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	In recent years the landscape has been more and more embellished with curvilinear buildings. Most notable are Frank Gherys Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Peter Cook’s "Friendly Alien" - the Gertz Museum of Modern Art, Selfridges Department Store designed by Future Systems, or known less buildings such as the Water Pavilion in Holland by Asymptote, the BMW showrooms by Bernard Franken and the water terminal in Yokohama by Foreign Office Architects. Characterized by complex forms, such structures are referred to as digital architecture. However, while this definition is also acceptable in the academic world, it suffers from a populist generalization.

This article attempts to redefine the term digital architecture, placing it within the architectural discourse as a natural phase in architectural evolution, rather than as a real revolution. However, the claim that digital architecture exhibits a social dullness, since it focuses on form and not on function, is examined critically.

Bill Gates claimed that the current century would be remembered as the Digital Era. But beyond the innovative halo connected with every new electrical appliance - from telephone to espresso machine, the question arises whether such an affinity can be found in architecture. If one speaks of architecture that was planned by digital computer, then one can claim that most buildings built today meet this requirement. However, this parameter disqualifies other buildings that were planned by hand-drawn sketches, among them some of the aforementioned buildings. 

One may think that digital architecture has to do with information technology (IT) - its most notable byproduct being that architects can work today via the internet. Yet, even if this change which began in the 1990s is taken into account, its notable manifestations are local solutions leaving an open range of interpretation for the architectural product as a whole.

A Temporary Definition

Since digital architecture is almost automatically related to computers, it is suggested that  computers will be referred to as design tools for the planning of complex structures, and digital architecture - to structures that could not be accomplished without the use of computers, at least not within reasonable time and expense.

Anthony Wiedler, a philosopher and architecture theorist, related to Marshall McLuhans famous saying “the medium is the message”, claiming that in architecture, even if the medium is not the message, it still has a strong effect on the form of the message. Indeed, digital form as expressed in buildings that fall into this definition, is usually characterized by amorphous lines. But one needs no deep knowledge to recall that buildings by Gaudi, Saarinen and Candela are also based on amorphous lines, although no computers were used in their design. Therefore, conceptually, or at least qualitatively, we cannot claim that digital architecture marks a revolution of forms that frees architecture from the restrictions of the straight angle. Quantitatively, however, we certainly can. 

Since the accomplishment of the Congress Center in Bersi (Piano, 1993) and the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao (Ghery, 1996), there has been an ever-increasing rise in amorphous buildings.

This definition, however, may also have its reservations. Though amorphous buildings tend to be erected much more easily today, computers also enable the construction of complex structures which are based on orthogonal geometry. The Chinese television headquarters in Beijing (CCTV) and the Seattle Library by Rem Koolhaas, or the Akron Building by Coop Himmelblau represent, along with many others, a new generation of complex buildings that challenge conventional  architecture while using straight lines. One can therefore claim that digital architecture frees architecture from the straight angle, but is not limited to amorphous forms.

The Computer – Between Partnership and Loss of Control

Peter Eisenman claimed in 1992 that human perception of space presents an obstacle in the move from the mechanic paradigm to the electronic one. Accordingly, development in the planning of architecture will occur only when human perception is freed by the use of computer-based sensory. Greg Lynn, who designed the amorphous Cardiff Opera House, developed a parallel claim, suggesting a new means of approaching the architectural object. Using the example of a ships bow, Lynn suggested using the computer in order to create an optimal balance between all the vectors of the building requirements - conceptual, programmatic, contextual and esthetic.

The possibility of using performance to achieve architectural form is one of the main claims used by theorists and architects such as Branco Kolarevic, Yehuda Kallay, Hanny Rashid, Karl Chu and others, to substantiate their argument that the relationship to computers in the planning process is going to change from a "helping tool" to an "equal partner". That is - from a computer-aided design (CAD) that entered offices in the 1980s, to a computer based-design (CBD).

This perception is, naturally, not readily accepted by veteran architects who fear losing control of the planning process. One must keep in mind that although there is clear evidence of computer based design, mainly for achieving optimal performance of particular systems, it is always a local solution and humanly supervised.

Can Digital Architecture dIctate Social Agenda?

Opponents to the formal approach of digital architecture cling to the claim that such buildings are socially obtuse, since they are almost always incongruous with their rather homogenous environment. Those who support this new trend claim that complex forms stem from the boring structures of the Modern era, which lack a social aspect in any event. True, pluralism and personal freedom can lead to anarchy and cacophony. However, digital buildings are still a local phenomenon to be judged contextually, and as such are a breath of fresh air, as opposed to the dogmas of Modern buildings.

Intellectual discourse against digital structure claims that the amorphous shape is a capricious stylistic trend (often compared to Art Nouveau), and that it is destined to disappear at the speed with which it came. Conversely, those supporting digital line claim that freedom from the straight angle in both planning and construction opens up a world that is pluralistic, free of mass production, and allowing personal customization.

In this context, one cannot see digital architecture as a true revolution, but rather as a stage in the natural evolution influenced by the development of the computer. Furthermore, one cannot present digital architecture as an architectural style, because by definition it calls for pluralism and not for conceptual or formalistic dogmas. As such, one can form a relation between digital architecture and social agenda, at least equal to that of the  Modern age from which it grew and developed.

It is very likely that the present era will be remembered in history as the age of digitization, even in architecture. However, it is more reasonable to believe that the current distinction between digital architecture and architecture that is not digital, will not withstand the test of time, since digital tools will soon be inherent in every architecture office.




