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Chapter 4: Dealing with Context
A house is not an isolated thing (see fig 2.8). A house, a building, an urban complex is in the centre of our interest. But it is connected to an outside world, with the world of laws, the social world, to the environment with its dimension of pollution, the job world, the economy, the politics or the culture. This was one of the messages in stating the complexity of design problems. Architects are obliged to find wise and harmonic decisions in face of complexity. That means to deal attentive and alert with the system as a whole, which includes the object to design as well as the situation wherein it will be placed. 
Let us start with some examples to move into the world of dealing with context. The pictures also prove my hypothesis, that context is one of the most inspiring entities in the work of architects. The force of context can be seen in some cases of vernacular architecture like the yurt, the igloo or the Sumatra house (fig 4.1 – 4.3). The principles of this intelligent reaction on the context of hot humid climate have been used in modern designs (fig 4.4). A hot arid climate induced people to develop massive constructions, narrow position for shadow and catching wind for cooling (fig 4.5 and 4.6).The context of rare energy and much sun at another site in the United States generates a form, collecting the sun to a large extent (fig 4.7). A steep slope calls for a special arrangement of access, distribution and resulting form (fig 4.8). Renzo Piano would not have developed the form of the New Caledonian Cultural Centre without the context of climate, wind directions, and structures he found at the site (fig 4.9 - 4.11). The content of the library caused Herzog and De Meuron to design the facade with pictures of a book inside (fig 4.12). There are numerous examples exemplifying the power of context as a resource for architectural design. 

In spite of this fact many architects don’t care or don’t estimate its value. Their approach to develop architectural solutions bases on other different resources. There are several approaches how an architect can come to his basic idea of a solution. One is to wait for some inspiration, for the kiss of the muse, for the divine spark. Maybe it comes, maybe not. Another one is to follow his stirring thought, the inner fire burning in his heart, the undiscoverable fund of sub-consciousness. He creates by mirroring his personal obsession, his exclusive, egocentric, sometimes autistic micro-cosmos. The opposite way is to ask people what they want. Other ones develop a solution out of the task, convinced that there is a logical chain leading to the one and only one, the light at the end of the tunnel.

The way favoured here is to place his work and the development of ideas into an engaged discussion with the situation where the design will be situated. The situation can be sensitively perceived and observed, it can be analysed intellectually. (That dealing with the situation may happen in his own brain, with himself, as well as with various partners, in a team, with experts in other fields as well as colleagues of his profession. It may have the form of explicit argumentation or of associative reasoning like brainstorming; this is just a question of method.)

All of these ways do exist and all are allowed and are more or less successful. Usually they are mixed in practical doing. Here the focus will be on the latter, the possibilities of how to develop a solution in a conscious way of dealing with context. What does that strategy mean? How does it work? 

Assume that, what influences your design, is what you find in „the given situation“: the sight (a steep hill, a waterfront), the price limit, expectations on the semantic effect, the image (corporate identities, representation of power or money), or the history of the place.
This given situation, also to call „context“, is the system under consideration. Here is the link between our considerations about complexity, about the complex networks, where our intervention will be a new part of it. The architectural design is an intervention into the world. The world as it is and the product of the architect meet, not without consequences for each other. Context is the part of the world which already exists before a new architecture is added. But per definition it comes into being as context first and only if the intervention is considered. In dealing with context it can be seen that architecture is neither an autistic or idiosyncratic act nor an autonomous aesthetical statement of an artist, but, as an intervention into the real world, it is always that kind of acting which wins its inspiration by the context. The dealing with context may be seen as coercion respectively the freedom of dealing with coercion.
The given situation, in which the architect considers to induce his design, is context then and only then, if there emerges a relation between the creation of the architect and the surrounding. At first contextual oriented design is connected with visual imaginations illustrating an idea of the architect like in case of the house Falling Water (fig 4.13) or the housing block of MVRDV in the harbour of Amsterdam (fig. 4.14). But we know that the stylistic attitude of Frank Lloyd Wright is not only due to the inspiration of rock formations and water, and that the idea of MVRDV is not only serving the memory of containers, which will disappear from that harbour in the future.  Rather both architects can calculate with the genius of their time and a resulting acceptance of their associations by a community of recipients that means with a cultural context. Even buildings for mass housing as in the “Märkischen Viertel” (“Gropius Town”) or at the east coast of China have not been designed without context. (fig. 4.15 - 4.17) There was the context of high demand, many people, urging time, rare ground, few money, social imperatives, profit interests and a large concentration of big money in the hand of few if not one investor. So, we recognize two potentials of context. One offers a model which represents the different conditions of a sector of the reality. The other one inflames the fantasy of designers and stimulates the development of creative concepts. However narrow or far is the range of these potentials – principally it is not possible to design without context. And the statement is that there is no other influence, which incenses the fantasy, the design ideas more than the context with its special profile.
In order to develop the dealing with context in a more systematic way and with all its facets, the thoughts are ordered now, according to a structural-analytical method, in form of questions. 
1 What is context? 

Context is not a thing or a construct existing by itself, like a geometric form or a colour; it is always related to something else which is object of main attention and which is imbedded in that context. Context designates a relation. As science of literature introduced the terminus, it says, that a piece of text can only be understood correctly, if it is seen in a sense making relation to the proceeding and subsequent pieces of text. This concept of context is expanded in such a way, that to context belong even the properties of the situation wherein a statement is made. They can include the biography of the author, social conditions, psychic tensions and mental horizons as well as the actual state of cultural progress. Only if the inner connection in a text and the relations to external conditions are realized, only then one can understand it, can interpret it correctly.
If architects and planners speak of context, they have a different, a turned focus. The design and the resulting building is not to be interpreted, because till now it does not exist in the context, but it is to be invented, created by the architect and is to be implanted in an already existing world as a new object; but at the same time it is born by the inspiration coming out of that world. The architect places his product into a real-world-context, which he did not design but finds as a fact. But the product is formed by the influence of that context insofar as the architect accepts it or has to accept it for his design. This concept of context supposes an intervention, which thinks together something new with something existing and which interweaves both. The word “contextus” in its original Latin meaning stands for this kind of mingling. 
Now we ask more precisely what is meant by that word “context”. 
 To elucidate let us take as a help another language, again that of the systems theorists. Every object of our interest, of our study becomes a system, if we analyse it in terms of its elements and the relations between the elements. A system definitively consists of a number of elements and their interrelations. In a living system any intervention at some place produces changes of the next neighbouring element. That means that in netted structures effects continue without a predictable end. Equally it is with architectonic interventions in a context.
In a big city like Frankfurt for example the image forming skyline of the already existing high rise buildings may suggest its continuation with new skyscrapers. On the other hand a consequence would be that thereby the amount of traffic and as effect the emission of co2 will rise, which worsens the climate of the city, which damages the attractiveness of the city as a place for living and location of economic investment. Even on a smaller scale there can be triggered a disadvantageous chain of reaction, if a new tower casts shadow upon a sensible and at the same time valuable neighbourhood like a frequented public square or park. Such considerations describe only a fraction of the possible effects in the system called city of Frankfurt. 
We experience the difficulty to get hold of the concept context, but at the same time we see that the reflection of context helps to discover the possible effects of an intervention. So, we can define the term context as a system of all elements of the considered section of the world, which architect and planners can relate to an intended intervention. These “elements” are of very different nature. They can be physical elements like neighboured buildings as well as psychic elements like well-being and contentment, as well as mental elements like the knowledge about a culture, habits or rituals. Increasingly there are taken into account the aspects which describe the affected ecological system. Insofar context represents in a universal sense the whole known net of all possible factors of influence, which we consider as source of inspiration for designed interventions as well as effects of these interventions in the respective system like village, city, region, etc. The system “context” is the net, which surrounds the architectonical intervention and which serves as powerful incentive of the fantasy of architects and urban planners. At the same time we can observe the waves of the intervention how they spread out in that system.  (fig. 4.18)
By that definition again we come across with the feature of the difficulty to limit the system where architects and planners work in, as we already stated it when dealing with complexity (see chapter 2). The Example of the material choice for a winter garden led us from the immediate context of the marketing strategy of a producing firm, local prices of frame material and supposed wishes of clients to the international market for tropical wood, to trade relations, to then ecological, climatic, social and political questions, to the ethics of acting in the differentials between industrial and underdeveloped countries. A few steps in the context – and we are in a global net. 
(remember fig. 21- fig. 2.7))
There is no rule limiting the system of elements one can relate to a given starting point. It is a question of fantasy, of ability to associate, of the repertoire of knowledge, and of courage. (How far does somebody dares to go?) Where does he stop in saying what belongs to context? In that respect context is infinite. We come to that point later when we discuss the difficulties of dealing with context. But so far we can include in the definition of context its lack of limitation, if an architect or planner crosses the boarder of professional ignorance by the power of his intuition, his knowledge, normative restlessness or practical reasoning. Every design can find its orientation in a smaller or wider context, can be egocentric or responsible, narrow minded or global, no matter whether it is a living house in a small town or a new office building on ground zero. 
If instead of a general rule, there is just the personal ability of the architect which decides on limits, form and content of the context, it follows, that there can occur alternative, different and maybe concurring contexts. Should an architect orientate on the market of art production (fig. 4.19 Gehry Guggenheim), on the technical avant-garde (fig 4.20 , 4.20a), on the demand for symbols ( fig 4.21 - 4.24), on respect to landscape, or on advanced state of technique of energy saving? All can be successful. Are architects free in their choice or bound to groups, areas, nations, states of development of cultures – which means to another kind of context? So we can include in our definition of context the impossibility to limit it as well as its dependence on judgement and choice in the practise of architects and planners.
2 Why is context interesting for architects and planners?
If it is so difficult to define the extent of a context and so open, which kind of context should be chosen, there arises the question for the motivation to engage in that theme.  There are three main reasons: on the one hand it is to know the potential impacts of considered interventions in given situations; on the other hand we are professionally obliged to make sure the limitations of our activities and furthermore we want to use the stimulating power of context on creative work.
The first reason refers to the expectations of client, building owner, administration, politicians or the own intellectual or moral conscience to precisely unfold the consequences of a considered intervention in order to reach decisions on the best possible basis of knowledge. Debate in controversial situation very often debates are inflamed by the consequences to be expected. If for example in a the centre of a town like Stuttgart a firm wants to build a new high rise building (fig. 4.25), the city wants to know and the planners are obliged to assess the factors, which will be changed. There are the shadowing of neighboured places, private and public ones, which can be proved by computer simulation, the ventilation of the city (fig. 4.26), which can be examined in a wind channel (fig. 4.27), the turbulences caused by thermionic up-winds near the building, the traffic frequency, the raising of emissions of co2, so2, nox, fine dust, which can be simulated by air movement models, the social compatibility, the aesthetics of urban public space, the corporate identity of the city, the marketing strategy, the attractiveness for other investors, its future economic development, and others more. Additionally in many German towns there is the competition concerning the dominance of meaning, triggered by the dominance in height, with old cultural buildings like city hall and church which contribute to the identity of the city. Planning architects should know about these problems and should at least be able to argue. In general, context is interesting as field of impacts which are and should be under the control of the planner. He has to take position and contribute to the decision, whether they are desired or not. Otherwise he is not a responsible professional planner.

The second reason for our interest is that context limits the freedom of our interventions. Sometimes laws forbid a certain extension or form of a building. Or existing plans of nature conservation hinder to fell trees at the place of a planned house. The office for conservation of historical monuments may prescribe limits of change of an existing building or ensemble of buildings. Or there is a limited budget, much less than thought to be necessary. Or the ground is rocky while the plan was to dig deeply into the earth to keep the sight for neighbouring buildings. Take as an example the context of a small traditional German town. (fig. 4.28) The restriction is, that the size of a house should not exceed a certain size and that the roof should have the traditional saddleback. An Architect bound to the vocabulary of the modern style with its flat roofs had to design a house with the prescribed form. (fig. 4.29) It shows how interesting context is as source of restrictions.
The third point is the most interesting one for creative architects. It opens the perspective that context not only influences but also stimulates the kind of their intervention. There are always aspects of the context which give impulses for special ideas, which open new chances of design, chances for creating a characteristic profile never seen before.  Extraordinary solutions with a profiled character in recent history of architecture often originated from contextual situations which themselves had a characteristic profile. The stronger the profile of a context the more profiled solutions have been. Context offers a reservoir of hooks where an architect can hang up an idea. The claim is that context is – besides the inner artistic and intellectual potential of an architect– the most powerful source for the development of ideas. One just has to use it! Such different architects like Frank Lloyd Wright, Peter Zumthor, Renzo Piano, Norman Foster  or Herzog und de Meuron have been capable to use that unvaluable resource in an intelligent way. 
(see fig. 4.13 and fig. 4.30 – 4.34)  

Thereby it is not fixed, which impulse evokes which kind of reaction. The creative answer to a context is not bound to a behaviouristic model, neither as a Pawlow like reflex answering to a stimulus nor as an “operand conditioning”, where a right action would be rewarded and thereby would be learned (Skinner 1973).
 
There is no doubt at all that it is very suggestive to deal with context. Certainly it turned out to be evident, that methodically it is not an easy thing to develop a theoretically consistent concept of context, nor its handling is an automatic or any step by step procedure which could be described by clear rules. Instead of we face a thorny problem. Why?
3 Difficulties and chances in dealing with context

Even if some typical difficulties in dealing with context are elaborated, it should be stressed that every difficulty at the same time is a chance.  Five difficulties are identified:

(1) Perception of context is intellectual and emotional work of subjects.

(2) Context has no given limits; where to end including something to be part of the context, depends on judgement.

(3) Context offers a large amount of aspects, and nobody helps to find out which one is the most important.

(4) If you decided, which are the relevant aspects, there is no prescription how to react on it.

(5) Even context is changeable.  Nothing must be as it is. To change invariants, so called “Sachzwänge”, is dependant on courage, effort, patience, power, energy. 

3.1 Perception is constructive work

Imagine we arrive at some site, where we want to place something new. We stand there. At first we probably get an overall impression of the situation, which includes personal impressions as well as generally valid phenomena. If we start to differentiate that overall impression, we discover aspects, to which generally valid statements are possible like sun angles, wind speed, average temperature, ground quality, existing trees, etc.; we also will discover characteristics of the situation in a subjective way, but they can be easily exchanged with and understood by other human beings. We call them “to be shared inter-subjectively”, like e.g. an amazing view. As a matter of fact there are also exclusively personal perceptions. Even if they are subjective feelings which nearly nobody else will share with us they may have an important influence on our design decisions. The work of artists very often lives from that kind of emotional work with factors like atmosphere, as it may be created by a mixture of noises, colours, smells, sensual cognitions of nature. We may also discover that our biographical profile is responsible for the difference of such very personal perceptions, for the selectivity in the relation of any subject to the external world.
To put it to a general level: perception is not a photographical process. It is not a clear, definite, unequivocal, analytical, objective process.  Rather it depends on subjective activity. This includes processes of selection and interpretation. It is not equal for different subjects. But these processes are not distributed by chance. As one of the most famous theorist of cognitive psychology, Neisser, states in “Cognition and Reality” (Neisser 1976, 27), perception initially depends on a subjective “scheme” one has in mind. (fig. 4.35) This scheme consists of factors like education, cultural socialization, interests, attitudes, pre-knowledge, etc. That respectively personal scheme initiates our explorations. By exploration, out of the total amount of available information one selects some special information, to which he is receptive. The latter flows back to our initial scheme and may be change it. Every change, again, steers new explorations, and so on. 
The existence of such schemes explains on the one hand the similarity of perceptions of people belonging to the same culture (like eastern or western world), the same social milieu (like lower or upper class, intellectuals or workers as educators), the same kind of profession (like designers), on the other hand it explains the surprise in face of unfamiliar circumstances.  Antique ruins in Delphi, Greece, stimulate the sense of aesthetics of middle European well educated bourgeois people but not that of a South East Asia rice peasant; the Sultan Hassan Mosque in Cairo excites an Islamic architect but leaves his western colleague without any understanding. If an arts and craftsman comes into the famous Rococo- church “Vierzehnheiligen” in Germany (fig. 4.36), he may be attracted mainly by the stucco lustro and the perfect rococo decoration, the architect will be fascinated by the breath taking suggestion of the space volume, historicist of arts will look to the stylistic details to classify the building by time and influence, the pilgrim will concentrate on the crucifix with Jesus Christ. Or to take another example: the engineer looking over a wonderful landscape will imagine an elegant construction to span the valley, the landscape planner will think about how to preserve it to any intervention, while an architect may be sure that it would be an ideal location for a recreation facility designed by himself.
To summarize, it can be stated that context always is something factually given which attracts our attention, but that it is, at the same time, not clearly to define and objectively to describe; rather its perception depends on interpretations, preferences and selective explorations. Consequentially the reality of context exists only by our personal sensitivity and judgement. 
The chance of architects with respect to this difficulty lies in the conscious acceptance of the perceptive work. Taking the challenge to intensify his emotional and mental attentiveness, the wilful interpretation of context offers an important access if not the decisive key to his design concept. The creative and active adoption may be a successful method to develop a profiled position.
3.2 Context has no given limits 
As soon as we conceive context not only as a physical, but also as a mental environment of a considered intervention, we enter the domain of knowledge. That opens up the door to a new dimension. Knowledge about context is related e.g. to a social change, a cultural status quo, an economical situation, the history of the site, the ecological state oft he location, of the region, of the earth, the changing preference system of professional planning, etc. It is nothing we can see, you have to know it; at best you can conclude out of empirical observations. It belongs to the most important decisions of an architect to relate such knowledge to a site and to the specific design and planning task. It is decisive whether he includes it into his conception of context in a given special case or whether he excludes it.
The decision increases the difficulty. Let us assume that it is just a question of fantasy, of information, of available time to think together the building design of a museum with such a malign phenomenon as the evacuation of Jews out of their houses in Berlin, and to link that knowledge with more information about the time of German fascism and the basic disturbance of human behavior. Daniel Libeskind did it. The chains of associations of knowledge are principally without end, and there is no rule where to stop. There is only the decision of an architect as an acting subject, to draw the limit of inquiry and reflection in such a way that he does not miss his ability to act. On the other hand architects only enter the domain of culturally relevant contributions if they base on non-trivial knowledge. This may have been the reason that Libeskind chose a geometric form of his Jewish Museum (fig. 4.37), which can be seen as a disturbance of the given urban pattern, and that he supported the geometry by connecting the points of “de-Jewished” housings on the Berlin map. In a similar way he extended the semantic space of his design for the ground zero high rise building by fixing the height of it according to the year of the proclamation of the US constitution (fig. 4.38).
If you look at the work of famous architects, they often have a wider scope. There is no necessity to include such things in the concept or elaboration of a design. An architect must not do it, but he can do it; but it will be difficult to exceed a conventional and more or less standardized vocabulary of forms, if he does not dare to expose his creative thinking to such impulses out of a wider context. 
Generally spoken, all elements of the world can be related to an intended intervention. It is the difficulty, that an architect has to decide where in the infinite amount of knowledge and in the infinite progress of intellectually argued or associative chains of thinking he wants to stop, where to limit context. It is again an act of judgement, of conceptual judgement. 

3.3 There is no rule how to decide on the relevance of context aspects 
Let us assume an architect made all the effort to collect facts, to construct simulation models, to scent out the spirit of a site, to analyse chains of associated knowledge. Now he has many aspects in his head, historical processes and their importance, the beauty of a landscape, special vegetation, climatic conditions, functional requirements, profiles of users, the zeitgeist main stream, preference systems of colleagues, trends in avant-garde and subculture, physical features, regional construction materials, etc. 

Which one of the aspects he should prefer to take as hanger for his creative intervention? Which one should he select? Which one he thinks is more relevant than another? Or should he take a combination, of which ones? Again he is reliant on his ability to judge, on his instinct, on his conscious development of preferences, because nobody will take the decision. We notice, that somehow, with the selection and hierarchizising of context aspects, the design process already started, and - as to suspect - with a most decisive and consequential step. 
Herzog und de Meuron for the facade of the library in Eberswalde choose a presentation of its content (fig. 4.12), while their design of the “Schaulager” at the harbour of Basel at the Rhine river was dominated by a material typical for the location. (fig 4.32) Apparently architects are free in choosing different approaches on their designs. 
As already mentioned there happens to be a kind of concurrence between different kinds or aspects of context even in the brain of a single architect. There is no fixed hierarchy of importance in the respective society. If he refers to the art aspect, an architect will offer significant sculptures or conceptual statements; if he refers to technical progress he will show the most innovative materials or constructions; if he is ecologically oriented he will use energy efficient techniques and will show it in the forms and organization of the building. Some may refer to surrounding physical features like material, colours, landscape while others to the need for symbols in a developing national or cultural progress.

In face of such an indefinite decision space you may become desperate; but in fact it establishes the fantastic free space of any creative architect to influence cultural developments by his decision, which steers the perception of people and which inevitably shows a position in an ongoing discourse.  Here we already enter the next difficulty.
3.4 There is no prescription how to react on context 
Now let us imagine we have perceived the context in its various dimensions, we decided on which we want to include in our considerations and which we want to exclude. Let us also assume we won an imagination about what should be considered as the most relevant aspects of the context, with which we want to work, on which we want to react, - if we did all this, we run into the fourth difficulty of dealing with context, into the question: How to react on it?  There is no logically stringent answer nor is there any given rule, nor an external directive nor a methodological step by step procedure. There is no compelling connection between a context and a reaction on it. We are totally free. That freedom is the most frightening situation in the work of architects. At the same time that is their great chance for creativity and commitment. 
At this point there should be mentioned another context, the one where architects are placed in by their professional status. They work in a context of acceptance, of critique of media and colleagues, maybe of rejection. They have to deal with public comments, with the power of the client to intervene or to ask for reasons of propositions, of the possibility to decline them if not convinced. The discourse developing in that context forces the architect to show his position, but even the force to legitimate his proposal does not lead to a kind of logical reaction. Rather it can be stated that in the freedom of choice and decisions relevant to context, there lies the explosive chance of architects not only for their creativity, but also for a commitment of an existential dimension, which occasionally may lead to open confrontation or even to crash with a client, with the media or with colleagues. 
To give an example, we consider one of the typical tasks of architects: to design a new building for a site which is located in the protected ensemble of a small old, in this case a German town. (It could be also a French one or a Chinese old town like Lijang or Pingyao.) The typical small German towns, if not destroyed by world war II, consist of small scale volume houses with often red roofs but obligatory an inclination around 45 degrees, and all are similar in that geometry (fig. 4.39). Different reactions are possible as the examples show: the warehouse of Mahler and Schuster in Schwäbisch Hall or the “Südmetall” house of Allmann and Sattler or the kindergarden of Lederer in Tübingen. (fig. 4.40 – 4.42) Two of them confront the old context with a radical modern position using pure geometry, reduction of materials and contrasting construction, one other offers a sensible transformation of existing structures and elements in a modern interpretation. All three is in common to accept aspects like volume, roof inclination or eaves height and to make it a rule for their design. 
Here you may ask whether an architect could have violated such a rule successfully. That question leads us to the last difficulty.
3.5 Context is not fixed and given as invariant, but can be changed itself
The hypothesis is that the elements of context, which normally are seen as invariable constants, not necessarily and not inevitably are fixed, but that they can be object of change. Even context can be forged. It is open what elements of the context we decide to be invariants and which one we decide to be variables. Some elements of context we may want to leave as fixed like an aesthetical rule or we don’t want to change a landscape, cut a tree, disturb an ensemble of buildings, interfere with a law fixing the maximum height of buildings, or the dimension of buildings. Others we may want to neglect or to change, like maybe the predominance of certain materials. Even the legal context in form of a land development plan which fixed e.g. the course of a street, must not apply forever. Experience has shown that even prescriptions can be interpreted, widened, bargained, that means changed. If we really want to change it, it proves as a question of courage, of effort, of engagement, of time, of patience and often also of personal skilfulness, of political relations and of power, etc – and we could change it.
Even invariants turn out to be variants. Just think on the maceration of the dogmas of the classical modernity by the postmodernism, which demarcated itself by the prefix “post” from a world of thinking with a strictly anti-traditional origin (but freezing itself to a tradition as times passed). Every revolution, whether political or cultural, is change of context. Avant-gardes definitively break existing norms and claim alternative ones, which are candidates for a new context.
Or - to use an example out of another field – let us think of the change in dealing with energy. Until the nineties the exponential increase of energy consumption (seen as correlated with the rise of the GDP) was the invariant, while the supply with energy was the dependent variable. The then drawn conclusion was to plan a large amount of nuclear and other power plants. But in the mean time there happened a change. Energy consumption turned to a variable which could be designed, e.g. by low energy household instruments, increase of efficiency in using energy and in transporting it, laws forcing better insulation of buildings etc. Now energy production with the rare resources is the new context, forcing architects to plan low energy houses instead of power plants. 
Generally spoken architects can participate in the ongoing game whether a context should be hold or should be object of change. Often the fixed constants, the assumptions of unchangeability, are embedded in our brain, like fences. But in many cases the fences are inside of our brains, not outside. They are fixed in our imagination, self made limits. Therefore the message is: if you really want it: nothing must be as it is.
Now we have seen the difficulties, which are at the same time the characteristic features of dealing with context, and – most important – at the same time our chances. In the next section some of the dimensions are shown in which these chances occur. The already mentioned aspects of context are elaborated, forming a small phenomenology of context. 
4 What are the dimensions of context?
Normally architects just consider the physical environment as context. But it is only a small section of what context is for designing. The extension of the net of possible context knowledge can adumbrated, if we envision some of its subsystems.
The social structure of a society steadily changes. Processes of disintegration found their expression in the urban design of ghettos, like the gated communities from Florida to Berlin (fig. 4.43), or in the sharp mural supported boarders between the poor and the rich (fig. 4.44, fig. 4.45). Demography hints on the rising claim of the elderly for adequate facilities.
Politically controversial is the struggle of conservative and progressive milieus to present themselves by in architectural objects. The power of the state or city government is in conflict with the power of economic agents to dominate the public space in the city centres. Every nation discusses in its own mostly delicate way (except in dictatorships), how to represent its power in its architecture like in its parliaments or leaders office buildings. (Fig. 4.46)
The economic subsystem is the most successful one in enforcing its rules even in neighbouring subsystems. The intrinsically high rated value of maximum output by minimal input can be seen in a emaciated construction of a bridge or hall or facade (fig. 4.47) as well as in the economically degenerated modern mass housing after world war 2 or in Chinese conglomerations (fig. 4.48); here you win a large span length with less material, there a city wins money by selling land and the developer by selling the built objects, both with minimal investment. The maximum use of expensive ground determines the shape of our cities. The distribution of resources between public authorities and private capital steers many projects in urban design.

Anyhow the cultural achievement constitutes the label “architecture”. The cultural context is feed by many different phenomena: the state of the arts, the reflective discourse, the proclamations and crossings of limits by the avant-gardes, the situation of the market of attentiveness, the discovery and development of traditions, of rites, local and sub-cultural dynamics, which are not already corrupted by the market and which always create new trends – they altogether, as cultural factors, are candidates to influence architectural designs (fig. 4.49, 4.50). 
The example of the abstraction of the Greek temple facade is a striking example for the meanwhile international semantic context. At the very beginning it was said to be the house of the king, still of wood, then made of stone for the gods, the most powerful figures in the antique world. The Romans took over with their similar societal and religious structure, and in the course of time, mainly then starting again with the Renaissance, moving through Baroque, classicism, neo classicism up to the representative architecture of all colonial imperial nations at any place of the world including Shanghais concession buildings, it was the symbol for power. Consequentially it was used in any kind of dictatorial situations like Hitler´s Berlin or Ceaucescu´s Bukarest. A science of visual knowledge, a kind of visual epistemology could book it under the evident and not refuted facts, that the Greek temple symbol is an equivalent to power in an internationalized semantic repertoire. This is an important context for designing and perception of design.  (fig. 4.51 – 4.54) 
How different the historical context is valued may show a short speculative excursion. Comparing the estimation of historical substance in a hemisphere like middle Europe and in a soaring or already ascended nation like China around the millennium, one can find apparent differences. Whatever may be  the motives  - it seems that in the heads of inhabitants of such a dynamic metropolis like Shanghai the past has nearly no space, the present to a small part, but an overwhelming role is played by the future, with its encouraging and promising and always again in short terms honoured visions. The effect is a strategy of pulling down and building new. In middle Europe the relations seem to be vice versa. To beware the cultural heritage is in the foreground, even as a treasure in the eyes of western oriented eastern people. The memory of a glorious past – after the experience of two world wars –seems to be nearer than a speculation on an uncertain future. So Europe impends slowly to mutate into a big open air museum of a high cultural value in the eyes of many Chinese, even if the stone quarry of innovative cultural achievements is going to be exhausted. But also China develops a new estimation of its cultural heritage and the importance of a new cultural production, since it discovers the gap, which would be left, if its growing world wide influence would be limited to economic and technical achievements. Maybe it´s a spill over of the recent economic developments, which changes also the cultural perspective: from an euro-centristic point of view to a global view, in which now different players act on a meanwhile worldwide competitive cultural sector. There starts a big scale movement in cultural context. 
The row of aspects of context is long. Not all of them are to be explained and commented here. Just to name some more of them: legal, geological (fig. 4.55), biological (fig. 4.56), climatic (fig. 4.57) or behavioural aspects prolong the list. Sometimes we can observe that just still trivial looking aspects capture a place in the front row of that global value system which leads our acting today. Ecology turned out to be – after more than thirty years of struggling for that range – of decisive importance, even changing details, character and concepts in architectural design.
Finally a short list of physical aspects is added, because they influence design though simplifying but considerably. There are topographic formations, big old trees, dominating view lines and last not least the existing buildings in the neighbourhood. Their features like their volume, height, proportion, patterns, surface structure, depth of relief, material, colour, characteristic details offer occasions to relate to them, which in fact are often used by architects (figures?58a,b,x,d)).
The list is incomplete. In special situations – and every project is a special situation – may come up additional aspects. Even if the enumeration is uninspiring the idea means the opposite: to show that the phenomenology of context not only builds up a large hurdle, but also injects the brains of architects with a widened perspective of large variety, which has effects on their creativity. 
5 What are the forms of reaction on context?
Remember the fourth difficulty mentioned in section 3.4, the one concerning the principle freedom how to react on any given or selected aspect of context. The decision for a form of reaction is a result of a judgement which may be based on deliberated arguments, on reflected or subconscious preferences, on instinctive commitments. Of course the decision is object of challenge and refutation, of contra-argumentation and further development. But the decisive point to stress is that during design there are always different options of reactions of architects to a context. I just name some of them: 

Let us start with the variants of adapted reactions. A negative example may provide the architectural work of Albert Speer, who followed Hitlers claim for a pan-German power by his politically affirmative and opportunistic way to express it (fig. 4.59). Affirmative to the dominating discourse about urban design in the 90th are some of the designs of Hans Kollhoff. To the same category the designs of European city planners do belong, who adapt to the expectations of Chinese government and other elites by planning satellite towns around Shanghai in the style of an old fashioned English town (fig. 4. 60) or of a German small town (fig. 4.60a) or others in North American or Spanish or Hollandaise style. 
Another kind of adaption, lets call it sensitive adaptive, demonstrates the office of Norman Foster with his building in the immediate neighborhood of the Maison Carree in Nimes. In that project at the same time he follows other strategies of reaction, in this case of abstraction and translation, because he borrows the principles of arrangement, the proportion of the volume of the antique temple, but translates it to a contemporary modern language by using new materials and ways of construction. (fig. 4.61)
With this example we enter the concept of contrasting, with a spectrum rich in its facets. It starts with a systematic checking of all variables like material, construction, arrangement or semantic convention, with respect to their potential of using a contrast. As a strategy of conscious breaking with any status quo it offers wins on the market of attentiveness. They range from individualistic strategies like Zaha Hadid or Rem Koolhaas to such contributions, which had the power to re-shape the spirit of time. For example groups like Archigram in the sixties of the last century (fig. 4.62) or personalities like Robert Venturi have been successful in that respect.
Interpretation of a site and the translation of its features into the language of architecture was already an intention of Christian Norberg-Schulz, when he insisted on the importance of the “genius loci”, an idea which was proclaimed by Corbusier with his design of Ronchamp. He suggested to be inspired by the rolling hills, the smoothly swinging contours of the surrounding landscape. (fig. 4.63) 
Literary can be labeled the aesthetical shaping of contents or functions of a building.  Examples are the museum of Shanghai which follows the form of an old bronze vessel (fig. 4.21) or - 30 years later – the maritime museum of Speer and partners in Luchuogang, which tells about its function by two sails without function (fig. 4.64). More ingenious seems to be the design of the Jewish Museum in Berlin by Libiskind in the shape of a flash (fig. 4.37), or the façade of the library in Eberswalde by Herzog and de Meuron with the images out of books, stored inside (fig. 4.12). 
A further step would be the paraphrase, saying the same in other words, that means here by other means, like designing a shop for Hamburgers in form of a Hamburger or a ware house in form of a basket.(fig. 4.65) 
Much more delicate is the appearance of narrative works, which comment on sites, on former projects, on current fashions or historic constructions or semantic conventions. James Stirling has played with these possibilities on a high level, sometimes ironically or even humorously. He relates to a classical floor plan by Schinkel, hints on pop culture with the pink oversized handrail, uses sinking columns to show stairs going down, adds screwed high-tech constructions in contrasting colour to hint on entrances, etc. (fig. 4.66 – 4.69) The fact, that Stirling was attacked with the argument, by using monumental stone ashlars (actually panels), shows that the ability to read what buildings have to tell got lost, as an effect of the puristic architecture of the modernism. 
Opposite of the narrative architecture, which recaptured a more widen context in an opulent manner a different approach is that of minimizing a reaction on context, just finding the smallest intervention.(fig. 4.70)
There are still other possibilities like being indifferent or neglecting, which seems to be a no-reaction but is in fact also a program, more or less conscious, like the English Independent Group had it in the fiftieth. They wanted to leave architectural aesthetics to findings by chance, which came up in every day life. The most provocative position would be that of negating, saying – like Mario Botta with respect to his sculptural creations in the Ticino landscape – it is to ugly or uninteresting to take it as an inducement for design (fig. 4.71). But even that argument shows a consideration about reacting on a given context. 
6 summarizing and conclusions
Context happens to exist in the moment, if an acting subject - like an architect – considers an intervention into the world. It is the net of all elements that can be related to that intervention. In a basic sense the intervention is the catalyst for a theory of acting of the architect and planner in the world. This theory of context opens the door to the world of conceptual thinking – insofar the realisation of the wide field of open options (which is a kind of existential freedom) forces to commitment and to conceptualize a line of acting. In face of the infinite amount of referable elements, the large spectrum of aspects and the principally open possibilities of reaction, we are challenged to set something which creates sense in relation to a context - but as it is postulated, not arbitrarily, but as a result of a choice, regardless of its origin in intuition or intellect. 
Characterizing the considerations on dealing with context there are mainly three attributes. The presented concept of context is constructivistic in the philosophical sense, that context is not something exclusively given but always a product of someone’s intellectual and emotional work. As far as the architect explores it actively, selects information, exercises fantasy, activates knowledge and associations, he creates the net of context in its essential features. The construction of context at the same time is a mean – like a model – to help simulating the effects of considered interventions. If he knows the possible consequences, they turn out to be decisive incentives for his creativity and ability to judge when designing buildings or planning cities. 
The concept is dynamic in e an-archic sense, as it says that context must not be seen as unchangeable. Instead of, it is seen as not fixed, where parts of it, given circumstances, settings, can be variables, at least objects of doubt, sometimes of change. Insofar there is established a kind of freedom which is exiting as well as frightening at the same time. The more architects are requested to great diligence when developing their interventions.
The concept includes the dependency on judging. Insofar it is anti-objectivistic in a programmatic and philosophical sense. The analysis of context is not at all, at most partially, an objective act. Dealing with it is rather formed by decisions about its extension, about the aspects to be included, about their different importance and about the choice of reaction. Such decisions are linked with the ongoing process of orientation in the field of values, preferences and interests of each single architect, and they altogether may form what we call the design-position of an architect. 
The knowledge about these processes is allowing us two suggestions. At the one hand it characterizes the special kind of production of architecture, which is happening in a subjectively formed net of contextual knowledge. Here we find the traditional but still indispensable feature of being author and having responsibility. On the other hand, mentioning the different preference systems hints us to the situation of modernity – in the sense of the philosopher Nietzsche - , that for its lack of a generally valid orientation all acting is bound to the premise, that nobody knows what principally is right.  So, to act in such a situation, also as an architect, either we speculate on an acceptance of proposals, on a consensus, or on the possibility of authoritative setting. Here we enter the field of power. To deal with power as a part of the socio-economic and political context and a way of acting should be object of another enquiry (see Reuter 1989 and 2000). Some hints are given in Chapter 10.
These abstract considerations may have thrown some light upon the field of dealing with context. Also we have structured the problem. We may see it in more detail now; also we see the difficulties. Every difficulty opens chances. In addition we got some indications how to handle them. We know more. But knowing more about a problem does not make it easier to solve it. One of the messages is, to develop an imagination of the dimension of our freedom, in the construction of context and in the form of dealing with it. Freedom seems to be a value by itself; but it makes acting more difficult: even in relying on context there is no way out of the act of creative conception, of invention and of personal judgement, but maybe on a more conscious basis.

� Sometimes it is called “situation”; but that terminus has the disadvantage to be limited to the site, the locus.


� Burrhus Frederic Skinner: Wissenschaft und menschliches Verhalten, München: Kindler 1973.
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