




occupying architecture 

Figure 12.1 Johannes Vermeer, 

Officer and Laughing Girl. 

Copyright, The Frick Collection, 

New York. 
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striking home: the telematic assault on identity 

These give me the creeps. They have the gloss, the high production values, and 

the lascivious exposure of studio pornography. Their close-up gaze, their in-your-face 

intimacy, insists that we stroke the silk, taste the meat, smell the flowers - enjoy them 

bodily as possessions. They resemble television in their close-up intrusiveness, internal 

luminosity and shallow spatial depth. They also have an immersive vividness which 

electronic virtual reality only aspires to. 

This simile is not too far-fetched. The still-life was then a new medium. It hung on 

the domestic wall like a screen and, as a phenomenon, related to previous, that is 

scenic, painting as television does to film. The type of glossy still-life I refer to was 

indeed literally te/e-vision in that it depicted not home products but porcelain, 

glassware, fabrics and exotic botanical species newly imported from afar - from the 

Levant, say, the East Indies or China. Such still-lites were also a sort of shopping 

channel, in that the cost of the things depicted, their exchange value, was an important 

part of the picture's message: the painting transformed objects into commodities. 

INVASIONS 

No actual home has all the attributes which define the ideal, the Platonic, Home. But 

home as an idea is the place of being, not doing - of ends, not the means to ends. It is 

a place of familial and moral value - not of monetary value. It is no place for the 

instrumental mentality, commerce or business (that is, masculine work). It is, 

moreover, a place of unmediated authenticity ('home truths' are truths bluntly and 

directly told) and therefore perhaps a country uncolonised by the 'empire of signs'. At 

home we can be true to ourselves: there is no need for show.6 

So those glossy stil�lifes represent a forced opening of a window, a puncturing of 

the skin protecting home from the outside world, an infection, a pollution of purity by 

danger, and an assault on homeliness by worldliness. Like the naval maps which also 

figure in the painted interiors, they represent an invasive penetration of a protected. 

largely feminine, domain by the external world of men and adventure. And, by 

representing monetary value and, by extension, the instrumental mentality, they 

symbolise the piping into the Faraday cage of home an untamed and threatening 

foreign energy. They are symptoms, in short, of the volatile imbalance, chronicled by 

Schama, in what he calls the seventeenth-century 'moral geography of the Dutch mind': 

a psychic unease, a blurring of self-identity, caused by a rocketing increase in available 

information and power.7

The parallel between the seventeenth-century experience and our own is obvious. 

The second half of our century has seen, in the advanced economies, a huge and quite 

6 R. Barthes, fmp,re of Signs, Loodon, 

Jonathan Cape, 1982, p. 107, claims 

that in Japan 'everything is habitat'. I 

lab)use h,s title to describe the 

opposite condition. 

7 Though not ,n these terms, Schama, 

Embarrassment of Riches, p. 389, 

discusses the Dutch tension between 

horr.� and global commerce. and the 

allegoncal virtues of housew,lehood. 

The phrase 'moral geography ... • is 

on p. 609. 
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Figure 12.2 Richard Hamilton, 

Just What Is It That Makes 

Today's Homes So Different, So 

Appealing?, 1956. Copyright 

Richard Hamilton 1998. All rights 

reserved DACS. 

8 J. Meyrovitz, No Sense of Plac:e: The 

Impact of Electronic Media on Social 

Behavior. New York and Oxford, Oxford 

University Press, 1986. 

sudden enlargement of personal access to information and power. Starting with 

the phone, electronic media have cracked the dykes of home and admitted into it all 

that was traditionally excluded: impurity, worldiness, business, disrespect and instru

mentality. Joshua Meyrowitz, for instance, has recorded in detail how the media, 

especially television, has changed American home life by breaching former barriers 

between community and privacy, subservience and authority, male and female, 

childhood and adulthood, leisure and work, and so on. 8 

Meyrovitz's study concentrated on the social effects. But quite as significant are 

the subjective inner responses, perhaps unconscious, to electronic media. Jean 

Baudrillard sees the media as an invasive virus, robbing life and meaning from the 

mental home constructed by humanity. TTihis electronic encephalization,' he asserts, 
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'this miniaturization of circuits and of energy, this transistorization of the environment 

condemn to futility, to obsolescence and almost to obscenity, all that once constituted 

the stage of our lives .... [Tihe presence of television', he continues, 'transforms our 

habitat into a kind of archaic, closed-off cell, into a vestige of human relations whose 

survival is highly questionable.'9 

At the common sense level this apocalyptic rhetoric seems unjustified and 

hysterical: we should be able to take a few electronic gizmos into our homes without 

blubbing about it. Yet today, as in the seventeenth�entury Netherlands, an infor

mational wave beats against the hull and causes the cargo to shift uneasily below 

decks. 

UNEASY DREAD 

Although published in 1919, a much-studied essay by Freud throws light on our current 

situation. Its title, translated into English, is Tile Uncanny: the uneasy dread evoked by 

undefined and unlocated menace. In the original German it is Das Unheimliche, literally 

'the unhomely'. One example of the uncanny/unhomely which Freud cites are 'doubts 

whether an apparently animate object is really alive; or conversely, whether a lifeless 

object [like an automaton] might not be in fact animate'.10 

Machines threaten the home because, as I have suggested, the home is about 

ends themselves, not means to ends - whereas technology is by definition 

instrumental. In our electronic era, moreover, it is clear that the machines with which 

we crowd today's habitat are indeed lifeless but, growing ever more responsive and 

interactive, increasingly resemble pets - beasts which are domesticated (significant 

verb) into a category half-human, half-object.11 And just as mechanical devices 

increasingly seem to be extensions of our body, so our mental attention seems 

increasingly monopolised and penetrated by media, particularly interactive media. Our 

collective imagination is haunted or exhilarated by the notion that in our home we 

copulate with machines, are becoming cyborgs, half-meat, half-metal: 8/ade Runner, 

The Terminator, Robocop. 12 

Freud also instances as typically uncanny the feeling that your self is divided, when 

you meet your double say - or, conversely, when two selves appear oddly unified, as 

in cases of apparent telepathy. The uncanny emerges, too, when statistical probability 

is violated, when for example everything repeatedly goes right for you so that the 

causal barrier, which normally divides the external world from inner thoughts and 

desires, threatens to disappear.13 In our electronic era, again, those who spend a large 

proportion of their conscious life on the Net or navigating informatic space may be 

9 J. Baudrillard, The Ecstasy of 

Communication, Brooklyn NY, 

Autonomedia Semiotext(e), 1988, pp. 

17-18. 

10 S. Freud, The uncanny', in J. 

Strachey and A. Dickson (eds), The 

Penguin Freud library, Vol. 14: Art and 

Literature, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 

1985, pp. 336-76; esp. p. 347 oo 

automata. A. Vidler, The Architectural 

Uncanny: Essays in lhe Modem 

Unhomely, Cambridge Mass. and 

l.oodon, MIT Press, 1992, exposes the 

philosophically uncanny aspects of 

Modern and subsequent architecture 

and urbanism. 

11 J. Baudrillard, The Revenge of the 

Crystal: Selected Writings on the 

Modem Object and ,ts Desl,ny, 

1968-1983, London and Concord 

Mass., Pluto, 1990, p. 46 'Pets are a 

species intermediary between beings 

and objects.' 

12 Films referred to in this chapter: 

Ridley Scott dir., Blade Runner, Warner, 

Ladd, Blade Runner Partnership, 1982; 

James Cameron dir., The Terminator, 

Orion, Hemdale, Western Pacific, 

1984; Paul Verhoeven dir .. Robocop, 

Rank, Orion, 1987; Steven Lisberger 

di,., TRON, Walt Disney, Lisberger

Kushner, 1982; Steven Spielberg dir.. 

Po/le,ge,st, MGM, SLM, 1982. 
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