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It is difficult to come to grips with the notion of exactitude without wrestling with its various 

opposites, or discontents. High on the list of these, at least as far as architecture is concerned, is 

the weather. No matter how precisely the plans are drawn on paper, or on the computer screen, 

weather has a way of making itself part of the proceedings. The Life of Buildings in Time is how 

Mohsen Mostafavi and David Leatherbarrow subtitled their book On Weathering. The 

implication is that however ideally—with whatever imagined exactitude—buildings exist in 

space, they must also exist in time, and hence in a world of incessant change. And it is in that 

unideal realm of time that the weather—or “weathering”—works its menace. “In architecture,” 

Mostafavi and Leatherbarrow write, “the gradual destruction of buildings by nature in time is 

weathering.” 

But if there is menace in weathering, there can also be magic. A major aim of their 

book—and of a current project of mine—is to recover a positive contribution from the weather, 

to view what time does to a building (and to other things) as occasionally, and even in certain 

cases deliberately, an enhancement rather than a diminution: “Creation in this sense is the work 

of an architect and builder anticipating the work of the elements.” Time and the weather are thus 

brought into the act of creation. Of course, whole aesthetics, like the Japanese concept of wabi or 

the Roman taste for moldering walls or the neoclassical cult of ruins (and even whole art forms, 

like wood-fired ceramics), can be based on this partnership with weathering and time.  

Italo Calvino already foresaw this dialectic of exactitude and its opposites in the text from 

which this symposium draws its theme. “Every concept and value turns out to be double—even 

exactitude,” he writes. And in a passage from Invisible Cities that would seem the very essence 

of geometric exactitude, an evocation of a game of chess, it is weather and weathering that take 

over. “Your chessboard,” Marco Polo observes, “is inlaid with two woods: ebony and maple. 

The square on which your enlightened gaze is fixed was cut from the ring of a trunk that grew in 

a year of drought.” A precisionist like Poe (one of Calvino’s major influences) seems inevitably 



drawn to the themes of time and decay in a work like “The Fall of the House of Usher.”  

Drawing on an ongoing collaboration with the photographer Mercedes Jelinek, on the 

theme of “The Weathered World,” I want to explore this twinned theme of exactitude and 

weathering. The topic inevitably touches our current reality of climate change, in which the 

ravages of time—and the shortness of available time—are consistently on our minds. All of these 

concerns call for exactitude—in our data, in our forecasts—and for accommodation: with time 

and the weather.  


