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The events that started with the occupation of Zuccotti 
Park in New York City on 17 September, 2011 have 
shown that America could emerge from its assumed 
foreclosure and once again imagine a politics. 

In the encampments forming and being destroyed across 
the country, it is a common space, not a single politi-
cal cause, that defines each of the scenes of the move-
ment. Unlike a protest, the coherence of an occupation 
depends not on a unified message, but on the often 
difficult sharing of a space, and the first public act of an 
occupation is the taking of that space, or in the parlance 
of the occupiers, ‘liberating spaces’ for a more vigorous 
exercise of ‘real democracy.’ 

The oft-noted hesitance of the occupiers to make de-
mands points to how an occupation differs from a tradi-
tional protest; with no single tort whose redressing would 
effectively end an occupation, the emphasis has been on 
convening an open conversation, and creating the struc-
tures, both discursive and physical, that can allow it to 
continue. Occupy Wall Street has reframed the question 
of contemporary politics in America as one of creating a 
process by which the inadequacies of the political system 
itself—its deficit of democracy and control by financial 
interests—can be redressed, to allow for new institutions 
to emerge and new constituencies to make decisions. 

Experiments in participatory decision-making, horizon-
tal organization, and open assemblies are features that 
link the Occupy movement to other camps of the past 
year, in particular Madrid, where the consensus model 
used by the Wall Street occupiers was tested last spring. 
And like other camps, from Cairo to Athens, Occupy 
Wall Street attempts to create a platform by which ‘real 
democracy’ can be reasserted and be immediately put 
into practice. The premise is that maximizing inclusion 
and participation in decision-making is itself a radical 
act in the context of a political system that has been 
incapacitated by the influence of a few. If nothing else, 
the slogan ‘we are the 99%’ has entered the lexicon as an 

expression of a simple fact of current political economy: 
that the poor are many, almost everyone, and cannot be 
excluded from political life. 

For two months, Zuccotti Park became the physical 
corollary of extreme inclusion, a cacophony of voices, 
bodies, banners, activities, drums, tarps, and tents. Gifts 
of all kinds of supplies—food, sleeping bags, shoes, 
coats, tents—poured in from across the country, as did 
people, many of whom gave up precarious work and 
unaffordable housing to live in a park and work for the 
movement. New infrastructure arrived unannounced, 
each piece brought by someone who thought (often 
correctly) that it might be useful: a grey-water filtration 
system, composters, bike-powered electrical generators, 
truck-mounted solar arrays, a grease-powered school 
bus, mobile phone charging stations, and large military 
tents. Many of these inventions were measures to coun-
teract services that the quasi-public park’s private owner, 
Brookfield Properties, had cut off, like electricity, water, 
and garbage collection. Perhaps the most important of 
the park’s donated infrastructures was the creation of a 
wi-fi network, provided through a three meter antenna 
ironically named the Freedom Tower, to allow for the 
occupation to broadcast its own media, using social 
media websites like Twitter and the live video service 
Livestream. 

The park thus became a condensation of a vast network 
that supported the circulation of messages, images, sup-
plies, and people. The political gesture of inclusion at the 
heart of Occupy Wall Street was not simply a question 
introducing more subjects into the debate, not only a 
matter of lowering the threshold of participation, but 
one of intervening in the way that spaces, images, mes-
sages and resources were shared and distributed. 

At the same time, that emphasis on political inclusion 
was accompanied by an influx of enormous physical 
quantities—people, their things, and more and more, 
the other things left behind by other people—a mass 
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that overwhelmed the small park. Zuccotti in the last 
days of the occupation was easy to enter, but difficult 
to be in or act upon, as the space itself became ossified, 
both internally, through the buildup of more perma-
nent physical configurations (first tents, then a second 
story of housing built atop platforms), and at its bor-
ders, through increasingly tight control of the perimeter 
by police and their barriers. To the extent that a new 
social order had been created at Zuccotti, the work of 
the camp quickly became policing that order, and the 
question of borders—between activists and the ordinary 
homeless, or those that participated in the deliberations 
versus those who were occupying—acquired a physical 
form, with distinct spaces for different groups: the open 
space reserved for the general assembly, the ‘ghetto’ of 
the drum circle, the increasing percentage of ground 
given to individual tents. With density, the park be-
came territorialized, and with it came questions of who 
counted in the ordering of that territory: Who eats, the 
junkies or the working groups? What to do about people 
who repeatedly disrupt the open assemblies?

Many of these questions were made irrelevant by the 16 
November police eviction. It was the second time that 
the city had tried to clear the camp. The first time, the 
police approached directly, announcing the time of the 
eviction and arriving at the existing barricades. But ow-
ing to the advance notice, thousands of people poured 
into the park and thousands more called the mayor. The 
first attempt failed because it took for granted the lim-
ited location of the park, a tiny piece of real estate, rather 
than the global network of physical and political support 
to that space as the embodiment of an idea. It was met 
by scores of cameras and thousands of tightly packed 
bodies, and the city backed down.

Though the spaces of occupation are recognized by their 
singular location, they are supported and sustained by 
their intense mobility, and a flexible infrastructure that 
is harder to locate. To clean the park the police had to 
disrupt this network so that could the space at the center 
could be eliminated. 

Unannounced, at 1 a.m. on 15 November, the police 
erected new barriers three or four blocks from the park. 

People, cameras, and goods were all prevented from 
entering the camp, an effort to starve the strength of the 
space by blocking its most vital resource—movement. 
The airspace was closed to news helicopters, the streets 
cordoned to the public and to journalists, and then, layer 
by layer, the park was dismantled: first the bodies at the 
edges, the lightest fabric of the tents, then cutting ropes, 
snapping wooden platforms and tossing the structures 
into the compactors of the Sanitation Department, the 
police moved closer to the center of Zuccotti, where a 
group of activists had chained their necks together with 
bicycle locks, which the police removed with metal 
grinders. The radiating density of the park took a full 
night to break through. 

From a certain perspective, the police raid could be con-
sidered a final step in a passage that began with the start 
of the occupation, and its focus on holding the space of 
the park, which led to administering the park as though 
it was a fixed piece of liberated space, clearly defined by 
its perimeter, and finally to the reconquest of that terri-
tory by the police. Zuccotti became a symbol of a vital 
public sphere, which perhaps prevented the recognition 
that the public sphere is everywhere. It is difficult to say 
when the occupation moved from holding a space and 
being held there, but the police could not have so suc-
cessfully disrupted the network without the park at the 
center. 

Since the eviction, there is a new set of checkpoints 
and private security officers at Zuccotti. New rules have 
been posted, and bags are checked to ensure that no one 
carries in more food or books than one person could 
consume. At sunrise on the day of the eviction, the oc-
cupation became fully mobile. Its new infrastructure is 
fugitive and unpredictable, moving into and through the 
communities and spaces that once supported the occu-
pation of Zuccotti. The library now goes on marches, the 
kitchen has been serving on a beach. Perhaps the evic-
tion, far from being the end, is really the fulfillment of 
one of the movement’s popular slogans: Occupy every-
where.
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Urban China has a disorienting effect. Etymologically, 
“disorientation” is literally the loss of the East, the idea 
of China we had rehearsed so well. Not only does Urban 
China complicate the narratives of hyperbolic growth, 
systemic disorder, and limitless economic expansion 
that have emerged as increasingly predictable leitmotifs 
in discussions on Chinese urbanism, but it also offers a 
multivalent and continuously shifting image of contem-
porary Chinese cities. The magazine is a wildly energetic 
attempt to both document and reimagine existing and 
possible urbanisms. Foregoing the certainty of a single, 
unified concept of “the Chinese city,” Urban China pro-
poses a profusion of concepts and interpretations. The 
disorienting effect is not a breakdown of the magazine’s 
agenda—it is the agenda, an attempt to shake off the 
complacency of the known. 

China, once regarded in this hemisphere as irreduc-
ibly foreign, has become familiarized and domesticated 
through demographic and economic statistics and widely 
reproduced images of skyscrapers emerging from rice 
fields. In comparison, editor Jiang Jun and his colleagues 
offer a richer set of information, an archeology of Chi-
nese urbanisms: diagrams, photographs, and texts, as 
well as a growing archive of artifacts and images they 
have assembled and charged with significance. Despite 
Jiang’s optimism about China’s future, this documenta-
tion has an undercurrent of melancholy; it is capturing, 
at a precise moment, the material evidence of an city 
that will be lost, inevitably and almost immediately, in 
China’s next great leap. Jiang’s archive catalogues these 
details of everyday life, revealing the seemingly spontane-
ous and chaotic intelligence that is the counterforce to 
China’s official order: the improvisations, usually small 
and temporary and always unsanctioned, that allow the 
inhabitants degrees of play and flexibility—and often the 
minimum conditions for existence—within the planned 
economy of the city. Jiang terms this other urbanism, the 
subject of his exhibition at the New Museum, “Informal 
China.” 

What is informality? It is a set of practices that operates 
outside the sphere of central planning and legal recogni-

tion, but is not the same as criminality because it isn’t 
necessarily illegal. Informality is often a response to the 
failures of city planning, an attempt to find opportuni-
ties that are neither approved nor effectively prohibited 
by the official order. The objects gathered under the 
theme of “Informal China” are examples of the ingenuity 
and agility required for survival in China’s rapid mod-
ernization: an umbrella that becomes a pavilion when 
bound to a telephone pole, street vendors’ canopies 
sewn out of plastic tarps from a construction site, or a 
curtain made from crushed soda cans. Unlike the official 
economy, whose activity is writ large in Beijing’s towers 
and stadiums, informality leaves few monuments. Jiang’s 
archive makes these practices visible, offering physical 
evidence of the ephemeral. The archive’s objects stand in 
for relationships, disparities, and conflicts, often de-
marcating the line between the State and its citizens. In 
Urban China’s “Informal China” issue, Jiang includes an 
image entitled Labor-Insurance-Gloves Coat, depicting a 
pair of thick wool work gloves and beside them a child’s 
coat knit from the same material.  The caption explains 
that housewives use the wool from the work gloves that 
the government provides in excess of demand, to knit 
coats and trousers, thereby correcting discrepancies be-
tween private needs and the official supply. The system-
atic presentation of these innovations reveals that they 
are not unique or spontaneous, but are part of a pattern 
of responses to the disparity caused by the formal econo-
my. Jiang does not exoticize informal practices, nor does 
he romanticize the vitality and intelligence that emerge 
from desperate poverty. In cataloguing, diagramming, 
collecting, and systematizing, he presents the informal as 
a mirror image to the official order; operating in relation 
to the planned economy, the informal acts according to 
its own protocols within a larger context of control. 

Urban China’s diagrams are provisional attempts to 
recover, amongst the dazzling spectacle of competing 
billboards, street markets, tent cities, and architectural 
non-sequiturs, forms of organization, at once robust and 
fragile, immanent in the informal. The diagrams map 
out layers of informal activities and occupancy (laundry 
drying on telephone wires, an open-air barbershop in a 

Documenting the Informal vacant lot), de-particularizing individual buildings and 
spaces to create a generic type defined by a set of shared 
functions. A model of a typical apartment block looks 
as though it could be any block in any Chinese city and 
buildings in photographs are whited out, replaced with 
line drawings and annotations, a technique that removes 
them from their real context and redefines them as in-
stances in a pattern of urbanization. 

These techniques suggest that the seemingly spontane-
ous appropriations of space are in fact systematic and 
widespread, and interplay with the planned, official 
protocols of urbanization. As Jiang writes, a discussion 
of “informal China” cannot be limited to the informal, 
but should consider the interaction between “control” 
and the “out of control” in Chinese society.  Throughout 
the city, despite the appearance of disorder, one finds 
layers of organization, both informal and formal, in an 
extremely interdependent relationship. Informal occu-
pancy utilizes spaces left out of official zoning, rendering 
them productive, as shown in Urban China’s diagrams 
of shops operating in the space under pedestrian bridges 
or children’s forts erected in abandoned construction 
sites [images]. Informal labor creates bootleg products 
that enter the official channels of distribution or are 
bought on the street by those employed in the formal 
economy. While informality may seem an anomalous 
and atavistic intrusion of an older pre-modern practice, 
it is an indissociable part of Chinese modernization. By 
diagramming informal organizations, Jiang shows that 
these apparent improvisations follow a logic that cannot 
be separated from the official order. 

Jiang’s approach is one of analysis and documentation; 
he doesn’t prescribe architectural or urban planning rem-
edies. But while his diagrams are not meant to be used 
as building plans, neither are they n indictment of the 
planned and the formalized. It is possible that future ar-
chitecture or urban planning could apply Jiang’s research 
on informal China to the making of the next Chinese 
cities. Jiang’s work suggests that what is needed most is 
an expanded definition of what constitutes a city—one 
that includes a wider range of systems and modes of in-
habitation, both formal and informal, and that preserves 
moments of the unplanned, even the out of control.
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4 	 “What If, Why Not?”
	   interview with Philippe Parreno for Volume 10 (2006)



What	If,	Why	Not?
Philippe	Parreno		
Interviewed	by		
Benedict	Clouette

Philippe	Parreno’s	artistic	
practice	embraces	conversa-
tion	as	a	way	of	affiliating	different		
narratives	or	realities.	His	work	is	an	open	exploration	
of	various	protocols	of	interaction,	from	copyright	law,	
to	exhibitions,	to	football	games.	His	film	Zidane,  
un portrait du 21e siècle,	made	with	Douglas	Gordon	
follows	recently	retired	football	star	Zinédine	Zidane,	
capturing	his	gestures	with	seventeen	synchronized	
cameras	trained	on	him	for	the	duration	of	a	single	
match.	Volume	recently	spoke	with	Parreno	about		
fictional	realities,	conversation,	and	Zidane.
	
bc:	You	often	work	between	reality	and	fiction,	or	with
fiction	as	another	reality.	We	spoke	recently	with	your	
sometime	collaborator	François	Roche	about	the	use	
of	fiction	in	his	architecture.	How	does	fiction	function	
in	your	work?

pp:	François’s	work	reverses	the	plan	by	entering	into	
the	project	through	fiction,	and	allowing	fiction	to	
become	a	little	bit	alienated	by	everything	else,	by	the	
social	complexities	of	the	situation	and	by	his	own	rigor.	
For	me,	the	distinction	would	be	that	you	can	

produce	a	fiction,	while	surely	you	cannot	always	
argue	that	reality	itself	produces	a	fiction.	I	am	talking	
about	fiction,	not	illusion.	My	work	always	starts	with	
a	‘ritournelle’,	not	a	scenario.	The	Zidane	portrait	is	
about	What	If	/	Why	Not	following	one	protagonist	
moving	through	a	story.	A	character	begins	to	be	built	
through	the	relation	you	start	to	engage	with	him	just	
by	spending	time	looking	at	him.	The	stories	you	start	
to	tell	are	your	stories,	and	you	begin	to	produce	your	
variations.	It’s	like	driftting,	I	guess.	

bc:	How	does	that	happen	in	the	process	of	creating
the	film,	in	how	you	approached	it,	the	technique	and	
how	you	made	it?

pp:	The	Zidane	film	started	with	a	conversation	
between	Douglas	Gordon	and	myself,	about	ten	years	
ago.	And	then	somehow	in	the	intervening	time,		
the	discussion	became	more	of	a	record,	to	the	point	
where	the	ideas	of	the	film	convinced	us,	I	think.		
So	then	about	five	years	ago,	we	approached	Zidane,	
and	I	approached	at	the	same	time	the	director	of	
photography	Darius	Khondji.	There	were	many	practi-
calities	we	had	to	consider	in	order	to	concentrate	on	

1.	 Anywhere Out of This World,	3d	animation	movie	transferred		
	 to	digital	video	disc,	2000
2.	 The Boy From Mars,	35	mm	transfered	to	High	Definition	video,	2003	
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trying	to	produce	the	contours	that	would	lead	Zidane	
to	make	the	film	with	us.	We	finally	met	him,	and	we	
figure	he	must	have	liked	the	ideas	and	our	approach.
I	knew	what	I	wanted	to	achieve,	but	how	–	that	was	

challenging.	How	to	engage	with	a	fiction	without	
total	understanding?	How	to	commit	as	a	viewer	to		
an	experience?	There	was	no	fascination	for	reality.	
We	wanted	to	focus	more	on	the	affective	particularities	
of	the	character,	and	out	of	the	observations	people	
have	of	Zidane,	as	a	tv	star,	to	develop	a	kind	of	
empathy.	Cinema	is	a	fantastic	machine	to	incarnate.	
We	talked	with	Zinedine	about	this	approach,	about	
portraiture.	

bc:	Does	empathy	relate	to	the	part	of	your	practice
that	is	constantly	involved	in	different	kinds	of		
collaboration?

pp:	I	never	make	drawings	for	my	projects,	I	always	talk
or	write.	That’s	how	I	function.	I	call	up	someone,		
I	talk	about	an	idea,	and	that’s	how	it	starts.	It	always	
starts	with	a	conversation.	
And	if	you	don’t	have	anyone	with	whom	to	speak,	you

do	what	the	poets	in	Greek	mythology	did	and	create	
muses	or	water	nymphs	in	order	to	talk	to	someone,		
to	address	the	work	to	someone.	There	is	always	a	kind	
of	narrative	dialogue	that	an	author	engages.

bc:	I’ve	heard	you	talk	about	this	before	as	a	kind	
of	polyphony	or	a	musical	score.	Why	do	you	find	the	
need	to	create	these	protocols	for	relationships	in	your	
work?

pp:	I	grew	up	with	art	centers	or	cultural	centers.	For
me,	art	was	something	produced	in	art	centers,	in		
a	space	dedicated	to	exhibition	making.	A	space	without	
a	collection	and	therefore	a	space	where	you	could	not	
only	question	the	object-making	but	produce	an	exhibi-
tion.
Pierre	Boulez	remarked	that	anybody	could	buy	his

scores,	but	in	order	to	play	them,	you	need	to	have	
something	that	he	defined	as	the score of the score.	And	
I	think	that	could	be	true	for	exhibitions	as	well.	The	
exhibition	involves	a	series	of	relationships.	So	you	can	
imagine	how	that	connects	with	the	object	the	protocol	
of	that	connection.	Jaron	Lanier,	a	computer	scientist,	
talks	about	‘phenotropics’,	or	‘phenotropic	computing’.	
Essentially,	he	questioned	the	idea	of	‘protocol	adher-
ence’	in	software	development.	I	like	to	imagine	that	
exhibition	is	working	on	protocol	adherence.
That’s	how	I	function,	always	starting	with	this	kind	

of	game.	
bc:	First	you	write	something,	and	it	starts	from	this	
single	motif,	question,	or	issue.	What	would	be	an	
example	from	a	particular	project?

pp:	For	Zidane,	the	question	was:	What	If	/	Why	Not	
following	one	protagonist	going	through	a	story.
For	the	Boy From Mars	with	François	Roche,	it	was:	

could	we	imagine	architecture	producing	a	film	and	
film	producing	an	architecture	and	its	reality?

1.	 Fade to Black (...),	silkscreens	on	paper	with	phosphorescent	ink,	2003
2.	 Philippe	Parreno	and	Douglas	Gordon,	Zidane, un portrait du 21e   
 siècle,	still	from	a	color	video,	2006
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With	Annlee,	it	was:	could	we	take	a	sign	that	does	
not	mean	anything	anymore	and	come	to	see	that	sign	
as	defining	a	community?
And	so	on…It	could	be	a	fun	game	to	keep	going	

like	that	for	all	the	projects.	Fun,	and	a	little	bit	boring.	
bc:	The	loophole	seems	like	an	appealing	figure	for	
you,	as	a	case	of	exception	in	a	protocol,	like	in	copy-
right	for	example.	How	do	loopholes	create	an	oppor-
tunity	for	you	to	work?

pp:	I	think	we	have	read	the	notion	of	copyright	in	
a	straightforward	way	through	‘Annlee’,	but	also		
in	a	way	inspired	by	one	of	the	first	statements	of	the	
nouveau roman,	when	Alain	Robbe-Grillet	asked		
how	you	could	create	the	condition	by	which	you	never	
stop	telling	the	story.	I	think	that’s	one	of	the	drives	
for	this	project,	to	say	we	have	this	sign,	or	whatever	
you	want	to	call	it,	and	then	the	question	is	how	we	
can	project	the	desire	for	the	sign	to	never	stop	produc-
ing	meanings.	So	of	course,	in	the	first	film	I	did	with	
Annlee,	the	character	was	introducing	itself,	which		
is	a	kind	of	political	role.	But	even	as	an	introduction	
it	was	a	way	of	building	up	the	ideas	and	inputs	that	
would	allow	her	to	take	on	her	own	life	as	a	sign.

bc:	When	you	allow	the	stories	to	continue	to	keep	
telling	themselves,	you	produce	the	possibility	of	an	
afterlife	of	the	work,	and	afterlife	of	Annlee,	or	the	
afterlife	of	the	image	in	Fade to Black (...).	

pp:	A	never-ending	story.	With	Fade to Black (...),	I	first	
created	a	series	of	real	events	or	situations.	Those	
events	become	a	series	of	images.	I	printed	these	with	
photosensitive	ink	and	applied	a	photochemical	
removing	mix	so	that	the	image	would	slowly	become	
less	visible	and	the	memory	of	it	would	start	to	be	
more	and	more	blurred	and	affected.	So	the	more	the	
work	is	shown,	the	less	visible	it	becomes.	
And	I	like	this	notion	that	we	know	how	the	project	

starts,	but	not	how	it	ends?	With	movies	you	always	
wait	for	the	ending	and	somehow	art	has	always	
avoided	that	question.	In	a	way,	through	Fade to Black 
(...),	we	tried	to	produce	the	possibility	of	an	ending.		
A	happy	ending.	

bc:	It	opens	up	onto	the	possibilities	of	invisibility.	I’ve	
read	you	studied	math,	which	is	sometimes	considered		
a	form	of	knowledge	that	uniquely	bypasses	visibility.	
How	is	invisibility	at	play	in	your	work	and	do	you	
think	your	art	practice	relates	to	your	studying	math?

pp:	The	relation	to	math	is	that	I’m	always	seeing	
structures.	Whether	I	look	at	a	visual	art	work,	or		
a	movie,	or	a	novel,	or	an	essay,	my	interest	is	always	
in	reactive	structures	and	cool	ideas.	
Invisibility	relates	to	the	moment	in	the	discussion,	

not	only	in	collaborations	but	when	you’re	trying	to	
produce	anything,	when	you	can	see	that	something	
starts	to	be there,	which	means	I	can	close	my	eyes	and	
still	see	it,	still	imagine	it.	In	that	sense,	it’s	a	definition	
of	reality,	because	it	remains	even	if	I’m	not	there		

to	look	at	it.	And	somehow,	when	you	produce	work	
that	way,	the	moment	when	you	start	to	know	that	
relation,	you	begin	to	see	a	sort	of	quasi-reality.	The	
quasi-reality	of	a	quasi-object,	if	you	accept	one	defi-
nition	of	reality	as	what	stays	when	you	are	not	there		
to	look	at	it.
In	art,	you	learn	from	your	practice.	Before	the	Zidane	

film,	I	had	never	addressed	the	idea	of	portraiture,	
because	I	thought	it	was	a	remnant	from	the	past,	along	
with	other	genres	of	painting	like	landscape	and	with	
Velazquez.	I	had	to	make	the	film	to	understand	the	
notion	of	portraiture.	Because	I	made	the	film,	I	was	
able	to	look	back	at	the	paintings	and	they	began		
to	have	new	meanings	for	me,	when	before	most		
of	them	were	just	chocolate	box	covers.

bc:	In	the	Zidane	film,	his	figure	seems	to	become	
a	particular	point	in	a	reactive	structure,	that	all	of	
these	relationships	pass	through	him.	It	is	a	very	par-
ticular	idea	of	portraiture,	but	do	you	think	these	
structures	are	shared	by	other	forms	of	portraiture?

pp:	Have	you	noticed	that	when	you	go	in	a	museum	
all	these	eyes	of	dead	people	are	still	following	you?	
Spooky.	Anyway,	yeah,	portraiture	creates	a	set	of	very	
specific	relations.	When	you	look	at	an	image,	even		
in	tabloids,	of	somebody	really	focusing	on	doing	
something	other	than	being	aware	of	being	seen	by	you,	
you	necessarily	start	to	have	some	empathy	with	that	
person.
In	the	Zidane	film,	it	is	not	only	two	pairs	of	eyes,	

but	also	the	co-director	Douglas	Gordon’s	eyes.	After	
two	years	working	with	somebody	looking	at	the	
face	of	somebody	else,	you	start	to	look	at	the	other	
as	if	it’s	you.	

bc:	In	Zidane,	it	seems	like	you’re	presenting	an	envi-
ronment	in	which	media	imagery	and	physical	space	
capture	each	other	in	an	intense	involvement.	What		
are	the	implications	of	that	kind	of	space	for	archi-
tecture	now?

pp:	I	think	architecture	is	dealing	now	with	questions	
that	might	also	involve	the	issue	of	time,	the	relation	
where,	if	you’re	not	able	to	find	the	time-code,	you’re	
not	able	to	operate	in	your	life.	
For	example,	a	museum	has	restaurants,	offices,	

elevators,	theaters,	exhibition	rooms	with	exhibition	
programs.	All	those	spaces	operate	in	different	time	
sequences.	There	should	also	be	expiration	dates	on	
projects.
I	worked	as	a	night	watchman	in	a	central	post	office	

when	I	was	a	student.	Since	then	I	look	at	architec-
ture	and	space	in	a	slightly	different	way.	I	would	like	
to	see	a	building	which	is	a	central	post	office	during	
the	day	and	a	haunted	house	theme	park	at	night.	–
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Mega	Event	 Flash	Mob	 Webcast	 Private	Dinner

Mass	Demonstration	 Free	Running	 Cruise	Conference	 Performance

Archis	r.s.v.p.	Events
Response-based	Events:	A	Quest	for	Ideas	and	Action

Event	#	14

Taichung,	Fall	2007

Dialogue
Most	architecture	today	must	be	impressive,	outstanding,	even	peculiar,		
or	receiving	other	tributes	of	difference	–	architecture	as	a	claim	to	fame.

Meanwhile,	elsewhere	in	the	world...

There	is	a	pressing	need	for	better	dialogue,	the	basic	component	
of	any	culture.	The	question	in	Taichung	will	be:	how	can	design	

impact	on	one	of	the	most	urgent	questions	of	our	time:	how		
to	provide	a	public	domain	for	free	speech	and	casual	encounters?

If	you’re	interested	in	being	a	part	of	this	event,		
please	reply	to	this	page	by	e-mailing		

your	response	to	rsvp@archis.org	(stating	‘Taichung’	as	subject),		
suggesting	your	idea	along	with	your	name,	profession,		
and	number	of	reservations	before	September	1st,	2007.	

We’ll	get	back	to	you	with	the	details	on	the	time,		
place	and	format	of	the	event,	as	well	as	your	possible	role	in	it.		

Check	www.archis.org	or	Volume	Magazine	for	regular	updates.		

Archis	r.s.v.p.	Events	are	tactical	interventions	done	all	over	the	world.	
The	form	of	each	event	is	determined	by	the	character	of	the	place	and	the	size	of	the	response.	
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5 	 “Museum of Leaks”
	   essay on the Smithsonian’s leaky architecture, Volume 4 (2005)



M U S E U M  O F  L E A K S

BENEDICT CLOUETTE

The cracks are showing in the world’s largest museum complex. In a recent audit of the 

Smithsonian Institution prepared by the Government Accountability Office, analysts reported 

“chronic leaks” and “structural deterioration,” resulting in closed buildings and damage to 

some collections. According to Lawrence Small, Secretary of the Institution, ‘half of the 

Smithsonian’s 400 buildings are in trouble.’ With 18 museums, 10 research facilities, and 

a zoological park, a total of 7.5 million square feet, the Smithsonian’s facilities budget 

has been stretched thin by an expansive and aging infrastructure. To make do, the Institu-

tion’s staff has introduced stop-gap measures to counter the leaks: draping plastic sheets 

over flying machines and artifacts, and wiping up with mops, towels, and buckets. 

 

The Smithsonian was founded by a bequest from James Smithson, a minor English mineralo-

gist who left his fortune to the United States for the creation of an institution ‘for 

the increase & diffusion of Knowledge among men.’ He died in 1829, but the U.S. govern-

ment was not informed of the bequest until 1835. Congress was divided about whether it 

should accept money from an English donor for a national institution, and so it was not 

until 1846 that the Smithsonian was established by law. 

Due in part to this delay, very little is known about James Smithson or why he willed 

his estate to the young nation, despite efforts by the Smithsonian to seek out infor-

mation about its founder. Smithson never visited America, nor did he correspond with 

any American contemporaries. Speculating on the motives behind the bequest, John Quincy 

Adams recorded that the American chargé d’affaires in London ‘intimates...that the man 

was supposed to be insane.’ The Institution acquired Smithson’s personal effects and 

papers, but before they could be reviewed for any clues they might yield, they were 

consumed in a fire at the Smithsonian Castle in 1865. Even Smithson’s bodily remains 

were nearly lost when an Italian quarry, which owned the mineral rights to the cliffs 

beneath the English cemetery in Genoa where he was buried, emptied the other residents 

into the Mediterranean. Fortunately, Alexander Graham Bell was sent to exhume the body 

and transport it to the Smithsonian archive, rescuing the Institution’s original relic 

for its collection.

The archive is thus founded on an act of preservation, saving a precious object from 

the brink of disaster by removing it from the chance outcomes of the material world. 

The history of the Smithsonian collection and its benefactor is a history of encoun-

FIGURE 1 FIGURE 2

C-LAB FILE 3
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FIGURE 1 Alexander Graham Bell examines Smithson’s remains. Photograph by Mabel Bell, courtesy of the Library of Con-

gress, Prints and Photographs Division.

FIGURE 2 The fire at the Smithsonian Castle in 1865. Retouched photograph by Alexander Gardner, courtesy of the 

Smithsonian Institution Archives.

ters with the potential for loss, and an intimate awareness of the precarious relationship 

between material artifacts and knowledge. The archive recognizes the entropy that charges 

all objects and attempts to fix them against this instability, which is at once an admis-

sion of its real force. Architecture is called upon in service of the archive, as an image 

of permanence and security: the Smithsonian Castle, designed by James Renwick, combines an 

architecture of security and impermeability with one of rationality and knowledge, at once 

a physical defense for the objects inside and an ideological defense for the uncertainties 

surrounding the founder of the Institution, and the nation that accepted his gift.

From the beginning, the Castle leaked. Built on a flood plain, it was consistently damp, 

and when the tides rose on the Potomac, the vapors from the sewer that ran beneath the 

building would seep through the brickwork, permeating the Castle with a strong odor. The 

atmospheric conditions inside the Castle were notoriously cold and wet and its poor con-

struction made for constant repairs. The fire that destroyed James Smithson’s papers was 

started when repairmen working in the freezing building installed a wood stove for their 

comfort, venting it into a hole between two windows that they incorrectly assumed was con-

nected to the main chimney. The hole allowed the fire to leak into the wider building, 

while buckets of water, placed throughout the building in case of fire, were frozen solid. 

After the fire, no one could explain where the hole had come from. It is the special fate 

of these archives to be subjected to greater excesses of cold, damp, and heat than they 

ever would be outside the building.
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Today, the Institution is facing what the recent audit called a ‘broad decline in the 

Smithsonian’s aging facilities and systems that poses a serious long-term threat’ to their 

collection of artifacts. Having grown to over 7.5 million square feet, housing roughly 

144 million objects and specimens and 166 million archived documents and photographs, the 

funding available for the maintenance of the facilities and their collections has not kept 

pace with the Institution’s growth. Smithsonian officials have estimated that the renova-

tions to the complex will take $2.3 billion over the next nine years. Following the audit, 

the Institution’s facilities management was reorganized under retired Major General Clair 

F. Gill, who in his previous career as the Army’s top engineer, oversaw numerous large-

scale projects, including two flood control systems. Slowly, some projects are reaching 

completion, like the replacement of skylights at the National Air and Space Museum, where 

leaks in the glass ceiling had caused rusting on the first airplane to hit Mach 2 and water 

stains on the wing of the Lilienthal glider that inspired the Wright Brothers’ design. The 

Patent Office building, home of the Smithsonian American Art Museum, has been closed since 

2000 for roof repairs and the replacement of its antiquated heating and cooling system. The 

Arts and Industries Building was closed in January 2004 because leaks were causing metal 

FIGURE 3 Plastic sheets protect artifacts from leaks in the ceiling of a storage room at the Natural History Museum. 

Photograph courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution. 

FIGURE 4 The deteriorating heating and cooling system at the Patent Office Building. Courtesy of the Smithsonian 

Institution. 

FIGURE 5 A stain marks the Lilienthal glider at the Air and Space Museum.

FIGURE 3 FIGURE 4
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panels to fall from its decaying ceiling. The National Museum of African Art has leaks 

over its galleries from holes in the roof and clogged pipes, and the Renwick Gal-

lery has weeps in the wall plaster from leaking steam pipes. At the Sackler Gallery, a 

construction team has dug an eight-foot-deep trench in the lawn that covers the under-

ground building in an effort to seal expansion joints that have spouted leaks in the 

gallery below. In the past three years, archivists have dealt with 19 ‘water emergen-

cies,’ including bursting pipes and leaks directly over collections, as well as a drain 

backup at the archives that destroyed records pertaining to the Institution’s history. 

The Castle will be closed for three years of repairs starting in 2006. 

The evolution of the Smithsonian and other modern institutions as repositories of 

material culture — libraries, museums, archives, and shopping centers — was aided by 

technological innovations that made possible an increasing mastery of the environmental 

conditions inside their buildings, producing a consistent interior climate by perfect-

ing its separation from the contingencies of the outside. There is the greatest need 

for such separation in the archive, given that the criteria for an object’s inclusion 

are its physical uniqueness and its significance in the realm of culture. 

But contingency also necessarily affects the selection of an archive’s contents by the 

fact that, left to chance, some objects should have been lost, like the bones of James 

Smithson. Contingency has always already leaked into the archive, in that all of its 

contents enter through some degree of chance. There will always be leaks, because the 

archive is a product of its architecture, an architecture that is conditioned by the 

same instabilities as the artifacts it houses, touched by the same ambiguity between 

its significance as material and as idea.

The well-rehearsed narrative of modernity as a catalyst for rapid transformation, 

uprooting traditional patterns of sociality and dissolving their material evidence, 

provides only a partial description of the situation. Modernity has also produced 

the technological means to preserve the isolated object in an almost magical stasis, 

theoretically sealed off from time in a climate-controlled, acid-free box. The archive 

might be considered as characteristic of the desire for the rational dominion over 

the environment, a desire which effects the preservation of singular objects even as 

it dissolves the contexts and milieus that produced them, a desire that works at many 

scales, from the preservation of the artifact, to the preservation of the building that 

houses it, to the preservation of entire cities as archives of architecture. 

It is easy to imagine another approach for the archive, whereby leaks would no lon-

ger conceived as imperfections in the separation between inside and outside, but as a 

positive tactic of permeability, creating conditions for the movement of knowledge more 

than its consolidation. In the language of the Smithsonian’s founder, if increase is a 

matter of preservation, diffusion could be a process of leaks.

FIGURE 5


