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  Abstract

  As the title suggests, this text is about puns and cross-references. If aesthetics studies the way in which we interpret the sensory stimuli we receive from the world, such sensible knowledge obeys a particular way of being acquired by the senses. We have established aesthetic judgements from the classical to modern works, when it would be appropriate to recognise and apply the values born of Modernity. In contrast to the experience of the sublime, Yuriko Saito’s aesthetics of the everyday; in contrast to the beauty of the exclusive art object, the sensitivity to value the background as an entity equivalent to that object. That is, a negative aesthetics, an A-aesthetics, grounded in this “background” as a condenser of an alternative that responds to the exponential complexity of reality. The negative thus opens up to multiplicity, as opposed to the positive uniqueness of traditional aesthetic parameters. The architectural object thereby dissolves into the background of an empty space as a common framework for everyday life. Open, transformable, unstable, but above all indeterminate: these are now the reference values. Less Kantian aesthetics and more modern non-aesthetics could be the strategy towards a new environmental consciousness.
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          Less-More (A)esthetics
        
Referring to our autobiographical conception, Javier Marías used to say that we tend to associate life with what has been lived, with facts, with the positive, and that to this we ought also to add the negative, “what we have left out, what we have not dared to do, what escaped us”,1 knowing that the latter, full of alternatives, is usually wrapped in the speculative, the indeterminate; quite the opposite of the rigidity and univocity of the former.
In the English language, Esthetics and Aesthetics are two interchangeable terms, if we set aside the more frequent use of the former over the latter in the United States. Nevertheless, a first approach reveals that need to complement an elusive reality, in its complexity, with its opposite. Following this play on words, and invoking the less-more pairing, an appeal is made to this non-exclusive condition, sheltered by the founding Miesian myths of modern architecture, as was the debate on the city raised by Massimiliano and Doriana Fuksas at the 2000 Venice Biennale under the title Less aesthetics, more ethics.2 As can be seen, the phrase says aesthetics and not esthetics.
However, when one looks more deeply into the debates prompted by this event, it becomes clear that the kind of aesthetics to be toned down is the kind that lacks a social vision committed to current problems, far removed from the idea of aesthetics as the champion of sensible knowledge in accordance with the formulation made more than two centuries ago by Baumgarten. Aesthetica, his philosophy of the beautiful, sought to complete a knowledge of the world supported exclusively by the intellect, yet analogous in its construction to the prevailing reason. In contrast, esthetics proposes an unreflective, skin-deep drift, in which the emphasis is placed on a hasty, vague first impression, without much effort on the part of the viewer. In Spanish, it would be like comparing aesthetics with something resembling so-called aestheticism, according to the following approximate definition of the term:

            It is that which develops a superficial conception of beauty, with a predominance granted to the purely aesthetic and sensory effect, above aesthetic reflection, and with a tendency to evaluate things and beings solely from the aesthetic point of view.
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That is to say, it lacks a determined and determining aesthetic reflection, a reasoned thinking about what we experience outside reason. A paradoxical condition which may nevertheless prove to be the best way of facing today’s prevailing complexity. Moreover, the letter A, that initial letter that distinguishes Esthetics from Aesthetics, allows us to glimpse that by no means accidental kind of opposition. An anti-aesthetics that may prove highly appropriate when we place it within the valid frame of reference of a modernity opposed to classicism.
Until now, mastery of this discipline has been built from within the setting of this formal system, and only on a few occasions has it been approached from another aesthetics, or at least a genuinely modern one.
But how, and in what, could this a-esthetics be characterised?
Possibly, as happened in the past with other awkward terms, such as symmetry, the prejudices acquired about them prevented a greater disciplinary development that would have helped to explore other possible orders. At least, that was the case in architecture. If classicism represented the exceptional, the singular, perfect work, the original and most powerful ambition, the beginnings of modern architecture were, by contrast, a plea in favour of the common, the social.

            Building is a biological process, not an aesthetic process […] building is nothing but organisation: social, technical, economic and psychological organisation.
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However, more than a century after its emergence, we still maintain today the myth of the singular building, born of the brilliant, personal hand of the genius, of a work of art imbued with the recurrent aesthetic attributes of beauty, elegance or sublimity. We forget what the study and development of housing meant as a fundamental typology of architectural modernity, and its evident absence of classical aesthetic pretensions, above all in its aspect of exclusivity.5
Sheltered, even sought after, by many of the figures of architecture, housing and its intrinsic collective nature represented an ethical response towards a dignified habitat for the new society under way; but at the same time it also sinned by the very opposite, proposing elitist models of bourgeois houses, justified by eye-catching slogans such as the machine à habiter (machine for living in), in an affected proletarian-industrialist language. At times this daydream was forced, as in the proposal by Le Corbusier himself for his Immeubles-Villas (Fig. 1), an initial contradiction in stacking these villas in the manner of a vertical garden city together with the social attributes of housing blocks. A utopia that revealed, and denounced, a path travelled from the top down rather than the other way round, as was proclaimed. Might not the recourse to this traditional aesthetic judgement be, in part, one of the reasons for the constant confusion there was in the understanding of this new architecture?
[image: Two black-and-white line drawings of Le Corbusier’s Immeubles-Villas. On the left, a perspective of a fragment of the façade: a grid of large double-height openings, each with a hanging garden with trees and plants. On the right, an interior view of one of these double-height gardens, open to the outside, with a table and chairs.]Figure 1. Fragments of the Immeubles-Villas. Le Corbusier, 1922. Source: Mario Narváez, “Le Corbusier. Desarrollo de la doble altura como mecanismo de orden, 1920-1930”, Revista M 4 (June 2009): 27; Darío Álvarez, El jardín en la arquitectura del siglo XX: Naturaleza artificial en la cultura moderna (Barcelona: Reverté, 2007), 264. © Casa Abierta. Available at https://casa-abierta.com/post.php?t=588a4e058e2e1 (last accessed: 20 November 2022).When it was evident that sensibility had changed in the age of the machine and of speed, values such as those established in the field of aesthetics continued to set the standard for art and, by extension, for architecture.
In the end, the latter, like the rest, became contaminated by this aesthetic measure, seeking its legitimacy precisely on the very foundations that had been called into question. It was, and is, the result of a Modernity left vacant in the present and an aesthetics pending in its service.
Vacant Modernity, Pending Aesthetics
In his book Teoría del proyecto, Helio Piñón devotes an entire chapter to this unresolved situation, entitling it: the validity of modern architecture. He refers to it in these words:

            I say this to justify my refusal, from the very first moment, to think that the emergence of the term postmodernism had anything to do with a situation of aesthetic and historical exhaustion of modernity.
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An intuition that led him to direct part of his work towards knowledge of the aesthetic foundations of modernity. Against, or in contrast to, what? He attributes it to academic classicism, understanding this pair as the only two great architectural systems conceived in history up to now. But this refusal to move beyond that modern status very possibly stems from many causes, among which is the absence of an aesthetics linked to that modern mode.
Continuing with Helio Piñón, when he seeks to establish the aesthetic principles of this system, he places them more in the sphere of the theory of design than in the usual terms of the discipline. Concepts such as “conception as construction”, “abstraction” or “consistent form”7 are qualities of the object, or of the building, of its configuration, rather than ones born of an aesthetic experience. It seems as if all this were woven in a kind of semantic confusion in which architectural practice and aesthetics, as its framework of sensible reflection, were mixed together in an attempt to embrace everything.
The question to be answered, then, is whether there is still beauty in these works when they no longer obey the formal resources by which they were conceived outside classicism. And not only in their construction but, more importantly still, in their experience by the viewer or, rather, by the user.
Does it make sense to establish this in terms of the classical aesthetic categories? To speak of the sublime, of the elegant?
It is true that, in the sphere of art, these terms have been shifting over the years, admitting the negative as an aesthetic category, as is the case with ugliness. Nevertheless, the extraordinary character of the work remains constant, as opposed to the habitual, the everyday, the common. On the latter there is a pending aesthetics, possibly negative in reaction to the other, which connects appropriately with a modern architecture based on space as its fundamental element.8
In fact, this is no accident, anticipating its own nature. Space has no visibility a priori, and its attributes can be established as a negation of matter. This is the intuition, on the plane of Una estética del espacio para una ontología menor,9 put forward by Gilles Deleuze, establishing an alternative philosophy that would operate by subtraction from the former.
Everyday Aesthetics or the Aesthetics of the Background
Everyday Aesthetics is the title of a book by Yuriko Saito, a Japanese philosopher who currently teaches at the Rhode Island School of Design. Her field of reflection is the aesthetics of everyday life, understood in the literalness of the facts and acts it entails. Overcoming the axiomatic status of the work of art as the basis of aesthetic analysis and judgement is her starting hypothesis.10
A heavy legacy of our Western civilisation, more attentive to objects than to what surrounds them; to the figure than to the background that makes it possible. In this apprehension of the material, its determination and designation are inevitable. Yet we leave everything else behind, abstracting and separating as a necessary condition for knowing in terms of exclusivity. Saito seeks to restore to this indeterminate background the value it has lost, or has never had, in our culture. Taking as intermediaries the common objects we use in daily life, our everyday actions devoid of significant relevance as aesthetic experiences,11 the extraordinary and the everyday are placed on an equal footing. Matter and space. Echoing the idea of emptiness of the most influential currents of Eastern thought. It was not the first time this had happened. There is the relationship of Martin Heidegger with the Kyoto School,12 as a basis of contemporary philosophy, and the influence of Japanese art on the European avant-gardes of the early twentieth century. Or the case of what the Wasmuth portfolio13 meant for modern architecture. Its repercussion on the means of architectural expression of that moment,14 which lacked a way of capturing what the rupture of volume, and therefore of the closed object, entailed in that inexorable approach towards unbounded space. A “negative” void, as Ebeling dreamed of it,15 which for Lyotard was the “representation of the unrepresentable”.16
The same happens, analogously, with the everyday. Saito equates these universes, previously separated precisely by art, and in a certain sense she allows us to glimpse the resonances that relate this fact to a new aesthetics now “full of absences”. Although the author does not say so, this brings it close to a certain modern architecture, by no means in every case, which opened up to the reality of common objects, of the homogeneous, placing multiple spaces linked to one another on the same level in their own isotropy as the natural condition of space. There are the Constructivist social projects, such as the Narkomfin Building by Moisei Ginzburg and Ignaty Milinis (Fig. 2), the non-hierarchical urban models of Ludwig Hilberseimer or the radically functionalist approach of Hannes Meyer. Nor is it a coincidence that this philosopher, Saito, is linked precisely with Hume’s functionalist beauty.17
[image: Colour photograph of the Narkomfin Building in Moscow: a long six-storey block with ribbon windows and a weathered yellowish façade, behind a row of leafless trees and a car park with cars in the foreground.]Figure 2. Narkomfin Buildings in Moscow, March 2007. Some residents still live there. Author: NVO. Source: Wikimedia Commons. Available at https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Narkomfin_Building_Moscow_2007_01.jpg (last accessed: October 2022).From the utilitarian object as an aesthetic value, as advocated by the Bauhaus, the reference school of design and of modern architecture itself when it came to tackling every level of the common. This aesthetics of the everyday has much of these values, including also the “non-values”, which she defines as the clean, the dirty, the tidy, the untidy, the organised and the disorganised.18
Inconsequential categories, concerning inconsequential objects, invisible most of the time. The aim is not to raise them to the status of the objet trouvé19 or Duchamp’s ready-made, but to keep them at that low-profile level, merging into the ecosystem that contains them. Having an aesthetic experience in this reality demands a new, non-differentiating gaze, in some way spatial because it is undefined. Not merely contemplative, however, but one that involves the rest of the senses, atrophied by the primacy of the visual. Le Corbusier’s promenade architecturale is an example of this construction of aesthetic experience through movement within the very object that is being recognised.

            Spatial formations can only be contemplated successively and apprehended artistically by moving through them.
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Action, the sequential dynamic in that continuity which is the “background”, brings us closer to it to the extent that we move away from objects physically or mentally removed from their surroundings when, in that operation, they are raised to the category of museum pieces. Given the impossibility of isolating a phenomenon from its surroundings, as Gestalt indicates, background and form merge into a whole, passing indistinctly from one plane to the other. In this constant exchange, the figure transfers to the background the prominence of being perceived, and with it the value of its recognition. And we discover the environment.

            Every time we accuse or judge, the depth is not reached.
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Eco-Aesthetics or the Re-Signification of Everyday Space
Experiencing everyday space from this perspective, re-signifying its role, inevitably brings us closer to a holistic understanding of what surrounds us. If, historically, architecture has played a role of rupture with its surroundings in its exclusive condition as a concrete object, proposals for the dissolution of this autonomous entity into the surrounding space are a further step towards an effective appreciation of ecology as a whole, as an operative response to the current environmental crisis.
How can we value what we do not understand and, worse still, have not experienced as our own? Its classic definition as the interaction of living beings involves placing architectural strategy in two possible extreme scenarios, now linked in non-object-based but spatial terms: either dissolving the limits that prevent these relationships, or working directly with “background elements” without the need for mediation.
Current examples in architecture of the first are those put forward by Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal, winners of the 2021 Pritzker Prize, paradoxically for intervening minimally or directly “not doing”, as in the paradigmatic case of the non-project for Place Léon Aucoc (1996).
Faced with a commission from Bordeaux City Council for a plan to embellish several squares, their response was to question an autistic conception of beauty through inaction: valuing the “background” without adding anything to it (Fig. 3).
[image: Photograph of Place Léon Aucoc in Bordeaux in autumn: an earth-surfaced space with trees, a few benches, parked cars and a row of low one- and two-storey houses in the background.]Figure 3. Place Léon Aucoc. Bordeaux. Source: Lacaton & Vassal, Catalogue. Espacio libre, transformación, habiter (Madrid: Fundación ICO, 2021), 93. Photograph: Lacaton & Vassal.
            On our first visit, we had the feeling that this square was already beautiful because of its authenticity, its lack of sophistication. It has the beauty of what is obvious, necessary, right. Its meaning emerges directly. People seem at home here in an atmosphere of harmony and tranquillity formed over many years. We spent some time watching what happened there. We talked with some of the local inhabitants. Then we asked ourselves about a project to landscape this square with a view to its embellishment. What does the idea of “embellishment” come down to? Is it a matter of replacing one ground cover with another? A wooden bench with a more up-to-date design in stone? Or a street lamp with a more fashionable one? Nothing calls for too large a set of changes. Ornament has no place here. Quality, charm, life exist. The square is already beautiful.
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In other cases, extensions are added that create imprecise boundaries, as in the social housing of the Grand Parc in Bordeaux (2017) and its open, permeable terraces, which dilute the forcefulness of the original closed residential block. Or simply by reusing (Fig. 4).
[image: Interior photograph of a transformed dwelling in the Cité du Grand Parc: a floor-to-ceiling glazed winter garden with plants, chairs and a woman sitting by the window; the living room is in the background. The subtitle “I feel very free” is superimposed.]Figure 4. Cité du Grand Parc (housing). Bordeaux. Source: Lacaton & Vassal, Catalogue. Espacio libre, transformación, habiter (Madrid: Fundación ICO, 2021), 193. Photograph: Karine Dana.In the Latapie House in Floirac (1993), the living space is doubled by means of a kind of greenhouse, like a house in negative, which ultimately proves more responsive to contemporary domestic needs (Fig. 5).
[image: Photograph of the greenhouse of the Latapie House: a polycarbonate-covered space with a reed screen for shade, a table with a blue tablecloth, chairs, bicycles and a motorcycle, and a man standing beside the table. The subtitle “about things in a new way” is superimposed.]Figure 5. Latapie House. Floirac-Bordeaux. Source: Lacaton & Vassal, Catalogue. Espacio libre, transformación, habiter (Madrid: Fundación ICO, 2021), 174. Photograph: Karine Dana.Of the second strategy, subtler and more speculative, there is the vaporous cloud by Diller + Scofidio on Lake Neuchâtel for the Swiss Exposition at Yverdon-les-Bains, north of Geneva (2002) (Fig. 6).
[image: Photograph of Diller + Scofidio’s Blur Building at Yverdon-les-Bains: a long walkway over the lake leading into a large cloud of mist, with visitors in transparent raincoats walking towards it.]Figure 6. Cloud at Yverdon-les-Bains. Geneva. Source: Diller + Scofidio. AV Monografías 221 (2020): 13. Photograph: Beat Widmer.
            Imagine a building made of fog that floats over a lake. It is the size of a football pitch, complies with all building regulations, and is at the same time a conceptual investigation of the idea of transparency and the built environment.
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Building a background directly, with the materials of that background. Junya Ishigami is one of those architects who play at the frontiers of architecture. In Architecture as Air at the Arsenale in Venice (2010), a series of minimal carbon-fibre pillars less than a centimetre thick, balanced by an endless spider’s web of threads, make this installation merge with the exhibition space of the ruins of the Arsenale itself. An absolute dematerialisation in order to materialise the background absent from all exhibitions.
Two years earlier, under the title Extreme Nature: Landscape of Ambiguous Spaces, he designed and built the ephemeral Japan Pavilion for the Venice Biennale (2008). A series of delicate greenhouses of glass and steel structure merge with the garden that engulfs them, making this green background the defining feature of that architecture.24
The presence of ordinary wooden furniture acts as a meaningful counterpoint of domestic objects that invert the terms and now fix the nature of the background as figure (Fig. 7).
[image: Photograph of the interior of Junya Ishigami’s Japan Pavilion at the 2008 Venice Biennale: a dense garden of trees and shrubs among slender glass greenhouses, with low tables, wooden benches and chairs and a glass display cabinet.]Figure 7. Junya Ishigami. Japan Pavilion for the Venice Biennale (2008). Photograph: Junya Ishigami + Associates. Source: Ángela Juarranz Serrano, “La naturaleza como experimento constructivo. El Pabellón de Japón para la XI Bienal de Venecia (Junya Ishigami, 2008)”, RA. Revista de Arquitectura 20 (2018): 194.
            I would like to explore the possibility of transforming into architecture that which has never before been architecture. This probably means rethinking the methods by which architecture is built. In doing so, we will surely discover a vast world of another scale, never perceived before.
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A-esthetics for a New Environmental Consciousness
By way of conclusion, what remains is a tentative approach to these aesthetic or, if we place them as an alternative opposed to what has existed until now, a-esthetic qualities. Figures such as Allen Carlson and his natural environmental model26 advance in this direction thanks to the objective knowledge of nature provided by science. The possibility of weaving relationships other than merely artistic ones inevitably shifts the focus to the environment itself, beyond the usual subjectivities. What is fundamental will have to do, above all, with that exercise of dissolving the object into the space that is alluded to and assumed. Terms such as open, by its unlimited condition, transformable, because unfinished, but above all indeterminate, may help us to understand it.27
A topos that is materialised, from physics, in a continuous and undefined spatial model through parameters far removed from the beautiful and the sublime, and yet present in another way in the everyday and common sphere of our ecosystem.
When Italo Calvino gave us, for this millennium in which we now live, six proposals for reflecting on the future of literature and, by extension, of art and architecture, he had the premonitory intuition of naming that shift from the concrete object to the continuous, undefined background. “Knowledge of the world is a dissolving of the compactness of the world”,28 he said when referring to lightness. When the evanescent and the virtual point the way, or when the course of our destiny depends on an algorithm, awareness of the environment in which we all share our existence tends to integrate it into the sensible logos of a subtle, almost imperceptible aesthetic experience.
The inevitable environmental crisis in which we find ourselves may be aggravated, among other reasons, by this perceptual invisibility of the environment and by its instrumental and dominating character, as Horkheimer had already pointed out from the Frankfurt School.29
Underpinning an aesthetics of the environment requires valuing it from its own nature and not as a substitute for what has been visible until now. Rolston said that we now “see beauty where we could not see it before”,30 referring to the knowledge of the environment produced by everything conceptualised by ecology and embodied in an environmental ethics based on a kind of ecological homeostasis or natural balance.
Possibly still with an idea indebted to a static order of concrete form. What was missing was a vision from the indeterminate that would go beyond the object-based, as is already suggested in the “diversity-stability” approach of authors such as MacArthur, Hutchinson and others.31
A dynamic equilibrium close to those continuous symmetries32 with which Emmy Noether understood the complex order of the universe and, therefore, of the space-time structure in which we exist and move. This opens up the possibility, as an antidote, of an aesthetics founded from and for this new environmental consciousness. An a-esthetics that shuns the singularities of the picturesque in the idea of understanding context not as a landscape valued from the exclusivity of a work of art, but from its own logics of continuous order, framing aesthetic judgement within these parameters. The endemic blindness of our culture of the exception can only be changed from the negative of what has been affirmed until now, because in that way, as Marcuse suggests,33 we will be able to value on an equal footing the multiple voices that make up this world, silenced until now.
More a-esthetics of the background and less noise. Such as the landscape-walls of the Barcelona Pavilion (Fig. 8). Or, in the words of Blas de Otero, for the immense majority, absent until now:

            Silence,
          

            shadow,
          

            void.
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[image: Photograph of Mies van der Rohe’s Barcelona Pavilion seen through vegetation: in the foreground, shrubs and large trees in shade; in the background, the pavilion with its flat roof and glass and stone walls.]Figure 8. The Barcelona Pavilion as background. © Francisco F. Muñoz Carabias. Photograph taken with a Pentax K7, July 2015.
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