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ABSTRACT-RÉsUMÉ i

The content of this thesis is two-fold.. The fust pan takes the form of an
essay while the second part presents a theoretical project for an architectural
installation. Using these two modes as different ways to adclress similar issues.
the present work proposes to question the instrumentalisation of geometry in
today's architectural praetice.. The work ofLewis Carroll (Charles L. Dodgson)
and, more specifically, bis masterpiece, AlicesAdventures in Wonder/and, will
he approacbed and interpreted in order ta observe the participation of
geometry-of Euclidean geometry-in our understanding of the notions of
space and time, and to reveal their paradoxical aspect. The aim is ta explore
how geometry, language and nonsense bear intimate connections to our per­
ception of space and time. Once reveaIed, these connections will enable us to
address the following question: can architecture be comprehended and experi­
enced as an event?

Ce mémoire comporte deux parties. À la première panie, r essai, se jouxte
un projet théorique, l'installation architecturaIe. En utilisant ces deux modes
comme deux façons similaire de poser les problèmes, il s'agit de questionner
l'instnunentalisation de la géométrie dans notre façon de concevoir l'architec­
ture. Alices Adventures in Wonder/and, texte principal dans l'œuvre de Lewis
CarroU (Charles L.. Dodgson), sera lu et interprété afin d'observer l'importance
de la géométrie, en particulier de la géométrie d'Euclide. dans notre com­
préhension de l'espace et du temps, deux notions àcaractère paradoxal.. nstag­
it d'observer les liens étroits existant entre notre perception de l'espace et du
temps. et la géométrie. le langage et le nonsense. Éventuellement, une mise au
jour de ces liens permettra de soulever la question suivante: est-il possible de
comprendre et de vivre l'architecture comme un événement?
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PREFACE iv

Architecture bas become an applied science. Naturally. that is not the com­
monly accepted idea about wbat architecture shouId be--especially from the
point of view of architects who still prefer to think of themselves as mïsun­
derstood anists-but it is nonetheless the place that architecture occupies in
our universities· classifications of the different fields of study. Whether archi­
tecture remains an art or, in the end, actually becomes an applied science is not
the real problem, and fmding the proper definition of wbat architecture was, is
or should he does not constitute a solution. What matters is that today, in the­
ory and in practice, architecture hears a kind of ambiguity that places it in a
precarious situation. Architectural theory is oCten criticized and denounced as
autonomous and disconnected from practice; the need and relevance of an
architectural discourse is being questioned. Is architecture DOW reduced to
being a consumers' product and sbaII it remain, for that reason, outside dis­
cussions around the unresolved condition of an in the "modem" world? Is not
the majority of the architectural work that is being built, in our so-called indus­
trialised Western world, problematic, caught in the self-referential mode which
weights down Most forms of an? Sînce we cannat stop all building processes
and search for the appropriate answer to architecture's malaise and hecause, in
the end, any such answer would he ephemeral. there May he a way to travel
altemately between theoretical investigations and practical eXPeriments.

"To build" constitutes a way to bring sorne arder, to set boundaries, to
transfonn the apparent chaos of the worId that we live in into sorne kind of
"place." "To build" is geo-metricaI in that, through the process, we are actual­
iy giving a measure of the earth. Not only does the construction process imply
~·measuring" in a practical sense, but it is, like aIl human making, a way to hint
at the ungraspable, a manner ofdefming our condition as human heings in the
worid.

In contemporary architectural practice, the aspect of "wonder" that agea­
metrical way of thinking generates is rarely acknowledged. In the present
worle. the aim is to question the instrumentalisation of geometry in today's
architectural practice, focusing on the specifie role played by geometry-and,
to he more precise, by Euclidean geometry-in our encounter with the world.
The main question is as follows: Cao architecture he understood as·a geomet-
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rical "event" and~ similarly~ our actions understood as geometrical behaviours?
This possibility will he explored tbrough a reading afLewis Carroll~s master­
piece. Alice:r Adllentures in Wonder/and. because it seems that there are~ in
Carroll's worles offiction, important ideas about geometry which are addressed
in a indirect and fascinating way.. Approacbing the wark of Lewis Carroll with
these notions in mind, we may come to think of architecture as constituting a
"process" in which space is actualised and re-created-the story that is wrinen
as this process unfolds in time..

In fact~ both the literary and the geometricaI sides of the work of Lewis
Carroll-Charles Lutwidge Dodgson (1832-1898) seem ta he appropriate vehi­
cles for such an investigation in the way they simultaneously participate in the
modem scientific debate and the reaim of fiction and poetic imagination.. The
tight link between these two modes of thought-the "art-science" interdepen­
dence-made explicit in bis work is key to an understanding of the transfor­
mations of architectural thinking since the beginning of ~'modernity.'~ When 1
approach bis wade, 1put myself into a cenain attitude, a posture. The oblique­
ness of my reading is defmed by the fact tbat in bis "reaI" life, Charles L..
Dodgson was a matbematician and a geometrician, a defender of the principles
of Euclid as weIl as the inventor of a strange and fascinating logic. There
seems to he a resonance between the two sides of bis work, a resonance that 1
will try to reveaI, sieving the words through a geometrical ftlter, in order ta
grasp how geometry intervenes in our encounter with the world, and partici­
pates in our conceptions ofspace, time and narrative in relation to architecture.
In that sense, my reading of the work is oriented and limited.

1 choose to approach Carroll's writing from an angle-as if choosing an
angle in order to cross the stream with minimum power, Iike the little ferry­
boats of the town of BaseI. These boats take passengers from one bank of the
Rhine to the other, using the cunent of the river as their ooly source of power.
A cable is bung slightly above the water and bridges the two banks in a way
that is perpendicular ta the current The boat is attached to this cable by anoth­
er cable, the extremity of which can slide aIong the main line.. The "pilot" ori­
ents the rudder and creates an acute angle between the boat and the corrent, an
angle which alIows the vessel ta silently cross the water (see fig.. 1).
Experiencing this means of transportation is poetic, as if man's "inventive­
ness," tecbnology and the realm of geometry, for a brief instant, coincided in
space and lime.. This is rendered possible by the slight angle of the boat in rela­
tion to the constant movement of water.. Such a way of travelling-at an
angle-makes us aware of the fact that we are bound to the conditions of our
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time, that we live in a technological world and that even though we can revis­
it worles from the pas~ we nevertheless remain interpreters.

fCr)

Fig. 1
Geornetrical principle
of the movement of
the ferry boat.
Drawing by the
author.

The discussion will start by addressing the issue of language. There is
something that is shared between building and writing: they bath constitute
forInS of dialogue between humans, and for that reasoD, they are submitted to
the problem of "meaning." Sense and meaning do not exactly proceed from
one another in a direct way and, when it cornes to nonsense, the uproduction"
of meaning is even more complexified. If a text, or a poem, is nonsensical, we
may ask how can it then convey meaning? This is paradoxicaL The fascination
with paradoxes is as ol~ among thinkers, as pbilosophy itself, and Lewis
Carroll sbared this ïnterest. A paradox happens when two opposite notions
simultaneously occupy an identicaI position; when bath can he thought of as
equally valid, therefore making the problem unsolvable. This will lead us to
address the importance of the paradox as a means of expression of the Ureal"
and to grasp how, in Lewis Carroll's woele, through nonsense, meaning even­
tually makes its way into the readers mincis.

This paradoxical aspect of words, ideas or things willlead to a discussion
of the nature of the border which separates oppositional notions; the border
which delineates between concepts and which is aIso the line that creates an
opposition between them; the border (or is it ratber an interstitial space?)
which lies between reality and fiction, between sense and nonsense, connect­
ing space with time, and being with becoming. In discussing the border, our
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aim is ta reveal the arbitrariness of the categories that~ for the sake of commu­
nication, are created through language, and propose a different point of view,.
placing ourselves, paradoxically, within the limits. As humans, we tend to
frame reality into systems and create oppositions; this is a genuine human
inclination. Ye4 once conceived of as "universaIs," as permanent boundaries,
that is to say, once we become oblivious to the fluctuating nature of these cat­
egories, we May end up caught iuto immutable systems. 1will try to emphasise
how Lewis Carroll's worle. because of its use of nonsense and humour, offers
a potential for action in the "modem" world-a possibility ta address the
issues to which we are bound as architects, taday.

The investigation will then travel from the realm of words to the land of
geometrical entities. We will observe the major changes in the scientific mind­
set and how it departed from ancient cosmological frameworks and was pro­
gressively traDsformed in the '~modem" era This will allow us to explore how,
in the work of Lewis Carroll, the geometrical ideas navigate under the surface
and May he accessed from a specifie angle, reinforcing Lewis Carroll's fasci­
nating position as a geometrician of the nineteenth century and showing how
he relates to the changes undergone by the concept of geometry.

We will place ourselves, again, at the limits and try to see the connections
hetween space and lime as weil as the specific position occupied by geometry
in our understanding of such notions. Once we come to conceive of space as
something more than its Canesian dimension, as something infused with pres­
ence and therefore no longer detaehed from our perception, we may realise that
even though architects "make" space as they set the proper conditions for its
inhabitation, we all participate in the ~4creationt' ofspaces in a way that implies
embodied perception, which is never stable but changes in modes or moods,
according to our posture, our bodily humours, our sense of humour. For that
matter, precisely because it is a humoristic critique ofour "modem" condition,
the work of Lewis Carroll is highly relevant. In bis work, we cao read that
space does not preexist, but rather, that it is constantly hecoming what we
make oCit.

It will he important to make explicit how this creation of space is bound to
our perception, and how we understand orextract meaning from this act ofper­
ceiving, through movemen4 in a rhythmic manner. In a sense, there may he a
link between architecture, understood as our time-bound perception of a built
work-an actualisation of the programmatic criteria that were imagined by the
architect- and the ~~stagin~' ofa plo4 the l'housing" ofa fictional narrative in
a temporary constmction allowing for a theatrical performance. The perfor-
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mance, within an installation, is a condensed version. in a shoner period of
time, of some cbaracteristics belonging to bath the process ofconstruction and
the ways we inhabit architecture.

Renee, the content of this thesis is two-fold. Juxtaposed to the essay. a the­
oretical project serves as a test-an experimental field-for the ideas present­
ed and discussed in the main body of the text. Ropefully, the project will
demonstrate the links between an architectural program being actualised in our
time-bound perception of a bullt work, and a story that can he framed., tem­
porarily, in the space of its reenactment. On the other hand., the essay is an

attempt ta set a theoretical framework that allows the reader to come ta an
understanding of the project, ta imagine its potential, not only as an alternative
practice for architects today-a possibility for ethical action-but also., as
another point of view, as a different way to imagine what architecture could he
and how we can engage with it.
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EXERGUEl 1

On words and paradoxes

"One side will make you grow taller. and the other side will make
you grow sboner."

"One side of what? The other side of whlJl?" thought Alice to
herself.

"Of the mushroom." said the Caterpillar. just as if sbe had
asked it aIoud; and in another moment il was out of sight.

Alice remained looking tbougbtfuJly al the mushroom for a
minute. tlying to malœ out whicb were the IWo sides of it; and. as
il was perfectly round. sbe found this a very difficuIt question.2

Carroll. AlicesAdvenlUres in Wonder/and

Lewis Carroll is a well-known figure in the Western literary tradition. His
stories, written for children, quickly traDscended the realm of children's liter­
ature. AlicesAdventures in Wonder/and bas been, since its publication in 1865,
the object of numerous interpretations, subjected to a wide range of analyses
and studies, not only in the realm of literature and semiotics, but also from
philosophical, psychological. psychoanalytical, sociolagical and scientific
points of view. The book presents itseIf with sa Many layers of meaning that,
even though it bas been searched inside and out, it remains vivid for whoever
wants to venture into il. It speaks about our condition as humans and, for that
reasan, bears a kind of timelessness and crosses the barriers of cultural differ­
ences. The work bas been translated into aIl major languages and most of us
have come across Alice, al least once in our lives, ifnot through the book itself,
then through sorne of the numerous cinematographic or theatrical interpreta­
tians il has generated. The work of Lewis Carroll is not easily circumscribed;
created through nonsense and humour, it is resistant to a complete analysis or
demystification and cannot he exhausted by any Iiterary movement. It oscil-

1 In its original meaning in the French language~ the ward augrœ is defined as tSpQcthorsd'otU­
ure, which signifies a "spaœ outside of a work" but also a kind of uappetizer-space." The word
was rater used ta refer to the space asaibed for inscription on a medaI, and became, by exten­
sion, the inscription itself: an epigraph. In the contemporary meaning of the word, an~
is what presents, makes explicits or unfulds.

2 Lewis CarrolL Alias Adventures in WandtrfJmd. in TM Amrotattd Alice, with introduction and
notes by Martin Gardner (London: Penguin Books~ 1960) 73.



•

•

EXERGUE / ON WORDS AND PARADOXES 2

lares within the thin line that connects Romanticism and Surrealism. and sep­
arates art from science.3

My interest for the work of Lewis Carroll in relation to architecture was
triggered mainly by a desire to explore the potential of the paradox to bring
about space, to induce a temporal dimension in our enconnler with space. In a
text, there is a space that lies between the writer and the reader; it is there that
meaning is bidden and sought. In a building, there is a cleft between the phys­
ical space and the spaces created through our perception. 1 will try to malee
explicit bow the nonsensicaI element '~functions" in Lewis Carroll's writing,
and how it generates a paradoxical space.

Let us examine the paradox (para-doxa;4) as it bas been wondered at from
a philosophical standpoint. One paradox-if not the most famous in the bista­
ry of Western pbilosophy~an he revisited in the work of Zeno of Elea
(arouod 490-485 BC), who is known to have heen a student of Parmenides.
The famous paradox of U Achilles" was formulated, as part of a series of argu­
ments, in order to enricb the ideas of Zeno's master; it arose in the context of
the opposition between Parmenides and Heraclitus.

For Parmenides, the Being whicb fills everything is unique, immobile and
immulable. even though tbis idea May appear contradictory to our experience
of the world, which seems to he in a constant stage ofchange. For him. knowl­
edge is the result of our perception.. through reason, of the immutability of the
One: For Parmenides.. thinking and heing are identical and movement is an
illusion.S

On the other hand.. Heraclitus posits becoming-tbe constant flow of time
and the perpetuai flux of things-as the basic principle. He May he seen as
developing the fll'St instance of diaIecticaI thinking: he states that everything

3 Octavio paz expresses this idea of a romanticism that is not merely nostalgie of the past or a
reactionary attitude against the industriaI revolution and the sdentific mind-set, but a roman­
ticism that is trying to reconcile the mythos and the logos. According ta paz, sum movements as
Romanticism and Surrealism are uisions of the world that cm travei underground, through ms­
tory, and reappear when they are least expected. Octavio Paz, T12 Bow and the~ (Austin:
University of Texas Press 1973) chapter 8, especially 154-55.

4 The Latin domi can he translated into English as Iropinion.H In that sense, a paradox can be
understood as being contrary to common sense or commonly acœpted opinions, or at Ieast as
questioning the common sense.

5 This is a very brief summary of Parmenides's ideas, intended solely ta emphasise how they
cm be read in opposition ta Heracütes's position. My expIanation is based on the work ofG. S.
Kirk, I.E. Raven, M. Schofield, The Pmoc:ratic Philosaphm (London: Cambridge University Press
1957, 1983) 250-253.



•

•

EXERGUE 1 ON WORDS AND PARADOXES 3

bas ta he conceived in relation la ils conttary and that the One is. in itself. two­
fold. For Heraclitus, movement is the reality of the world which is in perpetu­
ai flux, and immobility is only an appearance. The river-image ilIustrates that
conception: "tJpon those that step inta the same rivers different and different
waters tlow ... They scaner and ... galber ... come together and flow away ...
approach and depart."6

As opposed as the two scbools may bave been, bath masters nevertheless
addressed the same problem; they observed a hiatus hetween the realm of ideas
and that of our sensory experience of the world. Zeoo's aim was to illustrate
that the hypothesis of movemen~ seen as a temporal change of '·position:'
leads to a contradiction. Zeno is lmown to have fonnulated four paradoxes or
arguments, aIl of which deal with the same question in slightly different ways.
In (Wo ofthese arguments, the idea of time is contradictory. The paradox of the
U Arrow" goes as follows. If we posit a concept of tinte as a succession ofdis­
tinct instants, and consider the movement of an arrow (from the moment it
leaves the bow of the archer to its final position reaching the target), dividing
this movement iota an infmite series of positions, it is possible to inter that, in
each of these positions-in each of these now's-the arrow is immobile. It fol­
lows that in the infmity of ail its possible positions, the arrow does oot move
and shall never reacb the target. On the other hand, ifwe posit time as an infi­
Dite continuum, the paradox of U Achilles" arises. An early recount of it can he
found in Aristode's Physics. u[T]he 'Achilles' ... amounts to thîs, that in a race
the quickest runner can never ovenake the slowest~ since the pursuer must first
reach the point wheoce the pursued staned~ so that the slower must always
hold a lead"7 Acbilles~ the fast and strong Greek warrior, shall never win the
race against the tonoise, the slowest nmner~ because the tonoise was given an
advantage and left before him. This is due to the fact that Achilles "bas to reach
the point from which the tonoise staned, and then the point the tonoise bad
reached when he reacbed its starting point, and so on ad inftnitum"g
Consequently, even though the distance between the runners is gradually
reduced~ it never disappears. Zeno's main coocem may have been to show the
illusory asPect of movement, yet the series of paradoxes he formuJated has bad

6 Ibid., 195.

7 Aristotle, Physics. Z9.2,39b14 in Kirk, Raven, and Scho6eld, The Pmoc:ratic P1ul0s0phers, 272.

8 Ibid•
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consequences in philosophy. from antiquity onwards; philosophers' attempts to
resolve the problem of the infmite regression are innumerable.9 From these
paradoxes. we learn that time can be imagined simultaneously as a series of
instants and an infinite continuum.

Lewis Carroll brought the paradox ofAchilles and the Tonoise to another
level. introducing its protagonists to the problem of language. In What The

Tonoise Said to Achilles, the Greek warrior "had overtaken the Tonoisen (we
all know that in ureal" life, a strong and fast Greek warrior wouId catch up with
a slow tortoise. even if the tortoise was given the advantage of leaving the
starting line in advance) "and had seated bimself comfortably on its back.n10

The two characters start a conversation:

"So you've gat to the end of our race-eourse?" said the Tortaise.
"Even though it does consist of an infmite series ofdistances? 1thought
some wiseacre or other had proved that the thing couldn't he done?"

"It can he done," said Achilles. "It has been done! Salvitur ambu­
lando. You see the distances were constantly diminishing: and so-"

"But if they had heen constantly increasing?" the Tonoise inter­
rupted. "How then?"11

The Tortoise proposes to tell Achilles the story of such a race-eourse, in which
the distances would increase infinilely. Achilles is quite excited and offers to
write down, in bis notebook, the successive steps of the race. The conversation
goes on:

"That beautiful proposition of Euclid!" the Tonoise munnured
dreamily. "You admire Euclid?"

"Passionately! So far, al least, as one can admire a treatise that
won't he publisbed for some centuries to come!"

"WeIl, now, let's take a little bit of the argument in tbat flISt propo­
sition-just [wo steps, and the conclusion drawn from tbem.... And, in
arder to refer to tbem conveniently, let's call thernA, Band Z:

(A) Things that are equaI to the same are equal to each other.
(B) The [wo sides of this Triangle are things tbat are equal to the

same.

9 ln Avatars ofthe Tartoise~ Borges gives a list of those who have fonnulated explanations for the
paradox~a list which goes as follows: ..Descartes~ Hobbes~ Leibniz~ Mill~ Rouvier, Goerg Cantor,
Gomprez~ RusselI~ Bergson.~ See Jorge Luis Borges~ "Avatars of the Tortoise~" in lAbyrinths
(New York: New Directions Books 1962) 2m.

10 Lewis Carroll~ "What The Tortoise Said ta Achilles~"in The Complete UIustnzttd l.nuis ÛlrroU
(Ware~ Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Editions 1996) 1104-

11 Ibid~ 1105
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(Z) The two sides of this Triangle are equal to each other:'12

Achilles accepts the logical sequence as valide The race begins as the Tonoise
puts the hero in a rather ackward position. The Tonoise accepts the premises A
and B, yet denies that they automatically justify the conclusion. Achilles is
obliged to interpolate a hypothetical proposition in order to convince the
Tortoise of the logical validity of the conclusion. The intermediary preposition
can he called C, and goes as follows:

(C) IfA and B are valid, Z is valide

Achilles writes il down in bis book. Having made this brief clarification, the
Tonoise accepts the validity of A, B and C, but not of Z. Achilles, indignant,
interpolates:

(0) If A, B and C are valid, Z is valid.

And then, not with a certain resignation:

(E) IfA, B, C, and D are valid. Z is valide

In Lewis Carroll's version of the paradox, the distances do not diminish, they
grow. 13 The Tonoise insists: U ~Until l've granted that [referring to proposition
(E)], of course, 1 needn't grant Z. 50 it's quite a necessary step, you sec?' ~I

see,' said Achilles; and there was a touch of sadness in bis tone. t "14 A few
months later the narrator of the story goes back to recount the race. At that
point Achilles is writing down another line. In bis note-book, there are one
thousand and one of these intermediary propositions..

When Lewis Carroll revisits the paradox ofAchilles and the Turtle, he does
oot express bis ideas in a discursive manne~ rather, he uses bis prefered means

12 Ibid.• 1106.

13 1owe this passage te Borges's Atutars oft/œ Tortoise. Borges points out that the infinite r:egres­
sion, rrgrtssus in injinitum, is perhaps applicable to an subject matters, revealing the intricate
reIationship between logic, words and phü05Oph~See Borges, ..Avatars of the Tortoise," 206-7.

14 Lewis Carroll, 'What The Tortoise Said te Achilles:Ir 1107•
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of addressing philosophical notions: the dialogue fonn. 1S Wbat we leam from
the conversation between Achilles and the TonoÎSe is that such notions as time
or movement~ in order to he understood not ooly as abstract logicai notions. but
also as ideas~ as philosopbical concepts7are bound to words and ta the rela­
tionship induced by words in our reasoning. As Bertrand Russell pointed ou~

the infmite argument around the hypothetical proposition bas to he made con­
crete. using a word like ~'therefore7" a ward which implies a decision of the
truth or falsehood of the premises involved in the syllogism.16

In that sense7not only does Lewis Carroll acknowledge the insolubility of
Zeno's paradox, he stretches it further~ illusttating the importance of language
and the inevitable ambivalence that results from the problematic aspect of
words. As Borges explains using William James's argumen~ ~l>not only does the
paradox of Zeno ofElea trigger the reality of space, but aIso tbat of time which
is thinner and more vulnerable. 1would add that it puts in a state ofemergency
the notion of existence within a physical body, the idea of pennanent
immutability, and the flow of a night in one's life."17 Borges concludes, giv­
ing his personaI opinion: l>'Zeno cannot he contradicted, unless we force our­
selves ta acknowledge space and lime as ideals."18 The paradox is an expres­
sion of '~reality:' It is an ambivalent yet evocative image of the reaI. As we
sball see furtber on~ with the transformation of the scientific mind-set in the
modem er~ the concept of lime and consequently the notion of space bave
tended to he idealised and detaehed from the reality ofexperience. This ideal­
isation reached a kind of paroxysm in the nineteenth century and, for that rea­
son~ Lewis Carroll's subtIe position becomes even more fascinating.

Carroll's approach to the paradox of Zeno is insightfuJ. He was reacting
against Victorian society's pragmatism and questioning, in such a mode of
thought, the possibility of accessing "absolute" truth tbrough scientific method

15 As Ernest Coumet points out in bis article "Lewis Carrolliogicien~"whether written under
bis pseudonym or published under bis real name~ Dodgson~s work almost always takes the
Corm of a dialogue. The first paragraph of Aliœ's At/ventures in WmuIu1Jmd opens with AIiœ~s

comment on the book that her sister is read.in~ a book which apparently does not contain any
pictures or conversation: 1# 'and what is the use of a book'~ thought Alice, 'without pictures or
conversations?' " see Ernest Coumet, "l.ewis Carroll logicien," in Lewis Carroll, CXuvns (paris:
Robert Laffont 1989) 2:761.

16 Bertrand Russell~ The Principles ofMathnrultics (London: Allen & Unwin 1931) 34.

17Jorge L Borges~ "La course perpetuelle d'Achille et de la tortue", in Discussion (paris: Oeznms
complètes, Gallimard, Bibliothèque de la Pléiade, 1993) 247. My translation.

18 Ibid., 248. The translation and italics are mine•
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aIone~ regardless of the problematic aspect of language and the evocative
power of poetry, reducing language to a system.19 Is it not the case that any
syste~ no matter how complex it May appear., always circumscrihes a certain
field or realm-a world-and that the rest is then left outside. rejected or not
addressed? Does the heauty of a system not lie in its self-sufficiency? In our
··modemn attitude there is a tendency to step outside a system in order to build.
just beside il., another one that is antagonistic to the former; the union of thase
two systems then constitutes another system (two radically opposed systems
are always tightly connected., like the (wo sides of the same coin). However,
we leam from Lewis Carroll's approach that there May he a way ta avoid delu­
sion; it may he possible to enter a syste~ work within its limits (precisely at
the limit) and create a new eomponent (a critique) that induces a slight move­
ment. Language is polysemie and in that sense, there is an ambiguity that can­
nat he resolved., but in the mind-in the imagination-ail antagonistic systems
can coexist. Il is the attribute ofpoetry. ofpoetie language, ta reveal these para­
doxes.

19 c. S. Peirce (1839-1914), Lewis Carroll's contemporary, formulated the First Principle of
Pragmatism: "One's concept of the effeds ofa thing are equivalent te one's concept of the thing
itseff." This maxim is the methodological basis of CmtctptuaI A7Ullysis. The eventual analysis of
these concepts (intellectualised consequences of action) can be confronted with œality through
experienœ (intellectual and practical experimentation); this reasoning is called Abduction.
Peirce formulatecl the triadic relation of the sign te its obiectr where every concept of being is
mediated. through the intellectualisation of the interpreting consciousness. In the end~ truth is
what is acœpted by a community of scientists alter careful experïments and abductions. (What
I tell you tlute times is tTue.) Throughout bis work~Carroll tries ta show the inherent circuIarity
of such logic. See C. S. Peirce, Colleded Papers voL 5 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press
1934) 1, 90-93~ 186•
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Nonsense in movement on a very narrow wall

The shop seemed to he full ofall manner of curious things-but the
oddest pan of it was that. whenever she looked hard at any shelf. to
make out exacdy what it had on il. that particular shelf was aIways
quite emplY.. though the others round it were crowded as full as they
could hold.20

Carroll. Through the ÙJoking Glass

Through the reading of a work of fiction, the imagination is triggered and
the mind is set free to travel in all possible directions. Lewis Carroll's fiction
aIlows for such a movement to take place, through a specifie means, nonsense,
a realm in whieh he was a pioneer. His work represents, according to Gilles
Deleuze, '1he ftrSt great mise-en-scène of the paradoxes of sense."21 Lewis
Carroll's peculiar use of words reveals the paradoxicai nature of meaning, the
inescapable coexistence of antagonistic notions. His work follows a logie of
nonsense that is expressed tbrough different means and in the stories, the non­
sensical element-or particle-varies. It May he a word that circulates and
connects odd notions, an esoterie word which tells its own meaning an~ for
that reason, acquires a kind of neutrality. It can aIse he a portmanteau, a ward
created from the meanings of different words, as Humpty Dumpy explains to
Alice in Through the Looking Glass and What Alice Found There: ''''Well.,
"slithi' means "lithe and slimy". "Lithe" is the same as "active". You see, it's
like a portmanteau-there are two meanings packed in one word."'22 In sorne
of CarroIl's texts, the whole structure of the tale follows a logic of nonsense:
two staries move in different rhythms on each side of an odd borderline.23 In
Wonderland, it seems that the nonsensical element is conveyed throughAlice9s
changes of positions or movements in space, movements which are connecte~

as 1shall emphasise later. with notions like scale and duration. Tune and move­
ment are put in relation to a space that is unstable and whose boundaries are

20 Lewis Carroll, TItrough the Looking Glass and What Alice Found ThDe, in The Annotated Alia,
with introduction and notes by Martin Gardner (London: Penguin Books, 1960) 253.

21 Gilles Deleuze, The lagie ofsense, trans. Mark Lester, Charles StivaIe (New York: Columbia
University Press 1990), xili.

22 Carroll, Through the looking Glass, 271.

23 On these literary processes, see Gilles Deleuze, The Logic ofSense•
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mobile.
In Through the Looking Glass...., Humpty Dumpty is sitting on a very high.,

Darrow wall. It is indeed a precarious situation that nonetheless allows him ta
claim a kind of mastery over words.

"When 1 use a word.,"" Humpty Dumpty said in rather a scomful
tone., nit means just what 1choose it to mean-neither more nor less.'"

"The question is", said Alice, ~~hether you can make words Mean
so many different things.""

·~e question is"., said Humpty Dumpty, ·'which is ta he master­
that's all." ...·They've a temper., sorne of them-particuIarly verbs.,
they're the proudest-adjectives you can do anything with., but not
verbs-bowever, 1 can manage the whole of them! Impenetrability!
That's wbat 1sayt"24

Unlike Humpty Dumpty, we shall never completely restrain the words' plural­
ity of meaning; the words will always evoke much more than what we want
them to say-or much less. Like Alice, we are bound to remain at the level of
the ground., facing the wall, unable to get this overview and control upon words
that Humpty Dumpty's position a1lows for., unless we force our imagination
and venture ta play. Something happens through playon words, once we
acknowledge their peculiar behaviour. Nonsense expresses the possible coex­
istence of opposites but aIso reveaIs their opposition, and therefore., presents a
dichotomy. Nonsense, approached in sucb terms, could he said ta he the 00­
guistie expression of our paradoxical encounter with the world. Consequently,
nonsense sbould not he understood as an absence of meaning, but rather as a
surplus of sens, a combination of opposite directions (sens) and meanings
(sens) that coexist.2S Between these opPOsites t there is necessarily a limit-a
point., a plane, a body; a certain Humpty Dumpty sitting on a very narrow
wall- that separates bath. It is in between and tberefore cannot he flXed; it
moves, it transforms itself., or else it appears ta he flXed., but ooly for a certain
lime, because the mind a1ways oscillates hetween the!Wo sides.

In this sense, the paradox creates a space: the limit that separates the two
sides of the opposition is set in motion tbraugh nonsense; it circuJates. like an
empty box or an inaccessible item., like the constantly escaping point that the

24 CarroU~ Through lM Looking Glass, 269.

25 The word llsens,w in French, signifies sense, meaning and direction at the same time. The
way we encounter the world through sensory experiences is what "aeates- meaning. And the
idea of orientation or direction implied in the word -sens" renders manifest the mobile nature
of meaning, the fact that it is situated in bttwtm and constïtutes an~t•
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arrow follows, like the infinity of positions between Achilles and the Tartoise.
The movement happens in both directions simultaneously, the limit becomes
thick, the line that the nonsensical panicle follows becomes a circle, a cycle.
The interstitial space is always becoming, it is the site of events. It is a pure
becoming that can never he achieved because it would then he. Plata empha­
sises this dualism between being and becoming when he wrîtes, in the
Parmenides u ••• the younger becoming aIder than the aider, the oider becom­
ing younger than the younger-but they can never fmally become 50: if they
did they would no longer he becoming, but would he so.n26 In the end, becom­
ing implies status quo-it speaks of immobility-because the transformation
occurs in bath directions concurrently.

There is an immense distance, yet a wonderful proximity, between the
realm of ideas and our perception of the world. There is a land in between that
Plato would calI "space.n This space does not exist, it becomes--or altema­
tively, it alIows things to happen. [t is between the words and the things, yet il
is what constitutes bath. In essence? In fact? It is hidden inside the things and
at the surface of things. Through language-through speecb-this entre-deux
is uttered at a cenain moment and becomes real. As we shall see, geometry
somehow panicipates in this utterance; it evinces a common desire to reveal,
to order, that is to say, to access a deeper understanding of things.

If the task of metaphysics is precisely to try and express the unutterable, to
put into words these hints at what is ungraspable, ideas may he revisite~

expressed in different ways, approached from different angfes~ but the reality
they anempt to describe, or reveal, ultimately remains concealed. In a sense, it
is the play that matters. And perhaps concealment is countered in a more pow­
erful way through oblique means of communication or through our encounter
with works of art. In bis book Metaphysical HOmJr, Leszek Kolakowski
explains how myths have a peculiar status that is not exactly ·~eory" because
the reality they refer to is ultimate; because the content of the mythological
"stary" is precisely speaking about the unspeakable. He writes:

It is plausible to think that various aspects of the ultimate reality are
best expressed in religious worships and an-though not in the sense
of a painter depicting the Absolute on the canvas or a priest explaining
it in theoretically satisfactory categories. It is ratber that what is name­
less and not depictable may he binted at-at least in intense religious

26 Plata, Parrrrmides, 154-155, trans. F. M. Cornforth, in E. Hamilton and H. Cairns, eds. Plata:
The Colledttl Dialogues (New York: Bollingen Foundation 1961) 946.
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and anistic acts-in such a manner that the hint conveys a feeling of
understanding, a kind of momentary satisfaction which both is valid in
cognitive terms and provides a certainty of being 4in touch with' or
'within' that which is more real than daily life reality. The satisfaction
is bound to he momentary; it could assen itself as a permanent achieve­
ment only if its message were convertible ioto theoretical concepts
which it is not by its very nature.27

Even though we can come to agree that Absolute truth is beyond our reaeh, we
nonetheless aim towards it-this is aIso a human inclination. Even though we
stand upright and coneeive of our posture in relation to the world as somehow
vertical, there is always a slight angle that generates an oscillating movemen~

towards truth and again away from it. Body and mind pereeive the world from
an aImost imperceptible angle, only a few degrees away from the right angle.
There is no such thing as a perfeetly right angle in the realm ofhuman experi­
ences and thoughts. This angle keeps Absolute truth away from our reach while
giving us the inclination to pursue the search.

It seems that Lewis Carroll's writing aIso places him in afunambulesque28

position, a position similar to Humpty Dumpty sitting on bis wall (see fig. 2).
In order to reflect upon the impassibility of getting ta a complete, objective
understanding of things, the impossibility of bridging the gap between ideas
and the world that these ideas wish to "resemble"-that is to say, in order to
critieise the systematic approaches of pragmatism-Lewis Carroll creates,
within the limits of language, a new language, bringing nonsense to an
unprecedented leveL He uses the subtleties of language and therefore manages
to "save" bis argument. His work tells us tbat it is possible to deaI with pro­
found human questions, ta revisit the tradition ofWestem philosophy, in a way
that remains tied ta our reality, that is to say, without enclasing aurselves inta
immutable systems.

Language and geometry May he more than systems, and there MaY he a
Unie, however oblique and tenuous, between art and science that coincides with
the land ofgeometry. Working within the limits of language, Lewis Carroll cre­
ates a new language in order to express lingering questions of humanity. They
sound and appear completely new., even new-homo Language ceases to be a
flXed system but is conceived as growing continuously ioto something else: a

27 Leseek Kolakowski, Methaphysiazl Horror (Oxford, and New York.: Basil BlackweII 1988) 88­
89.

28 ReIaterl to tightrop~ walking. The narrowness of Humpty Dumpty's wall implies the notions
of equilibrium and movemenL
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language that is alive. Words enter in a dance. they play, and sometimes they
eal each other: Snark!

Humpty Dumpty's wall may he extremely narrow, it is nonetheless on its

edge that meaning appears to he ~~in control", but this appearance remains tem­
porary and Humpty Dumpty's oscillating manners-ttying to keep his bal­
ance-testify to the fragility of such an appearance. Meaning is unstable and
undeniably escapes us once we enter iuto a dialogue and try to express ideas­
to communicate. It saon falls back to its plural nature and opens onto interpre­
tations. In a sense, this is Humpty Dumpty's tragic end.

~Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall:
Humpty Dumpty had a great falI.
AIl the king's horses and aIl the

King's men
Couldn't put Humpty Dumpty in his

place again.'2'T

fa

•

Fig. 2
GeometricaJ behaviour: the dancing ostrich. trom "Lewis Carrolliogicien.- postface by
Ernest Coumet to -Logique sans peine; Lewis Carrollt oeuvres (Paris: Robert Laffont 1989).

29 Carroll,. Through the Loolcing GÙlsS, 262
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The Land of Geometry

"While you're refreshing yourself.tt said the Queen. --ru jUSI
take the measurements.ft And she look a ribbon out of her pocket.
marked in incbes. and began measuring the ground. and sticking Iit­
tIe pegs in here and there.

"At the end of (Wo yards.tt she said. putting in a peg to mark
the distance. ur shaH give you your directions:'30

Carroll. Through the loolcing Glass

The paradox brings about. to borrow Borges's expression, l>tenuous
labyrinths of time.' Opposite notions coincide in fragments of time which
engender an oscillating movement. Such coincidences take place in an inter­
stitial space wbich is perhaps the same space-the space between the realm of
ideas and the world of experience-that Plato is referring ta as chora.

According to Plato, it is through geometry-tbrough a geometrical way of
thinking-that the philosopher is enabled to bridge the gap between the two
realms, ta reveal the arder of things in relation to the orcier of the cosmos. In
Plato's Georgias, Socrates emphasises the importance of geometry, be tells
Callicles:

... that heaven and earth and gods and men are beld together by com­
munion [koinonia] and friendship [philia], by orderliness [cosmiotes],
temperance [sophrosyne], and justice [dikaiotes]•... Now you, as it
seems to me, do not give the proper anention to this, for aIl you clev­
emess, but have failed to observe the great power ofgeometrical equal­
ity amongst both gods and men: you bold tbat self-advantage is wbat
one ougbt to practice, because you neglect geometry.31

Geometry occupies a central position in the development of Western philoso­
pby, both in the way geometry tends to he related to the expression of ideas­
its inextricability from language-and in the way we construct meaning and

30 Ibid., 211.

31 Plate, Georgias, 508a, transL w. R. M. Lanb (Cambridge, Mass., and London: Lœb Oassical
Ubrary, 1939).
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understand theses ideas, somehow, in geometrieaJ terms.32 VU1Ually, we tend
to organise fragments of thoughts, to give a shape to an idea or to Ubuild" a
structure around it. We malee our point, we follow a line (of thought) and,
eventually, get eaught into a circuIar argument. In this process. the panicipa­
tion of the geometrical and mathematical realms is implicit. Numbers and geo­
metrie figures were underst~ from the time of the early Greek philosophers
until the nineteenth century, as Mediators between the world of man and high­
er instances: they constituted a way to access knowledge. This strange inter­
ference of both the geometrical and the mathematieal realms in hurnan thînk­
ing led the Most ancient philosophers to believe that man's soul couId he a
number moving itself (see fig. 3).33

"Geometry is the Science of Measuring the Land." In bis Mathematical
Prae/ace to the Books ofEuclid. published in 1570, John Dee gives us a defi­
nition of this Ane Mathematical. What is the nature of the land that geometry
measures? Dee reCers to remote limes and places, and to the wars and injus­
tices that took place when man staned to measure and divide the eanhly
ground, creating frontiers and naming pieces of land that became bis property
or the property of a nation; "Till, by Gods Mercy, and mans Industry, The per­
Cect Science of Lines, Plaines, and Solides (like a divine Justicer) gave unto
every man, bis owne [Iand]."34 John Dee's defmitions of bath the mathemati­
cal and geometric entities reveal the paradoxical interval occupied by

Euclidean geometry.

For. these beyng (in a manner) middIe, betwene thinges supematurall
and naturall: are not so absolute and excellent, as thinges supematural:
nor yet 50 base and grosse as things natura!: But are thinges immateri..
aIl: and neverthelesse, by materiall things able somewhat to be signi..
fied. And though their particuIar Images, by Art, are aggregable and
divisible: yet the generall Formes, notwithstandyng, are constant,
unchangeable, untrisfonnable and incorruptible. Neither of the sense,
can tbey, at any tyme, be perceived or judged. Nor ye~ for all that, in

32 Michel Sertes, Les origines de la giomitrie (Paris: Flammarion 1993). According to Serres,
geometry remains outside cultural differences and dogmas and, in the same wa}T, outside of
singuIar scientific moments. In that sense, geometry is common to humanity: But the logos it
measures remains mysterious and, somehow, original to all origins.

33 John Dee, The Mathematical Praefaœ ta tlœ Elements of Eudid (ofMegaraJ (London: John Day
1570) 4. In this passage, Cee expresses the primordial status of mathematics and geometry in
human affairs, he mers to the most ancient philosophers~ but unfortunately does not give more
precise information on the identity of these thînkers.

34 Dee, The Mat1r.ematical Praefizee.14•
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the royall mynde of man9 first conceived~ ~~. A merveylous newtralitie
have tbese thinges Mathematicall and aIse a strige panicipatio betwene
thinges supematurall9 immonaII9 intellectuaI9 simple9 and indivisible:
and thynges naturall9 mortait sensibIe9 compounded and divisible~ 35

The three realms of"things" are different and remain distan~ even though they
constantly interact~ Nonetheless, the position of the geometrical entities is one
of neutrality~ It is precisely in this "in-between" land constituted by geometry
that every man can access the idea of infmity~

AIl Magnitude, is either a Line, a Plaine or a Solid. Which Line, Plaine
or Solid, of no Sense, can be perceived, nor exactly by hid (any way)
represented: nor of Nature produced: But, as (by degrees) Number did
come to our perceiverance: Sa, by visible formes, we are holpen
[helped] ta imagine, what our Une Mathematical, is~ What our point,
is~ So precÎ8e9 are our Magnitudes, that one Line is no broader than an
other: for they have no bredth: Nor our Plaines have any thicknes. Nor
yet our Bodies, any weight: he they never so large of dimensio~ Our
Bodyes, we can have SmalIer, tban eitber Ane or Nature can produce
any: and Greater also, than all the worId can comprehend.36

If geometry does nol measure the real earth-the earth that we experience in
our embodied experience-and ifgeometry does not constitute an idea-being
greater and smaller than all possible thoughts-tbat is to say, ifgeometry mea­
sures a land of its own which lies in-between these two realms9 its origin then
becomes problematic. Was geometry created by humans or was it rather given,

•

Fig. 3
Illustration of the geometrical proportions of the head.
from Luca Paciali. -Divina Proportio".
Although the drawing is meant to reveal the divine pro­
portions of the human figure. one could read, in this
image, an analogy to the geometrical 1H!haviour- of the
human mind~

35 Ibid., 2­

36 Ibid., 13.

." .
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and for that reason, is geometry umaking" us what we are?
Until the nineteenth century, the Euclidean principles, regardless of bow

paradoxical they may appear to the modem reader, had not yet needed to he
proven. The defmitions of the point and the line, for example, were "'given."
The theorems were deduced from the essence of the geometrical eotities; they
constituted unquestionable truths. The Most radical transformation in the
understanding of the Euclidean principles occurred in the nineteenth century:
Euclid's axiom about the parallelism of lines was questioned. What if parallel
lines did meet somewhere further tban the fanhest imaginable dîstance­
somewbere at infinity?

In our tactile experience, in which bands follow the edges of a table, par­
allel lines do not meet. For the eyes, looking toward the horizon, they do
appear to meel. For the painter, willing to create an image that would convey
a sense of the real, they do meet on the canvas. For Euclid, in the entre·deux
occupied by geometty, parallel lines are paraUel. They remain geometrical
entities and therefore, they do not meel "But who would need parallellines to

meet'?" wrote Dodgson in Euclid and His Modem Rivais. For the nineteenth­
century new-geometricians, they meet somewbere at infinity, and because
infinity has become part of the world. as 1sball explain further on, they meet
somewhere in the thickness of the trace left by the pen, or at the south pole.

Euclid and His Modem RivaIs was publisbed in 1879, under Carroll's real
name, Charles L. Dodgson. Dodgson devoted Most of bis life to the work of
Euclid. he was a don and lecturer at Christ Church College, in Oxford, where
he taught matbematics for over twenty-five years. Concurrently, he wrote and
published numerous pamphlets and articles criticizing-a1ways in a winy,
humoristic manner-aIl sons of matters tbat appeared problematic ta him, in
the context of bis life at Oxford. Euclid and His Modem Rivais ...... is present­
ed in dramatic form..." Dodgson explains, U •••panly because it seemed a better
way of exhibiting in altemation the arguments on the two sides of the ques­
tion." The question he addressed in this literary 66experiment"-writing about
scientific matters in a somehow humoristic way-was clearly expressed in the
prologue to the drarna:

610e abject of this little book is to fumish evidence, fml, that it is
essential, for the purpose of teaching or examining in elementary
Geometry, to employ one text-book ooly; secondly, that there are
strong a priori reasons for retaining, in all its main features, and spe­
cially in ilS lreatment ofparallels, the ManuaI of Euclid; and thirdly,
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that no sufficient reasons have yet been shown for abandoning it in
favour of any of the modem Manuals which have been offered as sub­
stitutes.31

Dodgson expands on the literary fonn that he adopted; he writes:

1 have permitted a glimpse al the cornic side of things only at fitting
seasoDS....... Pitying mends bave wamed me of the fate upon which 1am
cushing: they have predicted tha~ in thus abandoning the dignity of a
scientific writer. 1 shall alienate the sympathies of all true scientific
readers, who will regard the book as a Mere jeux d'esprit, and will not
trouble themselves ta look for any serious argument in it..... In further­
ance of the great cause which 1 have at heart-the vindication of
Euclid's masterpiece-I am content ta nID sorne risk; thinking it far
better that the pmehaser of this littIe book should read i~ though il he
with a smile. than that. with the deepest conviction of its seriousness of
purpose, he should leave it unopened on the shelf.38

The drama takes place at midnight9 in a College study. l>uMinos' (a University
examiner who bas been commissioned by the ghost of Euclid to criticize the
worles of bis Modem RivaIs). and Herr Niemand (a ghostly German Professor
who appears as counsel for the authors criticized)"39 carefully go through thir­

teen manuals meant to replace EucIid's Elements for the purpose of teaching
elementary Geometry. The authors criticized are, unamely, Legendre-the
American writers. Chauvene~ Loomis, and Pierce-the English Writers,
Cooley, Cuthbenson, MoreO, Reynolds, W"ùlock. WÙSOD, and Wright-and the
Syllabus put forth by 'The Association for the Improvement of Geometrical
Teaching/ together with WHson's book founded on the Syllabus.."40 In 1885,
Dodgson pubIished a Supplement to "Euclid and his Modem Rivais", in which
another modem rival, M. Henrici. goes through the same critique.. In the last
I>act' ofEuclid and His Modem Rivais, the phantom ofEuclid reappears.. As at
the beginning of each ac~ Dodgson gives a little introduction.

Scene as before. Time. the early dawn. Minos slumbering uneasily.

37 Charles LDodgson, Eliclid and His Modern Rivais, (London: Macmillan &t Co.) preface. Itallics
mine.

38 Ibid.

39 Charles L Dodgson, Suppltmntt to "Euclid and his Modem RimIs"(London: Macmillan and
Co. 1885), preface. "Herr Niemand" is the German equivalent of"MI: Nobody".

40 Ibid., preface•
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havingfaLIenforwards upon the table, hisforehead resting on che ink­
stand. To him enter Euclid on np-roe, followed by the phantasms of
Archimedes. Pythagoras~ Aristotle~ Plato, &c.. who have come to see
fair play.41

We can wonder who these other philosophers, implicit in the term et cetera.
may he for Dodgson. In fact, perhaps the whole of Western philosophy is
included in the term. In a sense~ we can inter that for Dodgson. every philo­
sophical moment is concemed with Euclidean geometry and shall not neglect
it in favor of other geometries~ even though these "new'~ geometries remain
fascinating ways of looking at the world in order to generate thought. He
insists on the fact that the non-Euclidean geometries shall not replace Euclid's
principles, especially in the matter of introducing young students to the geo­
metrical reaIm. "Euclid's last words" are as follows:

Let me carry the hope tbat 1have convinced you of the importance, if
Dot the necessity, of retaining my order and numbering, and my method
of treating straight Lines, angles~ right angles. and (most especially)
Parallels. Leave me these untouched, and 1 shall look on with great
contentment while other changes are made-while altemaùve proofs
are appended to mine-and while new problems and theorems are
interpolated. In all tbese matters my ManuaI is capable of aImost
unlimited improvement.42

This is very insightful regarding Dodgson's position. It seems clear that for
him, the teaching of Euclidean geometry hears more implications than being
solely knowledge that can be applied rapidly and with efficiency by the stu­
dents. We can understand, both from the form of the book and its content~ that
Euclid~s principles are concemed with something else than mere ways of fmd­
ing the Most "efficient" praof for a given problem. In the Euclidean text. the
Iogical links between a series of elements~ theorems and axioms then consti­
tute rather a kind of Icnowledge about knowledge.. This knowledge concems a
mode of thought and how ideas are connected to our Perception of the world..
Consequently, Dodgson's reaction is not against non-Euclidean geometries as
other ways of philosophising; rather~ bis critique is directed towards a flatten­
ing ofEuclid~s work~ areduction ofits implications. Dodgson's critique touch-

41 Dodgson, Euclid and His Modern RirJals, 183.

42 Ibid., 199.



•

•

EXERGUE 1 mE lAND OF GEOMETRY 19

es upon something that was inevitably bound to happen. Eventually, Euclidean
geometry became a minor geometry within the realm of aIl possible geome­
tries. As Gaston Bachelard writes in The New Scientiftc Spirit:

[Modem} science is Iike a half-renovated city, wherein the new (the
non-Euclidean. say) stands side by side with the oId (the Euclidean)....
Non-Euclidean geometry was not invented in order to contradict
Euclidean geometry. It is more in the nature of an adjunct,. which makes
possible an extension of the idea of geometry to its logical conclusion,
subsuming Euclidean and non-Euclidean aIike in an overarching "pan­
geometry".43

Euclidean geometry, which was gradually transfonned by the development of
infmitesimal calculus in the seventeenth and eighteenth cennuy44, was ulti­
mately obliterated by the new geometries that developed and hegan to he
··applied" in Dodgson's time. The scientific milieu of the nineteenth century
did Dot reject Euclidean geometry. Rather, it was integrated and became a par­
ticular instnnnent,. one of many, within a broader and more generalised
geometry that claimed ta explain every phenomenon. Euclidean principles
have aIse tended to he misconceived. Today, they are understood as stiff,
instrumental and systematised explanations of reality, while non-Euclidean
geometries are seen as new formal reaIrns that describe reality and the universe
more accurately. This misunderstanding may he attributed to the fact that sci­
ence has acquired an autonomous status and is no longer explicitly connected
ta the realm of ideas, or to the reality of lived, embodied experience. Bachelard
discusses the consequences of this newly acquired autonomy. He draws our

43 Fust published in French in 1934, Gaston Bachelard's book TMN~ Scimtific Spirit is a pfOb.
lematic work. Bachelard's position in favor of the new scïentific tongues, which he sees as
bringing light to the limitations of the andent scientific knowledge. can he qualified, as Jean
Hippolite pointed out, as "romanticism of the intellect." Bachelard expresses, in this early
work, a belief in the new sciences as bearers ofa great potential for the "progress" of the human
phiJosophical endeavour. ln his later works, as for example in The Pottics ofSpIlce, Bachelard's
position becomes more critical, as he addresses the importance of poetic imagination in the
human encounter with the world. Nevertheless, TMN~ Sdtntific Spirit constitutes a survey of
the successive changes undergone by the scientific mind-set sinœ the beginning of modemi~
a survey which appears to me to be quite accurate and thought provoking. See Gaston
Bachelard, TheN~ Scitntific Spirit, trans. A. Goldhammer (Boston:Beacon Press 1984) 8.

44 Even though infinitesimal calculus was important for the development of non-Euclidean
geometries, it remained, until the end of the eighteenœn~ at the level of ideas. The link
between infinitesimal calculus and metaphysical notions is explidt in the work of Leibniz. We
perœive a land of transposition,. in ms work, of the paradoxical notion of time (both linear and
cyclicaI) to a more genera1 notion of space, or,. ta be more precise, ofour peraption ofspace. His
work aIso evinces how ideas aeate images in the mind: it illustrate5 how geometry participates
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attention to the se1f-creative power of modem science.

Wonderworking reason designs its own miracles. Science conjures up
a world. by means not of magic immanent in reality but of rational
impulses immanent in mind. The first achievement of the scientific
spirit was to create reason in the image of the world; modem science
bas moved on to the project ofconstructing a world in the image of rea­
son. Scientific work makes rational entities real. in the full sense of the
word.45

This ecboes Nietzsche's idea that the world has become a fable, tbat we have
not only destroyed the real world, but that through this destruction, the world
of appearances was aIso abolished.46

But prior ta the destnlction of the world and its consequent transformation
into an imaginary entity was the split between the world as ureality" and the
world as uappearance.n With Descartes (or is it rather with the Canesian read­
ing of the world?), modem man found a new state of existence as a thinking
being and was allowed to step outside of the materiality of me world in order
ta observe, reason upon and eventually understand the arder of things, from a
distant point of view. Body and mind were separated in a drastic way, the body
was caught in the homogenous space-the space of the res exrensa-while the
mind of the thinking subject could travel outside of this space, freed from cos­
mological fears and limitations. In the Canesian view, the mind became a geo­
mettical point-an immobile point-from which the subject was enabled to
access the objective mathematical truths in the world. In mat sense, the scien­
tific mind-set that characterises "modernity" can he qualified, as Bachelard
pointed out, as being metaphysically inductive.47 From alogie that previously
functioned in a deductive manner~ the scientific spirit gradually transformed.
and both reality and ideas were approached in different terms. using the induc­
tive process which stans from a hypothetical assertion, an assertion that necels
to find proof.

There seems to he an unsolvable paradox in the modem spirit. The real
worId was transformed into an ideal version of itself but this idealisation was

in our understanding of complex notions. See leibniz~Manadology, in G.W.Leibniz: Philosophiazl
Esssys, 00. and trans. Roger Ariew and Daniel Garber (Indianapolis, and Cambridge: Hackett
Publishing Co. 1989) 21~225.

45 Bachelard, The Nœ Scimtïftc Spirit, 13.

46 see Friedrich Nietzsche, Tunlight of lM ldols, trans. R. J. HollingdaIe (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1968).

47 Bachelard, The Nœ Scimtiftc Spirit, 6.
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subsequently used to create a new reality, a new worid which became the real
one. As Nietzsche wrote, "It is Dot the victory of science that distinguishes our
nineteenth century, but the victory of scientific method over science.'~48 There
was a shift in what constitutes the purpose of science: from being the expres­
sion of a vision of the world-a philosophy-it gradually transformed inta a
power ta decipher, that is ta say, a method of accessing the tnlth of the world.

In the nineteenth century, the implicit link between science and philosophy
(their common rhetorical search for meaning) was stretched to the timit of its
elasticity. The language of science, the abstract language of mathematics,
acquired a higher status of tnltb than the '~gar" language of spoken or writ­

ten forms of communication. In the mind of the scientists, the mathematical
formulas became accurate "models" of reality: the wbole of creation could he
described in algebraic tenns.49

The corner stone of the whole edifice [the scientific synthesis of ail
geometries), then, is the algebraic form. Put simply, algebra contains all
relations and nothing but relations. The uequivalence" of different
geometries is defined in terms of relations, and it is as relations that
geometries have reality, not by reference to any object, experience, or
intuition.sa

This new abstract language was meant to resolve the distance between the
words of discursive language and what they describe. Nineteenth-century sci­
entists in newly specialised and autonomous disciplines participated with great
enthusiasm in the scientific endeavour; for the~ science appeared as the only
possible way to fmd the "true" nature of things. The scientific quest became a
means to achieve a complete and perfeet understanding of God's creation,
which was tbere for human beings to decipher and , eventually, uansform. The
arcbaic meaning of the word "truth" implies an ethical dimension: to he !rUe

in one's action, character or utterance, to he sincere.S1 On the other hand, the
modem scientific mind is concemed more with whether a statement is true or
faIse, even though the question that the statement is meant to answer was cre-

4SFriedrich Nietzsche, The Will ta Power, trans. Walter Kaufmann and R.J. Hollingdale (New
York: Random House, 1967), 261, No. 466.

49 Algebra is an absolute language and its signs no longer refer to reality. It is an abstract lan­
guage in which numbers do not have symbolic values. Even infinity (00) becomes a number for
the mere purpose of solving mathematical problems.

50 Bachelard, The New Sciortific Spirit, 29.

51 Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dietionary, (Tenth Ed.I993) 1269.
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ated by the scientists themselves and may not hear any relation whatsoever
with the reality of the world of human experiences. Hypotheses must fmd
proofs. Observed effects must have corresponding causes. In tbat sense, the
scientific endeavour becomes, in itself, an infinite project.

As the concept of knowledge acquired an unIimited quality, the world was
also extended to infmity, and once infmity became part of the world-once the
realm of geometry lost its position of neutrality-the geometrician sought to
describe not ooly the simple "ideal" figures ofEuclidean geometry, but aIl pos­
sible figures in the conic sections between these ideals. In Architecture and the
Crisis ofModem Science, Albeno Pérez-G6mez emphasises that already in the
seventeenth century, and more especially with Girard Desargues (1593-1662),
"the continuity that existed between the descriptive characteristics of geomet­
rical figures and bodies" was recognized. Desargues "was the fmt to discover
that the conic sections (parabola, hyperbola, and ellipse) were only perspective
projections of a circle."S2 Yet, until the nineteenth century, these "discoveries'"
remained more or less at the level of theory-of ideas and human knowledge.
The context of the Industrial Revolution and positivism was necessary in order
for such geometrical concepts to fmd their way into practical applications
which could then affect directIy the world that we inhabit.

Indeed, in the nineteenth century, the "scientific utopia" that had begun to
take sbape as the modem scientific spirit developed became reality. The man
of the Industrial Revolution. this man of science. ventured iuto unknown teni­
tory, leaving behind all points ofreference from the pas~ that is, leaving behind
the reality of embodied experience and the theoretical knowledge deduced
from it. The episode of the "Map of the Ocean" in Lewis CarroU's famous
poem, The Hunting ofthe Snarl is quite teUing in tbis regard:

He bad bought a large map representing the sea..
Without the least vestige of land:

And the crew were much pleased wben they found it
to he

A map they could ail understand.

52 "In the context of Euclidean geometry~ such continuity was never recognised. For each qual­
itatively different figure~ there was a corresponding ïnterpretation and deduction; each geo­
metrical problem was solved according to its specifie charader.OP Even though Desargues's
work was rejected in the context of the seventeenth œntury philosophical and scientific dis­
cussion, Hit reveaJs the full and immediate impact of the epistemological t'eVolution, operong
the way to an effective technological domination of œali~" See Alberto Pérez.Q5mez,
Architectureand t~Crisïs ofModem Science (Cambridge, Mass., and London: MIT Press 1994) 99­
103.
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"What's the good ofMercator's North Pales and Equa­
tors,
Tropics, Zones, and Meridian Lines?"

50 the Bellman would cry: and the crew wouId reply.
"They are merely conventional signs!n

"Other maps are sucb shapes. with their islands and
capes!
But we've got our brave Captain ta thank"

(50 the crew would protest) "that he bought us the
best-
A perfect and absolute blank!"(see fig. 3)53

The scientific endeavour became frightening once its abstract concepts were
equated to, or supplanted, lived experience. The real that we know through
mathematical models is an approximation of reality, but it claims to be more
real than experience itself. In Sylvie and Bruno, Carroll's intricate novel, a cer­
tain German professor entertains the children with a map of bis town on which
everything was marked down. The map measured one mile on each side, and
reading it was quite problematic because the map, when totally open, would
cast a shadow over the farmers' crops. It was men decided that the land itself
would serve as a map: indeed an ingenious idea. Carroll shows that the
"image" or the model has thus acquired a value equivalent to the reality it was
intended to evoke. And such models shortly found their way into practical
applications. The industrial revolution was a theatre of technological innova­
tion in which machines were developed at a clisorienting pace: utensils that
wouJd simplify the lives of men. "Inventions" were no longer seen as products
of the imagination and ofthe intellect, that is, as ideas, but bad to he made con­
crete-to he built-in arder ta acquiere a value. As this new status of tecbnol­
ogy reached architecture, buildings aIso became utensils.

Even though the abstraet language of science claims universality, especial­
Iy when it is used for the purpose of technological processes, scientists are
nonetheless bound ta words once they intend ta communicate the uncovered
"truths" to a broader audience. Yet, these truths have gained a bigher value,
gradually taking over those accessible through the language of poetry. Myths
and poetry-story-teIling through works of an-are no longer understood as
the primary means of rendering the world habitable. But, as Borges explains,

53 Lewis Canon. The Hunting of The S1UlTfc, in TM Campltt~ mustrakd Lewis Gmoil (Ware.
Hertfordshire: Wordsworth 1996) 683.
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There is no basic [essentielle] dissimilarity between the metaphor and
what scientists call the explanation of a phenomenon. They both con­
stitute a link established between distinct things.... Rence. when a geo­
metrician asserts that the Moon is a quantity that develops in three
dimensions, bis means of expression is no less metaphorical than
Nietzsche's, who prefers to defme the same Moon as being a cat walk­
ing on top of the roofs. 54

Ifwe follow Borges's argument. the scientific truths are equally deceptive and.
like myths and poetry, remain temporary and fragile; they are continuously
shaken by the new "problems" that appear to the scientist.

From achosen angle, from a certain point ofview, either parallellines meet
or they don't, but the min~ the imagination, is able to travel very fast. encom­
passing ail imaginable points of view. Paul Valéry wrote, UAnd is not the true
the natura! frontier of the intelligence?"SS In the work of poets, two opposite
situations can coexist at this frontier and Utouch" each other. Might it he the
task of the anist to reveal soch paradoxes, allowing us to seize their evocative
beauty? The word ~'task" suggests an ethical dimension that remains outside
the ~'good or bad" dichotomy. For poetic language to escape from method­
ological application, it must speak about something commont about what
makes us humans. Poetry does not follow a tinear path, but one that is discon­
tinuous and fragmented. Poetry is not limited to literature and art. Even mod­
em technology bas this potential for poetic expression, rather than heing strict­
Iy a burden.S6 In The End ofModemity, Gianni Vattimo writes:

54 Jorge Luis Borges, uLa métaphore'" in Autour de rul~, Articles non receuillis (Paris:
Oeuvres complètes, Bibliothèque de la Pléiade, Gallimard 1993) 843-44. My translation.

55 Paul Valéry, "Dialogue of the Tree"', Collmtrl Works VoL 4 (New York: Pantheon Books 1956)
168. ln this sentence, intelligence should not be understood striet1y as the intellectual capaci~
but rather as the possibility ta distinguish,. ta perœive, ta understand. In that sense, what is true
is always what separates opposites and cannot be found on either of the sides; il lies in the
aclcnowledgement of the difference.

56 It is not surprising that contemporary scientists interested in quantum physics might see
Lewis Carroll as a precursor. Physicists are now aclcnowledging the inevitable temporality of
phenomena. The notion of time becomes essential once theîr aim is to describe not only an
instant (a picture or a mode! of reality), but to comprehend a phenomenon (which cannot be
desaibed with the sameequation in two temporal directions). Poetic language, the language of
metaphors. is needed ta desaibe the qualitative aspects of the successive transformations of
matter. These physicists are trying to describe phenomena which are not very large or infini­
tesimally small. butphenomena that occur inbetween, in the world ofeveryday life. These phe­
nomena cannot he idealised; their appearanœ and tangibility are unavoidable and their tem­
porali~ therefore becomes part of the equation; even the formula or aJgorithm is time-bound
and always in transformation.
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Even technology is a fable or Sage, a transmitted message: when seen
in this light il is stripped of all ils (imaginary) claims to he able to con­
stitute a new ~strong' reality that could he taken as self-evidenL ... The
myth ofa dehumanjzing tecbnology, as weIl as the ~reality' of this myth
in a wholly administrated and regulated society, are metap~sical

accretions which lead us to continue to read the fable as ~truth'.

Geometry bas a privileged status in the history of architectural theory and
practice. From Vitruvius until the end of the eighteenth century, geometry has
been discussed prominently in aIl architectural treatises. Its status gradually
changed until it became, in the late eighteenth century, a Mere instrument of
applied technology, as it apPears in the work of Durand. As Alberto Pérez­
Gamez and Louise Pelletier explain in Architectural Representation and the
Perspective Hinge,

UDurand's mécanisme de la composition supponed bis new rational
and specialised theory, free from metaphysical speculations. ... In bis
précis, Durand expressed the notion that architects should he uncOD­
cemed with meaning; if the architectural problem was efficiently
solved, meaning would follow.... The aim was to represent the project
objectively; the subjective observer we associate with perspective's
point of view was consistently ignored"58

From a conception that posits geometry as an art-something which medi­
ates between the human and the divine-we tben come to an understanding of
geometry as a tool for the use of the architect. In the mind of the engineer­
architects who followed Durand's précis, geometry became a design mecba...
nism. an extremely simplified geometrical object: a grid on which plans, sec­
tions and elevations could he drawn with efficiency.

In the realm of our contemporary architectural practice, ambiguity of lan­
guage-in drawings and in wrinen forms-is generally avoided. The instru­
mentai language of architecture is heing systematized a little more every day
as the worldwide network becomes a communication taol for architects. The
computer renderings fonction according to a ~~versal" mode of representa­
tion based on orthographie projections, rendered possible by the development
of descriptive geometry (see fig. 5).59 Space conceived of as homogenous, in

57 Gianni Vattimo~ The End ofModmùty~ trans. Jon R. Snyder (London: Polity Press 1988) 29.

58 Alberto pérez-G6mez ~ and Louise Pelletier~ Archittchmzl Reprtsentatian and the Pmpective
Hinge (Cambridge~ Mass.~ and London: MIT Press 1997) 298-299.

59 As Pêrez-Gômez points out~ in ArchitectUTt tmd tire Crisis ofModern Science, it is with Gaspard
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the Cartesian sense, implies that a perspectival representation of space. con­
structed by positing an ideal point of view (at infinity), becomes an accurate
"scientificn means of representation, in which the image concords ·with the
reaIity it depicts, or the reality intended to he built. In our contemporary archi­
tecturaI praetice, architects tend to accept, uncritically, the ruIes of systematic
geometrical descriptions as part of the design discipline; they use geometry as
a taol regardless of its relation to philosophy and language. Nevertheless, the
discrepancies between the architectural drawings (can they still be called draw­
ings?) and the fmal built "product,n even thougb they tend to be minimized,
cannot he denied. In the tendency to collapse the architectural orthographie
projections and the actual ubuilding,n architecture becomes just another object
in space, a space that is objectified and removed from any temporal dimension.
that is, removed from the immediacy of perception. In that sense, architecture
becomes an image of itself.

;
-'t

Fig.S
Orthogonal planes distributed in the system of CQordinates from R. G. Robertson t Descriptive

Geometry. in Alberto Pérez-Gomez. Architecture and the Crisis ofModem Science.

Monge~s Géométrie descriptive (1795) that geometry became an effective and precise mathemat­
ical instrument in order te desaibe reality...A1though the use of geometrical projections had
been present in architectural design and other building techniques since the sixteenthœn~
_. Monge~s method was the first te provide a truly synthetic system that could he universally
applied te aU arts and crafts~ that îs, te the totaIity ofhuman action." With descriptive geometry,
space could he considered in itse1f as a mathematical erttity; according te Monge~ there was no
construction in desaiptive geometry that could not be rendered acœssibIe~ in an universal
manner, once translated into algebraic terms. See Pérez-Gômez, ArchittctUTe and the Crisis of
Modtm Science, 279-280.
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A big revolving door

Euc/id Now what is it you reaIly require in a ManuaJ ofGeomeU'y'!
Minos Excuse me. but-with aIl respect to a shade whose name l
have revered from carly boyhood-is not that rath~r an abrupt way
of starting a conversation? Remember. we are !wo thousand years
apart in history, and consequently have never had a persona! inter·
view tiU now. Surely a few preliminary remaries-
Eue. Centuries are long, my good sir, but my time to.night is shon:
and l never was a man of many words.60

Dodgson. Euelid and His Modem Rivais

The conception of the notions of space and lime bas undergone successive
transformations within the tradition of Western philosophy, transformations
whicb remain. for the reasons mentioned previously, inevitably related to the
changes of the scientific mind-set and the understanding of the Euclidean prin­
ciples. Focusing on the border as a place to dwell, we shall DOW investigate the
umaking" of space. If Humpty Dumpty's waIl, on the edge of which he
becomes the master of meaning, is so very thin, perhaps the wall has no
breadtb, and in that sense. can he imagined as a geometrical plane. It May he
thinner than the thinnest imaginable wall but, at the same time, so thick that it
encompasses, on both sides, the worlds it was meant to separate. It becomes an
interstitial space, the logos of linguistic links and connections. At the surface
of the waIl, the geometric figures illustrate the shape of ideas and the con­
struction of arguments: they constantly appear and disappear. Geometric fig­
ures are generated tbrough movement and happen in time-the translation of
a plane, following a line, generates a body. The lines are the traces left by that
movement. They are lines made of ligbt. In the in-between realm ofGeometry.
the geometric figure never reaches a complete state of existence~ it can only
appear fmite eitber as idea (the perfect cone) or as materiaI artifact (all the dif­
ferent cones crafted by man). Renee, there is a deptb in the very narrow wall,
a depth residing in the traces left by the constant movement-in the aItemation
of light and shadow-and the rhythm which then becomes perceivable.

In some ancient mytbologies~ space and time were gods that could not he

60 Dodgson, Eudid and His Modern Riwls, 6•
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separated: they were two expressions of the same arder. In such a concept of
the world, space was not a pre-existing and autonomous entity.61 It bad ta he
ordered and created, but mostly, it had to he kept alive and recreated now and
then. Space and time were worles of art.

In Greek mythology, Hermes and Hestia are gods that fonn a strange cou­
ple, or as Jean-Pierre Vernant says, "a problematic couple:' They are often
depicted together, tightly associated with each other, but unlike the other
divine couples, '~ey are not husband and wife ..., or brother and sister ..., or
mother and son ..., or protector and protected."62 Rather, they seem bound
together through their common friendship (philia) with monal human beings.
Hermes and Hesti~ unlike the other gods who bave their own realm in
Olympus, are gods that dwell on eanh, amongst men, and for that reason, are
tightly linked to "eaM.ft Hestia is associated with the center ofspaces, with the
circular fireplace (hestia) at the center of the bouse. She is the symbol of sta­
bility, of immutability, of unity: the central point-the one-from which ail
points of the sphere of the celestial bodies-the cosmos-are equidistant. On
the other band, Hermes is the god that symbolises movement. ~'If he manifests
himself at the surface of the earth and, with Hestia, dwells in the houses of
mottais, Hennes does so in the fasbion of a messenger."63 He is everywhere
and nowhere, ubiquitous, associated with doors and roads, with ail the spaces
and actions that exist outside the stability of the house.

"If they make a couple, ... it is because the two divinities are situated
on the same plane, because their actions are applicable at the level of
the reaI, because the functions that they fulfill are connected.... It can
he said that the couple Hermes-Hestia expresses, in its polarity, the ten­
sion that can be read in the arcbaic representation of space: space
necessitates a centre, a flXed point that possesses a specifie value and
from which directions can he oriented and defmed, all qualitatively dif­
(erent; but space presents itself, at the same time, as the place for move­
ment which implies a possibility of transition and passage, from any
point to any other point..... Hestia is able to ~centralise' space, ...
Hermes is able to ~set space in movement' ['mobiliser' l'espace)'t64

61 The earthly ground remained somehow chaotic and unpredictable compaœd ta the visible
arder of the œlestial bodies.

62Jean-Pierre Vemant~ Mythe et pensée chez lespœ (paris: François Maspero 1969) 97. My trans­
lation.

63 Ibid.~ 99.

64lbjd.~ 101.
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The transposition of the early Greek myths into philosophicai ideas has
been problematic. from its very beginning. as we bave seen in the paradoxical
fragments inherited from presocratic thïnkers. The status of theoria in Greek
philosophy differs from mytbs; it is no longer an expression of religious
beliefs. Ideas are organise~ in a positive and rational manner. in arder ta make
sense of the arder of the cosmos an~ as Jean-Pierre Vernant emphasises. this

takes place in a radically different space, a space that is geometrical.
Nevenheless, the concepts of time, movement and space, remain connected;
they are discussed in relation ta the arder of the worId, the cosmos.

It is with Emmanuel Kant (1724-1804). according to Deleuze, that the con­
cept of time was finally isolated from the idea of movemeot. After this impor­
tant Kantian reversai, time is 00 longer subordinated to movement. In order to
express this transformation, Deleuze writes, using a verse from ShakesPeare's
Ham/et,

... lime is out of joint, time is unhinged. The hinges are the axis on
which the door tums. The hinge, Cardo, indicates the subordination of
time to precise cardinal points. through which the periodic movements
it measures pass. As long as time remains on its hinges, it is subordi­
nated to extensive movement; it is the measure of movement. its inter­
val or number. This cbaracteristic of ancient philosophy has often been
emphasized: the subordination of time to the circular movement of the
worid as the tuming door. a revolving door, a labyrinth opening onto its
etemal origin.65

In ancient conceptions, time and movement remained in a close relationship,
but, after Kant, the raies are invened; ~~It is now movement which is subordi­
nated ta tîme." The geometric figure of the concept of time changes or else it
is observed from a different point of view.

Time thus becomes unilinear and rectilinear, no longer in the sense that
it would measure a derived movement, but in and through itself, inso­
far as it imposes the succession of its detennination on every possible
movement. It ceases to be cardinal and becomes ordinal, the order of
an empty time.... The labyrintb takes on a new look-neither a circle
nor a spiral, but a thread~ a pure straiglJt line, ail the more mysterious
in that it is simple" inexorable, temole.66

65 Gilles Deleuze, Essays critiOJI and cliniazl, trans. O. w. Smith. M. A. Greco (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press 1997) 27.

66 Ibid., 28.
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Deleuze makes a reference to Borges; the labyrinth is inexorable because it is
"the labyrinth made of a single straight line which is indivisible~ incessant."67

The encounter with the Mad Hatter and the March Hare, in Alice sAdventures
in Wonderland seems to he related to that isolated aspect of time. Alice is told
by the Cheshire Cat that the two characters live in opposite directions. She
chooses to go and visit the March Hare but strangely~ both the Haner and the
Rare share the same house~ with their friend the sleeping Dormouse. Alice sits
at their table and they have a nonsensical conversation. They ask ber to solve
a riddle to which they have no answer:

Alice sighed wearily. "1 think you might do something bener with the
time:~ she said, "than wasting it in asking riddles that have no
answers."

"Ifyou knew Tune as weIl as 1do," said the Hatter, "you wouldn't
talk about wasting it. It's him."68

Since the Hatter and the March Hare quarrelled with lime, he won't do a thing
they ask (with the clock). Sînce then, it bas a1ways been six o'clock-tea­
time-and the trio is constantly moving around the table. Alice then ventures
to ask. "But [what bappens] when you come to the beginning again?"
"Suppose we change the subject~" the March Hare interrupted, yawning.69 It
seems that the March Rare and bis friends are caught in a circular argument, a
meaningJess and infinite cyclicality. Tune is no longer present and their action
or utterances no longer have weight.

It is also interesting to see how the two opposite directions that the
Cheshire Cat indicated lead to the same point. Perhaps the IWO lines were, in
facl, curves and eventually met at a symmetrical position from Alice's point of
departure. This would make sense in our world. But if we try and imagine a
space in which Tune is no longer present, then, it is possible that Alice has
remained at the same "place" even though sbe bas been "movîng." In such a
space, time and. consequently, movement no longer bear any direct implica-

67 The ancient labyrinth is a vivid demonstration of this union of time and space It is circular
and is bound to the spaœ created by the dance and its rhythm. There is an entry and an exit, a
beginning and an end, but it expresses the constant '1Jeing last" of lite itseIf. The modern
labyrinth an be imagined as an infinite line, as is admirably described in Borges's Fictions. See
Borges. "Death and the Compass,"in lJJbyrinths, 87.

68 "Why is a raven Eike a writing desk?" The famous ridelle was never answerecl in the story
itself norby its author. Canon, Alia's Adventurrs in Worrdaland, 97.

69 CarroU,Alices At/ventures in Wonderltmd.,99-100•
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tians. In Through the Looking Glass there is anather passage that is quite sim­
ilar. In arder to remain exactly at the same place, in arder to avoid movement,
Alice and the Red Queen need to run (aster than fast (see fig. 6). They mn
faster than the fastest imaginable speed and ooly then cao they become immo­
bile. In doing 50, Alice and the Red Queen literally escape bath the real and

the ideal and in a sense become geometrical entities; they inhabit the intersti­
tial space of geometry where movement and immobility paradoxically coin­
cide.

In Wonderland, The Hatter and the March Hare have done something
wrong and Time is upset. In our modem world, time is out ofhumour-beside
bimself. Even though we still perceive the cyclical dimension of archaic time,
at a daily basis and through our calendar, the general concept of time is now
linear: Tune, as we now tend ta conceive i~ is the linear time ofmodem bisto­
ry. The time line extends infmitely in bath directions, but the future is unfore-

Fig. 6
63 pence stamp from England showing Alice and the Red Queen running faster than fast
(after John Tenniers original illustration. from Lewis CarreR. Through the Looking Glass. 1872)
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seeable. "~Ifs a poor sort of memory that only worles backwards,' the Queen
remarked.u10 It is indeed a poor sort of memory that only reaches in the past,
and it May he impliedy in the Queen's rem~ that '~memory" and ~'imagina­

tion" are similar modes of perception; that the mind is able to travel in both
directions, that there can he a double reading of tïme. TIlDe can he conceived
as bath linear and cyclical, simultaneously. On the one han~ time is a constant
repetition of the same present. On the other hand, there is nothing but the past,
a1ways subsisting, and the future, always insisting. In between is the same
limit'l the geometric space of the event Meaning consists precisely in this
event; it is always becoming: aIways so close and yet so remote. This site of
action May he the logos of the eoconnter of space and time.

There seems to he an extremely tight and yet bardly definahle link between
the experience of time-and space-and one's state of mind'l hetween tempo­
rality and one's encounler with "reality.u ln Plato's Theaetetus, Sacrates asks
the following question: "how can you determine whether at this moment we
are sleeping, and all our thoughts are a dream; or whether we are awake, and
talking to one another in the waking state?t7 Theatetus's answer is rather con..
fused:

THEAETETUS: "Indeedy Socratesy 1do not see by what evidence it is to
he proved'l for the two conditions correspond in every circumstance
like exact counterpans. The conversation we bave just had might
equally well he one that we merely think we are carrying on in our
sleep, and when it comes ta thinking in a dream that we are telling other
dreams, the two states are extraordinarily alike.."

SOCRATES: '·You see, then9 that there is plenty of rcom for doubt'l when
we even doubt whether we are asleep or awake. And in fac~ our time
being equally divided between waking and sleeping, in each condition
our mind strenuously contends that the convictions of the moment are
certainly true, so that for equal times we affirm the reality of the one
world and of the other, and are just as confident ofboth:'

THEAETETUS: uCenainly."

SOCRATES: U And the same holds troe of disorders or madness, except
that the times are not equal.."71

It is not clear what Plato means when he bas Sacrates state that there is an
inequality in times between dreams, moments of insanity and the awaken state.

70 Carroll, Through the Looking GlIlss, 248.

71 Plata, The Col1edtd Dilllogues, 946•
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Theaetetus insists that the difference should not he understood as a quantita­
tive one. Hence~ there seems to he a relationship between our perception of
things and a qualitative aspect of tinte, but this relationship is ambiguous;
one's perception happens in time, it is simultaneously being and becoming. yet
never exaetly heing or becoming. In a person's moments of insanity. the notion
of time changes-time almost ceases to exiSL In the Platonic teXI. the ....dream­
ern and the .4mad man" are spoken about in similar terms, as if they shared this
problematic perception of the real. In The Annotated Alice.. Manin Gardner
draws our attention to an entry from Carroll's diary in which he retlects on this
precise topic. Carroll's question resonates with the Platonic text; he wrote:

Query: when we are dreaming ancL as often happens. have a dim COQ­

sciousness of the faet and try to wake, do we not say and do things
which in waking life would he insane? May we not then sometimes
derme insanity as an inability to distinguisb wbich is the waking and
whicb is the sleeping Iife? We often dream without the least suspicion
of unreality: ·Sleep hath its own worId,' and it is often as lifelike as the
other.12

From Alice's encounter with the Cheshire Cat. we Ieam that Wonderland
may he the space where dreamers and mad men eventually meet. Alice asks the
Cheshire Cal:

.4Would you tell me, please, which way 1ought to go from here?"
That depends a good deal on where you want to go," said the Cat.
uI don'l much care where-n said Alice.
"'Then it doesn't matter which way you go," said the Cal.
··-50 long as 1get somewhere:' Alice added as an explanation.
"Oh, you'ce sure to do that," said the Cal, uif you ooly walk long

enough."
Alice felt that this could not he denied~ so sbe tried anotber ques­

tion, "Wbat son of people live about bere?"
....In that direction," the Cat saicL waving its rigbt paw round, ··lives

a Hatter: and in rhat direction,n waving the other paw, ··lives a March
Hare. Visit either you like: tbey're bath mad."

"4But 1don' t want to go among Mad people," Alice remarked.
··Oh, you can't help that," said the Cat: ··we're all mad here. l'm

made You're mad."
·~How do you know l'm mad?" said Alice.
·~You must he.. "said the Caf, ·'or you wouldn't have come bere."73

72 Gardner~~ Annotated Alice (London: Penguin Books 1960)~ 90.

73 Carroll, Aliœ's At/ventures in Wanderland, ss.89•
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ln the work of Lewis Carroll, the narrative develops itself at the limits of
logical processes, following a nonsensical movement. In such a process. time
seems to acquire a qualitative ambiguity. Caught in the senseless actions of
time-of a Tune which is not present-Alice wanders and wonders. There is
no precise goal, no really imponant place to go, except when the White Rabbit
passes. Alice then seems to he forced to follow him. The Rabbit is obsessed
with time, with the fact that it shall he too late. The Rabbit is running after time
but as we know, TIme went away. The Rabbi4 like many of the characters that
Alice eventually meets in Wonderland, seems to have very unstable mood. It
is often the case, in Carroll's fiction, that the character transfonn themselves­
successively becoming other, if not literally, at least in their dispositions (see
fig. 7-14). If one cornes to conceive of oneself as constantly changing, the
notion of existence is weakened and cannot be grasped easily. ut. ••• 1wonder if
l've been changed in the night? Let me think: was 1 the same wben 1 gOl up
this moming1 1aImost think 1can remember feeling a little different. But ifI'm
not the same, the next question is, t.'Wbo in the world am 11" Ah, that's the
great puzzle!"'74 As Maurice Merleau-Ponty points out in Sense and Non­
sense, t.'Tbere is a perpetuai uneasiness in the state of being conscious. At the
moment 1perceive a thing, 1 feel that it was there before.. outside my field of
vision. There is an infmite borizon of things to grasp surrounding the small
number of things which 1can grasp in fact"75 Merleau-Ponty points out that
this uneasiness is even greater in our encounter witb other people. This uneasi­
ness seems to he exacerbated once space is conceived of apart from any tem­
poral dimension. When time is removed from space-as in basement spaces lit
by anificiallight (the flISt space iuto whicb Alice advances after falling down
slowly in the tunnel)-space becomes frightening, as if it was crealed by
something overwhelming and borrifying, something entirely other.76 In that
sense, tbere is in one's perception of one's surroundings, an alienation of one·
self, a Ioss-one has to give away something in order to engage with this t.t.oth­
emesstt tbat the world represents.

[Alice] looked down at ber bands, and was surprised to see she had put
on one of the Rabbit's little white kid gloves while she was talking.

74 Ibid.,37.

75 Maurice Merleau-Pon~ Sense and Non-Smse, trans. Hubert L Dreyfus and Patricia Allen
Dreyfus {Evanston fil: Northwestem University Press 1964, 28.

76 On this notion of"same, different and otherP. see Paul Ricoeur, TM Conflid aflntnprrtatïon:
Essays in Hmnmeutics, ed. Don Ihde (Evanston: Northwester University Press 1974).



•
lU

SIAIll ~
,........_..._' r

-..- hII#

• L"A«:&. D"Oa •
AUX IDITIOWI .aE.I&ats

1Ig.1

EXERGUE 1 A BIG REVOLVING DOOR 36

tlg.8

•

ffg.9 1lg.10



•

fIg.11

fig.13

EXERGUE / A BIG REVOLVING D<XJR 37

fig. 12

fig.14

•
Fig. 7·14

The illustrations by Max Ernst for the French translation by Henri Parisot of The Hunting of
the Snarkshow the frequent transformations of the charaders in Lewis Carrolrs work: the

hyperbolic Bellman appears differentty in each of these iUustrations. From Lewis Canon,
La chasse au Snarlc (Paris: l:age cfor aux Éaltions premières 1950).
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"How can 1 have done that?'" she thought. ~4I must he growing small
again." She got up and went to the table to measure herself by it. and
found tha~ as nearly as she could guess. sbe was now about two feet
high. and was going on sbrinking rapidly: she soon found out that the
cause of this was the fan she was holding, and she dropped it bastily.
just in lime to save herself from sbrinking away altogether.

~'That was a narrow escape!" said Alice, a good deal frightened at
the sudden change, but very glad to find herself still in existence.77

In Wonderland, Alice eoters into a ubecoming-mad" and gradually loses all

notion of ber identity: sbe had to leave her "self' outside the alterable world of
the border. "But ifs no use now," thought poor Alice, ·'0 pretend to be two
people! Why, there·s hardly enough of me left ta make one respectable per­
son!"78 Yet, as we shall discover, this loss allows ber to participate in the cre­
ation of space. The spaces that Alice experiences are always different expres­
sions of the same space. Tbese spaces oscillate between worlds that are differ­
ent but equally reaI. The borderline between these worlds, contains-or is,
itself-another world. The border cannot he reduced to a plane, it expands into
a zone. It is actuaIly wbere things happen, where the passage of time is traced.
Could Wonderland he the land of geometry, and if so, of which geametry (see
fig. 15)'?

In Alice Jo Adventures in Wonder/and, Lewis Carroll was addressing the
question of one's encounter with the worId, the question of the fragility of per­
ception and its relatian ta knowledge and understanding. As a writer of the
nineteentb century, he lived in a warld generally understood according to
Cartesian, Newtonian and Kantian ideas. Indeed, it is witb Descanes tbat the
prablem of reality in relation to perception and knowledge eventually took on
an entirely new and different shape. ln the Meditations, Descartes's argument
starts witb a radical assumption tha~ not unlike dreams, the reality of experi­
ence can aIso he subjected to doubt. ULet us suppose, then, that we are DOW

asleep, and that alI these paniculars, namely, that we open our eyes, move our
heads, hoId out our bands, and such like actions, are ooly faIse illusions.,,79
Descartes aim is to isolate, if not a few, at least one absolute certainty, from
which he could base his understanding and eventually prove the existence of
God. He problematises what had remained, for Plato and until that era we have

"Carroll, Alias Advmture5 inWanderland, 39.

78 Ibid., 33.

79 René Descartes, Discourse on Method and~Meditlltîons, trans. f: E. Sutcliffe
(London:Penguin 1968) 97.
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called the Enlightenment, a ugiven" certainty: the mere fact that reality exisrs.
Consequently, in the Canesian view, the very notion ofexistence and real­

ity became useless and misleading. The ooly truth was, for Descartes.·acquired
through reason a1one, after mental observation and careful analysis. This ques­
tion of the 66reality" ofour perception and the world that we inhabit, and in the
same vern. the mere question of our existence, even though this question bas
been "transformed" in the modem era. remains open.
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Fig. 15

Max Ernst. -LeMs Carroll's Wundemom: (Stuttgart: Manus Press 1970). Ernst represents
Carroll·s Wonderfand as a circfe inscribed in a triangle.. The triangle has often been associ­
ated with the aspect of "wonder: with the distance that separates us tram higher instances

(for example the figure of the Trinity). such instances which are rendered accessible
through geometry•
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Architecture's drarna

Just at Ibis moment Alice feh a very curious sensation. which
puzzeled her a good deal untii she made out what it was: she was
beginning to grow Iarger again, and she thought at fmt she could
get up and leave the coun; but on second thoughts she decided to
rernain where she was as long as there was room for her.

"'1 wish you wouldn't squeeze 50," said the DomlOuse.
who was sitting next to her. "1 cao hardly breathe."

"1 can't help it," said Alice very meekly: "1'm growing."80

Carroll. AlicesAdventures in Wonderland

We have observed that in the modem era, the concepts of time and space
underwent drastic changes. When the notion of infmity became inherent in the
material world itselfand no longer specific to the realm ofideas-that is to say,
once the Canesian mind-set and Newtonian physics became what constitutes
the generally accepted idea of the world-the notions of space and time were
divorced and even today, remain isolated from one another. This disjunction
has consequences for bow architects imagine space, but mostIy, it affects our
relationship, as human beings, with space and objects" as weIl as the possiblil­
ity for meaning to he generated from this encounter with the world.

So-called Cartesian space is a homogeneous" infinite quantity: a set of co­
ordinates. It is a quantity that can he measured and reduced to horizontal and
venical planes, and intersections. In homogenised space, borizontality, veni­
cality and depth are equivalent, with no panicular qualitative aspect.81 Atower
can be the same as a tunneL In The Vision a/the Three T's, Dodgson criticises
the modem concept of space as homogeneous, removed from time and in
which gravity ruJes as a law, detached from the reality of experience. In the
story, an architect arrives at a construction site, dressed in an outfit that he
claims is timeless, completely outside the transience of fashion, with ribbons
that defy gravity. He can find inspiration in a piece of stilton cheese; the mate­
riality of the building is irrelevant. Cheese or stone" it is all the same; only form

80 Carroll, Alict's Advenhnrs in Wonderfand,147.

81 As Maurice Merleau-Ponty explaïns in Phmommology ofPtrapfion, our experienœ of height
is very different from that of horizontal distances, and depth is perceived (in movement) not
just through vision but aIso through touch, smelI, hearing and taste. The link between percep­
tion and reason (body and mind), and between man and the world, involves our temporal exis­
tence. Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Phmomenology of Perception, ttans. Colin Smith (London:
Routledge & K. Paul 1962) 255•
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matters.82 ln a concept of space as something that pre-exists. the wall becomes
a denuded limit that subdivides space. Notions of temporaIity and the evanes­
cence of things are eclipsed.

The problematic status of the limits. the way the depth of the limits tends
to he forgotten. is somehow manifest in the architectural thinking we have
inherited from "modemity.n In such a mode of thought. the limits. May they he
a wall or a glass bay, are shoved ta their minimal expression; they then become
bare Canesian planes in the homogenised space of the x-y-z.The fluctuating
nature of the border, the interstitial space of the paradox. because of its inher­
ent evanescence, is not easily acknowledged in the "modem" context. Since
modemity implies a falling of the divine realm into the human. or else an ele­
vation of the human ta the level of the divine, and. somewhere in that process,
a dissolution of the geometrical realm mto the new solvent (like the salt in the
water of the ocean), not only do the limits tend ta he ignored. they are hardly
graspable in this new state of equivalence. The interstitial space is reduced ta
a surface. but there is , in such a reductive attitude. an inherent danger; there is
nothing more fragile than a surface and once a hale stans ta appear, it quickly
opens onto a nonsense that is deeper and more frightening than Carroll's plays
on words. There is a difference between a "becoming-mad" that is never fully
achieved and violent madness (or sanity). Any effort to reintroduce sorne
depth, to reverse the processes of thinning and f1attening, seems futile as long
as we remain caught in a conception of space as homogenous. Depth is not
dependent upon space ooly, and moreover, it entertains a strange relationship
with the very thin. In Phenomen%gy ofPerception, Merleau-Ponty is ques­
tioning the Cartesian understanding of objects and space as extensions, an
understanding in which space-objects in space-are perceived visually, from
the outside, in the same manner as if they were depicted on the plane of a pic­
ture. In such a mode of thought. udepth is a third dimension derived from the
other two."83 He writes:

The enigma consists in the faet that 1see things, each one in its place.
precisely because they eclipse one another. and that they are rivais

82 It is interesting to read here the influence ofJohn Ruskin~ for whom the encounter of human
sensibility and the work of art was of great importance. Ruskin defended such an attitude
against pragmatism. For him the materiality of architecture was primordial: one should ask the
stone whal il bas ta say. A stone couId tell the story of how il was aafted and couId revea1 the
passage of tinte upon its face (but what we make of lhis story is itseIf another stary). See John
Ruskin~ TM Stones ofVmia (London: Collins 1960).

83 Merleau-Pon~ Phenameno[ogy ofPtretption~ 172.
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before my sight precisely because each ooe is in its own place. Their
exteriority is known in their envelopment and their mutual dependence
in their autooomy. Once depth is understood in this way~ we can no
longer call it a third dimension. In the fust place~ if it were a dimen­
sion~ it would he the first one; there are forms and definite planes ooly
if it is stipulated how far from me their different pans are. But a first
dimension that contains ail the others is 00 longer a dimension~ al least
in the ordinary sense of a certain relationship according to which we
make measuremeots. Depth thus understood is~ rather~ the experience
of the reversibility ofdimeDSions~of a global ~~localitytt-everythiog in
the same place at the same time, a locality from which height. width
and depth are abstraeted. of a voluminosity we express in a word when
we say that a thing is there.84

The perception of space is not impassive, it implicates one's surrouodings and
one's state of distraction or concentration. But mostIy~ it involves the postures
that the body adopts in movement, mood, bodily humours and humour. (see
fig. 16) The perceiver is not in space. Space does oot pre-exist. The perceiver,
like Alice, is actually creating spaces: a succession of time-space fragments
that cannot he isolated but constitute a cootinuous becoming. Valéry evoked
this encounter in similar tenns. In one's encounter with ureality~" one's soul
follows the movement of an irreaI dance. The beautiful dancer~ who somehow
represents one's perceptions~ is bothfonn and idea. and can he perceived only
in movement.

Phaedrus: She is dancing yonder and gives ta the eyes what yau are
trying ta tell us.... She makes the instant ta he seen. n. She filches from
nature impossible attitudes, even under the very eye of TlDle! ... And
Tune lets himself he fooled. ... She passes through the absurd with
impunity She is divine in the unstable, offers it as a gift ta our
regard! .
Eryximachus: Instant engenders fonn~ and form makes the instant vis­
ible.
Phaedrus: She flees ber shadow up inta the air.
Socrales: We never see her but about to falI.8S

Even though Lewis Carrolrs wark expresses almast everything thraugh
nonsense, that is to say even though there is no apparent common-sense mean­
ing in the text., no apparent reasoning or theoretical framework. the spatial­
rhythmic quality of bis writing conveys a deeper meaning. As Octavio paz

84 Ibid., 180.

85 VaI~ '1Janœ and the Soul,OP Colltcted Works Vol. 4, 58.
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Fig. 16
Alice is caught in space. Drawing by Lewis carroll for the manuscript of Alice~ AdV8ntul8S

Under Ground (London: Macmillan 1886)
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notes in The Bow and the Lyre. Lewis Carrolrs prose becomes poetry through
its rbytbmic sequences of images.86 The reader is continuously recreating
these images. following the rhythm of the poem that not only invokes one's
imagination. but puts one's wbole body iota a different posture-a dancing
movement.

According to Paz. this enables the space of the book to emerge ioto the
world. We comprehend it, we are comprehended by il.87 If the construction of
the story is good. it calls for a real participation of the reader-speaker who
builds, in a rhytbmic and corporeal manner, a meaning. This can he called a
ritournelle.88 In a similarway, our perception ofbuilt space has to do with the
common activities that it shelters; with that ritournelle whisded by our body,
every day, in the successive depths of this rbythm-space. As Merleau-Ponty
explains, "something in space escapes our attempt to look at it from I>above. t •••

1do not see it according to its exterior envelope; 1live in it from the inside; 1
am immersed in it. After aIl. the world is all around me~ not in front of me.n89

We inhabit and tame architecture in order to make it belong to us. who belong
to it. We render it familiar and eventually construct a meaning. This transfor­
mation is possible but we have to malee it happen, dancing a ronde within the
walls.

Now we are at home. But home does not pre-exist: it was necessary to
draw a circle around that uncenain and fragile centre, to organise a
limited space ... Sonorous and vocal components are very imponant: a
wall of soun~ or at least a wall with sorne sonie bricks in it... From
chaos, Milieus and rhythms are hom. This is the concem of very
ancient cosmogonies.... Every milieu is vibratory, in other words, a

86 Pazp The BC1U1 and the Lyre.

87 Merleau-Ponty uses this sentence from Pascal Pensies: 'Je comprend le monde et le monde
me comprend: [n the English version which [ am referring top the translator uses the word
understanding: '1 understand the world ... it understands me: The French meaning of the word
is double: it can mean understanding, in an intellectualised way; but it can aIso mean 'te com­
prehend/ in a physical wa~ that is, 'to circumscribe.

p
l use this passage in relation to the space

of the bookp in order ta show the link between the bodily postures involved in the rhythm that
is created while reading of a story, and the rhythmic aspect of our perception of spatio-tempo­
rai fragments. Merleau-Pontyp Phmomenology ofPerctptionp 408.

88 The ritaurntlle is a round or a nursery rhyme, in the translation of Mille PlIlttllUX the ward
"refrain" is used. See Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattarip A Thousand Plateaus , trans. Brian
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press 1987) chapter 11. In French, Ml11e
PlIlterna: capitalisme et schizophrinie Z (paris: Minuit 1980).

89 Maurice Merleau-Pon~ "Eye and Mindp " in The PTimJZcy of Perctption, ed. Richard. C.
McCIeary (Evanston;II.: Northwestem University PressP 1964) 175-178.



•

•

EXERGUE / ARCHITECTURE'S DRAMA 45

black of space-time constituted by the periodic repetition of the com­
ponent.90

Alice enters the house of the White Rabbit and loves it-as if it was her
home-but when she grows too big to see through the window, the ··outside"
of ber walls is defmed by voices. When she observes the Mock Tunle and the
Griffin execute the Lobster-Quadrille, the space around ber if defined by the
exhuberant movements of the dancers (see fig. 17).

The space-time fragments created through ourencounter with the world are
not perceived in a homogeneous way. We bring together these perceived spa­
tial fragments, but not in a rational way. Instead we fol1ow a logic of nonsense,
as in the oneiric creation of a story: sorne stanzas of a poem become more
familiar, while others remain obscure; meaning is not evenly distributed. It is
the altemation of "known" territories and ·'Iess known" spaces that creates a
rhythm.91 It is this difference that possesses the primary rhythm, althougb rep­
etition is also rhythmic92• The difference is again this "in-between," this bor­
der which reveals us as geometricians. Things come together in a kind of non­
flXity, a flow, a tide. The rhythm is created by a succession of material aggre­
gates and silences. The rhythmie maner is continuously transforming itself.

1have tried to render explieit the mobile charaeter of limits in arder to cast
light on the temporal dimension and the perception-based aspect of space. This
allows for a realization of the impottant participation of language, and
geometry, in the process of creation (and reereation) of worts of an..
Meaningful architecture (and there May he doubtd as to whether sueh a thing
still can exist) might funetion following a programmatie narrative, and it could
he the plot, hidden in the work but nonetheless accessible through embodied
perception, which conveys a kind of meaning to a built work experienced in
time. Architecture bas to he scripted, it departs from the imagination of the
architect and it is made ··real"-geometrically-through the processes of
building and dwelling (which, for me, are two words expressing the same
Uevent" in different ways). In The Case of Wagner, Nietzsche expresses the

90 Ibid.• 311.13.

91 rt is in sueb terrïtories that we can walk at night and find our way without seeing anything.
[t is in sueb spaœ that we happen te know every detail of a wall, the very disposition of eath
object.

92 On this notion of rhythm in the ritournelle. see Deleuze and Guattari. A Thousand PlattllUS,
314..
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Fig.17
The Mock Turtle and the Griffin reenaet the -Lobster Quadnlle". Drawing by Lewis carroll from

the manuscript of Aliees Adventures Under Ground (London: Macmillan 1886)
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problematie status of the word ~~draman in relation to its commanly understood
meaning as 1.4action.yt

nIt bas been a real misfortune for aestbetics that the ward drama bas
always been traDslated action [handIung]. It is not Wagner alone who
errs at this poin~ the error is world-wide and extends even to philolO­
gists who aught to know bener. Ancient drama aimed at scenes ofgreat
'I.patbos"-it precluded action (moving it before the beginning or
behind the scene). The ward drama is ofOarie origin, and according to
Doric usage it means uevent,n ~I.story"-both words in the hieratic
sense. The most ancient draIna represented the legend of the place, the
"holy story" on whicb the foundation of the cult rested (not a doing but
a happening: drama in Doric actually does not mean udo").93

The program for an architectural construction is imagined by the architect,
beforehand. As in the Donc drama.. the program. is the story that is written, the
nevent" which is priar ta the action, prior to the foundation. It is written before
the building is erected; it is befare and always behind; it is always occupying
another space and another time. The program is a way ta set conditions for the
action ta take "place." It constitutes the stocy and eventually, its reenactmenL
It is a plot, but one that is revolving on itself, repeated over and aver, in simi­
lac ways but, at the same time, constantly changing, constantly in the process
of being "made." Yet, it is ooly through the "building" that this narrative is
actualised. Moreover, the act of "building" does not end once the last brick is
laid-once the building is fmished-but goes on, or starts anew, once the edi­
fice is inhabited. The experience of the building in time, every day, is a re-actu­
alisation of the program.. wbich remains implicit. hidden behind the walls-or
is il rather within their surface? The program. is the drama.. the time-bound cre­
ation of spaces is the action. In that sense, architecture becomes an event.

The question then becomes, and this is always the tricky part, what is the
drama-the stacy, the evenl-that we, as architects, wish ta communicate. The
answers do not seem ta tlow from aIl possible directions. Yet, there is some­
thing important in understanding that there is no real possibility for a trans­
parent and direct transcription between the story written and its actualisation
through the architectural process. Since we are bound to language and ta our
historical condition, which affeets our reality and life, all we can aim at is a
momentary disclosure, a retelling or a rereading of notions that remain hidden,
not ooly in the realm of ideas and the work of philosophers, or, in oue case,. in

93 Nietzseher The case ofWagrtU (New York: Vmtage Books 1961) 174.
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the work that occupies our attention. the staries writlen by Lewis Carroll. but
aIso, tbrough our work as "builders" and geometricians. Heraclitus knew that
"'an unapparent connection is stronger than an apparent one."94 For aIl these
reasons, nonsense may represent, for us, a powerful means for conveying
meaning in a way that prevents us from falling back into a systematic method­
oIogy or idealism.

Carroll's work is extremely significan~ precisely because it deals with the
surface, a notion too often disregarded since we think we l'knoW" it.95 By
looking at opposite notions from a different angle. though, by bringing them
closer, under the same spot, what is revealed ta us is the depth of the surface,
the space-time of the contact of paradoxicai notions and the sound it makes. In
that sense, the work of Lewis Carroll is immensely powerfu1: it deals with
deep, obscure ideas, metaphysical concepts and problems in a ligh~ joyous
way that even a child can grasp. It addresses primordial questions tbrough
absurdity and nonsense, as if Lewis Carroll was clearly aware of the impossi­
bility ta voice the unspeakable. Through nonsense, meaning is revealed,
momentarily. The revelation constitutes an event-a geometrical event. It is an
event which triggers such notions as time, movemen~ space, extension, exis­
tence, reality and truth. Might it he possible, even taday, to think in a geomet­
rical way and induce, in architecture, the wondrous qualities that geometry
brings about?

Lewis Carroll wrote for children or, ta he more precise, on behalf of

children, putting into words their fascinating vision of the worId.96 In the same
way, we could say that Lewis Carroll wrote for Euclid~ on his behalf. tryiog to
express the essence of geometry, its unquestionable trutbs. In the Alices, geo­
metric figures become characters. Space and time aIso become characters; they
speak to us, revealing to the reader their paradoxical nature. Euclid fmds, in
Wonderiand, a retreat where he can escape from bis modem rivais and possi­
bly enter ioto a dialogue with the new geometries. Between fiction and the reaI,

941Grk~ Raven~ and Schofield~The Pr!socratic Philosop1ros~ 192.

95 Alice falls in the rabbit hole~ in the depth of the~ but soon~she manages to find her way
out and her movements become Iateral movements of translation~circ:ula.r movements around
an unœrtain center. On this importanceof the surface in Carron~sfiction~see DeIeuze~The Logic
of5tn2~ especially 4-11.

96As Gilles Deleuze remaries, "To write is not ta recount one~s memories and travels~ one~s
loves and griefs~ one~s dreams and fantasies. _. The uItimate aim of Iitterature is to set free~ in
the delirium~ this creation of a heaIth or this invention of a peopler that is. a possibility of Iife.
To write for this people who are missing.or See DeIeuzer Essays CritiCQl and OiniCQl. chapter 1. p.
4•
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between day and night. in this space ofambiguity. opposites come together and
our perception becomes what it always was: a hallucinatory experience. The
limit, the border, is a world ofpossibles.
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Mise-en-scène for an architectural installation
based on Lewis Carroll's

Alice's Adventures in Wonderland

Ancient draIna aimed al scenes of great ··pathos"-it preclud.
ed action (moving it before the beginning or behind the scene). The
word drama is of Doric origin. and according to Doric usage it
means "event." "story"-bath words in the hieratic sense. The most
ancient drama represented the legend of the place. the "holy story"
on which the foundation of the cult rested (not a doing but a hap.
pening: drama in Doric actually does not mean ··do'.r

Friedrich Nietzsche. The Case ofWagner

The outside is not another space that resides beyond a deter­
minate space, bUl il is rather the passage, the exteriority that gives
il access-in a ward. it is its face. its eidos.2

Giorgo Agambem. The coming community

This project presents the mise-en-scène for an architecturai installation. A
mise-en-scène is usually understood as the scenery and properties of an acted
play. It is aIso. and this is what 1wish to emphasise. wbat constitutes the sur­
roundings of an event.

The project should he understood as a test. as a way to experiment and try

to address the issues of tîme. space, narrative and perception, the relation
between such notions and the process of "building.'· The experiment takes
place in a condensed laps oftime: the time ofa temporary installation. Through
this project, 1 wish to observe the imponance of human communication and
language in the actualisation of the building's programmatic reality.

ln the context of our modem condition, in which an awareness of the
inevitable distance-the mediated aspect of our perception through lan­
guage-becomes imponant. the aim is to reveaI the programmatic potential of
fiction. The idea is to set different conditions and ta observe. and experience,
the reaction of an audience; how we, as individuals.. behave within such a
framework and in relation to others. The installation is meant to address a
Iarger space-time fragment. its aim is to hint at the repetitive and fragmentary
aspect of one's perception of architecture. How can the active process of cre­
ating spaces. a process which happens in time and through embodied percep­
tion, he hinted at? This might he when fiction and reality are set in motion and
touch; in between.
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The installation will take place in a hall. an exhibition raom. The location
and qualities of tbat room are not determined and. for the purpose of imagin­
mg this project. they will he abstracted. We start with a room. an empty room
defmed by four walls-bare walls-and a standard entrance door (5uch a room
sbould not he difficult to find these days; there seems ta he one in every
Museum). This room will he represented in i15 Most simple expression: a cube.
1am referring to a room-any room or no room-that is. the idea of a room in
i15 Most elemental meaning.

An "abject" is displayed in the cubic space of the exhibition room. an
object which 1call a spatialising and temporalising device. The device is made
out of l number of screen-panels which are aIl binged together in a series. The
panels are identical in their dimensions but different in what they represent:
they depict or allude to clifferent parts of the story: they have different func­
tions; they occupy a different position-a specifie location and orientation­
within the larger space of the exhibition room. Each panel is made of a rec­
tangular steel structure. wbich stands on one of i15 smaller sides and can pivot
around the axis or hinges. The rectangular structure ac15 as a frame. which is
ftlled with a thin surface of oiled, engraved and printed shee15 of paper. The
pieces of paper are pierced, cut. arranged together in arder to create motifs.
Once oUed, the paper becomes translucent and different kinds ofpaper produce
different effec15. The pieces of paper are sewn together and the seams-the
overlapping of successive Iayers of paper-because they affect the passage of
Iight through the surface, create lines. Distorted and tlattened perspectival rep­
resentations of the imagjnary spaces that Alice experiences in the story can he
depicted through this means (there is, in the appendix following this project.
photographs of a previous scenic device-a dressing screen-through the
making of which these "techniques" bave been experienced).

The program. (or the drama):

The doors of the room open. People enter into a long, narrow and very high
corridor created with the panels. In arder to make the series of panels fit in the
room in such a disposition. sorne of the panels bave to he folded back against
others. This creates an overlay of three surfaces behind four of the panels.
These four panels are the ones through wbich one could pass, but the passages
are "locked" by the successive layers folded bebin~ blocking the apertures or
lo'doors." The audience can see through the screens; they see, bebind the sur-
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face. the rest of a room which is inaccessible to them. Since there is light ooly
in the corridor space, the rest of the room is left in the dark and acquires a mys­
terious quaIity. If the space of the corridor is the inside space, the remaining.
and inaccessible, spaces on bath sides of this corridor become outside spaces.
The width of that corridor is identical ta that of the entrance door-way. and the
corridor is aImost as long as the room. At the far end of the corridor. in axis
with the entrance doors. the center panel is a mincr. Once the entrance doors,
which surfaces are aIso mirrored. are close~ they constitute the second minor;
the space of the corridor is sent off to infinity.

There are more and more people. It stans to fell crowded and uncomfort­
able and warm and tensed. It takes a linIe while befole anything happens.
People felllike they are caught in an elevator; the same kind of tension is built

panels tanning a long and narrow corridor
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by the claustrophobie quality of that corridor.
There are performerslactors who move., incognito., among the crowd. They

try and make contact; trying to get sorne information to circulate between peo­
ple so that what is supposed to happen can., eventually, happen.. For example..

•

unfolding of the first room
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there is one persan who goes around saying: "Excuse me. my wateh has
stopped and 1need to know the exact time. 1bave to give the tecbnicians a eue.
Cauld you please tell me, precisely, wbat tinte it is? 1 think we are (ate; we
must he late." This person's behaviour adds ta- the general tension and dis­
comion of the whole situation; something bas to happen.

When the cued moment cornes, a noise fills in the space: it indicates the
beginning of the movement. Depending on the will of the audience to panici­
pate and, aIso, on the dynamic of communication that was installed between
the Udesignatedn performers and the "public:' the screen-panels will he moved,
by the performers aIone or with the belp of the crowd. RaoInS will he formed
by the unfolding of the superimposed layers of panels that were previously
blocking the aperture in the side "borders" of the corridor. The unfolding

secoond room
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process is indicated on the panel; it is represented by a series of dotted lines..
arrows and dots-indications which appear on sewing panems-which give
the precise directions for the tasks to he executed; which indicate the folding
and unfolding of the usurface." Once the tirst rcorn is formed.. these represen­
tations begin to make sense for the memhers of audience and they can engage
in the process of "creation" of the three remaining rooms. The four rooms are
identical in their physical dimensions but they vary in their orientation in
respect ta the larger space and in respect to each other. Moreover. the tempo­
ral dimension of unfolding each room varies.

Once these rooms are formed, the audience can pass through apettures and
access the Uoutside" space. which becomes integrated in the spatial and tem­
poral dimensions of the event. Then, one can come to realise that there may he

third room
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a linear representation in the motifs embedded in the surface of the panels. The
"reading7Y of this narrative tread is rendered fragmentary and discontinuous by
the fact that there are other people who are moving; wandering in a strange~

aImost choreographic manner~ around the panels~ through the surface. in and
out of the rooD1S.

The whoJe event reaches an end when the "membrane~n the surface~ is
completely unfolded. The inside space becomes a room within a room. The
unfolded surface is set away from the wall of the exhibition roo~ leaving an
extremely narrow corridor, an Ïnterstitial space, for the people who end up
caught within the two "waUsn to escape and go out. Once the screen is com­
pletely unfolded" the representationai aspect of its surface becomes linear (or
is it rather cyclical?) and the narrative May he read. Connections can he made~

fourth room
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in retrospect~ and the process acquires meaning(s). In a sense. we are back to
a fixed notion of space-back to the Canesian homogenised space-and yet.

the exhibition room is no longer exactly the same room. traces were left by the
movement of the surface: real and ideal traces interconnected by the geomet­
rical movements-rotations and translations of planes-in the space and time
of the event.

notes:

1 Nietzsche. The case ofWagner. 174.
2 Giorgio Agamben. The Coming Community (Minneapolis:

University of Minnesota Press 1990) 67.8.

complete unfofding of the panels, forming a room within a room
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"Borderland,"
a performance of fragments from Carroll'sAlice

May 13, 1997.

The fmt chapter of the story was a staning point for the conception of a
scenic device and a performance improvised by Julie Andrée Tremblay. who
performed following sorne indications that 1had previously scripted in a very
loose way.

A dressing screen is a piece of fumiture made of a Dumber of vertical
panels diSPOsed along a broken line~ a meuble (mobile) wbich is meant to 5Ub­

divide space. to create more private, isolated spaces. The screen acts as a fù­
ter. it protects and bides from the inconveniences of air passing through a
room; it shelters onets body from the gaze of others. One's gaze is sunHar to
one·s breath. A gaze is a wind projected from the inside towards the outside­
towards the world ofone·s perceptions. The screen is a device that enables one
to escape the gaze of others in order to undress oneself-to strip naked. We
may ask who is really becoming naked in that process? Is it the stripper orelse,
could it he the voyeur? Between the observer and the disrobed subject-in this
border that bides while. at the same time, renders visible-the space of desire
cornes about. The surface of the screen is like a translucent skin stitched witb
Hnes that create patterns. The border is blurred, it simultaneously becomes
very thin and extremely deep. There are, inside the frames of the panels. rep­
resentations refering to a space in the story-an imaginary space. This inter­
stitial space unfolds before our eyes but can ooly take fonn in our imagination.

In French, espace (space) is a hermaphrodite ward. The feminine space is
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the space between IWO words in a sentence or the silence between two notes in
a musical piece. Sounds and silences create a rhythm-a cycle. The cycle is
generated by the repetition of the u same," but the same is always slightly dif­
ferent. Tbraugh the performance, architecture is born and dies; an architecture
that is baund ta he temporary. All we are left with, as Benjamin wouId say. is
a pile of debris.

The performance took the form of a ritual in which Alice falls down the
rabbit hale and is caught in the long hall. Dcors are locked. She "enters in the
process of transformation that will enable her ta escape from that space and
enter the garden. What sbe eats or drinks affect her size, or else, it changes ber
perception, gradually transforming the surrounding spaces.

F/RST FRAGMENT

Alice is falling in the shaft created by the four panels of
the screen following a tumbling and repetitive music.

SECOND FRAGMENT

Alice DRINKS, she forgets, she goes behind the screen

and takes off one layer. Alice EATS, she is transfonned.
she goes behind the screen and takes off another layer.
AFrER, Alice goes behind the screen and a frag-
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ment of tinte is tom away. MEANWHILE., Alice
goes behind the screen and a little time flies. Alice
is almost completely undressed.

TH/RD FRAGMENT

THEN, Alice reaches the key (il is a fruit: the
apple). She eats the apple. It is actually THERE
that HERE and NOW coincide and that the bor­
der is crossed. The screen foids backward, the
inside becomes the outside.

The END

•
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