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Undoing architecture
aLexander oPPer

→ This paper presents – in the vein of a multi-modal form of practice-

led research – a radical shift from my position of being rooted in 

architecture and its making, towards its unmaking. This interroga-

tive process – of architecture in reverse – has emerged from an 

architectural education and practice-base of doing, the focus of 

which I am currently in the process of shifting towards a practice 

of architectural undoing, within an art context. I see this emerging 

practice, against architecture, as a necessary way of promoting 

broader debate – via a direct critique of the established, self-assured 

and institutionalised architectural profession – around the propriety 

and relevance of the generally uncritical attitudes which govern the 

form of the built environment which frames our everyday.

Via The Matter of the Castle (2000) – an architectural design proposal 

which uses the notion of physically shifted building matter as a 

catalyst for the (re)generation of a highly politicised and cultur-

ally site-specifi c ‘lost’ architectural form – I contextualise how my 

practice, applied in the case of this early example, from within the 

discipline of architecture, embodies some of the beginnings of current 

architectural (un)becomings. In 2009 two further projects, discussed 

in this paper, have generated themselves from the immediate locus 

of the building which houses the University of Johannesburg’s (UJ) 

Faculty of Art, Design and Architecture (FADA). These projects are 

situated in a productive fi eld of tension, between the disciplines of 

art and architecture, creating a frictional interdisciplinary dialogue 

that permits me to ‘fold’ one fi eld into the other, resulting in the 

emergent possibility of using architecture, interrogatively, against 

itself. Applying a multi-modal approach to practice-led research 
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Introduction

In this paper, I present a departure from the practice 
of architecture as it is traditionally understood. I use 
three case studies to illustrate the development of 
a trajectory, away from my initial position of being 
entrenched in the discipline of physically making 
architecture, towards its unmaking. This shift interro-
gates the discipline-specific context of an explicitly 
architectural education which often unreflectively 
fosters a mode of making for its own sake. Employing, 
more recently, an interdisciplinary working method 

– which I use to examine architectural sites and the 
power relationships they embody – I am currently 
shifting from the trained and conventionally linear 
mode of doing architecture, towards a practice of 
architectural undoing. The three case studies referred 
to below will show how practice-led research is central 
to the project of undoing architecture. Together, these 
projects represent an ongoing, process-driven and 
developing practice, pursued by the author over the 
past decade, which aims to expose and unfold the 
values inherent in politically, socially, economically 
and culturally marginalised spaces. As a critically-
reflective method for testing the effectiveness of the 
projects, a consistently used principle of inversion is 
applied across all three projects, supported by the 
thinking of Jacques Derrida and Gilles Deleuze, as a 
way of turning the tables on the closed hierarchies 
embodied by most architectural conditions.

By means of an early case-study – The Matter of the 
Castlei (Opper 2001) – I contextualise how a process 

of conceptual architectural reversal, begun in this 
project, embodies and prompts some of my more 
recent engagements with site-specific architectural 
(un)doings. The above project uses the notion of 
physically shifted matter (in the form of building 
rubble belonging to the demolished Berlin castle) as 
a catalyst for the interpretation and (re)generation 
of ‘lost’ original architectural form and meaning. 
Two recently completed works have emerged as a 
direct result of my critically reflexive engagement 
with the building which houses the University 
of Johannesburg’s (UJ) Faculty of Art, Design and 
Architecture (FADA), where I have lectured architec-
tural design and theory for the past four years. As 
examples of how architectural space – from the scale 
of the urban, to the building-specific – can be ‘undone’, 
I revisit these three site-specific works and the shared 
practice-led working processes which culminated in 
their realisation.

The second work, Auseinandersetzungii (2009), 
consists of a multi-tiered installation which inserted 
itself into the exhibition The Double Body: Being in 
Space.iii This research exhibition - curated by Anthea 
Buys in mid-2009 – took place in the faculty exhibition 
space, the FADA Gallery. The work takes the form 
of a physical intervention into the two-level exhibi-
tion space and serves as an architectural critique of 
the FADA building’s spatial failure at the frictional 
juncture of the gallery and its adjacent spaces. In the 
third work – part of the 2009 FADA Staff Show curated 
by Rory Besteriv – the perimeter-line defined by the 
FADA building’s external envelope is architecturally 

challenged and reinterpreted. Arguably the building’s 
most marginal corner, one found in the FADA staff-
parking area (at the rear of the building), is transposed 
onto and into what might be seen as the building’s 
most representative corner, belonging to the FADA 
Gallery (adjacent to the building’s representative main 
entrance).

Superimposing the building’s two diametrically 
opposed spaces – encapsulated by the physical 
extremities of these two spaces, namely their corners 

– becomes a way of highlighting and questioning the 
spatial characteristics of and the connotational 
tensions existing between these spaces, as well as 
the conventional meanings attached to them.

In a reading of the final iteration which I propose for 
the site of The Matter of the Castle, key Derridean 
conceptsv are used to make legible often hidden or 
forgotten qualities and manifestations of dis- and 
relocated architectural matter: such instances reveal 
themselves via a process of digging through the layers 
which make up the palimpsest-prone multiplicity 
of urban sites of memory found in most, if not all 
cities. In the two art-related projects, the notion of 
the Deleuzian foldvi becomes a useful additional lens 
to the Derridean ones, through which to read and 
understand the complicated architectural undoings 
which underpin these site-specific works. The notions 
of physical and conceptual architectural dis- and 
relocations, linked to absence and an implicit presence, 
elsewhere, are central to all three case studies. Further, 
the ‘conversations’ between the implicitly violent 
conceptual shifts these projects rely on – in their 
physical and conceptual de-and reconstruction of 
given environments – also prompt readings of the 
results of such experiments as possible visualisations 
of what might be referred to as localised, site-specific 
versions of the more universal contemporary architec-
tural sublime. Excellent representations of the latter, 
global scale of the sublime are exemplified in the work 
of well-known German photographer, Andreas Gursky. 
He employs methods of de-and re-constructing 
photographs to create a postmodernist photography-
based ‘cartography’ highlighting the massive reach 
and impact of globalisation. Alix Ohlin (2002:1) refers 
to his resultant large-scale (often) manipulated and 
composite photographs as an example of the “contem-
porary sublime”. She argues how Edmund Burke’s 
sublime-related notions of vastness and infinity find 
a contemporary translation in much of the photogra-
pher’s ongoing architecturally and politically driven 
oeuvre.

In a conscious avoidance of ‘architecture’ or ‘art’ for 
its own sake, or for the sake of aesthetics in their 
own right, the multiple deforming and transform-
ing moves embodied in the three projects under 
discussion raise issues around, and question, the 
following: the generally unchallenged conventions 
which govern a hierarchical disposition of spaces 
within cities and within the individual buildings and 
institutions which make up most urban conditions; 
the often one-sided hierarchically regulated power 
relationships that exist between these spaces; and 
the generally absolutist formalist-morphological 
approach commonly applied uncritically to urban 
design and architecture at large. In this paper I make 
use of selected art-historical references in an attempt 
to support a reading of my work as contributing to 
site-specifically driven developments of the postmod-
ern sublime – as an extension and development of the 
modern sublime – towards a point where the sublime 
becomes a valid aesthetic result of the processes used 
to critically deconstruct even the ostensibly smallest 
of architectural sites and the power-relationships they 
embody. In terms of a practice-led mode of working, 
this research collectively attempts to constructively 
combine visual, spatial and written modes into hybrid 
forms of reading and seeing what is hidden. The aim 
here is that these new forms of reading and seeing 
what the author has made, in response to the selected 
sites of study, will reveal new paradigms of knowledge 
and research methodologies – as contributions to 
and informants of a broader visual arts practice – by 
inter-disciplinarily linking built environment and 
visual arts research.

The Matter of the Castle

The Matter of the Castle employs the notion of 
physically shifted material: the displaced rubble 
constituting the ‘lost’ German symbol, embodied 
by the former castle, is used as a catalyst for finding 
relevant ways of representing absence. The marked 
absence, in this case, is that of the historically signifi-
cant and symbolically loaded architectural presence of 
the Berliner Schloß (Berlin Castle), from the politically 
and culturally central site which this monarchic hub 
originally occupied, before its demolition – post-World 
War II – by the newly formed socialist government of 
the German Democratic Republic (GDR). The following 
brief introduction is by way of illustrating the histori-
cal and cultural context of the Berlin case study.

The castle symbolised the importance of the pre-1918 
German monarchy and the architectural sum of a 
building that literally grew out of Medieval origins, 

allows me to exploit the slippages of possibility – for decoding and 

re-presenting architecture, space and power – which exist in the 

thought-spaces that open up between a critical self-reflective process, 

and its emergent product(s). As examples of how architectural space 

can be ‘undone’, I visit these site-specific works – The Matter of the 

Castle (2000), Auseinandersetzung (2009) and The Nature of a Corner 

(2009) – and the working processes which led to their realisation, in 

more detail. In doing so, I treat the three projects as experimental 

platforms for the testing and developing of the productive slippages 

and overlaps between and across practice and theory.
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through the Renaissance and Baroque periods, 
to finally and iconically manifest as, not only the 
historic centre of Berlin at the time, but as a symbol 
of pre-war German nationhood. The combined facts 
that firstly, Berlin’s historic growth was based on the 
parallel existence of multiple smaller urban centres 
and secondly, the city’s fraught spatially segregated 
history, as a result of numerous politically and 
ideologically-driven physical divisions, since the end 
of the World War II, have cumulatively resulted in a 
solidification of the city’s poly-centric character. In 
my opinion, the current strong political and populist 
wish for a ‘return’ of the castle to its original site, may 
have more than a little to do with a collective romantic 
desire for a capital city with a single (symbolic) centre 

– following the models of famous examples of European 
cities with traditional centres, designated by a specific 
places, such as Paris and London. However, Berlin’s 
ambition to erect a copy of the castle becomes increas-
ingly problematic, as a valid identity-driven argument, 
in light of the fact that the castle was an edifice which 
continually grew, and metamorphosed – since its 
beginnings in 1443 – witnessing a multitude of varied 
social and political epochal shifts over this time. The 
naivety of imagining that a simple copy of the castle 
will suffice, as a sufficient representation of a nation’s 
complex and ever-shifting history, becomes exposed 

when one poses the question: which historical version 
of the castle should actually be rebuilt? A critical 
questioning of the unavoidable contradictions linked 
to an artificial insertion of a pretend-symbol, into a 
contemporary socio-political and cultural situation, 
is the premise for my practice-led project proposal, 
which follows.

When the demolition process of the Berlin Castle (Figs. 
1a & b) was officially begun by the GDR, in September 
1950, the castle itself did not disappear or dissolve. 
The colossal building may have been razed but was not 
erased: seen through the lens of Deconstruction, the 
demolished matter or, to use more architectural jargon, 
the rubble of this historically emblematic edifice was 
simply transferred from the (then) symbolic centre 
to the margins of the city. The demolished matter, 
representing what was formerly the recognisable 
castle, may be visualised as an architectural phase-
changevii – not solid, versus liquid, versus gas, but 
recognisable building versus formless mass. Critical 
to understanding the value of this analogy is the 
fact that, despite the ostensible formlessness of the 
demolished national icon, the quantity of physical 
matter on both sides of the phase-change equation 
remains exactly the same (Smithson 1973).viii Thus 
I believe that the aura of the castle remains intact, 

not literally or recognisably, but by virtue of the 
fact that the castle still exists materially, be it in a 
collapsed and shifted state. This argument relies on 
the import bestowed by Walter Benjamin (2008 [1936]) 
on the relationship between an original and the aura 
attached to it – a mutually informative relationship 
which, according to Benjamin, is threatened when the 
original is reproduced.

The physical relocation of the castle’s previously 
recognisable architectural body,ix in the form 
of unrecognisable physical matter, was politically 
motivated – the building had already ceased to retain 
its essential value as a symbol of the monarchy and 
Berlin’s representative centre, when in 1918 the 
socialist Karl Liebknecht announced the advent of 
the Weimar Republic from the balcony of its Number 
Four portico (to which I shall return, more specifically, 
later in light of the appropriation of the portico by the 
GDR, based on the above event). The swiftly commis-
sioned ‘erasure’ of the castle by the government of 
the GDR was executed in order to politically reframe 
this important site (the building could have, in fact, 
been preserved and restored: although it was severely 
damaged in the course of the final Allied bombings of 
Germany’s capital, in 1944 and 1945, the damage did 
not necessitate the massive building’s demolition). 
After the end of World War II, a number of cultural 
and historical experts and architects, among others 
Kurt Reutti (Maether 2000:64-65) ascertained and 
recommended that the bulk of the castle could be 
structurally consolidated and architecturally restored. 
The argument employed for the building’s preserva-
tion, at the time, was that it was Berlin’s most signifi-
cant historical monument. The strong urge of the GDR, 
under the leadership of Walter Ulbricht, to purge the 
site of all traces of power structures which clashed 
with their socialist ideologies, was too strong to 
entertain such suggestions, and on 7 September 1950, 
the systematic demolition of the castle commenced.

Initially the ‘empty’ site was converted to the opposite 
of a physical building – it became a parade ground upon 
which the legacy of and loyalty to the newly formed 
East-German state could be publicly demonstrated. 
Only a quarter of a century later did a building, which 
embodied the symbolic centre of the GDR, manifest 
itself on the site of the former castle. The so-called 
Palast der Republik (PdR), completed in 1976, was 
conceived of as a Volkshaus, or ‘palace of the people’. 
Although, in the tradition of the workers’ movements, 
it offered a wide range of cultural activities for the 
massesx it was clearly also, and more importantly, 
the political heart of the GDR. In September 1990, less 

than a year after the fall of the Berlin Wall and just 
before the reunification of Germany (3 October, 1990), 
the PdR was closed to the public and moth-balled as 
a result of its dangerously high (poisonous) asbestos 
content. Through a long and drawn-out process, the 
building was eventually ridded of the asbestos – in the 
process its complex inner-workings were also removed 
with surgical precision, leaving only the monumental 
building’s structural steel skeleton and its taut marble 
and mirror-like skin in place. Since then, the remain-
ing shell of the late-modernist building was success-
fully used to host a number of culturally driven public 
events – allowing it to continue its role as a people’s 
p(a)lace, minus the pressures of having to represent 
the affiliations of its political past. From the time of the 
PdR’s closure in 1990, discussions as to the future of 
this politicised site have been ongoing. These negotia-
tions were driven by the appointment (by German 
government and the Berlin Senate), of an interna-
tional panel of experts, headed by Dr Hannes Swoboda 
(Historische Mitte Berlin … 2001:6), known as Die 
Internationale Expertenkommission ‘Historische 
Mitte Berlin’ (International Commission of Experts for 
the Historical Centre of Berlin). After Berlin’s hosting 
of numerous large-scale architectural competitions 
and critical enquiries as to the potential becomings 
of the site at large, and the PdR as an integral and 
monumental component of this layered socio-political 
landscape, a political process led to a final decision 
being made. In July 2002, German government, via 
the Berlin Senate (advised by the specially appointed 
architectural task-team), announced that the PdR 
would be demolished (Auf dem Weg zum Humboldt-
Forum [sa]) and that its absence would eventually be 
replaced with the ‘resurrected’ presence of the former 
Berlin Castle.xi

In 2001, before the above decision was finalised and 
the future of this politicised site was still open, I used 
this complex site in Berlin as the basis of a disser-
tation required as partial fulfilment of a Master of 
Architecture at the University of the Arts (UdK), in 
Berlin. The aim of my thesis was to challenge the 
simplistic approach of razing the PdR and wilfully 
replacing it with a symbolically empty copy of the 
former castle (which has no direct relevance to 
contemporary Berlin society – especially after its 
absence from the original site, at that time, of just 
over half a century).

As a first step I carried out a conceptual digging, at 
the scale of the city and the region, for traces and 
grafts of the scattered ‘body’ of the castle (Figs. 2, 3 & 
4). Through this process of excavation, I discovered 

Fig. 1b. Drawing showing urban condition of the same site 
in the year 2000 – the buildings marked red were erected 
from 1945-2000. This represents the condition of the site 
as it stood just before my commencement of a Masters 
in Architecture, with this contentious place as its focus. 
Drawing by Alexander Opper, after Historische Mitte Berlin 

… 2001:141. 

Fig. 1a. Drawing showing urban configuration around the 
castle site (Schloßplatz) in 1940, with the castle indicated 
in the centre of the image. All the buildings shown in 
blue were either destroyed during World War II or torn 
down up until and including the year 2000. Drawing 
by Alexander Opper, after Historische Mitte Berlin … 
2001:140. 
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that recognisable figural fragments as well as rubble 
(matter) from the demolished castle had both reformed 
and transformed the margins relative to the central 
position of the castle’s former site.xii In the process 
these margins inadvertently assumed new opportun-
istic, accidental and sometimes calculated identi-
ties. These new identities manifested via the spliced 
and layered addition of castle-related matter, in the 
re-figured form of its broken and dispersed former 
‘body’ – to borrow a Benjaminian notion from Jennifer 
Robinson (2006:30): “The traces of lost futures of 
the past, buried in the remnants of the city, offered a 
way into imagining different possible futures for the 
present”. These findings illustrated that the castle’s 
aura – as Benjamin understood it – although deformed, 
was nonetheless essentially still intact. The intention 
to ‘revive’ the castle – if the aura of the original was 
to be respected – could only be achieved by physically 
cutting the disembodied castle out of its scattered 
new contexts and returning these fragments to their 

original site for re-assembly. Any other method would 
have to resort to the base approach of constructing a 
literal copy of the building, thereby making a mockery 
of Benjamin’s position and robbing the castle of any 
significant meaning it may ever have possessed.

Intuitively employing broadly Derrida’s four princi-
ples of Deconstructionxiii – différance; hierarchical 
reversal; marginality and centrality; and iterability 
and meaning (Stocker 2006) – I set out, as part of my 
Master’s research, to make the absence of the castle on 
its original site, present. Rather than reconstructing 
the castle, its place of origin is chosen to continue the 
story of its dis- and relocated matter or substance. 
Hence the title of my dissertation, The Matter of the 
Castle, which addresses the case of the castle as well 
as the importance of using the clues of its shifted 
physical substance – re-grafted into Berlin’s urban 
tissuexiv – as catalysts for reimagining its possible 
future representation on its original site. 

Fig. 2. Opper, A. 2001. Conceptual poster taken from my Masters dissertation at the University of the Arts (UdK), Berlin 
in 2001. The poster shows the original position of the Berlin Castle (in plan) and a centrifugal arrangement of patches 
of the urban plan of Berlin around the castle’s original position. These positions indicate the end points of some the 
ascertainable trajectories of castle fragments, moved from their original site to other parts of the city. The ‘buried’, 
veil-like image of the former castle façade, which forms the background of this image, is employed to suggest that the 
castle’s remnants in Berlin are ubiquitous, but that it is simply impossible to locate all of these precisely.

Fig. 3. Opper, A. 2001. Edited excerpt of conceptual poster taken from my Masters dissertation at the University of the 
Arts (UdK), Berlin in 2001. The poster shows the recording and mapping of a broad range of the figurative and non-
figurative traces of the demolished Berlin Castle. 

The design process called for the notional return of 
the physical traces of the castle to the original site. 
These traces, which I carefully recorded, itemised 
and catalogued (Figs. 3 & 4), become essential tools 
for loading the envisaged transformation of the site, 
previously occupied by the castle, with relevant 
content-based layers and references. All the while it 
was critical for me to retain the surviving shell of the 
PdR as a vital, embodied trace of the layered cultural 
and socio-political memory of the site, post the demoli-
tion of the castle. Deconstruction’s origins in linguis-
tics, and the import it places on the understanding of 
society through the appreciation of how language is 
held together, is a crucial link here. This aspect is used 
as a metaphor to analyse and apply deconstructionist 
principles to a reading and understanding of signifi-
cant physical shifts which occur in cities, in this case 
Berlin. In this paper I illustrate, with the castle project, 
that just as a shift between physical letters or words in 
language results in the occurrence of difference, the 
same can be said of relative shifts of physical matter 
which occur in urban contexts. 

Apart from differences, the Derridean principle 
of différance also alludes to deferral which has a 
temporal undertone of delay, and to differing, relating 
to disagreement, requiring two parties. Importantly, 
in the context of this paper, deferral reflects on 
doubling as a component which is ubiquitous in the 
work of Derrida. The Matter of the Castle does not 
propose a simple doubling, in the form of a copy of 
the original building, but uses the Derridean notion 
of doubling as a conceptual extension or reversed 
ghosting of the original building through its concep-
tual return to its original site. The undone architecture 
of the castle is notionally undone, once more, as a 
way of generating new meaning which is intrinsic to 
the building’s shifted history. The inherent volatile 
qualities embodied in this shifted icon underpin its 
true meaning as a significant absence from where it 
used to be. This approach to loss of one given form 
allows the project to free itself from the unreflective 
and overly sentimental desire to erect a simplified 
replica of the castle – a collective urge which denotes a 
schizophrenic longing to negate the fact that the castle 
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Fig. 4. Opper, A. 2001. Composite image showing a detailed excerpt of specific examples from Fig. 3. The top row shows 
the original position of a wing of the castle (indicated in red); its transformed, unrecognisable state as castle rubble and its 
current resting place. The dislocated rubble was used as the final layer to cover the painful reminder of the architecture 
of war (in this case an anti-aircraft bunker). The middle row shows the original position of the Berlin Castle’s No. 4 Portal. 
For sentimental-political reasons the newly formed government of the GDR preserved this architectural element for 
posterity before the rest of the castle was demolished. It was later grafted into the façade of a brand new building, 
the Staatratsgebäude, uncannily adjacent to the Schloßplatz. The bottom row indicates another example of figurative 
dislocation and opportunistic re-appropriation – the group of four bronze lions, from the castle’s memorial to Kaiser 
Wilhelm I, currently ‘protect’ the predators’ enclosure in a zoo in former East Berlin. 

Fig. 5. Opper, A. 2001. Drawing showing the 
superimposition of the historical position of the castle 

– indicated by a thin white line – and the later Palast 
der Republik – shown with a thick white line. The solid 
white area shows clearly the position of the castle’s 
front courtyard, as an opportunity for intervention. 
Image extracted from the graphic presentation of the 
author’s original Masters dissertation defence at the 
University of the Arts (UdK), Berlin.

Fig. 6. Opper, A. 2001. Resin model and photographs thereof. The casting of the ‘empty’ castle courtyard allows for 
the emergence of a positive form, from the negative outlines which define the former courtyard’s position in space. 
Through this ostensibly simple gesture, the absence of the castle is made suggestively present. The fluidity and 
simultaneous physicality of the casting gesture represents a transformation of the castle, as a counter-proposal to the 
popular idea of a simplistic reproduction of the iconic edifice on its original site. This composite image shows a top view 
of the cast (revealing the outline of the front courtyard of the castle, prior to demolition), as well as various side views of 
the solidified courtyard space.
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the emergence of a form which was previously only legible 
through the castle’s physical presence. This casting 
gesture allows the negative space of the former courtyard 
to materialise as a positive form (Fig. 6), re-inscribing 
the shape of the ‘empty’ courtyard which the castle’s 
presence had formerly ‘held’ in a spatial embrace. This 
exchange of absence and presence provides some idea 
of the castle: applying Stocker’s defi nition of iterability 
here allows for a transformative use of repetition to 
achieve simultaneous diff erence and sameness, without 
having to resort to a simple reproduction of the castle. 
Rather than reconstructing the castle, its place of origin 
is chosen for continuing the story of its matter – the 
found traces and grafts of its former ‘body’ are used to 
make notional connections between the existing (the 
fragmented, displaced castle), and that which has ceased 
to exist (the castle in its original location and form). 
The castle is (re)membered instead of being simply (re)
constructed. The castle’s found traces nestled in the 

‘body’ of the city, inform the conceptual content of the 
architectural cast which emerges from the transforma-
tive imaginary mould. The casting of the courtyard-based 
mould, conceptually ‘overfl ows’ into the gutted container 
of the PdR, linking the two entities in an interdepend-
ent and mutually informative exchange of spatial and 
programmatic potential (Figs. 7 & 8).

I attempted to push the absence-presence notions 
underpinning the project through to the level of architec-
tural detail. A fi eld of loose cobblestones surrounding 
the transformed castle circumscribes the actual plan, 
or footprint, of the original edifi ce. The role of this bed 
of transient elements is twofold: it evokes a tangible 
relationship with the notion of moving matter and, via 
its destabilising surface, celebrates the conceptual return 
of the castle’s matter to the site of memory; added to 
this, the loose fi eld of stones surrounding the ‘cast’ 
(representing the now present absence of the castle), 
deconstructs what was the solid cobbled plane of the 
former courtyard’s surface and hierarchically reverses 
its central position to that of a fringe or margin around 
the now solidifi ed courtyard. Interestingly the former 

internalised courtyard of the castle was one of the few 
places in the castle accessible to the general public.

Further, the volume of air-space contained between the 
cobble-plain and a projection of the re-cast building 
towards the open public space of Karl Friedrich 
Schinkel’sxv Lustgarten, make parts of the volume of 
the earlier castle structure legible (Fig. 8). This structural 
and symbolic cantilever emerged as an opportunity to 
designate one of the ‘cast’s’ four principal edges as that of 
main public entry: it was achieved by a process of lateral 
‘casting’, explaining the odd roof-like profi le of the former 
castle which the underside of the cantilever reveals. This 
bold volumetric gesture over the new ‘castle’s’ main 
entrance is ultimately a deconstruction of the more 
historic architectural notion of entry as embodied in 
the porticos of the former castle, by explicitly marking 
the castle façade with gateways at strategic points along 
its perimeter. 

The newly emerged, transformed ‘castle’ constitutes a 
concentrated programmatic mass composed of a matrix of 
mutually supportive publicly and privately run functions. 
This dense internal mass is deconstructed within the 
bounds of the ‘cast’ by an act of ‘pulling apart’, resulting 
in two architectural ‘volumes’ and an in-between space 
lending new meaning to the three recesses of the former 
castle’s original courtyard (Fig. 6 and Figs. 9a, 9b & 
9c). The emerging in-between space (conceived of as a 
negative park) is seen as the opposite of the modelling 
of matter from the dislocated castle for the large mound 
of the public park in nearby Friedrichshain (Fig. 6 – fi rst 
row). Thus the marginalised position and conceptual 
potential related to the positive form of the suburban 
park, constituting material remnants of the original 
castle is inversed and made central to the programme 
of the new building as a negative park or Luftgarten. 
The latter term is a neologism which translates into 
air-park and is a play on the name of the Baroque park, 
the Lustgarten (which translates into pleasure park), in 
front of Schinkel’s Altes Museum, in direct view of the 
site. The fl awlessly smooth surface of the ‘poured’ ‘cast’ 

Fig. 7. Opper, A. 2001. Drawings showing the cross section and lower-level plan, demonstrating how the architectural casting 
into the geometry specifi ed by the outline of the courtyard-based ‘mould’, conceptually overfl ows into the gutted container of 
the PdR. The transformed castle actually becomes the new gateway – via a grand subterranean link – to the hollowed-out PdR. 
The viscous quality of the casting gesture allows the two architectural containers to reciprocally fi ll and fl ood each other with 
potential – in this proposal the one cannot do without the other. 

Fig. 8. Opper, A. 2001. Drawing showing the longitudinal section through the new building (PdR in the background), 
which reveals the absence of the original castle through a process of lateral ‘casting’. 

was ever (re)moved. In terms of the notion of hierarchical 
reversal, in language, Deconstruction tries to unravel 
what is not stated, that is, it attempts a distinction 
between what is being said and what is being suppressed, 
by not saying it. This second Derridean concept deals with 
hierarchy: hierarchically, and in the ambit of this paper, 
specifi cally in an urban context, this could be defi ned as 
the presence and simultaneous absence of something – 
Derrida, according to Michael Benedikt (1991:15), argues 
that the absent supports, but at the same time diminishes 
the present. Regarding the third concept of marginality 
and centrality, hierarchy implies segregation. The higher 
the hierarchy, the closer it is to the centre. Applying this 
proposition, something without hierarchy must fi nd 
space in the margins. However, through hierarchical 
reversal Deconstructionists maintain that the margin 
bears the same weight as the centre, implying that the 
margin can indeed become the centre. As far as the fourth 

idea treating iterablity and meaning is concerned, Barry 
Stocker (2006:170) defi nes iterability as “the possibility 
of repetition that necessarily contains the possibility of 
diff erence and the possibility of sameness, because every 
repetition creates something diff erent but something 
that is the same”.

On closer investigation of the castle site it became clear 
that, when overlaying the plan of the PdR with the plan of 
the castle’s position before demolition (Fig. 5), the outline 
of the castle’s front courtyard (dating from its Baroque 
period) was still unobstructed in the sense that it was 
found to be open to the sky and ‘available’ as a possible 
fi eld for transformation. 

In a quadruple Derridean gesture of applying the above 
principles of Deconstruction the front courtyard of the 
castle is used as an imaginary mould: ‘casting’ it permits 
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resists and simultaneously gives new meaning to the former 
courtyard façade of the castle, the outline of which it traces 
and subtly reveals. The role of the façade, as a traditionally 
expected architectural device, is marginalised: the conceptual 
and literal depth of the casting gesture overrides the need for 
a traditional façade. 

Behind the surface, where a conventional façade would ordinar-
ily be found, a promenade architecturale (Figs. 9b & 10) gently 
leads visitors to the various ‘pulled apart’ levels contained 
within the glass envelope (which materially simulates the ‘cast’ 
mass of the new building). Following this trajectory behind 
the glass-thin skin of the of the recast former courtyard, the 
visitor is fi nally taken up to the most important coordinate 
of the site. At this juncture the possibility of contemplat-
ing the reason for being, of a transformed, versus a simply 
replicated symbolic icon, off ers itself to the visitor. Here, the 
user literally hovers above the bend where the streets, Unter 
den Linden and Karl-Liebknecht Straße meet, and is off ered a 
view along Berlin’s east-west axis which was originally called 
into existence by the position and orientation of the (original) 
castle itself.

Despite the vast transformative potential of the site, the 
earliest simulations of what a skin-deep reproduction of the 
castle might look like are set to become manifest (Fig. 11), based 
on the more or less unanimous decision and recommendation 
of the above commission of experts to ‘reinstate’ the castle. The 
last of almost two decades worth of architectural competitions 
has resulted, in my opinion, in the most banal imaginable of 
responses to this uniquely loaded site. Despite the exciting 
prospects of housing museums and a library in the aspirant 
castle (now referred to as Humboldt-Forum), it will have no 
more depth than possibly the world’s most expensive mock-up 
(at an envisaged building cost of 552 000 000 euros).xvi In a 
convincingly schizophrenic move, the PdR has been surgically 
and completely removed from its site (Fig. 12), to be replaced by 
an interim park ‘solution’, until money is raised for and work 
begins on the envisaged fake castle.

Fig. 10. Opper, A. 2001. Photomontage. The promenade architecturale can be sensed 
behind the glass-thin external envelope which suggests the cast-like quality of the 
transformed castle. The panoramic photomontage shows how the new building relates 
to the PdR, as well as to the greater context of this part of Berlin. Photographs by 
Alexander Opper.

Figs. 9a, 9b & 9c. Opper, A, with assistance from 
Schubbe, M & Andrieu, M for the renderings of  Figs. 9b 
and 9c. 2001. The ‘pulling apart’ of fl oors within the 
bounds of the ‘cast’ results in two architectural ‘volumes’ 
and an in-between space. Fig. 9a (top) schematically 
illustrates this ‘shift ’, within the envelope of the ‘cast’. 
Fig. 9b (middle) shows the re-cast ‘castle’ relative to 
the PdR, with the Luft garten acting as a linking space 
between the various fl oors of the new building and as a 
lateral link connecting the transformed castle to the PdR. 
Fig. 9c (bottom) shows a detail of the Luft garten space. 

Fig. 12. The stripping and dismantling of the PdR. The process of re-movalxvii was 
completed by the end of 2008. The PdR is one of a string of former East German 
buildings of architectural and historical merit to have been removed from the 
cityscape of Berlin since German re-unifi cation in 1990. Photograph by Anne Graupner. 
Courtesy of Anne Graupner. 

Fig. 11. The image shows a scale model of the 
winning submission, by architect Francesco 
Stella, from the last of many competitions 
organised to fi nd ‘solutions’ for the Schlossplatz 
site. This proposal for a near copy of the castle 
speaks of an overriding desire, at least in this 
context, for simulation as a preferred form 
of urban reality, versus other possibilities of 
reading and transforming the rich palimpsest-
like tapestries which cities off er up as catalysts 
for transformative as opposed to sentimental 
design. Photograph by Torsten Seidel (Auf dem 
Weg zum Humboldt-Forum [sa]).
Courtesy of Bundesamtes für Bauwesen und 
Raumordnung. 
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Auseinandersetzung

The first of the two more recent practice-led works 
which I now address – Auseinandersetzung (2009) 

– was exhibited as part of The Double Body: Being in 
Space exhibition. The curator’s brief was to “respond 
to or intervene in the FADA Gallery space on the basis 
of a line”(Buys 2009/03/19). Two excerpts from Buys’s 
(2009/03/18) artist’s brief elucidate the curatorial 
starting point for the show, namely, “… I am interested 
in the centrality of lines of various kinds, to how 
a body orientates itself in space, or ‘performs’ its 
presence in space”, and: “… to interpret the space of 
the FADA Gallery thoughtfully through installation 
or performance works that reflect on, challenge or 
manipulate the features and dimensions of the gallery 
building and its surrounds”. The emergent artwork, 
Auseinandersetzung (German for a range of related 
words – conflict; confrontation; dialogue; engagement 

– and the intersections between them), takes the form of 
a physical intervention into the double-level exhibition 
space of the gallery. The preliminary sketches which 
map out the various shifts encompassed in this work 
(Figs. 13a-13d) show that its intention is to serve as an 
architectural critique of the FADA building’s spatial 
failure at the architecturally ill-considered juncture 
of the gallery and its adjacent spaces. The installation 
physically blocks the stairwell situated in the gallery. 
This blockage cripples the easy general functioning 
of, and the upward-downward passage through, the 
white cube: the uninitiated visitor is literally driven 
out of the gallery and forced to reconsider his or her 
traditional mode of access to the space. The obstructed 
stairwell simultaneously transforms and deforms 
the space. 

Supplementing this spatial blockage is an additional 
physical shift which offers itself up as a potential clue 
to frustrated users of the gallery, to ‘work out’ why 
their anticipated path downwards, via the stairwell, 
has been blocked. This second layer of the work 
consists of the grid-based arrangement of rocks on 
the floor of the gallery’s upper level. These re-moved 
rocks reflect the shifted content of exactly one of the 
steel cages, or gabions, which make up the material-
ity of the rarely used amphitheatre space adjacent to 
the gallery. Importantly, for the user of the space to 
be able to make the mental link between the vacant 
cage outside, and its dislocated contents, repositioned 
inside the gallery, the emptied-out cage is in visual 
reach of the gallery. A third layer operates invisibly, 
on a more atavistic level: moist earth, which speaks of 
the original location – as part of the earth’s crust – of 

the rocks on the gallery floor, is hidden in the gallery’s 
air-conditioning ducts. The persistent humming of the 
ducts is thus ‘thickened’ with a pungent and unsettling 
hum of another kind.

The use of the German word Auseinandersetzung as 
the title for this work requires further elucidation: 
the term has multiple meanings, depending on the 
context in which it is used. Here, the English words 
altercation and conflict – between the ‘body’ of the 
gallery enclosure and the ‘body’ of space contained 
between the exterior gallery façade and the adjacent 
amphitheatre – come close to a meaningful translation. 
However, the word confrontation comes closer still. In 
a spatial sense, confrontation talks about an intense 
form of dialogue which the work forces upon the 
gallery and its greater context. Auseinandersetzung, 
can also be understood as an engagement, or a dealing 
with, the complexities of the dysfunctional spatial 
situation (as the author sees it) in which the gallery 
finds itself. In German the word is often preceded by 
kritische (critical engagement or examination) and 
frequently used in philosophical contexts (signify-
ing a critical engagement with or between ideas, 
or opinions). In the work I use the term as a way of 
describing how ‘bodies’ of space are made to ‘collide’ 
with and ‘speak’ to one another. Finally, the term 
Auseinandersetzung possesses architectural connota-
tions, namely, Aus: out, or outside; Ein: in, or inside; 
Ander: other, or counter; Setzung: placement or (re)
placement. These root-words are useful in terms of 
interrogating the architectural success or failure of 
the gallery environment via the shifts embodied in the 
method of the architectural undoing used to critique 
the given space. The underlying violence, mentioned 
in the introduction to this paper, manifests itself 
mainly in a forced blockage of the gallery circulation. 
Both the gridded placement of the arrangement of 
rocks imported from the gallery’s periphery, and the 
olfactory presence which literally hangs in the air, 
are difficult clues whose dual role it is to subliminally 
exacerbate and simultaneously clarify the obstructive 
physicality of the installation. 

In the primary obstructive gesture, the stairwell, an 
architectural connection which is usually taken for 
granted, becomes instrumental in articulating a (mis)
understanding of this specific space. Marcel Duchamp’s 
1945 work, One Mile of String – one of the earliest 
examples of so-called installation art – in which the 
artist obstructed the space of the exhibition venue 
using a criss-crossing matrix of string, is an important 
referent here. In the case of Auseinandersetzung 

Figs. 13a, 13b, 13c & 13d. Opper, A. 2009. Read from left to right and top to bottom, these drawings show a highlighting 
of the dead space as defined by a relatively unused amphitheatre adjacent to the FADA Gallery; the notion of a ‘difficult’ 
white cube which results from a blockage of the stairwell; how the gridded matrix of rocks on the gallery floor questions 
and dis-orders the underlying ordering grid of the gallery’s architecture and the earliest visualisation of what the 
enclosed stairwell might look like. 
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the space of the gallery is extended outside itself: by 
limiting the easy use of the gallery via the blockage 
of the stairwell from above (Figs. 13a-d, 14, 15, 16 & 
17), the space of the gallery is ironically and literally 
expanded to the breadth of its immediate environs. 
Useful stairs are made useless for the duration of the 
exhibition. To reach the lower level of the exhibition 
space visitors must literally turn their backs on the 
gallery entrance and traverse the bridge from whence 
they came, thereby undoing its intended architectural 
drama. Entering the lower level of the exhibition space, 
via the amphitheatre, the search for answers is not 
easily satisfied, provoking an endless confusion which 
might or might not lead to ways of seeing any reason 
for the manifestation of Auseinandersetzung. The 
gagged staircase in a sense vocalises the problematic 
notion of a white cube which pretends to but takes no 
real cognisance of its greater environment.

The matrix of rocks distributed across the gallery 
floor (Fig. 16) continues the subversive use of the 
geometric grid – underlying this work – to destabi-
lise the invisible but typically pervasive ordering 
grid which the architects of the FADA building would 
have used to plan the structure and its constituent 
spaces. Just as the enfolded staircase unfolds or 
explodes the perimeter of the gallery, by forcing its 
audience out of its definitive space, the re-positioned 
rocks represent a clue-giving force which works in 
the opposite direction: the displaced bed of rocks 
result in an implosion-like contextual collapse of the 
building’s environment folding in on itself. The notion 
of these rocks not belonging in the gallery is used, by 
centralising the materiality of the marginal edge that 
they are taken from, to illustrate the hierarchical 
imbalance existing between the gallery space (which 

Fig. 14. Opper, A. 2009. Auseinandersetzung. Wood, shade-cloth, fluorescent lighting, electrical tape and rocks. Dimensions of enclosure: 540cm 
x 450cm x 360cm. These images show the process of caging of the gallery’s stairwell. The combination of an enclosure based on a 90cm x 90cm 
grid made from cheap standard lengths of wood, covered in a taught skin of translucent white shade-cloth, is used to achieve the obstruction. The 
translucency of the shade-cloth added to visitors’ frustrations, as they could see their intended destination but could not reach it. Photographs by 
Alexander Opper.

Fig. 15. Opper, A. 2009. Auseinandersetzung. 
Oblique view of amphitheatre, showing 
the chosen steel cage devoid of the rocks 
which ordinarily fill it. Photograph by David 
Southwood. Courtesy of David Southwood. 

Fig. 16. Opper, A. 2009. 
Auseinandersetzung. View 
of enclosed staircase, 
upper gallery floor (looking 
towards the edge of the 
gallery adjacent to which 
the amphitheatre and its 
emptied cage are located). 
Photograph by David 
Southwood. Courtesy of 
David Southwood.   

Fig. 17. Opper, A. 2009. 
Auseinandersetzung. Detail 
of enclosed staircase, upper 
gallery floor. Photograph by 
David Southwood. Courtesy 
of David Southwood. 
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boasts a dated form-follows-function-driven reason 
for being) and its surroundings. Via this Derridean 
flip of hierarchical reversal – referred to in detail in 
the context of the first case study above – conceptual 
links exist between Auseinandersetzung’s altered 
gallery floor surface and the way German artist Hans 
Haacke literally destroyed the marble floor surface 
of the German pavilion, as the quintessential part 
of his work for the 1993 Venice Biennale. In a sense 
the grid of rocks becomes a simultaneous map and 
a mapping of this particular architectural undoing – 
the rocky matrix is used to destabilise and question 
the institutional norms and expectations of ‘what an 
art gallery should be’. The uneasiness embodied in 
Auseinandersetzung makes easy understanding of the 
destabilising contextual shifts purposefully ambigu-
ous and challenging for the gallery visitor to decode. 

The final and invisible olfactory clue to this work does 
not use the same grid, shared by the other components 
of the work, to manifest itself. It subscribes to and 
subverts the infrastructure of the air-conditioning 

‘grid’ to make its invisible presence felt in the space 
of the gallery. The visual and material presence of 
raw, moist earth transported into the ascetic gallery 
space, is not what is important here and has no direct 

relationship with the immediate ambitions of land 
artists, such as Walter de Maria and Robert Smithson, 
and the large-scale work – encompassing material 
shifts – they carried out in the 1960s and 1970s. What 
is important in the context of Auseinandersetzung 
is not the visually but the subliminally registered 
shift of an invisible landscape, the pungent quality of 
which invasively blows downward into the space of the 
gallery. This presence, near impossible to place, serves 
as a simultaneous irritation and clue-giver to either 
assist gallery visitors in getting to the bottom of the 
ostensible sabotage of the space, or waving their arms 
in frustration because of the strong possibility of the 
impossibility of working out why they have become 
the subjects of the destabilised and uneasy situation 
they were not expecting to find themselves in. The 
final image (Fig. 18) in this section of the paper talks 
about the reversal of the reversal which was required 
to achieve Auseinandersetzung. After dismantling 
the exhibition, I was required to return everything 
back to ‘normal’. The image speaks of the persistence 
of the relationship between absences and presences, 
the tensions between margin and centre, and reveal-
ing what architecture conceals, as components of a 
continuing critical interspatial dialogue in my work.

The Nature of a Corner

In the final practice-led research example to be 
addressed in this paper, titled The Nature of a Corner 
(2009), the notion of the line – which was also the 
primary starting point for Auseinandersetzung – is 
developed. The perimeter-line of the FADA building 
is reinterpreted in terms of the spatial characteristics 
and conotational tensions which exist between its two 
most diametrically opposed spaces, encapsulated by 
the corners of these spaces: the corner of the FADA 
staff-parking garage is transposed onto the corner of 
the FADA Gallery (Fig. 19). In ‘shifting’ the one corner 
into and over the other, the building – which spatially 
manifests itself as an extrusion of its ostensibly stable 
perimeter-defining line, or footprint – is conceptually 
collapsed into a flat line, effectively disappearing into 
itself (Fig. 20). 

Unlike in Auseinandersetzung, no physical shifts 
occur to achieve the above collapse; in the case of The 
Nature of a Corner, the two (perforated) wall planes 
which make up the garage corner are captured – using 
720 camera stills respectively – over a full day-night 
cycle (Fig. 21). This collected footage is subsequently 
condensed into a smaller unit of measure, an hour. 
The time-compressed material is then projected – in 
the form of the two ‘dislocated’ garage wall planes 

– into and over the gallery corner (Fig. 22), in a looped, 
hour-long cycle, which repeats itself for the duration 
of the exhibition. The Deleuzian-inspired collapsing, 
twisting, or folding of the one corner onto and over 
the other, results in the building’s conceptual undoing 
or defeat. To reinforce this move, a soundtrackxix 

was generated using recordings taken from the 
same visually documented corner of the garage. The 
unpredictable tapestry of natural and automotive 
sounds from the garage context is catapulted into the 
white cube of the gallery – displacing one space into 
another, where it does not normally ‘belong’. 

The drawing in Fig. 19 borrows from Deleuze’s ideas 
regarding the importance of the fold in architec-
ture: the nature of the fold contradicts the generic 
simplicity of the way architecture is usually made 
or un-made, through the addition or subtraction of 
singular elements, to make, or break a whole. The 
conceptual value of the fold for architecture is that it 
implies a continuous surface which unites and binds 
together all things on it. The Nature of a Corner uses 
the latter lure of the fold as a deconstructive device to 
challenge the hierarchical organisation of the conven-
tional floor plan of the FADA building and by extension 
many similar institutions. The plan is complicated by 
the conceptual folding of this (traditionally) genera-
tive drawing along an imaginary diagonal effectively 

Fig. 18. Opper, A. 2009. 
Auseinandersetzung. Detail 
of former electrical tape grid, 
taken just after dismantling. 
The earth around the cross-
like trace of the tape grid is 
the residue of earth that had 
previously clung to the rock 
situated at this particular 
crossing point. Photograph 
by Alexander Opper.

Fig. 19. Photocopy of plan drawing of the lower ground 
floor of the FADA building. Both the staff-parking 
garage as well as the lower level of the FADA Gallery 
find themselves on this level, at the two extremes of 
the building. The two diametrically opposed corners 
of these spaces are highighted in blue. Original plan 
drawing courtesy of Lauren van der Merwe (FADA 
Marketing).
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reducing the physical and representational distances 
between its corners, to zero. The Derridean principles 
applied to a reading of The Matter of the Castle, are 
also applicable here. Through the superimposition 
of the building’s most marginal corner into its most 
representative corner, the building literally repeats on 
itself: the marginal is centralised, as the spatial hierar-
chical reversal topples the building’s given hierarchy 
and undoes the iterabilities and meanings normally 
attached to it. The ‘disappearance’ of the building 
makes it see-through, in a postmodern sense, creating 
an uncanny version of the Foucaultian panopticon 
where one can see everything and be everywhere at 
once. The corollary, reinforcing the uneasy quality of 
this particular destabilisation, is that one can be seen 
by everything and from everywhere, at once – in other 
words, The Nature of a Corner robs the building of its 
assumed hierarchical cloak and exposes it, for what 
it isn’t. Amongst other things this gesture of collapse 
makes laughable the endless 24-hour circuits made 

by hired guards around the building, in an effort to 
‘protect’ its contents. 

Thus the re-materialisation – of the garage corner 
into the gallery corner – dematerialises the entire 
building. The nature of this work is that of a traumatic 
and destabilising shift that targets the complacently 
self-assured way in which so-called architecture, in 
the case of the FADA building, is made. Its unmaking 
through this work is used to unpack the ways in which 
the work may be described as an example of what 
could be termed the contemporary architectural 
sublime, referred to earlier: the building’s background, 
represented by its marginal and unimportant rear, 
is foregrounded by catapulting that misrepresented 
space into the overly represented head of the building 
(Figs. 23, 24 & 25). The background literally floods 
and becomes the foreground. Seen as such, this 
projection-based gesture of transferral can be read 
as a development of a lineage of the epochal transla-
tions and developments of ideas embodied by the 

Fig. 20. Opper, A. 2009. A graphic which forms part of The Nature of a Corner. The pair of hands is used as a device to 
drive home the notion of the building in question as being collapsed or having ‘disappeared’ along an imaginary fold line.xviii

Fig. 21. Photographs showing the physical nature of the garage corner and the method which was used to gather the 
720 still images of each side of this corner respectively. The gathered stock of images served as the raw material from 
which to make the two-channel stop-frame projectionxx which was ultimately projected into the corner of the FADA 
Gallery. Photographs by Alexander Opper.

Fig. 22. Opper, A. 2009. Proposal for 
transposed garage corner.
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earliest nature-inspired representations of the sublime. 
The background-to-foreground quality of The Nature of a 
Corner follows and attempts to build on a line of twentieth-
century exponents of the abstract sublime, for example 
Kasimir Malevich’s Black Square (1915) (Über das Erhabene 

… 2001:67), Yves Klein’s famous International Klein Blue 
(Über das Erhabene … 2001:71-73) and James Turrell’s 
atmospheric experiments with projections of artificial and 
natural light (Über das Erhabene … 2001:87-103).

The doubling of the garage corner, via projection, obliterates 
the gallery corner and the predictable gallery conventions 
associated with it. The corner is exploded onto a ‘view’ which 
doesn’t exist. To use crime thriller jargon, the gallery corner 
has been cornered or framed by its unidentical twin: garage 
usurps and undermines gallery. One corner slips into the role 
of another: for the duration of the exhibition the marginal 
corner visually and sonically overwrites the previously 
hierarchically dominant corner of the building. Unlike the 
solid castings of artist Rachel Whiteread (Rachel Whiteread 

… 2001), revealing the traces and ‘ghosts’ of the spaces she 
fills with viscous materials which solidify to reveal what 
was previously in- or less visible, in this case light and 
sound are used to cast one space into another, resulting in 
the disqualification of the one by the other. Just as Gordon 
Matta-Clark used his cutting and splitting techniques 
in the 1970s to comment on the destabilising effects of 
socio-political and technological changes, The Nature of 
a Corner ‘splits’ the FADA building along an imaginary 
fold and collapses it onto itself as a means of interrogat-
ing the uncompromisingly static nature of architectural 
structures and the bureaucracies which regulate and often 
overly define them. The undone building does not negate 
architecture but uses a method of the dematerialisation of 
architecture to expose and question the generally closed 
and unquestioned relationships between institutional parts.

Conclusion

The relational approach at the core of the deforming and 
transforming moves exemplified by these three works 
delves into the issues raised earlier as the motivation for this 
practice of architecture in reverse: the generally hierarchical 
disposition of spaces within buildings; the power relation-
ships which exist between such spaces, and the absolutist 
and pre-determined static nature of architecture at large. 
As formal as some of these works appear, their intention 
is to set up an open system for interpretation and broad 
debate by exploding generally conventional architectural 
and urban paradigms programmed to be simply consumed. 
This practice-led work pushes for the emergence of new 
paradigms which rely aggressively on a mutual obligation 

between artist and spectator, architect and user; an obliga-
tion which consciously refuses passive consumption of 
environments. The reception of this work must be bound 
up in the contemporary, everyday, lived experience, upon 
which its emergence heavily relies. The formal charac-
teristics of these works are not to be underplayed – their 
corporeal qualities are crucial in exercising an aesthetic 
hold on the viewer or user and to provide a reflective 
framework for interpretation, versus consumption. The 
massive advantage of operating in a mode of practice-led 
research is that these formal results do not represent an end 
point, but are catalysts for the opening up of perceived and 
hidden meanings of architectural space. The projects serve 
as interim markers mapping a new language of architectural 
undoing and, by extension, serve as route-maps for the 
opening up of radical architectural possibilities and further 
projects in other contexts. In this vein, as Brenden Gray 
(2009:12) states: 

The power of relational aesthetics … is that art making 
imagined as a tactical and situated endeavour can disrupt 
the normative, making particular everyday regimes of power 
legible to viewers and thus as a practice holds potential to 
democratise what is otherwise … elitist and exclusive. 

The politically-driven undoing of the castle is used by the 
author to re-cast the absence of the original building from 
the site into a conceptual presence, countering an easy, 
literal and manufactured ‘presence’: in a mode of transla-
tion of the invisible rather than its duplication. The notion 
of a conceptual foregrounding of the background and a 
re-centralising of the margins of things is developed in 
the subsequent work, by linking built environment and art 
practice modes, to use architecture interrogatively against 
itself. This inter-modal moment of inter-disciplinarily 
linking built environment and visual arts research resulted 
in a new paradigm of knowledge production and research 
methodology which has spawned more current investiga-
tions along the trajectory initiated by the above process. I 
believe it is only through the ostensibly destructive tendency 
of conceptually deconstructing cities and buildings – and 
the preferential and overly comfortable power structures 
inherent in them – that architecture can be done again. 
Its relevant doing can only emerge, productively, from its 
rigorously analytical undoing and an ongoing questioning 
of its stubborn over-determination. In the above examples 
the spin-off of what I have loosely termed the contemporary 
architectural sublime, helps to blur the distinctions between 
architecture’s expected utilitarian role and its aesthetic 
possibilities. This blurring offers up exciting possibilities 
for making (new) and more productive and open everyday 
environments and architectures, through critical, longer 
and more considered processes of unmaking them.

Fig. 23. Opper, A. 2009. The Nature of a Corner. 2-channel video projection into corner, generated from stop-frame 
photography, overlayed with soundtrack; each bay of corner projection: 400cm x 250cm; 60 minutes, looped. This 
photographic sequence attempts to convey the movement inherent in the final work. The first four images show the 
transition from night to dawn; the next four images were recorded later in the day, illustrating subtle shifts, versus the more 
dramatic shifts that occur at the night/dawn and day/dusk transitions. Photographs by Alexander Opper.
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Fig. 24. Opper, A. 2009. The Nature of a Corner. Image showing 
how the nature of the gallery corner is altered by the projection of 
the captured garage corner imagery over and into it. Photograph by 
Alexander Opper.

Fig. 25: Image of The Nature of a 
Corner, taken during the opening. 
Photograph by Jan Potgieter. 
Courtesy of Jan Potgieter. 
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endnotes

i. Original title: Schloß als materie (German), 200. The title refers to an unpublished dissertation which I 
completed as part of the requirements towards a Masters of Architecture, at the University of the Arts 
(UdK), in Berlin, Germany. I have presented this project in different forms on two previous occasions. The 
first was a paper titled ‘The physical relocation of cultural memory and the political dislocation of history 
through architecture’ presented at The second international conference on the arts in society, 21-24 August 
2007. Kassel. The second was a paper presented at the Johannesburg and megacity phenomena colloquim, 
9-11 April, 2008. Johannesburg: Visual Identities in Art and Design.

ii. See Opper (2010) for an in-depth elucidation and deconstruction of the German term Auseinandersetzung.

iii. For further background to the context of this group exhibition, see the digital PDF catalogue The Double 
Body … (2009:1-25), and the review of the exhibition by Brenden Gray (2009:10-11).

iv. The 2009 FADA Staff Show was complemented by an international colloquium, titled On making: Integrating 
approaches to practice-led research in art and design, 15-16 October 2009. Johannesburg: Visual Identities 
in Art and Design. The curator used the exhibition format to probe how research enquiries can be generated 
through creative processes and, consequently, generate research arguments and findings (Farber 2010:5). 
Each participant was prompted, via the curatorial brief, to list 20 influences on their working process and to 
generate a work for the show based on this self-reflective process.

v. I acknowledge the guidance of Hester du Plessis (UJ, FADA) for suggesting Jacques Derrida’s writings on 
Deconstruction as a useful tool for reading and articulating the project The Matter of the Castle.

vi. For a thorough reading of the importance of the fold in Gilles Deleuze’s thinking, and its usefulness as a way 
of interrogating given architectures, in the context of this paper, see Deleuze (1992).

vii. Architectural theorist Charles Jencks (1997:62) uses the notion of “phase transitions” to analyse the 
form-giving catalysts behind another politically and culturally symbolic Berlin project, emblematic of 
massive (human) loss and absence, namely Daniel Libeskind’s Jewish Museum (1989-2001). 

viii. The symbolically laden application of Jencks’ use of the idea of phase transitions is reinforced by Robert 
Smithson’s views on entropy as an irreversible condition. In one instance he epitomises his views relating  
to the entropic process of energy transfer, by relaying the famous story of the demise of Humpty Dumpty – 
comical on one level but, in reference to the absurd notion of Berlin’s desire to resurrect its ‘lost’ castle, 
highly succinct. 

ix. The use of the word body, in reference to the castle and in other parts of this paper, draws on its common 
corporeal use – in the description of architectural figures, volumes, or masses – within the German 
language. Baukörper (Aydogan et al 2002:364), translated literally, means ‘build[ing]-body’. It is virtually 
impossible to accurately translate these bodily aspects – of architectural structures or enclosures – into 
English. 

x. In this regard, and in terms of its physical scale and central urban location, the PdR was not dissimilar to 
the famous Centre Pompidou in Paris, which opened its doors to the public in 1977 as a centre for social, 
cultural and artistic exchange.

xi. At this point it was not even made clear to the public what the exact function or programme to be contained within the 
Disneyfied shell of the proposed castle-copy would be.

xii. The book Die vernichtung des Berliner stadtschlosses (Maether 2000), apart from documenting the chronology of the castle’s 
demolition, begun in 1950, provides a fairly comprehensive listing of numerous of its dislocated fragments.

xiii. In Derrida on deconstruction (2006), Barry Stocker, after a careful analysis of Derrida’s writings, formulates four principles 
of Deconstruction which have proven to be useful in the context of this paper.

xiv. In terms of its critique of Modernism and its provocative call for a rethinking of the ways cities are made and remade, the 
book Collage city (Rowe & Koetter 1997 [1978]), is still an excellent source for the possibilities of using clues and traces, 
found in the existing urban tissue of cities, as catalysts for reading the city and for addressing positive urban change and 
development.

xv. Schinkel was one of Germany’s most prominent Neoclassical architects and urban planners and was responsible for a number 
of key buildings in close proximity to the former castle, most notably his famous Altes Museum, adjacent to the Lustgarten. 

xvi. This is the sum – listed on the official website (Berliner Stadtschloss/Humboldt Forum 2010) of Berlin’s federal office for 
building and regional planning (Bundesamt für Bauwesen und Raumordnung) – required to construct the 40 000 square 
metre copy of the castle.

xvii. In a twist of massive entropic irony about 35 000 tons of steel, that made up the PdR’s structural skeleton, have been 
transported to Dubai to contribute to the construction of the Burj Khalifa, the world’s tallest man-made structure (Palace of 
the Republic (Berlin) 2010).

xviii. I thank Sergio Murray for his assistance in completing the hand-graphic used to communicate the conceptual collapse of the 
FADA building to the viewer.

xix. I acknowledge the help of Daniel Lyomga for his skill in compiling the sounds collected in the garage into a cohesive 
soundtrack to match the hour-long loop of the finished work.

xx. I thank Clint Corden and Tegan Bristow for their generous time and advice, regarding the technical aspects of translating the 
captured stills footage into the appropriate format for projection purposes.
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