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Under the title "10M/1000 ML/10 L" Drunks Cheyney Thompson (* 1975, lives in New York) presents in his 
fourth fifth solo exhibition at Galerie Buchholz Campoli Presti a group of new paintings, drawings and 

sculptures. 

The science of economics developed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries predominantly in the 
medium of language. The impact of set theoretical and topological reasoning after World War II finally put 
this verbal tradition to an end. Paralleled by the mathematization of economics from the 1950’s onwards, 
finance slowly moved from the margins of curricula at business schools to the center of value production. Its 
rise during the 1990’s marks the technical actualization – mathematical models drawn with pencil on paper 
were put to the test with the help of computers – of an epistemic shift, which has been in prolonged 
hibernation. As early as in 1900, Louis Bachelier discusses in his doctoral thesis “The Theory of Speculation” 
the application of stochastic processes to evaluate stock options. It has since marked the most general 
strand, that has not only transformed the study of finance, but the functioning of markets themselves. 
Bachelier's main thesis is that the prices of stocks and similar securities follow a random walk and therefore 
the mathematical theory of probability can be applied, which was complemented in the 1960’s by an 
argument that explicated this. Prices follow a random path, since any information available prescribes their 
development. This is taken into account by speculators and thus cancelled out. Markets are efficient and 
only therefore subject to the arithmetics of chance. 

A variant of such a random walk algorithm is put to work in this exhibition by Cheyney Thompson in order to 

produce paintings and sculptures. With regards to the paintings on view, its meander is placed into a three-
dimensional colour-system conceptualized by Albert Munsell at the turn of the last century, which has been 

deployed by Thompson during the past years in order to tie his practice to the possibility of a rigorous 
quantification of colour. The algorithm is programmed to cover a distance of 10 meters  8032 steps. The 

diverse positions the line drawn by it within the solid of Munsell’s ten primaries colour model can be 

translated into amounts of different hues, saturations and values – milliliters square centimetres– Thompson 
finally applies on canvas. The algorithm – as a model which produces nothing but colour quantities and as 

information the beholder knows about – withdraws the surfaces of the tableaux from the possibility to read 
their compositions as indices of intention. Painted in a colour-spectrum in fact recommended by Munsell for 

reproduction, they negate from the start their singular sensual presence. The articulated brush traces, which 

ought to do nothing but spend the material, apparently struggle to escape the habitus of the painter. They 
are fraudulent in the sense that they cannot become an object of judgement. This is precisely so because 

one cannot even confirm by merely looking at them the application of their rule. 

What they produce is a perspective from which the painter as well as the viewer are excluded. They are 
opaque, not where their redundant materiality becomes visible, but by means of their reduction to an 

abstract informatization, which mirrors the intangibility of economic processes that they nonetheless break 
down within the finite form of painting: a test pad for the non-liveable. It is the same algorithm Thompson 

resorts to for a set of sculptures. Whereas the paintings apparently take up the monstrous heritage of 

materialism, as it was first tentatively worked through by Impressionism, the sculptures appear to resume 
modernist painting’s debt to architecture. A one inch cube, as its elemental form of volume, is made to 

multiply itself on the algorithm’s path. Mimicking Parametricism’s contemporary triumphal lingo, which 
announces itself as the new global style of building, wearing the old mask of cast concrete, the bends and 

windings the cube stutters along produce shapes whose orientation remain unfathomable. To place those 
objects on the ground or on pedestals, whatever they might be doing there, expose them to gravity, let 

them crack, remains the only reasonable, maybe vital idiocy. The sculptures’ program is ended at somewhat 

contingent points. Most models have broken underneath their own weight. What would it mean to not give 
in? It is the only way out from becoming fatalistic. 
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Cheyney Thompson’s work is part of the permanent collections of MoMA, New York and Centre Pompidou, 

Paris. He recently had a solo survey exhibition at the MIT List Visual Arts Center, Massachusetts with an 
accompanying monograph and was included in the 2008 Whitney Biennial. Past exhibitions include The 
Complete Reference: Pedestals and Drunken Walks (solo) at Kunstverein Braunschweig, Chat Jet - Painting 
‘Beyond’ The Medium at Künstlerhaus Graz; The Indiscipline of Painting at Tate St Ives; Systems Analysis at 
West London Projects and Langen Foundation, Germany; Greater New York at P.S.1 Contemporary Art 
Center and Clandestine at The Venice Biennial 2003.  
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THE POLITICS OF PARAMETRICISM 
 

Two introductory comments for a panel with Reinhold Martin and Patrik Schumacher 

 
 

1) Matthew Poole 
 

The profession of architecture has often been at odds with architectural historians, theorists and critics in 

the insistence that architecture is not and cannot be political. One of the key purposes of this conference 
is to ask what is at stake in such claims and conversely what is at stake in claiming as we are claiming 

the necessity of a discourse on the politics of such claims. The conference asks if and how at this 
juncture in history it might be more important than ever to look once again into this abyss to forge a 

discourse that could cross the intellectual, ethical and  philosophical devide within the fields of 
architecture and social politics - to ask what political terrain parametricism is inserted into and grows out 

of and what its agency may be to provoke, guide and generate changes in collective and individual 

thinking, attitudes of behaviors within that terrain. So parametricism is a useful case study in this regard 
because its tools and mechanisms interject digital electronic automation into design and modeling 

processes more explicitly and fully than ever before. This paradigm shift explicitly introduces a 
deceptively simple set of questions that simultaneously defer and radically fracture common and familiar 

epistemes and ontological categories. For example, parametricsm provokes us to ask what is a building, 

what is a place, what is a population, what is an act, what is a choice, what is a flow and what is a 
conduit, what is fluid and what is static, what is a subject and what is an object as it comprehensibly 

dissolves such relatively stabilized designations into and through the complex representational terrain of 
data flows. The terrain of politics today is also made similarly complex as we interact increasingly through 

globally networked digital technologies. Political agency in our world today can no longer be predicated 
upon simple oppositional antagonistic models of antithetical argumentation nor on dialectical synthetic 

models of discussion and transparent and shared consensus. 

Instead the terrain for politics today is more difficult to navigate than ever before as the principal 
currency and medium for knowledge of ourselves, our values and the predicates of the decision making 

that we make are increasingly mobile and dynamic in ways that constantly accelerate. This hyper 
complexity is observed for example in global financial economics, in climatology and ecology and in 

population modeling, monitoring and prediction. 

Indeed it is now virtually impossible to schematise all these things in ways that are comprehensible to 
individual human consciousness without the aid of digital electronic prostheses.  Such computational 

prostheses not only assist us in managing hyper complexity but also fundamentally change the terms, 
principles, and capabilities of the terrains in which they intercede. These prostheses are not without their 

own agency, as they complicate, transcend, and potentially subvert that position as prostheses for 

human activity introducing the possibility that human activity may itself be the prosthesis of parametric 
and algorithmic scripting processes. So it’s with this interrogative perspective that we address the 

dynamic, epistemological and ontological terrain that is parametricism and asks questions of the 
ramifications of its complexities upon the present and future of social politics. 
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2) Manuel Schvartzberg 
 

We framed tonight’s event with the rather vague theme of architecture and politics, parametricism within 

or beyond liberal democracy. As Matthew already mentioned the cultural discourse of architecture has a 
troubled relation with politics, having been variously declared over the past century as the harbinger of 

revolution, the antidote, the false friend or plainly, as the purely practical or autonomous, and in both 
cases, the allegedly de-politicized practice of the design and making of buildings. The spirit of this event 

is to try to move the conversation beyond what I would call a double, if antithetical, architectural politics 

of refusal. Neither do we want to deny architecture’s effect as a political tool - thus isolating it to the 
pragmatic realm of the market - nor do we believe that the only way to maintain an ethical standard in 

architecture is to renounce practice all together. Rather we seek to explore the political potentialities, 
whether they are conscious or unconscious, of this new form of digital architecture, which tonight we are 

calling parametricism, to see how it might offer new ways of understanding both architecture and politics. 
Architectural parametricism is enticing as a case study in aesthetics and politics because with its basis on 

the numerical you can’t but codify the question of the one and the many, or the individual and the 

collective in many more ways than ever before. 
From the masses to social network, from the factory to the cloud, the conditions of life in our post-fordist 

imaginary can be understood as both enslaving and liberating depending on your point of view. Judith 
Butler for instance in a conversation with Cornel West just two weeks ago at Columbia University 

emphasized the role neo-liberal metrics play as a strategic instrument in the fraud cycles of 

impoverishment and development in capitalist organization. West on his part decried the deodorized 
discourse of contemporary corporate and also political rhetoric forgetting the body and its unpredictable 

messiness and its all too often suffering. On the other hand we might think of parametricism as precisely 
that, as an opportunity to think of a para-metrics - another way of forging relations in the world and 

therefore another politics. Beyond architecture’s problematic marriage with liberal democracy the 
parametric is an opportunity to develop a more sophisticated understanding of how different forms of 

society measure, distribute and design. What would be the metrics and the architecture of other forms of 

the political beyond liberal democracy? How would political autonomy be translated into form? Or what 
would be a radical democracy entail for the building industry and an equalitarian architecture at the level 

of a housing project, a private company, the state or even - returning to the post-fordist paradigm - flows 
of capital themselves.  
  

 

  


