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The business of living
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So here’s Christian de Portzamparc chatting
with French writer Philippe Sollers—about
everything and nothing, about life, ideas, what's
happening in the world, love, feelings, music,
literature, success, failure, travel... All of a
sudden he embarks on an analysis of Sollers’
approach to writing: “I'd like to talk about form
in your novels. | love the mad tangle of Passion
Fixe for instance: you've got form veering off
into a labyrinth or kaleidoscope, with all those
overlays and intricacies and doubling back. You've
compared it yourself to a cubist painting. | just
love the dreams, the sunrises, the women, the
advertisements, the Chinese poems and the
political, philosophical, erotic and sarcastic bits.
There's a moment there for everything. It seems
to me that in this book there’s yet another way
of getting rid of textual linearity: you could
almost call it a manual rather than a novel, with
its themes intertwining—there must be twelve
or thirteen of them that keep on crisscrossing,
different tones intersecting with life, history,
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intimacy, narrative, solitude conversation and
exclusive possession — and with making love,
which is treated in a really unique way. In this
fragmented text, Sollers’ different themes follow
on from each other and form new wholes.
“Reading Passion Fixe," Portzamparc goes on,
“| find myself wondering about form and
unity. All those islands the book takes you
to. In your novels breakup actually finds
literary form. Because it's also the form of the
world, and the city: overlays, fragmentations,
telecommunications, ubiquity, high-speed travel
and multiple media. Breakup and frustration..."
And he winds up: “The form of Passion Fixe
is broken up, but visually everything looks
normal, as if this were an organically continuous
narrative. Like life, you'll reply, which has no
dominant form. Which is exactly like the city of
today. Does the question of overarching form
interest you? In the musical sense, | mean, in
the sense of a perception of the whole of a
construction, of its unity " (In Voir-Ecrire, Paris,
Calmann -Lévy, 2003)

What a splendidly veiled self-portrait of
Portzamparc himself! All the words that are
important to him, describe him, define him,
home in on him, are lined up as if on parade:
fragmentation, form, unity, multiplicity,
breakup, overlay, organic continuity, musicality,
perception. A portrait that fits readily with
the one offered by Jacques Lacan: “The
fragmentation problem leads to the creation
of a whole whose component parts are less
important than their complex organization
and the dialectic of their relationships. Seen in
this light Christian de Portzamparc focuses on
relationships and the proper balance of external
volumes, drawing on architectural motifs which
at first glance seem arbitrary but which in fact
are elements of a singular architectural syntax
mingling pure form and historical reminiscence.
De Portzamparc is not out to create a monolithic
structure, but rather to outline a unitary whole
whose multiple dissymmetries and polarities
radiate what he calls a loving critique of modern
architecture.”
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“Christian de Portzamparc's pleasure lies
in adding other dualities to those —
situation and spacing, the clearing and
the totem pole — already established:
the symbolic and the utilitarian, the
relational and the subjective, heaviness
and lightening, figure and background..."
(In Architecture en France, 1940-2000, Paris, Le
Moniteur, 2001)

So what's the connection between Sollers and
Portzamparc? Probably that residue of 18th-
century France you find in both. Not the 18th
century Romanticism, but the 18th century of
nimble lucidity, of sovereign disenchantment, of
resistance to the lyrical illusion. Sollers probably —
and Marivaux beyond a doubt.

Does this mean Portzamparc can only be
approached through literature? Through
literature, dialectics and stylistic devices? By
taking his architectural mode, his manner and
his style as simultaneously erudite and popular,
elegiac and heavily ironic, metaphorical and
concrete, sumptuous and sober?

As it happens, in “Architecture as Thought’, his
luminously titled catalogue preface to Scénes
d'Atelier ("Studio Scenes”), the Portzamparc
exhibition at.the Centre Pompidou in 1996,
Philippe Sollers-wrote, “I'm glad Christian de
Portzamparc writes about architecture, about
the impact of presence, about magnetism and
intimations of some darkly extravagant interiority.
This is the way poets and novelists talk. Place-
creation and word-assembling proceed from
the same basic source”” And Joseph Brodsky,
whose classicism failed to prevent him from
revolutionizing the Russian language, confided to
his friend Salomon Volkov that "Anyone interested
in literature knows he's more or less in breach of
the law”
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Drawing — all year round.

16

SEEHTR.

WMEERNRFILETLE, ZHS
BEX, TRER EILEZEREKRE
FOMMEFEMTE. £ THEZYY
T2, MERX—RsIMECENE K
2 NEERRHATEEFIERRR, 4
MY RRHRE, ZESEHEBEYNE (1
B&), BONERXEATHRE (@)
L. MIRAFTH, fhERET TR AME.
ERRKRE. UHELUE . EhBAEMLE

—$RiE, ERAXEEL ERAHO
FETHR B B 5 A A th 278 255044
M. EMEERER TIRHTNERE
ﬁ M, MEXNBRIMAARN, B

TBEMETT M—FER,

# (3£ B) (Voir-Ecrire)

iR

Portzamparc has never stopped painting,
drawing, sculpting, all year round and whether
at home, in the studio or traveling. At the time
of the Scénes d'Atelier exhibition he explained
that this compulsiveness was aimed at “spatial
or plastic exploration of such phenomena as
physical expansion, the interaction between
void and fullness, and the perception of form
and content.” Adding that he is also given
to “improvisations, acts born of impatience,
and on-the-spot disc

veries”. At this point

moreover, it is important to underline the

extent to which the Centre Pompidou

exhibition proved both useful and necessary
for Portzamparc. Not only because it revealed
the full extent and diversity of his work, but

also because for the architect, it served as a

form of “self-analysis”




