
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

University of Southern Denmark

Everything keeps moving, nothing stays the same

On becoming with context in the work of Sanaa
Jakobsen, Annette Svaneklink

Published in:
Context 2010/2011

Publication date:
2012

Document version:
Final published version

Citation for pulished version (APA):
Jakobsen, A. S. (2012). Everything keeps moving, nothing stays the same: On becoming with context in the
work of Sanaa. In A. S. Jakobsen (Ed.), Context 2010/2011 (pp. 10-11). Arkitektskolens forlag. Aarhus
Documents No. 02

Go to publication entry in University of Southern Denmark's Research Portal

Terms of use
This work is brought to you by the University of Southern Denmark.
Unless otherwise specified it has been shared according to the terms for self-archiving.
If no other license is stated, these terms apply:

            • You may download this work for personal use only.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying this open access version
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details and we will investigate your claim.
Please direct all enquiries to puresupport@bib.sdu.dk

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://portal.findresearcher.sdu.dk/en/publications/d4b8df0f-9360-4acd-a21c-c0c71425df3e


C O N T E X T 
2 0 1 0 / 2 0 1 1

CONTENTS:   3  Editor’s preface   TOM NIELSEN: Local atmospheres and 
  BORIS BRORMAN JENSEN: When context is an event - on tem-

  ANNETTE SVANEKLINK JAKOBSEN: “Everything keeps moving, nothing stays 
 KARL CHRISTIANSEN: From “ugly duckling” to “black 

OLE EGHOLM PEDERSEN: Material evidence in a digital context: Exploring the tectonic 
NIELS MARTIN LARSEN & CLAUS PEDER PEDERSEN: From context to condition: Questions of context 

INGE VESTERGAARD & LARS HENRIKSEN: Respect for context: Approaching sustain-
ANNE-GRETE ANDERSEN & LARS BOCK:   JAN FUGL: Design in context 

PIA BILLE & CHRISTINA KVISTHØJ: LEIF HØGFELDT 
HANSEN: ERIK 
WERNER PETERSEN: NIELS NYGAARD, GERARD REINMUTH & MADS THOLSTRUP: Contested concepts 

MADS THOLSTRUP: TINE NØRGAARD & CLAUDIA CARBONE: Contexere - construc-
KAREN OLESEN: FREDERIK PETERSEN:  

“Realising Representation”.

Aarhus Documents 02:

Arkitektskolens Forlag
Aarhus School of Architecture



CONTEXT  2010/2011          Aarhus School of Architecture  Aarhus School of Architecture           CONTEXT  2010/2011          CONTEXT  2010/2011          Aarhus School of Architecture

Editor: Annette Svaneklink Jakobsen
Translation: Thomas Falkenberg Svendsen and Tjeksproget.dk
Layout: Annette Svaneklink Jakobsen and Pi Fabrin Karstensen
Illustrations: Unless otherwise stated photographs and illustrations are by the author(s) of the 
article. Rights concerning other illustrations have been stated as far as possible. In case of not 
obtained rights, please contact Arkitektskolens Forlag.
Print: Narayana Press, Odder, 2012

978-87-909-7933-1

Aarhus School of Architecture, the authors and photographers

C O N T E X T 
2 0 1 0 / 2 0 1 1

Aarhus Documents 02:

Arkitektskolens Forlag
Aarhus School of Architecture

www.aarch.dk

Arkitektskolens Forlag



CONTEXT  2010/2011          Aarhus School of Architecture  Aarhus School of Architecture           CONTEXT  2010/2011          CONTEXT  2010/2011          Aarhus School of Architecture

"Everything keeps moving, 
 nothing stays the same." 
 - on becoming with context in the work of SANAA

Becoming with context
Context is not background for architecture, it is 
part of it. As in other art forms: film, literature and 
relational art, the correlations between a specific 
work and the work’s exterior is, also in the field of 
architecture, something that folds into the practice 
as a discussion of content, form and methods. 
Tendencies within contemporary architecture go 
towards acknowledging living reality and changes 
that occur over time as a form potential, and 
adapting it as an experiential quality. This is seen 
in transformation projects and rethinkings of, for 
instance, industry buildings and entire industrial 
areas. In such cases, temporality and change are 
factors that in a very direct manner relate former use 
and life to present use and life. An appreciation of 
the process behind something becoming something 
else is central to such projects. Also in terms of new 
building, there are ways of letting time and change 
play a significant role; for instance when contextual 
factors have a direct impact on the appearance and  
expression of a building or directly animate parts of 
a building. One of the earliest examples is Toyo Ito’s 
“Tower of Winds”, which interactively dissolves from 
solid form during the day to light and rhythms at 
night. Recently, this tendency has found expressions 
spanning from interactive projections in public 
space, as, for instance, in Rafael Lozano-Hemmer’s 
“Relational Architecture”, to the slowly growing and 
changing facades of Jean Nouvel’s “Musée du quai 
Branly”. SANAA, presently, carries such interest 
in time, change and relationality further in an 
architecture that relates to its exterior and to its users 
and subjects, not only visually and perceptually, but 
by expressively living the same reality and explicitly 
letting the experience of living-with, of being part 
of the same reality, be central to the work. This 
article suggests that SANAAs work makes explicit an 
architectural becoming with context.
 A way to approach “becoming” is found 
in Gilles Deleuze’s and Felix Guattari’s ontological 
thinking of it as a continuous creation in-between 
milieus.1 In this view, nothing is ever static as in 
being one, or static as definable parts which are 
connected; but instead a continuous ontological 
process of becoming. The role that temporality plays 
in becoming is, according to Deleuze, that it eludes 
the present; that there is no distinction between 
before and after, between past and future in terms 
of a definable present.2 This can be related to Henri 
Bergsons understanding of continuous becoming, 
which is simply: “the living reality”.3 In regard to 
our perception of reality, the past and future is 
not separated from the present – we constantly 
draw on the past as continuously actualised, not as 
represented, but as lived with the present and as the 
present lived with the past. 
 Such thoughts on processuality relate to 
architecture’s coexistence with context: the conditions 
of architecture, in the broadest sense, undergo 
changes; architecture has to be prepared for the 
unknown and uncontrollable, political and financial 
crises affect us globally. Changes and alterations 
are necessary, for instance in design processes 
where architects are familiar with techniques for 
provoking change and for incorporating change in 
request to programmatic flexibility, i.e. to establish 

possibilities for alternate use - and in the simple fact 
that architecture is in a dynamic relationship with its 
surroundings and circumstances, its past and future; 
in the broadest sense, with context. If we regard 
context as such movement and vivacity, how can we 
make it work as a potential within architecture? The 
“with” and “within” are important in order to think 
architecture with context and conditions of becoming 
as a process. Consequently, a conceptual distinction 
between architecture, context and conditions is 
exactly that, conceptual; in living reality architecture 
and its context and conditions are not just related, 
but are correlative. So how will it all emerge if 
architecture, context and conditions become with 
each other?  
 To get a sense of the creative implications 
of such correlation it is worth noting the difference 
between potential and possibility in relation to 
the emergence of something. In Brian Massumi’s 
work, relating to Bergson and Deleuze/Guattari, 
“potential” is connected with emergence as becoming 
with conditions, and is thus different from simple 
possibility, which prescribes operations and possible 
interactions: “The distinction between potential and 
possibility is a distinction between conditions of 
emergence and re-conditionings of the emerged.”4 
Take SANAAs design process as an example of 
becoming with conditions: during the design process, 
SANAA will, continuously, create conditions for 
their design, in order to continue repotentializing 
the direction of their architecture. Regulations such 
as conditions of form which are developed and which 
the architects decide to keep in the further process 
grow more and more stable as the process develops, 
until the point where they become standard. As the 
design process develops and decisions are made, 

new conditions emerge as relevant. This process of 
emerging, gradually, converges into the design of a 
building suggestion. Eventually it becomes a work 
of built architecture. This means, that conditions 
are continuously developed in accordance with the 
design, and vice versa.5 In SANAAs view, creation 
does not stop once the architects have done their 
job and the building has been built and handed over 
to owners and users – using, filling and living in a 
building is also a matter of creation; using space is 
a creative behaviour.6 Becoming continues as those 
conditions change.

The New Museum, New York  
SANAA tends to create buildings that are open, ‘thin’ 
in terms of material and construction dimensions, 
and with a degree of transparency. As if they want 
to resist possible presumptuous and static identity-
definitions of what their architecture is, they 
create architecture that clearly ‘“does” with context. 
The emphasis that the architects place on such 
vivacity is clearly foregrounded in Kazujo Sejima’s 
characterisation of The New Museums Bowery 
site on Lower Manhattan: “It’s the one thing that’s 
truly characteristic of that street. Everything keeps 
moving, nothing stays the same.” 7 This might seem a 
rather non-characteristic characterisation of a street; 
one that would fit many other project sites, streets 
and neighbourhoods around the globe. However, 
when considered in relation to the level of openness 
that often characterises SANAAs architecture, the 
quote is more likely a key to understanding their 
take on abstraction-reality. What, in the first place, 
seems to be a general and non-site-specific quality is 
the exact opposite: a refined potentialization through 
abstraction of the most specific character. The 
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“The New Museum becomes with context in several ways. Besides adapting the artistic legacy of the neighbourhood as part of its own identity, the museum building 
relates formally to the surroundings through the performativity of material, light and visual changes.”
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potential of movement of the Bowery reaches beyond 
the most obvious types of movement: infrastructural 
and other movement patterns connected with the 
body displacing itself from one place to another. 
It is, instead, a non-relating movement of change 
potential. 
 The New Museum is built with the past 
of the Bowery in mind and is experienced with it. 
In American film director Lionel Rogosin’s 1956 
documentary/fiction film “On the Bowery”8, on the 
life of the 1950s on New Yorks Skid Row, the Bowery, 
the street and the neighbourhood are shown as partly 
covered by an elevated railway which literally creates 
a street in shadows and darkness. The darkness of 
the street accentuates the subject matter of the film: 
the life of the Bowery men, “the Bowery bums”; 
“There is no man here today that started out to end 
up at the Bowery”, as the Bowery Mission minister 
puts it. The storyline stylistically emerges through 
life on the street, with a cast primarily consisting 
of non-professional actors and local people; the 
director has wanted to show life as realistically as 
possible, narrated from within. Today the Bowery 
has become home to the New Museum, new in terms 
of its content (contemporary art) and its new ideas 
towards exhibiting art: its original intention was 
to be an “anti-museum”, which is why the museum 
has existed about thirty years in smaller offices and 
galleries before applying the institutional identity 
that is related to having an actual museum-building. 
“It lacked the identity that a body can give […]”.9 
The New Museum relates to the artistic contextuality 

of the Bowery; in the years that have followed after 
Rogosin’s portrait of the Bowery as New York’s 
Skid Row it has housed many acknowledged artists 
and writers of whom Mark Rothko and William 
Burroughs are but a few. The Bowery’s rich artistic 
life in the 20th century is now mapped and exhibited 
online by the New Museum, describing the cultural 
legacies which provide a background for the art life 
of today as part of the museum’s own becoming with 
it. 10 

“…we want to build relationships.” 11   
The New Museum becomes with context in several 
ways. Besides adapting the artistic legacy of the 
neighbourhood as part of its own identity, the 
museum building relates formally to the surroundings 
through the performativity of material, light and 
visual changes. SANAA has pre-conditioned the 
vivacity of the building and the relationship with 
the surroundings by perforating the skin of the 
‘boxes’ and slightly blurring the façade. The façade is 
doubled with a layer of expanded aluminium mesh 
and a layer of glass which gives the building a visually 
receptive surface that will subtly follow changes in 
the daylight and adapt to the colours that surround 
it, while still maintaining its formal definition. The 
blurring transparency renders visible the potential 
of architecture/context-transition for creating 
contextual passages. Stan Allen, in his essay on 
“SANAA’s Dirty Realism”, makes the very important 
point that the use of a rough, industrial façade material 
as a mesh should not be mistaken for representing 
the roughness of the Bowery neighborhood: “The 
expanded metal absorbs light, softening the profile 
from a distance in ways that glass could never do, 
and it changes color and character with the variable 
light of the city. […] for SANAA, materials are not 
chosen for their semiotic references, but for their 
optical and social performance.”12

 In the essay Allen discusses his own 
attempt, some years earlier, to relate the simplicity 
of forms, which characterises SANAAs architecture, 
to minimalism. But “the architects are not satisfied 
to produce an architecture that begins and ends in 
refined details and sophisticated material choices.”13  
Allen’s experiences on site with works of the architects 
convince him of the opposite; “evidence of daily 
life spills out everywhere”.14 The term dirty realism 
which originally described a movement in American 
writing, refers back to rough milieus like the Bowery 
and to a directness in terms of showing life as it is. 
This characterisation fits SANAAs Bowery project 
(if one wishes to apply an ‘ism to the work of the 
architects), but even with this ‘ism Allen, possibly, 
narrows down their projects’ general architectural 
potential too much; dirty realism seems to connote 
a certain delimitation of content. 
 SANAA has created architecture where 
becoming performs more explicitly as expression; 
an expression of in-between becoming with 
materiality, subject and context. This is the case 
in their temporary London Serpentine Gallery 
Pavillon, 2009, where reflecting aluminium literally 
charge the pavilion with relation-creating potential. 
Rather than being dirty realism the reality of this 
specific work more likely results from a continuous 
process of creating relations. Thresholds between 
pavilion, context and visitors are intentionally 
blurred through a continuously emerging visibility 
and interaction that gives the visitor an experience 
of being part of a process of architectural becoming. 
The continous renewing of the Serpentine Pavillon’s 
appearance where reflections change and orientation 
seems blurred, is not a newness in terms of providing 
an ideal answer to being in the world, but an 
experience of relations changing – and furthermore, 
the experience is doubled by the architects’ idea of 
making it the formal expression of the architecture of 
the pavillion. It is a process in-between temporalities 
and in-between milieus.

The roughness of the Bowery has now been upgraded 
in close coexistence with its development so far - and 
provides an indication of the direction of the future. 
The New Museum as institution and the Bowery site 
now together face the challenge of balancing being 
an art institution in this place with maintaining 
the museum’s and the Bowery’s potential to “keep 
moving”. The formal tendencies of changeability, 
which are seen in the Serpentine Pavillon, seem 
almost emblematic to SANAAs acknowledgement of 
movement and change as a potential in architecture. 

Annette Svaneklink Jakobsen 11

As such, the way these examples of architecture 
discuss architecture’s becoming with context give 
a clear indication of how this can be approached 
as life, function, form and subjectivity. This issue 
points to a broader architectural discussion of how 
qualities can be maintained while new are created, 
and it underlines the responsibility of architects and 
builders to continue to develop techniques on a level 
of abstraction-reality which ensures continuous 
creation. 
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