
This year's Venice Architecture
Biennale is about people, not plans
Too many design exhibitions are big on architectural

theory, but miss what really matters: human beings. This

one is different
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A woman takes a picture of a model house at the Venice Architecture Biennale. Photograph: David Levene for the

Guardian

The problem with architecture exhibitions, so it's argued, is that they lack

the one thing you really want to see: real-life buildings. I disagree. The

problem with architecture exhibitions is that they fixate on trying to

represent buildings that are missing. Photographs, drawings and

pretentious wall texts only highlight the fact that yours is a second-hand

experience. They place you in the there and then, not the here and now.

The Swiss architect Mario Botta got around this problem spectacularly in

1999 when, for the 400th anniversary of the birth of Francesco Borromini, he

built a full-scale wooden model of a cross-section of the baroque master's

most famous church, San Carlo alle Quattro Fontane in Rome. There it was in

all its glory – well, half of its glory – on the shore of Lake Lugano.

Most architecture shows don't have Botta's titanic budget. But there is

another way, as demonstrated at this year's Venice Architecture Biennale.

This is not an exhibition about what buildings look like. Gone is the blowhard
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shape-making and bad sculpture of the previous biennale, curated by Aaron

Betsky in 2008. Neither is it didactic, like the 2006 version, curated by

Richard Burdett, which was a blizzard of facts and statistics about cities –

vital stuff, but rather like exploring a book pasted on the walls. Instead, this

year's show is much more about what should happen inside buildings, the

pure experience of space.

The person responsible is Kazuyo Sejima of Japanese practice Sanaa, the

architects behind the New Museum in New York and the recent Rolex

Learning Center in Lausanne. Sejima is a break from recent biennale

directors in that she is a) a woman (the first, in fact) and b) a practising

architect. However, perhaps her greatest strength when it comes to curating

the biggest architecture show in the world is that she is not an academic.

"People meet in architecture" is her theme. It sounds trite, and a little

awkward, but this is rather how Sejima speaks. You're never sure whether

she is stating the obvious or being incredibly profound. In this case, it seems

clear the theme is one that preoccupied her in the making of the Rolex

Learning Center, a university building in which there are no walls, just an

undulating landscape intended to promote chance meetings between

students and disciplines. It's a social education space, like Socrates's Agora

but for the Facebook generation.

At the beginning of the Corderie dell'Arsenale, the epic former ropemaking

factory of the Venetian navy where a biennale curator tries to make his or her

case, there is a 3D movie about that campus building directed by Wim

Wenders. Harking back to the famous library scene in his Wings of Desire,

Wenders presents the space as a semi-sublime experience. Students

free-float angelically, albeit with the slick assurance of actors in a corporate

promo video. This rendition of a heavenly space sets the tone for subsequent

rooms.

 Cloudscapes by

Transsolar and Tetsuo Kondo Architects, Germany, at the Corderie

dell'Arsenale, part of the 2010 Venice Architecture Biennale, Italy

Photograph: David Levene

A number of exhibitors have created atmospheric installations that

maximise the already considerable drama of this 16th-century building. The

architect Tetsuo Kondo and engineers Transsolar have made a cloud with a

clearly defined layer of steam floating beneath the rafters, which you can
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