The Body, The Gaze and the Strategic-Aesthetic Colonizing of Spacesin Large

Cities: the case of Santiago’

For amost two decades now, the city of Santiago has and is being referred to as a
fractured city (Gonzdlez, 1979: Dockendorf, 1991). Today, one could even spesk of
severd cities within Greater Santiago. | would like to spesk to you of one of those cities
or worlds whose profile seems to emerge in everyday Santiago. It is the Santiago that
begins to enter (post) modernity, vertiginous, of movement, consumption and
communicationa and technological mediation.

| am interested then, in sharing with you a description of the great contemporary
cities, Santiago in particular, in light of the problems that have brought us together now.
That is, the problems of aesthetics and identity in our societies Aesthetics and |dentity
are mgor concepts and a the same time serious problems that interest other cultura
critics, atigs, socid scientists, philosophers, theoreticians and at higorians. My
approach b the problems of Aesthetics and Identity in our societies will be in function of
the (audio) visud paradigm of socid experience, leaving in the dark other contents and
dimensons of the rdationship in question. Consequently, | invite you to take the podtion
of spectators of sodd life—I am aware that we are dso actors, but let us suspend that
role for a while—pausng on the movements, images and bodies observable in a city like
Santiago.

The process | intend to describe could be caled—to borrow a Habermasian
concept—the strategic-aesthetic colonizing of some of the more visble and busy spaces
of Greater Santiago, for example, of a good part of the avenues, centers of consumption
and entertainment and, in generd, of the services offered to pededtrians, drivers, clients

and consumers'.

" This chapter is structured in function of a Paper submitted in the Cycle of Round Tables “ Aesthetics and
Identity in Latin America and Chile” organized by the Institute of Aesthetics of the Pontifical Catholic
University of Chilein October-November (2000)

1 et us remember that Daniel Bell describes post-industrial society as that characterized by the sustained
growth of the tertiary sector of services in participation, volume and employment generation figures in



The procedure to observe the drategic-aesthetic colonizing, -adso known as
aestheticizing of experience or aesthetic totaing of the red- shal be to condtruct a certain
ideal type of such a colonizing process, occupying evidence and description drawn, for
the most part, from the globadized post-industrid world where, certainly, the description |
propose here has even more of a chance, but this does not mean that its influxes are not
fdt or obsarved in our large cities Precisdy the objective of the ideal type is tha:
observe the degree of closeness or amilitude that our Santiago has with the experiences
of the body, place, gaze, communicative mediation and the population of images that is
characterigtic of the audiovisual ordering of post-indudtriad societies.

It seems to me—and this is the hypothesis that | want to suggest here—that this
idedl type drawn from the experiences of the post-industrid world have been observed
and perceived in our city for along time now.

Many of those present here today have observed the different Sgns that appear in
the large avenues, the different communications that offer a wide range of products and
sarvices, the megastructures of the cinemas, the café's with legs, the proliferation of neon
sgns, the corporate buildings, the architectonic-visud identities of gasoline sarvice
dations, resaurants, supermarkets, discotheques or what might be termed the
“meacdonadization of the avenues’, in sum, the different objects of the gaze.

national economies. For more about this matter see Bell, D. The Advent of Post Industrial Society, Alianza
Editorial, Madrid, 1976.



| understand strategic-aesthetic colonizing as the process of population by images
and visud identities that becomes present in a good part of the public spaces of large

cities.

This draegic-aesthetic colonizing can be understood; it seems to me, in reaion
to the society of knowledge and communications, that is, with the flows of information
avalable and circulating through contemporary societies. These flows, as you know, are
affecting not only the public spaces of large cities, but dso the growth and availability of
information. The research project “How Much Information” conducted by the SIMS a
Berkeley is a huge attempt to measure the world's production of data, as we can see at the
following chat. Society is populated —saturated, as Baudrillaedd would say— by
knowledge of different sorts, by information, data and stimuli.

Too much information
World production of data, terabytes
19499 ectimates m,\,,;_..;_l :.;:IE
Gramd tatal: 2 120,000 Th . Creparimentiasl 1,000,000
{ g Phatagraphs @ Fanaers

P disk

Camcorder a4
i) 100,000
Emlerprise
:':-rﬂlfs SRTWCTS
10,000
1,080
aifice
¢ doiaments -
Ml:sw b Hewspapers .
hiaid Ferindicals Cirerma -
Bordks
Data 05 J
-1
Dptical Papear o Film Magretic
LA [©24] g [927) EE

Source: Undversity of Califomia, Berkeley




In face of the ever-growing volume of informaion and gimuli it is necessary for
the transmitters to have persuasion strategies and the receivers to have selection
strategies. Also, the aesthetic format (agreesble, beautiful, creative, rhetoric or
persuasive, as the Greek would say) is a way to capture attention in that framework of
competition, velocity, large volumes and low transference cogts.

When speaking of this colonizing, we dlude a the same time to the Srategic and
aesthetic, but someone here might reasonably object to the why of this fuson of terms
and contents. It is true that the properly strategic content can be observed in the facades
of countless buildings, spaces and sarvices that try to attract the atention of urban
gpectators on the bass of a more or less specific objective. Let us think here of the
covering of the Loreto, Arzobispo and Purisma bridges, the Revlion coverage, the OMO
cover of the Education Minigry (Christo), the abundance of giant photographs and, more
recently, the persuasive communications of political candidates, etc.

The register or aesthetic content proper might be observed then in certain spaces
that contain “works of art” or man-made objects. Let us think in the sculptures within the
operrinterior of the Moneda, the Ciudad Empresarid (Enterprise City), the graffiti
(Ramona Parra and Chacon brigades), the “beautifying” of gardens and parks, in the
works of art exhibited in the Subway (Metro-Arte), the famous Glass-House in the old
historic centre, the Scul pture Park, among others.

Yet, it seems to me that it is becoming increesngly difficult to meke a difference
between the properly aesthetic and the dStrategc register of the current colonizing process.



Most communications offered us, as spectators possess, even if in a minima degree,
drategic content, as it is precisdy these dements of communications that use an
aesthetic-persuasive format to achieve acceptance—occadondly faling to do so—by
obsarvers and spectators. People circulating in Santiago  perceive images that please,
images that shock; images that generate confidence and convey a sense of datus, images
that are unpleasant and which pollute the visud space of our city. Findly, dso, images
that go unnoticed, but which are very difficult to dassfy according to some aesthetic

canon.

| propose that we understand here the “aesthetic” in a wider sense than that which
is traditiondly atributed to “at” and “beauty”. We now reach an undoubtedly complex
area. The relations between art and nortart; between theory and technique; between art
and design; between at and virtud redity; in sum, between at and the environment have
become over the years, complex and confusing. The anayss of these matters would take
us far. We medy want to outline the questions that arise the theoreticd problems
derived of the (im)posshility of founding that which is traditiondly cdled at (or more
specificdly, visud arts). As you know, since Hegd, there is the question of the “death of
at.” Also, there is the problem—coming from language andyss currents—of whether it
is even possible to tadk of the beautiful in a categorical sense and even less so of the
sublime, about which Wittgenstein has said that nothing can be said in a correct sense.

Yet, we would like to leave these matters in the dark for now. The population by
images, symbols and visud identities that has occurred of late in Santiago demands that
we question oursdlves and dso that we try to tak with sense about the aesthetic and
visual environment of thiscity.

Then, we undergtand this urban space as the cumulus of optica-acoudtic particles
(atomic levd of the visud) offered to the gpectator, passenger, pedestrian and driver in
Santiago in the everyday displacements from one place to another, precisdy in
journeying through the spaces of trandt and speed of the city, that is, through what has



been cdled, paticulaly in the fidd of urban anthropology “nontplaces’ which | will

return to later.

Having established the coordinates of this urban colonizing process, we can now
edablish the experiences that seem to determine and guide this drategic-aesthetic
colonizing process. | will refer to some movements in contemporary architecture and to
R. Sennet’s thedis about the contemporary body, which more than a mere thesis is more
like an experience that has taken roots in the everyday experience of the inhabitants of

the large cities.

Architecture, Symbolization and Strip

Admittedly, my gpproach to architecture is drictly from the point of view of an
amateur and is derived of the reading of the works of architectgcritics such as Jencks,
Venturi, Klotz, October Magazine and some observation experiences in cities of the podt-
industrid world and dso, certainly, Santiago.

Modern architecture (Bauhaus, Gropius, Le Corbuser, Van der Rohe
International Style) grosdy speeking, sought for an essentia principle of identity, where
line, space and form were reduced to buildings sdf-auffident essentidisn and
functiondity. Beauty would no longer be incidenta or a supplement for function.
“Beauty will now be function.”? Modern functiondlity and austerity enter the city, which
becomes popuated by “sdf-aufficent organic entities’ (Lloyd Wright), and which,
generdly spesking, refer only to themsdves, placing themsdves in the “zero degree” of
symbolization. This was a spatid architecture that communicated the minimum in terms
of the search of essentid forms. Grosdy spesking, ornaments or the superficid should be
eliminated (adornment was a crimeto A. Loos).

2 Connor, S. CULTURA POSTMODERNA Introduccion a las teorfas de la contemporaneidad, AKAL,
Madrid, 1996, p.52



The reaction of post-modern theory and practice in face of the essentidism and
functiondism of modern architecture is characterized, precisdy by giving back to
architecture its meaning making, symbolic and ornamental potentid to the buildings with
respect to their surroundings.

Post-modern architecture is characterized by the vaious ways of denying
auderity, functiondity and order (the famous total desgn of the megadtructure) of
modern architecture conducted by experts according to a rationd plan. New ways of
symbolization and deployment in public space are acknowledged and judified. In the
paticular case of Santiago, the new movements in architecture® have been characterized
by digupting historicaly pre-existing orders (or ratios); establishing new spatid relations
and rendering visud order more complex.

These new ways of symbolizing and communicating become even more evident,
in the so-cdled urban Strips that dlow us to connect, under the logic of capitdism or the
post-indudtria society, with the process of drategic-aesthetic colonizing of public spaces
in the city.

3 The discussion between modernity and post-modernity in architecture is not lacking in contradictions and
classification problems, as is revealed by the derivations of “direct rehabilitation” and “radical eclecticism”
in the post-modern movement itself or, also, the label of “Late Modernity” that Jencks assigns to Paris

Pompidou Center (Piano & Rogers) or Hong Kong's Shanghai Bank (Foster).



The notion of Strip is drawn from the text “Learning from Las Vegas' (1977)*
which describes the new forms of symbolization and communication that gppear in the
large urban centers and their derivations, where the automobile becomes the most widely
used means of trangportation and the subtleties of architectural space in a pure form can
no longer be tasted. According to Venturi, this is architecture of communications rather
than of space, which tries to attract the atention of urban spectators—particularly car
drivers—in acomplex, high-speed environment and juxtaposed programs.

The order of the ‘Strip’ says Ventury & Co. is complex: “It is not the easy and
rigid order of the modern urban project. The order of the Strip includes dl levels... it is
not an order dominated by the expert and easy to contemplate. The mobile gaze resting
on a mobile body must drive to sdect and interpret a great variety of changes, of
juxtaposed orders...>

* Venturi, R and Izenour, S and Scott Brown, D. APRENDIENDO DE LAS VEGAS El Simbolismo
olvidado de laformaarquitecténica, GG Reprints, 1998.
® Venturi, ...1bid. , p.52-3



The contemporary body, technological mediation and the use of resistance

The drategic-aesthetic colonizing process, added to the post-industrid process of
accumulation and the movements expressed in contemporary architecture has in the
expeiencing and living of the body another of the reasons that explain the process that
we are andyzing. The history of the body in rdation to spaces dso explains the cumulus
of visud resstance that proliferates in the Strip. The contemporary body is characterized,
according to Sennet by the “gpathy of fedings and the sensory deprivation of the body”
(Sennet, 1996).

We cannot go into detalls here as to the genedlogy of the relationship between the
body and the spaces, perhaps we should just say that the disconnection of the bodies
begins to manifest itsdf with the technologies of bodily comfort and pleasure of the
XVIII and XIX centuries (chairs, cariages, furniture) and, today, with the modern
technologies of trangport (automobile, eevators, individualized <sedting) and of
communicetions (telephones, mobile phones, wakmans, laptops). As Sennet says
“Individudlisn combined with speed have a letha effect over the modern body. It lacks
any connections”®

The higory of large cities acknowledges urban operations that limited the fiedd of
the living of the body, reducing it to mere visud perception as Sennet himself shows us,
in the restructuring of London (Regent Street) and Paris (Sevastopol Boulevard) in the
times of Nash and Haussman respectively. “The traffic was divorced from the design of
the buildings ganding aongsde the dreet, only the facade mattered and the urban vein
turned the street into a means to escape the urban center rather than inhabit it” * Thisis
why a good part of urban space has become a medium for the end of pure movement
where the body moves passvely, with a vey low sengtivity to space, towards
dedtinations dtuated in a fragmented and discontinuous urban geography. Thus, the

notion and experiences of nonplaces arises, that is, of places that are only paces of

® Sennet, R. Carne'y Piedra, Alianza Editorial, 1996, p.345
” Sennet, R. Ibid, p. 354. Theitalicsare mine.



trangt, to be crossed, which adlow for flow from the home to the workplace and vice
versa, generdly a high speeds. It is precisdly these non-places, which alow for Srategic-
aesthetic colonizing. Paradoxicdly, they assume the form of srategic places.

Bodies seem to “connect” with the city through visud impressons This is
manifest in the dreet, the café the train, the bus, the mdl, the subway and, certainly, in
the car, where “the gaze prevails over the discourse” and where, a times, what is seen
and observed assumes the form of a spectacle (Debord,1967).2

Cities (societies) of consumption, then, need visud references to dtract the
atention of the disconnected bodies. New figures and new symbolism are used to, first of
al, appear or give themsdves exigence in the “visud dengty” of the city and, then, to
communicate opportunities, status, good taste, confidence and corporate images. Some
goaces cetanly tend to become saurated with optic particles, giving rise to what
architects and city planners cdl “visud pollution.”

Epilogue

All things considered, it seems to me that it is reasonable to think of the
application of the ideal type we have outlined to the city of Santiago, that is, that the
Strips, the eclecticism presented by the new architecture and the disconnected body as a
result of technologies of comfort, trangport and communications are facts and experiences
that become present in metropolises such as Santiago, configuring the process of
drategic-aesthetic colonizing of some of their urban spaces.

Neverthdless, this colonizing process is not homogenous or uniform, but to be precise, a
process of visual differentiation of the buildings, of the brands of various services, of the
origindity of certain products, of the authenticity of the politica candidates.

8 Besides the visual contact with the outside auditive perception experiences are acknowledged. These
include listening to the radio, walk-man or mobile phone whether inside the car, the bus or the meter. The
body is once again disconnected from the environment and the subject closes in on himself.

10



This process of visud differentiation can be observed in the urban Strips, in the
urban megadructures, in the various urban sub-centers. Nevertheess, the identities
configured do not possess the same intengity, as there are micro and macro identities. The
gpace of the brand and the corporate identity—Ilet us think for example of the Banmedica
building, the CTC building, the Consorcio, the Shel and IBM buildings, eic—are in a
high levd of symbolisn and vighility. The building of a company or government
configures relaionships of datus, of hierarchy, in sum, of power. This identity will
compete with the identities of gasoline sarvice dations, restaurants, phamacies, smal

businesses and kiosks (the services that compete in the Strip).

Likewise, there are endless other dements of visud ressance that vie for
observation by the Santiago bodies and which, moreover, forms pat of the audio visud
order of contemporary societies. These include the front pages of newspapers and covers
of magazines, the online spaces and various links that populate the eectronic networks,
the big offers by the politica candidates, supermarket offers, the various publicity ads,

the image of the various services and opportunities.

Thus, a hybrid of visud identities is configured in different sectors of Santiago,
which is added to the higtorica deficit tha Santiago and its inhabitants have in
mantaning the historical ratios of each borough. According to M. Jay, the
charecterigics of this hybrid are manifested in the contemporary visud space which,
rather than as a harmonious total, must be undersood in function of its differentiation:
“as a contested terrain, rather than a harmonioudy integrated complex of visua theories
and practices. It may, in fact, be characterized by a differentiation and a radica reversa
in the hierarchy of visud subcultures (models) in the modern scopic regime” (Jay, 1988,

p4)

Findly, a question arises What to do and say in face of this massve colonizing
process and, a times, visud saturation (pollution) of our public spaces? This question
becomes a politicd and urbanigic quedtion, i.e, about the planning of orders, the
regulaion, the visud uses of spaces and the posshbility of an agreement over an aesthetic

1



isomorphism, over a city that is more agreegble to sight but, Whose city? The city of the
Experts, of the Municipa Council? The city of the College of Architects? Of the Experts
in Aesthetics? Of the Community?

As you know, there is never a shortage of gpocdyptic viewpoints with respect to
the visud order (Wenders, Herzog, in Tokyo Ga, Virilio, Debray, and Baudrillard). For
cities such as ours, which lack a great architectura patrimony, some of the new visud
identities in these spaces can be an aesthetic contribution (Apoquindo Neighborhood,
Ciudad Empresarial, Gasoline Service Stations, Pharmacies, and Banks).

But, a the same time, we will remain cdosdy accompanied by the effects of an
invasive colonizing process (visud pollution, as wdl as the difficulties of the criteria and
canon) of the spaces of trandt of our city (some giant photo-prints and, certainly, politica
advertisng). Probably, in these cases, perhaps the only thing Ieft is the slent gaze of the
disconnected observer. Not by chance slence dready has its place in the language and
theories that atempt to describe the audiovisud order of contemporary societies (Virilio,
Déotte).

Yet | tend to disgance mysdf from this pessmigtic diagnose. The populaion of a
city by images can dso increase the delights of the gaze and contribute to the aesthetic
development color and activation of a city that, at times, comes across as opaque, gray,
neglected and remote. Also, my dear spectators, because it dlows for an inrush of the
new and for the settling of our gaze in this new and complex order.
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