Spatium gelatum — or maybe just a blob
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CHRISTOPHER HUME
Forget about the box, now architects must think outside the blob. 

At least that's the case with Zbiginiew Oksiuta, a German-based Polish designer who has spent the last three decades exploring his idea of "biological architecture." 

In town this week to lecture at the University of Toronto School of Architecture, Oksiuta showed two films of his team making large gelatine blobs that he claims could change the way we live, let alone build. 

"This is not a copy of a biological form, or of a biological system," Oksiuta insisted, "but a way of creating space with living organisms." 

Using "biological polymers" — the basic ingredient of hair, skin, fingernails — he hopes to create conditions that will allow them to grow into specific shapes and take on specific qualities. That could mean different degrees of hardness, colour and even flavour. It might well lead to a whole new concept — the edible building. 

So far Oksiuta's efforts have been focused on creating a series of large spherical objects — balloons almost — in an enormous swimming pool originally built as part of a training facility for astronauts. 

His films, with their quick editing, electronic music and fast-printed screen text, document teams of scuba divers wrestling with thick hoses as they blow various liquids into the water. As Oksiuta explained, the idea was to set up conditions that approach zero gravity, weightlessness, or as he prefers, "neutral buoyancy." 

"I don't want to control form," he said. "I only want to create the conditions in which the form can create itself. My intention is to establish a system that controls itself." 

Sounds rather ominous and, indeed, at least one audience member wondered aloud whether or not Oksiuta was at all worried about "playing God," or becoming some kind of 21st-century Dr. Frankenstein. 

No, Oksiuta assured listeners, we needn't be concerned about such things; there's a big difference between living materials and life itself. 

Besides, the truth may be that Oksiuta is as much an artist as an architect; witness his interest in making these blobs by hand as opposed to, say, modelling them on computers. He made it clear he's not crazy about computerized research — "It's important for me to work with the hands" — and talked instead about "biological art." 

This is not to be confused with botanical drawings, flower arranging or gardening; it's making art with biological systems. That can be anything from bacteria portraits to butterflies with modified wing patterns. It could also be houses made of living trees, like the traditional allée but rather more elaborate. 

"Artists are now working with DNA," he said, "trying to find ways to use living organisms." 

Which brings us to Oksiuta's notion of "spatium gelatum." This is the name he has given to another of his schemes, "congealed space (that) examines dynamic systems that transfer information and energy through liquid medium." 

"This project," he has written, "is a crossover of architecture, art and biological sciences. At present, the Spatium Gelatum project involves research into new methods of creating polymorphous, multiple forms and dynamic spaces ..." 

And that brings us back to the blob, or some such thing. 

Though one couldn't be certain, these Oksiutian forms apparently have the potential to become the "habitats of the future." 

We're not quite there yet, and the man himself admits that when it rains and the blobs get wet, they do tend to get awfully smelly. 

In the meantime, it appears he and his colleagues are having a lot of fun blowing underwater bubbles that solidify into predetermined shapes. 

The possibilities are obvious, well, sort of obvious. Eventually, they might form the basis of new types of structures that could serve any number of purposes. The great benefits would be its versatility and the fact that it doesn't damage the environment. 

Plus it might even taste good. 

"We are only at the beginning," Oksiuta wrote in the catalogue to Breeding Spaces, an exhibition he put together for the 2004 Venice Biennale, "mechanisms and ideas nobody could have even imagined so far still have to be discovered." 

As Oksiuta himself might have said, we don't know yet what we don't know.

