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GENESIS OF A
TROUBLED
RELATIONSHIP

Yael Reisner

THE ARTIST'S ROLE IN SOCIETY has fluctuated significantly over time and across different
cultures - from Rembrandt and Vermeer’s indulgent portraits for the Dutch aristocracy
in the 17th century, through to Dada and Marcel Duchamp challenging the very
question of what art might be in the early 20th century. Regardless of their position,
an artist's embracement or rejection of ‘artistic beauty” is often at the core of their
work. In recent times artists have been pressured to justify the creation of their work
and forced to offer evaluations of its contribution to society; the resulting commentary
usually returns to questions of aesthetics. For example, the recent controversy over
British artist Damien Hirst’s For the Love of God (2007) - a diamond-encrusted skull
valued at £50 million - revolved around the beauty of the diamond and its value in
direct comparison to the ‘value” or content of the object as an artwork; arguably a
deliberate ploy by the artist, despite the ongoing vigorous debate.

The visual artist may feel an obligation to communicate the intent of his or her work
beyond the sublime and add qualitative value through exegesis, providing critical
explanation, personally or through others, in exhibition catalogues, art magazines and the
general media in an attempt to locate the work in its cultural and historical context. The
composer, on the other hand, may look to an appreciation of his or her work as quantified
by the recording, the performance and market exposure, all of which reinforce an
acceptance of the quality of the music. The practice of architecture shares many of these
concerns, yet the pressure for architects to quantify their work through non-emotive
evaluation and justification has tended to fluctuate through history. Yet, since the wide
dissemination of the values of Modernism, many of the vanguard architects of the past
70 years have deliberately generated their architecture without a primary consideration
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for its appearance.’ Indeed, architectural discourse is dominated by the commentary of AE ENRIC MIRALLES AND BENEDETTA TAGLIABUE
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RIGHT TEL AVIV, ISRAEL, EARLY 1980s

The beauty of the Modernist white city of Tel Aviv was
an unexpected cultural statement that shocked many
visitors from the 1930s through to the 1960s. Yet many
of the city’s socialists chose to turn a blind eye to its
visual qualities, resulting in a lack of care for, and
dilution of, the city's aesthetic nature in favour of
practical, utilitarian, socioeconomic and political issues.

‘pretty and soft” and unconnected with buildings, while Thom Mayne finds the term
difficult within itself though he defines it as being ‘compelled” to a particular type of
architecture. For Gaetano Pesce, beauty is simply perfection, a notion he views as
outdated and out of step with the fallible nature of human existence. Paradoxically,
beauty can also be the very raison d'étre of architecture: for Finnish architect Juhani
Pallasmaa it provides the promise of a better human world, while for Odile Decq, to be
in denial of the importance of beauty is the rejection of a basic human right. The
concluding interviewee, the young Argentinean architect Hernan Diaz Alonso, provides a
starkly contemporary viewpoint: for him beauty is integrally embedded within a playful
exploration of the grotesque and horrific.

This poignant struggle is also encapsulated in the classic dyad of ‘content and form” and
how, as a principle, it is understood or perceived by architects of our time. As Juhani
Pallasmaa eloquently describes in his interview: ‘The discipline of architecture is “impure”
in the sense that it fuses utility and poetics, function and image, rationality and
metaphysics, technology and art, economy and symbolisation. Architecture is a muddle
of irreconcilable things and categories.” Thus, it seems that the cultural and artistic facet of
architecture is often undermined in favour of the more rational,® pragmatic® requirements
of the discipline” and, as such, drives this rarely confronted ‘troubled relationship’

GENESIS OF A TROUBLED RELATIONSHIP 13
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ABOVE YAEL REISNER (WITH MARO KALLIMANI,
ANDY SHAW, AND ATELIER ONE ENGINEERS), FAMILY
HOUSE PROPOSAL, KFAR SHMARYAHU, ISRAEL,
2004-05

Beauty - as a concept for our age, a product of the
individual for other individuals, and as an authentic
product for a pluralistic global culture - is not a singular
idea. The beautiful is many and by many, and therefore
an ‘uncontrollable beauty’.

Projecting from my paternal influence was my observation that most intellectuals do not

have a developed ‘eye” with which to truly appreciate the range of values that can be
captured within the ‘look of things’ - an observation that seemed underwritten by the
context of socialism. Indeed, there appeared to be no genuine interest in looking; instead
a deliberate setting of a blind eye to a visual set of references, creating a lack of visual
sensibilities over time. |, therefore, assumed that being an intellectual meant the
application of the written word through literature and poetry, and even theatre, to
develop a quite different set of sensibilities; it did not matter if any object was defined
by its ugliness, its originality of form, its beauty or its reflection on culture as it would
always be reduced to the status of a merely decorative phenomenon. As | began to
question this attitude my growing frustration fed my conviction and, in turn, the need for
this book. This dialectic informs my research and drives my distrust of the collective
message of cultural theory - and, more specifically, in architectural discourse - that the
‘content’ of cultural and creative output is more important than its ‘appearance’, and that
the notion of ‘beauty’ is often misinterpreted as being devoid of intellectual depth

Living in London since the early 1990s™ | have been struck by the disappointing fact that
architecture is predominantly discussed in terms of ethics, content or activity, and much
less in terms of its imagery, look, visual values, composition or architectural lanqguage
While teaching at the Bartlett School of Architecture, | had the opportunity to listen to a
large number of lectures given by internationally renowned architects™ and | could not
help thinking that the architectural discourse of the time shared attitudes with the
arguments | had heard in my youth; tragically it seemed to me that many architects had
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