
 

Foa Code Remix 2000 

 

This text is composed of a series of reflections and propositions made in relation 
to the construction of the idea of professional and academic practice that we 
have been developing from 1993 to the present. They are joined together as a 
code of operative principles or attitudes that have crystallized through these 
practices. As is probably the case with all codes, the content is functional rather 
than regulatory, and therefore ephemeral. 

 

On the Discipline 

All of the cultural analysis that architecture went through in the eighties does not 
seem particularly adequate to deal with the production of an architecture that has 
to operate in an increasingly mixed and unstable cultural background. Perhaps 
as a reaction to that sort of architectural discourse, focused almost exclusively on 
social, political, and cultural developments, we have tried to put the emphasis of 
our practice on the architectural construct, on the materiality of the project, and 
on its organizational qualities. Geometry, construction, organization, materiality, 
technique, and pragmatics have become an alternative to a temporary 
suspension of the exclusivity of cultural analysis. As architect, involvement in 
those external processes finally becomes significant if they are used as an 
excuse to create new architectural potentials. It is irrelevant whether we are 
doing malls and transportation buildings or churches and schools. Malls or theme 
parks do not need an architect to come into being: they happen spontaneously. 
We need to make these developments internal to the logic of the discipline: and 
you don't do that by writing more and more about minorities, migrations, gender, 
globalization, or new cultural patterns, but by finding a correlation between the 
emergent political, economical and social processes and certain architectural 
techniques, geometries and organizations. 

This is not to neglect the value of a theoretical perspective for the practice of 
architecture. Those architects who are not able to construct a theoretical 
perspective on their work die very young, and run out of possibilities to develop. 
To think theoretically generates a certain capacity to look at the work not purely 
from inside but to see it in an economic or social context. What is less evident is 
the kind of thought that can actually contribute to the practice of architecture. 
There are certain theoretical approaches that are completely inoperative as a 
locus for an architectural practice. At most what these approaches can do is to 
turn an architectural practice - fundamentally a form of productions -, into a 
practice of cultural critique. This can also be interesting, but the theory we aim for 
is one that allows us to problematize architectural techniques specifically to 
develop an architectural discourse out of the productive rather than out of the 
critical. 
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On Material Life 

Architecture is not a plastic art, but the engineering of material life. We hope that 
this distinguishes our work from other complex architecture to which we have 
been associated on the basis of formal output. Formal concerns are of 
significance, but this association does not tell the whole story. There is a kind of 
work in this category that operates in exactly the opposite direction to ours, by 
producing spatial effects that are subsequently implemented by means of 
construction. The result of our process may sometimes be similar, but the 
process of reaching it is radically different. What fundamentally distinguishes the 
work we do is the process. Our main priority is to produce consistency in the 
process of construction and material organization rather than in plastic effects. In 
fact, we are not interested in having preconceived effects, but rather in exploring 
the materials - and here material, should be understood in the broadest possible 
sense - as a source of ideas and effects. 

The ultimate creative act is to produce something that has its own life and 
produces for itself. One of the contemporary potentials of architectural practice is 
to go beyond the traditional opposition between natural and artificial, rational and 
organic. Today the artificial is constituted in nature. It is alive, produces for itself, 
and, most importantly, it doesn't need critical intelligence to produce. The relation 
that interests us between the artificial and the natural is the creation of the project 
itself as something that evolves and that starting from a certain moment becomes 
independent of our will, critical judgment and circumstances. 

It could be that the cultural incapacity to judge nature as a product is reaching an 
end, in parallel with the progressive naturalization of the artificial. We begin to be 
in possession of the instruments that permit us to measure or model material 
organization and its processes, independently from their artificial or natural origin. 
What is interesting is to denaturalize nature, to be capable of producing the 
analytical instruments that permit us to judge the adequacy of a mountain or 
river.... To animate the artificial and construct the natural are two aims of the 
same direction. 

 

On Landscape 

The opposition between the rational and the organic that structures the history of 
landscape has also characterized the history of several disciplines, from 
philosophy to urbanism. The conflict between a rational, artificial, linear geometry 
and a picturesque reproduction of nature through less determined geometry has 
structured the history of landscape. It is through overcoming this opposition that 
we think the possibility of an emerging landscape, and city, and architecture may 
exist. The emerging landscape will be characterized by developments that are 
already happening in biotechnology, artificial intelligence, design and lifestyle, 
where the natural and the artificial have become virtually indistinguishable. The 
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mutant, the hybrid, and the morphed are more likely to become the stereotypes 
of the next century than the machine or Frankenstein. 

The first attempts to manipulate and artificially organize the land arose either 
from the need to physically and culturally exploit the land or to appropriate it. 
Both the utilitarian patterns of farming, irrigation and land ownership, and the 
more cultural and symbolic patterns appearing in monuments and gardens bear 
extraordinary similarities across the globe. They are characterized by the 
deployment of linear, simple geometries, lines, circles, squares, and triangles, in 
stark opposition to 'chaotic' natural organizations. (We prefer to say 'complex' 
organizations, generated through the negotiation of multiple orders: the 
geological, the biological, and climatic, in a morphogenetic process). These 
simple geometries are the outcome of primitive techniques of land measurement, 
and are similar across virtually all cultures, from China to Islam and Pre-
Columbian America. These types of geometry prevailed basically until the 18th 
Century, with very few exceptions, when English gardeners began using 'natural' 
complex geometries as a source of spatial effects and narratives. However, 
picturesque gardens generated their geometries through imitation rather than 
through construction, and in that sense they only looked as if they were 
geometrically complex.  

Olmsted invested natural geometry with function, but his geometrical techniques 
remained basically reproductive and picturesque rather than constructed. Burle 
Marx invested complex geometries with meaning. Modern parks returned to 
'natural' landscaped forms, but the discipline never developed a way of producing 
complexity out of imitation and never grew beyond the picturesque. The difficulty 
of designing complex form was too much of a disciplinary barrier. In '68 the 
modern world order collapsed and a general interest in artificial complexity arose. 
In architecture, 'chaos' was modeled as a collage, a non-mediated relationship 
between elements and orders that interfere with each other without eroding their 
identity, but construct a new identity through opposition. Postmodernism and 
deconstruction explored the capacity of this contradictory juxtaposition as the 
generator of a new order. Simple, artificial orders, such as circles, lines, and 
grids were inconsistently deployed on a field, remaining unaffected, and 
unmediated. The collage techniques that characterize the landscape of the late 
20th Century were the inconsistent deployment of regular forms or regular 
programs deployed in contradiction with each other. The geometries of pure 
indeterminacy or pure linearity are a trace of the past, rather than a possibility for 
the future. The opportunity that lies ahead of us is to overcome the disciplinary 
barrier that resorts to contradiction as a form of complexity (as in Complexity and 
Contradiction), and instead to exploit complexity through coherence and 
consistency: to learn to produce forms and topographies that are entirely artificial 
and yet complex: to generate them through a mediated, integrated addition of 
rigorous orders. 
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On Process 

Processes are far more interesting than ideas. Ideas are linked to existing codes, 
operating critically or in alignment with preexisting systems of ideas. Rather than 
making a project the implementation of an idea, or the scaffolding of an image, 
we are interested in constructing engineering processes on different levels. A 
process is the generation of a micro-history for a project, a kind of specific 
narrative. The entity of the project is formed in a sequence where additional 
complexity is constructed to integrate incoming information. If geological, 
biological or human history, for instance, have something to teach us, it is that 
these processes of temporal formation produce organizations of far greater 
complexity and sophistication than instantaneous ideas. This is perhaps the most 
important development brought by information technology to our practice: we can 
design, synthesize and proliferate specific histories and scripts for a project: 
introduce a sequential development rather than deploying a form or an image. It 
proliferates, and waits for the emergence of the project. We are no longer 
trapped in the traditional compulsion to reproduce historical models, or to invent 
them from scratch. We do not have to produce a project as a reproduction, 
derivation or as the mention of a historical model. We do not need to produce 
complexity by making collages. We can synthesize the processes of generation 
as a kind of accelerated motion, integrally adding information to the construct on. 
This sequential, integrative addition produces more ambiguous effects capable of 
resonating at different levels, rather than straightforward ideological statements, 
metaphors, allegories or reproductions. 

 

On Technique 

Through our interest in the construction of material life, we have become involved 
in all sorts of technologies. Techniques are always associated with 
performances, producing effects, or delivering services. The problem is that 
architectural techniques have been monopolized by the most sclerotic forms of 
architectural practice and have been rendered merely reproductive, rather than 
productive. On the other hand, architects seem to have abandoned the realm of 
technique as a legitimate space of experimentation, to concentrate on language, 
image and communication. Technique has been relegated in this process to the 
domain of architectural services. But architecture as a service industry is a 
deadly business and it rarely delivers anything interesting. The concept of 
architectural services comes out of the coupling between architectural technology 
and effect: a good professional is capable of using the right techniques to 
produce the right effects. But what will happen if we divorce technique from 
service and effect? Is it possible to exploit the potential of architectural 
technique? This is where there may be an alternative to an architecture that 
simply masters effects: At least, a priori effects... There is an enormous 
unexplored potential to be released, one that is contained in the techniques of 
'architectural services: project management, estimation, surveys, the modeling 
capacity of artificial intelligence... None of this has yet been taken seriously and 
integrated into the discipline of architecture. The real challenge is to exploit the 
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potential of these technologies beyond their reproductive, verified mode: to make 
the discipline evolve through their integration, and to construct a new discipline 
out of them. 

 

On Organizations and Images 

This concerns the form in which a project is presented, to be capable of 
efficiently situating it in different contexts. When we make a project presentation, 
we always begin with flow diagrams, statistics, etc. The idea is that the 
organization is constructed over factual data through the application of certain 
techniques and criteria of formation. This is the type of investigation the really 
Interests us: but a real practice cannot be reduced to only one line of research. It 
has to be more ambiguous and able to incorporate various levels of simultaneous 
operations. This is the biggest difference between practice and research. It is not 
that one is more important than the other, but that the levels of operation are 
different: research freezes levels, practice expands them. For a practice like 
ours, which emerges very directly from research activity, it is crucial to learn to 
operate at many different levels deliberately. For example, we would not have 
won Yokohama if the building had not had the form of a wave. The truth is that at 
the same time as we made our diagrams, we had books of Hokusai's work 
floating around the office. But we only explain this in certain contexts... During 
the competition, the circulation diagrams began proliferating at the same time 
that there were a series of resonances with those images of waves. The 
resonance of the waves did not interest us at all as project research. Our interest 
was to work with diagrams but evidently we also have images in our minds that 
at certain moments can be very useful in order to connect products with other 
contexts. When we won the Yokohama competition, we participated in several 
press conferences. They asked us 'what is the idea of the project?' They looked 
at us strangely when we began to speak of diagrams, circulation and flows. 
Nobody seemed to understand anything. By the time of the fifth interview we 
remembered Hokusai's drawings and when they asked us for the generating 
idea, we let it out. There was an enormous "Aaahh!" of approval in the hall. 
Everyone understood immediately. Depending on the moment, you have to 
emphasize one thing or another. 

One of the most impressive things that we have seen recently has been the 
monographic exhibition on Miyake. What was truly exciting about the exhibition is 
firstly the enormous emphasis on processes of production: how the fabrics are 
made, how they are cut, the machines, the manipulation and the experimentation 
with textiles and plastics... Secondly, the products suggest many other things: 
you may see witches, gnomes, satellites, robots, jelly-fish, and butterflies. These 
resonances are not pop or kitsch. These resonances do not originate in the 
manipulation of popular or conventional images. Nor are they communication for 
communication's sake, or the manipulation of images, stereotypes or 
conventions. It is a resonance that is produced as an effect of the similitude 
between material organizations. In the best pieces, one can almost imagine 
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Miyake thinking about how to fold a textile in a certain way, and the images that 
resonate in his mind as prototypes are coming out of the oven, and automatically 
help to determine the tests to follow, the scale of the patterns, or the 
transparencies of the weavings. Or one can observe, in the 'jumping series', that 
fold perpendicular to gravity as springs distorting the effect of the body moving 
inside one of those garments and generating a series of pieces that exaggerate 
the body's movement. These associations did not preexist the material 
organization, but adhere to it. The interesting thing about material organizations 
is that they are much more ambiguous than images or texts, and more potent as 
vehicles of transcultural communication. Miyake is capable of generating 
resonances from the logic of production: to do this, one has to know how they 
can be situated in different contexts. This is the great genius of his work and the 
problem of some 'experimental' projects dealing with complex organizations that 
have been produced in the last few years with the aid of computer technology. 
The problem that these projects have (which we have also found and which are 
of tremendous interest to us), is that in the end they have great difficulties of 
readability. In the end, this is an enormous limitation to simply forming a 
sustainable practice. If nobody understands you, nobody gives you commissions, 
regardless of the interesting processes or forms that you are making. This 
problem interests us especially because we always attempt to produce projects 
on the basis of diagrams, factual data, statistics... Metaphors as well as 
analogies are prohibited. In order to distance ourselves from common 
architectural practices and references, we have taken this to the extreme, 
especially within the academic environment. The problem that this form of work 
has is that it is difficult to communicate the product. Finally, the products are 
pieces of unintelligible material and therein also lies their interest. Like rivers or 
mountains: one can only understand them as aesthetic experiences which are 
probably the result of an accumulation of processes that have crystallized in an 
organization of great complexity. It is very difficult to explain them to anyone. It is 
difficult to give them meaning or judgment. This is the limitation of this method 
when operating in certain contexts. This does not invalidate the method: on the 
contrary, it demonstrates its experimental and investigatory nature, but it shows 
the impossibility of effectively communicating the result. 

 

On Production 

The fundamental question for contemporary architecture is to be able to operate 
beyond a fixed system of values and conventions, in order to survive the 
constant changes of conditions in which we have to operate. The practice of 
architecture as a reference to a discourse, a system of values or conventions etc. 
has been greatly destabilized by the processes of change characterize our 
productive context. In this context, to operate on the process of production is 
more appropriate strategy than critique as a creative position and a generator of 
new possibilities. Architecture today is more that ever an experimental activity, 
given the growing difficulty of operating with a priori discernment. The problem 
with this form of operation is that to be able to continue advancing the process, 
we cannot give up a posteriori judgment entirely. The judgment simply becomes 
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suspended, delayed. The question is how to overcome the operative paradigm 
that has come to dominate all disciplines and intellectual or productive practices: 
the critical process. To practice like a judge, or as a theoretician who reflects on 
reality and questions it, has up until now been considered the model of good 
practice- But to judge we need references, value systems, comparisons... and 
these are more than ever before difficult to find in solid form. 

The solution perhaps lies within the interior of the construction process: to be 
able to construct sequences of micro-judgments that operate on very specific and 
concrete aspects of the project. To break down the great paradigms of 
references into chains of small local decisions in time and space, that we can 
realize without appealing to grand systems, or absolute references: to construct 
sequences of local reference. 

 

On Alienation 

To be able to explore the production of the project without taking an a priori 
position, we try to organize information in such a way that the project doesn't 
require a previous judgment, a system of values, or a structure of references. 
Exteriority, alienation, foreignness and nomadic are some of the sources for our 
professional and academic profession. One of the great advantages of diagrams, 
statistics, notation, registers and geometry is that they place us in a state of 
alienation with respect to the project, which we as foreigners are very  interested 
in. What interests us is to find new productive ways to organize things rather than 
simply align ourselves with existing models or conventions. Alienation is a 
powerful instrument for producing new architectural conditions. Alienation 
provides the capacity for constant displacement from a closed state of 
conventions or orders, and the possibility to trigger virtualities in a project, which 
are generally excluded by a historical construction of tools or responses 

This is interesting as a tool. It can produce something that, even if we know how 
it is constructed, we do not know what it will produce. We are interested 
fundamentally in this alienating potential as a way to trigger virtualities, to search 
for the virtual without abdicating control or responsibility. Icons, symbols and 
representations are usually constructed within a certain cultural context and they 
become entirely irrelevant outside that context. As we started developing the 
programs to occupy the spaces in Yokohama, the geometry of the project would 
produce dysfunctional spaces. They do not have the height, or the width, to be 
occupied in the conventional manner. The solution was to invent alternative uses 
of the body such as chaise-long built-in benches, or lay-down resting areas. 
When you visit the Far East as a westerner you get a dose of this alienation: 
people sit down on the floor to eat. This opens possibilities for us to imagine 
alternative social uses of the body with the awareness that these social uses are 
largely arbitrary. One of the things you discover from a decentered perspective is 
the suspension of the conventional. And architecture is a great vehicle of 
subversion. 
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Spatial or material organizations have this kind of prescriptive and yet ambiguous 
capacity to embody differences without being exclusive. One of our favorite 
examples is national driving habits: even in a very universal and prescriptive 
system of organizing flow, such as the highway code - or maybe precisely 
because of it - you can immediately identify the spatial preferences of each 
culture: the 'fleeting being' of the American highway, the strong hierarchy of the 
network paths in France or Spain, the primacy of the local decisions over the 
system in England, the structure of local orientation in Holland, the zonal rather 
than linear structure of space in Japan... These types of observations and 
techniques are the kind of theoretical approach we are trying to develop because 
it has to do specifically with forms of occupying and structuring space in respect 
to certain social or political conditions. These are more productive techniques for 
operating in a world that is increasingly less bound to political or social 
consensus than ever before. Spatial organization has the virtue that it can be 
understood and used immediately by people coming from different cultures. As a 
language, it is more suited to deal with the contemporary city than 
representations or iconographies. 

 

On the Architect's Education 

This profession's ethic is totally narcissistic: one has to be in a state of constant 
reaffirmation, positioning oneself as a Freudian subject: I am this, this is my 
opinion, and this is my desire. The success of an architect is measured by the 
capacity to make his or her psychological makeup coincide with his or her 
production. This reaches the point where the project only makes sense as the 
support of this subject that we need to become in order to be 'creative.' Some of 
the didactic methods that we use are directed at producing a state of alienation 
with respect to the project, to terminate the creativity of the students... 'Creative' 
students and by default 'creative' architects-, those that think that their task is to 
develop and complete their personality through their project, are the worst. The 
objective here is to liberate the project from the subject, in such a way that the 
project begins to create for itself. We are more interested in using practices that 
in some way lead to distancing yourself, to a position of alienation with respect to 
the project: to let the project speak simply because this is the position that will 
probably allow us to be freer and more productive. Obviously, one is always 
behind a production, but in a mediated way. The more sophisticated the 
mediation is, the less the project will have to continually support itself on the 
author (and vice-versa). It will have more possibility for an independent life. We 
always say to our students 'Don't be so clever; try to be dumb for a few weeks 
and see if this produces something. Because, maybe by being 'dumb' you can 
find something that you did not know, feel or desire'. Being 'smart' is only 
possible through a closed framework of operation, from the deep knowledge of a 
territory or a language. When this frame does not exist, the only thing that can be 
done is to attempt to recognize patterns or very primitive operations. Like aliens... 
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On Experience 

In its established ways this business measures work in man hours and hours per 
drawing, and the people by years of experience. Mediocre client representatives 
mistrust anybody under fifty and ask for the assets of the company, the number 
of years of experience of the staff and professional indemnity. This is why the 
profession is filled with useless technicians who cannot imagine anything beyond 
their slide-rule, 'experienced' architects who feel they do not need to learn 
anything any more, people with a hierarchical chip on their brain... Unfortunately, 
one has to put up with some of this crap because often the system does not 
recognize even the most obvious things, like for example that the people who are 
actually doing the jobs in every single office are under forty, and mostly even 
under thirty. And they are the only ones able to do the job because they can use 
computers, they have access to technical means that have become central to the 
production processes and because they work as a research process, producing 
knowledge as they are producing the project, rather than accumulating 
'experience'. They are simply more sensitive to what is going on, as relevant 
knowledge is no longer as bound to experience as it used to be. 

 

On the Virtual 

The virtual is the possibility of looking at reality and seeing things that do not 
exist yet but are somehow present, latent, contained within reality although not 
yet actualized. Within the western idealist tradition, the practice of architecture 
has been operating either in a utopian or a conservative mode. The virtual opens 
an interesting domain of possibilities for a practice, where the products are 
neither ideal nor real. Pragmatic considerations are not opposed to the virtual. In 
fact, they can be critical to its construction. But we have to practice a particular 
kind of pragmatism, to be pragmatic not in the sense that corporate practice is 
simply reproducing the models of practice that have already been verified. At the 
same time you do not oppose reality by making visionary statements, but by 
trying to find possibilities within it.  

We are not interested in virtual architecture, but the virtual in architecture. 
Materiality is finally the necessary condition of architecture and the diagram is the 
instrument that permits us to construct new composite materials. We do not work 
with lateral materials, or with virtual ones. We do not work with discourses but 
materiality, because architecture is not generated through a theoretical discourse 
that later materializes. This discipline's specificity is that we work with materials 
that have geometries, organizations and properties... The interesting thing about 
operating with diagrams and abstractions is that it permits us to synthesize new 
materials and develop the project as a process of material transformation, more 
than as an attempt to translate a theoretical discourse into architecture. The 
potential of diagrams and the computer as a medium is not the capacity to 
produce virtual immaterial worlds, but the possibility of synthesizing new 
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materials and working with them with a rigor that was previously not possible 
before the appearance of these tools. We do not try to explore the possibility of 
generating a parallel immaterial world with these mediums, but the possibility of 
placing different materials onto the same field that may produce a hybrid 
assemblage among themselves. This makes it possible to work with new matter, 
one that is not solely formed by wood, ceramics or steel, but for example could 
be composed with concrete, glass, uses and quantities of flow, for example. 

 

 

On Materials 

The type of instructions an architect usually provides have mostly to do with a 
definition of the material organization of the building, the scale and proportion of 
the elements, the topological scheme of spaces, and the definition of the inside 
and outside... So the idea that architecture is concentrated on the composition of 
activities has become a very important statement, and one of the important 
additions to the discipline during this century. However, the idea that an 
architecture is interesting simply because it has an innovative program is 
somehow overvalued. Legions of architects are now trying to justify their projects 
by their programmatic composition. Certain forms of architectural programs are 
very interesting as cultural or social phenomena, but that does not guarantee 
their architectural value. For example, in Tokyo there are thousands of buildings 
with really weird programmes and very little architectural value. Even worse is 
the way in which architects usually talk about programmatic composition. Even in 
the highest academic circles, it is embarrassingly imprecise. There are several 
disciplines that can talk about this matter with far more precision. To be serious 
about our capacity to operate with program, we should be able to look at the 
techniques that other disciplines use to deal with activities, to learn how to 
quantify, to use statistics, and to model the effects of a programmatic distribution. 
And not only to develop forms of engineering program, but to discern the 
capacity to produce architectural effects. That is what the prophets of program 
have not answered yet... 

The hybrid as program has become one of the key words of contemporary 
architectural culture. Nevertheless it is treated with a laughable degree of 
Imprecision. It seems that the mere joining together of an office with a tennis 
court or a discotheque with a church is sufficient to have made architecture with 
'hybrids'. One of the aspects that we have concentrated our academic 
investigation on since 1993 is the possibility of understanding that activities have 
physical, material and geometric properties: weight, friction, hardness, cohesion, 
durability and texture... For this reason they can be used to construct in a similar 
way to how we use traditional physical materials. The objective would be to 
transcend the social and linguistic consistency of the program, to learn its 
material properties and the form of building with them. At the current time, there 
is an absurd proliferation of colored plans with scattered activity keys or 
pictograms which attempt to become the new instruments for the making of an 
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architecture of 'the program'. This is a mistaken instrument that probably will 
never produce any significant architecture. From designing restaurants, we have 
learnt a lot about the physical properties this type of program. Now we know that 
the proportion and scale of the dining hall is crucial in producing determined 
ambiental effects: the distance between fellow diners or the geometry of the 
tables and the service circulation. When we design a meeting room or an 
auditorium, we know that determined geometries of the table or the proscenium 
are going to produce certain effects in the actions that will be developed in those 
spaces. We know the material and we can manipulate it to produce certain 
effects, although the effects are strongly determined by the culture in which the 
program is situated. So you want to join a gymnasium with an office? Very well, 
but as of yet we are not talking about architecture. If you tell us how, we can try 
to discern whether you are making architecture, a social commentary or writing a 
movie script. 

New materials are produced when these physical and geometric properties of the 
program enter into reaction with other material parameters: the resistance of 
steel to traction, the degree of transparency of the glass, the wind pressure or the 
admissible deformation of the concrete. The material complex in which we can 
join together these properties is not intuitive, because it lacks operative models 
within the traditional discipline. Typological studies are some of the most effective 
instruments for analyzing these complexities but unfortunately they are 
approximations destined to processes of repetition rather than proliferation. Here 
is where diagrams are a much more effective instrument for producing this type 
of new material complex. Within this diagrammatic approximation we abstract the 
material properties into parameters able to bring consistency to a plan. The plan 
is no longer made up circulation diagrams or flexion resistance, but a mix 
between both that can be controlled with precision. 

 

On the Prototype 

As tools for the exploration of complex material organizations, prototypes are 
very interesting. First of all, a prototypical approach is more adequate than a 
typological one, as it is not bound to a particular field and does not claim a priori 
any condition of pertinence or validity. A prototype is suitable for deployment in 
alternative conditions, rather than exclusive to a project or a site. It is essentially 
an experimental tool that does not try to develop from existing material 
complexes on a particular location, but on the contrary always tests an external 
organization in a particular situation. Prototypes are technical and material 
mediators. They mediate information into form; they constitute responsive 
devices of internal and external transfer of information. As such, the prototype 
contains in itself the potential to absorb interference, the capacity to adjust to 
local contexts, and the potential to embody, as much as to virtualize and export 
information into other material compounds, other sites, other conditions, and 
other protects. In a prototypical operation, real local data perform as an index of 
specific opportunities, while external models of organization operate as 
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manifestations of different degrees of analogous global processes. A prototype 
does not operate in closed domains, but understands that organizations are 
virtually generic and yet specific in their actualization. 

A project develops from a prototype according to an operative frame, recognized 
and constituted in principle, rather than literally derived from local data. That 
principle is what becomes the material mediation and the core of the organization 
of data. Specific technical and functional constraints may be imported and 
applied to constitute prototypical raw material with potential. This is the difference 
between the prototypical operation and the emergent generation from the 
bottom-up (provided that this is possible at all within an architectural process); 
data is not the origin of organization, the core of the material, but the vector of 
differentiation of the prototype. Specific processes and performances are 
diagrammed according to the needs of material activation and organization of the 
prototype. 

Models for internal differentiation, responsiveness and proliferation constitute the 
core, relevance and interest of the prototype. A prototype has an associated 
fabric and develops from a diagram that processes specific information into an 
architectural organization. The associated fabric is the result of the proliferation 
and differentiation of the prototype across the space of the project, reacting to the 
different conditions. 

A prototypical approach is most effective when a practice is forced to operate in 
many different conditions, as it becomes the vehicle that links projects between 
them. 

  

On Fabrics 

Fabrics are once again interesting. If in the 80s and 90s the best works of 
architecture were characterized fundamentally by their autonomous capacity as 
objects, and even very often by the autonomy of their parts with respect to the 
structure of the project, we could almost bet that investigation on urban fabric, 
geometry and material will soon become one of the central themes of 
architectural debate. The reason for this renewed interest grows out of the 
necessity to model complexity through consistency and the new technical 
possibilities that have appeared for producing synthetic fabrics. 

In the eighties, anyone that spoke of urban fabric was immediately associated 
with the reproduction of patterns of the historic city and operations with 
typologies. Anyone who spoke of regulating grids or geometric structure would 
also be associated with the practice of classical postmodernism or with the 
structuralism of the sixties... However, fabrics as an embodiment of consistent 
complexity do not have anything to do with the 'naturalized' fabrics of the historic 
city, but with the possibility of constructing areas of consistency without having to 
resort necessarily to reproduction, literal or critical. One of the possibilities that 
the new instruments have to synthesize artificial fabrics is the ability to model 
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fields that were not previously visible and that for this reason had not yet entered 
into the instrumental dominion of material practices. The dichotomy between the 
'tabula rasa' and contextualism is now solved through the almost unlimited 
possibility of modeling and proliferating preexisting conditions that no longer 
share either the same dimension or environment of the site. The new urban 
fabrics no longer have anything to do with typological operativity, but with the 
differentiation of prototypes that don't even necessarily originate in a certain 
context. (Or. if you want, the limits of the context have been infinitely expanded to 
include other dimensions of space and time). 

The same thing occurs with the geometric mesh of the project. Working with 
regulating structures need not be understood as incorporating simple ordering 
systems. Operating with vectorial spaces now allows us to maintain the internal 
and external consistency of the project without resorting to a rigid system of 
reference. The greatest progress that we have made during the design 
development of the Yokohama project has been to leap from a high resolution 
Cartesian grid to a vectorial grid where the relation between the parts of the 
project are localized instead of responding to a single system of reference. 

 

On Context 

There are many people who think that our work is not contextual, or that it should 
not be, given our transnational and nomadic claims. However, there is nothing 
more important for nomads than context. The difference in the case of this mobile 
perspective is that context is not a domain with clear demarcation; rather it is a 
singularity in a continuous space, where traces of far-off domains may be 
identified. Context also contains time; it is in perpetual motion. How many times 
have we returned to a city after various years to find it completely changed? The 
context of nomads is tied to the idea of opportunity: one can develop certain 
operations in a certain context, in certain circumstances. 

Context is not that which is immediately adjacent to an intervention, but all that 
floats around it. The material of context is not necessarily physical. Within this 
definition of context, we need to decide what are the materials of the project 
context and how they enter into the assemblage of materials that we construct 
with. This is not a new concept. It is the form in which the city was traditionally 
constructed. Except that at some point the city of the contextual architects 
became something very perverse, based on the thought that the city was already 
constructed as an identity, and that in order to operate consistently, the already 
consolidated texture had to be reproduced in some way. Instead of exploring 
materials available for building, and the viable architectonic possibilities, the idea 
of the city was to reproduce the existing fabric as if the palette of materials was 
absolutely determined by those that had previously been used. The reference to 
historic architecture, to fabric as material, was made without any value judgment. 
In the opposite position were the non-contextual architects, those that were not 
interested in the city as reference, precisely because it was supposed to place 
limits on the architectural possibilities. It would be interesting to learn to be 
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outside this dichotomy. Being more interested in fabric than in architectural 
objects does not in any way place a limitation on the possibilities of making 
architecture. The possibility of a new problematization of the materials of the 
project, their origins and composition, is interesting at this moment when the 
effect of globalization processes, new transport and telecommunications 
technology, has greatly expanded context, in order to synthesize those new 
fabrics that are possible within the new context in which we should operate. This 
means operating at many levels: technical, literal, material, as well as cultural. 

 

On Proliferation 

One of the least productive ideas in terms of generating architecture of interest is 
therapeutic architecture: the architect as a doctor who cures, who completes the 
city. It is even less productive than the approach it attacks: the architect as 
visionary. This reparative practice implies that the city has an ideal complete 
state that we need to be able to recognize and reproduce. It is as idealistic as a 
visionary practice. Between these two forms of utopia, the visionary and the 
therapeutic, the 'tabula rasa' and the reproductive. The notion of urban practice 
that interests us most is proliferation. To work neither on the invention nor on the 
completion of the city, but on its projection beyond a concrete moment doesn't 
mean not being contextual. It is the opposite: being capable of operating with this 
matter, projecting it instead of repairing or replacing it. Space is always full of 
stuff and possibilities, even when the project seems to lack references and to 
operate in an empty space, or even when it appears to be completely 
determined. 

 

On Determination 

The ideas of arbitrariness and indetermination as productive arguments have 
been very popular in architectural discourse ever since the collapse of the 
technical, corporate and scientific models that characterized the debate of 
modern architecture from the post war until the end of the 60's. It continues to be 
surprising that this operative mode has had such success within our discipline. 
Someone could rightly ask: if the process develops arbitrarily, then what does the 
architect do? 

The pretence that you can produce architecture by not determining, by leaving 
things potentially open, undermines the role of an architect as a professional, and 
is one of the reasons architects are not taken seriously by a lot of people. In fact, 
the natural domain of our practice is being invaded by more determining 
practices, such as those of engineers, quantity surveyors, and project 
managers... However, the capacity for processing complex data that our 
discipline has is potentially more adequate to deal with the questions of 
contemporary construction than the current system of fragmented responsibility. 
There is a whole generation of architects who have taken the role of a 
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disturbance inserted into the process of production in the name of 
experimentation and progress. This has resulted in a self-destructive process, 
justified on some dubious political aim. Indeterminism is normally associated with 
more democratic and flexible ways of proceeding. These political connotations 
seem somehow inadequate. You can take recourse in renunciation, to take 
responsibility for your agenda. 

Even the most sophisticated versions of this approximation, such as those that 
work with the hypothesis of self-generating organizations, tend to hide the weight 
of determination that exists within them: If we cannot predict the form that a 
system of cellular automata is going to take, that does not mean that there is no 
determination. Once we have the material, some behavioral rules and some 
agents with certain objectives, the form is virtually determined. 

We need to revisit technical and disciplinary procedures as a domain for 
architectural experimentation. An open work or process-based work is able to 
incorporate singularities and external factors through its process of development 
without necessarily declining the responsibility of making decisions. We should 
distinguish between indeterminism and openness. Openness, chance, flexibility, 
integrative strategies are interesting: being incredibly precise and exerting certain 
determinations without necessarily knowing what the final effect is going to be. In 
fact, diagrammatic techniques allow us to construct a project without either 
eliminating the possibility to incorporate changes in the environment through the 
project or declining the possibility to control it by determining partially and 
sequentially the adequate domains of control. Diagrams and computers enable 
you to work at a very abstract level and to integrate changing or differentiated 
conditions through the process while allowing local structures or contingencies to 
inform the final result. 

There is some illuminating correspondence between Pierre Boulez and John 
Cage that can be very helpful to illustrate this matter. Both of them were working 
on the opening of new possibilities for musical composition, and both were 
interested in alienation as a productive state to be able to explore the sound 
spaces left aside by the musical forms of the past. But they chose entirely 
opposite ways of operating: Cage adopted indeterminacy and abdicated control 
in order to produce openness and the unexpected. His technical apparatus for 
reorganizing the composition became a throw of the dice, randomly opening the 
I-Ching or simply allowing increasing freedom to the interpreter. As in an 
improvisation, the contingencies of the moment of performance are embraced as 
part of the creation, without establishing clear devices to integrate them with the 
composition. Boulez is interested in the opposite, which is absolute determination 
as a way of triggering the virtual, so he composes through algorithms and 
develops very complex formulae by which notes repeated at intervals on certain 
levels produce displacements of the rhythm, the harmony or the tonality of the 
piece. Even in his experiments on open composition, the incorporation of 
contingencies is carefully structured through certain devices. Cage worked with 
the matter of the music by putting objects amongst the chords of the piano or 
using electronic devices, while Boulez operates almost exclusively with 
conventional Instruments most of the time, and with striated musical scales. 
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Neither he nor Cage knows how the piece is going to sound. That means, neither 
of them is using a causal technique aimed at a precise effect: both represent 
good examples of grammatic operation. For Cage the diagram of the pieces is 
more of a certain basic structure and materiality that will take shape once it is 
performed and will incorporate certain noises or contingencies of the situation, 
while Boulez knows exactly the constructive logic of the music, but it has been 
proliferated to such extent that it is difficult to imagine how It will sound taking the 
order to such levels of complexity that it becomes experientially contingent. While 
Cage is a kind of mystic who expresses an all-embracing credo, Boulez is a 
craftsman who constructs structures of such complexity and that are able to open 
entirely new acoustic effects with incredible precision. Our interest resides in his 
extraordinary proliferation and precisely constructed material aimed towards the 
subversion of musical experience. 

 

On Measurement and Quantification 

We have been called pseudo-scientific, fascists, soulless, imperialists, 
colonialists... We are constantly criticized for being too interested in data, in 
measuring things, in having this kind of modernist, positivist, scientific idea that 
we can determine things, or produce without taking an explicit ideological 
stance... And this seems politically incorrect, naive and narrow-minded. But the 
alternatives: the critical, the representational, the subjective, or the politically 
engaged are no less controlling. In fact they are probably less capable of 
producing innovation since they are fundamentally based on stereotypes, 
conventions, idiosyncrasies, and oppositions. Moreover, nothing is more 
intentional than data, as any expert in statistics can confirm. Quantitative analysis 
is far from naive, value-free and objective. Organizing data is a process loaded 
with subjective or collective choices and values. In order to optimize, a certain 
value system is required. In any one of these analysis-driven processes there is 
a moment when a certain organizational, formal, or material diagram has to be 
deployed onto the data for it to produce a project. Data does not construct 
architecture alone from the bottom up. There are a lot of organizational and 
geometric decisions to be made to turn information into something that can 
operate as a building. Reduction is necessary in this process. The selection of 
the data relevant for the construction of a project is as crucial as the selection of 
physical materials. Otherwise, the task becomes infinite, the concepts become 
unclear if we cannot set an adequate material palette. Reduction in the palette 
does not mean simplicity. What is needed to produce complexity is a capacity to 
construct new models of measuring or modeling able to cope with more dynamic 
processes and differentiated distributions and complex organizations, even if we 
know that our models eventually become obsolete. It is difficult to sustain the 
recourse to representation or language as a replacement for an impossible 
objectivity in measurement, especially if we want to explore new grounds. The 
most interesting potential of the use of techniques, abstractions and parameters 
is their alienating -and therefore liberating- potential, rather than the modernist 
belief in causal technique. 
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On Instruments: Diagrams, Drawings and Graphs 

There is a lot of talk about instrumentality, but the terms of discussion are often 
treated imprecisely. It is very important to distinguish between diagram, a 
drawing and a graph, the technical arsenal of non-representational architecture. 
Diagrams have become another key subject of architectural discourse after a 
number of years of oblivion. A diagram is essentially a material organization that 
prescribes performance. It does not necessarily contain metric or geometric 
information; those are the result of the deployment of other diagrams or 
information. However, a diagram may be bound to areas of operation, for 
example to a certain size or the extension of the organizations in question, and it 
relates to processes that occur sometimes in real space but sometimes in other 
dimensions of reality. A diagram is able to absorb and embody increasing levels 
of complexity and information, without necessarily altering the nature of its 
performance. But it is crucial that the performance is clearly determined: 
diagrammatic operation should not be confused with arbitrariness or lack of 
control; on the contrary, the diagram is about very precisely knowing at every 
moment what is the level of determination than we can exert. In a diagrammatic 
process, the project develops a constant capacity to trigger new virtualities, new 
possibilities, to keep developing potentially ad infinitum. Hence, the moment of 
closure is determined by factors external to the project. It is in the middle of this 
process that strategies and aims need to be deployed, not at the beginning or the 
end. 

We use the diagram very literally as an instrument to determine and explore 
architectural performance. It does not contain the final formal determinations of 
the project: there needs to be several forms of mediation between the form of the 
diagram and the final form of the building. Yokohama is a pier where you never 
retrace your steps. The project is generated from a functional diagram that tries 
to avoid the characteristic linear organization of a pier. In whichever direction you 
cross the pier, you will always have the experience that you are not returning. 
The project's value is placed neither on its formal qualities nor as a cultural 
statement, but on its spatial performance, and that is why the diagrammatic 
development is so crucial to the project. It allows precision in its construction, but 
it also generates more ambiguous readings of the outcome. This ambiguity is 
one of the great potentials of operating with diagrams. In Yokohama, the material 
'ground is deployed to turn the no-return diagram into a three-dimensional 
diagram. Ergonomic and functional information are then incorporated in the 
diagram to determine the scale and geometry of the surface's deformations. 
Technical information about the scale of the load-bearing structures is also 
incorporated. Only after the diagram has absorbed all this information does it 
becomes an actualized, acquiring metrical and geometrical determinations. 

A graph is a plot of information that is not actualized in real space. It can be 
considered as a kind of diagram that always describes or prescribes information 
operating outside real space. It is an instrument to uncover virtualities in a certain 
domain, or to be able to extend the capacity of material organizations to affect or 
be affected by processes occurring in virtual spaces. The integration of a graph 
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into real space always requires a specific transfer technique. A graph does not 
have plastic or visual content, as it does not belong to an organization that 
unfolds in real space. In architecture, to make a graph operative, it is crucial to 
understand what is the dimensional relationship between the space of the graph 
and real space. 

A drawing is a material organization that prescribes metric and geometric 

Conventional architectural methods are based on an indeterminate relationship 

 

On Modes of Production 

Interesting architecture has always been capable of materially articulating the 

information in real space- Its precision is therefore critical for its operativity. 

between the diagrams -often with a plastic or visual content- and the drawings. 
Rather than indeterminate, they are determined by the conventions of the 
discipline. A projectual process limited to the relationship between drawings and 
real space buildings tends to remain captured in the process of actualization of 
conventions, and tends to be very inflexible to the integration of local specificities 
or changes of conditions. At the same time, only very limited forms of 
architecture can be produced without drawings. What is truly productive is the 
process of feedback between the diagram and the drawing. However, the most 
common mistake in contemporary experimental architecture is to literally turn the 
space of the diagram or graph into the space of the drawing, and therefore of the 
building. A diagram or a graph always requires a determinant form of mediation 
to become a drawing, to enter into real space. 

social, productive and cultural context of an era or a certain moment. In practice, 
we have been interested in the developments occurring in the productive and 
social structures during the last thirty years. Processes of ergonomic 
globalization and the development of new communication and transport 
technologies are some of the arguments that we have used in the past to explain 
our practice. Nevertheless, all of these arguments lack interest architecturally if 
they are not finally used for the exploration or the development of new 
architectural possibilities. The shopping malls and theme parks that proliferate 
around cities do not actually need good architecture to exist. It is true that they 
are an interesting urban or architectural phenomenon, bit this is not enough. One 
has to ask in what way they can be used to generate new architectural potentials. 
To do this, being able to precisely describe these phenomena from the 
perspective of their material organization is critical. To do this, we try to 
concentrate fundamentally on issues of geometry, tectonics, materiality, 
organization, distribution and technology, more than on those aspects that are 
directly tied to the social theories or cultural analysis that have been so 
fashionable in the last decade. It is not a question of opposition, but an attempt to 
advance the discoveries made by the previous generation as a response to the 
social, political, cultural and technological changes that occurred at the end of the 
60s with the collapse of modernist paradigms. We are trying to construct a 
discourse specific to the discipline instead of eccentric to it. This should be 
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capable of integrating the different logics already unveiled. If the generation of 
architects that precede us are the children the sixties, our generation grew in the 
shadow of the eighties. In the civilized world there is no longer any cold war or 
class wars. Democracy and capitalism are omnipresent. We all use computers, 
take airplanes and watch CNN: It is the 'Pax Americana'. The world is already 
invented. We already have more than thirty years of post-capitalist history and 
we can't go on being fascinated, by the concept of the 'new', the collapse of 
traditional orders, the strangeness of this 'brave new world'. An interesting 
exercise would be to compare the biographies of the architects of the preceding 
generation and those of our own. Theirs are incredibly precarious. Ours are 
absolutely deliberate. We are a cold-blooded generation with pedigree: we have 
studied or taught at the best universities, written for good magazines and worked 
in the correct offices. 

Perhaps one of the most paradigmatic lines of investigation within this new 

  

context of contemporary architectural endeavor is nomadic practice. We have 
very directly experimented this from our own biographies. Through our biographic 
trajectories we have had the possibility to verify differences and to learn to 
understand the specific opportunities that each place or project offers. It is a type 
of training that develops a hypersensitivity to opportunities. Perhaps it is the 
emergence of a new sensibility in the face of this new changing context. Systems 
of production are absolutely determinant but the context is indeterminate. The 
production system of the USA or UK has little interest in producing architecture, 
just images or returns. Either you are Frank Gehry or you are a kind of expeditor. 
To build in Spain, Switzerland or Holland is totally different from building in 
America or the United Kingdom. Spain is still a paradise, perhaps thanks to an 
anachronism, in the same way that Japan is a paradise in certain respects. 
These are countries where it is still possible to make architecture because there 
is a certain cultural or social interest and a structure of production that perhaps is 
already obsolete, but allows you to make architecture. Japan, for example, has a 
very advanced system of construction, probably the best construction industry in 
the world, within a culture that in many aspects is almost medieval. In reality, the 
'civilized' world is where you practice with a lawyer at your side, who attempts to 
protect you from possible lawsuits and looks to suing others. In this 'civilized' 
world professional value does not exist, as it still does in Japan or Spain. For the 
majority of private American or English clients the most important thing is that 
you have good insurance or that the value of your company is set at a 
determined level. They are not concerned about whether you know how to make 
good architecture, or even if you are technically competent. What interests them 
is that if at some point something goes wrong, they can take you to court and 
make a lot of money with your insurance. Given that we know that progress is not 
linear, we can only hope that what is happening at the moment in the so called 
'advanced countries' is nothing more than a bad dream and that architecture will 
once again have an important role in the agenda of future civilizations, such as in 
Bilbao with the Guggenheim or in London with the Tate Modern. Perhaps this will 
happen once we know how to create public awareness that good architecture 
generates added value. 
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