
Progr(s.sive lnsanitics of a Pioneer 

He srood on • point 
on a shut of green paper 
procla1ming himself the center 
with no walls 
no border> 
anywhere; the sky 
no height above h1m , totally 
unenclosed and shouted: 
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THE READING OF CoNTEXT 

Architects are like pioneers in that they inhabit vacam landscapes and ay to 

cufrivate them and increase their potential as habitable places in the world. lf we work 

in an 'open' field, how can we be contexrual?-Whac informs us in the making offorrn? 

What gives meaning to a form? 

The design process can address a wide spectrum of subject marrer including 

political, social, economic, and technological issues. However, in archirecrure. it is the 

physical location that provides an immediate scarring point. It is through location that 

we make contact with cultural and scientific issues on a national, regional or local basis. 

The physicaliryof the site, its ruins, traces and shifis are cues upon which we can build. 

The location, literally, provides a physical context that gives definition to a design. It 

is the context of che situarion that gives significance to che urrerance, (the architecrural 

intervention).' Unlike che other arts, archi~rure deals specifically \\-ich a physical site 

and from its location draws meanmg.' 

lf a work of architecture is conrexr-dependenr, how does it not become stagnated 

by che immediacy of che context? How can a work gain an objective distance ro a-."'id 

nostalgia? If a work is to give commentary on where \\e are (i.e. location) and who we 

are (i.e. culture) we must interpret the physical conrext m a critical fushion. ln order to 

interpret the context we must read ic. 
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The ph~ ical context on be u,ed :h a point of 
d~~ rusr :a_.. a literal) re .-t c~n be lL~ ro animate 
the imzginarion' . \X'e can ~d conto.:t as one ~ds a 
book: bct\\cen the line'; in it) fi,.,urcs: ~ithin the 
oonnotacioru eh<: (ron)tat curio "ith it. The (con)ro."t, 
r.ather th.lll <eoing :u a descriptive tool. becomes an 
ilbuument to C'\'Oke invention. 

The act of rcadm~; (con)te t i~ a per~onal and 
~uendy a silent an. Ho\\'C'\'Cr. unlike reading text, 
'' hich is primarily a 'isual ~cti\'ity. the ~ading of 
como."t has the pos,,ibiliry ofin\'Ol\'ing all the senses. 
One can ~context. A!. the e:cistenWI~~ arrest, feding 
is a way of registering our participation in the world. • 
Hc:idq;ger spoks of Gmimmtkit- that is to SJ)'· being 
'arruno:l' to eh<: world. Ricocur w.es a imilar metaphor 
when ~ tal.ks of' umdill; :u if one ~d to adjUSt to the 
pitch of the V~.'Odd."" 

1llli m:irudc supprc:sscs VISion to heighten the other 
scrucs of smdl, t<~Ste, touch and hearing. In hili anicle, 
•Towards a Critical Rc:gionali~m" Kenner.h Fr.ampron. 
puG forth MThc V'!SW.l \~mu the Tactile·. as his sixth 
point fur an archirccrure of'resW:ance'. 

~The racrile resilience of the place-form and the 
capacity of the body ro n:ad the emironmem in terms 
other than those of sight alone sugge~r a potential 
~tr.aregy for resisting the domination of universal 
tcdmology. ft~ 

We mUSt read the contc:xt 100= an instrument that 
has been sensim-dy runcd beca~ rhe context is in a 
sarc of flux. The dcfutition of the physial context is 
indeterminate. There is no solution to what is the 
'pro~r· architectural response v.ithin the physical 
comcxr, bcca~ it doo not exist as a problem ro be 
sohlrl. A work of archira:rure can only be pbccd within 
a discw.sion wnh rhe phys1ca.l context. In order to 
parricip;ue. w~ mUR adopt .lll attitude toward .t region, 
a city, a neighbourhood, a specific site. From this 
vantage point. archircc:ru~ moves beyond just a ~rylistic 
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thcu··. and_., c~.n only bcllrt"c chtm. 
Tht plact 11 dcscned AI na&hc. 
P""'"lt your C'U 10 chc around. you 
can hctr a door abm • 

4 John Mac.quauic. • E.xuccoct.Jium•, 
(Nt~ York ll.'orld Publisbin& 
C:omp•ny, 197Z), p. l S7 

~ • ..:C'nnerh f nmpton, •Towards l 

Crnu .• l ltC's•on~lum · s;, Po•nu for ~n 
Ar L:h•1f'- ti.Ut' o f Rnt~un,c•, 
p,,,,,.,,~,, C"ll•u. C"d by llal foucr, 
l oadnn: l)luta t~r~ss l1mucd, 1985, p. 
ll. 

c;xercise; it demands that We! take a 'position' roward a place. One must M confront the 
noise." 

The fact that the context is cominualh IUfttng means in the r:et.ding of it v.c get only 
partial glimpse.\ of it, there i> reall} no present, onh instams of prl-scm. \\e rely on 
memory to connet.t the insranrs, ro cominue the stream of con~iousn~. 

In order to catch rhc knife-edge of the prcsem, in archiu~cru.re \\C: draw in order to 
reread rcaluy. In executing a drawmg. we measure the immcdi.ue c:nvironmcnr and 
accumulate maps which docribe it. Thc:.e maps m.1y give a quantitati\c: accoum of a 
place, but they tell u.~ very little about the actual qualitie:; of a plat-e. The qualirio nuy 
not be me-J..,urable, bur they arc perceh'Jble. In order to catch a glimpo,c: of the complete 
picture, we mtu.t overlay e.tch indiv1dual !Tame, e.tch instant in time~ th.u a "hole in~ 
is revealed and an undcrlrmg scructurc emerg~.6 Therefore. through thc dra\\ing we 

anempt to capture the C'.-.cnce of the pb.ce and record lt subcletie.. The ph) ical como.t 
is like a picture in motion made up of many frame., lt h.l!i temporal depth \\hich goes 
lx:yond the surfat.c of its prcscm realit)' 

B}' vicwmg context through rime we observe not onl} what i> \Jri.tbk but al\0 the 
~kdecon of a pbcc. The l.tycn. of rime, once op;lquc, be.:omc tran,Juccnt; in the ace of 
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cre.uing a palimp,c:st the present day map loses ir~ 

immediate ~ignifiC.ll1~ and rhe p:bt c:r.bUrtS begin ro 

rupl'l!n= rhe ~"'C. Through dra\\ ing. w -c are able ro 

rn.U..-e an WU2crion of pbC"C and by-
p~ rhe acrual conrext and projn:t an idcaliud 

~"Ct'Sion ofit. The :absrncr drawing bn"Omo the \itc,' the 
n~v tDposofim"Cntion. Tbc rq>rescntation becomes the 
mc:[;lphoric or utopian \Cl"> ion of the actual conrext. 
Then:fore drawing is :.tn integral pan of the doign 
process. 'Dra\\ing' is no longer used as a noun bur as a 
vcrb. ir becomes an .let in ~,,hich we draw the world om. 

The discn:p:&ncr ~t\\cc:n the drawing and the 
acru..liry ~ nO£ v.ithin the dccUl of a dra"ing bm \\irhin 
irs basic srrucrun:. The n:ading becomes increasingly 
su~ful ~ the discr~p•uKy h ch«ked '.l.ith the reality 
of the ~ire:. In on:kr to keep both within one's frame of 
,bion. one must C&ilbce between the idealized scenarios 
and acrua.l ones unnl there is a ,·inual one to one 

corre:.pondcnce. Although our ininal relauonship with 
the sire may be fiom :a disrance. as we appi'03ch theplace 
\\e become imme~eJ in it. The phyl>icality of the sire 
becomes all-encompa.\'ing. The invi~ible ..specrs of a 
place become pe~ei\'able. & the painrer. Paul Cezanne 
srared. MNature is on the in~ide. I do nor see it 

according ro it:. extc:rior envelope. I live in ir from the 
middle. I am imme~ed in it. After all the world is all 
..round me, nor in front of me." In~read of drawmg the 
sire, one can now actually handle it, collecring its 
fragments to fabricate a htstory . Suddenly rhe 
extension of drawing rhe site ts to consrrucr it, face to 
face with reality. The "work' site has replaced rhe 
drawing ..s the place ofimervenrion. 

Within the right margins or the 'work' she lies the 
possibility of architecrure to be an aa ofimprovisacion 
in which the discrepmcy bcrwecn the idealized and the 
acru:tl plans begins to dimint,h. The archirea begins ro 
acr and find meaning \\ithin the im~cicial space of rhe 
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exisring condiuon. This is nor a new concept, appa~nrly Gaudi liv~ on the sire ofTemple 
Expiamri de la SagracL Fam1ha in Barcdona. Ralph Erskine set up his office on sire for the 
Bykcr Redevelopment tn Newe~.!.tle-<>n-l)'Tie in England. R.ettntly. archirecrural 
firms have experimented with ' installations~. or fiill size mock-ups for ;~cnul pieces ,..;thin 

existing infrasuucturcs. The phy~1c.al context becomes a place when: we can intervene on 

a more immediate basis. fhe lucidhy of our reading of the conro.r incre-~. 

Reading becomes a cycliml process. lr involves observ.uion, inrerpremrion and the re­

construction (construction) of a context. In order for readings to become operative, the 

readings m~r nm be descriptive of .1 place but anempt ro unify Its \-ailOus <~Spccts m a 

new way. Therefo~ reflection is not a passive activity. instead, 11 forms the basis of action. 

Reading lc::u:b to invenuon and finally intervention ,,,thin the ph\-stwl context. 'lbc C)dc 

begins to complete ic.elf .u. the nt-w piece becomo a working pan of that context wh1ch 

informs, m turn, ~ub~uem built form. 
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