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There is much talk of exactitude in architecture today. All the thousands of elements in even the 
simplest building are seen to be defined by ever more precise computation in design, modelling, 
analysis, testing, selection, sourcing, budgeting, specification, fabrication, transportation, assembly, 
installation, fastening, monitoring, maintenance, and representation. It is as if Architecture itself is now 
suspended in clouds of digital precision. Buildings have become the visible tip of vast icebergs of data. It 
is not just a matter of the countless calculations leading to a building but the building itself as a site of 
continuous recalculation in a thoroughly electronic life. 

Contemporary discourse about computation in architecture and architecture in computation echoes the 
discourse about exactitude made by modern architects in the early twentieth-century. The focus has 
shifted from standardization to customization, responsiveness, performance and interactivity. Yet it is 
ultimately an expansion of the zone of exactitude rather than a transformation. Le Corbusier, the most 
influential polemicist, treasured the word “exactitude” and wanted the precision of industrial 
techniques to reshape architecture but also saw exactitude in classical temples, Japanese woodcuts, 
medieval cathedrals, and roman city planning. Architecture was not modern because exact. It was 
architecture only inasmuch as it was exact. Modern forms of exactness inevitably incubated a modern 
architecture even if architects were pathologically slow to recognize it. Le Corbusier called for 
architecture to be as precise as any other machine, within one-tenth of a millimeter. More importantly, 
like the Parthenon, it had to flaunt this exactitude--a thoroughly classical ambition. 

This display of exactitude, which is something very different from being exact, was directly linked to an 
authoritarian rhetoric of “control,” “order,” “purity,” and “cleanliness”—as exemplified by the concept 
of “exact air” purified of bacteria, excluding threatening microbial others from the interior along with 
external variations of temperature and moisture. Exactitude was explicitly linked to an extractive logic of 
service-slavery that systematically pushes multiple others outside and down. 

After all, nestled inside the question of exactitude is the question of tolerance. Buildings are multiple 
nested sets of tolerances with an arsenal of materials and techniques that are constantly deployed to 
conceal any inexactitude of movement that might be revealed in gaps, undulations, leaks and squeaks. 
The discipline of architecture is dependent on a whole array of gaskets and caulking to veil tolerances 
and sustain the illusion of a static object. A large part of Alberti’s treatise on The Art of Building is 
devoted to the precise mixture and application of successive layers of stucco and final polishing to avoid 
“defects” (“gaps,” “blemishes,” “swellings,” “sinkings”, “splittings” “warps,” or “cracks”) and produce 
“smooth,” “square,” “level,” and “plumb” white surfaces that hold the “beholder’s eye” on what is 
exact. As with Le Corbusier, exactitude of point, line and surface depended entirely on the ancient craft 
of stucco. 



Tolerance is calculated intolerance—to unwanted movements, bacteria, insects, species, temperatures, 
smells, and designated others. It is precisely not hospitality. Architecture is even a form of intolerance. 
For some, it is the very form of intolerance. Or, to say it another way, intolerance always produces an 
architecture. Yet it is a mistake to simply counter industrial and now electronic exactitude with appeals 
to creativity, imagination, and humanity. The counter-discourses that accompanied the emergence of 
modern industrialized architecture as a mode of calculation and critiqued it by privileging the body, 
social life, locality, craft, poetry, history, and nature—think of Ruskin’s critique of the Crystal Palace and 
deep love of cracks and stains—were actually rival claims on the exact. 

This talk will discuss the work of architects who could not tolerate architecture itself, such as Konrad 
Wachsmann who tried to use industrialized and electronic exactitude to dissolve architecture, to design 
its exit in the name of an extreme hospitality. 

 


