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The modernist pursuit of 
efficiency or who’s got time 
for that &%$#.

what is the legacy of efficiency 
in the context of architectural 
production? / why is the idea of 
efficiency at the center of most 
architectural concerns?  



Photo or Image?
 

View from the Window at Le Gras, 1826 or 1827.



The language of things and the 
preoccupation with wasting time.



Images are datasets based on 
statistical reasoning.



More “efficient” images have 
a higher fidelity to “reality” or 
provide a sound alibi.



Successive visual regimes that 
appear to be similar. 
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Tools break the worlds they 
make by influencing a series of 
banal processes.
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According to John May, when 
did the environment become 
electronic?



Concepts of environment were 
merged with the theatre of war.

 



Concerns over territorial 
efficiency coincide with the 
rise of “performance” as an 
architectural concern.



The management of “landscape” 
is what moves the idea of 
landscape from a pictorial to an 
environmental condition.
Timothy O’Sullivan. The head of Canyon de Chelly in Arizona, 1873. 



Efficiency becomes the most 
irreducible denominator in our 
environmental equations.



The irony is, being “efficient” has 
led to the wasteful lives we live. 



The transition from the age of 
ideas to the age of energies.

From enlightenment to 
environment.

Thomas Cole. The Oxbow (The Connecticut River near Northampton) 1836



Modernity is more a process of 
management than discovery.

Bethlehem Steel, Pennsylvania. 1918



The wonderfully dull and 
problematic legacy of Scientific 
Management and its influence 
on architectural workflows.



Frederick Winslow Taylor
Henry Gantt
Frank and Lillian Gilbreth

Casting pig iron. Iroquois smelter, Chicago. 1920



Frederick Winslow Taylor
The principles of Scientific Management, 1911.

Midvale Steel Works, PA. 1914



Gantt Charts













Frank and 
Lillian Gilbreth

Factory worker motion study, 1914.



The handling of Pig Iron.



BIM logic, 
a century in the making.

Time Control Spatial Control Motion Control



The Living
David Benjamin

Confront the legacy of scientific managment to question 
the role of “efficiency” in architecture by combining 
the idea  of embodied material energy and embodied 
procedural workflows in computational processes. 



The myth of efficiency. 
The myth of creativity.
Reinforcing these two myths has led to the inability 
to structure a relationship between efficiency and 
creativity that balances each of their strengths.



This distinction has also fed the 
continuous separation between 
architects and engineers.



Spectrum
Exploitation____________Exploration



This is not a value judgment

Exploitation is used by 
statisticians searching for ONE 
optimal solution.

Exploration is used by designers 
searching for a RANGE of 
performative outcomes.
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Three projects by The Living

1. Embodied Computation Lab. Princeton, NJ

2. MaRS Office. Toronto

3. Hy-Fi. Queens, NY



The Living does not mention 
BIM in their process; 
they talk about generative 
computational design.

Hannah Ardent
1906-1975



Three points that offer a critical 
frame for thinking about BIM 
and efficiency.

1. Design to construction in the age of high-resolution 
design representation.

2. Challenging the linearity of design to construction by 
questioning the dominance of material (products) and 
immaterial (software) standardization.

3. Integrating meta-design into design to find the path of 
most resistance by being purposefully inefficient. 



BIM is a post-orthographic 
process that continues the 
representational project 
established by Alberti; it is 
another step in the digital turn; 
it is not a revolution.


