and construction
programme are insufficiently clear, the solution
might be a generic space that enables
functional flexibility and not a space adapted to
a particular activity."

This situation should undoubtedly set off
warning signals for decision-makers, both in the
field and particularly in the academy. Einstein,
who was really no fool, said that whoever tries
to achieve different results from the same
experiment undertaken in identical conditions
is both mistaken and misleads others.

In such a situation, the widening gap between
the virtual product so easily obtained on
a computer screen and its problematic
implementation in the field, must bring about
a change in the concept of digital media. And,
in other words, instead of focusing on sewing
the emperor’s new clothes, it would be better
to pay attention to the declining social state of
architecture in relation to other areas of life.

| recently received an advertisement in an
email that succinctly describes the essential
difference between concrete reality and the
virtual world. In an amusing family breakfast
scene, each family member is absorbed in
his smart phone. When the wife shows her
husband the electricity bill, he refers her to the
iPad; when the milk is finished — the husband
points to the iPad; the child asks a question
about arithmetic — his father points to the iPad.

After the meal, the husband takes the iPad to
the toilet to read the daily news. But when the
toilet paper is finished... his wife slides her
iPad under the door. To teach us that all virtual
acts begin and end in real space.

And just as well too.

lllustrations ahead
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A cup of coffee, two ice-teas, a glass of water
and four smartphones at a family encounter,
CaféNeto, Herzeliya Marina.
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In the absence of the need or the ability to cause
a stable structure to change rapidly, activity
(mainly in research) focuses on the interface
between the structure and its environment,
attempting to optimize exposure to sun and
shade according to climate during all seasons
and hours of the day.

The main problem is that a design of this kind,
which yields amorphous forms on the computer
screen, creates severe problems of realization.
The fact that the construction industry is based
on lo-tech professionalism that passes from
generation to generation, makes it impossible
to deal with high-tech planning decisions.

This impossible encounter between white
collar planning and blue collar implementation
brings about compromises that eliminate the
achievement of efficiency. Neither have ten
years of experience proven that this form is
energy saving in any way, or that something
cannot be more easily achieved by traditional
construction.

In any case, the attempt to get rid of dependence
on conventional professionals caused the use
(almost pathetic) of robotic, computer guided
technology, which turns buildings into an
industrial product — best case scenario - similar
to a chocolate box, or worst case scenario - a
squashed shoe box — an attitude that lowers
architecture to the level of a soulless shelf
product.

Beyond the fact that this poor architecture fails
to establish a real social discipline, the almost
automatic design effected by parametric
software causes the gradual degeneration of
professional architects’ ability to manually carry
out even simple drafts — similar to the reduced
ability of all addicted to the calculator to do the
simplest arithmetic in their heads.

And what does the academy say.

Digital architecture is promoted at the Technion
by architect Prof. Yasha Grobman; at TAU by
head of the architecture school, architect Dr.
Eran Neuman, and at the Shenkar College by
architect Prof. Shraga Kirshner.

According to Kirshner, “The digital revolution
radically changed the medium for defining
space and today you can establish and
evaluate boundaries during the creation
process. Geometric richness suggested by
digital media allows a broader variety of arenas
for encounters in cyber space to be embedded
in the real space.”

Doesn’t it threaten architecture’s role as the
only space organizer?
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Kirshner: “One cannot relate to social need
as a threat. Architecture is a large home in
which technological changes have cultural
significance.”

Grobman: “Digital media that promote the
creation of arenas for encounters, don’t have to
meet the conventional laws of physics. Spaces
like these may provide a more accurate
background and an atmosphere better suited
to the type of encounter.

And doesn’t this limit the architect’s scope
of responsibility?

Grobman: “On the contrary, the architect’s role
only expands, particularly during a transition
period in which new technologies are in the
stages of discovery and testing.

Does the preoccupation with problem-
solving created by new technologies not
diminish the architect’s unique ability for
intuitively analyzing the programme?

Grobman: “Digital technology allows the
architect to simultaneously examine a wide
range of geometric options and their impact
on structure performance. What to do with this
information is up to the architect.”

Architecture is not an immediate tactic but
a long term design strategy. Wouldn’t it be
wise to take your time when making long
term decisions?

Kirshner: “The thought underlying architectural
creativity derives from two sources: the
evolutionary sequence of physical space
that constitutes cultural expression, and the
adaptation to its inherent random ‘mutations’.
And according to Mandelbrot's phenomenology,
architecture is motivated by a mixture of default
choices based on typological precedents or
deconstruction — that is, the deconstruction
of the tectonic text and its re-construction in a
critical conceptual framework”.

"In this sense (says Kirshner), "the most
important benefit of digital technology lies
in accurate, real time characterization of
geometrical data. That is, by creating a critical
expression of an artist’s cultural environment
particularly by means of ethical considerations
that occur within a short time."

You are basically describing a situation
where digital technology provides solutions
for social implications before architecture
realizes that it must relate to them, which is
exactly the problem.

Shouldn’t this turn on a warning light at the
academy?

Kirshner: “The role of the academy is to
promote professional ethics and not to descend
to the level of the architectural community... and
| wish it could do so successfully... ‘Experience
is the wisdom of the ignorant’, to quote Oscar
Wilde. And without being cynical... digitization
does not provide solutions, and design cannot
resolve today’s problem ... but it does address
the issue that arises from observing the
physical environment.”

Grobman: “To the best of my knowledge,
no research has proven that the information
revolution causes people to stay home. On
the contrary, perhaps, the possibility of doing
things on the internet leaves them more leisure
time to spend in physical space."

| don’t want to cause conflict between
you two, but Shraga’s response answers
Grobman's answer... You don’t have to
be a great researcher to know that in
architecture, like medicine, one of the
academy’s important roles is to promote
knowledge in order to provide more
effective solutions — that is, to achieve the
best results in the shortest time, at minimal
costs, while minimizing side effects...
neither do you have to be an eminent
journalist to realize that the increasing
use of computers has alarmingly reduced
architects’ drafting ability.

Kirshner: “Interesting geometrical shapes
do not necessarily lead to a loss of basic
architectural knowledge, the opposite — the
ability to implement a computer simulation
rapidly becomes an important stage in the
planning process. Algorithmic characterization
of a recurring phenomenon — such as airflow
or sunlight — might make for an effective
solution and save energy. Likewise, digital
media visually enables the characterization of
a cognitive concept of space that allows the
conceptualization of the visual experience of
the structure with its spatial implications, which
is, after all, the classic role of the architect.”

And what about the harm this may cause
conventional construction laborers, who
are not merely workers, but an integral
social class in every known society?

Kirshner: "Terms like construction laborers
are a matter of political ideology... Today,
production methods make use of computer fed
automated machinery and not drafts.”

Let’s suppose that at the end of the day the
production problems are resolved. How
do such formal shapes meet the inevitable
changes in new interaction patterns, such
as, for instance: A group of girls sitting
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spatial digitization

The most significant role of architecture is to regulate interactions in space. That is — to
determine who does, or doesn't meet - with whom, under what conditions and circumstances.
Until recently, two main patterns of interaction were dominent: one trans-spatial — established
through virtual connections between parties with shared interests - such as, doctors or
architects residing in different places around the world. Such independent-of-space interaction
is made via correspondence, telephone calls, internet or more voluntary communication such
as literature, art and music. The second, more popular type of interaction occurs in space —
thanks to architecture, which dictates categories in space by defining boundaries that determine
close or distant relations, for instance: families living in the same apartment, neighbors sharing
a stairwell in the same building, students at school, a theater audience, people in a café, or any
other situation that deliberately or randomly convenes people in the same place.

The exclusivity of architecture as a medium
for convening encounters, determining their
nature and conditions of existence was, until
recently, indisputable. The reason is that
architecture and the society that produces it
are mutually containing. That is — while the
role of architecture is to generate interactive
arenas, without this interaction, architecture
has no social value. And the best example that
comes to mind is a theater without actors, sets,
or audience.

This symbiotic relationship is made possible by
available technologies that motivate the gradual
evolution of construction. Thus, for instance,
apartment blocks from the thirties bear no
resemblance to a contemporary residential
tower, likewise new schools now loaded with
security measures, the traditional library, which
in latter years has become a mediatech, or the
architect’s office, once based on huge drafting
boards requiring space to move around, and
that now consists of small computer stations
that enable a significant reduction in its size.

Well, evolution is as evolution does; strong
gaps can occasionally upset the equilibrium
maintained despite changes over the years.
In this respect, the media revolution - which
allows one to fill out forms, pay accounts, and
obtain prescriptions online - can be seen as
an uncontrollable gap — changing the face of

architecture while providing online arenas for
interactions that are unbearably easy to obtain.

The digital revolution, based on a numerical
representation of reality and its fast online
processing, blurs boundaries and disciplines,
while creating an illusory assimilation of
virtual reality into actual reality. The outcome
is encounters of the third kind, which take
place in an uncontrollable hybridization of
spatial interaction with a kind of interaction not
dependent on space at all.

Various (and nefarious) expressions of
this phenomenon can essentially be seen
everywhere — MP’s who receive an SMS
during a debate on the state budget, a couple
who send messages to each other during a
movie so as not “to talk”, obsessive SMSing in
a café at the expense of one’s partner, online
group debates, not to mention dating, or even
weddings online.

In such a situation, a number of questions may
well be raised, such as: if digitization is used
to disrupt the meaning of architecture, why is
it not recruited as a tool to improve its position
relative to other communication media?

The reason is ostensibly a simple one: while
the advantage of digitization is that it rapidly
processes vast amounts of information, it is

the awkward massiveness of architecture that
is its obvious advantage. Or, in other words,
while digital products require fast updating,
architecture strives for constant stability. After
all, a good building is judged, particularly today,
by its sustainable durability.

The main significance of digitization that plays
a role in all areas of our lives, is often denoted
by the information revolution — in fact - the
uncontrolled stream of information ceaselessly
feeding into cyber space. The fact that this
information has multi-faceted influence
constitutes a real threat to academic research
in general and to architecture in particular -
a field mainly nourished by the attractive yet
meaningless images flooding the net.

Within this frame, digital architecture, which
primarily vyields experimental structures is
particularly noticeable. The question is why
then is digital architecture necessary at all?

Here, too, the answer is only ostensibly a
simple one: Fashion is fashion and like every
other social activity architecture is subject to it.
However, unlike other fields revolutionized by
digitization — the computer, watches, cameras,
converters, television and smartphones used
for spatial navigation — digital architecture only
increases the chaos and confusion that in any
case prevails in the building industry.
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