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These are - as in the case of many other artists- poetic propo-
<a's with no intention of competing with architecture, but which
could be used as ennching energy on which to base our theo-
rebcal reflections

However in most cases, when such proposals leave the art
gallery foreboding a possible interference with the territory of
architecture in its utopian revision of inhabited space in terms
of plastic needs many architects can find it inconvenient,
annoying. imtating

They pretend not only to change their concepts of space, but
also to crticise them by intervening in them.

It seems then as if the "real owners of space” felt jealous of
some intruders who pretend to invade their sphere of influence
by contradicting their architectonic truths, trying to bring back -
a'ways with more or less sharp justifications- their former
"embelishing” function

Considenng this situation, we should understand the natural
imtation of those plastic creators who try to investigate aspects
of realty such as space and matenals and find no interest for
therr work in the world of architecture.

How could we adopt a positive attitude towards heterogeneous
actvites laking place in a common space?

As Ben van Berkel reminds us, when he claims to have a wor-
king method similar to John Cage's, the question is not to seek
new forms in the word of plastic arts but new ways and
systemns of investgation

These plastic expenences don't try to provide a handbook that
tels us f the colour to be chosen at a certain moment is pink
of red The architecture field should absorb their positive
encrgy ther sensibility. and therr suggestions about worlds that
are beyond our immediate reality and face, form parallel inves-
ugatons, our activity as designers of the future

Wi all the logical indecision raised by this reunion at the begin-
rireg Of @ new era, 1 sooms that we architects and plastic arists
are \rging agan 1o mel the possible energy that emanatos from
our plural Weas and reestablish the spontaneity of creative
assraabions that had disappoar for a long tme- aimed at reco-
venng an otaiously necescary intogration of the ans

As long as creative proposals like Ménica Alonso are approa
chiesd with @ ngorous attitude, they can only lead us 1o the con
vickion thiat the boundanes betwoon the worlds of the known as
plastic. arts. design, architecture, poetry and even philosophy
will varish the momient we face a new vision of art basoed on
the definition or intervention of space as the scene for il in o
new socicty

Padro de Llano

To scale
Ménica Alonso

Models are one of the key elements in the work of an architect.
Firstly, works made to scale are a laboratory where design,
shape and arrangement of space can be tested, and at the
same time they represent the first step in the communication
process between the author of the project and those taking part
in it. As | see it, maybe this is the most important aspect to take
into consideration when we approach the work of Galician
artist Monica Alonso. Three-dimensional models allow us to
see the arrangement of space at a glance, thus providing the
observer with clear legible information. However, a model 1s not
a finished product but a first trial of the author's wish and, lke
every trial, is prior to the final execution of the project. Alonso
has decided to leave us there. Our common sense makes us
think that, this being the work of an artist and not an architect.
this decision is justified. If that is the answer, it would cause
more serious problems and this time of a theoretical rather that
practical nature, as it would take us back to the old issue of
establishing the difference between art and non-art depending
on the function of the object. If the original intention was to cre-
ate an object with a specific purpose, then this is ruled out as
“art". The objects belonging to that category are charactensed

by the absence of a particular aim and they also provide spe-

culations completely different from those of architects and eng-

neers. But the difference between the work of Ménica Alonso

and the models we could find in an architecture studio doesnt

lay in its expression of the frustration of not being able to make

a life size replica, but in the expressed wish of seeking in those

models to scale the perfect channel to communicate with the

potential "customers”, the public the models are amed at

In the mid-50s, especially in England and the USA the term
“contemporary" began to be applied to those houses that had
been built according to the principles and precepts of the new
architecture. To be more precise, the term didnt refer to the
building elements but to the intenor design of space. The term
contemporary meant a way of aranging and decorating an
interior In which nothing either in the formal structure o the
omament was related to a past time The new house which
also corresponds to a new socal and poliical order, shoukdnt
start from any space preconception made exphoit i its facade
printed in the house module from the outside It should be an
arrangement of space specifically conceved for its Riture nha-
bitants. This is the only requilating prnciple the architect should
boar i mind Far from socking a symbolic architectue, the
now houso 15 specially made for the it community that will
livey in it While Albert and Palladio praised the Greco-Roman
styler for the advantages it offered to the spectator Frank Lioyd
Wiight claimed o have destroyed the dassical klea of contar
per house, tho box, thus distancing himself completely from an
architocture conceived for contemplation and - favour of an
architacture conceived for life As FR S Yorkee explains in The
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Modemn House (1934) what really matters 15 the happiness of
the inhabitants of the house. happiness renamed as comfort

Sweet Home

The notion that both space and the objects placed in it should
be adjusted to the needs of its inhabitants 1s relatively new We
all now that the physical dimension of space is always accom-
pamed by a cultural dmension related to the new rules of indi-
vidual and then social, behaviour It would be too long now to
offer a detalled analysis of the political meaning of space gram-
mar in modemn architecture, suffice it to say that the controver-
sial \dea of comfort i1s not Iimited to the private sphere, but has
its public expression in the liberal democracy model in the
USA. or a more social democrat one marked by the will to build
from the start a space that guarantees the same well-being in
public Ife that one might expect in the private space. In order
1o do that, we will need a grammar that provides an agreement
on what a universal community means by comfort. Structures,
shapes, space regulating principles, colours, materials, every-
thing helps to tumn space into a privileged vehicle for this mes-
sage well being And at the same time it determines the com-
plex cogniive process by which we leamn to recognise the natu-
re of the space around us, both private and public. And last but
not least. t helps to decide whether this space is suitable or not
to our physical, social and political needs.

The work of Ménica Alonso can be understood in this context
of specal regard to personal as well as social construction of
space connected with a critical conception of modemnity. From
Semi-detached 3 (1997) to Therapeutic bedrooms (1999) and
through the creation of a corporate identity, ComfortWorld, her
work 15 characlensed by an exploration of the emotional
dimension in the construction of the room as space.

Mébrica Alonso's projects present a complex investigation into
the dea of total space, with a minimum distance between sub-
ject and obyect. Her works are aimed at establishing a series of
premises by which one can access their own space and vital
model A key element in all the works by Ménica Alonso is the
bedroom A space defined and recognised as the most private
in the house, used for resting, works here as a unit, the centre
of her reflection The arrangement, order and importance of the
constructing elements will also set the rules for a general gram-
mar. The fact of the bedroom unit being the centre is not accl-
dental This space ulfils the basic needs brought by Inhabiting
a space, and 15 defined just by its function. But from a symbo-
hie point of view t has a psychological and emaotional dimension
that 15 vital in the approach taken by the artist in her work

The rooms showed in the models are expenments to scalo
about space dmension, which, as | have already mentioned,
has a personal significance that can't be dissociated from the
poliical dimension involved in the amangement of space A
bedroom is a delimited space wWhose designer exercises a cor-
tain power over it If Ménica Alonsa's bedrooms were created

to a scale of 1.1 in the exhibiting space, this operation would be
somehow neutralised by the institutional dimension of that
space and by the way the spectator percewves it But these
being models to scale, the space that holds the installation is
important as far as it provides the scale in the relationship bet-
ween the museum as container and the models as ideas that
go beyond the physical limits of the spaces that hold them.

The model emphasises the fact that works such as MAMA
Capsules (2002) or Five Combinable Therapies 5TC (1998-
2002) are built spaces meant to explore the position of the sub-
ject they are aimed at with a therapeutic dimension. The ques-
tion of where | am in relation to what | see, or where | should
stay, is closely related to the tacit recognition of the inhabitabi-
lity of the space delimited by the architectonic elements. The
model and the intervention in space allow an immediate inter-
pretation of the fact that the convenience of the space can only
be perceived after stating the relationship between matenal
and space. The nature of the materials, colour, resistance, etc
plays a key role. To inhabit is an act of settlement, to establish
a home in a certain territory. Therefore any unit designed to be
inhabited represents a territory. In our modemn times, the bedro-
om is the symbol for individual territory, for one's own space, for
domestic space understood as the space that separates us
from work, from production.

From my point of view, it would be a mistake to regard Ménica
Alonso's works as utopian proposals just because they are not
meant to be materialised. The use of prototypes to scale is a
tool for dealing with questions that are important for us. not only
as potential spectators but also as individuals and members of
a community. | avoid the term "democratic community” becau-
se one could imagine the organisation system of that commu-
nity as similar to a corporate model rather than an electve
democracy. For instance, an executive commitiee that makes
available to the members of the group a series of inhabitable
products aimed at improving their standards of Iving. in
exchange for a job. In fact, the artist creates ComfortWorld in
1999, a company presided by herself, with the am of rasing
the well being and standards of living to unimaginable levels
To understand a supply of resources not based on the Welfare
state model but on the relationship product-consumption in a
company, means questioning the model in search for new
parameters to articulate a social body And this s not the only
case Joep van Lieshout, creator of the well known Atelier van
Lieshout in 1995 has since then worked in a simiar directon
untit he set up ATV-Village in Rotterdam port In an intenview
recently published in Amencan Atforum magazine, Joep van
Lishout pointed out the need to understand this project as a
social exporiment rather than a utopia, as its organisaton
model was more related o private business than to public
administration The Atelior made some land avalable to its
moembers, and each of them could build their house according
10 their own design and following the guidelines established by
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the company Unlike Monica Alonso's, the Atelier's projects are
meant 1o be performed, but there are still many similarities bet-
ween them and many other projects with a similar philosophy,
such as N55 group in Denmark or the mobile house units of
Amencan Andrea Zittel.

In any case, we are faced with a very specific reflection on the
concepts of self-sufficiency, individual freedom and community.
And for this reason it is not accidental that the meeting point
should be architecture. What these works bring up is not only
the degree of political freedom in our society but also the level
of homogeneity we are submitted to in order to achieve it.
Alons0's projects act as a laboratory that calls into question not
the fact that we can choose but the choices we have and to
what extent we can organise and reinvent the inhabited space
according to our needs. 5TC would work that way. There is a
number of options for achieving well being, the co-ordinates
that put into place the potential needs of the customer are set
to allow them to decide on the best choice for them, but this
decssion is free only within certain parameters that haven't
been decided by them.

Pain

Jeremy Bentham is considered to be the father of utilitarianism.
He thought he had found the principles for a new science of
mankind which, after managing to educate them according to
empincal principles would keep the new generations safe from
ignorance and superstition, thus achieving the ultimate goal in
Ife: happiness. Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill thought
that this goal would be achieved through the introduction of law
and education. However, had they found a quicker and more
eflective method they would have accepted it.

Aching Points is a fundamental piece in the discourse esta-
blished by the artist in her former works. It refers explicitly to the
1493ng acts between truth and lie done in any utopian exerci-
%€, and also 1o the nghtful need to attain an integrating system
N which the forces between context and individual are in har-
mony. The question posed by the works of Ménica Alonso is
the am of such harmony. Happiness, as in the case of utilita-
nanism oould be regarded as an aim in itself, but if understood
as an absence of pain it rather becomes a formal parameter, a
framework useful maybe for the construction of a common pro-
ot or the strengthening of the potential in each individual In
this sense, this piece In particular helps to understand the
underlying criicism we find in other works for the emptiness of
the promises suggested by those dwellings for personal use,
that happiness adjusted 1o the consumer's wish with no com-
rl;mmr:nl other than bringing happiness 10 each user in particu-
r

Aching Points presents the other sida of things, an antithetc
moment The artist consciously doecides 1o boycott that project
of eudemonia both personalised and corporata. Sho reverses
the terms, though she dares to make use of the same resoul

ces for space construction, this time with a completely different
aim. From my particular point of view this work is both a culmi-
nation and a door to new questions. It is the culmination of a
process because it demonstrates the limits of any search for a
grammar free from constructive elements, at the service of an
objective universally possible, regardless of the social, political
or cultural context where it means to operate, thus creating a
bubble. But it is also a tumning point in the work of this artist, as
it suggest the incorporation of antagonistic forces and the need
to resolve their assumption, both personal and artistic. The
level of individual subjectivity has always been dealt with in the
works of Ménica Alonso, by considering it to be the best reflec-
tion of the political situation in which such subjectivity develops
and makes possible for us to speak in those terms. But this
work seems to be specially focused on this issue. Pain is
obviously related to our finite nature and the fear the human
being feels at the impossibility of escaping their own end, and
it also establishes a level of conscience, a sharpening of the
sensibility qualitatively different from the that suggested by the
ataractic happiness of the therapeutic units. The question is not
the presentation of this curious product to the spectator or
potential customer. The aim here is to raise doubt about the
concept of product itself and specially the concept of con-
sumption. Pain is the antithesis of desire. In contrast with hap-
piness, an abstract concept we all aim at in a conscious or
unconscious way, the dimension of pain is a private one, diffe-
rent in each case and always relevant to conform our own his-
tory and the history of those around us. It is not surpnsing then
that this work should be accompanied -as an exceptional case-
by a self-portrait of the artist.

Notwithstanding this, instead of stressing the expenencing

dimension that the Pain room adds to the other works by

Monica Alonso, | think we should keep in mind the queston rar-

sed by her work: where does pain fit in ComfortWorld? We'll
have to wait for the next delivery to find the answer.

Chus Martinez

Barcelona 2002

ComfortWorld  Therapeutic Products s the title of the lecture
given by Ménica Alonso within the framewark of the ;\\s‘mm‘
duate programme “Advanced Architecture and dgital cibes
organised by Fundacid Politécnica  de Catalunya and
Metapolis Institute (Barcelona 2001) The result of that pro-
gramme was media House Prototype of Informatonal House,
a model made to scale 11 and presentad at Mercat de les

I lors, Barcelona, in October 2001

ComfortWaorkd Therapeutic Products is the ttle | have chosen
for my lecture Sophisticated as it may sound, it's actually very

oxplicit
ComfortWorkd s the name of the company | o eated n 1999 o
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