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Peter Eisenman is an architect and educator. In 1980, after many years of teaching, writing and producing respected theoretical work,
he established his professional practice to focus exclusively on building. He has designed a wide range of prototypical projects includ-
ing large scale housing and urban design projects, innovative facilities for educational institutions, and a series of inventive private
houses.

Among his built projects, the Wexner Center for the Visual Arts and Fine Arts Library at The Ohio State University in Columbus, com-
pleted in 1989, has met with international acclaim and received a 1993 National Honor Award from The American Institute of
Architects. Mr. Eisenman's project for social housing at Check-point Charlie and the Berlin Wall was honored by the West German
Government when featured on a postage stamp commemorating the 750th Anniversary of the City of Berlin. He has built two office
buildings in Tokyo, the Nunotani Corporation building, and the Koizumi Sangyo Corporation headquarter building, which received a
1991 National Honor Award from The American Institute of Architects.

In 1993, opening ceremonies were held for the $65 million Convention Center in Columbus, Ohio, and in October of 1996 for the $35
million Aronoff Center for Design and Art. At present, Mr. Eisenman is designing a library for the United Nations in Geneva, the head-
quarters building for a software company in Bangalore, India, and the Staten Island Institute of Arts and Sciences at the St. George
Ferry Terminal in New York City.

In 1985, Mr. Eisenman received a Stone Lion (First Prize) for his Romeo and Juliet project at the Third International Architectural
Biennale in Venice. Mr. Eisenman was one of the two architects to represent the United States at the Fifth International Exhibition of
Architecture of the Venice Biennale in 1991, and his projects are exhibited at museums and galleries around the world. Mr. Eisenman
was the founder and former director of the Institute for Architecture and Urban Studies, an international think-tank for architectural
criticism. He has received numerous awards, including a Guggenheim Fellowship, the Brunner Award of the American Academy of
Arts and Letters, and a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts.

His academic involvement has included teaching at Cambridge University, Princeton University, Yale University, and The Ohio State
University. From 1982 to 1985 he was the Arthur Rotch Professor of Architecture at Harvard University, and in fall, 1993 he was the
Eliot Noyes Visiting Design Critic at Harvard. Currently he is the first Irwin S. Chanin Distinguished Professor of Architecture at The
Cooper Union in New York City.

Mr. Eisenman is the author of several books, including House X¥=", Fin d'Ou T Hou§ ™e Architectural Association  \oving Arrows, Eros and
Other Errorg e Architectural Associstion  and Houses of Cards Oxerd University Press His work is also featured in three other books, The Wexner Center
for the Visual Arts®=% Cities of Artificial Excavation Genadien Centre for Architecture and Rizzoli | Eleven Authors in Search of a Building ™ MeracetiPress,
and in two monographs, Eisenman Architects ™" and Peter Eisenman®. In addition, he was the Editor of Oppositions Journal
and Oppositions Books, and he has published numerous essays and articles on his architectural theories to international magazines
and journals.

Mr. Eisenman received a Bachelor of Architecture Degree from Cornell University, a Master of Architecture Degree from Columbia
University, M.A. and Ph.D. degrees from the University of Cambridge, and an honorary Doctor of Fine Arts Degree from the
University of lllinois Chicago.
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Resisting Ambivalence

The Doubling of Function in Eisenman’s Architecture

HEER X —
— BHRBRALTROWE b

Andrew Benjamin
REE - AN

There is a particular project within architecture that can be linked to the name Eisenman.’ What marks this
project out is a complex doubling of repetition. Understanding the nature of this doubling will open up the
different projects within which it is incorporated. Repetition is not being adduced; architecture works with-
in the inescapability of repetition. From the moment that drawing begins, from the inception of a computer
generated experimentation aimed at the generation of form, what is being staged is a reiteration of the
architectural. Each new activity, insofar as it sustains architecture, stages its own relation to the history of
architecture. Even though this position may remain unnoticed by the architect, or even if the architect
seeks to forget the determining presence of that relation, neither the drawing, nor the design, let alone the
resultant building if there is one forget. The work of memory already marks the process. What will become
essential is the extent to which specific architectural works affirm the productive presence of memory.
Eisenman'’s work is for the most part defined by the presence of this form of affirmation. At its most mini-
mal, however, the implicit work of memory is the work of repetition. Repetition inscribes. What this means
is that it is only in terms of repetition that an account can be given for how and why any new project is
architecture’s work. The doubling of repetition occurs because not only does repetition announce the pos-
sibility of a continual reiteration of the given, there also has to be the allowance for a form of repetition in
which architecture can sustain a specific critical dimension. It is this latter possibility - this other repetition -
that will occasion both the identification of Eisenman’s work, and with that location, that which defines the
locus of intervention and therefore what delimits the place of the critical. The critical demands a point of
intervention. The contention here will be that this dimension is only brought about within his work by a
strong relationship between form and function. Indeed, as will be argued, it is this relationship and the

accompanying transformation of the particular function, that delimits the reach of Eisenman's practice.?
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If there is a contrast with this position, it does not just emerge in the reiteration of architecture’s conven-
tional practice, either in the form follows function proper to versions of modernism, or the ornamentalisa-
tion of ornament and thus the apparent indifference between form and function marking much post-mod-
ern architecture. There is another contrasting position. It is both more nuanced and more demanding.
Standing as an alternative to Eisenman’s activity is a position which while distancing the traditional inter-
connection of form and function achieves this end by bringing with it an ambivalent relation to the critical.
In sum, what this other position envisages is a much looser relationship between programme and form. In
this instance the consequence of this looser connection is twofold. In the first place, even though the
incorporation of a space that is yet to be programmed may provide the possibility for an architectural prac-
tice able to enact a functional criticality, the critical would only ever be an aftereffect. And yet, in the sec-
ond place, the neutrality - real or not - of such a setup could also mean that the delay in installing program-
matic concerns would merely result in the subsequent reinscription of those programme’s most traditional
programmes’ determinations. It may be, of course, that it is precisely this latter possibility - the threat of its
realisation - that drives the interconnection between function and form in Eisenman'’s work. Refusing pro-
grammatic considerations has a direct consequence. The refusal of the program entails identifying the
domain of innovation as the production of form, form as independent of functional concerns. What this
setup implies therefore is that rather than a directly conservative relation - a repetition of the Same - or the
projection of an interrupted repetition, what would amount to the copresence of continuity and discontinu-
ity, there would be an insistent ambivalence. It would be in these terms that Eisenman’s work would need
to be understood as an architecture resisting ambivalence. Resistance, rather than overcoming ambiva-

lence, would establish in its place a form of deferral. The refused enactment of the programmatic is not the
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same as the deferral of the complete realisation of function. The latter brings with it a different temporality.
It will be a temporality hinging on the retained centrality of the incomplete. In this sense deferral involves
the copresence of the realisation of function which, in not being realised at one and the same time,
inscribes futurity into the work of the building.

Strategies resisting ambivalence but which enact in their place complex forms of deferral will therefore
provide the setting for this treatment of Eisenman’s work. A fundamental part of this project will involve
teasing out some of these differing possibilities; what unites them is repetition. And yet, because repeti-
tion does not admit of an essence, what will have to be traced are the different, and in the end incompati-
ble, modalities of repetition and the way in which they are already interarticulated with ambivalence and
deferral. There is no intention here to make a straightforward claim about authenticity. Ambivalence in
architecture remains architecture. What counts, of courses, is the nature of the architecture in question.

In this instance the importance of the repetition is that it generates both the site of, and the possibility of,
critical architecture. Criticality is linked to the nature of the repetition. Given that any new work is already a
repetition, the question that must be asked would concern the nature of the repetition. As has already
been indicated, there are at least two divergent possibilities for repetition. In addition to a repetition of the
Same - that form of repetition in which tradition’s gift, that which is given to be handed on, comes to be
handed on - there will by another significant type of repetition. The latter possibility will be a repetition in
which something takes place again for the first time. This is the doubling of repetition. Eisenman has, in his
correspondence with Derrida, already identified these two particular modalities of repetition. Eisenman,
both as a theorist and as a practitionner is already aware of the complex determinations of repetition. VWhat

is of real importance in the following passage is the reliance upon the specificity of the architectural. Its
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internality is from where the possibility of change and innovation emerges. As will be made clear, to insist
upon internality is not to insist upon a formulation indifferent to function. Internality will always have the

possibility of an inscribed opening.

The need to overcome presence, the need to supplement an architecture that will always be and look like
architecture, the need to break apart the strong bond between form and function, is what my architecture
addresses. In its displacement of the traditional role of function it does not deny that architecture must
function, but rather suggests that architecture may also function without necessarily symbolising that func-

tion. that the presentness of architecture is irreducible to the presence of its function or its signs.?

It will be via an analysis of the claims made in this passage that it will become possible to identify both the
different forms taken by repetition and the different openings they occasion within architectural practice.
is in terms of repetition that an initial discussion of some recent projects can take place. The tight relation-
ship noted above between function and form is signaled in the passage in terms of the claim that “architec-
ture must function’.

The initial claim of overcoming presence is linked to what Eisenman has described in a number of differént
texts as ‘presentness’. A similar idea continues to work within a great many of his projects and his writ-
ings. It will, however, continue to be given different names. The force of this term is, in this instance,
twofold. In the first place it is used to free architecture from having to work within the constraints estab-
lished by the conceptual opposition between presence and absence. Meanwhile, in the second, it intro-

duces an ordering process that is generative of form but which cannot be reduced to the simple material
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presence of a given aspect of architectural work. While it will involve straying from Eisenman’s proper con-
cerns it will be argued at a later stage that this second element introduces into the material presence of
architecture what could be best described as an immaterial force. The immaterial will come to be con-
strued in terms of a productive negativity. In the ‘im-" of the ‘im-material’ the work of the negative is being
marked out.

Opening what in the letter he refers to as the ‘strong bond’ between form and function will allow for
‘presentness’. Prior to pursuing the details of this term, it is vital to stay with the passage in question. The
starting point will need to be the apparent contradiction arising from the claim already made that
Eisenman’s work is sustained by a strong relationship between form and function and the position
advanced in the letter that his work intends to break the ‘strong bond’ between form and function. Care is
needed here since it is only by opening up the strong bond that the deferral of function can occur. The
important point is that with this opening it becomes possible to defer finality by allowing programmatic
implications only ever to unfold in the building’s own continuity. This deferral, almost the inscription of a
workful infinite, takes place within the finite. Finitude means however the retention of a function that in
being retained is able then to be deferred. The location of the infinite within the finite not only underscores
the necessity of holding to the continual work of an internally located productive negativity, but also opens
up the complex presence of time. As will emerge, retention, deferral and transformation are all intercon-
nected. Despite certain similarities deferral cannot automatically be identified with the to-be-programmed.
On the contrary, it holds to the centrality of function but breaks the link between modalities of function and
temporal presence. The present can no longer be understood as a self-completing finality. The present

comes to be structured by the insistent presence of the incomplete which is itself only ever immaterially
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present and yet materially produced.

What Eisenman means by the ‘strong bond' is best understood as the moment when the reiteration of
conventional usage is reflected in the form that such usage occasions. Repetition in this instance is deter-
mined by the operation of the Same. In other words, it is a claim that function can only have one form
because function has a singular nature. What is given to be repeated comes to be repeated. In regards to
the museum what this would entail is, for example, a retention of the dominance of chronology as provid-
ing the museum's internal organising principle; or the reiteration of the conventional picture space thereby
determining in advance what can be shown, the space it would have to occupy and thus what would count
as an art object. These determinations in advance are the ways in which the work of tradition is to be
understood. Prior to any comment on this setup, it is essential to note that fundamental to it is the opera-
tion of repetition. Consequently, when Eisenman writes of breaking the ‘strong bond" marking the inter-
connection of function and form, this needs to be understood as an intervention within a particular modali-
ty of repetition. The intervention in being neither destructive nor utopian aims to institute another possibili-
ty, in which the alterity in question - the otherness of this other possibility - is given by its being a different
conception of repetition. This other conception is announced in the claim that, ‘in its displacement of the
traditional role of function, it does not deny that architecture must function, but rather suggests that archi—
tecture may also function without necessarily symbolising that function ...". The ‘it" in question is, of
course, Eisenman'’s own architecture.

Again, it is important to recognise that in the place of either destruction or the utopian there is ‘displace-
ment’. Displacement can be understood as involving the copresence of continuity and discontinuity. They

must be copresent at the same time. The simultaneity of continuity and discontinuity is fundamental both
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to the way displacement operates and to the way it sets in play another form of repetition. It will be in
terms of this repetition that displacement will allow for the unpredictable. However, the unpredictable does
not exist in itself. It will always have been strictly delimited by the strong relationship between function and
form. Whatever it is that is unpredictable relates to the nature of the function in question g museum. domestic house
such that form has to be linked, within and as the building’s work, to sustaining this unpredictable possibili-
ty. Displacement figures neither on the surface nor is at work in the depths. Displacement is driven
through the site. Working from the outside to the inside it displaces surface and depth; in addition, it dis-
places the opposition between inside and outside. The complex interplay between displacement and the
unpredictable needs to be pursued.

Displacement is a shift. And yet it is also a type of repositioning. It names a movement in which continuity
is refigured. There cannot be other than continuity; such is the dictate of repetition. However, it does not
follow from the inevitability of continuity that the generic possibility 9 museum. domestic house, architecture school 37Nt
engage with both the ideology and the form that the genre gives to be repeated. Engagement here would
be an intervention into a more generalised site of repetition. Consequently, when Eisenman writes of an
opening within repetition - an opening that occurs precisely because of the retention of function and the
copresent inscription of another form - time is central. The simultaneous copresence of continuity and dis-
continuity designates a complex precisely because it generates the presence of a productive irreducibility.
How is the ‘irreducibility’ to be understood? The first element to note is that the irreducible quality is copre-
sent with that to which it cannot be reduced. That state in which the irreducible is given by its own consti-
tutive elements having to be copresent in their difference signals the presence of an opening, an insistent

though fragile opening. There are two questions here. The first concerns how this opening is to be under-
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stood. While the second concerns the extension of this irreducibility. Fundamental to any answer that can
be given to this second question is the transformation that is introduced by the presence of irreducibility. In
other words, the retention of function should not be understood as the simple retention of the specificity
of the particular function. It is rather that functionality is both held and transformed in the same movement,
with the resultant possibility that the work in question becomes the affirmation of a plural event. Plurality,
here, refers to the presence of this founding irreducibility. The copresence of the material and the immater-
ial, for example, brings with it the necessity of having to describe a setup that is from the start complex.
Complexity, rather than being semantic in nature - a form of semantic overdetermination - is ontological as
it refers to the mode of being proper to this version of the architectural. Ontological complexity, rather than
being adduced, must be understood as always already insisting.*

Initially the claim of irreducibility concerns signification. Whatever it is that accounts for the ‘presentness’
of architecture, Eisenman argues, it is not the same as the meaning - literal or symbolic - of the building.
Presentness, that which is irreducible to what is present, is ‘excessive’. It is worthwhile pausing here to
ask two specific and related questions. What is the excessive in architecture? Where is the excessive in
architecture? There may be many ways of answering such questions. Excess may refer to colour, and thus
it could be located in a contrast of colours. Or excess could involve the use of certain building material-&
Equally the sign of excess may have to do with size. This may occur either explicitly or in the juxtaposition
of different sizes within the same site. Furthermore the excessive could be linked to the aberrant, the idio-
syncratic or the eccentric. As such the excessive would have to do with quality. Moreover it would be a
quality that could be identified.either with elements of the building or perhaps with the way the totality

conveys a certain mood. Further answers of this form can be given. They are all united. What holds them
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