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Architects, designed with scenographer Shizuka Hariu, that explored the
notion of light as a ‘material’ experience.?’

Because of the sheer scale, production and, in some
instances, spectacle of the collective installations, it could be argued
that Sensing Spaces lies in the tradition of ‘live architecture’ — that is,
1:1-scale architectural fragments sited in the ‘neutral’ space of the gallery.
Goodwin’s curatorial intent, however, pursues an open-ended agenda
that was explicitly committed to experimenting with entirely new and
untested architectural commissions. By foregrounding each work as an
exhibit within itself — design as exhibit — Sensing Spaces is conceived as a
choreographed sequence of heightened encounters with architectural
‘experience’ in each gallery space. As the viewer moved through the
galleries, they were challenged to move from a position of rational analysis
to one in which they focused on their emotional and sensory response
to the works they encountered. In doing so, the exhibition brought to
public attention the haptic and emotional qualities of architecture and its
contribution to and impact on our experience of everyday life.

Sensing Spaces: Architecture Re-imagined represented a
stark and ambitious departure from previous large-scale career surveys
at the Royal Academy such as New Architecture: Foster, Rogers, Stirling
(1986) — which also included a large-scale 1:1 exhibit by Stirling — or,
more recently, the monographic Renzo Piano: The Art of Making Buildings
(2018-19) — the latter a relatively small exhibition by comparison.
Goodwin recalls the curatorial challenges associated with Sensing Spaces
and the rapid production and installation process, open brief and the
deliberate exclusion of lengthy explanatory texts or didactic materials
to guide a mainstream audience: “As the primary goal was to place the
emphasis on the experience, interpretation was kept to a minimum, a
decision that faced some resistance during planning...”?!

The experiment lay in the visitor’s willingness to engage
with an experiential encounter rather than an educative one: the design
as exhibit approach enabled the exhibition to offer a transformational
encounter while still being accessible for a diverse audience. The
experiment and risk paid off: Sensing Spaces was a popular success for the
Royal Academy with 164,000 visitors over 72 days, and engaged a diverse
demographic through substantial press and social media coverage. In
his review for The Guardian, architectural critic Rowan Moore sums up:
“The show is as much about presence as the senses, about the awareness
of what it is to be in a place that might be small, large, light, dark, rough
or smooth, and to move through it. It’s a reminder of properties of
architecture that are fundamental but [often] overlooked.”??

CASE STUDY 4

Liguid Light by Flores & Prats (Venice Architecture
Biennale, 2018)

The Venice Biennale of Architecture is recognised internationally as

the world’s most influential international ‘exposition’ of contemporary
architecture. Through its collective form — where nations respond to a
designated central theme with their own curated exhibitions alongside the
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director’s own exhibition and various ‘off-site’ offerings and programs —
the Biennale brings together a global survey of the ideas, preoccupations
and challenges of contemporary practice.

As Brett Steele, former Director of London’s Architectural
Association, states in the preface to the publication Architecrure on
Display: On the History of the Venice Biennale of Architecture (2010):

“The biennale’s importance today lies in its vital dual presence as both
register and infrastructure, recording the impulses that guide not only
architecture but also the increasingly international audiences created by
(and so often today, nearly subservient to) contemporary architectures
of display... By this stage, the biennale has itself become a kind of living
record — of architecture’s own contemporary struggle as a form of
cultural projection on the one hand, and that production on (and not
only of) display on the other.”?

While the Biennale’s display of visual arts stretches back more
than a century, its inaugural official exhibition of architecture was staged in
1980. Directed by Paolo Portoghesi and titled La Presenza del Passato (The
Presence of the Past), the exhibition focused on the influence and potential
of the postmodernism movement via a series of full-scale displays.

In the publication Architecture on Display: On the History
of the Venice Biennale of Architecture (2010), Aaron Levy and William
Menking set out to explore “the vexed relationship between architecture
and its public, [which unites] around a simple premise that architecture
problematizes its own display.” ?* They write that Portoghesi’s exhibition
at Venice included a “section titled Strada Novissima... in the newly
restored Corderie dell’Arsenale [consisting] of a series of dramatic
facades by leading international architects...”. Levy and Menking argue
that “[the exhibition’s] highly theatrical quality... continues to serve as a
benchmark for subsequent curation [today].”*

As Levy and Menking identify, the ongoing influence of
Portoghesi’s theatrical ‘fagade-ism’ and full-scale exhibits continues
to be an enduring curatorial strategy for Venice and resonates with the
historical lineage of the ‘extract’ or ‘live architecture’ display. For the
main international exhibition, curated by the Biennale’s appointed
creative director and held in the expansive spaces of the Corderie (an ex-
naval building), the invited exhibiting practices often attempt to‘address
the vast scale of the space by producing a 1:1 replica or ‘mini building’,
most of which are positioned or juxtaposed with little connection to each
other in concept, provocation or ongoing research beyond representing a
diverse array of responses to a broad and singular theme. Past iterations
have included Less Aesthetics, More Ethics (2000), Qut There: Architecture
Beyond Building (2008), Common Ground (2012) and Reporting From the
Fronr (2016).

More recently, however, a new spirit of mediation is
emerging at the Venice Biennale: a more porous, exploratory and spatially
performative intent that resonates deeply with the design as exhibit
move. An example is Liguid Light (2018) by Barcelona-based architects
Ricardo Flores and Eva Prats. Exhibited as part of the central Freespace
exhibition in the Arsenale building — curated by the 2018 Biennale’s
creative directors Yvonne Farrell and Shelley McNamara of Grafton
Architects — the exhibit translated essential qualities of Flores & Prats’
recently completed adaptive reuse project, the Sala Beckett theatre in the
Poblenou district of Barcelona.




This spread: Flores & Prats conceived of the exhibit as two
‘fragments’ with distinctive intentions rather than as 1:1
replica. On the front-facing side of the exhibit is a fragment
of the Sala Beckett in Barcelona including a reference

to the building’s skylight, while on the reverse side is an
extract of the studio containing the process, reflections,
doubt and tests behind the making of the project. Liguid
Light, Venice Biennale of Architecture, 2018. Courtesy:
Flores & Prats. Photography: Adria Goula.
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While still clearly related to the legacy of the ‘live exhibit’ in
its full-scale form, Liquid Light moved beyond a simplistic exact ‘replica’
of its original; instead it experimented with display methodologies that
referenced scenography and the notion of the mise-en-scéne in theatre
production rather than the conventions of the gallery. Liquid Light was
orientated to take advantage of the fall of natural light from a window to
the Arsenale’s south, and pulled it into the very fulcrum of the exhibit.
This powerful gesture poetically referenced, yet did not attempt to
replicate, a ray of light that the architects had discovered to be piercing
through the damaged ceiling of the derelict building, a former workers’
cooperative that had lain empty for over 30 years. The concept o_f _
channelling natural light drove the design of the Sala Beckett’s mrculgtlon
space and, here for Liguid Light, became an abstracted element charting
the movement of the Venice sun throughout the day.

The material qualities of Liguid Light also shifted between
real elements and those that clearly spoke to the transitional nature of
the mise-en-scéne. Surfaces shifted between real and simulated elements
while textures moved between original and digital printing. A real timber
bench seat emerged from a half-height wall providing a space for visitors
to rest before it dovetailed back into a full-height, timber-framed wall.
Footsteps fell on ceramic tiles to then step off again onto the concrete
Arsenale floor. The most direct reference to the theatre, however, lay in
the very thinness and fragile qualities of the ‘set-like’ timber-framed wall.
Moving behind the set, the visitor discovered another replica or fragment
of Flores & Prats’ studio in Barcelona comprising multitudes of models,
drawings, films and documentation; it literally unfolded the rich layering
of ideas, tests and process developed over time during the making of this
specific piece of architecture.

This is the key point of departure that I propose moves
Liguid Light beyond the lineage of ‘live architecture’ to the more
explorative and open-ended design as exhibit move. Here, the exhibit
is not conceived as an architectural replica — to directly simulate the
properties of the building itself — but is intended, via a direct analogy with
the architecture’s program of the theatre, as a layered mise-en-scéne with
an intent to reveal over time the ideas and process that resulted in this
piece of architecture.

The genesis of Flores & Prats’ distinctive approach for the
architectural ‘extract’ can be traced to Eva Prats’ practice-based PhD
completed at RMIT University in 2019. Prat’s dissertation titled 7o
observe with the client, to draw with the existing: Three cases of architecture
dealing with the ‘as-found’ describes her research process in which '
she reflects on the durational process of re-making the Sala Beckett
project — a building with a significant history — while, at the same time,
communicating the ‘conversations’ inherent to this design process with
the client and with the existing building.

Furthermore, Prats’ PhD research along with the
installation Liguid Light in Venice greatly informed a comprehensive
exhibition of the Sala Beckett project at the Roca Gallery in West London
in 2019, curated by Vicky Richardson. What Where: Crossing Boundaries in
the Architecture of Sala Beckett documents the process behind making the
project, its relationship with its namesake, playwright Samuel Beckett,
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and its contemporary evolution for the resident theatre company under
the directorship of Toni Casares. This ‘springboard’ or catalyst effect is
characteristic of the porosity and openness of the design as exhibit move
and, in this respect, Liguid Light opened up new terrain to explore and
unravel a set of ideas for further development rather than applying an
intellectual frame or overarching voice of authority.

CONCLUSION: CURATOR AS SPACE-MAKER

The case studies profiled in this chapter demonstrate a clear curatorial
intent to foreground the design of an exhibition as an integral part of the
core conceptualisation of a curatorial project, not a background for its
ultimate display. After Dark showed the directness of design as exhibit and, as
a result, manifested in an immersive space of shared encounter where ideas
are unified and shared. It created a direct relationship with performance and
scenography, using choreography to instigate a process of inreraction and
exchange. For The Future Is Here, the design as exhibit move was extended

to create an opportunity for the curatorial process to unfold conceptually

— and for the exhibit to literally unfold in its space — as the exhibition was
made. By accepting risk, the curatorial framework became more dexterous
and responsive and, in doing so, it potentially made its intent to perform the
making of design ideas resonate more strongly with an audience.

In Sensing Spaces, design as exhibit allowed an established
institution to break out of its traditional paradigm. Through a sequence
of individual yet collectively choreographed sensory encounters in the
gallery, it enabled the curator to test an audience’s willingness to engage
with an abstracted, emotional response to exhibiting architecture. As
architectural historian Philip Ursprung states in his catalogue essay: “To
use an exhibition — not as a means to represent what we already know,
but as an opportunity to learn more about what we don’t know — opens
up new terrain.”?¢

Finally, Liguid Light progressed from the long tradition of
the 1:1 replica at the Venice Biennale of Architecture, plunging it into
new territory — and a direct analogy with the theatre — through the use of
the mise-en-scéne. Here, the visitor had a heightened awareness of being
part of a set-like condition that both communicated the daily program of
the subject and gave an intimate insight into the richly iterative material
process of the architect in the development of making it.

All these projects display an openness to experimenting with
new ways of mediating an experience or set of ideas through foregrounding
the design as exhibit — albeit in diverse contexts and with differing intent.
Here, the curator clearly accepts and, at times, heightens and leverages
the fact that the exhibit can never be a piece of formal architecture in its
own right — it lacks the realities of context, program or site. To this end,
the design as exhibir move performs an abstracted architectural experience
through a heightened spatial encounter in which qualities such as light,
compression, interaction and sound are orchestrated for the purpose
of an intended experience. This spatial mediation also acts as a piece of
scenography for shared exchange where design ideas can be revealed,
explored and opened up for interaction and discussion.

Critically, it is clear that the opportunity for the design as
exhibir move in contemporary curatorial practice lies in an agency to act
as a platform for debate and change — to open up possibilities, ‘sketch’




scenarios and subvert preconceptions of what our cities and communities
should be and how we might envisage them differently. In this context,
the potential to encounter a performative, sensorial or scenographic
experience of an exhibition lies with the ability to reveal something new
in our relationship to architecture that remains long after the temporal

footprint of the exhibit is gone.
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