Interview between Cedrie Price
and Hans Uirich Obrist, Curator,
Musée d'Art Moderne, Paris, and
Founder of the Nano Museum
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Hans Ulrich Obrist In the context of
Cities on the owvs, | think ane of the
reasons your work has bean soimportant
to mary architects in Asia has a lot to do
with the notion of time and the
ephameral, someathing which is
understood better in Asia thanin Evrope.

Cedric Price A shart lifespan for a bullding is
not sean as anything very strange in Asia.
Angkor Wat in Cambodia is 50 vast and yet it
lastad lor less than thees hundred years_ |
liked your dependencs on changs in the
Ciitfies an the Move exhibition and | particularly
liked the Bangkok exhibition where Sme was
the key element. | ses time as the fourth
dimension, alongsice height, breadih and
langth. The actual consuming of kdeas and
images exists in time, s the value of doing
the show betrayed an immediacy, an
awarenass of tme that does not axistin
samewhers like London or indeed Manhattan,
A city that does not change and reinvent itsalf
i 2 edaeed mity, B | e pst ko il we should
use the word “city’ any maore; [ think itis a
questionable term.,

HUD What could replace it?

CP Perhaps a word associated with the
hurman awareness of time, turned into a noun,
wihich relates to space.

HUOQ The paradox is that the city
changas all the time, so it woukd have o
b & word In parmanant mutation; it coukd
not te a frozen term. But let's retum to the
idea of dead cities, tell me mare sbout
why they die.

CP Cities esast for citizens, and if they do nat
wiark for citizens, they dia.

HUO Which is nteresting because you
alzo talk about the fact that bulidings
can dée.

CP Yes the Fun Palzce was not planned to
last moee than ten vears. The short life
expectanay of the pmject had sn offect an the
costs, but not ina limiting, advarss way,

Mo one, including the designers, wared to
spend more money to make it last for fifty
vears and wa bad (o parsuade the ganerators
and operators to be economic interms of

boih time and money, Tha advantane,
however, was Lhat he owners, the producers
and the operators, through necessity, began
i think along the same lines, a5 the project
created the same sat of priorities for
averyone. That should be one of
architecture’s gims; it must creste new
appetites, rather than sobve problems.
Architecture i too slow 1o solve problems,

| suppasa we should ask what &5 the
purpose of archilectura? |t used to be away
of imposing order or establishing a belief,
which is the purpose of ligion to some
axtant. Architecture doas not need that
rental imperialism any more. As an architect,
| ez ot want ta be involved in creating law
and order through fear and misery. | see the
craation of a continuous dialogues as bath
interesiing and also parhaps the onby reasan
fer architeciure. In the sikteanth or
saventeenth century, someone defined
architectrs as 'commoadity, firmness and
defight’, Cemmadity equates to good
housakeaping, particulary in ferms of monsy;
firmness is the structurs; and the dalight
factar is tha dialogus.

HUD On that subject of dialogue, lel's
return to the Cittes aon the Move show in
Banglook. Due 1o the open structure and
the fack of a confamporary art musaum in
Baniglkok, the city anterad the musedm
and the contents of the show wera
camad into the city, The mussum openad
to the word.

CP Thats it — museuwm world, world musaurm.
The exhibitien in Bangkok was all about
dialogue; it acted as a key for the people who
expenenced the show, only to realise that
they wers expertencng it all the time. 1Twas
the same with the Fun Palace; it was never
imended a5 a Mecca - a lovely altamative to
the horror of living in London = but instead it
served as a launch pad to help people realisa
how marvellous life =, After visiting the Fun
Fafaca, they want harme thankful that their
wife looked as she did and that their children
wire noisy; the key' had opaned the door for
thiarn, The Fun Palaco was a launch pad to
reality, mixed with a large portion of delight.
Howiawer, | think that, at presanit,
architechure does nat do anowgh; it does not
ennchor enfiven people’s lives as much as,
say, the intemet, or a good story, or music,

does. Architactura s a poor perfonmer; even
the Magnet City schemes never happaned.
Az an architact, |am trying to make
architecture a batter parfonmer. With human
DEings answering questionnaires and me
reading the answers, | hope o recognise
opportunitias for improving the human lot by
architesture,

HUC Alexandar Darner, the great hero of
museums of change wha ran the Hanowver
musesum in the aarly twantiath cantury,
wrota that instiiutions should be like
dynamic power plants, Could you tell ma
about your mussuwm-related projacts,
which address the concapt of the
portable or ephemeral museurn?

CP Whee the Oueen Mary was up for
sale, | suggested a museum in the ship, 5o
that could travel like a milionare whila
the ship stayed n the bay in Liverpool; it was
at =aa but only & short boat ride away.
The Atlantic crosging which used to take four
or flve days was concentrated into eight
hiours, the time you could take o go around
the ship. You could sae the machine reoms,
the kilchens, the lavatorias, the tennis courts
and all the paraphemalia of the ship, but
primarily the luzuryof i, The shio was an
Iydraulc jacks and a range of seasonal
crosaings, relating to the weather you would
have sxpenenced n the Atantic, wera on
affer. You would than realise why, in rough
sweather for example, the tables were made
with edges on them to prevent thea plates
frorn slipping off.

| also did & scheme for the Tate, which
they did not astect. it urned the powar staton
Into an obpact. | proposed buliding a glass box
aver the whale thing, so that the business of
producing axhibitions would have bacoma
sacondary to the main exhibit, which was ina
box with a single doar, In bad weather, it
wiould have bean like ona of those
snowstoems, with Jesus being tha one to
shake up the snow! | was assuming that i
could last at least & yeer or 5o, and than they
could decide what kind of object they would
ot in the Tate.

HUO So it was like a Fussian doll, sinco
thie exhibition would have besn an
exhibition within an exhibition.



CP Yas, that is right.

HUDO There is an nteresting ancd
uctive paradox Betwaan, on the one
and, your projects for temporary
buifdings and dymamic institutions, which
would eventuelly auto-dissolva, and, on
the other, your interast in old mussums.

CP | think that the noticn of the classic
rnusedm still has —limited — viakidlite, At thres
o'clock every afiernoon, | get vary tired. | am
ro use in the office 5o | go o this wonderful
distortar of time and place calied the British
Museum. It distorts the cimate because the
buiilcfing hes a roof over it it distarts my
laziness, because | do not have to go to Egypt
to ses the pyramids; &nd it distorts time,
bacausa | can Ses somaons wearing an
Elizabethan dress. The distortion of time and
place, along with convenience and delight,
opens up & dialogus thal reminds people how
much freedom they have for the second half
of their lifa,

This automatic distorton, whather of time
or of place, when you visit amuseum sa
good thing. If wou vigit the same mussum on
two consecutive wel Thursdays, iUwil be
differant on both occaskans, You will have
distorted the conterts of the musawm through
tarniliarity, which only accurs through going
twica, rathar than once. The distortion then
becomes two-fold. Thers is the compacton
of oid bits of history into a comeniant tima
and placa for the consumer and then there is

the added distortion of going there today with
yioul, which was quite differant from gaing
thers alonea.

HUO 'We hoth lookad at it differentty than
wia would have done, had we baen alone,

CP Yes, but the distortion was alss that we
weare bath in London, which is not our home.
It iz about the enrichment and enlivenment of
anew time dimension, ar a rmew pace of
avents, which differs from the nomal passing
of time.

Museums, far mora than art gallaries,
heve to distort tme, othenwise the alement of
coincidence in the colleciion doas Nol oocur -
tha distortion of ima betwean when the
objacts wers created and when they are
shown. There is a guality o musswms which
is more retavant ta the present time and to

seging the objects in the museumn than to tha
date of their crastion,

HUO Some peopla stay kor than
othars when l?h-e;..E"-.llsit myuﬂa}gm%rs.

CP Yes and it does not matter whetner a lot
or & little = seen, A parson who gets bonaed
after fve minutes in the museum can enioy
just @s much as the person who stays for an
hour, Museumns are notanty about 2 distortion
of tirme, but alzo a distortion of the
guantitative guality of content.

HUD You mentioned a sursey that the
Tate camied out of thair visitors.

CP Yes, they discovered that most of the
people they ohserved spent batwean live
seconds and ona minuta reading texis about
the weork and from two to fifteen seconds
looking at the work itsali

HUO This fact infiuenced your project at
CCA N Toronto, cefled aan Time. Could
viols tall me aboutl tha axhibition?

CP | created A series of symbols which wera
shorthand - or graphic reminders - for the
poirtts D wanted to make about the exhibits.
They were displayed like postags stamps
against the works. The actual printed
catalogua explaining the exhibits was only
available when picked up your oot e
the cloakroam, just before leaving. Until then,
you had o use the symibols and look at the
objects.

HUO [o you sea other ways of using

labels 1o prevent the museum visit from

becorming a froesn exparionce?

CP In mussums, the labels o the objects
carmy dstas, which ks not necessarily the
casze n an art gallery. Imagine that somehow
you could make these dates —a thousand
years gz, unknown, 2000 - vanish and then
raappaar. It iz not beyond the possibilty of
electronics foday; & certain switch could be
turned on and the datas an the labels would
e made visible again.

HUD That is a lovely idaa’ Things would
appear and disappear.

CP It has nething to do with distortion, but is
about the announcemeant of mformation that
woul can be, or want to be, fad,

HUID This leads us to the quastion af
density or nan-nedirality. How doyou fesl
about the omnipresent ideology of the
white cube?

CP Obviously it is nonsense, A Musswm or
gallery cannot b= a neutral space, becausa
the degres of distortion snsures that it never
will be. Wiy would all the obects be
together? This so-called neutral space that
people wanl cannot exist, because of all the
concidences caused by the personal abjects,

HUD Hather than the awsward modal of
thz white cube, | would prefar to explors
yourideas about the urgent naed for
museums as places of transitional
dialogue and cultural production. Could
you talk a bit about your time-basad
project in Glasoow and how that opened
up & dialogue tebwesan the city and its
citizens,

CP The city hal is in the cantre of Gilasgow.,
They are very proud of it and people ars not
allowead in vary olten, unless they have got a
complaint against the city, We decided to
improve the iift to the tog of the lower -
putting a carpet in, installing lovely mimors,
spraying it with perfume —and invited tha
public in. We did not tell therm why; all we said
i5 that they could go to the top of the tower
and for free. In the lift was a tape announcin
Tonight, all the areas which we think shoul
be saved without guestion will be floodlighted
red. Onby parts of the city were [it up, so their
attention was focused. You heard Comments
lika: “Well of coursa that church should ba
gaved' and “Why keep that slum? The next
night, different areas of the city ware flooded

graﬂn, indicating districts they decided should

a improved. On the last day, the floodlights
wese white, The public was invited 1o tell the
city whiat thay should do with the spaces it in
white. There were no ‘superiors” invalved, no
architects with patchas on thair twaed jackets
around for miles. The city was saying, We've
thought about it for years and siill con't know
what to do with the white areas. You tell us.
But dar't el us nest vaar, tedl us within a
maonth, because after that it's foo late.

As you go down, pick up a free posteard and
mﬂrlgs Your response,”

HUD Can you giva me an example of an
insttuticn, other than a museum, whare
youl fesl that the boundarnies of discipline
and time have successiully bean
ransgressed?

GP The Ad Architectural Association) used
to ba a good example. Geofiray Bawa and |
were at the A together. It was a rara thing
bhecause the A& had pecple of different ages,
and rot just different nationalities. For
instance, there was an architect from India
whio already had an office of about forty
amployees, and this was is inthe 1950s in
India. He came to do five years &t the A4 and
ancouraged younger people. Peter Smithsan
once gave a lecture about the advantageas of
anchitectursl cribbing and, although it was
vaars [atar, Geoffray Bawa and this Indian
architect were perfect examples of that, They
were only tog pleased ta show ather peaple
wihat they wene doing or to help them.
Smithson was saying that cribtlirrg IS
valuahle, but he was not talking about the
kind of ganercsity that Bawa and this Indian
man showed about what they knew, Th
were helping people wino wers younger [han
them angl.:gm nat worred about thair
schemes being cribbed; they wera above
that, At that time, the AA was bolh rans-
disciplinary and frans-generational.

& The authars, 2001



