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The FAR Game, Korean Pavilion 2016, la Biennale di Venezia

or Architecture in Times of Modest Ambition

Pablo Castro
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Already the inclusion of the word “game” in the name of the Korean
Pavilion to the 2016 Venice Architecture Biennale throws a dubious
shadow over the seriousness of the exhibit's mmumgmnr. This in itself should

not necessarily disqualify the effort, although literally speaking a game is
an unimportant pastime in which one engages for fun, Nonetheless, fun
can be productive; everyone knows there 1s no better way to move past
the uncomfortable impasse that sometimes follows the consideration of
important subjects than the deployment of a precisely calibrated joke, To
give this notion some literary credibility, we can invoke the Italian author
Italo Calvino, who already anticipated in his 1985 Six Memos for the
Next Millennium that in the 21st century, thorny subjects would be best
treated with a certain “lightness.” There is though an important nuance
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in Calvino's thinking we should not ovetlook: the ‘lightness advocated
isn 't the lightness of that which never had weight, but the lightness of that
from which weight has been removed.

Actually humor was the thing that made the previous 2014 Venice
Architectural Biennale-curated by Rem Koolhaas and titled
Fundamentals-a somewhat bearable and even an occasionally enjoyable

expetience, At the time, humor was deployed liberally throughout the
premises, suggesting in the end that the entire exhibition had been
planned as some kind of gigantic joke, We won't discuss here whether
this joke was only a way of distracting us from the fact that the empetror
had no clothes or, more charitably, a form of humility that brings to m

314 ghal tde) U AN E waﬂ_

__...i_ [r——— -y
5 # e — i S E—— - S— e -
e e i == — I|I_] H
<t - o == =i -

!

HoJA G FHU AT 1 oFF M ARl Bk 02}
sjeleo] g 710t me el she A & FelolgheAe) of o
sl b s sk

ol

Mo

201411 WL W QAL o} ulgeah) §- el e B )

sl A 2 FA7|50] FA) “olel &t A

o] 2l Aapulo]Ele] Se& EFA = 21" uolck, T1RIe) PR 115

M7} 58 R AI9] A570] whi ol tja) B A T19} e
ob

2] 0 AL 9180, 9 Fahats

QA1) hub-e 2)9] Sl 1S B3 vk s A8 2E) gk

the memory of Oscar Wilde, of whom Jorge Luis Borges once said “he is
a very erudite man that has the good taste of not showing it.”

[t is 2 matter of public record that the 2014 Venice Biennale was explicitly
aimed, amongst other similarly funny objectives, at: “Incorporating

the role of the elevator in either the ideology or the theory of modern
architecture,” yet, some architectural critics seem to have taken such
statement at face value while complaining about the dullness of
Fundamentals, For the benefit of the less perceptive ones, Koolhaas
clarified that “architecture is always written about as a serious discipline,
we aim at lifting the pressure of this constant setiousness.”
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Playing an ambiguous game, Koolhaas will propose for example the
toilet and the escalator as “fundamentals” in a new architectural treatise
explicitly compared with those of Leon Battista Alberti and Andrea
Palladio, and then, nuancing such flippant cynicism with a sardonic
expression of equivocal idealism, would say things like: "Today liberté,
equalite and. .. what was the third one called?... have been replaced with
comfort, security and sustainability: it isn't 2 good thing’

It feels as if nothing could relate less to Fundamentals’ strategy of
hilatious equivocation than Alejandro Aravena’s relentlessly serious 2016
Venice Biennale called Reporting from the Front, Both the name and the
wiitten commentary that accompany every project presented-perhaps
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the only truly comical aspect of the Biennale, albeit one probably not

intended to be so-seems to want to mnvite visions of the architect as heroic

crusader fighting a last-ditch battle to save architectural quality trom the
philistines of the world.

Given the apparent earnestness with which the 2016 Korean Pavilion
proposes The FAR Game as a way of taking measute of the state of the
Korean architecture of the day, we feel inclined to speculate that-given
the Korean success of the 2014 Biennale-the curators of the 2016 Kotean
Pavilion might have gotten conceptually stuck between yesterday’s
cynicism and today's naiveté, While the subject matter proposed-a
somewhat minor issue in the context of the challenges facing architecture
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in Korea and the world today-could definitively qualify as a "game,” the
importance given to the issue as the “constrain that sparks creativity”
seems to overstate the importance of something that could perhaps be
better treated as anecdotal,

Presenting 36 recent projects by Korean Architects, the exhibition
outlines eight “design tactics” by which, in order to secure commissions
in a competitive environment, the designers try to cheat the building
code to please their clients giving them more space that is allowed in the
regulations, The curators imply this is the “front” in which the future of
South Korean architecture is being fought because all architects working
in Korea today “have to play The FAR Game” and because the client-
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imposed motivations to cheat the limitations imposed by the code “spark

creativity,

Whether this is their best work or not, thete are certainly capable
architects amongst the exhibited studios, although the arguments for
considering their work worthy of a Venice Biennale exhibition are rather
hard to judge given the way the works are represented in the exhibit,
Nevertheless, the exhibit makes no pretense of having chosen the projects
presented on the basis of their inttinsic architectural quality, apparently
choosing them instead for the dexterity with which they have eluded the
FAR requirements of the city of Seoul.
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A statistical sampling of what architects are occupying themselves with

in order to gain commissions, does not seem to us as a necessarily reliable
indicator what the most important issues facing architecture in Korea
today might be, Unless architects are forever settling for the role of
manservants of the Korean captains of industry and corporate robbet-
barons, one would expect Korean Architects-at least in the supposedly
culturally demanding context of an international architectural forum such
as the Venice Biennale-would be motivated by more significant issues
than simply appealing to the satisfaction of their client’s greed in order

to secure commissions, As it regards to the “sparkling of creativity,” one

would also think Korean architects still study the problems confronting

overpopulated cities today, agonize about the significance of atchitecture
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in a late-capitalist society, become monks of the discipline of architecture,
tall in love, worry about global warming, get drunk to find truth, read
novels, investigate the likelihood of architecture’s supposed autonomy,
write poems, suffer the death of a friend or the duplicity of a lover, think
about the afterlife, travel to the wilderness or dream while asleep and
awake, and that anyone of these experiences would be more stimulating
and significant to their creativity than being compelled by their clients to
cheat the city for a few more squatre meters,

The trickery described in The FAR Game, cannot even claim for itself

the romantic criminal allure of grand larceny, being more equitably
comparable pethaps with petty theft. It might appeal to some free spirits
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to be a criminal architect fighting for an ideal against an oppressing half, While on one hand we can admite the pragmatic ingenuity that

regime or the philistine boutgeoisie; to be a kind of pocte maudit of saves many people from homelessness, we also worry that the adoption

contemporary atchitecture, but finding ways to rip off the city on behalf of such a strategy legitimizes a form of economic policy that punishes

of paying clients is not a romantic or idealistic crime, those with less and indirectly preempts the advent of authentic change
for social justice, Elemental embodies exactly the kind of “socialist
project” that Manfredo Tafuri used to attack in the 1970's for its anti- i

revolutionary value, In effect, while it has become now legitimate that the

We fancy the notion that The FAR Game was originally conceived as
the borrowing of a rather controversial aspect of Alejandro Aravena's

Projecto Elemental housing program in Chile, In that case, The FAR humble live in half-a-house in Chile, the armed forces receive a whole- | |

Game might have been intended as a ‘retroactive manifesto’ for Seoul not halved-defense budget, the senators in Santiago their full salary and

that ‘benchmarks’ Aravena’s own incrementalist project, Trying to make the multi-national mining companies exploiting Chiles’ copper riches, __

a virtue of incompleteness, Projecto Elemental, builds half a house for the full of the tax exemptions with which they are rewatrded by the local

poor Chilean families, passing on to them the job of building the othet government, l
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In the case of The FAR Game the idea of an architecture of
incompleteness seems to have been taken out of context, and gone from
being a questionable strategy to bridge a gap in a government's housing
budget to become the trickery by which architects are helping clients
subvert regulations that protect the interest of the community form the
oreed of individuals, Nowhere does the show consider the metits ot
intentions of the regulations being bypassed by the architects on behalf of
their clients, but one should assume that, at least in theory, the regulations
should be in place to protect the rights of the weak many against the
oreed of the powerful few, It is interesting to see how the rhetorically
uninhibited tone adopted by the 2016 Biennale everywhete-not making

much room for ambivalence or doubt about the legitimacy of their claims
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in favor of “social justice”- has enabled the Korean Pavilion to celebrate,
perhaps inadvertently, the same strategies but with exactly opposite
political sign,

In 2014, Koolhaas avoided the dangers of standing unambiguously
behind clear beliefs by throwing out the baby of architectural ideals
together with the bathwater of thetorical risk. Once definitions about the
quality of architecture are presented in the kind of stark black-and-white
terms of Reporting from the Front, the very discourse being embraced by
the show can be used to atgue a different, or even the opposite, point, The
sophists instructors of Ancient Greece were teachers of rhetoric who were
said to be able to train their pupils so well in the art of argument, that they
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