
Radicality 

Jean Baudrinard: We can't begin with nothing because, logically, 

nothingness is the culmination of something. When I think 

of radicality, I think of it more in terms of writing and the ory 

than of architecture. I am more interested in the radicality of 

space ... . But it's possible that true radicality is the radicality 

of nothingness. Is there a radical space that is also a void? The 

question interests me because now, at last, I have an opportu

nity to gain insight into how we can fill a space, how we can 

organize it by focusing on something other than its radical ex

tension-vertically or horizontally, that is--within a dimension 

where anything is possible. Yet we still need to produce some

thing real .... The question I want to ask Jean Nouvel, since we 

have to start somewhere, is very simple: "Is there such a thing as 

architectural truthr' 

Jean NOllvel: What do you mean by «truth"? 
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lB. Architectural truth isn't a truth or a reality in the sense that 
architecture might exhaust itself in its references, its finalities, 

its destination, its modes, its procedures. Doesn't architecture 
transcend all of that, effectively exhausting itself in something 

else, its true finality, or something that would enable it to go 
beyond its true finality .... Does architecture exist beyond this 

limit of the real? 

Singular Objects in Architecture 

lB. I've never been interested in architecture. I have no specific 
feelings about it one way or the other. I'm interested in space, 
yes, and in anything in so-called "constructed" objects that 

enables me to experience the instability of space. I'm most in

terested in buildings like Bea.ubourg, the World Trade Center, 
Biosphere 2-singular objects, but objects that aren't exactly 
architectural wonders as far as I'm concerned. It's not the ar
chitectural sense of these buildings that captivates me but the 

world they translate. If I examine the truth of the twin towers 
of the World Trade Center, for example, I see that, in that loca
tion, architecture expresses, signifies, translates a kind of full, 
constructed form, the context of a society already experienc

ing hyperrealism. Those two towers resemble two perforated 

bands. Today we'd probably say they're clones of each other, 

that they've already been cloned. Did they anticipate our pres
ent? Does that mean that architecture is not part of reality but 

part of the fiction of a society, an anticipatory illusion? Or does 
architecture simply translate what is already there? That's why I 

asked, "Is there such a thing as architectural truth?" in the sense 

that there would be a suprasensible destination for architecture 

and for space. 

J.N. Before answering your question, I would just like to com
ment that this dialogue provides a unique opportunity to dis

cuss architecture in other than the customary terms. You know 
that I consider you to be the one intellectual who is actual

ly doing his job. You respond to the many disturbing ques
tions, the real questions, with questions and answers that no 



First Interview [] 5 

one wants to hear. I don't know if I'll be able to provoke any 

responses in a field that you claim to be unfamiliar with, that 

doesn't really interest you, but this evening I'm going to try. Re

cently I had a look at some of your books, and I was pleased to 

find that you never speak about architecture except in an inter

view that took place twelve years ago between us. It's in that in

terview that I discovered a number of your ideas about architec

ture, aside from your writing on New York or Beaubourg. I took 
notes on some of your thoughts about our architectural mon

strosities and some of your more radical points of view, which 

could supply us with a number of questions. 

If we attempt to talk about architecture as a limit-and 

that's what really interests me-we do so by always position

ing ourselves on the fringe of knowledge and ignorance. That's 

the true adventure of architecture. And that adventure is situ

ated in a real world, a world that implies a consensus. You said, 
somewhere, that a consensus must exist in order for seduction 

to occur. Now, the field of architecture is a field that, by the very 

nature of things, revolves around a world of seduction. The ar

chitect is in a unique situation. He's not an artist in the tradi

tional sense. He's not someone who meditates in front of a blank 

page. He doesn't work on a canvas. I often compare the architect 

to the film director, because we have roughly the same limita
tions. We're in a situation where we have to produce an object 

within a given period of time, with a given budget, for a specific 

group of individuals. And we work as a team. We're in a situa

tion where we can be censored, directly or indirectly, for reasons 

of safety or money, or even because of deliberate censorship. It's 

a field where there are professional censors. We could even call 

an architect who designs buildings in France a "French build

ing censor." It's exactly the same thing. We are situated in an 

environment that is bound, limited. Within that environment, 

where can we find an unrestricted space and the means to over

come those limitations? 

In my case, I've looked for it in the articulation of various 

things, especially the formulation of a certain way of thinking. 

So should I use the word "concept" or not? I used it very early 
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on, realizing that the word is philosophically appropriate. Then 

we may want to introduce the terms ((percepf' and "affect," 

in reference to Deleuze, but that's not the real problem. The 

problem lies in our ability to articulate a project around a pre

liminary concept or idea, using a very specific strategy that can 

synergize-or sometimes even juxtapose-perceptions that will 

interact with one another and define a place we are unfamiliar 

with. We are still dealing with invention, the unknown, risk. 

This unfamiliar place, if we succeed in figuring out what's going 

on, could be the locus of a secret. And it might, assuming that's 

the case, then convey certain things, things we cannot control, 

things that are fatal, voluntarily uncontrolled. We need to find 

a compromise between what we control and what we provoke. 

All the buildings I've tried to -build until now are based on the 

articulation of these three things. They also refer to a concept 

that I know interests you, the concept of illusion. 

Illuslon, VirtuaJlty, Reality 

J.N. I'm no magician, but I try to create a space that isn't legible, 

a space that works as the mental extension of sight. This seduc

tive space, this virtual space of illusion, is based on very precise 

strategies, strategies that are often diversionary. I frequently use 

what I find around me, including your own work and that of a 

few others. I also make use of cinema. So when I say that I play 

with depth of field, it's because I'm trying to foreground a series 

of filters that could lead anywhere-a kind of metanarrative-

but from that point on, the intellect goes into action. This is 

not entirely my invention. Look at the Japanese garden. There 

is always a vanishing point, the point at which we don't know 

whether the garden stops or continues. I'm trying to provoke 

that sort of response. 

If we look at the phenomenon of perspective-I'm thinking 

of the project for superimposing a grid on the horizon, which 

I had prepared for La T�te Defense--I was attempting to step 

outside Alberti's logic. In other words, I was trying to organize 

all the elements in such a way that they could be read in series 

and, if need be, to play with scale using the series' rhythm, so 
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the viewer would become conscious of the space. What happens 

if I escape those limits? What if I say that the building isn't be

tween the horizon and the observer but is part of that horizon? 

Assuming this, what happens if it loses its materiality? 

Dematerialization is something that would interest you; the 

"endless skyscraper" is one example. [Nouvers project for a Tour 

sans fin. or "endless skyscraper," was designed for La Defense, just 

outside central Paris. Although his design won an international 

competition, the building was never constructed.] Again, this 

isn't something I invented. I think Deleuze, in Proust and Signs. 

spoke about it from a different point of view. This diversion, 

which reroutes our perception of phenomena from the material 

to the immaterial, is a concept that architecture should appropri
ate for itself. Using these kinds of concepts, we can create more 

than what we see. And this "more than what we see" is manifest 

in and through physical context. With respect to what architec

ture has borrowed from cinema, the concept of sequence is very 

important, as Paul V irilio reminds us. In other words, concepts 

such as displacement, speed, memory seen in terms of an im

posed trajectory, or a known trajectory, enable us to compose an 

architectural space based not only on what we see but on what we 

have memorized as a succession of sequences that are perceived 

to follow one another. From this point on, there are contrasts 

between what is created and what was originally present in our 

perception of space. 

In the Versailles Theater, you enter through a stone corridor, 

which is absolutely neutral, plain, devoid of decoration, and 

which opens suddenly into something absolutely stunning in 

terms of its decoration, its preciosity. The period in which this 

theater was designed, imagined, realized provides us with a key 

to the phenomenon I have been describing. We're no longer 

in the same place today, however. We need to put those ideas 

aside and make use of others-ideas like contrast, chaining, and 

extension-to serve as fundamental concepts of the architec

tural project. At the same time, when I play with the concept of 

a virtual space, in the magician's sense, it's because space and 

architecture are things we become conscious of through our 
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eyes. So we can play with anything the eye can integrate through 

sight, and we can fool the eye. Classical culture has often made 

use of this kind of sleight of hand. In a building like the Cartier 

Foundation, where I intentionally blend the real image and the 

virtual image, it signifies that within a given plane, I no longer 

know if I'm looking at the virtual image or the real image. If I 

look at the facade, since it's bigger than the building, I can't tell 

if I'm looking at the reflection of the sky or the sky through the 

glass .... If I look at a tree through the three glass planes, I can 

never determine if I'm looking at the tree through the glass, in 

front of it, behind it, or the reflection of the tree. And when I 

plant two trees in parallel, even accidentally, to the glass plane, 

I can't tell if there's a second tree or if it's a real tree. These are 

gimmicks, things we can put into our bag of tricks, our archi

tectural bag of tricks, and which we're never supposed to talk 

about, but which, from time to time, must be talked about. These 

are the means by which architecture creates a virtual space or a 

mental space; it's a way of tricking the senses. But it's primarily 

a way of preserving a destabilized area. 

�'--./ -.. . -,-
A Destabilized Area? 

' 

J.N. When you talk to a developer, the way a director talks to a 

producer, he asks a ton of questions about the price per square 

meter, the lot, can it be built on, will it shock the local bourgeoi

sie, a whole series of questions of this type. And then there are 

those things that remain unsaid. There is always something un

said; that's part of the game. And what remains unsaid is, ethi

cally, something additional, something that doesn't run coun

ter to what is being sold or exchanged, doesn't interfere with 

our notions of economics, but signifies something vital. That's 

where the game is played. Because if an architectural object is 

only the translation of some functionality, if it's only the result 

of an economic situation, it can't have meaning. "What's more, 

there's a passage in one of your texts on New York that [ like very 

much, where you say that the city embodies a form of architec

ture that is violent, brutal, immediate, which is the true form of 

architecture, that you have no need for eco-architecture or gen-
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teel architecture because that would impede life's energy. What 
I 'm saying doesn't necessarily contradict that. But since were 
not always in New York, we need to set aside places, areas that 
can be destabilized. 

J.B. I agree, except perhaps about terms like cc consensus." ... 
When you say that seduction is consensual, I'm skeptical. 

J •. ��_You mean only with reference to architecture? 

lB. p)eCiSelY. It's a way of confronting it through the visible and 
the-titvisible. I don't talk much about architecture, but in all my 
books, the question lies just beneath the surface .... I fully agree 
with this idea of invisibility. What I like very much in your work 
is that we don't see it, things remain invisible, they know how to 
make themselves invisible. When you stand in front of the build
ings, you see them, but they're invisible to the extent that they 
effectively counteract that hegemonic visibility, the visibility 
that dominates us, the visibility of the system, where everything 
must be immediately visible and immediately interpretable. You 
conceive space in such a way that architecture simultaneously 
creates both place and nonplace, is also a nonplace in this sense, 
and thus creates a kind of apparition. And it's a seductive space. 
So I take back what I said earlier: Seduction isn't consensual. Ifs 
dual. It must confront an object with the order of the real, the 
visible order that surrounds it. If this duality doesn't exist-if 
there's no interactivity, no context-seduction doesn't take place. 
'A successful object, in the sense that it exists outside its own re
ality, is an object that creates a dualistic relation, a relation that 
can emerge through diversion, contradiction, destabilization, 
but which effectively brings the so-called reality of a world and 
its radical illusion face-to-face. 

Concept, Irresolution, Vertigo 

J.B. Let's talk about radicality. Lefs talk about the kind of radi
cal exoticism of things that Segalen discusses, the estrangement 
from a sense of identity that results in the creation of a form 
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of vertigo through which all sorts of things can occur: affects, 

concepts, prospects, whatever, but always something insoluble, 

something unresolved. In this sense, yes, architectural objects, 

or at least yours or others that are even more undomesticated, 

are part of an architecture without a referent. This reflects their 

quality of being "unidentified:' and ultimately unidentifiable, 

objects. This is one area where we can combine-and not mere

ly by deliberate analogy-writing, fiction, architecture, and a 

number of other things as well, obviously, whether this involves 

the analysis of a society, an event, or an urban context. I agree 

that we can't choose the event, we can only choose the concept, 

but we retain the right to make this choice. The choice of a con

cept is something that should conflict with the context, with all 

the significations (positive, functional, etc.) a building can as

sume, or a theory, or anything else. 

Deleuze defined the concept as something antagonistic. How

ever, with respect to the event, as it is given, as it is seen, as it is 

deciphered, overdetermined by the media or other voices, by 

information, the concept is that which creates the nonevent. 

It creates an event to the extent that it juxtaposes the so-called 

(Creal" event with a theoretical or fictional nonevent of some 

sort. I can see how this can happen with writing, but I have a 

much harder time with architecture. In your work, I feel it in 
the effect produced by this illusion you spoke of earlier; not in 

the sense of an illusion or a trompe l'oeil-well, ultimately, yes, 

of course, but not an illusion in the sense of a simulation-of 

something that takes place beyond the reflection of things or 

beyond the screen. Today we are surrounded by screens. In fact, 

it's rare to succeed in creating a surface or place that doesn't 

serve as a screen and can exert all the prestige of transparency 

without the dictatorship. 

r d like to make a distinction here regarding our terminol

ogy. Illusion is not the same as the virtual, which, in my opin

ion, is complicit with hyperreality, that is, the visibility of an 

imposed transparency, the space of the screen, mental space, 

and so on. Illusion serves as a sign for anything else. It seems to 

me that everything you do, and do well, is another architecture 
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seen through a screen. Precisely because/to create something like 
an inverse universe, you must completely destroy that sense 05 
fullness, that sense of ripe visibility, that oversignification wi 
impose on things. 

And here I'd like to know, as part of this question of context, 
what happens to social and political data, to everything that can 

constrain things, when architecture is tempted to become the 
expression, or even the sociological or political transformer, of 
a social reality, which is an illusion-in the negative sense of 
the term. In one sense, even if architecture wants to respond to 
a political program or fulfill social needs, it will never succeed 
because it is confronted, fortunately, by something that is also a 
black hole. And this black hole simply means that the "masses') 
are still there and they are not at all recipients, or conscious, or 
reflected, or anything; it's an extremely perverse operator with 
respect to everything that is constructed. So even if architecture 
wants what it wants and tries to signify what it wants to express, 
it will be deflected. You, however, strive for this deflection and 
destabilization, and you're right. And as we discussed, it's going 
to happen anyway. This is true of politics; it's true of other 
categories as well. Something is present, but that something is 
nothing; there's nothing on the other side. Because where we see 
plenitude, masses, populations, statistics, and so on, there's al
ways deflection. It's this deflection of the operator, for example, 
that in a work of architecture or art transforms the way we use 
it, but also, ultimately, transforms the meaning that was origi
nally given to the work. And whether this resides in the work 
of art or in something else, at any given moment the singular 
object is rendered enigmatic, unintelligible even to the one who 
created it, which obsesses and delights us. 

Fortunately, this is also the reason why we can continue to 
live in a universe that is as full, as determined, as functional as 
this. Our world would be unlivable without this power of innate 
deflection, and this has nothing to do with sociology. On the con
trary, sociology records and tallies up official behaviors before it 
transforms them into statistics. I'm relativizing the architectural 
object somewhat, even though I'm fully aware that when we 
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create something, we have to want it in some sense by saying to 
ourselves that even if there is no reality principle or truth prin
ciple for those for whom the object is intended, there will be a 

fatal deflection, there will be seduction. And we have to make sure 
that the thlngs that assume they are identical to themselves or 

people who think they are identifying with their own character, 

their own genius, will be deflected, destabilized, seduced. In my 

opinion, seduction always takes place in this sense, in its most 
general form. However, rm not sure that in the virtualized world 
of new technologies, information, and the media, this dualistic, 

indecipherable relationship of seduction will take place as it 

did before. Ifs possible that the secret you spoke about would 
be completely annihilated by another type of universe. It's also 
possible that in this universe of the virtual, which we talk about 

today, architecture wouldn't exist at all, that this symbolic fonn, 
which plays with weight, the gravity of things and their absence, 
their total transparence, would be abolished. No, I'm no longer 
sure this could occur in the virtual universe. We are completely 
screened in; the problem of architecture is expressed differently. 

So maybe there's a kind of completely superficial architecture 

that is confused with this universe. This would be an architec
ture of banality, of virtuality. It can be original as well, but it 

wouldn't be part of the same concept. 

Creation and Forgetfulness 

J.N. One of the big problems with architecture is that it must 
both exist and be quickly forgotten; that is, lived spaces are not 
designed to be experienced continuously. The architect's prob
lem is that he is always in the process of analyzing the places 

he discovers, observing them, which isn't a normal position. 

What I personally like about American cities-even if I wouldn't 
cite them as models-is that you can go through them with
out thinking about the architecture. You don't think about the 

aesthetic side, with its history) and so on. You can move within 
them as if you were in a desert, as if you were in a bunch of 
other things, without thinking about this whole business of art, 

aesthetics, the history of art, the history of architecture. Ameri-
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can cities enable us to return to a kind of primal scene of space. 
Naturally, in spite of everything, this architecture is also struc
tured by various realities, but in terms of their actual presence, 
those cities, as pure event, pure object, avoid the pretense of self
conscious architecture. 

J.B. The same is true in art, in painting. In art the strongest 
works are those that abandon this whole business of art and art 
history and aesthetics. In writing, it's the same thing. Within 
that overaestheticized dimension, with its pretense of meaning, 
reality, truth, I like it most when it is most invisible. I think that 
good architecture can do this as well; it's not so much a grieving 
process as a process of disappearance, of controlling disappear
ance as much as appearance. 

Values of Functionalism 

J.N. We need to recognize that we're surrounded by a great deal of 
accidental architecture. And an entire series of modern, or mod
ernist, attitudes-in the historical sense-have been founded 
on this particular reality. There are countless numbers of sites 
whose aesthetic lacks any sense of intention. We find this same 
phenomenon outside of architecture; it's a value of functional
ism. Today, when we look at a race car, we don't primarily think 
about its beauty. Nineteenth-century architecture is what it is, 
and three-quarters of the time it's not marked by any kind of 
aesthetic intentionality. The same applies to industrial zones 
at the end of the twentieth century, which are, for all intents 
and purposes, radical �chitectural forms, without concessions, 
abrupt, in which we can definitely locate a certain charm. 

But I want to get back to your ideas about architecture, since 
you've definitely expressed an opinion about it. For example, 
you write that "in architecture the situation must be looked at 
backwards, we need to identify a rule:' You also wrote, "In ar
chitecture the accompanying idea is a strategic minimum." And 
"New York is the epicenter of the end of the world .. . . As intel
lectuals we must work to save that end-of-the-world utopia." In 
any case, you're part of that effort. 
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New York or Utopia 

J.B. When I refer to New York as the epicenter of the end of the 

world, I'm referring to an apocalypse. At the same time, it's a 

way of looking at it as a realized utopia. This is the paradox of 

reality. We can dream about apocalypse, but it's a perspective, 

something unrealizable, whose power lies in the fact that it isn't 

realized. New York provides the kind of stupefaction charac

terized by a world that is already accomplished, an absolutely 

apocalyptic world, but one that is replete in its verticality-and 

in this sense, ultimately, it engenders a form of deception be

cause it is embodied, because ifs already there, and we can no 

longer destroy it. It's indestructible. The fonn is played out, it's 

outlived its own usefulness, it's been realized even beyond its 

own limits. There's even a kind of liberation, a destructuring of 

space that no longer serves as a limit to verticality or, as in other 

places, horizontality. But does architecture still exist when space 

has become infinitely indeterminate in every dimension? 

Here, in France, we've got something different. We have a 

monstrous object, something insuperable, something we are 

unable to repeat Beaubourg. There's nothing better than New 

York. Other things will happen, and we'll make the transition to 

a different universe, one that's much more virtual; but within 

its order, we'll never do better than that city, that architecture, 

which is, at the same time, apocalyptic. Personally, I like this 

completely ambiguous figure of the city, which is simultaneous

ly catastrophic and sublime, because it has assumed an almost 

hieratic force. 

J.N. And when you write, «As intellectuals we must work to save 

that end-of-the-world utopia"? 

J.B. Do we really need to save ideas? At least we should save the 

possibility of a form. Of the idea as form. It's true that when 

faced with something that's overrealized, a terminus, we're re

duced to ecstasy and pure contemplation . . . .  It's important that 

we rediscover the concept in the idea, in the mental space of 
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the idea. We've got to get back inSi'e-�o around, to the other 
side. Once again, perfection serves as a screen, a different type 
of screen. Genius would consist in destabilizing this too-perfect 
Image. 

LN. You also said something rather astonishing about architec
ture: "Architecture is a mixture of nostalgia and extreme antici

pation." Do you recall? Those ideas are still vital for me, but it's 
been fifteen years . . . .  Are they still vital for you? 

Archite cture: Between Nostal gia and Anti ci pati on 

J.B. We're looking for the lost object, whether we're referring to 
meaning or language. We use language, but it's always, at the 
same time, a form of nostalgia, a lost object. Language in use 
is basically a form of anticipation, since we're already in some
thing else . . . .  We have to be in these two orders of reality: we 
have to confront what we've lost and anticipate what's ahead of 
us; that's our brand of fatality. In this sense we can never clarify 
things, we can never say, "OK, that's behind us" or «OK, that's 

ahead of us:' But it's hard to understand because the idea of mo

dernity is for all that the idea of a continuous dimension, where 
it's clear tha�p���

_
and the future co�t. . . .  We ourselves 

may no longer be in thafworld-'-Tfwe-� were!-for it may be 

no more than a kind of apparition. This seems to be true for any 
kind of form. Form is always already lost, then always already 
seen as something beyond itself. It's the essence of radicality . . . .  
It involves being radical in loss, and radical in anticipation-any 
object can be grasped in this way. My comments need to be con
trasted with the idea that something could be "real" and that we 
could consider it as having a meaning, a context, a subject, an 
object. We know that things are no longer like that, and even the 
things we take to be the simplest always have an enigmatic side, 
which is what makes them radical. 

J.N. I don't want to torture you any longer, but I'd like to read 
three other quotes: «Architecture consists in working against 
a background of spatial deconstruction." And "All things are 
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curves." That's a very important sentence for me. And finally 

"Provocation would be much too serious a form of seduction." 
You said that in reference to architecture, by the way. 

(Always) Seduction, Provocation, Secrets 

J.B. Fortunately I haven't reread all those books. (�I things are 

curves." That's the easiest to start with because there are no end 

points or the end points connect in a curved mirror. All things, 

in this sense, fulfill their own cycle. 

Provocation, seduction . . . Programmed seduction doesn't 

exist, so it doesn't mean much. Seduction should, nevertheless, 

contain some sense of that antagonism, that countercurrent; it 

should both have the sense and implement it . . . .  Here too any 

concerted effort at implementation is obviously contradictory. 

Seduction can't be programmed, and disappearance, whether of 

constructed things or generalized ambivalence, can't be offidal

ized. It has to remain secret. The order of secrecy, which is the 

order of seduction, obviously exists only through provocation; 

it's abnost exactly the opposite. Provocation is an attempt to 

make something visible through contradiction, through scandal, 

defiance; to make something visible that should perhaps guard 

its secret. The problem is to achieve this law or this rule. The 

rule is really the secret, and the secret obviously becomes in

creasingly difficult in a world like our own, where everything is 
given to us totally promiscuously, so that there are no gaps, no 

voids, no nothingness; nothingness no longer exists, and noth

ingness is where secrecy happens, the place where things lose 

their meaning, their identity-not only would they assume all 

possible meanings here, but they would remain truly unintel

ligible in some sense. 

I think that in every building, every street, there is something 

that creates an event, and whatever creates an event is unintel

ligible. This can also occur in situations or in individual behav

ior; it's something you don't realize, something you can't pro

gram. You have more experience than I do with urban projects, 

which arrange spatial freedom, the space of freedom; all those 

programs are obviously absolutely contradictory. So, at bottom, 



First latervlew [] 17 

the secret exists wherever people hide it. It's also possible in du

alistic, ambivalent relations, for at that moment something be
comes unintelligible once again, like some precious material. 

J.N. We can continue by talking about the aesthetics of disap

pearance. I'd like to quote you once again, but this time not with 

respect to architecture, and I want to provoke you a little as well. 

You write, «If being a nihilist is being obsessed by the mode of 

disappearance rather than the mode of production, then I'm a 

nihilist." You also write, ((I am for everything that is opposed to 

culture." This brings us back in a way to certain contemporary 

issues . . . .  I can say the same thing about architecture: I'm for 

everything that is opposed to architecture. Twenty years ago I 

began a book that way: "The future of architecture is not architec

tural." The key is to agree on what architecture is . . .  and where 

it's going. The key is to agree on what culture is and where it's 

gomg. 

The Metamorphosis of  Archite cture 

J.N. Architecture is pretty easy. Let me explain. One of the things 

I consider essential is the idea that there has been a complete 

change in architecture during this century, in the sense that ar

chitecture had as its initial goal the construction of the artificial 

world in which we live. This happened rather simply-there 

was an independent body of lrnowledge, something clear, there 

were recipes. Vitruvius produced a book of recipes; he tells you 

exactly how to construct a building, the number of columns, the 

proportions, and so on. Academicism consisted in improving 

the use of these ingredients slightly. There were instructions for 

building cities as well; architects made use of different typolo

gies, different recipes for urban art, et cetera. Then, suddenly, 

there was a shift in the demographics. You're quite familiar with 

this. Everyone moved to the cities, the cities exploded, we tried 

to maintain a certain number of rules, which were generally 

based on planning. These too exploded one after the other. We 

have experienced a kind of urban big bang and find that we are 

unable to use the existing recipes. Everything associated with those 
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existing recipes, in other words, architecture with a capital ''A:' 
has become absolutely ridiculous. As soon as you integrate a 

structural model into this system, it becomes absurd. 

So in this sense, I'm against everything that is part of the 

same order as Architecture. This means that from this point on, 

we must make use of another strategy, where we're required to be 
slightly more intelligent-to the extent that we can be-required 

to constantly diagnose the situation, required to face the fact 

that architecture is no longer the invention of a world but that 

it exists simply with respect to a geological layer applied to all 

the cities throughout the planet. . . .  Architecture can no longer 

have as its goal the transformation, the modification, of this 
accumulated material. For some, it's intolerable; they feel like 

they've been fired. From the moment we initiate this discourse, 

however, it's as if we were against a form of ancestral culture; 

we throw out the baby with the bathwater. You can't generate any 

positive effect within this framework. Some go even further. 
We're faced with the generic city; that's the way it is, and there's 

nothing to be done about it. 

I suspect that you're pretty much in agreement with this type 

of approach, which, by the way, I happen to understand. Yet I've 

still maintained a certain residue of optimism . . . . I think that 

through small movements we can achieve an ethics whereby the 

situation becomes slightly more positive every time we inter

vene. We can try to locate a kind of enjoyment of place by 

including things that weren't considered previously, which are 

frequently accidental, and inventing strategies of improvement, 
the poetics of situations; we can evaluate completely random 

elements and declare that we're dealing with a geography: "It's 

beautiful. I'm going to reveal it to you . . . .  " This is an aesthetics 

of revelation, a way of taking a piece of the world and saying, 

''I'm appropriating this, and I'm giving it back to you for your 

appreciation in a different way:' In this century, architecture finds 

itself faced with incommensurable, metaphysical dimensions. A 
priori it can't do anything about that. It's in the same situation 

as philosophy or science: it's now an adult. We need to develop 

other strategies. 
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At this point, we need to take into account the fatal di

mensions of place, the deflection of what we're about to do, 

evaluate a number of possibles in terms of scenarios, and tell 
ourselves that what we're about to do is going to be part of a 

becoming that is hidden to us . . . .  This is the opposite of the 
architecture that's still being taught in nine out of ten schools. 

It may look like an attitude against architecture, but that's not 

the case . . .  just as when you wrote, rather unconditionally, 

''I'm for everything that is opposed to culture." 

The Aestheti cs of M odernity 

J.B. I was referring to culture in the sense of aestheticization, 

and I am opposed to such aestheticization because it inevitably 

involves a loss: the loss of the object, of this secret that works 

of art and creative effort might reveal and which is something 

more than aesthetics. The secret can't be aesthetically unveiled. 

It's the kind of "punctum" Barthes spoke of in reference to 

photography-its secret, something inexplicable and nontrans

missible, something that is in no way interactive. It's something 

that's there and not there at the same time. Within culture this 

thing is completely dissipated, volatilized. Culture involves the 

total legibility of everything in it, and what's more, it comes 

into being at the very moment Duchamp transposed a very 

simple object, the urinal, into an art object. He transposed its 

banality to create an event within the aesthetic universe and 

deaestheticize it. He forced banality upon it-he broke into 

the home of aesthetics-and stopped it cold. Paradoxically he 

made possible the generalized aestheticization that typifies the 

modern era. And I wonder whether this form of acting out on 

Duchamp's part, in the field of painting, which wasn't a revolu

tion but an implosion, had an equivalent in the architectural 

universe. Is there a kind of before and after among forms? Here 

too, it's still the end of a kind of modernity, which began at the 

moment everything that was considered energy, or the forces 

of modernity-whether these involved society, social wealth, 

industry-was oriented by the idea of progress. The idea of art 

history in some form, of the progress of art, hung on in art. 
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With abstraction we had the impression that a liberation had 
taken place, an orgy of modernity. That all broke apart in a kind 

of sudden implosion, a leveling of the aesthetic's sense of the 

sublime. And in the end, when this aesthetic of the secret disap

peared, we had culture. 

Cultu re 

J.B. Culture is everywhere. In any case, at this point in time, it's a 

homologue of industry and technology. It's a mental technique, 

a mental technology that was embellished through architectural 

services, museums, et cetera. In the case of photography, I was 
interested in this history at one point. . . .  When Barthes spoke 

about photography, he brought up the question of the "punc

tum:' Through this punctum, the photograph becomes an event 

in our head, in our mental life, where it is something different, a 

singular relation, an absolute singularity. This punctum, which, 
according to Barthes, is a nonplace, nothing, the nothingness at 

the heart of the photograph, disappeared, and in its place we con

structed a museum of photography. This death, which Barthes 

said was the heart of the photograph, the photograph itself, the 

symbolic power of the photograph, disappeared, it assumed the 

shape of a monument or a museum, and this time a concrete 

death materialized. This was a cultural operation, and that op

eration, yes, I am against it, emphatically, with no concessions, 

without com promise. 
We are stuck in an unlimited, metastatic development of 

culture, which has heavily invested in architecture. But to what 

extent can we judge it? Today it's very difficult to identify, in a 

given building, what belongs to this secret, this singularity that 

hasn't really disappeared. I think that as a fonn it is indestruc

tible but is increasingly consumed by culture. Is any voluntary, 
conscious resistance possible? Yes. I think that each of us can 

resist. But it would be difficult for such resistance to become 

political. I don't get the impression there could be any organized 
political resistance as such. It would always be an exception, and 

whatever you do will always be "exceptional" in that sense. 
A work of art is a singularity, and all these singularities can 


