The Archival Turn-away
The ‘archival turn’, as it is known in contemporary art, is a
means of seeking truth: of uncovering history or restoring
cultural memory in earnest. Here, the archive stands as the
container of the past, whether it is a garbage heap of
material or a sparse collection filled with probing lacunae.
Our focus is less excavation than it is fabrication. Turning
away from the archive, we seek relationships not ideas,
speculations not records, and arrive at rumours never to
be verified.
Bathroom Gossip’ is a purposeful misreading of the
archive. It brushes aside the standard account of Ludwig
Mies van der Rohe’s Farnsworth House (1951) —famous for
its transparent facade and floating forms—and instead
focuses on its two pokey bathrooms. Mies was rumoured
to be sleeping with the client, Dr Edith Farnsworth, who
would later sue him when the relationship fell apart.
Apparently, the architect was consumed by the possibility
of visitors seeing Farnsworth in her dressing gown (a
strange worry in a house made of glass), and so designed
one bathroom for Farnsworth and another for her guests.
These bathrooms don’t fit with the rest of the house: they
are small, closed, secretive. Hamish Lonergan recreates
one of the rooms at a 1:1 scale, mapping Meis’s
dimensions onto Boxcopy’s (already small) gallery space.
And yet, this life-size study is ever so slightly off, including
minor adjustments to match pre-cut, Bunnings timber.
Almost true to form, but not quite, the structure contains a
series of white lies.

The
bathroom
interior
is
littered
with
fake
correspondence, magazine spreads, photographs, love
letters discarded in the trash, and napkins passed across
the table. These objects are vacuum-sealed and stamped
with fake stickers of authentication—posing as real
material from the official Mies van der Rohe archive
housed in the MOMA Collection and Edith Farnswoth
Papers in Chicago, or obtained under FOIA request.
Linking these disparate items is an absurd timeline
printed on the shower curtain. Fabricated by Charlie
Donaldson, the faux-artifacts suggest that the Farnsworth
House was also a CIA-controlled site, as part of a larger
government effort to use modernist houses as fallout
shelters in the event of nuclear war. The imagined
relationship between Mies and the CIA mirrors that
between Mies and Farnsworth and, similarly, ends in a
catastrophic breakdown.

Our bathroom joins this crowded field of reproductive terminology. An abridged
account might go: reconstructions declare a perfect (impossible) fidelity to a lost
‘original’; versions admit, sheepishly, that they’re not quite accurate; commentators
(and self-aware artists) label works copies; project might be a cooler, coyer word
for installation; exhibitions present an interpretation as archival fact; and models,
like this bathroom, reduce the project to essential spatial and conceptual qualities.
In doing so, they stake their own kind of authority: we trust they are accurate in the
ways they claim because they are so honest about what they leave out. Now a
confession. Our unpainted and untrimmed bathroom was described in promotional
material as a dimensionally accurate 1:1 model. In fact, we modified it to account for
off-the-shelf MDF sizes. The doorway is 200mm too slim. Our solution to the
‘corner problem’ is pilfered instead from the Mies’ Seagram Building where the
mullions—taken out of context and swapped for timber studs—pull back from the
edge to exaggerate the corner. Mies forgive us.
Hamish Longergan
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Like all good conspiracies, there are contradictions
between Lonergan and
Donaldson’s suggested
narratives. Lonergan’s adapted model reveals the
absurdity of the bathroom and the jealous relationship it
manifests; Donaldson’s forged documents spill into
conspiracy, stretching the truth further still. The model is
an exaggeration; the files are a hoax; yet, both meet in the
bathroom. Together, they blur the boundaries between
replication and fabrication, research and ‘fake news’.
‘Bathroom Gossip’ proposes an alternative story of
tabloid-modernism, reinstating rumour into the archive.

The Farnsworth house (1951) was proceeded, according to many, by its own
unauthorised copy: Philip Johnson’s Glasshouse (1949). In 2009, Inigo ManglanoOvalle project, ‘Gravity is a Force to be Reckoned With’ truncated the house and
turned it upside down. Bik Van Der Pol seemed to respond ‘Are you really sure that
a floor can't also be a ceiling?’ (2010) and filled a Farnsworth installation with
butterflies. In 2017, Manuel Peralta Lorca constructed a 1:1 version in pine and
plywood, rhetorically refusing to consult a plan. Maybe he should have: he missed
the way the wall folds to form a shelf for the bathroom and a space below to store
firewood in the living room. According to my research, it makes this the first
accurate Farnsworth House bathroom outside Illinois.

BATHROOM GOSSIP
Mies’ Models
There are many life-sized reproductions of Mies’ work. The first was his own: a
canvas and timber model of the Kröller-Müller House, built to convince the client
to choose his scheme over Berlage’s (she didn’t). His Barcelona Pavilion was built in
1929, demolished in 1930 and reconstructed in 1986 from archival photos and
plans. In 2013, Robbrecht en Daem consulted archival sketches of an unbuilt golf
club to create a 1:1 model, using gloss-treated plywood and stainless-steel to hint,
economically, at Mies’ material richness. In 2017, Anna and Eugeni Bach covered
the Barcelona Pavilion’s marble and travertine with white vinyl, maintaining it turned
the reconstructed pavilion into a 1:1 model while pointing to the sterile whiteness of
European modernism. Rem Koolhaas argued the opposite with his ‘casa palestra’
exhibition, bending the plan and confronting a narrative of rigorous, lifeless
modernism with health-obsessed hedonism. Staged in 1985, it beat the authorised
Spanish reconstruction into existence.

