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Architecture never goes entirely according
to plan. While it would be impossible to

build without norms—a word derived from

the Latin term for a carpenter’s square
it seems equally inevitable that architects
deviate from those norms. Design relies on
calculated predictions that rarely untold as
expected; the experience of a building can
never be fully prescribed; and the disci-
pline itself often progresses through trial
and error. Neither clearly negative nor
self-evidently productive, error is an archi-
tectural process ripe for investigation.

 The essays and projects in Perspecta 46

explore architects’ evolving etforts to
understand this process—in some cases to
diagnose and mitigate it, in others to adopt
it as a generative force.

ERROR



The effects of error are apparent today at the planetary scale:
with global systems underpinned by layers of computer code, predictability
and volatility go hand in hand. The most pressing problems, such as climate
change, beg questions about what our putative errors are and against what
norm they should be measured (see Bryan Boyer & Justin Cook, 142). It can be
hard to find a conceptual foothold when even the images we use to navigate
our world are beset by technological aberrations (see Clement Valla, 160).

To imagine architectural responses to these conditions, one must
account for the role of error in the design process itself (see Sean Keller, 30).
This process is now increasingly mediated by algorithm and automation.
Some architects respond by outsmarting existing tools (see supermanoeu-
vre, 290), while others make new ones that embrace indeterminacy (see Nat
Chard, 360). A third approach is a strategic return to architectural convention,
carefully excavating its internal rules and procedures (see Anna Neimark &
Andrew Atwood, 48). Buildings that purposely venture toward error may reflect
dream-like departures from modernist forms (see Rudy Ricciotti, 128) or mis-
alignments between the past and the present (see Maison Edouard Frangois, 328).

Such experiments are the newest manifestations of a centuries-
old architectural problem. It was probably designers’ self-comparison with
the ideals of antiquity that first opened the door to new and potentially criti-
cal definitions of error (see Pirro Ligorio, 116). The questioning intensified as
encounters with different cultures suggested alternative ethical perspectives
on architecture (see Stanley Tigerman, 178). Eventually, the waning of classical
metaphysics radicalized the aesthetic embrace of error. As Gotthold Ephraim
Lessing wrote: “If God were to hold all Truth concealed in his right hand, and
in his left only the steady and diligent drive for Truth, albeit with the proviso
that I would always and forever err in the process, and offer me the choice,

[ would with all humility take the left hand.”1

In the 19th century, Heinrich W6lfflin cited Lessing to explain
the distinction between the self-contained perfection of ancient buildings and
the more dynamic forms of Renaissance and Baroque architecture, which
suggest not “a conclusion so much as...a process of becoming”? (see Daniel
Sherer, 78). John Ruskin proposed that architectural failures and flaws were
salutary characteristics of craft labor, thereby preparing the way for a critique
of standardized mass production.3 Their efforts to redeem “imperfect” aes-
thetics took on significance against the backdrop of industrial modernization,
as technological progress depended more and more on eliminating error—or
at least distributing its consequences differently (see Elihu Rubin, 302). Ulrich
Beck argues that beginning in the nineteenth century, the classic problem of
the social allocation of goods was overshadowed by the increasingly urgent
question of how we apportion “bads,” that is, vulnerabilities to error. As
massive bureaucracies and new statistical methods allowed errors to be antici-
pated and their consequences redistributed, distinguishing what is an error
from what is not became a political decision? (see Jason Mena, 202).

After Nietzsche and Freud swept away the religious devotion
to normativity and uncovered perversions at the core of the human psyche, the
possibility that error could be fundamental to human thought began to influ-
ence a range of disciplines: Dada and Surrealist artists embraced irrational ity

_PERSPECTA 46
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In art and literature (see Susan Wager, 374), Philosophers of science from
Gaston Bachelard to Thomas Kuhn untangled the interrelationship of error
and truth in the evolution of knowledge.® Cyberneticists modeled self-correct-
Ing systems of communication and control (see Asli Serbest & Mona Mahall, 342).

These cultural developments met with resistance in architecture,
as some modernist designers clung to utopian dreams of freedom from error
(see Pruitt-lgoe, 66), a humanist rhetoric of unidirectional progress (see Angie
Waller, 250), or uncritical conceptions of the institutions they served (see John
Harwood, 220). Eventually, architectural avant-gardes staked out a new agenda
rooted in fictions, paradoxes, and purposeful misreadings (see Aarati Kanekar,
264), leaving architects with a conceptual toolbox to inform new kinds of
work. As Robert Venturi wrote, “A valid order accommodates the circumstan-
tial contradictions of a complex reality.”®

Looking ahead, however, architects confront a world characterized
not only by multiplicity but also by interconnectedness, in which small errors
can rapidly cascade to cause system-wide changes.” Proliferating through the
pages of Perspecta 46, stills from MOS Architects’ film Already Happened
ITomorrow relate an architectonic odyssey in which a conversation between
designers skirts the edge of nonsense. The film and its new formulation in
print follow a serial logic punctuated by slips, contradictions, and temporal
redirections. The resulting reading experience offers lessons for operating
in a world in which the desire to control error has become near-pathological,
even as 1t often seems impossible to attribute responsibility for it.2

Nowhere are the pressures toward normalization more intense
than in architecture itself. We believe such efforts can never fully succeed.
A discipline always eager for self-understanding naturally seeks to codify
error—but in the very act of doing so, finds itself once again going astray.

1 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Anti-Goe- 5 ‘“ldeas are invented only as correctives
tze: Eine Duplik (1778), Werke vol. 8 (H. to the past....There is no original truth, only
Gopfert, 1979), 32-33. original error.” Gaston Bachelard, Frag-
ments of a Poetics of Fire ed. Suzanne
Bachelard trans. Kenneth Haltman (Dallas:
Dallas Institute Publications, 1990), 7.

2 Heinrich Wélfflin, “Prolegomena to
a Psychology of Architecture” (1886) in
Empathy, Form and Space: Problems in
German Aesthetics, 1873-1893 trans.
Harry Francis Mallgrave and Eleftherios
Ikonomou (Santa Monica: Getty Texts &
Documents, 1994), 178.

6 Robert Venturi, Complexity and
Contradiction in Architecture (New York:
Museum of Modern Art, 1966), 41. Also
see Peter Eisenman’s introduction to AA
Publications “Box 3,” Moving Arrows, Eros
and Other Errors, reprinted in AA Files
(Summer 1986), v. 12, 82.

3 “The demand for perfection is always
a sign of a misunderstanding of the ends
of art... No great man ever stops working

till he has reached his point of failure: that 7 Edward Lorenz coined the term

is to say, his mind is always far in advance
of his powers of execution, and the latter
will now and then give way in trying to
follow it... In all things that live there are
certain irregularities and deficiencies which
are not only signs of life, but sources of
beauty.” John Ruskin, “The Nature of
Gothic” in The Stones of Venice vol. Il
(New York: Bryan, Taylor & Company,
1894),171-172.

4 Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a
New Modernity trans. Mark Ritter (London:
Sage Publications, 1992), 57-61.

“butterfly effect,” a classic concept of
chaos theory, after Ray Bradbury’s story
“A Sound of Thunder,” Collier’s June 28,
1952; see Edward N. Lorenz, “Three
approaches to atmospheric predictability,”
Bulletin of the American Meteorological
Society v. 50 (1969), 345-349.

8 See Umberto Eco, “Interpreting Seri-
als” in The Limits of Interpretation (Indiana

- University Press, 1990), 83-100.

9 Keller Eésterling, Enduring Innocence:
Global Architecture and its Political Mas-
querades (MIT Press, 2005), 124-127.
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5. It has been a mess ever since. /It has always been a mess.

All we see are ruins, encrusted with glittering static.



WAYS ABOU'T
ERROR
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What does it mean to talk about error in
architecture? It seems simultaneously
or alternately—correct and incorrect. The
phrase “architectural error” is suggestive yet
unnatural. Is it an error to talk about error

in architecture? Though it risks a wildly
immodest comparison, I admit here to the
feeling that Wittgenstein characterizes when
he writes that “A philosophical problem has
the form: ‘I don’t know my way about.’”?

It seems that trying to understand what

error could mean 1n architecture requires
exploring the field under an unusual light, 1n
which our concepts about architecture may
appear strange and 1n which new concepts
begin to emerge. Thinking about error 1n
architecture requires finding our way about
the conceptual terrain of both error and
architecture, and this, as Wittgenstein would
emphasize, will also mean finding out about
the practices that construct these concepts.

1 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical
Investigations, 3rd ed., trans. G. E. M . Ans-
combe (New York: Macmillan, 1953), 123.

ERROR



ACCIDENTS AND MISTAKES: TWO WAYS
OF SHOOTING THE WRONG DONKEY

Having begun in this roughly analytic tone, a classic of the mode
suggests itself. In his essay “A Plea for Excuses,” J. L. Austin offers some
suggestions about the conceptual and practical terrain of errors and excuses.
Tactically, Austin’s approach resembles the exercise of examining architecture
through error: he recommends the study of excuses as a way to understand
the various forms of failure that can occur in acting. By looking at the many
ways actions can fail—practically, aesthetically, morally—Austin hopes to
reveal the typically overlooked complexities of actions, as well as the fact that
there are these complexities, that actions are not simple or unitary or consis-
tent. Thinking about error seems to provide a similar opportunity to reveal the
complexities that constitute architecture.

In a well-known and characteristic footnote, Austin makes a
distinction that bears directly on the theme of error: he suggests that although
we may often use the words “accident” and “mistake” indifferently, there 1s
in fact a fairly clear distinction between them, with which nearly everyone
would nearly always agree. He uses a bizarre but compact story to tease out
the difference, one that can hardly be paraphrased:

You have a donkey, so have I, and they graze in the same field.
The day comes when I conceive a dislike for mine. I go to shoot
it, draw a bead on it, fire: the brute falls 1n its tracks. I inspect the
victim, and find to my horror that it 1s your donkey. I appear on
your doorstep with the remains and say—what? “I say, old sport,
[’'m awtully sorry, &c., I’ve shot your donkey by accident”? Or
“by mistake”? Then again, I go to shoot my donkey as before,
draw a bead on 1t, fire—but as I do so, the beasts move, and to my
horror yours falls. Again the scene on the doorstep—what do |
say? “By mistake”? Or “by accident”??

Following this model we could ask ourselves what an architectural mistake
would be and what would be an architectural accident. The latter seems like
a relatively clear but theoretically uninspiring category (although practically
perhaps costly, even deadly): steel of one type is specified but steel of another
i1s used; the construction documents show an atypical detail but the drawings
are misread; a glass coating does not perform as predicted and the interior
over-heats; etc. Building practices are generally arranged to catch these sorts
of technical accidents in which the goal, the target, is in itself accepted, but
the execution fails for reasons outside of the architect’s control. (While these
are accidents from the point of view of the architect, it will usually be a mis-
take, or a dishonesty, by another party that results in the failure.)

Architectural mistakes are both more common and more interest-

ing. Here the execution is correct—the architects get what they aim at—but
their target somehow turns out to be not what they thought it was (they were

WAYS ABOUT ERROR
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aiming at the wrong donkey all along). Nearly all architectural failures fall
into this category, at a range of scales: the room should be brightly sunlit—it
s a blinding hothouse; the galleries should be exceedingly spare—they come
across as flimsy and banal; the plaza should be a serene abstract landscape—it
1S an uninhabitable wasteland; etc. Architectural mistakes, in this sense, are
difficult to avoid because it is difficult or impossible in these cases to apply
the sort of checking, or control, in the process of execution that would to pre-
vent architectural accidents. Often it is only possible to recognize them after
the fact: we must go out and “inspect the victim” to determine if we have in
fact hit our target.

Austin gives us some guidance for thinking about mistakes
in this sense, which he describes as failures “at the stage of appreciation of the
situation’:

..we can know the facts and yet look at them mistakenly or per-
versely, or not fully realize or appreciate something, or even be
under a total misconception. Many expressions of excuse indicate
failure at this particularly tricky stage: even thoughtlessness,
inconsiderateness, lack of imagination, are perhaps less matters
of failure in intelligence or planning than might be supposed, and
more matters of failure to appreciate the situation.3

This analysis builds on Austin’s observation—which he sees as
one of the chief discoveries of his investigation—that actions are not simple,
unitary phenomena. Instead, they are in themselves complex and multipart.
This “machinery of action,” as he calls it, 1s revealed by the points at which,
and ways 1in which, actions fail. He suggests that we need to recognize the
various stages, stretches, and phases out of which an action may be consti-
tuted—stages such as intelligence, planning, decision, resolve, appreciation,
and execution (he emphasizes that his description is incomplete). Certainly
for any “action” at the scale of architecture—extended as 1t must be over
a wide range of time, space, and actors—we must recognize these sorts of
subdivisions if we are to have any hope of identifying where something has
gone wrong. Austin’s calling out of failures at the stage of appreciation seems
especially applicable to architectural failures, where there 1s nearly always an

(over?) abundance of planning, and a broad assembly of intelligence (of the
wrong sort?), and yet still, so often, a “failure to appreciate the situation.” One
could say that this is a failure of judgment, but of an especially tricky variety:
a failure to judge well in advance what should be done in a given situation.
Recognizing this also reveals the difficulty of avoiding such failures, since all
the intelligence and care in the world can be undone by a misappreciation, a
failure of sympathy to the situation that may only be revealed after all is done.
(But not all is said. This 1s where criticism in its unenviably post
facto status enters. Austin’s comments should serve as a caution to critics:

2 J.L.Austin, “APlea for Excuses”
(1956), in Philosophical Papers, 3rd ed.,
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979),
185.

3 Ibid., 194.
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perhaps some architectural failures are impossible to foresee; and as a caution
to critics of critics: there may not be ill will behind the critic’s observations,
but merely the situational clarity that observing the completed act affords. Of
course, a project can also be poorly imagined, out of pernicious principles,
with careless execution; and criticism can also be shallow, partisan, or sim-
ply nasty; but both of these conditions may be less common than they seem.
Instead, the distance between the two judgments may more often be an ettect
of the structural influences pointed to here.)

STRAYING INTO ERROR

If we follow Austin’s suggestion that it is illuminating to work out
distinctions between seemingly similar concepts such as accident and mis-
take, how can we delineate error? Austin himself gives us a clue:

...a word never—well, hardly ever—shakes off its etymology and
its formation. In spite of all changes in and extensions of and addi-
tions to its meanings, and indeed rather pervading and governing

these, there will still persist the old idea. In an accident something

befalls: by mistake you take the wrong one: in error you stray...4

Austin 1s reminding us that the Latin precursor to our word error
meant “to wander” or “to stray”’—a sense that still clings to the adjective
“errant”—and that when we use error to describe our actions, we still mean
that the action strays from some norm (moral, intellectual, aesthetic, custom-
ary, procedural, etc.).

There are, of course, many ways of deviating from a norm besides
committing an error—flouting, resisting, subverting, perverting, mocking,
exaggerating, etc. Speaking strictly we would have to say that error denotes
only unintentional deviation. This presents serious difficulties for any attempt
to use error programmatically as a stimulus in architectural practice. How,
we might ask, could I set out to err? Just by “setting out” must I not be doing
something else? The bizarre, but logical, consequence would seem to be that
if I set out to err I succeed only if nothing goes wrong, only if I inadvertently
fail to fail. Much of the discussion that follows will be colored by this con-
tradictory—and, taken strictly, incorrect—notion of intentional error; but, if
we are interested in error as a programmatic strategy, it is a contradiction we
will have to tolerate (it is also one that seems close to the heart of modern-
ist aesthetics).’As a matter of architectural practice, the issue will be how to
intentionally construct situations and ways of working that encourage errant
acts—often through the use of some form of automatism that, in part, neutral-
1zes the original intentionality.

Thinking of error as straying highlights another peculiarity of
error 1n architecture. As much as it is an art, architecture itself often has been
defined as straying, as deviation, from the normal expectations of building:
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Le Corbusier once defined architecture as having to do with a
window which is either too large or too small, but never the right
size. When it 1s the right size, the building is merely a building.5

This suggests that, in some sense, architecture is not something
that we err from but something that we err into. Yet in this view, based
ultimately on a Romantic notion of artistic genius, not all straying leads to
architecture, but only straying that discovers something, that comes to be rec-
ognized as significant, and that succeeds in establishing new norms (here is
one definition of the avant-garde). If for genius there can be no error, we strike
another paradox: in the most significant architectural examples, talk about
error has little meaning.

There would seem to be two sources for the norms (“the right size™)
against which architecture is defined: conventional building (Baukunst) and the
historical precedents of architecture itself. Peter Eisenman has elaborated on
the role of the latter in his argument that architecture is defined as a sequence
of misreadings or dislocations of previously established norms.® In this view
architecture separates itself both from (mere) building and from previous exam-
ples of architecture by straying from the norms they have established.

Here contemporary architecture encounters a problem: while the
norms—financial, technical, programmatic—of conventional building may
press increasingly on us, the historical trajectory has fragmented almost com-
pletely, making it difficult to identify any norm against which error could be
meaningfully defined. While Eisenman could read the history of architecture
as a chain of (intentional) misreadings of established norms, and could then
see his own practice as a continuation of this chain—foremost as a produc-
tive misreading of Le Corbusier and Giuseppe Terragni—it seems difficult to
imagine working today with such a strong sense of a lineage from which one
could stray. (Eisenman, though, 1s himself perhaps the foremost representative
of such a lineage, his early work functioning as the norm from which figures
such as Greg Lynn, Preston Scott Cohen, and Jessie Reiser have strayed. Still,
he is an individual, not an entire movement or style.)

TAKING CHANCES, BECOMING
ERROR-PRONE

Already decades ago, thinking about other arts, Stanley Cavell—
who, not incidentally, was “knocked off his horse” by Austin’s discussion
of excuses—identified the lack of a coherent tradition as the problematic
of modernism:

What modernist painting [for example] proves is that we do not
know a priori what painting has to do or be faithful to in order
to remain painting... a modernist art seems to break down the

4 Austin, “A Plea for Excuses,” 201-2. 6 See Peter Eisenman, “Misreading
Peter Eisenman,” in Houses of Cards
5 “Discord Over Harmony in Architec- (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987).

ture: The Eisenman/Alexander Debate,”
Harvard Graduate School of Design News
2, no. 5(1983), 15.
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concept of genre altogether: what a painter or poet or composer
has to achieve in his painting or poetry or music 1s not a landscape
or sonnet or fugue, but the idea of his art as such.”

With the loss of traditional forms, each artist becomes responsible
for establishing the coherence of his/her work through a set of concepts and
methods. Given this condition, the modernist artistic process—as Cavell out-
lines more precisely in regard to music-—comes to be defined between the poles
of systemization and chance.8 On one side is the risk of “total organization,”
demonstrated by the compositions of Karlheinz Stockhausen and the theory
of Ernst Krenek, where artistic responsibility is displaced by an empty formal
system. On the other side is the “radical ceding” of artistic control, and even the
dissolution of art itself, proposed by John Cage’s chance operations. While both
extremes themselves have substantial relationships to error that I will address
below, I want to focus first on Cavell’s argument that art, in order to remain art,
must not collapse into either of these absolutes, but must run between them,
offering both recognizable coherence and the possibility of improvisation, of
discovery, or what he calls “the taking and seizing of chances.”

Although etymology might suggest that such improvisation 1s
related to error through a sense of wandering, this would be a poor inter-
pretation of improvisation, which, as Cavell’s phrasing suggests, should be
understood not as aimless straying but as an active “seizing” of opportuni-
ties provided by artistic structures. What is crucial to improvisation 1s that
nothing can guarantee the success of the chances taken. Precisely because
improvisation breaks from, extends, or distorts the system in which it 1s
embedded, it 1s aesthetically risky. Which 1s to say that improvisation requires
the potential for error. For Cavell, this possibility of error defines a humanist
modernism that 1s constantly at risk of collapsing into the meaninglessness of
either total systemization or total chance. Here it 1s not erring itself, but the
chance of erring, that 1s human.

While improvisation preserves a realm of human meaning for
Cavell, this 1s not by means of some naive artistic expressionism. Instead, the
chances that meaningful improvisation seizes are made possible, and made
significant, by external structures or modes. In the past this semi-automatic
role would have been played by established forms, for example, the musical
conventions of the fugue, the minuet, the sonata, etc., which told the com-
poser or performer what was expected. Cavell suggests that in the modern
condition, the artist must both construct a system of practice that offers
similar direction—what he calls an automatism—and then, compelled into
unexpected terrain by the system, take chances that carry the risk of error. In
this model, a successful automatism must provide enough structure to make
artistic improvisations meaningful and not merely arbitrary, but must also
leave enough room that significant choice is possible: the automatism must not
be entirely automatic.

Broadly speaking, Cavell’s model of artistic process remains a
common one for critical practices, as each artist or architect is expected to
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locate, explore, and extend his or her own set of concerns and working meth-
ods, and as judgments of quality are based on the depth of this exploration
(this model is especially prevalent in schools of art and architecture). Yet,
while the heroically struggling humanism of this vision is undeniably attrac-
tive, we must also ask whether it is not merely nostalgic. Or, at least, we must
ask whether Cavell’s model of automatism/improvisation, and particularly the
scale of this improvisation, have not been overtaken by the cultural context
in which they operate. In what follows, I want to examine other options for
artistic processes that operate near the poles of Cavell’s model: systematiza-
tion and chance. While these options emerged in the “lighter” arts of music,
painting, sculpture, and film already before, or at, the time of Cavell’s work
on automatism in the late 1960s, they have only recently taken an important

role in architecture as computational modeling and the aesthetic possibilities it
allows become truly pervasive.

ERROR TRAPPING

With the expansion of computation in the decades since the essays
by Austin and Cavell, another way of thinking about error and its relation to
the automatic has become unavoidable. At the most obvious level, computation
1s related to the tendency Cavell identified as “total organization,” and it is not
surprising that a figure like Stockhausen was an early explorer of the possibili-
ties of computational methods in the arts. Following Cavell, we could say that
in various ways—ifrom the value-engineering fantasies of BIM to the formal-
1zed design processes of parametricism—contemporary architecture is shaped
by strategies of “total organization” (and in this regard unknowingly replicates
the problematics of mid-20th-century music, and later painting and sculpture).
Questions about error would seem to be particularly pressing for practices that
emphasize formalized design processes, since any formalization depends upon
the definition of a boundary between what 1s legitimate to a process and what
1s not, between what is within a system and what 1s external to it, between
what is correct and what is erroneous. Contemplation of error may suggest the
[imitations of, and alternatives to, such formalized design processes.

Within this context of pervasive computation—just as important
in its shaping of thought as in its actual application—the desire to use error as
a strategy of resistance 1s understandable. Svetlana Boym expresses a repre-
sentative view:

To err is human....In advanced technological lingo, the space of
humanity itself is relegated to the margin of error. Technology, we
are told, is wholly trustworthy, were it not for the human factor.
We seem to have come full circle: to be human means to err. Yet,
this margin of error is our margin of freedom. It 1s a choice beyond
the multiple choices programmed for us, an interaction excluded

7 Stanley Cavell, The World Viewed: 8 See Stanley Cavell, “Music Discom-
Reflections on the Ontology of Film, posed” (1967), in Must We Mean What
enlarged ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard We Say? A Book of Essays, updated ed.
University Press, 1979), 106. Cavell's (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
remark about Austin is from Stanley 2002).

Cavell, The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein,

Skepticism, Morality, and Tragedy (New 9 /bid., 198.

York: Oxford University Press, 1979), xv.
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from computerized interactivity. The error 1s a chance encounter
between us and the machines in which we surprise each other.1°

In architectural terms we can imagine Boym’s attitude applied to
the potentially strangling totalities of both parametricism and global capital-
ism: error expressing a recalcitrant desire to be in corpere and unincorporated.

At first reading, Boym’s description of error as a “margin’
of humanity seems to repeat Cavell’s model of resisting total organization
through a humanism of improvisation. However, this impression conceals
a more important distinction. Cavell’s concerns were always with the (over)
organization of aesthetic material and the artistic process, not with technologi-
cal organization per se (although technology might play a role in the aesthetic
organization). The sort of chances he believed needed to be seized were
always chances within modes of practice that were more than merely tech-
nological forms. It is for this reason that Cavell used the term “automatism”
to describe these modes, and it is this conviction that continues in Rosalind
Krauss’s extension of Cavell’s thinking to what she calls the post-medium
condition. In contrast, Boym—as well as much contemporary “glitch” art—
expresses a view in which the human 1s almost completely reduced by its
definition solely as that which 1s not (yet) technology. “To be human means

to err” (against technology) is the motto of a world in which the aesthetic and

moral chances that Cavell sought to preserve have already been lost. In this
sense, a world in which error 1s defined as technological failure has lost the
possibility of error as a human failure. The unnoticed consequence is that err-
ing no longer marks humanity, but merely a moment of failure in an already
complete technological organization. We have here no sense of error as stray-
ing but only error as failure.

SINGLE MINDEDNESS: SYSTEMS OF ERROR

Against Boym’s advocacy of the spontaneous glitch, we might
consider the effectiveness of systems themselves (of the right sort) as tools
of resistance, as generators of error. Or, to return to Cavell’s framework, we
could say that some forms of “total organization” offer their own, perhaps
largely negative, potential for aesthetic expression—though admittedly this
may lack the full humanist range that Cavell hopes to preserve. We should
recall that the various minimalisms of music (preeminently those of Steve
Reich and Terry Riley) and the visual arts that emerged at the time of Cavell’s
essay were cohcentrated on just this potential.

The early work of Sol LeWitt provides the strongest example
of this approach in the visual arts. As Krauss has argued, projects such as
LeWitt’s 122 Variations of Incomplete Open Cubes (1974) should be under-
stood as undermining the “false and pious rationality” of mathematical
systems through an “absurdist Nominalism” that insists on a stubbornly literal
execution of meaningless systems.1! LeWitt exposes the emptiness of systems
by pursuing them single-mindedly (and in the wrong context). As he famously
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put it, “Irrational thoughts should be followed absolutely and logically.”12 As
an artistic strategy, LeWitt’s approach offers a partial answer to the dilemma
of intentional error by refusing to offer any positive alternative direction. It
works through another mode of erring: not straying but halting, suspending,
1dling, or repeating.

In an architectural context, the disruptive potential of strict for-
mal systems—and their ability to generate errors—was a characteristic that
Eisenman identified over the course of his first houses. What became clear in
the development from House I to House VI was that the more complete—the
more total—the formal “logic” of the houses, the more they were alienated
from the norms surrounding the idea of a house. Within the conventional
architectural atmosphere of compromise and comfort, a project that was
systematic at the level of form could be used to generate errors at the level
of use and reception. It is a mark of post-criticality that most of the compu-
tational descendants of these projects have, consciously or not, neglected
the confrontational dimension of Eisenman’s formalism. When compared
with the ruthlessness of LeWitt’s work, though, even Eisenman’s houses are
surprisingly accommodating—Xkitchens and baths wedged into their formal-
iIsm—another sign of the challenge of producing error in architecture.

INDETERMINATE TECHNIQUES, OR,
ERRING AWAY FROM ERROR

['he thing

to do is to keep the head alert but

empty. Things come to pass, arising

and disappearing. There can then be no
consideration of error. Things are always going
wrong.13

suitcase events, bathttub events, gallery events, outdoor events,
refrigerator events, bumping-into-something. “Art is not the

most precious manifestation of life. Art has not the celestial and
universal value that people like to attribute to it. Life 1s far more
interesting” (Tristan Tzara) cowbird. blackcap. bluebird. reedbird.
stork. All emotions allowable, even boredom. “Nature creates all
beings without erring....It 1s calm and still....It tolerates all crea-
tures equally.... Therefore it attains what 1s right for all without
artifice or special intentions. Man achieves the height of wisdom
when all that he does is as self-evident as what nature does.” (The
[-Ching, or Book of Changes) ebony. deodar. lime. savin. elm.
pine. larch.14

10 Svetlana Boym, Architecture of the
Off-Modern (New York: Buell Center and
Princeton Architectural Press, 2008), 73.

11 Rosalind Krauss, “LeWitt in Progress,”

October 6 (Fall 1978), 46-60.

12 Sol LeWitt, “Sentences on Conceptual
Art,” Art-Language 1/1 (May 1969).

13 John Cage, “45’ for a Speaker” (1954),
in Silence: Lectures and Writings by John
Cage (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan Univer-
sity Press, 1961), 187.

14 George Brecht, “Paragraphs, Quota-
tions, and Lists” (dated Spring 1961), in La
Monte Young, ed., Anthology of Chance
Operations, 1963.
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[f, in contrast to the systemic approach of LeWitt, we are inter-
ested in architectural methods that resist total organization (whether financial,
technical, or formal)—and if Boym’s leveraging of error seems to give away
too much from the start—it may be useful to return to the second pole 1den-
tified by Cavell in his mapping of the modernist condition: that of chance.
(Though, as we will see, the two poles of total organization and chance are
closely related and in some cases collapse into one another.)” For Cavell
improvisation, by running between total organization and chance, preserves
the possibility of meaningful choice—and therefore of meaning itself. Chance,
however, offers its own, albeit non-humanist, opposition to total organization.
[f Cavell’s advocacy of a modernist humanism now strikes us with a some-
what nostalgic tone, chance may yet be an option left open, one in which total
organization is resisted not by error but by the vicissitudes of happenstance.

At least since Dada, chance methods have played a key role
in other artistic fields, especially music; but because ideas of purpose and
intention are so central to our conceptions of architecture—to the sense of
architecture’s “weightiness”—aleatory methods of composition, such as those
explored by John Cage, which seek to escape intention and purpose, raise
profound challenges. (Here again, we echo themes voiced by Eisenman more
than four decades ago in his advocacy of post-functionalism.) Still, if now
in the latest stage of late capitalism, fully human purposes are increasingly
difficult to come by, and are continually replaced by the empty purposes of
total organization, it may be worth speculating on the possibility of deploying
indeterminate methods in architecture.

Or, to be precise, we would have to say something more neutral like
“building” since, as Cavell notes, indeterminate methods inherently threaten
the very categories of art that are used to define something like “architecture™

[n the writing of John Cage, chance 1s explicitly meant to replace
traditional notions of art and composition; the radical ceding of
the composer’s control of his material is seen to provide a pro-

founder freedom and perception than mere art, for all its searches,
had found.

That his work 1s performed as music—rather than a kind of

paratheater or parareligious exercise—is only a sign of the
confusions of the age.13

The success of any such methods would therefore involve setting
aside architecture as we know it—as well as setting aside the possibility of
erring against architectural ideals and purposes. I say “setting aside” rather
than “replacing” because I do not completely share Cavell’s view that Cage’s
works, for example, should be understood as something other than music.
Instead, it seems better to say that, though they often claim this, they are best
understood as an active dissolving of the category “music” that necessarily
depends on the original referent. By extension, indeterminate design methods
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would dissolve conventions of architectural purpose and authorship without
entirely abandoning those references. Which is to say that it would be a con-
tinual building away from architecture. In order to imagine how such methods
might be used within, and against, archi-tecture, it will help to keep in mind
that Cage himself approached indeterminacy through several paths.

The first approach involves leaving the artistic work open,
to greater or lesser extent, to the decisions and actions of people other than
the author. Exemplified in Cage’s oeuvre by pieces such as the Variations
series (1958-67), 0°00” (1962), and Musicircus (1967), such works dilate
the conditions that lie outside of the composer’s control—always factors in
the performance or reproduction of music and convert these conditions into
a compositional device intended to (partially) de-author the work. In our
discipline we can find parallels in a range of approaches that motivate build-
ing through the choices and actions of non-experts. In the West, the earliest
formalized example of this attitude may be John Ruskin’s theory of the Gothic,
which he champions over stricter modes, such as classicism, because it allows
individual builders a space of freedom in their work—meaning that in Gothic
architecture the final form is not completely determined in advance. (Despite
their historical separation, one can recognize a parallel between Ruskin’s con-
cern to preserve the human in the midst of expanding industrial systemization
and Cage’s similar concerns at the time of that systemization’s fulfillment.)

We could include here a wide range of post-1968 practices: the
championing of vernacular building (“Architecture Without Architects”),
less and more cynical community design processes, the design of open infra-
structural supports, and the deadpan pseudo-empiricist designs of Office
for Metropolitan Architecture and many others working in a “Dutch” mode.
Indeed, OMA’s proposal for the La Villette competition can be seen as a para-
digmatic example—both looking like one of Cage’s transparency works and,
more importantly, functioning like one, as the La Villette proposal 1s, in fact,
not a collage in the traditional sense, but an open structure for the deployment
of programs yet to be determined.

All of these approaches, with differing levels of control, use com-
positional strategies already probed in music in which the work is determined
by the actions of users or performers other than the composer. Whether the
result is “natural,” authentically democratic, or simply a brutal reflection of
late capitalist subjectivity, largely depends on one’s faith in the public.'® In any
event the category of error is dissolved by a compositional method that not only
tolerates, but is built upon, a range of “user errors” to generate the work. Again
Ruskin stands as the forefather of this attitude: for him the strict perfectionism
of classicism was erroneous in its denial of human variation and imperfection,
while the Gothic was correct in being formed out of this very imperfection. (In
this light OMA’s self-consciously unartful details—for example, the exposed
taping of greenboard—stand as a post-humanist parallel to Ruskin’s personal-
1zed gothic stonework.)

15 Cavell, “Music Discomposed,” 194-6. to achieve. It was in the face of these
concerns that he claimed that—contrary to
16 Cage himself saw a risk in opening his any superficial indifference to performance

pieces to performers who, potentially not that his works might suggest—there were,
being free from oppressive musical and in fact, only a small number of musicians
social presumptions themselves, might (foremost David Tudor) mature enough to
undermine the very freedom he hoped handle the freedom his works provided.
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A second major strategy for Cage, which I will refer to as alea-
tory composition, can be seen as a response to the risks of performer-based
indeterminacy. As exemplified by Cage’s famous piece Music of Changes,
aleatory composition uses chance devices of some sort—rolling dice, flipping
coins, shuffling cards, dropping sticks—to generate a fixed score. In the spirit
of Austin, a bit of terminological refinement between the terms “aleatory” and
“arbitrary” is helpful here. While works that rely on user/performer choice are
structured around decisions that are arbitrary—that is, based on the whims and
prejudices of the individual(s)—aleatory works use chance devices to avoid
the arbitrary, to remove (aspects of) the work from direct human control. One
consequence of this shift away from subjectivity, as Cage and George Brecht
remind us above, is to dissolve the category of error, since error exists only as
the other of purpose, of intentionality, and ultimately of free will.

Nature becomes the paradigm of this aleatory condition in
which, apart from the human will, there is no error. While architecture has
often turned to nature as its model, and while the growth of computational
design methods has encouraged a new phase of such analogies, these have
overwhelmingly tended to see nature as a model of lawfulness, rather than
contingency. (Here we bump up against a dilemma that has troubled Western
thought at least since Kant: on the one hand, nature appears to be entirely
contingent; on the other, it appears to be entirely lawful.) Thus, despite any
radical appearances, computational methods modeled on nature have typi-
cally maintained architects’ traditional desire to isolate and control the design
process through a set of codes.

In contrast, the interpretation of nature as entirely contingent sug-
gests design processes that, rather than being internalized, would, like Cage’s
compositions, open themselves to the widest possible range of external contin-
gencies. Such processes represent a profound challenge to our understanding
of architecture: can we imagine building in such a way that, as Cage put it,
“there can be no consideration of error”? One limited way in which such pro-
cesses do appear today 1s in computationally-based design methods that rely
on stochastic determinations of geometry. (While hypothetically such meth-
ods have always been available, the possibility of generating architectural
representations directly out of algorithms that can include stochastic functions
has made such methods feasible only recently.) Typically these methods are
applied to relatively independent portions of a building, such as exterior or
interior cladding, but one can sense a desire to push their effects “deeper” into
the structuring of spaces and even the structuring of structures: for example
in the failed ambition of Herzog & de Meuron’s Beijing Olympic Stadium to
work structurally as a non-hierarchical “bird’s nest.”

Given the irrevocable presence of computational tools, such recent
efforts, however incomplete, are not mere curiosities. They are surveying
possibilities that will now remain within the architectural repertoire, possibili-
ties that—at least for architecture—involve a new set of concerns about how
chance and control are managed, defined, and shaped. What Cage’s oeuvre
suggests 1s the range of levels at which chance methods might be applied, and
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here architects still have much left to attempt. What if not only geometry were
determined through bounded chance-based methods, but materiality, color,
structure, spatial organization, detailing, etc.?

Yet what Cage’s compositions also reveal 1s that, for us, chance
1s never simply natural. If he suggested that his works were like nature, they
were still always like nature, and not nature itself: carefully carefree Zen
gardens of sound that represent nature. It is this boundary that Cage’s third,
and most radical strategy—epitomized by his famous piece 4’33 "—attempts
to dissolve. I suggest that we understand this work, in which the performer
performs nothing, through the concept of “framing.” Here the only work of
the work is to frame (through the opening and closing of the keyboard lid)

a period of time within which ambient sounds may come to the attention of
the audience and the performer. It is here that—Dby creating a work of art
comprised only of the sounds of what is not art—Cage goes the furthest in
his long quest to overcome the distinction between music and sound, art and
life. Still, even in its complete withdrawal from composition, it is important
to note that framing, too, requires discipline, restraint. Despite its great open-
ness, there are still things that should not happen in a work like 4’33 " the
performer should not suddenly begin to play a Bach fugue and the audience
should not start whistling Dixie. Also, the attentiveness that the piece directs
towards the environment is itself the product of the very disciplinary conven-
tions of musical performance that 4’33” overturns.

Through its near-total erasure of the distinction between the
artwork and the world, Cage’s technique of framing also does away with the
boundary between music (or sound) and architecture (or building) since one
revelation that occurs within the acoustic frame 1s a heightened awareness of
the spatial environment within which the work takes place. Cage understood
architecture, or what he valued 1n it, precisely in terms of such framing. As
Branden Joseph has discussed in an illuminating essay, Cage explicitly aligned
his compositions with the glass architecture of modernism, particularly the
American works of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, which, like 433", reduce
themselves to the framing and reflection of their contexts (recall Mies’s famous
desire to create an architecture of beinahe nichts—almost nothing).17 Cage
believed that the framings provided by his compositions, and by Mies’s archi-
tecture, offered experiences of the world in its full contingency, outside of,
or prior to, the determinations of the ego and, therefore, free from the narrow
l[imitations of late capitalist rationality. As such—and to return to our theme—
these experiences shift perception so that truly “experimental action” becomes
possible, action which, Cage writes, “does not move in terms of approxima-
tions and errors, as ‘informed’ action by its nature must, for no mental images
of what would happen were set up beforehand; it sees things directly as they
are: impermanently involved in an infinite play of interpenetrations.”®

In Cage’s Mies we discover an architectural aesthetic explicitly
interpreted as an escape from error and from all of the purposes, whether

17 Branden W. Joseph, “John Cage and 18 John Cage, “Experimental Music:

the Architecture of Silence,” October 81 Doctrine” (1955), in Silence: Lectures and

(Summer, 1997), 84. Writings by John Cage (Middletown, CT:
Wesleyan University Press, 1961), 15.
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humanist or techno=capitalist, by which error is defined. Yet two doubts about
this escape plan quickly arise. First, there is the moral taught by the legacy
of Miesian modernism, in which any distinction between a critical reflection
of postwar technocapitalism and a non-critical embodiment of this condition
becomes an “academic” issue in the most strained sense. Such an absence of
stable critical distance is a consequence of the quietism of Cage’s aesthetics—
and more surely those of Mies, who literally stilled the Bauhaus—a lack of
political autonomy which was subject to attack by Theodor Adorno and which
can be defended only in part (on this point, Joseph does as well as one can). A
second difficulty comes from the distinction, despite Cage’s wish to collapse
it, between architecture and music (or even building and sound). For while a
piece like 4’33” may be understood as standing open to allow “the world” to
enter, and while similarly Cage admired the ability of glass both to open onto
and to reflect “the world” around it, this deferral of positive compositional
activity cannot continue indefinitely—at least not for architecture, which
is responsible for the construction of that world. Here again the example of
Miesian urbanism is revealing: in the absence of an articulated politics, the
supposedly critical reflections of the Seagram Building were metastasized by
the unchecked desires of property developers to become the totalizing glass
urbanism of late capitalism.

With these doubts in mind, we can speculate on a final form of

indeterminate architecture through a conception of framing that offers greater

autonomy while maintaining the openness and purposeful purposelessness
Cage sought. I am thinking here of Jacques Derrida’s description of the parer-
gon, in which framing is inextricably entangled with cutting.1® Unlike Cage,
who values the continuities made possible by the reflections and transparen-
cies of glass, Derrida emphasizes the frame’s performance of a separation, a
cutting, between that which 1s framed and the fabric of the world. And 1t 1s in
the violence of this cutting that we can see the potential of a negative auton-
omy that—without any nostalgic humanism—might offer greater resistance
than Cage’s all-encompassing Zen acceptance.

Though risking the overly literal, a work such as Gordon Matta-
Clark’s Conical Intersect (1975) suggests itself as an architectural version of
such framing. By cutting the urban fabric of the 4th arrondissement, Matta-
Clark’s work exposes to our attention what was there already but, in contrast to
4°33”, 1t does so with an autonomy of means that works against the grain of the
existing condition to reveal more than its surfaces. Likewise, though inverting
both the context and the formal means, we can see a similar operation at work
in the landsca{.pe sculptures of Richard Serra such as Schunnemunk Fork (1991),
in which the regularity of the steel forms cut, and thereby reveal, the topog-
raphy in which they are placed. Or, more dramat-ically, Walter De Maria’s
Lightning Field (1977), which registers not only a more subtle landscape over a
larger expanse, but also, day after day, takes its chances on the fulfillment of its
title. It stands as a model of an aleatory but autonomous architecture, one that
frames every happenstance without surrendering itself, and one that errs only
against conventions that would ask it to have more than this as a purpose.

WAYS ABOUT ERROR
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SCALES OF ERROR

How far have we strayed from error? Has this discussion of indeter-
minate techniques led us away from error, from purposes, from architecture?
Yes and no—it is a question of scale. Where a model of artistic production such
as Cavell’s locates improvisation, and therefore erring, at the scale of individual
choices (the taking of chances) within a system of conventions, indeterminate
methods nullify such choices, as well as the possibility of erring at this scale.
Yet as the examples above suggest, indeterminate techniques themselves
always err at least once—all at once—in the rejection of purposive agency
that 1s their origin. It is in <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>