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About Poaching

Paul Rajakovics

“Maybe, architecture doesn’t have to be stupid
after all. Liberated from the obligation to construct,
it can become a way of thinking about anything —a
discipline that represents relationships, proportions,
connections, effects, the diagram of everything.”
Rem Koolhaas, Content

Poaching is a hedonistic principle. It combines
cunning, freedom, the wilderness and the lure

of what is forbidden. The poacher tracks foreign
prey. Yet poaching is also a practice of everyday
life, a strategy for survival. As Michel de Certeau
expounds, who described this notion in The Practice
of Everyday Life as an intellectual practice in terms
of reading, “The reader produces gardens that
miniaturize and collate a world, like a Robinson
Crusoe discovering an island; but he, too, is
‘possessed’ by his own fooling and jesting that
introduces plurality and difference into the written
system of a society and a text. He is thus a novelist.
He deterritorializes himself, oscillating in a nowhere
between what he invents and what changes him.
Sometimes, in fact, like a hunter in the forest, he
spots the written quarry, follows a trail, laughs,
plays tricks, or else like a gambler, lets himself

be taken in by it. Sometimes he loses the fictive
securities of reality when he reads: his escapades
exile him from the assurances that give the self its
location on the social checkerboard.”

A change in the image of the profession

Changes in socio-economic conditions hardly allow
any possibility of retaining the classic image of

the professional architect. Almost imperceptibly,
economic neo-liberalism has, under the pretext of
reduced aesthetics, made its entry into the field of
architecture. To overstate the case: any intellectual
approach means a danger for returns on capital
and computer-optimized building transactions. At
any rate, there will soon be no more demand even
for “technicians’ in the process of implementation,
despite oft-heard claims to the contrary, but

rather for lawyers, who are able to play a game of
contractual penalties in order to squeeze out what
is presumed to be the best price for the client. And
so “optimal architectural detail” will be retrieved
from computer archives and legally confirmed

by ISO-standards, whereas actual payment for

the construction work can be organized through
“protected companies” by way of premiums. Design
and the project submission processes could be
reduced to a minimum through the use of archived
solutions in the form of simple combinations of
tasks for almost any field, like in the planning of
prefabricated housing. In customized architecture,
for example, this has already become a reality today.
Bewailing long-gone professional ethics offers

no help here; all that can be done is to confront
the question of how creative potential might be
introduced again into architecture and urban
planning.

In response to neo-liberal economic structures,
OMA has entered into an intellectual liaison

with them. Creative potential is no longer seen

in architecture or classical urban planning, but
rather in reprogramming them. In this way, this

potential is channeled as a creative force onto the terrain of local authorities
and developers. However, OMA has even gone one step further: with the
foundation of AMO, a think-tank for programs and counter-programs has

been established in which architects can work consistently on selected subjects
that are independent of architecture. Here, employees focus on marketing
guestions in just the same way in which they examine aspects of the worldwide
connections of globalization in relation to a variety of subjects and occasions.
Yet at the same time, this level of the independent think-tank has in turn
become an economic factor for OMA. As a result of this, global players such as
Prada, Volkswagen, and lkea are now among AMO’s prestigious customers. The
architecture can immediately be supplied by OMA — where it makes sense to do
so. The advantage of the work of AMO lies quite simply in the playful handling
of these fields and subjects, where a more open approach is likely to open up
new potential (in foreign territory), which could not be detected by a consultant
strictly working along the guidelines of his professional expertise.

So why are there so few successful imitators of OMA/AMO? At present, the
system only works due to the unique role that OMA/AMO has been able to
adopt for itself. Their self-presentation as global players in the media and the
authority of a professorship at Harvard provide them with a unique image
amongst companies. Yet OMA's secret also lies in its traditionally anachronistic
approach to the formulation of tasks that is ultimately based on a founding
structure that was quite unusual for its time: a Dutch architect, who was
actually a playwright and journalist (Rem Koolhaas), an artist (Madelon
Vriesendorp) and two Greek architects (Elia and Zoe Zenghelis). The know-how
drawn from various professions and cultural backgrounds helped to put given
tasks in a wider perspective. Today, OMA/AMO certainly works very differently:
Rem Koolhaas is at the zenith of his career, but also at the top of a pyramid of
many young architects who are ready to work and/or poach a lot for (very) little
money.

The image of the profession has undergone great changes, both in terms of its
social status and in the eyes of architects themselves. Architecture has always
presented itself as a profession for generalists. That may be the reason why
some architects still claim that architecture is the ‘supreme discipline’ — the
all-embracing art. At the same time, the pressure on an individual to be able

do it all by him- or herself is, in reality, normally far too great. That is why, for
some time, specialization has become common in architecture. In many cases,
specialists have even set up their own offices, each of which focuses on one
specific area, such as planning applications, construction and detail planning.
For everything beyond this, experts from the other disciplines are called in. On
the other hand, in the big architectural offices, architects from all fields work
together.

The ‘designer architect’ likes to see himself at the top, not only as far as the
process of implementing a building contract is concerned, but also in terms of
his own personal importance. The media then present the architecture as noble
profession, which is defined solely in terms of design. Even in the mid-twentieth
century, the image of the profession promoted by Le Corbusier, for example,
resembled that of an ingenious superman: “I wish that architects would become
the elite of society, intellectually the wealthiest of human beings, that they
would be open to every-thing. Architecture is an attitude of mind and not a
profession. | see further: the architect should be the most sensitive person, the
most well-informed of all the connoisseurs of art. He should be able to judge
sculptural and aesthetic productions even better than his technical calculations.”
The team versus lone warriors

On examining Europe-wide networks such as Wonderland or the "Young
European Architects’ from outside, it becomes obvious that the architects
involved are mostly teams and not individuals. Teamwork as a brand label, but
also in the sense of the division of labor, is one of the most significant outward
signs of the changes in the image of the architectural profession. Yet they

still exist, those lone warriors, the ‘model geniuses’, the frustrated owners of
architectural offices who feel to have not been given due recognition, who —
like Corbusier — still see architecture as the ‘supreme discipline’. However, it

is becoming increasingly evident that they represent what is, in all probability,

a discontinued model. Moreover, teamwork has gained new significance

in an (architectural) world determined by increasingly narrow economical
parameters. Flexibility and adaptability to changing conditions give a better



chance to a small but well-rehearsed team than

to a large architectural firm with many highly
specialized employees. Teamwork is also a result

of the impossibility of keeping an overview of the
architect’s vast field of work. Teamwork thus may
take two directions: on the one hand, it is a form of
internal cooperation on a peer basis with different
roles and skills which are then communicated to the
outside as a single entity, and on the other hand,

it can take the form of cooperation of the team
with other collaborators from related areas or even
with local government, investors, developers and
administrative authorities.

Teamwork, however, must be conceptualized in
order to be successful: it requires much social
intelligence and frequent restraint of one’s ego

in decision-making processes. In many cases, the
corset may become rather tight in the process,
conveying a feeling of being caught in a partnership
of convenience. In the best-case scenario, a team
also provides emotional and social support and
helps to cope with the extreme demands of the
profession’s reality. Often, it is a economic necessity
for one or more team members to work for other
office practices or institutions, or alternatively, to
teach at a university in order to ensure economic
survival. How else could one financially survive the
protracted period between competition tender and
start construction. Today teams are emerging not
only out of necessity, but rather because the added
value of teamwork has finally been recognized

as the only way of meeting the current complex
demands made on the architectural profession. This
means that many different skills must be brought
together in order to be able to do canvassing,
planning, and execution in parallel. In return for the
reduced appearance of the ego, each team member
is equally involved in the success of a project and in
the symbolic capital connected with it.

However, not least importantly, teamwork provides
the best basis for poaching in other fields without
having to completely abandon the field of
architecture itself.

Working field versus interdisciplinarity

From cartoonist to writer of children’s books, from
curator to artist, from writer on economics to rock
musician, trained architects are found in many
other fields. Sven Nordquist, author of the famous
Petterson and Findus series of children’s books, is a
trained architect, as was the former director of the
Jewish Documentation Centre, Simon Wiesental,

as well as the legendary mountaineer Luis Trenker.
The list of architects who turned their back on
architecture and were successful in other fields,
especially in the visual arts, can be extended almost
infinitely. Who would still think of Marjetica Potrc
(artist) or Peter Pakesch (curator and museum
director), as trained architects?

On the other hand, there are also many examples
of successful architects who never studied
architecture: Tadao Ando (boxer), Viktor Grin
(stand-up comedian), Peter Zumthor (carpenter)

or Vito Acconci, who ‘moved on’ from being a
superstar of performance and concept art and
became an international architect. Moreover,

increasing complexity in all specialist areas make clear-cut boundaries between
disciplines ever more obsolete. Demand for trans-disciplinary positions grew as
traditional disciplines splintered into ever smaller specialized segments. Today,
for instance, lawyers with an additional technology or engineering degree are
certainly among the most keenly sought-after job candidates. Meanwhile,
project-oriented data have been introduced where previously extensive and
time-consuming interdisciplinary exchange was necessary. It is not that we no
longer need the expert opinions, but rather that information often has to be
incorporated into a project very quickly, in order to keep up with competitors. A
quick look at the Internet provides a first insight into the foreign territory, which
then becomes decisive for further decision-making. A common working field
opens up the possibility of new role distribution in the approach to architecture.
In the process, hiding behind the barriers of one’s own discipline is certainly
not a possibility; rather, it is facing the task at hand together. The field of work
does not enquire about the origin of an idea, but follows tactical and strategic
considerations.

Old pop and new topicality

The Royal College of Art in London recently organized a series of lectures

with panel discussions which took a stance against ‘ego-oriented cliché of

the fountainhead architect’ and in which groups of British architects such as
Archigram, NATO, muf, UFO or the recently founded G4 (Alsop, Agents of
Change, Branson Coates, and FAT) discussed their approach to, and mode of,
teamwork. The interesting aspect about G4 is that this group, which is actually
comprised of several teams, regards itself as a collective — spanning several
generations of architects. Together, they want to establish themselves above
and beyond project partnerships reviving the long tradition the idea of the
‘collective’ has accumulated by now.

Particularly in the 1960s and '70s, significant groups of architects were formed
after the model of pop music. The group became a new strategy of self-
presentation that derived from the youth culture of that time and opposes

the classical image of the architectural profession. Impersonal group names
indicated the primacy of the collective over the individual ego. The groups
established pursued a wide variety of utopias: Archigram, for instance, was
cherished a boundless belief in technology and infrastructure. They combined
colorful collage-like representations as a new kind of aesthetics in the
presentation of architecture with the lavish use of material technology and

an unbridled belief in technological innovation. A quite different, though also
montage-based, approach was demonstrated by the Italian group Superstudio,
which communicated the abysmal nature of structure and technology, yet
without abandoning the ambivalence between political pessimism and criticism
of consumerism on the one hand, and utopian concepts on the other. Their
criticism of Modernism was manifested in the way they rejected it. Today,
almost all these approaches can be seen in the context of the events of 1968,
even where it is only a matter of formal criticism or deconstruction, as in the
case of Coop Himmelblau, where ‘Coop’ again is short for ‘cooperative’ in the
sense of a manifesto for the collective. What all these groups had in common
was that they sought to herald a new beginning and that their mani-festo-like
character was more easily communicable through the art and university scene
than through building projects. These groups did not focus on architecture
alone, but rather propagated a collective and holistic lifestyle based on the
rejection of traditional social models. The Californian Ant Farm group also
proclaimed the rebirth of architecture, based on their experience of the hippie
movement. Speed and technological hedonism were coupled with the mobility
of the American lifestyle. Thus many of their projects include cars, though not
without an element of critique. As with the literature of the Beat Generation
at that time, it was hedonism, the moment, and the abyss that expanded the
architectural horizons of Ant Farm. The abrupt end of Ant Farm was related on
the fate that their office burned down, their whole work was destroyed and
their manifesto-like House of the Century in Texas was flooded with mud. This
almost symbolical end of the group in 1978 is symptomatic of the (first) failed
attempt to expand the image of the profession. Almost all the groups of this
epoch broke up in the late 1970s, when social consensus had it that 1968 had
failed as a movement in the face of reality. The claims of utopianism were simply
too much. However, the secret wish of many architects to transfer the aesthetics
to a holistic lifestyle remained.

ey
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As early as 1957, the Situationists around Guy
Debord, who had partly helped to organize the
revolution of 1968, had also developed a wide
variety of methods to include the instant and/

or the situation in the design pro-cess. Here,
urbanism was presented as a new overriding
discipline using improved psycho-geographies,

and a new subversive view of architecture and
urban development became possible. While urban
development no longer inspired manifestos about
planning, but rather about the construction of
situations, Constant, and to some extent also Aldo
van Eyck, began to explore dynamic architecture
the view of which is manifested through a situation
or a moment. An extended notion of urbanism
developed: “Unitary Urbanism”, a theory of the
overall application of artistic and technical means
that combine in the total construction of a milieu
dynamically connected to behavioral experiments, is
regarded as the basis for the designer’s intervention
in the everyday space or the sphere of action.”
However, this became manifest rather in the
rejection of a society hungry for the spectacular
than in the manipulation of individual freedom.
Détournement (misappropriation) or dérives
(drifting), for example, were developed as urban
methods. Naturally, this is a largely unused field of
possibilities for urbanists (even though much has
been written about it, a broader practice has not
gained ground yet).

However, it is not surprising that in the late 1970s
or around 1980, the exponents of the dystopian
punk movement in London encouraged a revival of
Situationist ideas. The group NATO (Catrin Beevor,
Nigel Coates, Robert Mull, Christina Norton, Mark
Prizeman, Carlos Villanueva-Brandt and Melanie
Sainsbury), who at that time were part of a scene
that included Sid Vicious, Johnny Rotten, Jamie
Reed and Vivienne Westwood, attempted to
introduce punk culture into everyday life through
trash architecture.

More important today is the influence of Robert
Mull and Carlos Villanueva-Brandt & Co, who were
active as teachers at the Architectural Association

and other schools of architecture, and still are today.

Their expanded notion of architecture influenced
many young architecture groups in the London of
the 1990s.

Groups of the 1990s

In the 1990s, FAT (Fashion, Architecture, Taste) or
muf architecture/art, established a new type of
architectural office in the midst of the booming
creative scene in London. Although these two
groups, which are still active today, are very
different, they share an almost programmatic
light-heartedness — even in the group names. Art
or fashion, taste or art — their expanded notion

of architecture applies easily. Whereas FAT were
given building opportunities early on in their
career, the Museum Pavilion in St. Albans was
the first remarkable building by muf. muf (Liza
Fior, Katherina Clarke (artists) and Melanie Dodd
(architect)), which was originally conceived as a
purely female group, have focussed their work
on the different notions of space: public space,
architectural space and the research in space:
“Since 1996 muf has established a reputation for
pioneering and innovative projects that address the
social, spatial and economic infrastructures of the
public realm. The practice philosophy is driven by
an ambition to realize the potential pleasures that

exist at the intersection between the lived and the built.” muf works extensively
in the field of art and culture, as well as in the area of exhibitions and urban
interventions. As a consequence, the extended muf group also includes other
artists and an urban planning theorist. Their purview is a distinct working field
that is defined by the backgrounds of the individual partners.

Around 1993, the group K-architectures was founded in Montpellier, France.
Here too, the different backgrounds of the individual members define an
interesting interdisciplinary working field. In 1996, Thierry Verdier (art historian
and architect), Karin Herman (graphic artist), together with Jeréme Sigwalt
(architect) won a sensational Europan competition in Aubervilliers. Radical urban
development and socially ambitious initiatives in the banlieue were transformed
into Photoshop representations for the first time. Perhaps it was these
representations that helped the Photoshop image-editing program to establish
itself as a medium of architectural communication before it became the rather
overused general tool that it is today. (K-architectures are now also a part of
Wonderland). One could also name many other groups established in the 1990s
that work on a more open field: Propeller Z (Austria; architecture/industrial
design/graphic design), Stalker (Italy; art/ architecture), The Poor Boys Enterprise
(Austria; architecture), Crimson (Holland; architecture and research).

New potentials and Wonderland

All'in all, it is legitimate to speak of the phenomenon of architecture ‘pop
groups’ as a Europe-wide movement in the 1990s. However, in recent years,
Wonderland’s way of looking at areas of work has been dominated more and
more by the increasingly difficult economic situation. Long project lead-times,
together with cuts in the cultural budgets that used to support an expanded
notion of architecture have led to changes in production conditions. With
Wonderland a new, heterogeneous generation of architects presents itself to
the general public, a generation that covers a broad spectrum extending from
provider of services to a responsible co-designer of society, and one which
explores foreign territory not only within the cultural field.

The gulf between academia and practice continues to widen. Creative thinking
today means continual reinventing of one’s job and the professional field, so

as to to be able to operate in the market and to build, and pursue, parallel
strategies.

In fact, the poacher is someone who is pursued, who is always on his guard

for fear of being caught. Yet, this also means staying always one step ahead of
one’s pursuers, even ahead of capital ‘as the sole power capable of bestowing
bliss’. Young architects are increasingly focusing on other ‘creative’ fields of
activity, such as web and graphic design, event design or cultural projects

in general. The search for new urban development solutions, such as to the
problem of shrinking cities, also brings up issues that involve the (practically
infinite) extension of the purview of the profession — architects and urbanists
are being consulted for their advice on almost insoluble social and structural
questions. However, at the same time, in Germany — and above all in Berlin, the
center of current architectural developments — unemployment among architects
is becoming a serious topic. In this situation, some of the Wonderland teams
also go ‘poaching’ in other cultural fields, for example EXYZT (Paris) with their
‘Berg’ at the Berlin Palace of the Republic, or Peanutz, with their spectacular
exhibition designs. Yet, more homogeneous teams do better in terms of a more
goal-oriented and effective style of poaching. Recently, | met ‘star’ (all of them
former AMO collaborators): this young team from Rotterdam today earns a
living on making statistics and producing visual statistical renderings. This niche
guarantees their survival, while they are still waiting for building commissions.
For young architects today, the large-scale and demanding architectural
commission becomes the much-hunted prey. Some of these poachers would
very much like to bag something in their own territory, for a change ...
Alternatively:

Poaching can also mean remaining an amateur, entering foreign territory and
looking around with curious eyes, perhaps in order tap some (foreign) potential.
Yet those who poach should also accept that others will go poaching in their
territory
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