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Introduction

By definition, the residual is something borne out

of sufficiency, not necessity. When “residual” was

first used more than five centuries ago, according

to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word meant

“a quantity that remains after the main part is
subtracted or accounted for” The “primary” figure
was distinguished from the messy and inconvenient
“leftover,” which did not correspond to the multiplied
value of the denominator; whereas the former

could be analyzed and described with mathematical
certainty, the latter was simply an anomaly not worthy
of further interpretation. Later on, “residual” also
denoted error, referring to the difference between the
“observed value of a quantity and its true or notional
value” What the naked eye was capable of seeing, as
scientists in the late 19th century discovered, departed
notably, though not measurably, from the actuality
according to logic. The residual was therefore not only
a theoretical construct relegated to an afterthought,
but also a preemptive alibi that justified the fissure
between the material and the virtual.

The current architectural discourse has been similarly
muted on the subject, but this silence is not the same
critical indifference that one finds in mathematics
and science. The omission may be ascribed to

the contradiction that the residual seems at once
ubiquitous and placeless. The ubiquity stems from its
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ostensible physical attributes and the countless ways
residual partakes in the organization of other material
matters. From post-consumer wastes to inefficiently
used spaces, the residual in its many forms occupies
every corner of our perceptual world. On the

other hand, because of its conceptual origin, the
residual also lacks a specific location, instead always
contingent upon the exigencies of its surroundings.
There isn't a fixed, permanent and isolated
phenomenon of the residual; rather, by definition, it is
a general, abstract condition that tends to change over
time. To discuss the residual, one risks of being too
literal and not literal enough.

Rather than sidestepping these inherent difficulties,
many contributors of thresholds 36 consider them as
points of departure. Having chronicled the supply
chains behind some of the most universal materials
and products, Leonardo Bonanni proposes a

new design model that would encourage greater
accountability from both producers and users by
making information regarding the life cycle of a
product transparent. Eric Schuldenfrei and Marisa
Yiu experiment with recycled waste as the primary
material for their architectural intervention in Hong
Kong, carried out across multiple continents with
the assistance of some of the latest technologies

as a way to reverse the trend of rising embodied



energy consumption. Exploiting the transformative
and transportable possibilities in art and architecture,
Teddy Cruz facilitates a series of semi-spontaneous
events in found spaces that culminate in a taco party in
Lisbon by way of Tijuana.

Also finding opportunities in neglected urban lots are
two proposals that focus on, respectively, horizontal
and vertical spaces rendered inaccessible or under-
utilized by infrastructural projects. By grounding his
design in the political theory of a pluralistic society,
Neeraj Bhatia envisions a two-kilometer land strip
bound by an expressway and railroad tracks in the heart
of Toronto as a distinct zone that has the potential to
absorb and amplify cultural and urbanistic diversity.
Provoked by the ubiquitous blank partition walls left
behind by infrastructural corridors that had previously
slashed through the city, a design collaborative in
Boston devises a landscape strategy, as Eric Howeler
recounts, to transform these window-less surfaces into
vertical parks.

Several contributors of thresholds 36 engage the
residual as a historical problem, since what may seem
to have come to pass often continues to linger in the
present. Delving beneath the surfaces of the bucolic
Buttes-Chaumont Park is Abigail Susik’s reading of
Louis Aragon’s novella, Le Paysan de Paris. The sordid
history of this man-made scenery outside the old
central Paris, as Susik resurrects for us in her text,
forms the critical backdrop against which Aragon
paints his surrealist tale. Also reporting from further
afield, Mark Jarzombek highlights two built projects
by Fasil Georghis, the young Ethiopian avant-garde
architect whose works demonstrates the challenges of
modernization in the shadow of modernism. At times,
history serves as a key participant shaping the present:

Morgan Ng juxtaposes works by Gordon Matta-Clark
and those by Piranesi, and recasts Matta-Clark’s Day’s
End as a historical project that at once reacts against
the modernist project and anticipates a new epoch of
capitalism. Kazys Varnelis traces Robert Smithson’s
footsteps back to Passaic, New Jersey, and finds that
without the residue of the past - which Smithson had
observed some 40 years earlier - architecture for the
urban derelict has come to a dead end.

Despite its name, the residual occasionally takes
precedence over all else as the protagonist. Writing on
the history of the Spirometer, a 19th century device
used to measure one’s lung capacity, Melissa Lo finds
that the rhetoric of the residual reveals the medical
profession’s distinct attitudes towards mechanized
statistics and corporeal existence. Similarly, Zameer
Basrai’s study on the accommodation of menstruating
women in two Islamic prayer spaces shows a
relocation of spatial boundaries that demarcates social
classes. Reasserting the architect’s role in the tightly
controlled industrial production process, Coryn
Kempster’s proposal for the Canadian pavilion at the
2010 World Expo in Shanghai creates a temporary
vacuum in the globalized market economy. By halting
a shipment of processed Canadian wood veneer from
China back to North America for the duration of the
expo, the design extracts a new residual value from
the international trade practice. Together with all the
submissions in this issue, our contributors remind

us that it may not be merely sufficient, but indeed
necessary for the design discourse to grapple with the
residual. From the most mundane objects to the most
hidden histories and beyond, thresholds 36 marks a
beginning of our exploration of the omnipresent and
the elusive. o



