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Contextual architecture

Movses Der Kevorkian
Architect, Founder of Sill and Sound Architects

This article deals with the most basic of architectural components; the context
or rather, the urban context. How does the context work in the creative process
and during the various stages of design? Here, the focus will especially be on the
urban components, no matter how much the context first and foremost embodies
a social reality and, in a broad sense, is the result of complex cultural realities. In
general, according to Derrida, the context, while not having the status of a scientific
conception, is a set of elements, generally external or consensual, that makes a
communication or a discourse understandable.

The context — the interweavement of elements and layers — is characterized by
living and changing components and contains the principle of role rotation. The role
is sometimes given to the dominant, sometimes to the “new”, and sometimes to
the one who may no longer exist, but one who still dictates the formation of things
through its glory; as such, an architectural act or intervention must enter both the
temporal and the spatial spheres in order to be characterized as contextual.

The context is wide. It is the old’s shadow or the light on the new. The context is the
foundation of the foundation, the juxtaposition of foundations and the palimpsestic
network, as such, it is also the compilation of the pasts, and of knowledge. This is
where architecture comes into play, as an act of creation from the existing, while
the context grants the existing. Aquinas still distinguished between creare ex nihilo
(creation out of nothing), which defines divine creation, and facere de materia
(creation or production from material, from the existing, from an environment in a
context), which defines human creation. At any rate, writes Giorgio Agamben, the
comparison between the act of the architect and that of God already contains the
seed of the transposition of the paradigm of creation onto the activity of the artist
(Agamben 2009), the artist's act as a concrete or abstract context.

The context is also narrow. It is the adjacent one, the one on the back side, or the
context is even itself when it is the one who dictates; as such, the context removes
the act from its isolation, and puts it in a relationship with the one next to it and
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makes them work together. That relationship as a dispositive creates various rules
of integration — integration through opposition, integration through harmony or
through other means.

How is the concept of context presented throughout history, and how can it
be defined today? Does the context imply a harmony? Do the incompatible and
extravagant scales of urban elements allow the context to be considered as a definite
given in the architectural work?

This means that we have architectural actions in a homogeneous context, when the
latter is presented with a certain statement, or in a multifaceted context, which is
generally our present or modern environment.

Situation and Context

The integration is a process, the context is a state, | would say an image, which makes
the integration phased, temporal. Integration and context are communicating vessels
and the transition from one to the other is made drop by drop, through various
mediations, active or passive. It was mentioned that the context is a state and differs
from the concept of situation. Joélle Zask says that while the situation is the fact that
some phenomena of the environment give the possibility of actions and deeds, the
context expresses a set of conditions to some extent, which complicates and can
even restrict action. Therefore, we call the “state” the moment when the relationship
between man and his environment is developed by mutual action, while we reserve
the context for the relationship that man develops with the conditions of his/her
environment, which has a passive, indefinite structure. Integration therefore connects
the action to the context, makes it a part of it, by which it joins the discourses,
actions, and realities of its own environment. The contextualization of architecture will
therefore recognize different degrees. The cult of the context, for example, transcends
all critical thinking, and dissolves every identity. Throughout history, urban design has
been confronted with some of the currents of over-contextualization, a phenomenon
that is characterized by a complete alignment with the conditions of the context, not
only with its stylistic heritage, but also with a wide range of postmodern approaches,
with a worn-out and vicious circle of the act vs context discourse. In the mid-twentieth
century, architects Peter Eisenman, Rem Koolhaas, and others made a breakthrough in
the notion of context, based largely on studies of Derrida’s semantics. Urban design,
through the communication of symbolism and the signs it creates, seeks to achieve
a deeper understanding of the urban environment discourse; to understand the rich
system of metaphor, rhetoric, uncertainty, and metonymy.

Therefore, an essentially experimental action works by adjusting the situation’s
conditions, with some changes, and not by adapting them completely. Here is the
characteristic force of the modern action in its contextualization. To consider the
context, to work in and with it, but with some distance, with some rejection, with
dephasing, with the opposed integration. Krikor Beldian writes: “The contemporary
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has one foot in the past, and the other in the present, a kind of continuing present. Its
borders are in reality our own borders. The examiner and the examinee are adjacent
in the sense that they belong to the same time, to its influence, to the actions and
works that appear alongside it, which are the subject of the examination more or
less on the horizon of the present examinee.” (Beledian 2017).

Integration is a whole of relations between the present and the past, and does not cease
to be considered an integration, even when it is opposed to the context and to its time.
How is this opposition defined, and what is the rejection of the context? Let us examine
the condition of rejecting the context or keeping a distance from it, at the same time
giving the action the attribute of the contemporary — a contemporary intervention,
while keeping a distance from the visible space, to be to some extent in the now, and not
completely here. As such, contemporariness is not only a temporal circumstance, but
also a spatial one. The problem is not only about sharing the same time, but also about
sharing the same place, so not only to be contemporaneous, but also to “con-spacious”.
But to what extent? Here's the paradox of integration-context.

Assadour Bezdikian's lithographs open an instructive estate for the context's rejection,
removal, abstraction, or neglect. How does Assadour give a detailed place-spacein his
utopia, a contemporariness in his non-space? Behind the visual illusion of the works
there is a spatial and temporal coincidence of timeless images and interventions, by
which they become contemporary with each other and are read and clarified only
in the moment that Assadour finds, depicts, and marks them. Beledian notes: “A
general movement in the image, takes things, the earth, the sky, moves them, erases
them, deprives them of all form and name. Stains, forms of small clouds, fragments,
segments, strips of different colors, always uneven, upside down, never in geometric
regularity, as the folds of lands are, that remind us of homeless, uninhabited places,
no man'’s lands, where no man knows what calamity has transformed the places into
nothing, and the people into nobodies. Man, this nobody. The image of the place,
is the place of the insignificant. This is the domination of erasure; metallic, earthy, of
burnt shades, sometimes harsh and sour, sometimes full of white.”

Muwwnytp 1. Uuwwnnip, p'trifications, 1988:
Figure 1. Assadour, P'trifications, 1988
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Three rejections

Let us consider three cases wherein the distance from or rejection of the context are
embodied in different ways.

a) The diversity of the context, as mentioned, creates a mixed environment for any
intervention. Various techniques, styles, clashes of old and new, problems of strategies,
transform the context into an anarchic environment where the basic conditions of
integration are not provided. Consequently, any intervention, at some point increases
the degree of diversity, making the relationship between the units even more random,
unstable. The context, the totality of these constraints, has no boundaries here and
testifies to its own decay. The absence of a boundary places the action in an uncertain
area and the action itself overshadows any notion of boundary.

It is difficult to find basic conditions of integration here, which creates an uncertain
language of relations between things. There is systemic anarchy and irrelevance that
works between the existing and the new and the various elements of the context.
Lack of relationship and disruption of communication puts the act-context concepts
into independent estates. Rem Koolhaas, a modern Dutch architect and theorist,
explains the inability to intervene in an incomprehensible context by the complete
denial of and opposition to the context. Koolhaas dictates that the incomprehensibility
of the context is the lack of history. The expansion of urban areas and their diversified
multiplication, the erasure of scenes, landscapes, the expansion of infrastructure,
and even the climate catastrophe, testify to the loss of space, the absence of context.
Koolhaas turns to writing: "l wanted to construct — as a writer — a terrain where | could
eventually work as an architect.” (Koolhaas, 1993).

b) The second case is based on the above-mentioned concept by Koolhaas. To write
the space, to write the topography of the dismantling urban environment and its
context, to reach a nucleus from which new and clear relationships are born with,
perhaps first of all, the invisible sites. As such, architecture is freed from construction
and is demolished, emptied from the inside, excavated. The city grows not with its
built-up parts, but with empty, open cubes and volumes. Every architectural work
itself becomes a context, a focal point, rejecting Genius Loci as the spirit of places,
the former identity of places, as the basis of the architectural phenomenology that
governs the ancient relationship between people and the environment. The criteria
for living in a place are no longer its perception, recognition, and characterization,
but the ability to layer, to perceive the signs, to read the cultural, social, economic,
geological or weather conditions and to turn them into a context. Here, the approach
is characterized by the fragmentation of the context, the dismantling of stereotypes
and ancient principles, the separation by which the concept of the context is
deconstructed and redefined on the basis of scattered signs and elements. Peter
Eisenman, an American architect and theorist, creates by deconstructing traditional
architectural approaches. According to Eisenman, man in his diverse and often
anarchic context can no longer act according to classical rules, and therefore the
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notions of origin and union must be questioned in order to liberate architecture from
traditional metaphysics, in Derrida’s words, from “the metaphysics of the presence”,
i.e. to liberate from the classical ideals of architectural work, which are “timeless,
meaningful, and true.” Here is where Koolhaas's question becomes clear. How to think
of architecture in the light of the continuous “metropolization” of territories? How to
catch the moment in the conditions of rapid change and site rotation?

(c) In the case of context homogeneity, when conditions permit, an architectural
intervention may oppose the homogeneity, creating a third possibility of
integration by contrast. There can be no otherness in this homogeneity, and the
variations of the same can lead to false notions. The imitation creates a confusion
of approaches, and the intervention is unable to establish a clear language with
the environment. Therefore, by the abstraction of the existing context in its broad
lines and by opposing it with a completely new concept, an intervention can open
a new way of relations, and create a new network. It refers to a specific and unique
intervention that is based on a semantic analysis of the city, an intervention that
refines the features of the existing environment, formulates them, and tries to find
new possibilities for dialogue based on a new use of the city or environment. Today,
many ancient cities are confronted with this reality, and each architect builds his or
her own understanding of the old or the homogeneous.

This circumstance also presents an inverted picture, which is the introduction of the
old in a contemporary or diversified environment. Let's take the newly built St. Anna
Church in Yerevan as an example. In the center of the city, on a congested junction,
there is a building with the precision of a mould that disregards its surroundings so
much so, that it looks like it is on the slope of an uninhabited medieval mountain.
Here we have a construction that is opposed to the context, which does not emit
a contemporary spirit in a dilapidated environment but rather blows the dead spirit
of the Middle Ages on the contemporary city. This is the scene. There is a church on
Abovyan Street, with a huge Soviet apartment building in its dire condition just behind
it, like a background. Here it becomes clear that the church and the people speak
different languages, with different vocabulary and signs, they live in different realities.

The main feature of any modern structure should be the ability to adapt to its
surroundings, to take on the problems of the environment, and to give them the
most appropriate solutions. It does not matter if it is a church or any other structure.
Architect historian Kenneth Framton has a chapter called “The monumentalization
of the vernacular” in his History of Modern Architecture book, where he speaks
about the continuous monumentalization of classical forms; this is applied in
Armenia with alarming proportions. This phenomenon is naturally also seen
everywhere, it is not Armenia’s monopoly. The Armenians of the Diaspora also
suffer from this phenomenon, regardless of how much we sometimes believe that
the “experiencing the foreign” will give the Diasporas a positive digression from the
image of the traditional.
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Yerevan: a case study

In the above section we dealt with the context as a more or less stable given, as in
being a mass that dictates rules of dialogue that one must take into account in the
event of any urban intervention.

The urban design of Yerevan, or rather, the absence of urban design, during the
years of independence gives context its anarchic status. Given that the city of
Yerevan is a predominantly Soviet production, with a largely pre-existing urban
environment, the development of the context during the independence period took
place in several directions.

It is not just a matter of spatial planning; and spatial planning cannot replace what
the context should contain as a legacy of social strata, history, memories, and all the
familiar and unfamiliar elements that make up the spirit, the name, and the image
of the city. Animage that is not only two-dimensional or three-dimensional, but also
a meta-image and as such essential for understanding the identity of individuals in
a given city.

Independence inherited an already established city, wherein the government was
able to focus its interventions only where it was possible, leaving a mark even on
areas that were thought to be part of a stable urban context. The aim here is not
to point out the success or failure of these interventions in the healthy formation of
the urban environment, but to analyze the rules of their integration into the existing
environment, the ability to speak the language of the city and to understand its signs.
Umberto Eco dictates that semiotics can be considered the science that operates
cultural phenomena as if they were systems of signs (Eco, 1972). The analysis will be
based on the logic of Roland Barthes's article “sémiologie et urbanisme” (semiotics
and urbanism), according to which “one who seeks to sketch the semiotics of the
city, must be a semiologist, geographer, historian of urban planning, architect, and
at the same time probably a psychoanalyst.” (Barthes, 1985).

It is therefore possible to briefly distinguish three cases.
a) Projects at the concept phase in the Soviet period.

In this case we are dealing with the corrupt economic system of government from the
independence period that is still in operation. Architecture and urban design act as
leverage for the political machine. Therefore, urban policy, better to say urban politics,
dictates a new political environment, to govern the society, to direct, and to oppress,
with ideological agendas. The Northern Avenue, the Main Avenue (between Arami
and Puzanti streets), the Firdus District, etc. are neighborhoods manifesting what
we can call an institutional architecture, which form a network of state-level urban
governance and are developed independently and without the active participation
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of society, which can be called, according to Foucault an "Apparatus”. The function
and the role of the apparatus is to govern the society under some hidden legislation.
Foucault wrote: “What I'm trying to single out with this term is, first and foremost,
a thoroughly heterogeneous set consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural
forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements,
philosophical, moral, and philanthropic propositions — in short, the said as much
as the unsaid. Such are the elements of the apparatus. The apparatus itself is the
network that can be established between these elements...

... by the term "apparatus” | mean a kind of a formation, so to speak, that at a
given historical moment has as its major function the response to an urgency. The
apparatus therefore has a dominant strategic function...

... | said that the nature of an apparatus is essentially strategic, which means that
we are speaking about a certain manipulation of relations of forces, of a rational
and concrete intervention in the relations of forces, either so as to develop them in
a particular direction, or to block them, to stabilize them, and to utilize them. The
apparatus is thus always inscribed into a play of power, but it is also always linked
to certain limits of knowledge that arise from it and, to an equal degree, condition
it.” (Foucault, 1994).
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Gnuwltwt Uunwyw)pp [Lnuwlywpp Unyutu Stp Stnpgtuilp]:

Figure 2. View from Abovyan Street to the newly built patriarchal Yerevan residence.
Photograph by the author.
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These are the cases when the process of communication between the builders
and the inhabitants of the city through the mutual understanding of significations
becomes simply impossible. It is true that two different districts can always be
attached to each other on a map, considering them neighbors, but it is necessary
to reflect on the importance of the conflict, which arises between the modern
functions of the city and the semantic burden of its history. Bart writes: “It is very
easy to metaphorically speak the language of the city, as we speak the language
of cinema or the language of flowers. A real scientific leap can be achieved when
we are able to speak the language of the city without metaphor. Therefore, it is
necessary to collect and coordinate data that refer not only to the psychological,
social, geographical domains of the city, but also to the symbolic ones.”By symbolic,
he means the transition from metaphor to analysis, to the description of sings, and
this is where semiotics can shed new light on the urban sciences.

b) Extensions, increased volumes on existing buildings or added adjacent to them.

This is a domain wherein there is a stylistic — that is, in a broad sense, linguistic —
rift between the existing structure and the extensions: the existing context and the
interference. Here, impenetrable architectural principles can be easily reinterpreted
in the process of creating the extension. This Babylonian linguistic state is driven by
several social conditions. The alienation, underestimation of the existing heritage,
and consequently the meaninglessness of its vocabulary, disrupts any dialogue and
the possibility of finding any language. The architectural experience of the Soviet
period can today be labelled as completely abandoned and not a cornerstone on
which modern architects could build today's language. A few obvious examples
can be given where modern Soviet architecture is endowed with an extension that
has nothing to do with modern architectural values, instead it revives the classical
Armenian style with arches, patterns, old and inanimate signs.

How does a structure perched on top of the city or stuck to its edge affect the context,
how do these parasitic additions, which have been around for decades, integrate
into the context? Aside from ignoring all the rules of architecture and construction,
some rightly consider these "voluntary structures” to be truly popular architecture,
as, much of it stems from a need that seeks to correct the shortcomings of the
existing building, through limited financial and material means, adapting the house
or the space to contemporary uses.

This consideration opens a new chapter in city-resident relations. Will the resident
have to adapt to the city or the city to the resident? With the vague separation of the
public-private spheres, the lack of urban policy and legislation, and the arbitrariness
of interventions, the Yerevan environment relentlessly adapts to the whims of the
citizen, and an incomprehensible reversal of roles takes place. How exactly is the
context defined in this case, when the ponderation coefficients are loose and unstable?
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Mwwnytp 3. EpGlwlbwl unynpuwywl inGuwpwu. puwytih 2EUp, wibigniwd swiwutpny
[Lnwwywpp Unyutu Stp dtnpgtuitp]:

Figure 3. Ordinary Yerevan scene; residential buildings with added volumes. Photograph by
the author.

¢) Evaluation of the heritage and the environment that have remained intact or
untouched.

Yards and squares are more than geometric shapes or spatial gaps that have
voluntarily or involuntarily appeared in the urban pattern. How is it possible to keep
their true spirit and turn them into the core of large-scale interventions? How to
describe the inner courts, to reveal the signs contained in them, to excavate the
words and significations through which it would be possible to read them not only
as a space, but also as a way of life, a habit, a language?

And this is what Roland Barthes records: “Human space in general (and not only the
urban space) has always been a signifier. Scientific geography, especially modern
cartography, can be seen in some way as an attempt to obliterate, a censorship that
subjectivity has imposed on signification (objectivity that is one form or another of
the imaginary). And before talking about the city, | would like to mention a few facts
from the cultural history of the West, especially from the classical Greek antiquity;
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the human habitat «ocekoumene», which we can observe in the maps of the first
Greek geographers: Anaximander, Hecataeus or through the mental cartography of
Herodotus, represents a real discourse with its symmetry, the opposition of places, its
paradigm and its syntax. Herodotus’ map of the world is graphic and is composed of
a linguistic structure, like a sentence, like a poem, on opposites: hot countries, cold
countries, known and unknown countries, then a contradiction between people on
the one hand, and monsters and chimaera on the other...” (Barthes, 1985).

Bart’s analysis of the linguistic status of the city is essential to understand the visible
and invisible components of the context. It is time for architects, lawmakers, city
planners, and residents alike to reflect on the importance of the changing context
which is fading day after day, becoming a past; and in Walter Benjamin's words,
to grasp the historical index contained in the images of the past, to be able to
read and see them; to give to the act of creation, the language skills which will
simulate the networks of signs with the prospect of connecting urban elements in
a comprehensible language. It is also time, although too late, for the city governors
to understand the concept of urban design, with its cultural, historical, economic,
and social components. The case of Yerevan presents somewhat contradictory,
unrelated contexts, with several incompatible environments that embody the
political culture of pre-and-post-independence. It will be impossible to develop a
basic urban planning direction if the problems are not mapped and cataloged, and
there is no consensus around them at all levels — mapping both past and present
problems and a cartography that opens up to linguistics, to the semiotic.
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		ձևափոխությունների պատմությունը
		Աննա Ակտարյան
	Ավտոկայանատեղը, հանրային տրանսպորտը 
		և անձնական պատասխանատվությունը
		Հայկ Զալիբեկյան
	Քաղաքներում բնակելի շենքերի 
		կառուցապատման գնահատման ալգորիթմ
		Մեսրոպ Անդրիասյան
	Հանրային մասնավոր Երևան
		Բեկոր Փափազյան, Շահե Սիմոնյան
	Կանաչ միջանցք՝ Հրազդանի կիրճում
		Թումո ստեղծարար տեխնոլոգիաների կենտրոն
	Համատիրությունների հիմնախնդիրը՝ 
		որպես բնակարանային ֆոնդի կառավարման 
		և պահպանման արդյունավետության գործոն
		Հակոբ Մանուկյան, Վիլեն Մնացականյան

