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The Burdens of Boredom: The Problem of Reinventing
Contemporary Architectural Practice

Kazys Varnelis

I often tell my students that a hostile jury isn’t necessarily a sign of failure. First of all, a hostile jury

has already decided that a project is worth engaging at some level. Second, the degree of hostility can

indicate the success with which the project exposes, insults, or undermines the most precious beliefs of the

jury. Finally, if nothing else, by provoking a jury into action, the student has received criticism that is

constructive and useful, or at least so one hopes. Often, then, criticism from a hostile jury is more valuable

for the recipient than criticism from a pleased jury. The project that inspires hostility has a future. The

jury’s emphatic response demands a counter-response from the student. The recipient of the criticism is

faced with a choice: to ignore the criticism and re-entrench, to acquiesce and rework, or to seek

accommodation.

A project that bores the jury is another matter. The most damning criticism is “no comment.” When a

project offers nothing new, a bored jury begins eyeing their watches, hoping for someone to say anything

of interest even if it is tangential to the project at hand. A bored jury slows down and even grinds to a halt.

The audience begins to leave. Even the jury tries to escape. In the end, the student has heard little of use.

The boring project has nowhere to go. Without criticism, it dies.

Although some essays in this issue of Off-Ramp pique my interest – the Hedge Collective’s design

strategies, Katerina Ruedi’s Althusserian/Bourdieuvian exposure of the social construction of the architect,

the Triptych group’s media-driven approach, and John Chase’s explanation of his role as urban designer

for the city of West Hollywood – they don’t really take on the question of how one might reinvent

architectural practice which, we are told, is the topic of the issue at hand. From my own acquaintance with

the authors, I suspect that in the first three cases the writers have something up their sleeves which they

have not yet decided to share with us. Hedge’s project leaves much unanswered about the model for

practice they have created. Ruedi’s work remains at the level of criticism and doesn’t posit a

counter-model or even justify a position from which the critique might legitimately be made. The Triptych

group provokes us to believe that architecture is entirely media-driven but doesn’t explain how one might

pro-actively take advantage of that. Similarly, John Chase wards us off from his position, arguing that his

is a unique role that shouldn’t be seen as a model. The result is that in the more interesting essays, we reach

a barrier precisely when we want to hear more.

But being tantalized is better than being bored. Many of the other essays present familiar and even

boring stories, reinvesting architecture with one form or another of Religion.

Jonathan Hill’s piece on the illegal architect has a catchy title, but seems overly tied to a British legal

context and, more seriously, once again brings up the rhetorical and ultimately futile extinction of the
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architect. After reading Hill’s piece, it seems that following Tafuri’s demand that we simply give up on the

promises of architecture and take to the streets is the only appropriate response. But the avant-garde as

architecture’s apocalypse is a well-trodden position by now. One wishes that the call to Dr. Kevorkian had

been placed long ago to spare us the agony of watching the patient writhe. And yet, perhaps Kevorkian is

the wrong person to call. After all, given the diagnosis, architecture seems peculiarly alive and even

exciting these days.

Even more familiar is Stephen Harby’s piece giving us Charles Moore as the Savior and Lawrence

Halprin’s RSVP Cycles as Holy Word.[1] Some thirty years after the revolution of ad hoc and activist

architecture was first announced, one can’t help but wonder why the promise didn’t lead to anything

greater. The reader begins to fear that a redwood-clad Haight-Asbury Estates Leisure Village on the site of

an old winery in Napa by a community group of SUV-driving retirees from Berkeley is on the boards.

Sam Mockbee’s approach promises to tell us about the scavenger architect and here I began with

images of the Early Christians in mind, one of the few remaining under-investigated moments when

religion and architecture came together in an intriguing way. Such was not the case, however, and instead

we see Mockbee presenting us with the architect as a Shaman giving the gift of Architecture to the less

fortunate. But a Shaman’s gifts, as all fables teach us, come with strings attached. The Shaman may give

you a new house, but in doing so he validates his own hierarchical position of benign domination. The

Shaman elevates himself spiritually by drawing on the honesty, beauty, and down-to-earth quality that

only the very poor possess. We arrive back in the eighteenth century and its infatuation of the pastoral:

those who have nothing have everything.[2] The client becomes an amusement of sorts, his poverty being

precisely what makes him attractive. In the end, even if we accept the premise, we are told that Mockbee’s

practice, exciting though it may be, is, like Chases’s or perhaps, more appropriately Dan Hoffmann’s, a

unique and unduplicatable one made possible only by the largess of the university system.

But these stories have been heard before and even my responses to these pieces retread well-worn

ground. So boredom descends on the gentle reader. Everyday boredom is just wearisome, but at certain

moments when it becomes excessive and seems to overwhelm everything, it can be revolutionary.

Boredom, after all, can inspire one to action just to break the sheer monotony of it all. In this light, we

might think of the punk rock movement as inspired by the boredom of working-class or middle-class

life.[3]

Perhaps it’s here that the virtue of former punk-rocker Chip Minnick’s Nike Housing project can be

seen. Just possibly, we may imagine Nike Housing as the product of Minnick’s boredom with the

architectural doldrums of the mid-90s and the lack of anything exciting to do during the tail-end of the 90s

recession in L. A. The subject of a number of hostile reviews as a SCI-Arc thesis project (including the

Lebbeus Woods’s rather wonderful denunciation of the project as “cynical”), if anything, Minnick’s

project is certainly not boring. Yet Minnick received his M.Arch last year and, not having a practice of his

own, is in a sense the least likely candidate to have anything to say on the issue of practice. But Minnick’s

project is nevertheless compelling, proposing the co-option of architecture by lifestyle marketing. Not only

do you buy Nike shoes and clothes, Minnick proposes, you live in Nike Housing.
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Minnick’s thought-experiment argues that if it were possible to convince corporations that part of

lifestyle marketing could include the production of a convincing habitat, the result would be a more

interesting form of housing. If a sector of the public wants Nike then give them as much Nike as they want.

Nike may profit but housing has been built. And if the most dangerous thing happens and the Nike-dweller

is happy and Nike housing is attractive to us and even seductive, then who are we as critics to

second-guess the inhabitants?

The idea that consumers should be allowed to follow their own desires is not a new one. In the face of

the conformist, one-size fits all ideology of the 1950s, the radicals, hippies, and Situationists of the 1960s

proposed that capitalism inhibited the free pursuits of desire. Yet we now recognize this historical moment

not so much as a moment of effective political critique as the adolescent rebellion of a young

consumer-oriented economy.[4] The irrepressible baby-boomers who so earnestly seemed to believe in

their own rhetoric in the 60s turned into the Reaganite yuppies of the 80s. The societal change they

promised took place, but not as they’d expected. The transition was not away from capital but within

capital. The old, modern economy of industry, Fordism, rational decision making, mass-production,

passbook savings, and hierarchy was replaced permanently by the new, postmodern economy of

information, Post-Fordism, marketing research and manipulation, just-in-time production, perpetual credit

card debt, and a hierarchically-flattened, diffuse corporate structure.

When modern architecture died in the 1970s it was not so much because the forms got boring or

because Michael Graves was such an inspired architect as because it didn’t fit the structural demands of the

post-Fordist economy. The architecture of Corbusier’s Ville Contemporaine and CIAM was deeply tied to

Fordist models of architectural production: mechanistic clarity, efficiency, legibility, streamlined

movement, and hierarchy. Postmodernism, in contrast, offered architecture as an information-rich

diversion, a consciously highly-coded practice (even if ultimately too elitist and myopically tied to the

history of architecture) catering to the fashion-savvy and information-hungry consumer.

In this light, one could see the practice of Moore and other adherents of ad-hoc as anticipating the

flexible production of post-Fordism. Rather than giving everyone an equal cell, you give them what they

want. Not surprisingly then, Moore’s early practice became identified with San Francisco counter-culture’s

DIY ethic. Yet in adhering to DIY, the ad hoc practices were still quite traditional: architects would work

ever more closely with clients to tailor projects to them or even better teach clients to become architects.

If flexible production is important for the post-Fordist world, tailor made approaches seem particularly

inefficient. Flexible production, after all, is not craft-based. Rather the flexibility derives from the

increased possibilities of technology and from the understanding that one product doesn’t fit all. Here,

perhaps, is another strength of Minnick’s proposal. Rather than working with each client to turn out

hand-made (but remarkably similar) projects, the architect may turn to other means of appealing to the

client’s individuality. Instead of seeing the end of the signature style, we may yet come to see its

proliferation.

A hallmark of post-Fordist marketing is the production of differently styled commodities for different

niches. Thus, one of the most intriguing moves in recent architecture culture has to be the appearance of

Michael Graves signature products at Target stores and conversely the appearance of Target ads in
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Wallpaper magazine. This is a far cry from the traditional product of modern design: the

hideously-expensive, materials-rich and handicraft-intensive object such as the Barcelona Chair.[5] If

anyone can own a Michael Graves designed object for a few dollars, then what’s next, perhaps a Minnick?

To be sure, prior to filling Target stores with Minnick-designed shelving units, Minnick would have to

establish his own reputation as a designer and here architecture as a profession begins to get in the way.

Fredric Jameson has said that architecture is the most heavily capitalized of all the artistic fields and

therefore the one most intriguing to the postmodernist scholar.[6] Paradoxically, however, architecture is

remarkably structurally underdeveloped as a field. That myths of architect as Shaman or architect as lone,

expressive, struggling artist in the tradition of Van Gogh, Pollock, and Wright are still entertained

underscore just how traditional the field is. Hampered by the structure of the profession – and here

Jonathan Hill is right – the architect has changed little since the nineteenth century.

In hopes of escaping architectural boredom, then, we might hope to see strategies that, rather than

taking on the time-worn positions of critique, retrenchment, and resistance, follow Minnick in further

testing the bounds of what may be possible for the architect. Rather than turning to the history of the

profession or to autonomous resistance, new models of practice have the greatest chance of emerging if

they turn to the more advanced forms of social and corporate organization in evidence in the post-Fordist

world. It is to Jameson’s credit that against the Adornian gloom of late Western Marxism, he has forced us

once again to ferret out the Utopian within capital itself.[7]

As an example of a project both inspired by the utopian possibilities inherent within late capital and

proposing a new model for practice I would suggest Rocio Romero’s 1999 SCI-Arc M.Arch thesis

“Sampling Linux.”

Romero proposes that architects could learn from new forms of social organization emerging on the

Internet and focuses on the copyright-free LINUX, a version of the UNIX operating system hacked

together for the personal computer. LINUX is written not by one company that controls and profits from

its distribution but rather by thousands of computer hackers throughout the world, each working for free to

create the operating system of their dreams. More difficult to use than Windows but fast, powerful, open

source, infinitely extensible and virtually uncrashable, Linux has become a major threat to the dominance

of Microsoft’s Windows NT server software over the last year. Although the operating system is free,

many of the applications it is used for, such as serving web pages, do generate profit. Thus, Linux is a

strange entity, both capitalist and non-capitalist, both part of the economy and a proposal for an entirely

new, utopian economy.[8]

Taking on the project of a local base for LINUX hackers, Romero borrowed the model of

freely-available source code as an architectural proposal. Liberally sampling forms and strategies from

other architects, Romero challenged the traditional role of architect as unique, expressive artist.

To survive in the future, architects may follow Romero’s lead and see their practices as not so much

driven by expression, originality, and innate talent but rather as driven by their capacity to manipulate and

reconfigure information in new and more savvy ways. As Hotline servers containing three-dimensional

models slowly come on line, we can envision a global community of architects operating as information
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switchers. The architect will think to herself: “I need a hierarchically-diffuse field here so I’ll borrow one

from this model. I need a centralized structure here, the column from the Barcelona pavilion there, so I’ll

borrow them from these servers.” As manufacturers of curtain walls, door-frames, and prefabricated stairs

steadily make more ready-to-paste models of their work available, the architect will by necessity have to

adopt this role.

The resultant practice will be one in which the architect is less a “Maker” and more of an

infrastructural technician, creating sets of information that users will choose from and reconfigure. Rather

than merely depicting networks and flows of the information society symbolically (as say, Marcus

Novak’s cyber-architecture did), the architect will virtually inhabit and manipulate them. If this seems too

much like the clip-art excesses of postmodern architecture, then let me point out that the boring old medley

is far from the rich and provocative texture of the latest Techno mix. And if this sounds like what architects

do already then one wonders why we don’t talk about it more often and make something of it.

Against boredom, and architectural practice today is frequently boring, especially for the graduates of

an architectural school, the only reactions may yet be to look at the least boring parts of culture around us,

and, as Minnick and Romero do, sample unabashedly from them. If the result is a preposterous, cynical, or

untenable, then perhaps turning up the volume on those qualities will lead us to new energy-levels. Just

possibly, in doing so we may leave behind the boredom that seems to pervade so much of contemporary

practice. [1] The publication of this period piece in the cutting edge venue of Off-Ramp seems to be part of

a growing trend towards reconsidering the most repressed moods of the recent past. See, for example,

Mustela Faro’s “Californicate Juxtapositions,” in the even more cutting edge Loud Paper (January 1999),

volume 2, issue 3, 30-37. [2] For an incisive critique of this approach in the art world see Grant H. Kester,

“Rhetorical Questions: The Alternative Arts Sector and the Imaginary Public,” Grant H. Kester, ed., Art,

Activism, and Oppositionality. Essays from Afterimage (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), 103-135.

[3] See Geoff Waite, “On the Politics of Boredom: (a communist pastiche),” Documents 1/2 (Fall/Winter

1992). Waite proposes boredom as a fundamental driving force for punk rock and indeed for Revolution.

From a Post-Soviet perspective, however, the two hundred year old myth of the Revolution is perhaps the

most boring of all. [4] See Thomas Frank, The Conquest of Cool. Business Culture, Counterculture, and

the Rise of Hip Consumerism, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997). Frank’s desire to go back to

the old Left of labor, Debs, and tweed is perhaps a bit misplaced as well if not an outright rouse. Frank is a

budding Left pundit, quite a hot grab for the college lecture circuit, and a most recently a cultural critic at

the bastion of the artsy Left, ArtForum magazine. [5] I should point out that I still want a Barcelona Chair.

They are beautiful and, to me at least, quite comfortable. I imagine I would get some good reading done if

I had one and sat in it with a book. But the imitation is already so expensive and the “original” is a good

fraction of my salary that I will forego the purchase, for now. [6] See Fredric Jameson, “Postmodernism, or

the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” New Left Review 146 (July/August 1984): 53-92. [7] See the

above article by Jameson and also Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious. Narrative as a Socially

Symbolic Act, (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1981).

Accepting the inevitable necessity of capitalism for now is something of a precondition to abandoning

Adornian narratives of ivory-tower resistance and makes possible Jameson’s decision to explore the

utopian within capitalist culture is something that Marx himself advocated. For Marx, after all, capitalist
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society was an absolutely necessary historical stage albeit one to be surpassed. See for example, the

passage “Capital as a Revolutionary, but Limited Force” in Karl Marx, The Grundrisse (New York: Harper

& Row, 1971), 94-95. [8] See Glyn Moody, “The Greatest OS That (N)ever Was,” Wired 5.08 (August

1997). 122-125, 154-164.


