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Streamlines of Desire: 
Performative Techniques, Endless Deviation, Beauty and 

Open Play in the Evan Douglis Studio 

PETER ZELLNER 
The Southern California Institute of Architecture 

Clement Greenherg controx ersiall! declared in 196%. 'Gmtern- 
poraq ar t  criticism is absurd not  onlj  because of its rhetoric. its 
language and its solecisms of language. It is also absurd because 
of its repetitiousness.. . ex el? step in the ex olution of niodernist 
art has been hailed. or condemned. as a rexolutionaq break 
xsith the past. and in each instance onlj the passing of a little 
time has refuted this claim. Yet this hardlj deters an!bodj. and 
the epochs of art succeed one another faster than ex er."' B hile 
a sirnilar crisis might be identified in a good deal of nritirig on 
conternporal~ architecture at the  turn of this centur! -focused 
as it has been on the pelyetual rerolutzons enabled b~ xarious 
technologies. con~cientiouslj reiterated French theor! and the 
nenness of \et another axant-parde -there is rnuch in the - 
teaching. xsriting and work of Evan Douglis to suggest a xector 
of research and production that represents an  authentic 
budding of another newarchitecture. Unlike m a n j  contempo- 
~ a r i e s  engaged in the difficult project of manufacturing noxelty. 
contemporaneit! and a panoplj of special effects. Douglic has 
ex olx ed a hod! of teaching that is simultaneouslj rex olutionaq 
arid repetltlre. ladical and s\stematzc. noxel and old school. 
Specificallj. \$hat has emerged out  of the xeq exacting belies of 
studios h e  has conducted at Columbia's G S I P  during the late 
1990s and  earl! 2000s. is a deep taxonomy of morphological 
inno~a t ion  that. encouraginglj, can also be  read rsithin a 
genealog of noxt historical ax ant-garde practices. Iligried xsith 
a critical material and exhihition practice. his pedagog has 
doggedl! puisued the discoxer! oi riel$ topological hlrnds and 
t!pological/forrnal mixes x ia a set of x ariable but  consiatent 
pel-foirnatix e techniques. ~ h i c h  hax e been olssessix el! cata- 
logued and rlas4fied I)! his students. 4s this essaj \sill .et out. 
these riffs on the intertxsiried themes of perforniatix e technique. 
de\iant nlodulai s~sternc. rnaterial suppleness. beaut1 arid play. 
characterize the Douglis studio as an important pedagogical 
effoit ~ s i t h i n  a Iarpei distourw of critical experirneritation and 
forrnal innox ation at Columbia's GS \P. 

I. PERFORMATIVE TECHKIQCES 4KD NOVEL 
TOPOLOGICAL BLENDS 

Exan Douplis guides his  students through a rigoroua series of 
self-contained and linked pedagogical routines that assign 
material and performative xalues to processes of mathematically 
derived abstraction. H e  has called these routines a string of 
notational loops that describe analogical propositions. intended 
to elicit specific material performances and indexical architec- 
tural effects. Douglis' students t~picall! begin the semester by 
studping and diagramming natural and/or artificial migrational 
sjstems such as animal population moxements. the territorial 
transmission of dialects. disease "xectors.^' or  the genesis of 
musical forrns across cultures and eras. l l though the initial 
drawings produced a t  this stage of the studio tend to he 
representational rather than  generative. the analysis incites an 
obsession xsitli mutational, sjstemic ~norphogenesis that \\ill 
erupt in later inxestigations. This compulsion to build. track 
and niodulate deviant material organizations is a halhnarli of 
his teaching. 

The second stage of t he  studio inroh es the dexelopnient of 
remarhable machiriic drawing s~stems.  or l jng  xsithin the txzo- 
dirnerisional space of Adobe Illustrator. the students inx ent 
figural grouth systems that transform a linear e~nblematic 
outline from a tno-dimensional profile into a deep three- 
dimensional topological bui-face. The drawings that emerge 
fioni this exercise are extraordinaril~ filigreed and highlj 
articulated. To e!es familiar ~ i t h  IIaja's srriootlied forrns or 
lightscapes generated in  3D Studio Max. the t7ue deptll gained 
h! the use of a t~o-dimensional  dianirip tool i i  peiplexirig !et 
ret ognizable. 

The third phase of Douglis' instruction receals the  studio's most 
specific material training - the d!na~nic manipulation of flat 
lubber sheet loam into seerningl! liquid. highl! supple topolog- 
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ical s,-stems. Cutting 1/3%-inch thiclc sheets of rublrer foam into 
3" squares. the students produce a series of architectonic finger 
exerci~es that e\ entually gix-e rise to a rich ~-orabular>- of nen- 
topological blends and typological/formal mixes. Gridded with 
three-square or four-square patterns of dots. the sheetlet* are 
prepared to undergo topological transformation. -4s the dots are 
secIuentially repositioned and fired with adhe slve ' to ncv 
locations along the sheetlet's two-dimensional surface. three- 
dimensional figures emerge like pliant and softly folded origami 
figures. These strange offspring of' the ;ridded sheetlets 
resemble tropical flowers: wonton dumplings. deep-sea crea- 
tures. furfulle pasta (more literally lx~tterflies). or reproductive 
organs. The outcomes of these efforts are pinned to black 
foamcore and labeled like exotic insects. They are simulta- 
neously beautiful and grotesque. 

Del eloped seriallj through slight ariations in deforrnati~ e 
technique, the  sheetlets ezolue into familie.. of topological 
surfaces. like siblings of a species. Each indix idual rne~nbrane is 
studied and e l  entuallj indexed as both a singular building unit 
and later as an aggregate in a larger ~riodulated field. In the 
final stage of the studio. the indilidual units are fused to form 
scalar. detiant and supple modular sjsterns that are enmeshed 
~ i t h  program and site. The total membrane is taxonomized and 
re-qualified as a planning logic tied to sFstenls of acalar growth. 
Specific ~naterial properties and intended perforrnati~e objec- 
ti\es are netuorked to induce \that Douglis terms sent~ent 
erpresszons - " . . . tracked changes in dimension, clirnatic ad- 
justment. and a range of material suppleness due to memo13 
retention*" -that attend to prograrnmatic fitness and the 
matter of ~na~iufacturing the x e q  small and the v e q  large 
simultaneoush . 

11. EKDLESS DEVIATIOK -AN IMPULSE FOR A 
SCALABLE MODULARITY AND SUPPLE 
ORGAKIZATION 

Scalable Modularity 

6onrad U achsmann - F alter Gropius' prefabricated building 
s~sterns collaborator and the inz entor of a varietj of modular 
deep-span hangar s\.sterns - observed in 1965 that the task of 
designing the  large or immense and the minute or intricate in 
parallel requires something akin to an acrobatic balancing act: 

-'The image of scale. The scale uhich lead% us to b e l i e ~ e  
that we ha \e  to think in terms of the greater scale. of the 
enormous cornplexities of scale mithout uhi rh  we can not 
e l  en grasp the image of the object uith uhich \ \e ha\ e to 
deal. But strangelj enough. the scale I ha le  in mind is a 
minor scale. It is the scale of the srnall element. the 
nucleus. of the detail. We are actuall! the acrurnulation of 
small details. and if n e  do not control theae srnall details. 
Jle ale not permitted to think in te~nls  of the large scale. 

I'rom a small scale to the l a p e  scale is 110 p r o l ~ l e ~ n  at all. 
but it is a peat  p~ol)lcrn to ~ c d u c e  the large v a l e  into d 

srnall >talc it the laige scale exists befoi e we e l  en I\rio\t 
\ \hat  \\ e mean hj  the ,mall icale.. . It is this tin\ little hit of 
diffelente uhich make& all the differenre. I *ax it h e ~ e  
becauw I uant to come back to the point in uh ich  I %a\ it 
is not  hat excites me. the big scale. it is t he  tin] little 
thing whicli makes all the difference.. . l n d  this \\ hole 
~ o r l d  is a uorld of small ohjec ts. the tinj one%. the little 
details. The\ malte the \thole thing." 

U achsmann understood firsthand that the  resolution and 
enactment of the large scale plagued and ultirnatelj defeated 
manj strains of postmar functionalist architecture. Rlodernist 
s>stems of thinking and their roncomitant regularizing planning 
debices - grids. lattices. sterns and fixed branching sjsterns - 
produced excessive standardization. 5 hile we linoxt all too  ell 

these criticisms of modernist architecture. to expand some\\hat 
further on the rnatter one should note. peculiarlj. that 
Ilodernism pabsed the dilemma of scale onto the  dixerse and 
reactionary modes of postmodern architecture. In spite of the 
apparent breaks and retolutions of the mid 1960s and late 
1980s (ci. Cornplewt? a n d  Contradzctlon in ,4rcl~ztectzire: 
'.Deconstructi\ist 4rchitecture" at RIOAIA). the  large wale 
continues to challenge postmodern architecture and its ~ariet ies 
of de-sj sternatized planning. 

Deconstructi~ism. Folding. Bigness. and more recently. Intrica- 
cj. share an axersion to the imariability of functionalist 
modularit!. and so encourage contrasting doctrines of ~aiiety.  
flexibilitj. difference. de-standardization, and  complexit! at 
every scale. Curiously. Rem Iioolhaak' assertion that Bigness 
instigates a repme of cornplexit\that as a s t r a t eg  of stale 
accumulates maxzrnunl diferencethrough a '- . . .promiscuous 
proliferation of e\ ents in a single container.. . [orga- 
nizing] . ..independence and interdependence \t ithin a larger 
entity in a sjmbiosis that exacerbates rather than co~rlpio~r~iaes 
spe~ificitj. '"~ is echoed in the all-over amorphousness of Greg 
L! nn"s Intricacq. llhirh undemrites a " . . . multi-faceted ap- 
proach towards detail. structuie. and form relying on slippages 
between complex interconnectedness and singularit!. bet~teen 
homogeneit! at a distance-and near formal incoherence in 
detail, between disparate interacting systems and monolithic 
wholes.. ."' Their shared concerns for the resolution of scules 
of dzfference are sjmptornatic of our eia's near pathological 
discourse on the outsized-a discourse tha t  is at times 
repetitiousl! fixated on redressing ot the fazlure of ~ r a l c  
endemic to Modernism. 

I11 his teaching. Douglis does not stagc a conflict hetx+een last 
and minute material scales. Rather he  conce i~  es of x astne+ and 
minuteness to get he^. through the application of dellant. 
modular g~ozcth s?,stems and the concept of an endless 
scalabil~t\. De~ ian t  modular g r o ~ t h  s!ste~ns are  norl-standard- 
ized. pliable coordinations of spontaneous escalation anti >elf- 
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orgrlrii~atio~i that  tan Iw adjufted at the unit-to-unit corinectiori 
point 01 as a n  entire d-aenlblagc. The endle+ >calabilitjof thew 
Fro\\ th  s! sterns allov. the continuous potential f o ~  transforma- 
tion iriherent i n  topo1o;ical sxstemq to be wed ~ i t h  t h e  latent 
cornhinatoi~ poaailrilitie* unique to the studioas sibling-lihe 
urchr~ a1 membral-res. Thia arrialgamation of continuous field ox 
total surface transtorniations. with singular re-combinations at 
the unitan level produce, a condition that posseses extreme 
xariation a n d  continual correspondence-a rendition that ib 
drasticall! unlike functionalist standardization and g r o ~ d 2 .  

Pri t ing on t h e  new modalities of standardization availed to 
suburban consumers b! the mass-customized. just-in-time 
l~nericarl  "dream home industry." Douglis has noted that  "this 
standardization is quite different than the one derived from 
early Nodernism which adlocated the rearrangement of modu- - 
lar components in pulsuit oi a functionalist paradigm. Here 
unifoimity is neither Iinlied to flexibiIit! no1 to a n  o ~ e r t  
economq of fabrication.. ."" This neu form of niodularit!. he 
suggests, is linked to ". ..a hyper-aesthetisized taxonom! of 
beaut! based upon ai~iticially ~oristructed norms of social 
behaxior."'. T h e  Douglis ctudio has bypassed the farlure of scale 
endemic to Modernism b\ linbing a dexiant modularit! to 
taxononlies of splendor constructed around actixist and  critical 
cultural behaviors. The indix idual znderrcal n~ernbranes devel- 
oped throughout each wnester. categorized as both singulal 
construction elements and as aggregates in a larger field, create 
non-standardized niodulal system; entnined uith program and 
site. These membranes ale dex eloped as a supple. systematized 
planning logic that productil el! instrurnentalizes the  proble- 
rnatic of concurrentl! building the immense and t h e  minute 
through the  forturtous acczdenfs of grol~tlr. 

Supple Organizations 

Organic growth was a l q  fasination of post-functionalist 
architects such  as Frederick kiesler. u h o  established and ran 
the Labordtory for L)esign Correlation at Columbia Unixeisit!'3 
School of Architecture betueen 1936 and 1942. Kiesler wrote. 
citing a scientist. --Take the freshnater polJp.. . that  can be 
lound on water lilies in ponds. and cut it up into bits. Tomorrou 
! ou will find that  each hit uill ha1 e g i ~  en birth to a complete 
ne\\ p ~ l y p . " ~  In  his "Ilaniteste du Correalisme." 1947. IGesler 
extended this riotion of cellular reproduction to architecture 
and to the city itself. declaring that each. .'...part of a building 
or cit! ... is seen as a nucleus of possibilities. ~ h i c h  \\ill be 
dexeloped in coordination nith the other parts."" 

IGeJer's ~zltclear spucr. like Dachs~nann's acc~rmulation of 
cnra// dctails. should a h  he discussed here in light of othei 
oiganic~all! derix ed scaling s!stems such as IGsho I<urahana'y 
ag,g/on~el~ution of lrri~ig ce//v - AIetaholism. [Figures 1-31 I'iuro- 
kana described tmo t!l~e, of glomth s!sterna emplo!ed b! 
I\Ietabolisin -porou, p e e  and fiber form. He portrajed fiher 
form as a -'homogenous. plant-like. informatio~i-lihe. lineal. 

inlldstluctuial -!cte111." and  expla~ned poioui spat e as a 
"heterogeneous. ariirnal-lihe. m e t a j h i i t .  spatial. niernh~ anous. 
rna~tei-space bystern."'" Othe1 aichitects of the p o s t ~ a l  peliod 
such as Jacolr Baherna. t h e  Smithsori~ and Shadracli W oods 
der eloped comparable s! stem- of oiganic growth in ol dei to 
circu111x erit the constraint> of furictiorialisrri.[Figu~~e 41 -1. Uain 
Guiheux has noted. \\riting on I\ulal\awa. the postnal genela- 
tion in\ ented organic models " . . . to speak ahout the cit!. ~ o l d s  
deleloped to reflect nen spatial concepts and nev modes of 
operating on the cit!. The Smithsoria adopted the cluster a h c h  
debignated a united grouping oi neighborhoods or corrirnuni- 
ties.. . [a term that] co~iespondb to I\u~akana'i ag,g/ometafron of 
hi  lrzg cells.. . "'I Rletabolism. Guiheux writes, -'...produced it* 
own proper ~ o c a b u l a ~ :  connector. organnector. capsule. meta- 
bolist energ?. metabolist rh~ th rns . .  . etc."'- 

It is compelling to revisit these mid-centuq architects and their 
spatial concepts in light of current theories of self-organization. 
grouth and variable modularit!. W7ithin the e~nerging discourse 
of the Douglis studio, a unique xocabular! of narratile terms 
has dexeloped to describe innocatile approacheb to spatial 
organization. The studio's terminolog - "hyper-branchs." 
"'tethered pol!-orhits." '-stippled eddies," --zipper sjste~ns," 
"lattices of liquid assets." "deplo!able skins." -'archi\al mem- 
branes." etc. - si~nultaneously recalls and adxances old school 
notions of organic planning and the nett school's super- 
plasticitp of form. 

Douglis' pedagoc approaches the ~natter of scaling b! means of 
bottom-up self-organization and the  log^ of the accrd~nt. 
ultiniatelj encouraging \ \hat  might be termed supple oi-ganrza- 
tioils of materialit!. scale and  program. that induce morpholopi- 
cal invention. Supple organizations are the result of pliable 
growth strategies applied to a family of deplojable skins. Supple 
organizations produce endless jifference but not endless 
standardization. Khile the organicall! deriked planning efforts 
at mid-centuq \\ere often incapable of resolc ing the integration 
of nev spatial modules and models into exibting contexts. the 
promise of supple organizational systems is found in their 
integrathe potential at a xarietq of scaleq and across a mixture 
of materials. Supple organizations releal. following Manuel De 
Landa's A Thouraitd Ebars of Ionlrnear Hrsfor~.  what might be 
termed the internal morphogenetic potential that lies uithin the 
flovs of matter. 

111. TAXONOMIES OF SPLENDOR - INDEXING THE 
BEAUTIFUL, THE UGLY, AND THE GROTESQUE 

-'Beauty is not the platonic all^ pure beginning but rather 
something that originated in the renunciation oi \\hat \\as 
once feared. x\hich only as a result of this renunciation- 
retrospecti\ely. so to speak. according to its omn telos- 
hecame the uglj. Beauty is the fpell oxer the spell. which 
de~olxes  upon it. The  ambiguousness of the uglq result3 
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from the fact that the subject wbsurne- I I I I ~ C J I  the al)stlact 
and lornlal ( ategorieq of the ugl! ex e n  tlliriy" condcn~ned b! 
a t :  pol!molphoui se\ualit! as \+ell d -  tlie liolentl! 
mutilated dnd the lethal." 
'Tlieodol Q . -1dorrro'j 

The ai17b1g71ons11ess of the u g l ~  and the dl*agreeable magnifi- 
cence of the monstrous are tjpicall! o~elloohed in contempo- 
rat? architectulal discourses. focused as the! hale  been on 
not el material forms and techniques. 1 et. the ilregularitl of the 
ahject and its latent potentials quietlj continue to \ex architec- 
ture. The resistance of contemporan, alchitecture to expres- 
bions of the grotesque can rightly be tlaced to JIodernisni. 
especiallj to its platonicall! derived aesthetic canons and 
regimes of social hjgiene. R hile contemporarj practitioners 
hale over-explored (and one might add mer-exposed) the 
promise of the irregular. the challenge of achnowledging the 
difficult discourse of the glotesque - elen the hideous - has 
been talien up bj  the Douglis studio mith significant results. 

Man\ of the categories of architectural beaut! that ha le  been 
llistoricallj constructed are fictions of a unil ersal. natural 
beaut\ that may no longer correspond to other cultural xalues 
or to scientific measures of natural sjsterns and bodies. That 
othet forms of cultural production and  critique hake examined 
the abject as a political and artistic tool seems lost on 
architecture (cf. Formless. A Cser's Guide h! Icrauss and Bois). 
Further. the dialectic of the beautiful and the uglj ignores \\hat 
ldorno ascribed to nature itself. an  essential indeterminateness. 
"...manifest in the fact that exeq part of nature. as well as 
exenthing that is made b! man that has congealed into nature. 
ih able to become beautiful. luminous from \%ithin."'l It is an 
imprecise expression. an indeterminateness that motilates 
much of what we have come to appreciate in natural splendor. 
arid it is this morphological imprecision that is not found in 
what \$as once understood as ideal - the  sjmmetrical. the \\hole 
arid the totemic. The multiplicity of splendor. and not the 
singularity of beauty. pro~ides and promotes ~ a r i e t j .  deviance 
arid growth. 

The \\orli of the Douglis Studio asks of us that we reconsider 
the historiogaphv of beautc within architecture and that \+e 

- A .  

question culturall! predetermined judgment> endo\\ed to us b! 
an older aesthetic regime. Elan Douglis imagines that in the 
aesthetics of ahormalit! an opportunit! &its to examine ne\+ 
pol i t id  and cultural territories for architecture. opening up 

-'the illegalit1 of disorder as a deviant cultural model [to] 
delelop a ne\\ sphere of cultural influcnie."li The taboos 
a+sociated with the grotesque. the  monstrous and the ugl! 
unde~mine tlie inherentl! rich potential of a tauonom] of 
yIei7dorthat. like a fortuitous accident ol glonth. promote tlie 
blooming of a rich. endless diversit!. *-Today's challenge." 
Douglis \%rite.. '*might be to re-empo\\er.. . specimen$ of 
irregularity. To pass through those arbitrar! 1)realts in uniformi- 
t! and releal the other side of a n  exceif 01 repetition."'" 

I\'. OPEK PIAI -TILE MIlSJC OF OBJECTS 

John (.age once inlagined a plotess for stud!ing the  i71uv( of 

obj~tts .  The  emilonment. he reasoned. could onl j  be under  
stood acoustit all\ a. a plocess, and not as an ol~ject. "'1 e 
k n o ~ . "  h e  said. *"the ail ib filled ~ i t h  \il)rationa u e  can't 
hear.. .a e can't t onsider that en\ ironment as an  object. F e 
knou that it is a plocesa. R hile in the case of an ashtra!. \+e arc 
indeed dealing \%ith an object. It uould be extremel! interesting 
to place it in a little anechoic chamber and listen to it through a 
buitable sound s~qtem. Object uould hecorrie a process 
1% ould disco1 er. thanks to a plocedure borrort ed from science. 
the meaning of nature through tlie music of objects.""'- -1 
similar alche~nical procedure is at work in the Douglis studio. 
Through the  application of supple systems of growth and 
lariation. Evan Douglis' students learn to "pla!" their  anmate  
~eh~c les .  Open P l a ~ .  kia the fortuitous accidents of growth. 
combines and recombines the mutational. sjstemic possibilities 
for morphogenesis latent nithin the archila1 membrane. to 
produce a n  emelgent endlessness uhich we as aiewers/kisitors 
are encouraged to float across endlessly. opticallj. a s  if Me \{ere 
gliding over last. shifting. indeterminate landscapes. 

Eupressile sentience is a qualitj that Elan Douglis has 
obsened that the contemporaq lifestyle product marliet offers 
the consumer. ". . . a heterogeneous collection of portable. 
exotic hardnale permitting the indilidual an extraordinal? 
degree of personal autonomj. mobilit! and control oaer the 
alienation of tralel. 4lluringly soft and hard. crisp or cuned. 
gloss! or grained. slippen, or matte. conlex or concale. these 
streamlined. ergonomicallj precise ~eh ic l e s  of oneiric desire 
represent the  infinite range of topo log~a l  blends akailable in 
the postmodern wrface.'"lfl The postmodern surface is equalh a 
product of desire and of an acruniulative intelligence. Each 
ergonomically or aerodjnamicallj designed generation of pros- 
theses - tjpified b! the car body and the cellular phone as 
much as b! the personal sex toj and the artificial muscle- 
learns from the last. its contours defined through trial and 
errol. One suspects that much of Douglis' teaching aims to open 
up these streamhnes of d a r e  to a persuasile architectulal 
inlestigation that replaces marketing ~ i t h  cultural perception. 
accumulation vith critique. and trial and error ~ i t h  the  poetr\ 
of the accident. Regulating these line.. of desire through 
pellolmatixe analogue and digital techniques. t h e  Douglic 
Studio haa eriteled prekioush unobtainable alerias of abstrac- 
tion. 
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