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Abstract  
Currently, heritage safeguard actions are recognized as an important part of global 

sustainability agendas. Among the topics that have acquired relevance, is the study of colours 

and historical coatings, research field with important references in Portugal. In addition to the 

concern with the historical heritage in Portuguese territory, Portuguese institutions 

demonstrate the concern with the heritage that is the result of the diffusion (and 

miscegenation) of Portuguese culture around the world. Among the most important of these 

heritages are the colonial villages of Minas Gerais, Brazil: their landscapes, which find risks of 

de-characterization, demonstrate the clear reference to the Portuguese constructive way and 

its adaptation to the "new" context. Therefore, the purpose of the Thesis is to investigate the 

constructive techniques of these cities, with emphasis on the study of colours and coating 

materials. The literature review conducted so far has shown: (i) the importance of these 

elements to the visual identity of the historical centres of Minas Gerais and to their heritage 

value, (ii) the scarcity of information on the traditional Brazilian colours and coatings and the 

neglect of important matters. In the next stage of the investigation, the city of Tiradentes will 

be used as a case study. At the end of the work, it is intended to contribute to the knowledge 

of this heritage and provide recommendations for its conservation. 
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1. Introduction  
Currently, heritage safeguard actions are 

recognized as an important part of global 

sustainability agendas, at a time when new 

approaches and specialized subjects are 

emerging in academic and scientific studies. 

Among the topics that have acquired 

relevance in last decades, is the study of 

colours and historical coatings. 

In previous studies, it was found that among 

European countries, Portugal is in an 

important position between productions in 

this field of research. Since the decade of 

1980, characterization studies of historical 

surfaces are carried out at National 

Laboratory of Civil Engineering (LNEC). In 

chromatic studies, are important the 

investigations developed by Aguiar (1999), 

Casal (2009), Providência (2014), among 

others. Simultaneously, relevant works 

contemplate the principles of colour 

perception and colour interaction with space 

and architecture, such as the investigations 

carried out by the authors Loução (1992), 

Silva (1999), Durão (2000) e Pernão (2012). 

In addition to the concern with the historical 

heritage in Portuguese territory, Portuguese 

institutions demonstrate the concern with 

the heritage that is the result of the diffusion 

(and miscegenation) of Portuguese culture in 

different regions of the world. 

In 2006 and 2010, institutions such as Icomos 

Portugal and University of Coimbra promoted 

two important international meetings 

designated World Heritage Portuguese Origin 
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(WHPO), in which were founded the 

principles of networked oriented to the 

conservation of Portuguese-influenced 

heritage in the world.  

Also, Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation since 

1958 dedicates attention to these historical 

testimonies, and in 2007 began a project of 

systematization of these heritages, which is 

currently ongoing through the online portal 

Heritage of Portuguese Influence (HPIP). 

Among the most important of these heritages 

are the colonial villages of Minas Gerais, 

which emerged in the early eighteenth 

century, after the discovery of gold In Brazil. 

They are whole landscapes that demonstrate 

the clear reference to the Portuguese 

constructive way and its adaptation to the 

"new" environmental, social and economic 

context. 

Despite their importance, the colonial cities 

of Minas Gerais face constant risks of de-

characterization, among others, arising from 

intense tourist exploitation. 

Therefore, the purpose of the Thesis is to 

investigate the constructive techniques of 

these cities, with emphasis on the study of 

colours and coating materials. 

At the end of the work, it is intended to 

contribute to the knowledge of this heritage 

and provide recommendations for its 

conservation. Finally, it is believed that the 

results will positively impact the context of 

global heritage culture, since knowledge and 

its transmission are instruments for 

preservation.  

2. Methodology 
The methodology of this research was built 

through a literature review on the previously 

performed chromatic studies. The scientific 

studies at the doctoral level were prioritized 

and the methods with the greatest 

contribution to the purpose of this 

investigation were selected. 

Therefore, based on the authors Aguiar 

(1999), Lenclos & Lenclos (1999), Naoumova 

(2009), Casal (2009), Teles (2010), Pernão 

(2012) and Providência (2014), the phases of 

the investigation and the tasks to be 

performed were planned, as described below: 

The first phase consists of historical research 

on the colonial cities of Minas Gerais, through 

bibliographic, documentary and iconographic 

research on scientific platforms, historical 

archives and libraries in Portugal and Brazil. 

The purpose of this phase is to describe the 

built environment of the villages in the 

eighteenth century, their occupation process, 

building techniques and construction 

materials. In sequence, the research will focus 

on the colours and coatings. In addition to the 

eighteenth century, it is important to know 

the use of these elements along the next 

centuries, until current times, and how the 

National Institute of National Historical and 

Artistic Heritage (IPHAN Brazil) Influenced the 

aesthetic treatment of historical centres of 

Minas Gerais, after they were classified.  

Among the main objects of study are the 

architectural sites classified by IPHAN: São 

João Del-Rei, Mariana, Serro, Tiradentes, 

Paracatu and Sabará, besides Ouro Preto, 

Congonhas and Diamantina, which have 

heritage also classified by Organization of the 

United Nations for Education, Science and 

Culture (UNESCO).  

The second phase consists on the 

accomplishment of the case study at the 

historical centre of Tiradentes. The choice for 

Tiradentes is justified by its historical 

importance, the quality of its architectural 

collection and the coherence of its urban and 

landscape set. According to Tirapeli (2006) 

Tiradentes is among the most harmonious 

colonial urban centres in Brazil, and as states 

Maia et. al. (1978), Tiradentes stands out 

much more by its urban set than by isolated 

monuments (the opposite to what occurs in 

most of the cities of Minas Gerais).  

The historical centre that integrates the city 

of Tiradentes is the area of interest for this 

research, since it presents the traditional 

urban layout and concentrates the oldest 

buildings, with about 150 constructions. 

The main purpose of this phase is to establish 

the chromatic identity of Tiradentes in two 

distinct moments: The past (tasks A) and the 

present (Tasks B), as described below. 
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Task A1 identifies pigments, colours, 

materials and coating techniques used in the 

construction of the historical centre of 

Tiradentes, from: (i) data collected in the first 

phase, (ii) survey of local materials and 

technologies, seeking to restore the 

constructive practices, with direct 

observation, exploratory interviews with 

specialists from different scientific areas 

related to heritage conservation (craftsmen, 

historians, engineers, researchers and others) 

and consultation on the IPHAN office 

inventories, in Tiradentes.  

Task A2 consists of screening and selecting 

buildings where significant material 

information remains (trace elements of old 

coating and finishing materials). With 

authorization from the owner, information 

about the materials and colours of the 

successive layers found in their coatings are 

obtained, through the opening of in-depth 

windows with the aid of a scalpel. Colour 

measurements will be carried out with the 

help of a colorimeter (NCS Colourpin II model) 

and previously developed data sheet.  

The Natural Colour System (NCS) is one of the 

most widely used colour classification 

systems in the practice of colour description 

and it is close to being an International 

standard. According to Aguiar (1999), it is the 

official colour standard in some European 

countries. 

Task B1 determines the study of the current 

chromatic image of Tiradentes' architecture, 

thought the survey of the local colour palette. 

To identify the colour palette of a site, the 

authors Jean-Philippe Lenclos and Dominique 

Lenclos (1999) use their own concepts of 

"general palette" and "selective palette": the 

first refers to most of the visible urban space 

(roofs, walls and floors) and the second refers 

to the details that complement and influence 

the general palette (doors, frames, windows, 

etc.). Based on this logic, the following 

elements will be considered: (i) roofs, (ii) 

floors, (iii) wall facades and details. Colour 

measurements will be performed with the aid 

of a colorimeter (NCS Colourpin II model), 

and, in the case of facades, previously 

developed data sheet will be used. 

Task B2 consists of screening and selecting 

buildings with significant information on 

contemporary coatings and colours in 

internal spaces. For this task, also with 

authorization of the owner, it is obtained 

access to the building for photographic 

records. 

The tasks A2 and B1 will be previously 

experienced in Portuguese sites for the 

correction of possible failures, before the 

field investigation to be carried out in Brazil. 

The third phase consists in the study of the 

chromatic typologies of different periods. As 

Providência (2014) recommends, according 

to the architectural typology of Tiradentes, a 

facade diagram will be developed, to analyse 

the different combinations that can be 

performed between the distinct architectural 

elements, based on the surveys of tasks A2 

and B1. The analyses will be complemented 

using the methodology of Naoumova (2009), 

with the three criteria described below: 

1- The colour palette. Includes analyses on: (i) 

range of colours (predominant hues); (ii) 

proportion of light and dark, saturated and 

neutral, chromatic and achromatic colours; 

(iii) frequent combinations of colours and 

types of contrasts between them.  

2- Shape (morphology of the facades). 

Includes analyses on: (i) Identification of the 

significant morphological elements that 

received different colours; (ii) arrangements 

of these elements in groups, according to 

their position on the façade`s surface and 

according to their function, such as walls 

(larger facade area) and details (salient 

elements of shape marking). 

3- Interconnection between colour and 

shape. Includes analyses on: (i) comparison 

between background colour and details 

colours; (ii) evaluation of the relation 

between the colour and the limits of the 

shapes (whether or not the coloration 

matches the contours of the formal 

elements); (iii) proportion of the coloured 

areas in relation to the elements; (iv) visual 

effects provided in the facades; (v) existence 

of textures; and (vi) use of apparent 

materials. 

The fourth phase of the research confronts all 
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the data obtained in the previous phases, in 

order to develop recommendations for the 

preservation of historical centres of Minas 

Gerais and to report the conclusions of the 

thesis. 

3. Phase 1: current results 
The research activities carried out so far 

(phase 1) have made it possible to gather the 

main authors and bibliographical references 

in the subject of the colonial constructive 

techniques of Minas Gerais. 

However, it was possible to notice the lack of 

publications on traditional Brazilian coatings. 

Among the scarce references available, are 

highlighted the authors Santiago (2007) and 

Kanan (2008), and on chromatic studies in 

historical centres, the author Naoumova 

(2009). The same happens for the 

publications on the constructive techniques 

in colonial Brazilian architecture. The main 

references in the subject, such as Menezes 

(1964), Reis Filho (1970), Omegna (1971), 

Vasconcellos (1979 e 1977), Rodrigues (1979), 

Lemos (1989), Costa (2002), Tirapeli (2006), 

Bury (2006), Mendes et. al. (2007), Araújo 

(2010) and Castriota (2012), although 

important, offer insufficiently detailed 

information. 

On the other hand, the literature review 

made it possible to organize the available 

information about the colours and coatings 

that had not yet been compiled or 

systematized, providing the understanding of 

the importance of materials, colours and 

coatings in the aesthetic composition of 

colonial architecture. Among the conclusions, 

it is stated that, in fact, these are the main 

elements of the visual identity of the cultural 

heritage of Minas Gerais. However, it is 

emphasized that this identity results not from 

the isolated building, but from the 

architectural set coherence and the final 

composition of constructions in the 

landscape.  

It is also Important to mention that there is 

clearly in the literature the common sense 

that in traditional Brazilian colonial 

architecture, in general, the coated walls are 

whitewashed, influencing the neglect of 

important facts, such as the use of Tabatinga 

as a constructive technique (and its 

"yellowish" colour); the existence of distinct 

"chromatic moments" in colonial architecture 

(as demonstrated through old pictures of 

Tiradentes); and the actions of IPHAN in the 

treatment of coatings and colours, which 

induce the assumption of the prioritization of 

aesthetic and stylistic values. 

4. Conclusions 
The research activities developed have shown 

the relevance of the study subject and the 

efficiency of the planned methodology, 

motivating the investigation of the issues 

mentioned in this work, through the 

continuity with the next phases, in order to 

establish invariables in traditional colours and 

coatings that could help ruling the renovation 

and preservation of the historical centres of 

Minas Gerais. 
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Abstract 
Free space is a very contemporary issue when it comes to the architectural 
debate; as architects, and more as humans of our times, we seek for free space 
in our cities, we long for enhancing our networks, opening our horizons, 
expanding our connections. City is more and more defined as porous, 
immersive, permeable, accessible, open. It becomes more and more complex to 
give a clear definition of the public realm, moreover in the sense of its 
extension and limits.  

If, on one hand, it’s clear that we live in such a “shared” and “sharing” era, on 
the other hand It's possible to consider the private quality of the dwelling still 
standing as a secure place throughout the fluid and pervasive pattern of the 
open urban space, and to consider the collective housing fabric, as in the past 
and potentially in the future, still acting as the rigid backbone of the urban 
framework. 

In the interference between these two distinct entities, also stands the 
opportunity for a positive integration. What can be the narration of the public 
space gradually becoming private, and of the urban space gradually becoming 
domestic? How many different kinds of other spaces are we passing through? 
How many thresholds? Seeking to be able to read and discover the dwelling as 
existing together with its extension into the exterior, and the city as existing 
together with its extension into the interior, we can interpret the limit between 
the two - the urban space and the domestic space - in a gradient of different 
forms and grades of domesticity. 

 

Keywords: Collective housing, Threshold, Domesticity, Narrative, Pilgrimage 

 
On one hand, stands the individual, on 
the other hand, the city. The individual, 
as a subject, produces a certain range 
of actions related to the city; the city, 
as a subject itself, produces a range of 
effects on the individual. Both of them 
ex press their subjectivity, or their 
specific nature, and tend to get in 
contact one to the other; we could 
consider the individual as ex pressing 

his own subjectivity through the action 
of "dwelling", and the city through the 
action of “housing”. As far as “to dwell” 
implies the establishment of a 
meaningful relationship between man 
and a given environment" (Norberg-
Schulz, 1993: 1), “to house” implies the 
providing of the space where this 
relationship, and every possible 
relationship, can take place, and 
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consequently it implies being the 
environment. Man has been dwelling 
on earth through time, according to 
the diverse geographic, climatic, 
cultural, economic conditions. In the 
contemporary western European city 
dwelling has been more and more 
connected with the more and more 
private sphere of the living, the 
emergence of the concept of the 
interior domestic space of the house 
went on simultaneously with the 
development of the definition of the 
ex terior urban public space, the 
relationship between the two arising 
among the interesting matters of the 
architectural debate.    

As this relationship happens, it is 
possible to define a certain kind of 
space, together with the opportunity to 
identify a number of characteristics.  

1.1.1.1. Threshold as space 
We could name this type of space 
“threshold”; "thresholds are anthropo-
logical invariants, they serve to 
delineate one place from another" 
(Sensual Design Studio, 2018: 7). The 
notion had been used by Dutch Team X 
architect Aldo van Eyck "to signify the 
relationship of different spatial and 
psychological registers and scales in 
the city" (Jaschke, 2009: 176). It's 
interesting to notice how, in fact, the 
space of the private realm (the house) 
and the space of the urban public 
realm are so different and distant in 
terms of scale and psychological 
register that it would be possible to 
consider them as ex treme opposites, 
and how, therefore, these two notions 
could constitute a “twin phenomenon” 
(Van Eyck, 1962: 327): Interior vs 
Ex terior, Domestic vs Urban, Private vs 
Public, Intimate vs Metropolitan are 
some of those which are worth to be 
analysed.  

Through the physiological metaphor of 
the breathing, which happens only 
when working in the two directions, in 
and out, Van Eyck well ex plains the 
mutual relationship between the two 
entities of the interior and the ex terior; 
one cannot ex ist without the other, and 
the effect that the twin action 
produces reverberates far over the 
action itself, producing a number of 
relevant side effects.  

Van Eyck says that this space of 
relations could be "the built mirror of 
the human nature, so that men can 
identify with it" (Jaschke, 2009: 176). He 
is here suggesting a side outcome: 
while as individual one might identify 
in his own personal private space (the 
house), as an “urban” individual 
(meaning that specific individual which 
is engaging relations with the urban 
environment) one can identify himself 
within this “built mirror”. Some shift of 
paradigm then happens: identity is not 
to be found in one specific place or 
time (and in a mainly ontological way), 
It descends instead from the condition 
of the individual put into some kind of 
relationship with a place, with a time, 
with other individuals.  

When ecology got to be central in the 
cultural debate, together with the 
emergence of the theory of the 
complex ity from authors such as 
Feyerabend and Prigogine, it became 
clear how the ex istence of the world, 
as we know and ex perience it, is a 
matter of interconnections and 
interrelations among its parts. The art 
also moved towards similar directions, 
in 1948 Alberto Giacometti put his thin 
figures together on a common base 
(the “piazza”), referring to the 
constitution of the space throughout 
prox imity and sharing, while in 1971 
Vincenzo Agnetti worked to his felts 
“Chi Entra Esce” (Whoever Enters 
Ex its, ed) and “Chi Esce Entra” 
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(Whoever Ex its Enters, ed), pointing 
out how art derives its value  from the 
engagement it can interlace with the 
public: as many and as more 
epistemological levels art can arise, the 
more it is valuable. 

 
Fig. 1: Alberto Giacometti, Piazza, 1948 

(source Guggenheim Museum) 
©Giacometti 

 
Fig. 2: Vincenzo Agnetti, Chi Esce Entra, Chi 

Entra Esce, 1971 (source 
http://www.paperstreet.it) ©Agnetti 

1.1. Characteristic of the threshold 
Threshold is usually to be interpreted 
in a linear way, from one point to the 
other, and according  to this specific 
issue it seems even more fitting the 
matter: as "wanderers" men live the 
"dialectic of departure and arrival, of 
path and goal", as "the essence of the 
ex istential spatiality" (Norberg-Schulz, 
1993, 24). Which are, in this speech, the 
departure, the path, and the goal? We 
may say the house is the very sacred 
space of the stillness and of the rest; 

the urban space is the milieu of the 
infinitive choices for the “flaneur”, it's 
where to get lost within the 
archipelago of the possibilities; the 
threshold is the place of the transition, 
where the path is linear and the 
sequence of the narration is dialectic. 

Moreover, we may say the threshold is 
a space. We, then, may also say it shall 
have boundaries. 

Some characteristics of the threshold 
space could be then ex pressed: it's in-
between, it's interlacing relationships, 
it's connecting entities while blurring 
their boundaries, it's generating 
identity, It's producing urbanity, it's 
enhancing domesticity, it's enriching 
the transition. 

Vittoria Di Palma, Diana Periton and 
Marina Lathouri in the introduction of 
the publication derived from the 
conference “The intimate metropolis: 
Domesticating the City, Infiltrating the 
Room” held at the Architectural 
Association in London in 2003, relate 
the term public to the term collective, 
and the term private to the term 
individual, ending up choosing the 
word “intimate” to identify their field of 
research as, seeing the city as a 
"continously growing agglomeration of 
people, rather than as an abstract 
political entity" (Di Palma, Periton, 
Lathouri, 2009: 1), it "implies an 
unveiling of the self" (ibid.). This 
consideration makes, again, the issue 
of the subjectivity arise, considering 
how the individual is shaped by his 
relationship with the urban space of 
the city, and vice versa. 

1.2. The passage from the house to the 
urban open space 

Thresholds, where the getting home 
and getting out, ex iting from the house 
and entering into the public space 
happen, may vary according to the 
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typology of the housing building. If we 
consider a single family house, the 
transition happens directly from the 
very private to the very public: though 
being potentially rich in terms of 
physical conditions, it mainly works on 
two communities: the family and the 
neighbourhood, then possibly divided 
into sub-communities according to 
different gradients of prox imity. When 
considering a collective housing 
building, instead, we can list, at least, 
three kinds of communities: the very 
private of the family, the very public of 
the neighbourhood, and the 
semiprivate of the living community, all 
of the three again possibly divided into 
sub-communities according to the 
different gradients prox imity. Then, 
when it comes to co-housing 
ex periences, the number of 
communities and sub-communities, 
and the gradients of prox imity grow 
again.  

In collective and communal housing 
buildings the common and shared 
space gain a specific importance 
according to the issue. Common and 
shared spaces can be analysed to 
better define the quality of the 
boundaries through the element of 
porosity, transparency, intimacy, 
velocity. 

2.2.2.2. Housing as a typology 
Within our western European culture, 
housing stands as one of the major 
issues in the architectural debate from 
the industrial revolution on, being the 
field for a wide range of 
ex perimentation. 

It is interesting to notice how Carlos 
Martì Aris in his book “The Variations 
of the Identity” carries the discourse 
on until the last chapter without ever 
mentioning any house among his case 
studies (he only refers once to the 

“sevillian” (of Sevillia) patio house as a 
model for the Spanish architectural 
language, from which the typologies of 
the monastery and of the public 
building derive. Though, in the last 
chapter, talking about the notion of 
“type” in modern architecture, he 
immediately starts with the vernacular 
ex ample of the rural houses from 
Cataluna to ex plain the dichotomy 
ex pressed by Le Corbusier between 
“plan paralise” and “plan libre”, then 
referring to Colin Rowe comparison 
between Le Corbusier's Stein Villa and 
Palladio's Villa Malcontenta, and finally 
ex pressing his critique on Peter 
Carter's narration of Mies Van der 
Rohe's Farnsworth House and 
Barcelona Pavillion, stating that, 
probably, the better solution would 
have been to ex plain the first as being 
only accidentally a house, while being 
the second essentially a house. It Is 
then clear how housing stands clearly 
in the focus of the Modern Movement 
thought, interlacing, and maybe 
leading, the typological, cultural and 
theoretical development of the period. 

2.1. Housing and thresholds 
Already in the working class houses a 
rigid spatial distribution of the 
functions, in contrast with the 
mediaeval more fluid and undefined 
character of the inner space 
(commonly considered not more than a 
“shelter”) leads the way towards the 
construction of the “working class city” 
of the middle XIX century, and then, 
together with better hygienic 
conditions of air and light, towards the 
“functional city”. 

Within the Modern Movement most of 
the “manifestos” were embodied in the 
design of the single houses or villas, 
while the collective housing, derived 
from the need of a quick and money 
saving post war reconstruction, 
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absorbing the Foucault's directives of 
order and function of the working class 
model and, together with the   “grand 
ensembles” model of the monastry and 
the hospitals for the poors, offered the 
occasion to ex press “statements” 
related to the more critical issues of 
the cultural and practical conflicts that 
living together could arise (Corbellini, 
2012: 7). 

Foucault's mainly anthropological 
approach was then substituted by a 
strictly scientific and sanitary one: 
light, air and space were ex actly 
measurable quantities, and could be 
easily related to their economic value.  

Within the assumption of the 
Ex istenzminimum approach no space 
in the house was left for thresholds. In-
between spaces were shrinked to the 
minimum, mainly corresponding to the 
line of the doorway or of the facade. 
The buildings often stand elevated 
from the ground.  

In opposition to this paradigm of the 
separation (of functions - dwelling, 
working, recreation, transport - and of 
urban elements - buildings, ground, 
streets -), the Team X proposed to re-
Introduce the vernacular paradigm of 
the relationship between entities. The 
work of Aldo van Eyck and Piet Blom 
went in this direction, stating that a 
house should be like a small city, and a 
city like a large house. 

3.3.3.3. Pilgrimage as paradigm 
"Any other keyword leads the public 
discourse as the word “transparency” 
(Han, 2012:9); with an appearance of 
freedom, equity and clearness, 
transparency, though, leads to a loss of 
meaningful ex periences. Directly and 
immediately ex posed, without any 
scenic diaphragm, the reality looses its 
narrative, and ends up in a series of 
meaningless images. The result is the 

one of the “ob-scenity” (lack of 
“scenity”) where "the lack of spatial and 
temporal narration is obscene" (Han, 
2012: 56).  

The path instead, when leading to 
knowledge and appropriation, should 
be led in a succession of narrative 
moments. The pilgrimage represents 
the narrative event, it is strictly 
oriented and therefore not obscene: it 
is held in a series of scenic 
representation of specific passages, 
within the form of the narration and 
throughout the means of the 
scenography. 

 
Fig. 3: MINDWALKS, Sensual City Studio, 

2016 (source: www.sensualcitystudio. 
com) 

To pass through a number of 
thresholds means encountering some 
kind of resistance, enhancing the 
conflictual negative value and 
therefore working against the 
equalization produced by the ex cess of 
transparency. Through a process of 
selection the narration of the space 
could take place, producing that 
stratification of history and of 
meanings which then generates the 
semantic enrichment needed to 
produce identity and fulfilment. 

Moreover, new meanings can then 
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produce new passages and new 
thresholds, and so the pilgrimage can 
start over again and grow together 
with the growing of the individual. 
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Abstract  
The research theme explores how some basic and fundamental architectural 
actions connected with the figural concept of ground (dropping, founding, 
digging, excavating, filling, carving, mass grading, sloping...) are expanding their 
compositional complexity, together with the expanding field of landscape 
architecture. 

After a first presentation of the general theme during the CA2RE Symposium in 
Berlin (September 2018), the middle-stage research process now proceeds with 
the clarification of methodology and literature about the topic. The reflection on 
“Moving ground actions in Landscape Architecture”, indeed, lies between: 

. an individual design-based research approach, which uses photographs, 
drawings and short descriptions in narrative-poetic prose as tools to underline 
initial empiric recognitions and spatial considerations between wonder and 
consciousness, memory and imagination; 

. a theoretical framework which gives an insight into a broad history of ground-
based operations, from the alteration of the mount Athos described by Vitruvio 
and Alberti to the primal, founding action of building architectures explained by 
Semper, from the handling of the re-signification of post-industrial landscapes by 
Smithson to the shifting of the meaning of ground inside ecological urbanism and 
environmental landscape design; 

. a critical overview of on-going projects and contemporary case studies where 
the moving ground design process inside complex construction sites is urgently 
facing social, ecological, economic problems and global political challenges, 
opening some crucial questions like the need to re-cycle, re-think and re-valorize 
earth and inert waste through the practice of landscape design. 

The research is intended as an instrument to interpret and deepen the 
compositional, strategic meaning of moving ground actions inside the design 
process, reflecting on how, millennia after first ancestral earth mounds, 
earthworks inside landscape could today become part of a continuously renewed 
sublime collective imagination. 

 

Keywords: Moving ground, Landscape architecture, construction sites  
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1. Empiric recognitions 
An empiric observation  of the 
construction phase of landscape 
architecture interventions, from 
private gardens to public parks planned 
and realized in the south part of 
Switzerland between 2009 and 2018,   
becomes an opportunity to think about 
ground movements connected to the 
construction and realization of  
projects dealing with changes of the 
site’s surface. 

This section of the research 
investigates on both the physical and 
inspirational aspects of these vaste 
earthworks: “But actually this  
grandeur is most active in the realm of 
intimate space. For this grandeur does 
not come from the spectacle 
witnessed, but from the unfathomable 
depths of vast thoughts. [...] The 
exterior spectacle helps intimate 
grandeur unfold” (Bachelard, 1964: 193). 
At the same time, it evidences how a 
number of great mounds of mud 
resulting from the excavations for 
buildings foundations or from land 
levelling are often omitted and 
excluded from the creative process. 
The primary question therefore is 
about how these kinds of earthworks 
could enter straight into the landscape 
design thinking. In spite of the 
powerful suggestion of their forms and 
sizes, tumuli of earth and stones inside 
building sites are rather treated, as per 
standard practice, like outcomes to be 
handled as secondary concerns. During 
the groundwork activity, at the 
beginning of the construction phase, 
indeed, the excavated soil is often 
deposited in a temporary and shapeless 
accumulation near the extraction site 
(embankment), successively a part of 
the same material or, sometime, the 
entire mound is removed from the 
original site  and, finally, dislocated into 
another place, which usually is a 
dedicated specific depot or landfill,  

 
Fig.% 1:" Earthwork" deposited" in" the" building" site,"

Tessin,"Switzerland,"photo"by"the"author"

"

while simultaneously the primary 
landscape and/or architectural project 
proceeds lying on a digged, renewed 
and oblivious ground. “The lie of the 
land” is a play on words that John 
Dixon Hunt uses to indicate both the 
land topography, including its 
fundamental geology, its climatic and 
cultural responses and its historical 
associations, “but also that designed 
land lies or tells untruths about itself, 
by virtue of whatever landscape 
architects do to it” (Dixon Hunt, 2016: 
1).  

Indeed earth deriving from buildings 
and infrastructures fabrication, 
maintenance or dismantlement, the so 
called construction and demolition 
waste (C&D), represents one of the 
heaviest waste stream generated in 
Europe. Movement of such a great 
volume of debris leads to several 
visible, even if not always easy-
recognisable, effects inside landscape, 
which, together with the ground, is in 
constant metamorphosis in itself. For 
instance, the observation of the small 
region of Cantone Ticino, Switzerland, 
where I actually live and practice, 
highlights a large quantity of inert 
dumps, consisting mainly of digging 



 

 

3 

material (about 30%). Precisely, the 
Department of the Territory of Tessin 
mapped, within the 2018-2022 Waste 
Management Plan, about 32 deposits 
already in operation or soon to be 
opened, to house approximately 
115’000’000 cubic meters of material 
spread in an overall area of about 2’800 
square kilometres, a region not only 
densely urbanized, but also 
characterized and occupied by 
mountains, narrow wooded valleys and 
lakes. In this extent, 28 sites are type B 
depots, that, according to Swiss 
parameters, are destined for the 
collection of inert and construction 
waste (Dipartimento del Territorio, 
2017). As a result, even if it is expected 
that these natural, rur-urban or urban 
areas are left untouched, many of the 
dumps are visible on a daily basis; some 
of them indeed are quite close to 
inhabited villages and small city 
centres, inevitably becoming deeply 
connected with the mountains and the 
meadows where they are located. 
Therefore, in all respect they are inside 
the familiar, intimate environment that 
one inhabit, and enter in that “portion 
of the earth’s surface that can be 
comprehended as a glance” (Jackson, 
1984: 3), thus  becoming definitely part 
of our perceived landscape. 

2. Theoretical framework 
To deal with terrain is a basic 
component of landscape architecture 
discipline. In human history, the 
process of re-shaping the land with 
earth has always had great, 
consolidated implications: sacred, 
social, ecological, artistic, political and 
economic (Bourdon, 1995). Together, 
the act to shape and move the ground 
has been mentioned by Gottfried 
Semper inside his “Four Elements of 
architecture”, together with the other 
first and original signs of human 
settlements: “hearth” (ceramics), “roof” 
(carpentry), “weaving” (walling) and, 

finally, “mound” (earthworks) (Semper, 
1851: 102), where the last one refers not 
only to the planning of the basement of 
a building, but also recalls the deeper 
meaning of the first contact with the 
earth and the penetration of the 
ground to dig or heap it. Many early 
civilizations which have developed in 
different continents have produced 
mounds of earth as a means of a 
collective human language. 

One of the most impressive projects 
has been the aim to shape the entire 
Athos mountain by Dinocrate, the 
architect of Alexander the Great. This 
extraordinary vision was chronicled by 
Vitruvio in the first century BC and by 
Plutarco in the first century AD, and 
subsequently by Leon Battista Alberti 
in his “De re aedificatoria” (1486), in 
which he explicitly considered 
Dinocrate’s concept as a negative 
model and an emblem of excess 
(Backhaus and Murungi, 2009: 117), 
especially because of the exaggerated 
pomp of the proposed intervention, 
which was in contrast with the Vitruvio 
principle of utilitas.  

In contemporary time, landscape 
architecture still defines its discipline 
through ground-based design actions, 
which interact with terrain and model 
it. A number of scholars and designer 
still investigate by research or by 
design on the meaning of those actions 
(among others U. Weilacher, D. 
Leatherbarrow, C. Girot, D. Schaal, B. 
Lassus...). 

The fact that in ancient times 
extraction and ground-moving works 
were operations that through centuries 
had been done by hand, by carrying 
baskets of materials in a very 
expensive, long-lasting and laborious 
way, contributes to transmit its 
preciousness, as well as its exceptional 
nature and meaning. Together, it 
recalls the fundamental feature of a 
technical aspect, which has had an 
increasing role, starting from the 19th 
century. On the one hand, several 
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evolving mechanical procedures, 
scientific means, new mapping and 
design methods have helped to 
increase knowledge and considerably 
reduce and optimize work efforts and 
costs (Walker 2008: 9), allowing for the 
development of an extractive engine 
drawing resources, while on the other 
hand, a growing mass of material 
becomes more easily and rapidly 
wasted, as a final, definitive point of a 
“cradle-to-grave” process (Braungart 
and McDonough, 2009: 27) which 
produces and externalizes waste as an 
unavoidable outcome. In this regard, an 
important turning point for Art, 
Architecture and Landscape design, 
and a stance on the complexity of both 
ecological and formal issues connected 
with the shaping of the ground, can be 
found in the Land Art movement. The 
work of Robert Smithson, which the art 
installation realized for the 
“Earthworks” exhibition for Dwan 
Gallery in New York (1968) reveals, 
introduces a topical reflection on the 
relationship between nature and 
human actions, on the beauty of 
discarded things like earth and on their 
implication for our culture (Kastner 
and Wallis, 1998).  At that time, an 
environmental movement, anticipated 
at the beginning of the century by 
figures like John Muir, began to 
develop in America and in Europe, 
leading to a more conscious approach 
not only to social, political and 
economic issues, but to design as well 
(McHarg, 1969). Moreover, design 
became the medium of reclaiming 
neglected landscapes, managing storm 
water, detoxifying contaminated soil 
(Baird, 2003). Especially in the post-
industrial era, an increasing 
accumulation of things remaining from 
anthropic activities has occupied water 
and land, the typical official territories 
of landscapes, creating a constellation 
of contaminated, abandoned sites; the 
places for which Berger in the early 
2000s coined the expression 
“drosscapes” (Berger, 2006: 36), to 

define areas that have been heavily 
degraded by humans. In this sense, also 
the prime, ground-based actions in 
landscape, like founding, dropping, and 
excavating should shift from assumed 
linear, static meanings to more 
complex actions where the rethinking 
of the ground is strictly connected with 
a circular process and a new 
perception of both the extraordinary 
power and the awareness of the 
fragility of the environment we live in. 

3. Projects 
Building sites are places of production 
of inert waste, but also a chance to 
experience, inside a landscape design 
context, how to reuse and to recycle 
earth. Nevertheless, as seen during the 
empiric observation of small to 
medium landscape interventions, the 
fragmented nature of the C&D 
practices, the standardized procedures 
and the lack of geographical and 
temporal overlap between different 
ground activities make quite difficult to 
implement the rethink and reuse of 
debris at a significant design level.  

The study of complex building sites, as 
the infrastructural ones, by contrast 
allows the observation of great earth 
movements inside construction 
processes, which often should 
anticipate and clarify design strategies 
and policies in a concrete and 
strategic way.  

The research in particular is moving 
forward an investigation of two study 
cases, related to the TEN-T Network 
(Trans-European conventional rail 
network): the on-going railway project 
linking Lyon to Turin by 57.5 km long 
Mont Cenis base tunnel and the 
Alptransit rail route, which connects 
south Germany to north Italy trough 
the Alps. For both of them the focus is 
on the reuse, the relocation or the 
dumping of the removed spoils (earth 
and rocks) from galleries and tunnels  
inside landscape. 
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The analysis is significant for the 
research progress by reason of the 
prominence and topicality of the 
infrastructural interventions inside 
their environment, e.g. tunnels are 
usually excavated in mountain areas of 
great value and source of great 
criticism, the recentness of the 
construction activities, the 
experimental approach of planning 
and design processes which are 
urgently facing social, ecological, 
economic problems and large-scale 
political challenges, as the European 
Directive 2008/98/CE which implies, 
within 2020, the recycling of at least 
the 70% of inert waste deriving from 
construction sites. 

In the first case the excavation of 7 km 
long exploratory tunnel named “La 
Maddalena” under the Ambin 
mountain slopes -built to gather 
useful information about the 
geological conditions, to test the 
mechanized excavation method and to 
provide a security and ventilation 
conduit and an access point for 
construction of the primary tunnel-  
produced an amount of about 300’000 
cubic meters of earth and rocks. The 
entire volume of non-hazardous 
material is at the present time already 
deposited against the existing slopes 
near the construction site, in such a 
manner that several steps are created 
and greened up, first and foremost 
according to environmental guidelines 
and to the aim of reproduce a form as 
close to nature as possible. In the 
coming years there will be a notable 
production of excavated rock from 
construction of the Turin-Lyon main 
tunnel (about 14 million of cubic 
meters) and the consequent need to 
think about the end use of large 
quantity of   material.   

 
Fig.% 2:" “La" Maddalena”" construction" site,"

Chiomonte,"Italy,"photo"by"the"author"

%

The second study case, the Alptransit 
railway, includes the Lötschberg 
tunnel, inaugurated in 2007 and the 
Gotthard, with three important 
tunnels: the Ceneri Base Tunnel in the 
southern part (about 15km long), the 
Zimmerberg Base Tunnel in the 
northern section (total length 20km) 
and the Gotthard Base Tunnel, 
inaugurated in 2016: a 57km long and 
500-550 meter undersea deep tube 
connecting Erstfeld, in Canton Uri, to 
Bodio, in Tessin. The entire excavation 
volume of the Gotthard axis is 
estimated in about 13.3 million cubic 
meters, of which about 46 percent has 
been reused in projects for 
embankments or for concrete 
aggregates, 53 percent for 
environmental restorations, filling 
material for cultivation or 
construction materials, while the 
remaining 1 percent has been sent to a 
special reactor landfill for 
contaminated material (Jeker, 2002). 
From an initial analysis, in particular, 
three design approaches on the theme 
of the reuse of aggregates in the 
landscape on which to focus emerged: 

. a renaturalization approach, which is 
an attempt to re-use earth as a living,  
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cultivable resource inside the 
environment and to direct the design 
intervention according to the 
fundamental codes and morphology of 
natural phenomena and processes. 

. the topological approach,  which 
opens the site to spatial and temporal 
transformations thanks to holistic, 
ecological thinking and to the 
metabolic understanding of the 
environment. Landscape, indeed, has 
contexts too, beyond the immediate 
physical materials of the site; 

. the cultur-scaping approach, as a 
cultural awareness of landscape and a 
deeper understanding of its resources, 
which acts by design to transform the 
site thanks to a sculptural 
interpretation, staging its irretrievably 
vanishing, tampered, fragile aspect. 

Earthworks are no more conceived as 
a mere passive object inside a Kantian 
natural beauty to be redeemed, but 
rather elements than can nourish both 
the design meaning and the materic 
character of the landscape 
intervention (Braae, 2015; Rocca, 2006: 
10). In this sense “design has [...] 
shifted from thinking in terms of a 
stable nature and a destabilizing 
humanity to working with an unstable 
and changing nature” toward a 
“constructed ecology” (Grose, 2017: 13-
14). 

 

Conclusion 

The research aims to investigate the 
possibilities of landscape architectural 
interventions connected with ground 
movements as the reuse in the 
environment of excavated soil coming 
from construction of big 
infrastructures, questioning both 
traditional strategies and design 
approaches, to  collect new points of 
orientation and provoke a change in 
the ways of seeing, imagining and 
conceiving earthworks. 

Conclusions at this point of the 
research are only intermediate and  

 
Fig.% 3:" Reuss" Delta," protected" natural" area,"

Switzerland,""photo"by"the"author"

"

partial, since the investigation is still in 
development and some data collected 
are yet to be processed, while 
contextually it is necessary to proceed 
by the in-depth analysis of additional 
projects and scrutiny of their ground-
based design potential.  

Whether to combine and merge the 
“empirical recognition” ( section 1 of 
this paper ) and the “overview of cases 
study” ( section 3 of this paper ) or to 
keep them separate and maintain, 
instead, a constant dialectic between 
them is an open question pertinent to 
the research method. 
The sequential definitions -trough 
words, drawings or ideograms and 
photographs- of selected eidetic 
moving ground actions, like for 
example terracing, sloping, grading, 
reusing, relocating..., that should show 
how today compositional, strategic 
meaning of those acts enter inside the 
landscape design process, could be the 
further step of this research. 
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Abstract 
 

Expanding the practices of architecture has generated considerable research 
interest in the past decade. Expanding the practices of architecture means to move 
architecture beyond an exclusively physical practice, which designs and creates 
material artefacts; and to reconsider it as a field that conceive and realize socially 
progressive spatial projects. Although there is an increasing interest in such 
practices; a reflective research on discerning the rationalities behind such practices 
is lacking. Most of these works reflect on the buildings generated through such 
practices but do not document or analyse the processes through which designs 
emerge nor the strategies used by such practices to achieve their goals. Therefore, 
the following paper, which is part of an on-going PhD project that aims to empirically 
research, reflect and analyse such socially progressive spatial projects by means of 

ethnographic research, attempts to address this gap by presenting a preliminary 
literature search. First, the paper examines the critique of mainstream architectural 
production. Second, it identifies several discourses within the quest of expanding 
the practices of architecture such as “public interest architecture” (Bell & Wakeford, 
2008; Anderson, 2014), “socio-design” (Burckhardt, 1980; Richter, Göbel, & 
Grubbauer, 2017), and “agency” (Schneider & Till, 2009; D. Petrescu & Chiles, 2009; 
Awan, Schneider, & Till, 2011). Third, it highlights common practices upon which 
these experimental architectural modes focus on, and which are also inspired from 
the first ethnographic case study of the PhD project. This paper should, therefore, 
be of value to scholars and practitioners wishing to discover glimpses of the “other 
architect”.  

 

Keywords: Architecture, experimentation, alternatives, social design.  

 
Introduction Expanding the practices 
of architecture has generated 
considerable research interest in the 
past decade (Awan et al., 2011; Bell & 
Wakeford, 2008; Dodds, 2009; Hyde, 
2012; Lepik & Bittner, 2011; Lorne, 2017; 
Rice & Littlefield, 2014; Richter et al., 
2017). Expanding the practices of 
architecture means to move 
architecture beyond an exclusively 
physical practice, which designs and 
creates material artefacts by primarily 

figuring out technical problems or 
generating artistic forms; and to 
reconsider it as a field that conceive and 
realize socially, economically and 
environmentally progressive spatial 
projects as counter responses to the 
present or alternatives to the future. 

 

The motivations behind this particular 
interest are various. To some 
researchers, this new quest represents 
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opportunities for freeing the practices 
of architecture from static and limited 
roles (Bell & Wakeford, 2008). To others, 
it is a way to overcome the world’s 
present day situation, characterized by 
ecological, economical, political and 
societal challenges (Hyde, 2012, p. 17). 
However, a growing body of architects 
and researchers sees this quest as a 
counter response to the various 
manifestations of capitalism in our 
cities (Querrien, Petcou, & Petrescu, 
2013).  

 

The critique of mainstream capitalist 
architecture can be shortly described as 
follows: The moment that buildings 
were transformed from objects to “use” 
to objects to “own”, or in other words 
from having a “use-value” to having 
“asset-value”; “city making” started to 
escape the hands of the architects but 
also those of the citizens. This produces 
a generic architecture, which is often 
described to be similar (Ibelings, 1998; 
Bull, 2007; Awan et al., 2011), but also 
commercial without necessarily any 
ideological statement (Graaf, 2015). It is 
an architecture of disengagement, 
which is more designed to respond to 
“the global majority language of profit” 
(Stoner, 2012, p. 12) than to the needs of 
people.  

 

The critique described above drove 
several researchers and architects into 
researching and engaging in more social 
and political ways of practicing 
architecture. Furthermore, numerous 
architects decide that critique is not 
enough and that it needs to be 
combined with action (Doucet & 
Cupers, 2009; Schneider & Till, 2009). 
Therefore they engage in experimental 
practices, which manage to move 
around and within economic powers 
and city logics of production and 
                                                   
1 These are first impressions from the first 
empirical and ethnographic case study of the 
PhD project, which is the Floating University 

consumption, and pursue instead social 
dreaming and utopian ideals. It almost 
seems that there is a silent revolution 
taking place at these present times, 
claiming an anti-capitalist production 
of space, reclaiming open space as a 
common resource and creating a sense 
of transformative possibility1. Such 
resistance of pre-established norms 
reflects on and opens a discussion on 
the current processes of space 
production in times where most space 
in cities is privatized (Cupers & Miessen, 
2002; Le Strat, 2007; Petcou & Petrescu, 
2007; Sassen, 2018) and there is not 
much space left for possibilities and 
imagination.  

 

This raises numerous questions such as: 
1) How did the critique of mainstream 
architectural production led architects 
and researchers to engage in more 
social and political ways of practicing 
architecture? 2) What are the various 
discourses within the quest of 
expanding the practices of architecture 
towards a greater social and political 
relevance? Furthermore, this paper 
tries to address a broader question of: 3) 
how does architecture entails 
possibilities to improve our society? 

 

This paper, which is part of an ongoing 
PhD project, presents a literature 
review that attempts to address the 
above questions. The paper is 
structured as follows: the first section 
sheds light on the critique of 
mainstream architectural production 
and highlights the need for more 
socially and politically engaged modes 
of producing architecture. The second 
section identifies the various discourses 
within the quest of expanding the 
practices of architecture towards a 
grander significance. The last section 
highlights the common practices 

in Berlin FUB (2018), designed by the 
collective Raumlabor.  
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brought up by such discourses and 
which are reflected in these 
experimental architectural modes. 

1. The critique of mainstream 
architectural production  

 

Before diving into the several 
discourses within the quest of 
expanding the practices of architecture 
towards a greater relevance, it’s 
necessary to shed some light on the 
critique of mainstream architectural 
production. This critique had, over the 
last decades, fueled this quest and drove 
various architects into researching and 
engaging in more social and political 
practices of architecture, believing that 
architecture holds various possibilities 
for improving our society.  

 

In his critique of architecture’s state, 
the architectural historian Manfredo 
Tafuri talks about “impotent and 
ineffectual myths” (1976, p. 182) that 
keeps architecture a prisoner of the 
powers of capitalist development. More 
than forty years later, it seems that 
these impotent and ineffectual myths 
are getting stronger. A simple example 
would be that of the buildings that 
complement the ride to any airport in 
most cities in the world, which 
represent “the global majority language: 
the language of profit” (Stoner, 2012, p. 
1).  

 

This language of profit manifests itself 
through “strong normalizing tendencies 
of mainstream architectural 
production” (Awan et al., 2011, p. 27), 
which are often held responsible for 
creating a homogenized built 
environment composed of isolated 
retreats of glassy monuments. 
According to the architectural historian 
and critic Hans Ibelings “cities and 
agglomerations around the world have 

undergone comparable development 
and assumed similar shapes” (Ibelings, 
1998, p. 67).  Catherine Bull, landscape 
architect and architectural theorist, 
adds that architecture is being under 
“the dominating trends towards the 
technical standardization, spatial 
homogenization and off-site decision-
making” (Bull, 2007, p. 210). Indeed, the 
influence of global economic forces on 
architecture had created, nearly 
everywhere and by relying on similar 
processes of space production, to a 
homogeneous and anonymous urban 
conglomeration, which the architect 
and architectural theorist Rem 
Koolhaas names “the generic city” 
(Koolhaas, 1995). According to him, the 
latter has no context, no identity, and 
no end: “it is a fractal, an endless 
repetition of the same simple structural 
module (1995, p. 1251). These generic 
modules or buildings do not have any 
relation to each other, or even to their 
surroundings. They assemble a city of 
indifference, detachment and most 
importantly of disengagement (Awan et 
al., 2011, p. 27). To which, people cannot 
relate and which is often critiqued for 
no longer being intended for human 
social needs but rather for global 
neoliberalism’s profit making (Brenner, 
Marcuse, & Mayer, 2009).  

 

In his article “spatial agency and 
practicing architecture beyond 
buildings”, Lorne argues that the global 
economic recession of 2008 exposed 
the center of mainstream architectural 
production since much development 
was stopped (2017). It also provoked and 
even forced “alternative visions of 
urban life” (Brenner et al., 2009, p. 176), 
which aimed to surpass the current 
global economic forces as a structuring 
system of social, economic, political and 
spatial organization. Most importantly, 
the global economic recession 
presented an opening to question the 
seemingly “steady professional claims 
to architectural knowledge” (Lorne, 
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2017, p. 276) and to argue for “alternative 
and subversive spatial strategies” 
(Stoner, 2012, p. 18).  

 

Once the center became dramatically 
exposed since lots of developments 
projects were forced to stop, it lost the 
right to define or control what is 
marginal. Therefore, this paper does not 
view these experimental projects as 
marginalized practices but rather as 
spatial practices that expand, challenge 
and question the normative ways of 
practicing architecture. Furthermore, 
the paper focuses on those spatial 
practices that are not conceived 
according to the logic of profit but 
rather to principles of social necessity, 
wellbeing and local interest. 

1.1. Post	critical	turn  

 

Critique in architecture has often relied 
on theory to assert architecture’s social, 
economic and political beliefs, or to 
blame the dominant architectural 
production for rather building for profit 
instead of people. However, with the 
rise of what is often named the “crisis of 
theory” proves that critical theory does 
not necessarily mean critical practice 
(Doucet & Cupers, 2009, p. 1). Critique 
is, without any doubt, relevant: it is 
valuable since it allows comprehending 
the apparatuses in order to transform 
them. Nevertheless, critique alone is not 
sufficient, and it has to be coupled with 
action, so it can have an impact on the 
social, economic and political milieu 
(Schneider & Till, 2009). Fatigued of the 
reign of “critical discourse” in 
architecture, researchers and 
architects engaged into researching 
and theorizing experimental practices 
that aims expanding the practices. 
Believing that they might “lead to other 
possible futures” (Doucet & Cupers, 
2009, p. 1), and generate “alternative 
worlds” (Petrescu & Chiles, 2009, p. 
109). 

In the last decade, these politically and 
socially-engaged practices started to 
become more present in the 
architectural scene. In 2011, the 
Museum of Modern Art MoMa had 
curated the exhibition “Small scale, big 
change”, where eleven social projects 
from different parts of the world were 
exhibited. Furthermore, the London-
based architectural collective Assemble 
has won the 2015 Turner Prize for their 
work, especially for their involvement in 
the Grandby neighborhood renovation. 
The Chilean architect Alejandro 
Aravena has received the 2016 Pritzker 
prize for his commitment to social 
housing and was invited the same year 
to curate the Architectural Biennale of 
Venice. The architect and urban 
researcher Teddy Cruz has won the 
2018 Vilcek Prize in Architecture. More 
recently, the collective platform Atelier 
d’Architecture Autogérée has won the 
Building 4Humanity Best Resilient 
Building Built Award for 2018 for their 
project R-Urban.  

2. Expanding the practices of 
architecture  

 

This section highlights how several 
architects, theoreticians and authors 
started to search for other modes of 
practicing architecture. Researching 
experimental practices is relevant since 
it allows for discovering new modalities 
of architecture and for creating a form 
of reflexivity. The literature search 
helped identify the following positions, 
suggesting a counter response to what 
Gámez and Rogers (2008) refer to as 
“the post-critical turn”. Taking on an 
“experimental practice” viewpoint will 
contribute to the discourses described 
below which I am positioning my 
research in.  

 

Public Interest Architecture: A group 
of researchers and architects mobilized 
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around the notion of “design activism” 
(Bell, 2008), which is similar to the 
notion of “activist practice” (Feldman, 
2004) call for “public interest 
architecture (Fisher, 2008; Gámez & 
Rogers, 2008; Anderson, 2014) that 
promotes equity, inclusivity and social 
justice through action or process. In the 
introduction of “Expanding 
Architecture: Design as Activism” 
Gámez and Rogers assert that “to 
support an architecture of change, a 
foundational theory that is based on 
action and provided a counterpoint to 
the current post-critical turn is 
necessary” (Gámez & Rogers, 2008, p. 
23). Therefore, they propose the notion 
of “public interest architecture” as a 
theoretical framework for their 
practice. In public Interest architecture, 
the relation between architecture and 
the public is remodelled from hierarchy 
to collaboration. The public is involved 
in the design process. Indeed, public 
interest architecture escapes from what 
Awan, Schneider and Till call “a close 
professional circle” (Awan et al., 2011, p. 
43), which has exclusive knowledge and 
restructures the practice of 
architecture as a shared and mutual 
engagement. According to Anderson: 
“public interest design provides a 
framework for relevant twenty-first 
century architectural project that 
involves significant social and 
environmental issues” (2014, p. 16). 
There are also architects who are acting 
in the global south whose approach to 
architecture share many similarities 
with “public interest architecture”. 
Among these architects is Teddy Cruz 
founder of Estudio Teddy Cruz, which is 
interested in the possibilities of the 
informal to go beyond established 
political barriers and top-down models 
and has designed various projects 
within this line such as “Casa Familiar”. 
Also, Alejandro Aravena founder of 
Elemental and designer of “Quinta 
Moroy” (2003) and “Villa Verde Housing” 
(2010). These projects are based on 
modular housing unit system, where the 

users were involved and given the 
opportunity to personalize and finish 
their homes themselves.  

 

Socio-Design: Other scholars call for a 
change of design practice, suggesting 
instead that architects should not 
consider themselves as merely 
designers of buildings but as 
“moderators of change” (Lepik & 
Bittner, 2011, p. 23) or more explicitly “as 
moderators of a kind of social 
transformation that views architecture 
as an instrument with ongoing 
effectiveness and integrates it with 
other processes” (Lepik & Bittner, 2011, 
p. 23). According to these scholars, the 
global society that we live in entails the 
expansion of the practices of 
architecture to incorporate the social 
aspect. This line of thought allies with 
another group of scholars who critique 
the relentless obsession on form and 
aesthetics (Stoner, 2012; Kaminer, 2017; 
Doina Petrescu & Trogal, 2017). 
According to these scholars: pursuing 
architecture for architecture’s sake, or 
in other words obsessing over form 
invention has become rather a self-
consuming matter with no end (Van 
Gerrewey, 2015). They suggest a more 
radical rethinking of architecture and 
suggest to use its various possibilities to 
improve our society: “the aspects of 
architecture that become important are 
not the ones of form, surface, style or 
even structure, but rather demand 
working upon the ecological, economic, 
collaborative and processual aspects of 
making space” (Doina Petrescu & 
Trogal, 2017, p. 4). Instead of evaluating 
the world only according to objects, 
architects need to assess it according to 
societal challenges. They claim that the 
architect has been programed to think 
only as in terms of creating artistic 
artefacts and therefore is freed from 
thinking about societal problems. These 
critiques are similar to and evokes what 
Burckhardt describes as “socio-design” 
(1980), which takes in consideration 
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people, objects and their respective 
milieus.  

 

Agency: Others take this debate beyond 
the critical discourse in architecture 
and propose the notion of “agency”. In 
2009,  “Footprint: Delft School of Design 
Journal” dedicated an entire issue to 
theorizing the concept of Agency and 
making it into a category of 
contemporary thinking in architecture 
(Doucet & Cupers, 2009). Schneider and 
Till developed the notion further in the 
book “spatial agency: other ways of 
doing architecture” (Awan et al., 2011). 
The spatial agency group, which is 
based in the university of Sheffield, 
position their work within Lefebvre 
social production of space to broader 
architectural practice beyond form 
giving, and assert that architectural 
knowledge is not limited to and 
exclusive professional circle. This 
approach places the practices of 
architecture within the social 
production of space and rejects the 
notion that architecture only be 
produced by “heroic” figures such as 
architects (Lorne, 2017, p. 270). The 
spatial agency group calls for 
collaborative and cooperative methods 
and “encourage socially oriented design 
approaches that work with different 
human and non-human agents so as to 
open up possibilities that challenges the 
“status quo” (Lorne, 2017, p. 276). Spatial 
agency offers the opportunity for 
architects to practice in a life-changing 
way, and to surpass the discourse of 
merely critiquing present day 
conditions. This means to expand briefs, 
to initiate projects, to design for 
uncertainty and temporality, to reclaim 
and reuse under-used resources and to 
defy global “neoliberalism” as it reveals 
itself in the contemporary city (Awan et 
al., 2011).  

 

Although the architectural scene is 
starting to recognize such socially and 
politically engaged architectural 

practices, there is not enough 
publications about them in 
architectural magazines. Somehow they 
have failed to reach the pages of the 
prestigious British architectural 
magazine the “Architectural Review”. 
However, other magazines offer an 
open platform for such experimental 
practices to show their projects and to 
further discuss their ideas: For example, 
the Dutch architectural magazine 
“Volume” published multiple issues on 
such practices: Engineering Society 
(July 2008), Architecture of Hope (April 
2009). In 2018, the German 
architectural magazine Arch+ has 
dedicated an entire issue, showcasing 
diverse transgressive practices and 
framing them in form of an “Atlas of 
commoning”. The same Atlas serves as a 
catalogue for an ifa (Institut für 
Auslandsbeziehungen) exhibition that 
started in Berlin in summer 2018 and 
will tour worldwide for the next ten 
years. Architectural Design (AD), which 
often seems to be more concerned with 
digitalization and automation in 
architecture, published a special issue 
untitled: “New Modes: redefining 
Practice” (Sept./Oct. 2018), featuring 
texts written by the main advocates of 
this movement such as the collective 
Raumlabor or the collective Atelier 
d’Architecture Autogérée.   

3. Conclusion  
 

At the centre of these various 
discourses there is a strong call for 
architecture to assert its position as a 
social and political act in society. These 
practices went beyond the strong 
fascination with the architectural 
object, to stimulate a growing interest 
in various aspects such as the everyday, 
the relational, the self-built…etc.   

 

This set of practices which are 
presented and discussed below, are also 
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inspired from first impressions of the 
first conducted empirical and 
ethnographic case study of this PhD 
project, which is the “Floating 
University” in Berlin FUB (2018), 
designed by the collective Raumlabor. 

 

Focusing on the everyday: They focus 
on the everyday life practices, believing 
that changing the future starts with 
small steps. But also in the capacities of 
everyday practices to escape, resist, and 
navigate the structures made by social, 
economic and political power. Such 
projects often negotiate with the 
communities to understand their 
everyday needs and integrate this 
knowledge to create a fruitful and 
mutual engagement between 
communities and architects. They also 
focus on the notion of “the everyday 
space” because it is constantly changing 
according to the various activities that 
it holds, allowing the creation of new 
social meanings for formerly designed 
spaces.  

 

Implementing DIY aesthetics:  They 
have a certain DIY sensibility and self-
built aesthetics. The projects are often 
on a small scale, and built from recycled 
or upcycled materials since they are not 
only easily accessible but also 
sustainable. Furthermore, the DIY 
sensibility of these project makes them 
appear as if they are not yet finished and 
they are still in progress. Such elements 
seem to give the users a sense of 
empowerment since the projects 
appear as if any ordinary person can 
build them herself.  

 

Designing the relational: These 
practices propose a different 
understanding of architecture’s relation 
to society. It suggests that buildings are 
not only passive vessels in which 

                                                   
2 Borrowed from Manfredo Tafuri’s lats 
words in his book “Architecture and utopia: 

structures happen but also shapers of 
these structures. This means that 
change happens not only through the 
material organization but also through 
the relations that inspire and create 
their design. It remodels the relation 
between the architects and the users 
from a “single authorship” to rather a 
“collective”, but also from a “strict 
hierarchy” to a “malleable network.”  

 

Collaborating with the community: 
These practices are community-
oriented since they involve and 
collaborate with the community during 
the process of producing the project. 
They revolve around people needs and 
aims to strengthen their sense of 
community. They also intent to address 
local concerns in various ways. They 
place the human being at the centre of 
their attention.  

 

Assembling atmospheres: These 
practices are not in pursue of formal 
invention, which is often considered to 
be the subject matter of architectural 
production. They rather create 
atmospheres of dreaming, inspiration 
and spontaneous encounters. They, 
most importantly, create atmospheres 
of “hopes in design”2.  
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Abstract  
After the defence of the author's PhD dissertation Devoid of Any Style. Problems and 
Perspectives of Architecture in the Age of Post-Consumption at the end of 2018, the 
conclusions of the work lay the foundations for the subsequent detection of a 
personal research line. The dissertation has analysed orientations of architectural 
research and practice in relation to the current change in consumption patterns, 
affected by many factors in the exceptional complexity of the contemporary age: 
the environmental conditions of Anthropocene, the digitalization of services, the 
pervasiveness of information, the economic recession and the consequent 
unlocking of new fields, different markets and choice opportunities. Analysed case 
studies related to the rising paradigm of Circular Economy, together with the 
contemporary public debate around design showcased in five architectural 
exhibitions from the last decade compose a complex but significant map of current 
orientations in architecture, which suggest four main research directions to 
investigate further the relationship between architecture and consumption.  
Keywords: architecture, consumption, waste, domesticity, design practice 
 
After the defence of a PhD dissertation, 
the conclusions of the work may lay the 
foundations to orient further research 
directions. The author's PhD thesis 
Devoid of Any Style. Problems and 
Perspectives of Architecture in the Age of 
Post-Consumption has been defended 
cum laude in December 2018. Its 
conclusions are today undergoing a 
further analysis to define subsequent 
research lines.  

1. Problems and Perspectives of 
Architecture in the Age of Post-
Consumption 

Devoid of Any Style. Problems and 
Perspectives of Architecture in the Age of 
Post-Consumption had the ambition to 
detect current intervention directions 

of architecture in the exceptional 
complexity of contemporary age, 
characterized by the environmental 
conditions of Anthropocene, the 
digitalization of services, the 
pervasiveness of the information, the 
economic recession. Therefore, the 
research has chosen to tackle this 
complexity through the investigation of 
current consumption patterns, affected 
and profoundly changed by the 
illustrated conditions and by the access 
to new fields, new markets, new choice 
opportunities. The investigation has 
focused on the evolution of 
consumption styles in the last decade, 
from the disruptive explosion of the 
economic crisis of 2007/08 which has 
reset established frameworks and 
produced new fields to explore: the 
under-construction fields of post-
consumption. The focus has been on 
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consumption for its relation to resource 
use and the connected social and 
cultural attitude, and for its 
pervasiveness in the mass society; 
moreover, consumption is inherent in 
human nature, basis for the survival and 
primary source of pleasure and 
fulfillment since the first moments of 
life. To observe how consumption 
conditions are changing means 
observing a moment of profound 
modification of the values and purposes 
according to which the Earth is 
inhabited. The research was aimed to 
respond to this question: which are the 
intervention directions in architecture 
research and practice in the current 
condition of changing consumption? To 
do so, waste has been employed in the 
research as a sign of complexities and 
contradictions detected in current 
consumption modalities. Therefore, the 
research was focused on the scarcity of 
natural resources, consequence and 
antithesis of waste. Waste was thus 
investigated for its physical value and, 
above all, for its cultural value: in this 
sense, it is analyzed on a global level. 
Otherwise, according to spatial and 
design considerations, in order to 
reduce the scale and the complexity of 
the field involved by a question so 
ambitious and, moreover, due to the 
character of the question – more 
focused on the definition of a pervasive 
background rather than the 
understanding of dynamics in a defined 
context – the research has chosen to 
focus on the reference context traced 
by cultural production connected to the 
topic, stretching geographically in the 
global village and broadly coinciding 
with European context, where similar 
political and economic conditions exist, 
with several incursions in the US  
background. 
In its four parts, the dissertation has 
reconstructed the path towards the 
awareness of the limits of Earth’s 

ecosystem and its resources, from the 
literature and the design 
experimentations of the ’60s around the 
idea of systemic thinking to 
contemporary age, where theories 
about degrowth and the rise of 
independent consumption paths push 
the focus of architectural debate far 
from iconic architecture towards a 
design moved by different drivers. The 
paradigm of Circular Economy (CE) – 
analysed in the specific context of the 
Netherlands – has been taken as case 
study to deduce contradictions, 
criticalities and potentialities of new 
economies and new consumption 
models and investigate their outputs 
when applied to architecture and 
design domains. The understanding of 
the interactions between new 
consumption models and design was 
examined further through the study of 
five architectural exhibitions from the 
last decade, contemporary places of 
cultural production which have chosen 
to dialogue with the changing 
conditions described in the work. The 
analysis of the production showcased 
within these exhibitions, together with 
contributions from the public debate 
around design have composed a 
complex but significant map of current 
orientations in architecture.  

1.1. Preliminary Conclusions 
The research has investigated the 
relation existing between consumption 
and space starting from the analysis of 
the waste removal chain in the urban 
domain. The chain of waste removal 
begins in the household, affected in its 
modalities by specific lifestyles and 
forms of consumption, and continues in 
the urban space towards the relocation 
in disposal facilities, often with a 
problematic relation with the urban 
environment. This digression has 
clarified how consumption patterns 
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have a powerful strength in shaping 
living spaces, from the domestic 
environment to the public space. 
Furthermore, the research has unveiled 
several implications that Circular 
Economy paradigm and similar 
production/consumption models have 
on architecture: they still present many 
investigation opportunities, which 
would develop at best in the framework 
of a research by design. After the 
analysis of related case studies, a 
difficult relation emerges between this 
paradigm and many angles of the 
discipline: the theoretical application of 
CE to architecture opens interesting 
perspectives in terms of space uses but 
envisages a restraining scenario in 
methodological terms. The 
potentialities opened by the conception 
of buildings as parts of interconnected 
cycles are innovative and promising, but 
the innovation character looks 
unidirectional. After a first, adaptative 
phase, once the circular novelty would 
be consumed, there will be still space 
for other innovations? On the long run, 
the CE paradigm theoretically 
contemplates all the components, 
element and material composing 
architecture as part of a cycle, 
constantly rotating around itself, with 
few spaces for other visions. Again: 
making systems interconnected is risky. 
Bugs and failures could propagate, 
short-circuiting nested systems. 
Furthermore, a circular paradigm 
scientifically applied to architecture 
pictures an over-controlling and over-
predicting design, with o space for 
errors, hybridization, impetus. Several 
fundamental masterpieces come from 
detours from an original plan; many of 
them are today part of the common 
heritage after being neglected and left 
behind in the past, when there was no 
infrastructure nor interest to 
“reabsorb” them in a cycle. The scarcity 
of resources is a reason not good 

enough to deprive next generations of 
their potential cultural heritage.  
Other considerations deal with the 
growing ephemeralization of the 
architectural practice: the research has 
analysed the production of many 
practitioners, not working with built 
space but interested in defining space 
uses and management systems, 
suggesting a practice less focused on 
the design of objects and committed to 
the enabling of the processes preceding 
and following the building of the 
objects. Within this background, there 
is still space for the materialization: 
design discipline can act more and more 
in combination, in a synergic action 
with other realms to elaborate systemic 
answers to multifaceted questions. 
Architecture is a part - often central - of 
multidisciplinary plans, involving 
various expertise and angles, aimed to 
the triggering of complex dynamics of 
supralocal interest. This perspective 
proposes an answer to the quest for 
new paradigms that has identified the 
architectural debate in the last decade: 
the new paradigm seems right to be the 
absence of a unique paradigm, in favor 
of a discipline able to take different 
forms and perform multifaceted 
approaches to different and multiple 
conditions. 

2. Architecture and Consumption: 
Research Perspectives 

The conclusions of the PhD research 
illustrated in the last paragraphs open 
different lines of research, deepening 
several definitions of the relationship 
between architecture and 
consumption. 

2.1. Domesticity and Consumption 
The relationship between spatial 
organization of domestic landscape and 
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consumption is determined by the 
lifestyle of people and by the goods 
people consume and bring in their 
houses. Throughout last two centuries, 
from the rise of the packaged food in the 
1880s through the post-war 
consumerism wave, this relation has 
been in constant redefinition, and has 
been recently disruptively affected by 
the pervasive digitalization of life. The 
combined, interrelated and systemic 
action performed by digital revolution, 
Anthropocene conditions and global 
recession has enabled innovative fields 
of action, exchange opportunities and 
business formulas: Sharing Economy 
(SE) gathers many of these options, 
working by "exploiting inefficiencies 
and redundancies" (FAR Architects, 
2016), making a better use of goods, 
preserving resources and letting 
commodities and appliances exchange 
possible. Evolved consumption patterns 
implied by SE question material sides of 
contemporary lifestyles: sharing 
physical assets – for social, economic or 
convenience reasons – implies 
maximizing and optimizing their use, 
lowering, deferring or erasing the need 
to own specific items exclusively. This 
system has enabled many services to 
develop and establish as global drivers 
of change: innovations as Airbnb, 
Peerby, car sharing services, couch 
surfing, online platform to share files 
are employed to build individual 
consumption paths outside the limits of 
a mainstream that looks more and more 
rigid and outdated. Sharing physical 
assets means not rely on them all the 
time: SE thus deeply influences the 
relationship with objects. Radicalizing 
sharing economy, it is possible to 
envisage a condition of total reduction, 
driving design towards essentiality, 
radical minimalism, to minimal forms of 
living: a lifestyle characterized by 
sobriety, frugality, lightness, valuing 
few, essential physical assets. However, 

assets conceived to be ‘essential’ or 
‘basic’ heavily depend on the 
geographical, cultural and socio-
economic context: identity is largely 
derived from the objects and physical 
assets possessed, not to mention those 
items helping people affirming a status, 
which in several contexts constitutes a 
basic need. To limit the reflection to the 
Western domestic landscape, 
households are often set around 
specific physical assets and legitimized 
by them: the television, the good china 
exposed in the cabinet, the bookshelf, 
the flowers on a coffee table. "That’s all 
your house is – a place for your stuff. If 
you didn’t have so much stuff, you 
wouldn’t need a house. You could just 
walk around all the time. A house is just 
a pile of stuff with a cover on it" (Carlin, 
1981). Radical virtualization could then 
open wide perspectives in terms of new 
conceptions of household. The British 
Pavilion at XV Venice Architecture 
Biennale showcased in the exhibition 
Home Economics. Five new models for 
domestic life an ensemble of researches 
around living spaces "challenging 
financial models, categories of 
ownership, forms of life, social and 
gender power relations" (Bose, Self and 
Williams, 2016). Domestic space is 
redefined according to the status quo, 
less focused on the possession of items 
and more oriented to the time spent in 
a domestic environment, to understand 
the power of use to shape and define 
space. The exhibition was divided into 
five sections, related to different 
occupation span of times: Hours, Days, 
Months, Years and Decades. The 
proposal for the Hours section, Own 
nothing, share everything - developed 
by the pavilion’s curators Jack Self, Finn 
Williams and Shumi Bose – investigates 
"whether sharing can be a form of 
luxury rather than a compromise" (Bose, 
Self and Williams, 2016). The concept 
envisions a communal living room to 
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share with several apartments on the 
same floor of a theoretical building: a 
space to entertain friends, socialize, 
work or relax. The living room is 
equipped with modular daybeds, 
allowing to tailor the space for different 
needs: rather than sofa, bed is the most 
used piece of furniture in British homes, 
"a place for production and 
reproduction, working and relaxing, 
socializing and sleeping" (Bose, Self and 
Williams, 2016). Large transparent 
communal wardrobes store common 
objects infrequently used – as power 
tools – or objects better afforded 
together, like certain types of clothes. 
The proposal stresses how combined 
resources give access to a result that is 
more than the sum of the parts in terms 
of access to goods, exchange 
opportunities and better environment 
impact.  
 
The private household, in its many 
forms and arrangements, is today the 
place where people can self-determine 
in terms of consumption and lifestyles 
choices and prolong their public 
attitude and critical position; in these 
conditions, contemporary architectural 
design fosters the redefinition of the 
private environment in relation to a 
more and more collective world. 

2.2. Architecture of Consumption 
The relationship between architecture 
and consumption materializes in the 
facilities where the output of the 
consumption is managed and 
processed. Waste treatment plants 
realized in the last two decades have 
been switching – thanks to the growing 
involvement of architectural practices 
in their designing – from ostracized 
technological infrastructures to 
complex architectures. Traditionally 
associated with dirt, pollution, noise, 

smell, unpleasantness, depreciation, 
danger, these facilities are subject the 
most to Nimby syndrome. This attitude 
is licit in the light of average conditions 
of waste management facilities: they are 
inaccessible spaces, out of scale in 
comparison to the proportion of 
inhabited areas of the urban 
environment. Their dimensioning is 
studied to work with big amounts of 
matter, not matching human scale; their 
industrial, mechanical nature spreads a 
message of imperviousness and danger. 
The measures adopted to minimize the 
nuisance to public life contribute to 
make them warding off: big surfaces 
hiding manufacturing areas, chimneys 
to distance smokes and smells from the 
ground level, entrance forbidden, 
nocturnal functioning. These facilities 
are perceived as murky and detrimental 
and are wrapped up in the oblivion, 
when not repulsion, causing issues of 
integration in the urban fabric. In the 
architectural culture, many voices are 
raising advocating for a reconsideration 
of the role of these facilities. Facing the 
upcoming densification of cities, these 
plants are called to measure with urban, 
inhabited fabric to build interchange 
fulcrums between private and public. 
Furthermore, they represent an 
experimentation ground for a rich, 
almost unexplored range of functional 
and architectural themes. 
In the last two decades, the involvement 
of design practices in the project and 
realization of waste architectures and 
infrastructures has grown at moderate 
but significant pace; today, these 
examples build a relevant ensemble to 
analyze, to deduce recurring 
approaches and features. These 
complexes decisively propose 
themselves as polarities in the urban 
regions, entering a dialectic 
relationship with other public facilities 
as stations, concert halls, sport centers. 
Their program overcomes their original 
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one. They integrate public spaces and 
common functions, often related to 
leisure and tourism: visitor centers, 
museum paths and exhibitions, 
educational centers. They overtly take 
on the role of punctual infrastructure, 
inserting carefully in the built 
environment and offering quality 
services to the community. Their 
architecture is conceived to make urban 
metabolism and waste familiar to the 
public, raising awareness around 
consumption and resource use; they 
integrate public spaces and common 
functions, often related to leisure and 
tourism: panoramic walkways (among 
others, the restyling of Newton Creek 
Wastewater Treatment Plant in 
Brooklyn, completed in 2017 by Ennead 
Architects), educational centers and 
exhibitions (as Sunset Park Material 
Recovery Facility in Brooklyn, 2014, by 
Selldorf Architects), sport facilities (see 
the ski slope on the roof of the Amager 
Resource Center of Copenhagen, 
designed by BIG and built in 2017). 
Contemporary waste treatment plants 
are undergoing a resignification, 
performed through architecture. In the 
framework of a deeper understanding 
of environmental issues as social, 
cultural and political as well, these 
structures involve citizens as actors in 
the city metabolism, fostering collective 
forms of citizenship able to make use of 
public spaces and facilities as places 
where interaction and experience 
happen, rather than consumption. 

2.3. Circular Architecture 
As illustrated in 1.1, the extended 
investigation conducted around 
Circular Economy has unveiled on one 
hand a problematic relationship 
between this paradigm and 
architectural design. On the other hand, 
CE application to design opens 
promising perspectives in many terms, 

above all regarding the necessity of a 
reverse infrastructure supporting the 
reverse logistic entailed by CE. This 
infrastructure is mainly administrative 
and logistical but is supported by a 
necessary physical counterpart: a 
repertoire of forms, tools, spaces and 
uses to envision, to be accurately 
identified and designed around the 
reverse processes entailed by circular 
paradigm.  
Moreover, case studies examined in the 
research have given an outline of the 
final appearance of circular products of 
design. Their aesthetic is mainly casual, 
coming from assemblages and common 
processes: tools, tips, strategies and 
techniques are shared, as well as spaces 
and appliances. A useful development of 
this research would be to understand if 
circular architecture could have a 
peculiar aesthetic beyond that of the 
assemblage.  

2.4. Evolving Practices 
The changing relationship with 
consumption is affecting the practice of 
design: to work as an architect means 
today having to deal with many new and 
fundamental elements in the system: 
"the code of classical modernity appears 
today as a rigid concept, overwhelmed 
by commerce fluidity, innovation 
invasion, global economy 
ungovernability, the crisis of 
environmental pollution" (Branzi, 2006: 
16). Tastes and necessities are 
consequent of this fluidity: architectural 
firms must perform design work 
addressing multiple simultaneous 
issues and keeping the object of design 
usable and accessible. It is brightly clear 
how the neoliberal age of the success of 
iconic, shocking and super-authorial 
architecture is over: archistars’ 
expensive designs are at sidereal 
distances from the main concerns 
composing the global debate, from the 
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economic leanness influencing the 
profession, from the lifestyle, the taste 
and the power of the public. The 
productions of the "global, techno-
corporate machine" (Zaera-Polo, 2016) 
are rigid over time and in the 
appearance: they are undoubtedly 
related to the personal brand of their 
authors, hired more for the advertising 
effects of their names rather than the 
actual absolute fitness of their work to 
the specific assignments. In the late-
recession era, where even renting a car 
is a political act and, thanks to social 
media, anyone’s capable of influence, 
the cult of personality around archistars 
is fading away and the exclusive 
machine foraging their closed élite is 
progressively dismantled by a "sweet 
radicalism" (Rocca, 2013), by the 
democratization of the visibility, by the 
plurality of professional narrations 
finding a voice thanks to the media, by 
the ‘sustainability’ requirements - 
relevant as a blazoned signature, by the 
unpopularity surrounding rare huge 
capitals invested in magniloquent 
works. In an age where architectural 
culture contemplates topics and 
conditions contrasting consumerist 
logics, different professional 
approaches denounce a discipline 
looking for possible new operational 
tools in evolved reality conditions. 

Several contemporary practices report 
a professional activity aimed less and 
less at the production of form: they 
suggest a practice less focused on the 
design of architecture’s hardware and 
more committed to the study of the 
software (Till, 2012) and of the processes 
preceding and following the building of 
the object. This focus on the software 
validates Carlo Ratti’s thesis about 
future scenarios for architect’s role, 
moving from the observation of the 
evolution of open source, collective 
softwares (Ratti, 2014). The growing 

accessibility to ideas enabled by the web 
opens promising perspectives in terms 
of wide conception of design: global 
creative potentialities can be shared 
and employed to study better solutions 
to local problems. This scenario 
encompasses a reconsideration of the 
role of designer similar to that implied 
in the furniture collection 
Autoprogettazione (Mari, 1974), signed 
by Enzo Mari in 1974 and widespread as 
a simple manual for the DIY 
construction. The principle has been 
resumed more recently by the 
phenomenon of open source 
architecture: several practices are 
developing specific projects, which 
design is made freely available, as well 
as open and participated construction 
systems, conceived to be increased and 
widespread by users. The objective is to 
replicate the value embedded in a good 
design by reusing it as many times as 
possible, to pursue an overall increase 
of general value. These examples shift 
the designers’ role towards 
“programmer architects”, focused on 
the elaboration of architectural scripts 
(Ratti, 2014: 115) for the use of the space.  

These professional directions are 
among the most promising taken by 
architecture practitioners who have 
grasped, for different reasons, the 
necessity – and the interest – to 
reconsider their contribution as not 
focused on the occupation of space but 
on the activation of specific qualities, on 
the triggering of relations and events, in 
a role defined by Ratti “curatorial” (Ratti, 
2014: 118). An architect focused on the 
interlacing of different necessities and 
conditions, catalyzing the local/global 
scale of ecologies and economies 
involved in project, still masterminding, 
when necessary and possible, the 
process of materialization together with 
the supervision of actions and 
interactions.  
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Abstract 
Abstract text.  
Europe is now essentially an urban community. More and more 
municipalities are eager to develop accessible and inclusive 
communities by implementation of the national development goals. 
How to achieve systematic accessible urban intervention that leads 
to a high quality of environment, public realm and public 
buildings? How to both drive the vision to transform a city, 
promote equality & inclusion and embrace the opportunity to 
influence and shape the communities around in the long term 
growth? Hospitality, inclusiveness, accessibility, “open to all”, 
can contribute to urban interventions and indeed play a crucial 
role in urban public realm. But “Design for All” cannot be 
achieved overnight, it is a continuous process, and the different 
stakeholders must work together. 
For a better understanding of the success behind the delivery of 
inclusive design I analyzed three cities: Barcelona, Dublin and 
London. As case studies I selected sport facilities, museums, and 
higher education institutions. The research methods used are: 
qualitative research, as an observer of space, photographic field 
research and in-depth interviews with decision – makers, 
designers. The interviews were structured with the Humbles method 
authors Francesco Aragall and Jordi Montany based on seven 
interdependent success factors: 1. Decision-maker commitment, 2. 
Coordinating and continuity, 3. Networking and participation, 4. 
Strategic planning, 5. Knowledge management 6. Resources, 7. 
Communication and marketing (Aragall, European Concept for 
Administration, 2008:p.18). The inclusion and accessibility is 
general objective for the urban policies in the analyzed cities, 
but the specific policies, guidance and standards strive higher 
than minimum standards of accessibility. 
Keywords: urban inclusion, accessibility, city for all 

 
  



 

 

2 

1. Introduction 
The article presents an 
analysis of selected cities: 
Barcelona, Dublin and London in 
order to determine what factors 
may affect the perception of 
the public realm, public 
institutions as more friendly, 
open to all and taking into 
account the aspects of users' 
diversity regardless of 
disability, age, origin, social 
status. Both in London and 
Dublin, great emphasis is 
placed on the accessibility and 
inclusive design. Examples of 
Western countries show that 
both networking and active co - 
deign leads to a continuous 
knowledge transfer and  gives a 
chance to design solutions 
publicly accepted. 
Success in the universal design 
implementation lies in 
a planned systemic approach. 
The example of the London's 
Olympic Park transformation 
shows a huge impact of the 
decision - makers' commitment 
since a day one which resulted 
in the sustainable development 
of the area up to date. The 
legacy of the Olimpic Games 
2012 led to sustainable park 
development and modern and 
innovative suburb. 

2. Methodology 
Working as the architect and 
access consultant within the 
City of Warsaw, I realised that 
my role as the architect - 
translator can lead to a better 
understanding of the local 
regulation, but most 
importantly to endeavour the  
city's policy implementation in 
a systemic and repeatable way. 
The impact of local governments 
and public institutions on 
improving the quality of 
residents' life can be 
enormous. Therefore I was 

looking for the answer, if 
there are analogous model 
approach in other European 
cities and can the case studies 
be gathered and evaluated using 
the same criteria:  respect  
users' diversity, strengthen 
independent and safety use, 
functional, aesthetic and easy 
to navigate. The four areas are 
identified, on which the 
positive perception of the 
city's accessibility depends: 
A. internal organization, 
B. services provided by 
a public entity  
C. infrastructure  
D. external communication 
(Aragall, European Concept for 
Administration, 2008:p.18) 
In my research, I deal 
exclusively with the area C - 
public realm and selected 
public buildings (sports 
facilities, museums, higher 
education buildings). 
For a better understanding of 
the ongoing processes to create 
accessibility & inclusiveness 
policies and practices, to 
implement the requirements and 
monitor the results, I used the 
following methods: 

• To map the selected parts of 
the city and indicate the 
access paths, major 
landmarks, 

• To carry a photographic field 
research, 

• To conduct structured in - 
depth interviews with 
regards the policies, 
practices. The interview 
were structures on the basis 
of the HUMBLES method authors 
Francesco Aragall and Jordi 
Montany based on seven 
interdependent success 
factors: 1. Decision-maker 
commitment, 2. Coordinating 
and continuity, 3. 
Networking and 
participation, 4. Strategic 
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planning, 5. Knowledge 
management 6. Resources, 7. 
Communication and marketing 
(Aragall, European Concept 
for Administration, 
2008:p.18), 

• To conduct the summary of the 
case studies in the form of 
diagrams, which refer to four 
phases of the universal 
design implementations: 
awareness phase, 
implementation phase, 
development phase, 
maintenance phase. 

 
Fig. 1: Figure of the summary 
diagram - the sample of the most 
advanced ideal model. The 
diagram represents the seven 
interdependent success factors: 
1. Decision-maker commitment, 
2. Coordinating and continuity, 
3. Networking and 
participation, 4. Strategic 
planning, 5. Knowledge 
management 6. Resources, 7. 
Communication and marketing, in 
relation to four phases of the 
universal design implementation 
(awareness, implementation, 
development, maintenance 
phase). 

3. London case study 
One of the case study analyzed 
was the Queen Elizabeth Olympic 
Park in London. The concept of 

London Games 2012 legacy was a 
key part of London’s successful 
bid. The report on the 
successful legacies from London 
2012 reveals, that it was a 
catalyst for positive long-term 
economic, social and 
sustainable legacies. “More 
than one million people have 
visited Queen Elizabeth Olympic 
Park since it reopened to the 
public, while 2,800 homes have 
been created after the 
Athletes’ Village was converted 
into residential housing. The 
further work is currently 
underway to transform the 
Olympic Stadium in to a multi-
use venue, while a major new 
arts and cultural centre is 
also set to be built within the 
park, in cooperation with 
University College London and 
Victoria and Albert Museum. 
Planning permission has also 
been granted for up to 10,000 
new homes, including more than 
2,800 in the former Olympic 
Village, which has now been 
renamed East Village“ 
(https://www.olympic.org/news/
london-2012-legacy-continues-
to-be-felt-across-the-uk)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2: Entrance from the train 
platform 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3: Easy to navigate 
approach towards the park 
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Fig. 4: The tactile pavement 
system to highlight the border 
with the cycle lane. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 5: The accessible 
information point 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 6: The aquatic centre with 
innovative poolpod lift 

 
Fig. 7: The aquatic centre with 
innovative poolpod lift, image 
source:https://poolpodproducts
.com/pool_platform_lift/#iLigh
tbox[gallery_image_1]/3 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 8: The audio and visual 
tactile info board 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 9: The Olympic village 
converted into the housing 
scheme development 
Analysis of the Queen's 
Elizabeth Olympic Park in 
relation to 4 implementation 
phases and 7 interdependent 
success factors: 
1. The highest and successfully 
maintained commitment resulted 
in the Olympic Delivery 
Authority's (ODA) mission to 
transform a neglected area into 
an innovative and accessible 
Olympic Park that is further 
developed with the Para Olympic 
legacy in mind. 
2. ODA is responsible for 
coordination, therefore the 
Park Transformation Strategy 
and the Public Procurement 
Policy, the Inclusive Design 
Standards was established. 
3. ODA brought in life an Access 
and Inclusion Forum - a forum 
for experiences and information 
exchange. 
4. ODA developed two spatial 
development plans for duration 
of the Olympic Games and 
further for transformation the 
park after the games up to date. 
5. ODA appointed Access & 
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Inclusive Experts to work with 
the ODA Design Team 
6. ODA created BEAP Built 
Environment Access Panel - a 
panel of experts, people with 
disabilities and construction 
knowledge. 
7. ODA created the Technical 
Forum - a forum supporting the 
process of social consultations 

 
Fig. 10: Figure of the summary 
diagram of Queen's Elizabeth 
Olympic Park in London 

4. Dublin case study 
In Ireland since 2005 the 
national anti - discrimination 
law (Disability Act 2005) is 
very ambitious and imposes many 
positive practices within the 
construction process. One of 
them was to establish the 
Centre of Excellence in 
Universal Design. It promotes 
best practices, develops the 
standards, supports the 
education and promotes the 
greater awareness within the 
society. The case study of the 
Irish National Gallery in 
Dublin presents that recent 
refurbishment of the historic 
wings enhanced accessibility at 
the Gallery. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 11: Entrance hall 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 12: Information desk with 
the lower counter and readable 
information 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 13: The bookshop cash desk 
with the lower counter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 14: platform lifts or 
passengers' lifts 
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Fig. 15: continual handrails 
and protected rescue area with 
the evacuation chairlift 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 16: accessible toilets  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 17: enlarged accessible 
toilets with the changing place 

Analysis of the Irish National 
Gallery in relation to 4 
implementation phases and 7 
interdependent success factors: 

1. The National Gallery of 
Ireland is committed to 

providing a fully accessible 
experience for all visitors. 
This Includes free entry for 
carers to all ticketed 
exhibitions, education events. 
In addition the all education 
program, courses are tailored 
to the need of each Individual 
(for people who are blind, 
partially sighted, are deaf or 
hard hearing). 
2. Two Access Officer are 
appointed, who are responsible 
for providing, arranging for, 
coordinating assistance, 
guidance to persons with 
disabilities to access services 
provided by the Gallery, and to 
act as a point of contact.   
3. In Ireland any person may 
make a complaint to the Access 
Officer, if he / she feels that 
the Gallery has failed to 
comply with the law. There is 
no structured, defined users 
group which would promote the 
co - design and diversity in 
f.ex. the Galleries’ program 
consultancy. 
4. The Gallery is currently 
developing a Universal Design 
and Accessibility policy which 
will indicate the commitment to 
maximising access for all 
people regardless of age, size 
or ability. 
5. The Accessibility Statement 
- a brochure with regards the 
building facilities, provision 
and restriction. It Is based on 
the access audit, but does not 
include any personal opinion. 
It contains very useful 
information, however It Is not 
mentioned how the knowledge and 
the experience is shared with 
other institutions.    
6. Two members of staff are 
provided. No information of 
their experience and this unit 
is financially independent, how 
diverse employment is within 
the organisation. The Gallery 
is well equipped with the 
facilities such as: bathroom 
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facilities, hearing Induction 
loops, noise-cancelling 
headphones, large - text 
booklets, audio - guides, 
7. The Galleries website 
contains many useful 
information available to the 
tourists. 

 
Fig. 18: Figure of the summary 
diagram of Irish National 
Gallery in Dublin 

5. Barcelona case study 
Disseny Hub Barcelona is 
designed to be a facility for 
all. The museum works closely 
with the Municipal Institute 
for People with Disabilities in 
order to cater for people with 
disabilities, improve 
accessibility in all the areas 
of the centre and make the 
content, programm accessible. 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 18: The Design Museum 
(Museu del Disseny de 
Barcelona) in Barcelona. Image 
ource: 

http://ajuntament.barcelona.ca
t/dissenyhub/ca 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 19: Approach to the 
entrance with the tactile 
surface. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 20: The information desk 
with no lower counter, but with 
the tactile surface system. The 
approach to the material lab 
contrasting path. 

 
Fig. 21: The tactile 
information board  
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Fig. 22: The building’s model 

 
Fig. 23: The internal glazing 
with no demarcation 

 
Fig. 24: The internal glazing 
with contrasting demarcation 

 
Fig. 25: The internal glazing 
with contrasting demarcation 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 26: Toilets facilities 
Analysis of the Disseny Hub 
Barcelona in relation to 4 
implementation phases and 7 
interdependent success factors: 

1. The Museum is committed to 
constantly work in line with 
the criteria of universal 
accessibility, to ensure the 
centre and its program is open 
for all. 
2. The staff Is trained to 
assist visitors with 
disabilities. There Is no 
further Information how the 
implementation of museum's 
strategy and goals are 
coordinated with the 
organisation. 
3. In order to apply the article 
30 of the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities, the 
museum works closely with the 
Barcelona Culture Institute and 
the Municipal Institute for 
People with Disabilities. There 
is not information with regards 
how the actions are coordinated   
4. Apart from the partnership 
with the Municipality 
Insitution, there is no 
information on the 
accessibility plan or any 
strategic clear vision. 
5. There is very basic 
Information with regards the 
available facilites. No 
Accessibility statement is 
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provided. It is unclear how the 
knowledge and the experience is 
shared with other institutions. 
6. The museum is equipped with 
the facilities such as: 
bathroom facilities, hearing 
Induction loops, tactile 
paving. The passengers' lift Is 
provided, however the 
assistance with the visitors to 
use it is required. There Is no 
Information on the availability 
of the Access Officers 
7. The museum website contains 
some information with regards 
the accessibility but It Is 
very limited. 

 
Fig. 10: Figure of the summary 
diagram of 

6. Conclusion 
"Universal design in most 
countries of the world is 
defined as a concept that not 
only goes beyond the 
accessibility of the so-called 
built environment, but also 
includes social, cultural and 
economic issues; these issues 
are responsible for uniting 
people regardless of their 
abilities, physical, mental or 
psychological. Universal design 
should be understood as an 
approach that takes into 
account human diversity" 
(Preiser and Smith, 2011:3) 

The systemic approach can 
positively affect the 
efficiency of the urban 
inclusive interventions and it 
consists of both the universal 
design and inclusive design 
implementation. It also means 
that the architectural 
accessibility although it is 
important, does not play the  
crucial role and other factors 
should be considered. These 
are:  

• a high level of decision 
makers' commitment and 
involvement of the senior 
staff managers. 

• definition of the strategic 
access plan, and necessary 
actions, indicators, 

• continuous monitor of the 
quality of the service and 
client's satisfaction 

• coordination and continuity 
of the operational aims by an 
independent entity - access 
officer or consultant,  

• divers promotion and active 
participation of the experts 
and co - design of the 
strategic users, 

• structure the networking 
platform to share the 
knowledge and promote the 
Institution's ambitious, 

• optimise the human, 
financial and technical 
resource, 
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Abstract  
This paper is part of ongoing research that studies the development of the 
“atypical plan” as an alternative form of economic development that emerged in 
Latin America between 1961 and 1982. The paper is divided into two parts. The first 
summarizes the theoretical framework concerning the “typical plan,” accounting 
for the theoretical vacuum of the opposite concept: the “atypical plan.”  
The argument exposes that part of the development of the Modern Movement 
sought the simplification of the architectural floor plan, better known as the "free 
plan.” In 1993 Rem Koolhaas proposed a new postmodern interpretation, the 
"typical plan,” meaning a space as empty an undefined as possible, as the place of 
financial speculation. People who have theorized the “typical plan” were Ábalos & 
Herreros (1992, 2005), Aureli (2011, 2013, 2014), and Marullo (2014). 
The second part of the paper introduces the Chilean case study, a development 
known as snail buildings. The “atypical plan” took the form of an ascendant spiral 
that surrounded a central void, splitting the program into several small 
businesses. This model appeared in moments where the military coup of Pinochet 
established a neoliberal system at the same time that intervened its economic 
development. This context met the Chilean architectonic scene of the 70’, which 
created an interior that returned to the modern space in postmodern times, a 
development that ended with the financial crisis of 1982. 
 
Keywords: atypical plan, typical plan, postmodern architecture, capitalism   
 

1 .  Architecture and capitalism; the 
theoretical framework of the typical 
plan  

The concept of typical plan, as 
established by Francesco Marullo in his 
thesis from 2014, was a concept shortly 
developed by Rem Koolhaas in his 
essay published within the book S, M, L, 

XL in 1993. 
In his essay Koolhaas was:  

“looking at the repetitive homogeneity 
of the twentieth-century Manhattan 
office buildings, whose layouts became 
progressively rarefied along with the 
evolution of financial capitalism. 
Koolhaas explained such a structural 
simplification [of the architectural floor 
plan] as the deliberate speculative 
endeavor to absorb and metabolize the 
metropolitan unconscious energies via 
the abstraction of ‘business’, a program 
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indifferent to any specific spatial 
distribution (…) to accommodate the 
endless fluctuations of the market and 
the continuous rearrangements of the 
firm” (Marullo, 2014b: 4). 

For Koolhaas, the typical plan was the 
design strategy of the architectural 
floor plan that organizes a core, a set of 
columns and an enclosing envelope. 
The main quality of the typical plan was 
being as empty and undefined as 
possible. The typical plan was an 
American invention, which implies an 
undefined number of repetitions and 
was the place of office work.  

“The ambition of Typical Plan is to 
create new territories for the smooth 
unfolding of new processes, in this case, 
ideal accommodation for business (…) 
the most formless [program]”  
(Koolhaas, 1997: 337). 

Although it has been Marullo's work 
that has clearly used the concept of the 
typical plan, it had been previously the 
fundamental basis of Aureli´s work. 
The total body of Aureli's endeavor is 
directed towards the construction of a 
theory of abstraction in architecture. 
In that context, the typical plan is 
mentioned in his work. His studies go 
back to the Renaissance, to argue that 
the development of capitalism from its 
earliest stages forged the construction 
of the typical plan. His main 
achievement was to relate the 
concepts of the typical plan with the 
notion of labor-power of Marx.1  He 
connected the notions of material 
production within the space of the 
factory and intellectual production 
within the clerical space of work, both 
expressions of the typical plan. In 
doing so, he establishes that the search 
for a flexible architecture has always 
looked to address the needs of a 
flexible market. 
Aureli’s contribution can be trace with 
the books The Project of Autonomy: 
Politics and Architecture within and 

against Capitalism of 2008, The city as 
a project of 2014, and significantly in 
the article of 2011 Labor and 
Architecture: Revisiting Cedric Price's 
Potteries Thinkbelt. 
Francesco Marullo in his doctoral 
thesis directed by Aureli of 2014 Typical 
Plan: The Architecture of Labor and the 
Space of Production takes as starting 
point the concept of typical plan 
suggested by Koolhaas “to conjecture a 
genealogy of the typical plan.”2 He 
places the typical plan as an 
architectural frame which models the 
space of production as the factory, the 
space of reproduction as the domestic 
space of dwelling, the clerical space of 
work as office spaces, and the space of 
knowledge as the university3.  
Marullo placed the typical plan as an 
organizational strategy in all social 
fields, one of which was the 
architectural floor plan. Its 
architecture has been reproduced 
since  

“the real abstraction of commodity 
exchange was posed as a funding 
principle for the whole reality, 
postulating an absolute homogeneity of 
time and space for what Charles Jenks 
defined the ‘isometric architecture’ of 
capitalistic equivalence” (Marullo, 2014b: 
11). 

Since his thesis does not describe any 
project in-depth, it opens the field to 
interpretation of a design strategy 
deliberately aligned with a capitalistic 
agenda which characterized the human 
body as a productive potential in Marx 
sense. Accordingly, typical plans have 
been developed as the space of 
production to integrate instabilities in 
a post-Fordist economy based on 
flexible capital. 
What differentiates Marullo’s thesis 
from the aforementioned Koolhaas 
essay is that the typical plan for 
Koolhaas is a concept spatially and 
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historically bound.4 Meanwhile for 
Marullo the idea is universal, and as an 
abstract way of organization can be 
traced back to the 15th century.  
In the sense of Koolhaas, the genealogy 
of the typical plan was already done 
even before his essay. It was first 
published in Spanish in 1992 with the 
title Técnica y arquitectura en la ciudad 
contemporánea 1950-1990 and 2005 
was translated into English with the 
title Tower and office: from modernist 
theory to contemporary practice. 
Here Ábalos & Herreros examine the 
most recent period of the architecture 
of the service building, analyzing the 
effects of its technological 
development, raising the question  

“about the meaning of technological 
progress [within] the relationship 
between design and positive knowledge” 
(Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 4). 

They concluded with the subjectivity of 
the technical progress and 
consequently a subjective process of 
spatial capacity. Subjectivity in their 
work addresses the subjective process 
of creation as a consequence of 
absolute necessity. Subjective is for 
them the loose relationship between 
program and typological definition,  

“the lack of relationship to a precise 
formal model and the absence of a 
program that could be defined 
spacially”5 (Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 
206). 

The elements that they studied are the 
same that determine the typical plan:  

“the evolution of the load-bearing 
structure, the impact of the 
incorporation of high-tech systems in 
buildings, and the transparent building 
skin” (Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 5). 

Within the book, their study of the 
typical plan can be found when they 
analyze  

“the evolution of the office space in 
terms of its functional organization” 

(Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 175), “from the 
modern office as inspired by Taylorist 
theories of efficiency to contemporary 
systems of workplace management and 
organization” (Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 
5).  

The temporal framework of the study 
begins with the planned labor and the 
Taylorist office to the open-plan office, 
the office landscape (Bürolandschaft), 
and finally the automated workstation. 
It is to note that both genealogies of 
the typical plan, the one of Ábalos & 
Herreros, with in-depth case studies 
within a narrowed temporal 
framework, and the one of Marullo, 
who studied the typical plan abstractly, 
arrived at similar conclusions.6 
Ábalos & Herreros concluded that the 
contemporary  

“space [through the development of the 
elements studied] is empty, extensive, 
neutral, continuous, somewhat alien to 
the interior program, and extremely 
subjective in its dimensional parameters 
replaces modernism’s figural space 
punctuated by the reticulated frame; at 
the same time it takes its form from 
factors that are [not]7 objectively 
determined” (Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 
268). 

The contemporary space, named 
typical plan or product of subjectivity is 
for both an outcome of flexible capital:  

“Undoubtedly there is a close 
correspondence between changes in 
spatial forms and the new organizational 
forms of a capitalistic economy (…) 
associated with flexible accumulation. In 
an earlier context characterized by 
Fords production, positivist ideology, 
and Keynesian economics, typology 
served as a high-precision tool. Today 
the global reproduction of a 
heterogeneity based on topology, not 
typology, is the technical and spatial 
expression of an economic system that 
of necessity has reduced the rigidity of 
early capitalism to a minimum in order 
to survive. It would seem that a 
progressive strategy available to any 
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theoretical position, to any technical or 
moral judgment, is the study and 
documentation of these conceptual 
modifications and their disciplinary 
modes of reproduction” (Ábalos & 
Herreros, 2005: 271).  

Similarly, the work of Marullo 
established that:  

“The culmination of typical plan 
coincided in fact with the passage from 
the rigidity of the Fordist mass-
production to what David Harvey 
defined as the age of ‘flexible 
accumulation’, in which the laws of 
profit ceased to compartmentalize 
spaces and began to indirectly speculate 
via regimes of ‘rent’, providing fields 
where exchanges, relations, differences 
and forms of life could freely proliferate 
within conditioned extensions” (Marullo, 
2014: 7). 

The increasing flexibility towards space 
was followed by flexible ways of 
production, what were embodied in the 
figure of the freelancer and its place in 
the city:  

“(…) the emerging figure of the 
freelancer – the new self-employed 
worker – might be considered the 
quintessential character of the post-
fordist economy, (…) a one-man 
company8 (…) His life coincides with his 
work [in where] fixed and variable 
capital have merged in the mind and the 
body of single individuals” (Marullo, 
2014: 377-378). 

According to Ábalos & Herreros, with 
the autonomy of the office work where 
the need for contiguity disappeared, 
and consequently new and diverse 
notions of jobs emerge, the idea of 
flexibility was also sprawled in the 
overall urban order, modifying the 
concentrated model of business 
centers. 

“Beginning with the strict relationship 
between type and function in the 
Taylorist office, the evolution of planned 
labor has broken the connections 
between type and function, and 
between function and urban form. 

Today office work takes place at all 
levels of built density, from the single-
family home to the mixed-use 
skyscraper, and in all urban locations, 
from the city center to the periphery, 
encompassing areas beyond the physical 
limits of the city (Ábalos & Herreros, 
2005: 211). 

Until here I have outlined the principal 
features of the typical plan. The 
emergence of the concept mixes the 
notion of the free floor plan with its 
labor and a speculative economy based 
on flexible capital. The idea was raised 
by Koolhaas and was continued to be 
studied by Aureli, Marullo, Ábalos & 
Hereros. Each architect played a 
different yet integral roll to further 
theorize the concept of the typical 
plan. At the same time, to a lesser 
extent, the temptation arose to 
estimate its contrary form, the atypical 
plan. This term has been used twice for 
two different kinds of publications. 
The most recent was the publication of 
2016, Atlas of another America: an 
architectural fiction by Keith 
Krumwiede. The book was a projective 
exercise that previewed an American 
housing rural settlement combining 
American home communities with an 
agrarian logic of farming. 
The structure of Freedomland, the so-
called colony, uses the settlement logic 
of Thomas Jefferson’s Land Ordinance 
of 1785 and 1787 designing a grid that 
alternates in two scales free portions of 
land with towns and community of 
houses. The logic of this settlement 
allowed rotation of the constructive 
pattern every twenty years, to use the 
noncultivated land for new farming. 
The theoretical aim of the book is to 
place the American house as the 
paradigm of the atypical plan. For 
doing so, the essay written by Koolhaas 
is reproduce, but by crossing out and 
adding new sentences the opposite 
interpretation is given. Meanwhile, the 
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typical plan is the place of emptiness 
and work, the American house9 is the 
place of pleasure and excess. 
The second publication was 2013 with 
the book A-typical plan: projects and 
essays on identity, flexibility, and 
atmosphere in the office building edited 
by Jeanette Kuo. 
The book was entitled A-typical plan 
because it looks at the architecture of 
office spaces that mediate  

“(…) between the generic and the 
specific, between the economy of the 
grid and the added-value of spatial 
exceptions, between the desire for 
maximizing floor space and the 
responsibility for creating inspiring 
environments” (Kuo, 2013: 25).10 

Nevertheless, Kuo does not define 
what an atypical plan could be.11 
Instead, Kuo uses the definition and 
examples of the typical plan to 
introduce the idea that an atypical 
plan, as a slightly different idea from 
the typical plan, could exist. 
As proof of lack of conceptualization 
the atypical plan, as a term, is 
mentioned just once within the text.12 
On the contrary, the typical plan term 
is named five times. Furthermore, the 
deep plan term,13 which in the book 
works as a synonym of typical plan, is 
mentioned eleven times. Indeed in the 
foreword is declared that “the book 
develops a series of questions and 
experiments related to the American 
deep plan”  (Kuo, 2013: 13), which 
synonyms there is typical plan. 
Meanwhile, typicality has been 
theorized, exemplified, and historically 
framed in its contrary form, the so-
called atypical plan, it has only been 
mentioned as a possibility, without 
being developed in all its theoretical 
potential: as an alternative form of 
economic organization, or practical: in 
its specific spatial solution. 
 

2.  The atypical plan in Chile: a modern 
plan in postmodern times    

Between 1974 and 1986 were developed 
in Chile buildings which floor solution 
can be considered a paradigmatic 
example of atypical plans. The given 
name for this structure was “Caracol” 
in Spanish, meaning snail, what refers 
to the main characteristic of the 
buildings; its interior spiral ramp. 
 

 
 

Fig. 1: Second-floor plan of "El Caracol," first 
snail building built in Chile. Architects 
M. Villarroel and E. Guzmán, 1973 
(Municipal Archive) 

Within its floor plan design, the 
program was subordinated to the 
ascending geometry of the circulation 
that surrounded a central void. The 
space was subdivided into stores of 
similar size, whose divisions coincided 
with the beams of the sky and 
determined the height of the floor 
finishing. This was a solution that, from 
the structure, would resist seismic 
forces. 
Not only was a launched new space for 
trade but a new type of ownership. In a 
discussion about architectures for 
commerce published in 1977 in the 
magazine of the College of Architects, 
the architect José Huidobro drew a 
comparison between the department 
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stores and the snail building: 
“Contrary to what [the department 
stores] were before, where they had 
only one owner and many levels not 
linked to each other (...) today the 
opposite phenomenon happens: the 
property is atomized, and the space is 
integrated [here referring to the central 
void].” (Diálogos, 1977: 30). 

Within the same discussion the 
architect Cristián Boza, who developed 
later during the 80’ several buildings 
using the snail strategy, criticized them 
using the adjective of “exotic” to 
describe precisely the floor plan 
solution. 

“While it is true that this large multilevel 
space is being recovered (...) with a 
solution like the ‘Caracol’, the city is 
breaking  [because] ... an exotic plan 
suddenly appears” (Diálogos, 1977: 31) 

In defense of the snail solution, the 
architect of the most famous one at the 
time, the “Dos Caracoles”, argued in 
favor of the central void as an strategy 
to regain the urban interiors, as an 
unexplored opportunity with the 
“modern construction of consecutive 
slabs”, referring to the construction of 
typical plans. Following the argument 
that the construction of department 
stores was ending, Swinburn 
mentioned: 

“Then it seemed possible to build this 
great interior space, gathering around a 
hundred small shops that, in the current 
circumstances, are within reach of the 
economic means of a larger number of 
merchants” (Diálogos, 1977: 30) 

As Marchant points out, at that time it 
was more profitable to build a scheme 
of co-property based on the 
subdivision of the space:  

"The shops were acquired by small 
investors, many of them retired, because 
since the 60’s there was a law that 
granted benefits to early retirement. In 
the post-military coup era, no large 
economic groups were willing to invest 
in projects such as snails. This led to the 

figure of many co-owners that operated 
under the scheme of the sale-by-floors 
law of that time, which paid common 
expenses" (Marchant, 2018). 

As Marchant pointed out, the 
conditions imposed by the military 
dictatorship on the Chilean economy 
were not peripheral to the 
construction of snail buildings. 
Between July 1979 and 1982, the price 
of the dollar was set at 39 Chilean 
pesos, which generated an economic 
bubble that was sustained until 1982.  
In 5 years, between 1974 and July 1979, 
six snail buildings were built, while in 
the subsequent period of 3 years, 
between July 1979 and 1982, 35 were 
made. The economic bubble allowed 
the reproduction and success of 
atypical plans, a design contrary to 
how the space of capital was 
developing throughout the world as 
the place of business.14 
In the current circumstances, at a time 
when the technical development of the 
typical plan in Chile did not seem to 
attract economic investment, the 
invention of the atypical plan was a 
strategy that sought new ways to 
attract capital from the creative 
architectural niche. 
Osvaldo Fuenzalida, one of the real 
estate investors of the first and 
subsequent snail, affirmed: 

“At the time of the UP [Popular Unity], 
when the real estate business was very 
bad, we had to think about more special 
things” (Paz, 2004) 

When before, the modern logic 
installed an arranged space punctuated 
by a reticulated frame, after the 
Second World War "a new 
indeterminate system of capitalist 
accumulation took over the ordered 
spatiality of Fordism" (Marullo, 2014b: 
7).   
The postmodern logic of space, which 
is the typical plan, establishes itself as a 
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spatial strategy to compensate and 
deal with high market instabilities and 
financial speculation.  
Marullo goes further in his formulation, 
offering a straight correlation between 
economics and architecture. He argued 
that the logic of the typical plan was 
bound to the economic formula15 that 
seeks to minimize the components of 
fixed capital. 
Within the Chilean context, the 
atypical plan of the snail buildings is 
not far from the economical 
contradictions at the time. 
At the same time that the military coup 
searched to establish a neoliberal 
system, "the introduction of Chile's 
fixed exchange rate [was] a decidedly 
non-free-market policy decision" 
(Margitich, 1999: 37). 
The atypical plan of the snail building 
reflects this intrinsic paradox. It can be 
understood as a space that returns to 
modernity in postmodern times.16 
Within the snail, the place of business 
is fragmented, fixed and builds a 
reticulated frame that follows the path 
of a spiral ramp. 
Within the modern atypical plan of the 
snail, architects utlized the need for 
directing the relationship between 
business and architecture, a 
disciplinary defense that ceased after 
the financial crisis of 1982. 
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1 Another contribution before Aureli's 
interpretation on Marx can be traced to 
Frampton and his article The Status of Man 
and the Status of his Objects: A Reading of 
The Human Condition from 1982 which 
frames the relation of architecture and labor 
using Hannah Arendt perspective. 
2 His main thesis is explaining the logic of 
development of the typical plan as a product 
of labor struggle. 
3 To better exemplify the scope of the 
typical plan, he also uses narratives such as 
the Renaissance surveying technology and 
military engineering, and the typical plan in 
the projects of Ginzburg, Leonidov. 
4 Looking at Manhattan’s development, for 
Koolhaas the typical plan was first a real 
estate investment for locating businesses 
which logic is bound to its vertical 
repetition. For Marullo, the typical plan was 
first a space for labor that could develop a 
one-floor strategy, e.g., the plan of the 
factory building. But even more the typical 
plan for Marullo can be an abstract system 
of organization. 
5 Their study started after World War II, in a 
postmodern stage, where the utopia of 
positivism was dismantled along with the 
notion that a continuos technological 
progress by itself could develop a better 
future. 
6 The notion of subjectivity for Ábalos & 
Herreros is similar to the idea of generic for 
Marullo. First, they both dismantle the 
concept of typology, Ábalos & Herreros for 
topology meanwhile for Marullo the typical 
plan is not a typology, instead is a device, a 
technical apparatus. Second, the concept of 
frame of Marullo can find resonance in the 
idea of tridimensional space suggested by 
Ábalos & Herreros. 
7 Probably a mistake, the word ‘no’ is not 
included in the English edition of 2005 but 
is included in the Spanish edition of 2000. 
8 The quote goes further. A one man 
company as Marullo describe is “the 
capitalist, who provides the capital of 
investment; the manager, who administers 

                                                           
and controls the activities of investment; 
and the salaried employee, who daily 
propells the activities of the firm (…) 
Freelancers permanently live on the edge of 
crisis (…) constructing their own business 
and being entirely responsible for their 
possible collapse.” 
9 Marullo’s thesis also studies the feminist 
discourse, that situates the domestic space 
not as a retreat, rather as a space that takes 
part of the space of production. 
10 The book is also full of exceptions. With 
the 20 projects selected are cases studies 
that are not necessary office buildings, and 
among them are works in America, a 
context from which Koolhaas raised the 
opposite term of the typical plan. 
Furthermore with the lack of 
conceptualization of what an atypical plan 
is, together with the lack of description of 
how the works selected illustrate this 
concept, most of the case studies can be 
framed within the typical plan in the sense 
of Marullo’s work. 
11 Inside the book, was the reproduced essay 
of Koolhaas without any clarification or 
modification. 
12 The text referred are the first three: 
Foreword, A-Typical Plan, 20 projects, that 
develop the idea and perspective of the 
book (not counting titles and footnotes). 
13 Including depth of the plan and depth of 
the floor plan. 
14 At the time of the first snail building in 
Chile in 1974, in the United Kingdom, the 
building Willis Faber & Dumas headquarters 
was already built (1973). As Ábalos & 
Herreros interpreted in their book Tower 
and Office... the headquarters are an 
example that shows the subjectivity in the 
relationship between program and the 
dimensional parameters of the floor plan. 
15 The formula described in his thesis is 
p=PV/C+V, where (p) is the rate of average 
profit and (C+V) correspond to constant and 
variable capital. Therefore when (C+V) 
decreases -which is the architecture of the 
typical plan- (p) increases. 
16 For this reason, it can be explained that 
the snail buildings have been described both 
ways, as modern (Plaut & Sarovic, 2010) and 
postmodern architecture (De Simone, 2012). 
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Abstract  
This paper is part of ongoing research that studies the development of the 
“atypical plan” as an alternative form of economic development that emerged in 
Latin America between 1961 and 1982. The paper is divided into two parts. The first 
summarizes the theoretical framework concerning the “typical plan,” accounting 
for the theoretical vacuum of the opposite concept: the “atypical plan.”  
The argument exposes that part of the development of the Modern Movement 
sought the simplification of the architectural floor plan, better known as the "free 
plan.” In 1993 Rem Koolhaas proposed a new postmodern interpretation, the 
"typical plan,” meaning a space as empty an undefined as possible, as the place of 
financial speculation. People who have theorized the “typical plan” were Ábalos & 
Herreros (1992, 2005), Aureli (2011, 2013, 2014), and Marullo (2014). 
The second part of the paper introduces the Chilean case study, a development 
known as snail buildings. The “atypical plan” took the form of an ascendant spiral 
that surrounded a central void, splitting the program into several small 
businesses. This model appeared in moments where the military coup of Pinochet 
established a neoliberal system at the same time that intervened its economic 
development. This context met the Chilean architectonic scene of the 70’, which 
created an interior that returned to the modern space in postmodern times, a 
development that ended with the financial crisis of 1982. 
 
Keywords: atypical plan, typical plan, postmodern architecture, capitalism   
 

1 .  Architecture and capitalism; the 
theoretical framework of the typical 
plan  

The concept of typical plan, as 
established by Francesco Marullo in his 
thesis from 2014, was a concept shortly 
developed by Rem Koolhaas in his 
essay published within the book S, M, L, 

XL in 1993. 
In his essay Koolhaas was:  

“looking at the repetitive homogeneity 
of the twentieth-century Manhattan 
office buildings, whose layouts became 
progressively rarefied along with the 
evolution of financial capitalism. 
Koolhaas explained such a structural 
simplification [of the architectural floor 
plan] as the deliberate speculative 
endeavor to absorb and metabolize the 
metropolitan unconscious energies via 
the abstraction of ‘business’, a program 
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indifferent to any specific spatial 
distribution (…) to accommodate the 
endless fluctuations of the market and 
the continuous rearrangements of the 
firm” (Marullo, 2014b: 4). 

For Koolhaas, the typical plan was the 
design strategy of the architectural 
floor plan that organizes a core, a set of 
columns and an enclosing envelope. 
The main quality of the typical plan was 
being as empty and undefined as 
possible. The typical plan was an 
American invention, which implies an 
undefined number of repetitions and 
was the place of office work.  

“The ambition of Typical Plan is to 
create new territories for the smooth 
unfolding of new processes, in this case, 
ideal accommodation for business (…) 
the most formless [program]”  
(Koolhaas, 1997: 337). 

Although it has been Marullo's work 
that has clearly used the concept of the 
typical plan, it had been previously the 
fundamental basis of Aureli´s work. 
The total body of Aureli's endeavor is 
directed towards the construction of a 
theory of abstraction in architecture. 
In that context, the typical plan is 
mentioned in his work. His studies go 
back to the Renaissance, to argue that 
the development of capitalism from its 
earliest stages forged the construction 
of the typical plan. His main 
achievement was to relate the 
concepts of the typical plan with the 
notion of labor-power of Marx.1  He 
connected the notions of material 
production within the space of the 
factory and intellectual production 
within the clerical space of work, both 
expressions of the typical plan. In 
doing so, he establishes that the search 
for a flexible architecture has always 
looked to address the needs of a 
flexible market. 
Aureli’s contribution can be trace with 
the books The Project of Autonomy: 
Politics and Architecture within and 

against Capitalism of 2008, The city as 
a project of 2014, and significantly in 
the article of 2011 Labor and 
Architecture: Revisiting Cedric Price's 
Potteries Thinkbelt. 
Francesco Marullo in his doctoral 
thesis directed by Aureli of 2014 Typical 
Plan: The Architecture of Labor and the 
Space of Production takes as starting 
point the concept of typical plan 
suggested by Koolhaas “to conjecture a 
genealogy of the typical plan.”2 He 
places the typical plan as an 
architectural frame which models the 
space of production as the factory, the 
space of reproduction as the domestic 
space of dwelling, the clerical space of 
work as office spaces, and the space of 
knowledge as the university3.  
Marullo placed the typical plan as an 
organizational strategy in all social 
fields, one of which was the 
architectural floor plan. Its 
architecture has been reproduced 
since  

“the real abstraction of commodity 
exchange was posed as a funding 
principle for the whole reality, 
postulating an absolute homogeneity of 
time and space for what Charles Jenks 
defined the ‘isometric architecture’ of 
capitalistic equivalence” (Marullo, 2014b: 
11). 

Since his thesis does not describe any 
project in-depth, it opens the field to 
interpretation of a design strategy 
deliberately aligned with a capitalistic 
agenda which characterized the human 
body as a productive potential in Marx 
sense. Accordingly, typical plans have 
been developed as the space of 
production to integrate instabilities in 
a post-Fordist economy based on 
flexible capital. 
What differentiates Marullo’s thesis 
from the aforementioned Koolhaas 
essay is that the typical plan for 
Koolhaas is a concept spatially and 
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historically bound.4 Meanwhile for 
Marullo the idea is universal, and as an 
abstract way of organization can be 
traced back to the 15th century.  
In the sense of Koolhaas, the genealogy 
of the typical plan was already done 
even before his essay. It was first 
published in Spanish in 1992 with the 
title Técnica y arquitectura en la ciudad 
contemporánea 1950-1990 and 2005 
was translated into English with the 
title Tower and office: from modernist 
theory to contemporary practice. 
Here Ábalos & Herreros examine the 
most recent period of the architecture 
of the service building, analyzing the 
effects of its technological 
development, raising the question  

“about the meaning of technological 
progress [within] the relationship 
between design and positive knowledge” 
(Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 4). 

They concluded with the subjectivity of 
the technical progress and 
consequently a subjective process of 
spatial capacity. Subjectivity in their 
work addresses the subjective process 
of creation as a consequence of 
absolute necessity. Subjective is for 
them the loose relationship between 
program and typological definition,  

“the lack of relationship to a precise 
formal model and the absence of a 
program that could be defined 
spacially”5 (Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 
206). 

The elements that they studied are the 
same that determine the typical plan:  

“the evolution of the load-bearing 
structure, the impact of the 
incorporation of high-tech systems in 
buildings, and the transparent building 
skin” (Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 5). 

Within the book, their study of the 
typical plan can be found when they 
analyze  

“the evolution of the office space in 
terms of its functional organization” 

(Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 175), “from the 
modern office as inspired by Taylorist 
theories of efficiency to contemporary 
systems of workplace management and 
organization” (Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 
5).  

The temporal framework of the study 
begins with the planned labor and the 
Taylorist office to the open-plan office, 
the office landscape (Bürolandschaft), 
and finally the automated workstation. 
It is to note that both genealogies of 
the typical plan, the one of Ábalos & 
Herreros, with in-depth case studies 
within a narrowed temporal 
framework, and the one of Marullo, 
who studied the typical plan abstractly, 
arrived at similar conclusions.6 
Ábalos & Herreros concluded that the 
contemporary  

“space [through the development of the 
elements studied] is empty, extensive, 
neutral, continuous, somewhat alien to 
the interior program, and extremely 
subjective in its dimensional parameters 
replaces modernism’s figural space 
punctuated by the reticulated frame; at 
the same time it takes its form from 
factors that are [not]7 objectively 
determined” (Ábalos & Herreros, 2005: 
268). 

The contemporary space, named 
typical plan or product of subjectivity is 
for both an outcome of flexible capital:  

“Undoubtedly there is a close 
correspondence between changes in 
spatial forms and the new organizational 
forms of a capitalistic economy (…) 
associated with flexible accumulation. In 
an earlier context characterized by 
Fords production, positivist ideology, 
and Keynesian economics, typology 
served as a high-precision tool. Today 
the global reproduction of a 
heterogeneity based on topology, not 
typology, is the technical and spatial 
expression of an economic system that 
of necessity has reduced the rigidity of 
early capitalism to a minimum in order 
to survive. It would seem that a 
progressive strategy available to any 
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theoretical position, to any technical or 
moral judgment, is the study and 
documentation of these conceptual 
modifications and their disciplinary 
modes of reproduction” (Ábalos & 
Herreros, 2005: 271).  

Similarly, the work of Marullo 
established that:  

“The culmination of typical plan 
coincided in fact with the passage from 
the rigidity of the Fordist mass-
production to what David Harvey 
defined as the age of ‘flexible 
accumulation’, in which the laws of 
profit ceased to compartmentalize 
spaces and began to indirectly speculate 
via regimes of ‘rent’, providing fields 
where exchanges, relations, differences 
and forms of life could freely proliferate 
within conditioned extensions” (Marullo, 
2014: 7). 

The increasing flexibility towards space 
was followed by flexible ways of 
production, what were embodied in the 
figure of the freelancer and its place in 
the city:  

“(…) the emerging figure of the 
freelancer – the new self-employed 
worker – might be considered the 
quintessential character of the post-
fordist economy, (…) a one-man 
company8 (…) His life coincides with his 
work [in where] fixed and variable 
capital have merged in the mind and the 
body of single individuals” (Marullo, 
2014: 377-378). 

According to Ábalos & Herreros, with 
the autonomy of the office work where 
the need for contiguity disappeared, 
and consequently new and diverse 
notions of jobs emerge, the idea of 
flexibility was also sprawled in the 
overall urban order, modifying the 
concentrated model of business 
centers. 

“Beginning with the strict relationship 
between type and function in the 
Taylorist office, the evolution of planned 
labor has broken the connections 
between type and function, and 
between function and urban form. 

Today office work takes place at all 
levels of built density, from the single-
family home to the mixed-use 
skyscraper, and in all urban locations, 
from the city center to the periphery, 
encompassing areas beyond the physical 
limits of the city (Ábalos & Herreros, 
2005: 211). 

Until here I have outlined the principal 
features of the typical plan. The 
emergence of the concept mixes the 
notion of the free floor plan with its 
labor and a speculative economy based 
on flexible capital. The idea was raised 
by Koolhaas and was continued to be 
studied by Aureli, Marullo, Ábalos & 
Hereros. Each architect played a 
different yet integral roll to further 
theorize the concept of the typical 
plan. At the same time, to a lesser 
extent, the temptation arose to 
estimate its contrary form, the atypical 
plan. This term has been used twice for 
two different kinds of publications. 
The most recent was the publication of 
2016, Atlas of another America: an 
architectural fiction by Keith 
Krumwiede. The book was a projective 
exercise that previewed an American 
housing rural settlement combining 
American home communities with an 
agrarian logic of farming. 
The structure of Freedomland, the so-
called colony, uses the settlement logic 
of Thomas Jefferson’s Land Ordinance 
of 1785 and 1787 designing a grid that 
alternates in two scales free portions of 
land with towns and community of 
houses. The logic of this settlement 
allowed rotation of the constructive 
pattern every twenty years, to use the 
noncultivated land for new farming. 
The theoretical aim of the book is to 
place the American house as the 
paradigm of the atypical plan. For 
doing so, the essay written by Koolhaas 
is reproduce, but by crossing out and 
adding new sentences the opposite 
interpretation is given. Meanwhile, the 
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typical plan is the place of emptiness 
and work, the American house9 is the 
place of pleasure and excess. 
The second publication was 2013 with 
the book A-typical plan: projects and 
essays on identity, flexibility, and 
atmosphere in the office building edited 
by Jeanette Kuo. 
The book was entitled A-typical plan 
because it looks at the architecture of 
office spaces that mediate  

“(…) between the generic and the 
specific, between the economy of the 
grid and the added-value of spatial 
exceptions, between the desire for 
maximizing floor space and the 
responsibility for creating inspiring 
environments” (Kuo, 2013: 25).10 

Nevertheless, Kuo does not define 
what an atypical plan could be.11 
Instead, Kuo uses the definition and 
examples of the typical plan to 
introduce the idea that an atypical 
plan, as a slightly different idea from 
the typical plan, could exist. 
As proof of lack of conceptualization 
the atypical plan, as a term, is 
mentioned just once within the text.12 
On the contrary, the typical plan term 
is named five times. Furthermore, the 
deep plan term,13 which in the book 
works as a synonym of typical plan, is 
mentioned eleven times. Indeed in the 
foreword is declared that “the book 
develops a series of questions and 
experiments related to the American 
deep plan”  (Kuo, 2013: 13), which 
synonyms there is typical plan. 
Meanwhile, typicality has been 
theorized, exemplified, and historically 
framed in its contrary form, the so-
called atypical plan, it has only been 
mentioned as a possibility, without 
being developed in all its theoretical 
potential: as an alternative form of 
economic organization, or practical: in 
its specific spatial solution. 
 

2.  The atypical plan in Chile: a modern 
plan in postmodern times    

Between 1974 and 1986 were developed 
in Chile buildings which floor solution 
can be considered a paradigmatic 
example of atypical plans. The given 
name for this structure was “Caracol” 
in Spanish, meaning snail, what refers 
to the main characteristic of the 
buildings; its interior spiral ramp. 
 

 
 

Fig. 1: Second-floor plan of "El Caracol," first 
snail building built in Chile. Architects 
M. Villarroel and E. Guzmán, 1973 
(Municipal Archive) 

Within its floor plan design, the 
program was subordinated to the 
ascending geometry of the circulation 
that surrounded a central void. The 
space was subdivided into stores of 
similar size, whose divisions coincided 
with the beams of the sky and 
determined the height of the floor 
finishing. This was a solution that, from 
the structure, would resist seismic 
forces. 
Not only was a launched new space for 
trade but a new type of ownership. In a 
discussion about architectures for 
commerce published in 1977 in the 
magazine of the College of Architects, 
the architect José Huidobro drew a 
comparison between the department 
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stores and the snail building: 
“Contrary to what [the department 
stores] were before, where they had 
only one owner and many levels not 
linked to each other (...) today the 
opposite phenomenon happens: the 
property is atomized, and the space is 
integrated [here referring to the central 
void].” (Diálogos, 1977: 30). 

Within the same discussion the 
architect Cristián Boza, who developed 
later during the 80’ several buildings 
using the snail strategy, criticized them 
using the adjective of “exotic” to 
describe precisely the floor plan 
solution. 

“While it is true that this large multilevel 
space is being recovered (...) with a 
solution like the ‘Caracol’, the city is 
breaking  [because] ... an exotic plan 
suddenly appears” (Diálogos, 1977: 31) 

In defense of the snail solution, the 
architect of the most famous one at the 
time, the “Dos Caracoles”, argued in 
favor of the central void as an strategy 
to regain the urban interiors, as an 
unexplored opportunity with the 
“modern construction of consecutive 
slabs”, referring to the construction of 
typical plans. Following the argument 
that the construction of department 
stores was ending, Swinburn 
mentioned: 

“Then it seemed possible to build this 
great interior space, gathering around a 
hundred small shops that, in the current 
circumstances, are within reach of the 
economic means of a larger number of 
merchants” (Diálogos, 1977: 30) 

As Marchant points out, at that time it 
was more profitable to build a scheme 
of co-property based on the 
subdivision of the space:  

"The shops were acquired by small 
investors, many of them retired, because 
since the 60’s there was a law that 
granted benefits to early retirement. In 
the post-military coup era, no large 
economic groups were willing to invest 
in projects such as snails. This led to the 

figure of many co-owners that operated 
under the scheme of the sale-by-floors 
law of that time, which paid common 
expenses" (Marchant, 2018). 

As Marchant pointed out, the 
conditions imposed by the military 
dictatorship on the Chilean economy 
were not peripheral to the 
construction of snail buildings. 
Between July 1979 and 1982, the price 
of the dollar was set at 39 Chilean 
pesos, which generated an economic 
bubble that was sustained until 1982.  
In 5 years, between 1974 and July 1979, 
six snail buildings were built, while in 
the subsequent period of 3 years, 
between July 1979 and 1982, 35 were 
made. The economic bubble allowed 
the reproduction and success of 
atypical plans, a design contrary to 
how the space of capital was 
developing throughout the world as 
the place of business.14 
In the current circumstances, at a time 
when the technical development of the 
typical plan in Chile did not seem to 
attract economic investment, the 
invention of the atypical plan was a 
strategy that sought new ways to 
attract capital from the creative 
architectural niche. 
Osvaldo Fuenzalida, one of the real 
estate investors of the first and 
subsequent snail, affirmed: 

“At the time of the UP [Popular Unity], 
when the real estate business was very 
bad, we had to think about more special 
things” (Paz, 2004) 

When before, the modern logic 
installed an arranged space punctuated 
by a reticulated frame, after the 
Second World War "a new 
indeterminate system of capitalist 
accumulation took over the ordered 
spatiality of Fordism" (Marullo, 2014b: 
7).   
The postmodern logic of space, which 
is the typical plan, establishes itself as a 
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spatial strategy to compensate and 
deal with high market instabilities and 
financial speculation.  
Marullo goes further in his formulation, 
offering a straight correlation between 
economics and architecture. He argued 
that the logic of the typical plan was 
bound to the economic formula15 that 
seeks to minimize the components of 
fixed capital. 
Within the Chilean context, the 
atypical plan of the snail buildings is 
not far from the economical 
contradictions at the time. 
At the same time that the military coup 
searched to establish a neoliberal 
system, "the introduction of Chile's 
fixed exchange rate [was] a decidedly 
non-free-market policy decision" 
(Margitich, 1999: 37). 
The atypical plan of the snail building 
reflects this intrinsic paradox. It can be 
understood as a space that returns to 
modernity in postmodern times.16 
Within the snail, the place of business 
is fragmented, fixed and builds a 
reticulated frame that follows the path 
of a spiral ramp. 
Within the modern atypical plan of the 
snail, architects utlized the need for 
directing the relationship between 
business and architecture, a 
disciplinary defense that ceased after 
the financial crisis of 1982. 
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1 Another contribution before Aureli's 
interpretation on Marx can be traced to 
Frampton and his article The Status of Man 
and the Status of his Objects: A Reading of 
The Human Condition from 1982 which 
frames the relation of architecture and labor 
using Hannah Arendt perspective. 
2 His main thesis is explaining the logic of 
development of the typical plan as a product 
of labor struggle. 
3 To better exemplify the scope of the 
typical plan, he also uses narratives such as 
the Renaissance surveying technology and 
military engineering, and the typical plan in 
the projects of Ginzburg, Leonidov. 
4 Looking at Manhattan’s development, for 
Koolhaas the typical plan was first a real 
estate investment for locating businesses 
which logic is bound to its vertical 
repetition. For Marullo, the typical plan was 
first a space for labor that could develop a 
one-floor strategy, e.g., the plan of the 
factory building. But even more the typical 
plan for Marullo can be an abstract system 
of organization. 
5 Their study started after World War II, in a 
postmodern stage, where the utopia of 
positivism was dismantled along with the 
notion that a continuos technological 
progress by itself could develop a better 
future. 
6 The notion of subjectivity for Ábalos & 
Herreros is similar to the idea of generic for 
Marullo. First, they both dismantle the 
concept of typology, Ábalos & Herreros for 
topology meanwhile for Marullo the typical 
plan is not a typology, instead is a device, a 
technical apparatus. Second, the concept of 
frame of Marullo can find resonance in the 
idea of tridimensional space suggested by 
Ábalos & Herreros. 
7 Probably a mistake, the word ‘no’ is not 
included in the English edition of 2005 but 
is included in the Spanish edition of 2000. 
8 The quote goes further. A one man 
company as Marullo describe is “the 
capitalist, who provides the capital of 
investment; the manager, who administers 

                                                           
and controls the activities of investment; 
and the salaried employee, who daily 
propells the activities of the firm (…) 
Freelancers permanently live on the edge of 
crisis (…) constructing their own business 
and being entirely responsible for their 
possible collapse.” 
9 Marullo’s thesis also studies the feminist 
discourse, that situates the domestic space 
not as a retreat, rather as a space that takes 
part of the space of production. 
10 The book is also full of exceptions. With 
the 20 projects selected are cases studies 
that are not necessary office buildings, and 
among them are works in America, a 
context from which Koolhaas raised the 
opposite term of the typical plan. 
Furthermore with the lack of 
conceptualization of what an atypical plan 
is, together with the lack of description of 
how the works selected illustrate this 
concept, most of the case studies can be 
framed within the typical plan in the sense 
of Marullo’s work. 
11 Inside the book, was the reproduced essay 
of Koolhaas without any clarification or 
modification. 
12 The text referred are the first three: 
Foreword, A-Typical Plan, 20 projects, that 
develop the idea and perspective of the 
book (not counting titles and footnotes). 
13 Including depth of the plan and depth of 
the floor plan. 
14 At the time of the first snail building in 
Chile in 1974, in the United Kingdom, the 
building Willis Faber & Dumas headquarters 
was already built (1973). As Ábalos & 
Herreros interpreted in their book Tower 
and Office... the headquarters are an 
example that shows the subjectivity in the 
relationship between program and the 
dimensional parameters of the floor plan. 
15 The formula described in his thesis is 
p=PV/C+V, where (p) is the rate of average 
profit and (C+V) correspond to constant and 
variable capital. Therefore when (C+V) 
decreases -which is the architecture of the 
typical plan- (p) increases. 
16 For this reason, it can be explained that 
the snail buildings have been described both 
ways, as modern (Plaut & Sarovic, 2010) and 
postmodern architecture (De Simone, 2012). 
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Abstract 
Among the competencies to develop future architects, the spatial and architectural 

volumetric relationships play an essential role for the professional exercise. This is 

the motivation of this work as the research teaching of architectural design, 

analyzing digital 3D modeling as an aid in volumetric and spatial perception to 

students. It is known that the spatial perception is a gradual process that continues 

throughout their professional career, so why not allow exhaust search in this 

work? Another key point is the constant evolution of computer design, that does 

not allow us to end the matter with regard to new modeling and visualization 

tools. The goal of this thesis is to propose a design technique with the three-

dimensional modeling for facilitation of the understanding of the project and 

expand the cognitive abilities of students of architecture. Methodologically this 

work is divided into two stages, a theoretical and another practical. The first for 

reasons of teaching fundamentals, understanding of fashion and architectural 

space. The second stage aims at the elaboration of a didactic procedure for teaching 

project with use of digital modeling. The investigation is being developed in a 

research project with students of architecture from Brazil and Portugal where the 

technique is being elaborated and enhanced as the analysis of the results. 

  
 

Keywords: Architectural Design Teaching, 3D Modelling, Digital Environment 

Design, Spatial Perception. 

 

1. Introduction 
The constant evolution of technology 

has changed the way we live, move and 

communicate. The production 

processes are constantly evolving, 

digital technology is part of 

contemporary life, the media are 

increasingly influencing dynamic, with 

media and social networks, our habits 

and personal relationships. Understand 

that technology is transforming the way 

that we see and perceive the world, this 

paper presents part of doctoral 

research in development that shows the 

way to search digital modelling as an 

auxiliary tool in teaching Architectural 

design. 

The field of research is the teaching of 

architectural design in relation to the 

technological advances of the computer 

graphics and prototyping. Being the 

central subject digital modelling as a 

tool for understanding of the forms of 

the architectural object back to 

teaching architectural design. 

The approach to three-dimensional 

modelling and prototyping takes place 



 

 

2 

due to the facilitation of access to digital 

tools by students, regardless their level 

in the courses of architecture, because 

they already have their own computer 

graphics knowledge. However, it is 

worth mentioning that the 

indiscriminate and without theoretical 

foundation use of these tools can cause 

a depletion of their repertoire, leaving 

future generations limited only mere 

software operators. 

This article aims to present, 

preliminarily, developing research and 

the results obtained so far. To this end, 

the methodology will be based on 

theoretical and pedagogical concepts, 

in an analysis of the performance of 

students of architecture in a practical 

exercise and gathering of information 

and experience. 

2. Three-dimensional thinking 
The aim of this work is to analyze if the 

digital tools are able to assist the design 

decisions of the students. For this 

purpose, experimental exercise to 

analysis of the results of students ' 

experiences and understanding of 

digital modeling process is able to 

facilitate their understanding and help 

in decision-making. It is worth noting 

that the analysis of the results won't be 

in the quality of the project but rather if 

using the 3D tools there was some gain 

in the art of designing and 

understanding the volumetric and 

spatial relations. The proposed process 

looks at the initial stage of creation of 

the volumetric construction studies in 

counterpoint of thought only in floor 

plan. 

It is understood that the plant is a 

compartmentalized representation of 

the whole and is not able to translate all 

the spatial relationships in 

architecture. The graphical 

representation of the design in plant is 

a technical convention and not a 

process for creating space, this is what 

should be just a representation of the 

object has become one of the most used 

forms of design. This procedure 

presents serious limitations since the 

height of the construction, its three-

dimensional relationships and the 

surroundings are not considered when 

designing only in plant. 

So far the more usual three-

dimensional digital techniques are two-

dimensional views, because the 

computer screen is a two-dimensional 

plane, the models simulate a three-

dimensional representation where the 

observer can manipulate the object in 

its 3 dimensions, look at every possible 

angle to compare their relationship to 

the surroundings and perceptions at 

the sight of a real observer. 

There is a common sense that with the 

experience, the designer would be able 

to develop three-dimensional thinking 

when drawing a plan, however it is 

known that this perceptual maturity can 

occur over time and in some cases even 

develop, making the architect only a 

designer of plants, putting the 

volumetry, spatiality and relationship 

with the surroundings in a secondary 

category. 

3. Research 
It's not the aim here to end up the 

subject digital modeling, and even 

assess the existing software varieties 

but to examine whether the digital 

modeling is able to assist the creative 

process. Although it seems a subject 

already inserted in the academy, the 

author points out that the teaching in 

some universities in Brazil and Europe 

still adopts the project of pre-digital 

period techniques, where everything 

begins in two-dimensional 

representations in plan. Even at the 
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universities where there is incentive of 

digital modeling tools, this is usually the 

most recent generations and teachers 

who are familiar with the potential of 

computer graphics. The ignorance of 

current techniques by teachers of pre-

digital, generates a gap in teaching once 

they believe the computer will design 

for the student. 

This work seeks to understand, or start 

understanding the following question: 

How digital tools, especially three-

dimensional modeling, can influence 

the teaching of architectural design for 

future generations? 

In order to get answers and 

understandings about the theme of this 

research, it is being developed an 

investigative work with students of 

architecture where the digital modeling 

is introduced in the early stages of 

design to note the experiences of 

future Architects. 

4. Theory of knowledge and 
constructivism 

The main pedagogical line of this work 

will have on the constructivism in its 

essence, for understanding there is a 

greater affinity with disciplines of 

design practices. 

The Foundation prioritizes 

constructivist learning by the students 

themselves, creating their ways of 

learning a self-realization of the 

individual. So believes that there may be 

a creative learning because, rather than 

just accumulate knowledge, the student 

creates new patterns of ideas. 

(Carneiro, 1981: 27-28). 

In the broad concept of Piaget (1977), the 

knowledge deriving from cognitive 

aspects in interactions between subject 

and object, which in their time depend 

on the affective aspects. The cognitive 

aspect involves several factors as 

thought, language, perception, 

memory, reasoning, or which are part of 

the process of intellectual development 

and provide the means for 

learning. While the affections are 

responsible for active energy for the 

behavior. 

In the words of Macedo 1994, "Piaget is 

constructivist, conceive knowledge as 

resulting from a building, that is, a 

genetic or historical process for 

successive and better levels of 

structuring". (Macedo, 1994: 165). 

Although this research proposes a 

practical methodology of development 

studies with the use of digital modeling 

tools, at no time is the training objective 

in a single technique and thus demystify 

this thought, very common in 

generations of teachers and 

professionals trained in the era pre-

digital. To do this if you want to 

examine possibilities of conscious use 

of new technologies which, together 

with other areas of knowledge learned 

during academic and professional life, 

should be used to expand and improve 

the knowledge professional. 

5. Teaching of architecture design 
Although the inclusion of the areas of 

theory, facilities, construction materials 

and computer science is of supreme 

value for the culture of the future 

architect, the backbone of the course of 

architecture remains the discipline of 

design, where all other subjects are 

applied. Based on workshop practice, 

dates back to the beginnings of the 

profession. It is usual for the project 

teachers to use in the classroom their 

professional practice, or the 

reproduction as they learned 

academically. This fact can lead to 

criticisms and observations, however it 

is noteworthy that despite being 

essential to the introduction of 
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educational and pedagogical concepts 

in teaching project, this has the 

peculiarity of being an extremely 

practical discipline and requires 

professional experience and are based 

on the practice of office where students 

develop the projects according to a 

demand from the teacher. 

The main objective of this study is to 

understand if the student has expanded 

his space and understanding the 

relationships of the parts of the project 

with all those generated. This intention 

has always been designers' goal, 

however in the age of the manual design 

this procedure was limited the 

handicrafts of graphical representation 

of the authors, who often had no 

theoretical knowledge to develop 

sketches the desired objects and 

volumetric designing generally from 

plants and façades. According to Zevi, 

 

"One day, around 1435, a 

Gutenberg ... invented the 

press ..., opened the world of 

poetic and literary writings 

ports (...) In 1839 Daguerre, ... 

invented photography and 

marked the passage of all visual 

experiences (...) Edison in 1877, 

... managed to register the 

sounds on a Tin (...) in 1920, was 

the first radio transmission (...) 

But, in this whole process, the 

architecture remains isolated 

and alone. The problem of the 

representation of space, far 

from having been solved, not 

even being questioned. 

Because we don't have the 

exact definition of consistency 

and character of architectural 

space, there was no 

requirement to represent it 

and spread it. For this same 

reason, the architectural 

education is woefully 

inadequate. " (Zevi, 1996: 29-30) 

 

The author also points out that the 

current forms of representation of 

architecture, plans, sections, and 

elevations are unable to represent the 

whole of the construction (Zevi, 1996: 

30). It is worth noting that at the time of 

his writing, first edition in 1984, there 

were no graphical computing resources 

as we have currently, these were fully 

developed. Although the questioning of 

Zevi in the late 1980, the speech is still 

relevant, despite all the technological 

evolution of digital computer graphics 

of the past decades, such as CAD, BIM 

and parametric design, most of the 

universities surveyed. Traditional 

teaching tools are still used for design 

and represent the architectural object 

with orthogonal two-dimensional 

drawings. This appointment took to 

analyse the curriculum of some 

Brazilian and Portuguese universities, 

design disciplines still rely on 

traditional teaching putting computer 

graphics as a supplementary subject 

and technique of representation. 

To understand that the goal of the 

workshop should be the 

encouragement of the study and 

creation of space and architectural 

forms for a real building, this is reduced 

because the production of the two-

dimensional orthogonal drawings is 

considered part of the process of 

creation. A broader understanding of 

the subject, they should occupy a 

smaller part in the creative process, 

because it believes that the traditional 

graphic representations (plants, 

cuttings and façades) are not able to 

present all spatial relationships involved 

in an architectural design and as the 

name says just represent graphically a 
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set of ideas and intentions of the author. 

Even in the case of perspectives which 

are partial, because studies show the 

object from a fixed point that prevents 

dynamic observation of the object and 

the scale models undetermined the 

notion of proportion with the 

surroundings and with the full-scale 

observer. Another important point is 

that they don't always use traditional 

perspectives and three-dimensional 

models, is stimulated, because they 

need a long time dedicated and mastery 

of technique. In some cases, we can 

observe that the use of computer 

graphics Is part of the process to make 

an idea into three-dimensional plant, 

subordinating the object volumetry to 

an elevation plan of this only. Currently 

the digital tools can easily simulate the 

architectural object, with advanced 

knowledge if it is able to simulate 

electronic models so real that is about 

to confuse the observer without 

knowing what is real or virtual. With 

affordable devices it is possible to 

simulate user immersion virtual reality 

glasses, where the experience becomes 

even more real. However, this whole 

process begins on the digital modelling. 

Although there are several modelling 

software SketchUp, adoption for 

development of practical studies if 

considered to be easy to learn, there is 

free version, and have intuitive 

commands, where the user does not 

need great knowledge of program to 

develop models. It is worth noting that 

the methodology is not based on the 

software, this was used to illustrate the 

technique, and the procedure of 

creation can be prepared in any 

program for three-dimensional 

modelling. 

6. Methodology 
Aiming to analyse the performance of 

students with the use of computer 

graphics for modelling in the early 

stages of creation, it answers the 

questions of the proposed elaboration 

of a practical exercise for development 

in the discipline of architecture project 

based on intuitive 3D modelling, using 

the concepts of project development, 

digital modelling and grammar 

concepts. 

The analysis of the results will take 

place through questionnaires applied 

before and after exercise. To make It 

easier the development of working with 

groups of students, the exercise was 

drawn up along the lines of a fast 

rendering and modelling workshop 

elaborated during four classes where 

the student develops the preliminary 

study of a residential project. For 

modelling software SketchUp is used 

and the V-Ray renderer. The exercise 

proposed has practical character in a 

system of stages connected to 

development of preliminary studies and 

deployment project intentions 

volumetric sectoring for basement of 

design decisions. The modelling comes 

as part of the creative process, however 

it is not the main element and a 

validator and complementary tool for 

understanding of the studied object, for 

such proposes a didactics with defined 

stages and to support the design 

process. These steps are traditional for 

development and teaching. 

7. The example 
The study proposes a procedure that 

can be used for different models of 

buildings, residential, commercial, 

publishing, etc. The exercise was 

prepared in two groups, the first from 

01 to 06 steps with research support 

and the second group, from 07 to 12 of 

experimentation. 
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7.1. Proposed process steps 

1- Demand – Basic program with the 

function of construction; 

2- Case studies - Search for knowledge 

of the contemporary standards; 

3- Design concept - Discretion 

summary project intentions; 

4- Relevant legislation – Note of 

competent legislation; 

5- Project program – Preparation 

according to the research of items 2, 3 

and 4; 

6- Pre-dimensioning - Previous release 

of project areas based on items 4 and 5; 

7- Volumetric Study – volumetric Model 

with sectoring of the digital elements 

and deployment in place; 

8- Climatic conditions -Studies of 

climatic conditions observation; 

9- Flow Studies – Observation of flows 

and sectors; 

10- External Detailing – Ending of the 

external model with plastic intentions, 

proportions and materials; 

11- Render - Setting materials and 

generation of images in virtual reality; 

12- Prototyping (optional step 

according to availability of specific lab)-

advanced phase for assembling model 

printing of physical model. 

7.2. Proposed example 

Proposed example after searching for 

steps 1 to 6 being developed by students 

the next step is the design of the site.  It 

is to develop the sectors related to 

construction environments following 

the dimensions of pre-dimensioning.  

The product of the exercise is the 

primary sectoring and the detailing of 

the outside of the object with the plastic 

solutions. The intention of the exercise 

is the general external study as the basis 

for the development of complete 

project.  

In the next part there will be displayed 

3 studies prepared by students in the 

project-oriented research by the author 

of this article. As the research is in 

course there are still no relevant data 

regarding to the facilitation of design 

thinking, however in primary groups 

analysed data showed a good 

performance. 

7.2.1. Example student A 

 In Figure 1 we can observe the 

volumetric study developed by the 

student with the sectors and the lot. 

 In the result of elaborate masses plan, 

Figure 2, it is expressed the full volume 

of the building. 

Standing volume ready, the student 

studied the relationship between 

environments, accesses, circulation and 

heat stroke. After detailed façades and 

complemented with blocks, made 

available on the internet, Figure 3. It is 

Fig. 1: Volume basis student. Source: collection of 
the author's research. 

Fig. 2: Volumetric study by sector developed by the 
student. Source: collection of the author's 
research. 
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worth mentioning that the student of 

the example presented here had no 

previous knowledge of the tool. 

7.2.2.   Example student B 

In the second example developed by 

student B we can observe the sectoring 

in Figure 4. 

The evolution of the study of masses is 

seen in Figure 5, which after 

adjustments and additions is shown in 

Figure 6. 

In this case the student already had 

previous knowledge of the software. 

Despite the final image have been 

rendered, we can notice that both the 

students, in terms of plastic and 

creative element, presented 

satisfactory results, regardless of 

previous knowledge. 

7.2.3. Example student C 

The following will be presented by the 

work developed by the student C, a 

shopping centre, showing the stages of 

the creative process. Figure 7 presents 

the first study of form and Figure 8 

presents the evolution of the form. 

The detailing is presented in Figure 9 

and the final rendered image and virtual 

reality is seen in Figure 10. 

In addition to a more elaborate final 

presentation, the laser prototyping was 

used for the production of the physical 

Fig. 6: Volumetric study rendered by student B. 
Source: collection of the author's research. 

Fig. 4: The basis of the needs program developed 
by student B. Source: collection of the author's 
research. 

Fig. 5: Volumetric study by student B. Source: 
collection of the author's research. 

Fig. 7: Form study. Source: collection of the 
author's research. 

Fig. 3: Study on the SketchUp developed by 
student. Source: collection of the author's 
research. 

Fig. 8: evolution of the form. Source: collection of 
the author's research 
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model. Prototyping is elaborated from 

the 3D model. 

The physical model prepared by laser 

prototyping process is pointed in Figure 

11.  

7.3. Primary findings 

Although the research is in 

development and the methodology of 

the exercise being adjusted through 

reports from students, we can observe 

some positive points with regard to 

understanding the shape and its 

relationship with the interior of the 

building. In some cases, the 

methodology is being used by some 

students for development of project 

with another teacher, and according to 

both the students and the teacher, it 

pointed out that there was a productive 

gain in the project because the internal 

decisions were buoyed following the 

results of the plastic form, which 

generated a more rational design and 

with full understanding of the shape and 

the plant generated. 
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Abstract  

This article discloses part of an ongoing Doctorate investigation which analyses 
non-formal variations in space through drawing, while simultaneously exploring 
the drawing process itself. The type of space chosen for this investigation is isolated 
to a minimum, or better still, an architectural space in its’ most basic reduction. 
In this article we chose some series of drawings developed specifically for this 
investigation, which address the theme of variations in light, shadow and textures, 
that is, of factors that don’t alter the physical configuration of space, but which 
completely change the way in which space is felt and perceived. Drawing was used 
to study these non-formal alterations, taking as a basis an archetypical space, the 
reduced minimal space of the inside of a box, similar to spaces we live in. We present 
the drawings themselves, as part of the methodology applied to spatial analysis, 
followed by thoughts on the purpose and the process itself, inserted into a 
theoretical framework, and finally, analyzing the end results. Our methodology 
favored direct spatial analyses, through the use of drawing from direct visual 
observation. Variations were subsequently introduced, methodically and 
deliberately, so as to be observed and analyzed in order to reach some conclusions. 
 

Keywords: Drawing, Space, Light, Shadow, Textures  

In this article we shall discuss some 
investigation drawings developed in 
two series of drawings. The first series 
of drawings deals with the variations of 
direct and indirect light in space, and 
the second series of drawings deals with 
the variations of tactile textures in 
space. 

1. Light and Shadow 

1.1.
 

Methodology
 

This series of drawings attempt to 
investigate, in the minimal space of a 

box, the variations in the interaction of 
natural sunlight, applied directly and 
indirectly, from two different points 
(openings to the outside), seeking to 
systematize this information through 
drawings.  
Our method consisted of drawing from 
direct visual observation, recording the 
variations introduced by direct and 
indirect sunlight, moving the position of 
the light source, without moving the 
position of the observer (position of the 
box in relation to the observer who 
draws. As a methodology, it is important 
to mention that we deliberately 
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restricted the tonalities, as an 
abstraction and simplification of vision 
as it perceives light and shadow (instead 
of drawing the light/shadow 
continuum closer to observed reality). 
In these drawings, the simplification 
constraint applied to shades of light, 
used part of the Fibonacci sequence: 2, 
3 and 5 shades.  
This methodology sought to speed up 
the registration process in drawing. 
This speed is very important when we 
are dealing with something as elusive as 
natural sunlight. Sunlight, and the 
shadows it produces, are constantly 
moving, forcing the registration process 
to be almost instantaneous, especially if 
one is drawing under direct sunlight. As 
we are told by Robert Cassati:  

Outdoors, all you have to do is trace an 
outline and then come back to it a few 
minutes later to see the movement of 
shadows. (Casati, 2003; p.14).  

 
We should however clarify that, in any 
drawing, intentionally or not, there is 
always a restriction in the registration 
of shades and tonalities, given that 
reality supersedes in its complexity our 
capacity of registration and 
understanding. As is stated by Betty 
Edwards: 

 Shading is based on perception of 
changes in tones of light and dark. These 
tonal changes are called values. A 
complete value scale goes from pure 
white to black, with literally thousands of 
minute gradations between the two ends 
of the scale. (Edwards, 1986; p. 180).  

 
We should also point out some 
characteristics of the referent used for 
these series of drawings: the box which 
served as a model. This box had two 
openings to the outside, allowing 
natural light to enter from different 
directions, bringing us back to a 

situation that we can normally observe 
in a building and not in nature:  

A large quantity of doors and windows 
results in a quality of light, from different 
origins, which we do not find in nature. 
(Sedlmayr, 2011; p. 17).  

 
As we are also told by Hans Sedlmayr: 

(…) it is the task of architecture to modify 
and direct natural light using all kinds of 
resources. Almost all the works of 
architecture conduct light in their own 
intentional way. (Sedlmayr, 2011; p. 17). 

 
It is also important to mention that, in 
this box, the surfaces have a matte 
finish, which is normally the case in 
most surfaces we observe in the world 
(Palmer, 1999). A surface with a matte 
finish reflects light in every direction 
(Palmer, 1999), something which allows 
for observation of light from every 
direction, inside the box. The question 
of all surfaces producing an emission of 
light beams has already been addressed 
by Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), in his 
different writings, scattered in 
innumerable manuscripts, some of 
which have been posthumously 
compiled, as in the “Trattato della 
Pittura”, compiled by Francesco Melzi. 
 

1.2.
 

Results 
 

From our series of drawings, we can 
conclude that drawings produced with 
indirect natural sunlight present forms 
of light and shadow far more complex 
than ones produced with direct natural 
sunlight, regardless of having registered 
light with more or less shades (2,3 or 5). 
Reflections from indirect sunlight 
disseminate themselves, producing 
light beams in almost every surface, as 
is often the case in reality. As mentioned 
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by Stephan Palmer:  

In many real situations, light comes from 
diffuse illumination, in which light 
radiates from a relatively large region of 
space.” (Palmer, 1999; p.16). 

 
In this respect it is interesting to 
mention that in the Far East, the ideal of 
beauty is to have indirect light in the 
spaces we inhabit, as described by the 
writer Jun ' ichirō Tanizaki: 

 
We like this frail clarity, made of exterior 
light and uncertain appearance (…) For 
us, this clarity on a wall, or better still, 
this twilight, is worth all the riches in the 
world and its contemplation will never 
tire us. (Tanizaki, 1994; p. 72) 

 
Direct sunlight on entering an interior 
space through any opening will cast a 
precise form of light inside the space 
(projected planimetrically and distorted 
by perspective), normally associated to 
the opening through which light 
entered. Sometimes, due to the angle at 
which the light enters, the resulting 
form can be quite unexpected and 
become quite dissociated from the 
opening (this phenomenon was 
observed in a drawing). 
The form created in space by direct 
sunlight passing through an opening, 
has the characteristic of molding itself 
to the different surfaces of space, much 
like what happens to the shape 
produced by a shadow. However, unlike 
a shadow, and as we can see in these 
drawings, this form of light is 
responsible for strongly emitting light 
to the penumbra around itself. To our 
eyes, this form of light, this glare, 
provokes a certain simplification of the 
forms of light and shadow, reflected in 
the space around. Solar light causes a 
photographer’s light “flash” effect, 
taking such a leading role in the space, 

that the delicate nuances of shadow 
around are made less visible. 
The black and white drawings in this 
series (with just two tonalities), make 
the abstract forms of light and shadow 
stand out, towards the most reduced 
form of representation. However, the 
whole drawing series tells us of how 
shadows and lights can be seen as forms 
in themselves, dancing in space. Like 
Betty Edwards tells us “ (…) shadows 
(and lighted areas), (…) can be seen as 
shapes in themselves (…).”(Edwards, 
1986; p.180). 
 
 

 
Fig. 1: Light and Shadow. Drawing with 5 tonalities 

of light and shadow. Space with indirect Sun 
light. 
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Fig. 2: Light and shadow. Drawing with 5 tonalities 

of light and shadow. Space with direct Sun 
light. 

 

 
Fig. 3: Light and Shadow. Drawing with 2 tonalities 

of light and shadow. Space with indirect Sun 
light. 

 

1.3.
 

Aditional information about the 

drawings
 

Finally, we added some information on 
the drawings in this series. In total, 18 
drawings were made, half of which with 
direct sunlight and the other half with 
indirect sunlight, with three drawings in 
each sequence of shades. The drawings 
were made with graphite, china ink and 
china ink water colours, on 300gr/m2 
paper, with a dimension of 420x297mm 
each. 
 

2. Texture 

2.1.
 

Methodology
 

This series of drawings took as a 
starting point six boxes with different 
textures, three series exploring textures 
reduced to just black and white, one 
which explored textures in black and 
red, and two others with textures in 
three colours: yellow, blue and red. In 
these boxes we explore non regular 
textures, with curved forms, circular or 
oval, and others with straight shapes. 
These small paper boxes, are really 
three dimensional drawings, inside 
which, after being folded, we can 
observe a space we created, together 
with the interaction of the different 
textures. In our method we privileged 
drawing itself throughout the entire 
process. Beginning with the drawing of 
the textures in themselves, the 
development of the boxes, but 
ultimately in the drawing from real life 
observation, with indirect natural light, 
from the inside of these spaces.  
Two different techniques were used, 
that correspond to two different series 
of observation drawings. The first is 
almost a cavalier perspective of the 
spaces. In these drawings we tried to 
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emphasize the interaction of the 
textures in the different surfaces, the 
way they continue, fold and adapt to the 
different surfaces defining the limits of 
the inner space. 
The second series explores a view 
towards the inside of the box, and it 
aims to understand what changes 
spatially with these non-regular, 
somewhat chaotic textures we are 
observing, and how they extend across 
the various surfaces of space. Here we 
can see how textures elude the limits of 
the space in which they are confined. 
In general, we can affirm that the aim of 
these series of drawings is to 
understand which type of texture, in 
form or color, interferes more with the 
perception of the space. In the extreme, 
the limits of the space will cease to be 
perceived.  
 

2.2.
 

Results 
 

We can conclude that the strongest 
effects are obtained from the more 
complex black and white textures, 
which interfere immensely with the 
perception of space. We can also 
conclude that when these textures are 
non-regular, they will not supply the 
usual spatial information that are 
supplied by gradients in texture. 
According to Stephan E. Palmer: “In 
addition to providing information about 
depth, texture gradients also can inform 
observers about the orientation of a 
surface in depth and about its 
curvature.” (Palmer, 1999; p. 234).  
In these slightly chaotic textures, 
information on depth and distance, 
which normally is given to us by regular 
textures, isn´t clear. When we observe 
this space, it becomes confused, 
sometimes quite indefinite. Some forms 
seem to float in space, or lose their 
three-dimensionality altogether. This 

three-dimensionality in the forms is 
more noticeable in the black shapes that 
simultaneously occupy different 
surfaces, or that are present in large 
quantities. Strange as it may seem, 
instead of these black forms being 
perceived as holes, they seem to have 
volume, gaining mass, giving us an 
illusion of dense matter which floats 
inside the box. 
We would like to point out that these 
drawings can easily be associated with 
Dazzle Camouflage, a technique widely 
used, mainly in World War I, in several 
warships, to confuse the enemy. These 
ships were painted with various 
complex textures of high contrasting 
colors, usually black and white, which 
generated difficulties in perceiving the 
underlying forms and their limits, 
creating an effect of visual confusion. 
We would also like to refer to the strong 
effect we can observe in the presence of 
black and red textures, as observed in 
one of the series of drawings we 
elaborated. The intense contrast 
between these two colors, explains why, 
since the earliest of times, in the East, 
the colour red was considered opposite 
to the colour black, as described by 
Michel Pastoureau, alluding to the 
history of the game of chess. 
(Pastoureau, 2014). 
Textures with colors (yellow, blue and 
red), regardless of shape or size, appear 
to be less confusing for the three-
dimensionality of the space in which 
they are inserted than black and white 
textures. This extreme contrast 
between black and white, and, black and 
red, causes a greater interference 
between the textures and the 
perception of space. 
Concerning the forms found in the 
visual textures we studied, we can 
conclude that, more than the form in 
itself, it is the size of the form that 
greatly interferes with the visual 
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perception of space. Bigger forms attain 
a bigger effect of confusion and 
disturbance in a given space. When 
these large forms occupy more than one 
surface in space, they are submitted to 
several distortions in perspective, 
depending on the surface on which they 
are projected. 
Textures with small shapes scattered 
across the different surfaces, even if 
hard to perceive clearly, are much less 
likely to cause a strong disturbance in 
the perception of the space itself. 
However, we should point out that 
these textures with small circular 
forms, when present in all surfaces of a 
space, in great amounts, make the 
surfaces vibrant and striking, both in 
black and white as with other colours 
(yellow, blue and red). We can add that 
these small shapes seem to float in 
space, providing an extra three-
dimensionality to a surface. 
 
 

 
Fig. 4: Texture. Drawing perspective (resembling a 

cavalier projection). Texture with large straight 
forms, in black and white. 

 

 
Fig. 5: Texture. Drawing of an interior space with 

textures with small circular forms, in black and 
white. 

 

 
Fig. 6: Texture. Drawing of an interior space with 

texture with large straight forms, in black and 
white. 
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2.3.
 

Aditional information about the 

drawings
 

Finally, we would like to add the 
following information about the 
drawings in these series: The drawings 
of the Boxes (6 units), are in graphite, 
china ink, china ink watercolour and 
pens, on 80gr/m2 sheets of paper, and 
have a maximum dimension of 45 x 
66cms (each). Twelve drawings drawing 
from real life observation were made, 
six resembling a cavalier projection and 
the other six, a perspective view of the 
inside of the box. The drawings are in 
graphite, china ink, china ink 
watercolour and pens, on 80gr/m2 
sheets of paper, and have a maximum 
dimension of 45 x 33cms (each).  
 

3. Conclusions 

In the series of drawings presented in 
this article, we addressed some themes 
of our investigation: light and shadow, 
visual textures. However, we know 
these themes cannot be considered 
separately, and that they are all 
somehow present when we look at a 
real three-dimensional space. However, 
in these drawings, through abstraction, 
we chose to increase the importance of 
certain factors, decreasing the 
importance of others, so as to reach 
conclusions. These drawings also show 
that our vision of reality always involves 
an act of choice and creativity (Arnheim, 
1984; Palmer, 1999). Nonetheless, we 
believe it to be possible, by these series 
of drawings, to illustrate the hypothesis 
of this investigation: drawing is a simple 
form of exploring and transmitting 
complex spatial ideas. 
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Abstract  
The wind in architecture is a natural resource under developed, being oftentimes 
unmindful in its potential by not being taken advantages of, neither in ventilation 
or energy production. 
Therefore, this paper focuses on the research methodology applied on a PhD thesis, 
which aims to contribute to wind energy integration in architecture.  
The PhD research is combining several varieties of mechanic systems that are 
considered necessary to be controlled to produce valid conclusions in the matter 
of integrated wind energy in architecture. The several variables of mechanic 
systems are according to the demands of the architectural comfort and the process 
to generate wind energy, that sometimes can seem opposite, as forward will be 
explained. 
In order to approximate the findings of the PhD as possible as the veracity, the 
research methodology will be divided in four phases, combining theoretical and 
practice to end with the developing of a scale mode tested in a natural environment. 
The outcome of the paper contributes to the knowledge to research methodologies 
that aims to integrate wind energy in architecture, regarding applying a renewable 
energy on buildings to contribute to a sustainable climate and economic system. 
 
 
Keywords: wind-energy in architecture; research methodology; wind energy 
integrated on buildings; 
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1. Context  
The climate change is a recurrent 
subject on the news in our days. The 
fact is that the catastrophes are 
constantly increasing and the 
consequences are getting dangerous for 
communities. Scientists are alerting 
about the costs of not breaking the 
climate change and the predictions are 
disastrous for our future.  
The main cause pointed out as held 
responsible for the alteration that is 
being felt are greenhouse gases, that 
started being associated in 1896, for the 
Swedish scientist Arrhenius, relating 
the levels of carbon dioxide with the 
global warming.  
There are several entities that are 
embracing the cause and are creating 
alerts and motivations to stop the global 
degradation. European Union is one of 
the entities that is concerned about the 
problem and in 1972 published the first 
policies in favour of our climate. The 
directive defended the need of 
preserve, protect and enrich the quality 
of the urban environment. More 
upgrades were provided in favour of our 
earth protection and the biggest step 
forward was the Kyoto protocol, in 1998, 
signed by 65 countries around the 
world. In a concrete way the goal 
reduced greenhouse gases by 5.2%, 
from 2008 to 2012. 
 
However, successive settings were 
made till now and in 2015, the Paris 
agreement was published, in the 21 
United Nations Convention. Signed by 
195 countries, the agreement 
establishes the bonder of the increasing 
temperature in 1,5ºC, to decrease the 
risk and the rise of climate changes. 
Although a big loss was noticed in 2017, 
with the exit of the USA, one of the 
major countries responsible for 
greenhouse gases, estimated at 14% of 

global production, the Paris agreement 
is still a reality that keeps the hope for a 
stabilized climate. 
 
Diverse updates since 2015 were made 
and the current targets are decreasing 
greenhouse gases by 50% till 2030. To 
reach the goal some of the advices and 
supports of UE are directed to replace 
fossil energy consumption to renewable 
energy created from natural and 
sustainable resources. 
For some countries like Portugal with 
good climate conditions to produce 
sustainable energy will be a good 
opportunity to contribute to slow down 
climate change besides creating 
autonomy and a sustainable economy 
because they will be producing energy 
independence. Being a good way to step 
out of energy market inflation, 
dominated by the petrol produced 
countries. 
 
 
 

1.1. Architecture context  
The building sector is considered by EU 
as one of the major energy consumers, 
being responsible for 40% of the global 
energy consumption. In order slow 
down that consumption, the EU lay out 
the concept of Nearly Zero Energy 
Building (NZEB), consisting on buildings 
designed with the intention of 
consuming the lowest energy as 
possible over strategies of construction 
and materials that keep the gains and 
lost energy balanced during all seasons. 
The concept of NZEB also preserved 
that the supply of small amounts of 
energy required, must by provided by 
renewable energies integrated on the 
building itself. 
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According to the NZEB concept, diverse 
renewable energies must be integrated 
on buildings at the same time to 
guarantee the energy supplied in 
different climate conditions. 
However, some renewable energy are 
being integrated on buildings but not in 
equal equity. For example on the 
market, there are wide amounts of solar 
panels available for heating water or to 
generate energy.  Making easy the 
option of its installation and utilization 
but unfortunately, we cannot say the 
same about other renewable energies 
depending on different natural 
resources apart of the sun. 
 
Partly because of the shortage of 
different systems available on the 
market to collect renewable energy 
from different resource. 
 
Valuing the natural resources available 
in Portugal, for example, we can say 
there are a few more options besides 
the sun, like the wind for example. 
Our country is distinguished by having 
predicted winds by north quadrant, 
from an average intensity of 12m/s per 
year. An interesting value to have a good 
wind energy production, according to 
the systems available on the market. 
The wind is a clear resource; prolific and 
sustainable without date to finish and 
because of its particularities is a value 
that must be incorporate into building 
design. 
 

2.  Wind energy in architecture 
The first building with wind energy that 
is known is the windmill, built in century 
V.bC. In the following years, the wind in 
architecture was still being used until 
the industrial revolution, where electric 

engines replaced windmills. 
In some way, after the industrial 
revolution, the wind turbines were still 
developed and during the Second World 
War, they were very useful to produce 
energy in battlegrounds. 
In 2008, the first wind turbine in 
buildings was built, in the Bahrain world 
trade centre building. After that, more 
examples were built but the problems 
associated to the wind energy in 
buildings stopped the integration of 
wind energy in architecture. 
 
The case studies show problems in: 

x No integration; 
x Inefficient energy producer; 
x Strong noise associated; 
x Vibration and overweight in 

the building frae; 
x Big structure associated; 
x Limited area to place the wind 

energy; 
Nowadays few more systems of wind 
energy in architecture were associated 
but they were very little developed.  
 

 
Fig. 1: Three windmill exemples  

3.  Objectives  
As a principal objective the aim of this 
paper is to share the methodology 
applied in a PhD in the field of wind 
energy integrated in architecture, to 
reinforce the use of wind energy on 
buildings, Defending the values to use a 
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natural resource as a way to stop 
climate changes and as a sustainable 
economy. 
The purpose of the PhD is to create 
knowledge, in the design of a building 
skin, as a wind energy producer 
balancing the comfort needs and 
function of a building skin. In that point 
and through the research made in the 
1ºphase of the PhD the principal comfort 
points identified to ensure a well-being 
feeling in the experience of visiting an 
architectural object are1: 
1. The noise created at the surrounding. 
2. The in-permeability created to the 
sunlight. 
3. The vibrations and the over weight to 
the building frame; 
4. The anti-esthetic design solution. 
5. The prejudicial air current created at 
the surrounding building. 
Proceeding with the objectives, the 
methodology explaining on this paper 
will help provide the necessary tools to 
answer the matter above, combined 
with the goal of producing energy 
through the wind. 
To understand the proportions 
between the different needs of the 
building a harmonic structure will be 
created for testing different solutions 
for a future application in the real 
building skin. 
The testing will be direct to measure the 
coefficients of variables for a logical 
comparison and quantification of the 
real energy gain according to the 
intensity of wind in an urban 
environment. 
 

4. Methodology 
As Understanding architecture as an 
adaptive process of society, the 
methodology focus on building as a 

labour practice, in order to give some 
answers to the needs of actuality.  
In order to research about the 
integration of wind energy in 
architecture and to develop the 
necessary phases of the PhD 
methodology, the first lectures about 
the subject of wind energy on building 
selected four categories to be studied 
deeply for the successful research. 
Taking into account the specific 
bibliography of each category, the 
methods applied were based on some 
authors’ methodology. After analysing 
the methods applied and the 
contributions for the goal of this PhD, 
the schedule and the specific 
methodology was created. 
 
 This methodology is combining theory 
and practice and is conducted in four 
phases,  
 
The first phase consists in research 
bibliography and tools from the field of 
wind energy in buildings. 
The theory research is based on 
different cases, such as The bahrain 
world trade centre, The strata tower, 
The pearl river tower, The Oklahoma 
medical research foundation, among 
others, comparing them on the matter 
of producing energy and keeping the 
necessary comfort intrinsic to building 
skins. 
 
The second phase is the knowledge 
application learnt on the previous 
phase. It is known that in 2008, the first 
building with three wind energy 
turbines, designed between the two 
towers of the building, was built. After 
that, a few more buildings integrated 
some turbines too, but it is also known 
that in the following years the buildings 
with wind turbines were no longer 
designed, due to the disadvantage 
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associated with turbines in urban 
environment (explained in point 2 of the 
present paper). 
According to the unsuccessful event of 
wind turbines in urban environment, 
the second phase of the PhD research is 
based on the piezoelectric system.  
The system will be designed on different 
types of building skins using three-
dimensional models produced by 
Rhino/Grassopher software. 
 
The piezoelectric system is applied by 
understanding the natural flow of wind 
turbulence in the urban environment. 
The association between the 
piezoelectric work and the movement 
created by urban wind will be the skin 
design focus of this research phase. 
 
The third phase will use 
Rhino/Grassopher software plasticity 
and multifunctionality to compare the 
different skin solutions created in the 
previous phase, based on energy 
created and building skin comfort 
required.  
The analysis of the comfort 
requirements will be in terms of noise, 
in permeability to sunlight, vibrations in 
the building frame, anti- esthetic design 
and air current created in the 
surrounding building. 
 
Based on the results obtained, two or 
three three-dimensional models will be 
selected to be produced in the real 
environment. 
The tests on the real scale production 
will test the process applied on the 
Rhino/Grassopher software and will 
confirm the veracity of the findings. 
 
The fourth and last phase is the process 
of research validation according to the 
results obtained on the test in real 

environment. The results will be 
compared with wind energy systems for 
urban environment available on the 
market. 
 
The PhD investigation will be 
accompanied by disseminations 
according to the results obtained 
during the whole process. The schedule 
for publications is one per year and one 
or two presentations in conferences 
and workshops. 
 

5. Conclusions 
Through the description of the 
methodology based on theory and 
practice analysis, the intention of the 
PhD is to take conclusions regarding the 
building skin design, analysing the best 
combination between wind energy 
produced and comfort inherent in 
buildings, such as pleasant noise, 
natural ventilation, natural lighting and 
acceptable vibration. 
The intention of this paper is to share 
information regarding the development 
of the PhD project as a research related 
with wind energy in buildings. The 
publication pretends to contribute to 
the opening of the subject to a broader 
public and also to the enrichment of 
disciplinary knowledge of wind energy 
integrated in architecture. 
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Abstract  
This research intends to investigate the condition of the 21st-century 

contemporaneity globally designed and locally struggled no longer by a 

geopolitical principle, but by the principle of connectivity.  

Connectivity is examined both as a mean, so a world-wide process of 

intensification of mobility, energy and communication networks, where 

infrastructure play as a protagonist passing through divisions; as well as an end, 

representing the figures of an open and connected society.  

Focusing on the dislocated urban territory found on the Belt and Road Initiative 

global network, the aim is to examine how the strategic role of infrastructure can 

determine the processes of inclusion and exclusion of space, questioning its 

contradictory effects on urban and territorial forms.  

Thus, the inquiry explores the concept and technique of décollage as an urban 

enclave development or envelopment strategy that interprets how the smoothed 

infrastructural space produces striated fragments by tearing off, unsticking and 

subtracting the territory. The dynamic city that emerges from the connectivity 

"floor"-oriented re-mapping of the world's "ground" surface is produced by both 

actions of extraterritorial exclusion and urban enclave constitution. 

This approach  moves forward the re-reading of the legacy of postmodern 

approaches in order to experiment the potential effectiveness of the critical 

approach, of the tools and methods to critically address the complexity of today's 

urban question. 

 

Keywords: infrastructure, enclave, connectivity, extraterritorial

1. Everything flows 
The world we live in has never been 

this connected: contemporary cities 

and territories are globally designed 

and locally struggled no longer by a 

geopolitical principle, but by the 

impulse of connectivity.  

On the one hand, similarly to the 

informational field, the term 

connectivity refers to the ability of a   

 

network to exchange effectively 

informational flows between its nodes, 

or components, through interactions 

for which the system is respectively 

influenced by.  

On the other, as stated by Manual 

Castells (Castells, 2010: 409): 

Our society is constructed around flows: 

flows of capital, flows of information, 

flows of organisational interaction... 

Flows are not just one element of social 
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organisation: they are the expression of 

processes dominating our economic, 

political and symbolic life. 

Hence, concerning the urban condition 

of the twenty-first century, flows of 

people, flows of goods, flows of energy 

and communication reveal how the 

processes of space production and 

consumption operate. But nowadays, 

the infrastructure space is something 

more than merely passive hardware or 

the urban substructure, on the 

contrary, it is the urban structure 

itself; an active form or operating 

system that mediates information and 

shapes the city (Easterling, 2014: 11-14). 

Furthermore, the representation of the 

network is increasingly significant and 

reveals a world-wide re-mapping of 

the world: from geography based on 

political divisions between states, many 

figures of functional geography emerge 

on the terrestrial surfaces.  

In fact, the portrayal of the 

infrastructural network is currently 

much more relevant than the political 

cartography: the expression of power 

is no more related on defensive 

borders, even if its rhetoric still is, but 

it lies on the networks of highways, 

railways, airports, harbours, pipelines, 

supply chains through which finance, 

energy, goods, people and knowledge 

can materially and virtually flow. As the 

statement "Connectivity is destiny" 

(Khanna, 2016: 36) may suggest, and 

the numerous infrastructure-driven 

projects materialize, the intensification 

of geography through connectivity lays 

surfaces for economic, urban and 

social development.  

In its broader meaning, connectivity 

can be read both as a direct expression 

of means, and therefore as a process of 

modernisation and technological 

innovation that needs to exist even 

more rationally, efficiently and 

dangerously faster; that as an end, so a 

figure that brings with it the narration 

of an open and connected society. 

1.1. Connectivity by means  
In the past, ancients used to build their 

villages in favourable sites along rivers 

or next to the sea; they well 

understood that the key for their 

villages to become the cities we all 

know today lay into effective access to 

the rest of the world. Over the 

centuries, the military born logistics 

had developed at a fast pace, marked 

by geographical discoveries, scientific 

inventions and their respective 

technological innovation; in order to 

organize rationally resources, 

commercial trade and territories.  

Logistics grew and evolved by means of 

steam machines, railroads, electricity, 

navigable channels and waterways, 

aircrafts, shipping containers and ICT, 

so every device able to improve the 

actualization of a strategy reducing 

friction or, in other words, to improve 

the circulation of goods and people.  

Especially starting from the second half 

of the twentieth century with the 

intensification of transport, energy and 

telecommunication  networks, 

"logistics turned the whole world into a 

smooth surface for exchange: into a 

unique 'floor' for production" (Sanaan 

Bensi, Negar; Marullo, 2018: 1). 

Moreover, the voracious globalized 

market not only tends to fill every gap 

into the supply and demand, but it 

constantly needs to develop more 

functionally and effectively.  

This ongoing process can be addressed 

to a paramount effect: as generally 

every upgrade of IT devices 

corresponds to a compression of the 

third dimension, the depth, and to a 

performative update of the user 

interface; every upgrade of the physical 

infrastructure of transportation and 
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communication networks and its 

territorial organization causes a radical 

change that is the compression of 

space and time.  

Firstly, "the shrinking map of the world 

through innovations in transport which 

annihilate space through time" (Harvey, 

1989: 241) attests that, according to the 

logic of capitalism, the production of 

space and time is compressed in order 

to achieve the shortest turnover. 

Secondly, these transformations have 

not only an economical impact, but 

also on the political and cultural sphere 

(Harvey, 1989: 240-259): 

These processes so revolutionized the 

objective qualities of space and time that 

we are forced to alter, sometimes in 

quite radical ways, how we represent 

the world to ourselves. 

Thus, connectivity means strongly 

influence the space production and 

consumption processes; and therefore, 

not only our experience but also its 

perception and imagination, 

transforming both representations of 

space and spaces of representation 

(Harvey, 1989: 221). 

1.2. Connectivity by ends  
Dealing with our experience, 

perception, and imagination, 

connectivity depicts powerful images. 

Overlapping geographical surfaces, 

lines had over history the symbolic 

power to go far beyond their purely 

ephemeral dimension, shaping our 

spatial reality.  

During the Cold War, a line had been 

dividing Europe from north to south, 

and for extension, the whole world in 

two alignments. When in 1989 the wall 

of West Berlin, the island immersed in 

the Soviet sea and surrounded by its 

own architecture, collapsed 

pronouncing the end of the war, it 

became possible to realize the dream 

of a united Europe, imagined since the 

end of the Second World War.  

Today the territories represented by 

that line, the Iron Curtain, are part of 

the green infrastructure, which is the 

ecological network and living memorial 

of the European Green Belt Initiative. 

The last decades saw emerging 

strategies of connectivity into the 

material reality as much as into the 

immaterial one; for instance supply 

chains, economic corridors, 

transnational and interregional 

networks and landscapes, cross border 

cooperations. For example, in the 

European Union there are the nine 

"core network corridors": the 

Scandinavian-Mediterranean Corridor, 

the North Sea-Baltic Corridor, the 

North Sea-Mediterranean Corridor, the 

Baltic-Adriatic Corridor, the 

Orient/East-Med Corridor, the Rhine-

Alpine Corridor, the Atlantic Corridor, 

the Rhine-Danube Corridor and the 

Mediterranean Corridor.  

These figures demonstrate a shift from 

the ground of strict dividing borders to 

the field of connections that underlines 

one deeper meaning, which therefore 

is (Papam Papamattheakis, 2018: 7): 

Mobility of people and supply of goods are 

two separate types of circulation, for the 

nature of the object to be moved differs: 

living beings or lifeless object. 

Thus, the infrastructural networks, not 

only as spaces of circulation but in 

their wider framework, create public 

space, as the term public works used to 

indicate. 

1.3. Smoothed and striated space 
Reckoning with Deleuze and Guattari's 

thought on opposing smoothed and 

striated spaces of , respectively, the 

nomadic and the sedentary, the war 

machine and the state apparatus, that 
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exist only in their mixture; it is possible 

to question whether the production 

process of infrastructure space creates 

smoothed or striated, inclusive or 

exclusive surfaces, or both (Deleuze, 

Gilles; Guattari, 1987: 474-500).  

The distinction between floor and 

ground suggests that (Papam 

Papamattheakis, 2018: 17):  

Although the 'smooth' spaces of the ground 

have been progressively striated by floors, in 

order to be controlled and measured, 

various scattered errancies and 

contradictions, from unpredictable weather 

phenomena to pirates, sustain a certain 

smoothness. Despite the prevalence of the 

floor from language to practise, the ground 

retains its dynamic of emergence. 

In fact, so much so that in terms of 

connectivity, infrastructural networks 

are smoothed "floor" surfaces that 

lacerates the world-wide "ground" 

surfaces but, actually, the smoothness 

exists uniquely from the inside, 

intensely and voluntarily excluded 

from the outside.  

Stretching on the ground the figures of 

connectivity beyond its scales, the 

contradictory effects of space inclusion 

and exclusion come to the surface. 

2. The Belt and Road Initiative 
One of this figure is the embodiment of 

the power of connectivity, or, the 

infrastructures of power: the Chinese 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), named 

initially also the One Belt One Road, is 

the largest global scale development 

strategy driven by connective 

infrastructure investments ever seen in 

history, that is drawing and building 

"the map of a new world order" 

(Khanna, 2016; Maas, 2019: 244). 

2.1. From the inside out 
Scaling in and out the natural and 

political geography, the materiality of 

the initiative consist of  overland and 

shipping connections joining China, 

Eurasia and Africa: the Silk Road 

Economic Belt, or land economic 

corridors (the New Eurasia Land Bridge 

Economic Corridor, the China-

Mongolia-Russia economic corridor, 

the China-Central Asia – Western Asia 

Economic Corridor, the China-

Indochina Peninsula Economic 

Corridor, the China-Pakistan Economic 

Corridor), and the Maritime Silk Road, 

corresponding to sea routes to Africa 

and the Mediterranean. Since its 

announcement in 2013, the BRI is 

involving approximately 65 countries, 

almost one-third of the world trade 

and world GDP, linking more than half 

of the world population (Derudder, Ben 

Joseph Romain; Liu, Xingjian; Kunaka, 

2018: 3-5). 

The logistics development is 

represented as a network of lines and 

nodes, or supply chains and strategic 

urban clusters or trade and travel hub, 

whether existing, planned or under 

construction. The physical dimension 

of this figure actually includes 

highways, roads, tunnel and bridges, 

iron railways and high-speed railways, 

pipelines, internet cables; but also 

ports, artificial islands, dams, solar 

power farms and a variegate typology 

of Special Economic Zones (SEZ).  

Moreover, the nature of flows that pass 

from China to the rest of the world 

portrays three trajectories. Firstly, the 

inland routes polarize the strong 

economies, from China throughout 

Mongolia (Erenhot, Ulaanbaatar), 

Russia (Moscow), Poland (Warsaw), 

Germany (Berlin) and the Netherlands 

(Rotterdam). Secondly, the raw 

materials circulate through Kazakhstan 

(Khorgos, Almaty), Kirghizistan 

(Biškek), Uzbekistan (Tashkent), 
Turkmenistan (Ashgabat), Iran (Gorgan, 
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Teheran) and Turkey (Istanbul). The 

third flow concerning the denser urban 

clusters in the world, inhabit the 

"String of Pearls" or ASEAN region and 

the maritime route from Shangai to 

Dubai through Singapore (the Pearl 

River Delta Metropolitan Region, 

Yangtze River Delta Region, Metro 

Manila, Jakarta Region, West Malaysia, 

Dhaka region, Kolkata Metropolitan 

Area, Colombo, Gwadar) (Hilgefort, 

2019: 246-257). 

All of these projects and routes would 

materialize a faster, wider and 

operative network; in other words, to 

optimize and maximize the efficiency 

of the emerging global supply chain 

system.  

Hence, an initiative as the BRI outlines 

a diversity of links where the 

smoothing process of geographical and 

political surfaces tends to implicate a 

re-mapping of the world connectivity 

map. From one hand, the re-mapping 

morphs surfaces overlapping political 

and geographical layers, where the 

transformation of borders brings both 

inclusive operations if network 

stakeholders actually share 

infrastructure to improve their 

efficiency, but also exclusive 

operations where extraterritorial forms 

are created. 

2.2. From the outside in 
Let everything that's been planned come 

true. Let them believe. And let them have a 

laugh at their passions. Because what they 

call passion actually is not some emotional 

energy, but just the friction between their 

souls and the outside world. 

(Tarkovskij, 1979) 

Although the rhetoric of infrastructure 

claims an idea of an open and hyper-

connected society, and the logic of 

capital reveals it at least economically, 

the logistics of facts arise from the 

contradictory process of simultaneous 

space inclusion and exclusion.  

As a matter of fact, those connective 

powerful lines representing 

multidimensional networks, as the BRI, 

don't convert merely into highways, 

railroads or pipelines but something 

beyond; this phenomenon consists of a 

sprawling topology of enclaves, where 

territories and cities blow their 

boundaries (Hilgefort, 2019). 

The infrastructure space across 

political and legal borders obtain a 

change in status: it becomes an 

exception. Therefore, when those 

figures stretch and reach the regional 

scale urbanism, as in the numerous 

megastructural projects, that means 

(Easterling, 2014: 15): 

A site of multiple, overlapping, or nested 

forms of sovereignty, where domestic and 

transnational jurisdiction collide, 

infrastructure space becomes a medium of 

what might be called extrastatecraft—a 

portmanteau describing the often 

undisclosed activities outside of, in addition 

to, and sometimes in partnership with 

statecraft. 

Actually, this phenomenon isn't brand-

new, on the contrary, it boasts over 

history;  

indeed it is interesting to observe that 

many nodes of the BRI maritime 

constellation, as Bejing-Tianjin, 

Shangai-Pudong, Guangzhou, Xiamen 

Island, Hong Kong-Shenzen, Singapore, 

Djibouti, but also Athens-Pireus among 

others, already embedded the status of 

free-port in the past. When the global 

world trade accelerated after that the 

Suez Canal and Panama Canal 

realization (opened respectively in 1869 

and 1914), early free zones start to 

appear. Then, another boost influenced 

the international commerce, highly 

improved by the arrival of the shipping 

container; therefore the free zones 
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started to sprout and conquer also 

inland territories, embedding in their 

program the process of manufacturing. 

The last decades of the twentieth 

century registered the rise and the 

specialization of the free zones in 

functional terms, in other words as 

performance-specific, until reaching 

their exceptional status quo and act as 

cities (Easterling, 2014: 25-69). The 

recent explosion of this extraterritorial 

enclaves is in fact remarkably 

unprecedented; and it reveals that 

(Easterling, 2014: 25): 

The Zone has not always been the world's 

global urban addiction, once relegated to 

the backstage, it has in the space of a few 

years, evolved from a fenced off enclave for 

where housing and manufacturing to a 

world-city template. 

Specifically in China, the relevant 

economic and social development 

caused complex effects on spatial 

transformation (Bonino, Michele; 

Governa, Francesca; Repellino, Maria 

Paola; Sampieri, 2019: 97). Where the 

sprawling zones and new towns both 

design an urban structure that differs 

from the concentrated Maoist city, 

which has nearly dissipated; instead, 

the emerging patchworked urban field 

is characterized by customized 

segregation and branded specificity. 

These enclaves, referring to the 

broader enclave urbanism, are marked 

by the desire to separate the insiders 

from the outsiders; whether culturally, 

functionally, economically or physically 

(Wissink, van Kempen, Fang, & Li, 2012: 

1-15). 

In their inside realm these enclaves are 

autonomous and dynamic urban 

islands, that act as a typology of 

ambivalent borders. In fact, according 

to their open or closed condition, the 

presence of fenced barriers, hidden 

security systems or constantly made 

and re-made boundaries, entails a 

permanent adaptation through 

hybridization and guarantee a 

multitude of urban gradient (Sohn, 

2018: 26-30).  

Another example is the urbanization 

trajectory in Metro Manila (Philippines) 

that includes SEZs and gated 

community; acting as second 

generation spaces of exception, these 

enclaves connect to the global 

infrastructural network but remain 

dislocated from within; thus naturally 

and spatially disentangled (Kleibert, 

2018). 

If the infrastructural surface requires 

its own smoothness without 

interruptions in order to let flows 

circulate more and more efficiently, 

and its action inevitably excludes any 

obstacle, preserving and empowering 

its statute.  

Therefore, the inner smoothed space 

of enclaves needs to exclude the 

outside throughout the streaking of 

surfaces. In this way, the transition 

from territorial exclave to urban 

enclave generate rips or fragments, 

which form different kinds of islands 

with their own extraterritorial 

autonomy, that "in the whole, although 

they are not encircled by either sea or 

ocean, collectively form an 

archipelago" (Eyal Weizman, 2005), or 

the lacerated body of the metropolis. 

3. Towards a décollage city 
The décollage is the artistic technique 

that moves forward a subtractive 

action on the urban landscape, 

throughout operations that unsticks, 

rips, cuts, tear off, scratches selected 

parts in order to discover new meaning 

from the original image.  

Mostly linked to the Nouveau Realisme 

as the works by Mimmo Rotella and 
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Wolf Vostell, the décollage is the 

opposite procedure of collage and 

assemblage: it works with fragments 

and striatures that change the in-

between relations.  

Stretching the scale of this splintering 

process to the urban space, where as 

for the stolen and ripped advertising 

posters the subtractive action of 

scratched fragments uncover 

unexpected relations over the resultant 

surface, questioning its new figure; or a 

décollage city. 

This action, or urban décollage, could 

be explored as compared to the legacy 

of postmodern urban culture (Allen, 

1997; Hertweck, Florian; Marot, 2013; 

Rowe, Colin; Koetter, 1978) into the 

contemporary urban condition, marked 

by a shift from the form to the relation, 

from meaning to performance, from 

objects to fields (Allen, 1997). 

The dynamic city that emerges from 

the connectivity "floor"-oriented re-

mapping of the world's "ground" 

surface is produced by both actions of 

extraterritorial exclusion and urban 

enclave constitution. Everything flows, 

but only from the smoothed inside, 

whereas the striated outside is the 

subject of an overwhelming process of 

exceptional fragmentation, or urban 

décollage. 
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Abstract 
In this research, poem-drawing is a mode of communicating thoughts and feelings 
related to a spatial atmosphere (experienced/imagined/designed). Writing and 
drawing intertwine as two artistic ways of re-reading the place at different layers 
of meaning. The poem-drawing process encourages a poetic way of spatial re-
thinking and a holistic immersion in the design task. 
 
The poem-drawing entwinement stalks, discerns and evokes spatial emotions. 
These emotions stimulate a defamiliarization of what is considered familiar leading 
to an enhanced awareness towards the spatial phenomenon. Unlike Brecht’s 
concept of Verfremdungseffekt (distancing effect) that aims to reject any emotional 
empathy in the name of purely intellectual judgement, the poem-drawing 
integrates emotional, embodied and intellectual knowledge into an emotive 
defamiliarization: it is closer to Shklovsky’s concept of ostranenie – increasing the 
difficulty and length of designer’s perception by digging into unfamiliar layers of 
spatial meaning. This brings correspondence and co-creation between the 
researcher and the spatial phenomenon of research. 
 
The exhibition and the paper aim to evoke a discussion about the mutual non-linear 
development of the three parts of the PhD in progress: 1. a phenomenological 
placement of the question; 2. a historical comparative analysis of poem-drawing 
varieties through case studies; 3. personal and pedagogical experiments of applying 
heuristic poem-drawing in design research.  
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1. (How) Is poem-drawing revelational 
in design thinking? 

A poem-drawing is both a process and a 
processual artefact that "takes notes" of 
the tie-establishment between the 
designer and the design task. It 
resembles an inner-outer engraving 
machine - it strives to grasp the wind 
waves of the veil between the self and 
the world. In doing so, it reveals 
unknown layers of meaning that appear 
through modes of understanding, 
different than rational and descriptive 
elaborations. The disclosure appears 
through an immersion in a thorough 
dialogue: with the self, with the other 
and with the soul of the place of 
intervention. It occurs through 
movement along the edges of the 
familiar, in order to embrace the 
Otherness as the only way of creational 
growth.  
 
Poem-drawing is a poetic approach to 
design, because: (1) it is 'always aimed at 
something more than preserving life' 
(Perez-Gomez, 2006: 6); (2) it cultivates 
a 'personal way of relating to reality; 
(Tarkovsky, 1989: 21) and (3) it 
contemplates an "object" in a darker and 
deeper context than the (flat) light of 
the first sight. It is poetic by demanding 
and developing: 1. a sensitivity in 
interpreting spatial information; 2. a 
mature compassion with the observed 
environmental elements as living beings 
which are waiting to be "sacralised", 
that is, to gain a meaning and renewed 
life beyond their (mis)use and obvious 
appearance (Djoric, 2007: 37). To engage 
in 'poem-drawing' means to map and 
trace inner spatial emotions, memories 
and dreams that displace our flat 
perception of things towards a re-
evaluation according the context of a 
design task. 

The paper aims to: 1. reflect upon the 
appearance and influence of the poem-
drawing in different moments of the 
design process; 2. exhibit the ties with 
the ghosts of influence through a single 
poem-drawing; 3. exhibit the steps of 
building a single poem-drawing 
through an enhanced awareness for 
inner behaviour in the process of doing. 
 
So, is a poem-drawing revelational for 
design thinking? An appropriate answer 
might be: it conceals as much as it 
reveals, as any metaphorical device. By 
addressing the three above mentioned 
modes of revelation, we will try to 
exemplify the rhythm of immersion in 
and defamiliarization from a design 
task.  

2. Can a poem-drawing bring an order 
to a discussion, without preventing 
the organic flow of ideas? 

 

 
Fig. 1: A poem-drawing at the beginning of 

the design process (Bogdanova). Street 
Libraries Competition, Skopje, March 
2019. With I. Cvetkova, M. Dimitrievska, 
D. Spasevska, M. Dokuzova.  
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In Figure 1, we see a poem-drawing that 
was created as a concluding reflection 
of a brainstorming in the concept-
development period. The design task 
was to propose three typologies of 
street libraries that can be positioned at 
different places in the city of Skopje. We 
started the process by giving ourselves 
a period of 'creational loneliness', after 
which the cycles of discussion were 
done. At the beginning, we tried to 
recall our own memory of embodied 
experiences with book-encounters: 
searching (and taking) a book among the 
shelves is different than observing (and 
holding) a book from a table. Hence, we 
first tried to make a draft vision about 
what the required three typologies 
should have in common: 1. they need to 
resemble both an architectural and an 
urban element; 2. they need to be 
subject-objects, that is, living spatial 
creatures that transform according to 
different (time and weather) conditions. 
Than we gave names to them: a Wall, a 
Table and a Tower. Right after the 
naming, we tried to re-define our 
understanding of this three words, by 
evoking our childhood experiences with 
them and by imagining their possible 
metamorphosis. Then, one of us 
(Cvetkova) whispered: "Imagine yourself 
wrapped up by a curtain of books". 
Questions about the possibility of the 
idea arrived in the very next moment: 
how to combine the burden of the 
books with the lightness of the 
structure? How to actually wrap the 
curtain around our bodies without 
risking the safety in function? Is it 
possible to put the other two creatures 
into the same "structure", and by doing 
this - to create an urban living room? 
 
A sequence of few poem-drawings 
addressing this questions creatively 
followed. While Figure 1 represents a 
reduction of the discussions to few lines 

and colors, and defines our personal 
perception of the street library as a 
breathing book curtain allowing a 
dignified distance, and authentic way 
from one person to another, Figure 2 
exhibits the doubts and questions about 
the "grounding" to real context: In 
which moments do the creatures meet? 
How do they modify above different 
grounds? What is our critique oriented 
against? Both figures work as: 1. 
sensitive reduction of the discussions 
through evaluation and re-thinking of 
few key statements; 2. verbo-visual 
projections of the mutual desire to 
challenge the trembling limits of the 
possible.  
 

 
Fig. 2: A moving theatre (Bogdanova). A 

poem-drawing of doubts and questions. 
Street Libraries Competition, Skopje, 
March 2019. With I. Cvetkova, M. 
Dimitrievska, D. Spasevska, M. Dokuzova.  

 
Figure 3 presents the final axonometry 
of the appearance of the three beings. 
Although the forms became rationalized 
in the name of a feasible realization, the 
final proposal is built upon the 
guidelines that were generated in the 
conceptual phase: (1) diversity in the 
ways of storing and exhibiting the 
books; (2) enlivening of the three 
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libraries as three urban characters – 
communicative participants in the 
cultural dynamics of the urban life and 
space; (3) temporary transformability of 
each librarian structure: “awakening” 
during the day and “falling asleep” 
during the night, and their 
weekly/monthly displacement; 4. re-
actualization of Librarian’s presence – a 
guide through the culturological 
landscape of the library and a donor of 
wondrous worlds; 5. elevating the 
intellectual degree of urban encounters: 
the street libraries cultivate a depth in 
the way of developing the dialogue 
between two Readers. 
 

 
 
Fig. 3: Axonometry of an imagined urban 
scenario (fragment, Cvetkova). A poem-
drawing of doubts and questions. Street 
Libraries Competition, Skopje, March 2019. 
With I. Cvetkova, M. Dimitrievska, D. 
Spasevska, M. Dokuzova. 

 
By observing the similarities and 
differences between the conceptual 
poem-drawings and the final proposal, 
the "operation" of poem-drawing can be 
read; it is a vehicle for posing questions, 
for cultivating the imagination, for 
"grounding" poetically a hovering 
spatial creature into a concrete spatial 
environment. At the same time, it is a 

platform for mutual communication 
between the co-creators before / 
during / after the decision making 
process. It does implement a fragile 
order without confronting the organic 
flow of thoughts: built upon ephemeral 
entities (memory of spatial experience, 
metaphors, multilogues) it is a 
notational device that offers a reflective 
glimpse upon the design process. 

3. Is it possible for a single poem-
drawing to speak about spatial 
emotions, ghosts of influence and 
core values of a proposal? 

 

 
 
Fig. 4: An axonometry of the Messenger 
Tower (fragment). Street Libraries 
Competition, Skopje, March 2019. With I. 
Cvetkova, M. Dimitrievska, D. Spasevska, M. 
Dokuzova. 
 

Among the three urban characters, the 
Tower is the collecting element that 
contains both a Wall (an elevated low 
library) and a book-exhibiting Table. At 
the same time, it is a transportable 
vertical marker above wheels that 
announces the future cycles of cultural 
events in the city. When standing still 
and occupying a territory, it rises as a 
vertical extension of the horizontal 
street library, framing a reading room 
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above ground. Unlike the other two 
characters, the Tower has the reading 
zone (elevated platform) and the 
exhibition zone (passer-by level) 
separated. The "roof" of the library is 
both an art-book exhibition table and a 
high reading bench. When the structure 
moves, the Tower "falls asleep" – it lays 
(rotating under 45 degrees) upon the 
platform, while the ramp is raised as a 
door that locks the (now) horizontal 
volume completely. 
 
The Tower was designed at the last 
week of the process. It appeared as 
something more than its basic function: 
it has grown into a living Messenger. 
Then, the Table has grown into an open 
air Refectory (a place where one goes to 
be restored), while the Wall - into a 
fragile Curtain. Drawing the Tower 
directly in scale, brought simultaneous 
re-naming and re-thinking of the other 
two creatures into a possible urban 
context.  What did the three creatures 
have in common? Where and why would 
they appear and what would they 
presence reflect in the specific urban 
place? Hemming was the word that 
emerged as a metaphor of the answer: 
sewing urban edges. The creatures 
would appear at urban border 
conditions: places with the need of re-
direction of pedestrian flows, neglected 
territories with a hidden potential,   in-
between lines dividing drastically 
different public areas (vertical 
enclosure, defensive attitude). 
 
The poem-drawing for the Messenger 
Tower emerged not as a processual tool 
in the design thinking, but as a 
reflection on creational flow after the 
final submission. In each moment of 
doing it, an enhanced awareness for the 
inner behavior was present. Figure 5 
represents an animated illustration of 
the steps of building a poem-drawing, 

making the moments of transition 
between writing and drawing visible. It 
is written through the character of the 
Tower itself.  
 
It started by pulling lines and diluting 
their sharpness. The place of poem-
drawing was a small niche at the 
window of a coffee place - away from all 
the precise drawings, allowing to draw 
and write thing only from the memory. 
First, a diluted plan and elevation of the 
Tower appear: the dissolution of the 
black presented the empty space 
framed by the volumes. The spreading 
of the black exhibited the currents of 
human movement through the Tower. 
Human figures emerged to give the 
drawing a sense of scale and an 
imagined scenario. In the elevation, the 
purple color (diluted black) is the depth 
of the Ground, the gravity. Then, the 
axonometry appeared: the touch of the 
ground by the stairs and the ramp 
becomes a moment of tension and 
reflective unevenness, whereas the 
accession of the Tower upwards is as 
fragile as a hardly visible cobweb 
threaded by ivy.  On the right (second) 
piece of paper - a perspectival cross-
section arises: I wanted to see and feel 
deeply, how would the (narrow) reading 
room look like for the visitor? Dark small 
points signify cats and birds as silent 
inhabitants of the open air library. While 
drawing the bird, a long forgotten 
childhood memory emerged inside of 
me: Van Gogh's Wheat Field With a Lark 
(1887). It appeared on my desktop a day 
ago, evoking my earliest drawing replica 
making experience with my father at 
the age of three. The painting 
represents a flight of a lark towards the 
left side of the frame; brush movements 
in the wheat field, the grass, the sky and 
the clouds are following the windy 
direction of the lark. At the age of three, 
all I could sense by myself was, not a 
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fear, but an uneven premonition of a 
storm and an earthquake, due to the 
trembling spirit in the brush 
movements. My father asked: "Can you 
see the poppies?" I was struggling to 
recognize those red flowers in the 
reproduction, but all I saw was a chaotic 
fog of yellow vertical plants, causing a 
vertigo in my mind. I said "No". Then, he 
asked me to "see more carefully". 
"Seeing carefully" meant taking a full 
care and responsibility in discerning 
hidden truths that are offered to you. It 
also meant having faith that they are 
really there, regardless of their 
"absence" in the first sight. It meant 
immersing in the depth of meanings and 
patient listening to the "object" in front 
of you, as it were a beloved person. 
Hence, while recalling all this I've 
realized that the search for the hardly 
visible poppies in that frame have 
become a corner stone of my 
environmental awareness: a tedious 
search for Beauty, meaning and truth, 
that is often hidden behind the veils of 
my limited perception. After this 
experiential break (the unexpected 
intrusion of memory) I did a re-drawing 
of the plan of the Messenger inverse to 
the former one, to set the foggy fragility 
away, for a while. 

 
Fig. 5: A poem-drawing for the Messenger 
Tower, after project submission (Bogdanova). 

Then, I wanted to see the Messenger 
with the other two characters, so I draw 
the three of them in a line, enhancing 
the feeling of dissolution of the Ground 
bellow them. I should be touching Her 
(the Ground) only In order to transform 
and elevate ties. I wrote down a possible 
persona of the Messenger. Between Van 
Gogh's lark and the cross-section flows 
the writing of Messenger’s aim and 
desire: My inhabitants / I protect them 
from Earth / I dare to touch Her only on 
three places / and I try to avoid becoming 
a damage, a burden, / so that wings on 
the Reader's back can begin sprouting. 
This is a poetic "justification" and 
contemplation on the spatial moments 
of "hovering" above the ground in each 
previous project. Another memory 
arrives while writing: Whitman's 
question "What is more or less than a 
touch?" (2007: 78). While asking this, 
fragments of Wings of Desire  (Wenders, 
1987) are trembling somewhere 
between the lines. And I (the 
Messanger) write into the ground 
(purple surface): Yet, to caress, to 
abandon, to belong again / I dare only 
when I love exhaustively. My inner state 
starts to dissolve in Messenger's mode 
of being.  

 
 
Plate 2. 
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While observing all the fragments put 
on the paper (so far), I noticed the 
similarity with the crucifix in the plan, 
so I wrote a verse spreading from the 
purple "sigh" of the first plan to the 
ground stains of the second plan: I look 
like a story … crucified. The break 
"under" the axonometry is left empty, 
demanding both a silence and a hidden 
letter-line. The sky above the 
Messenger grows into a sea of pink 
waves: radiating unclear messages. 
 
Then, I'm moving in the left down 
corner, trying to answer what would be 
a "failure" of the structure when built, in 
contrast to the initial aim (threaded with 
/ life - I am a witness of small cycles of 
dying). A deep learning, reading, inner 
growing requires a sensitivity in 
creational dying / a sacrifice of what we 
know in order to embrace and integrate 
the newly acquired knowledge: a core 
function of the content of any library. 
So, what would the "failure" be?  
 

My / creators wanted me / to house 
souls slightly / detached from the 
world; however, / it usually happens 
that I house only the / very extremes of 
their plan: the hardly "rooted" ones, or 
the homeless ones, unsuccessfully.  

 
The poem-drawing continues to 
challenge Tower's weaknesses in the 
upper right corner (plate 1): Sometimes I 
cannot stand the Sun… The vertical 
writing speaks of growing by being 
stripped off, vulnerable and fragile to 
allow the metamorphosis to occur. 
Then, in plate 2, a juxtaposition of a 
black cross and a pink butterfly appears 
above the second plan: this is followed 
by juxtaposition of the fragmented 
verses a choice / above ground (black) 
and a crucified butterfly / the only 
pathway (pink). 

The final verse is not present in the 
hand poem-drawing; it is added in the 
digitalization process: it is in the same 
line with the word "choice" and it flows 
between the lines of a previous layer of 
a stanza: I am made of soil and touch; 
that's why I am aiming to overfly my 
ground. The final verse Inhabits the 
space between "overfly my" and 
"ground" while asking the following: 
When does the touch transform into a 
ground? 
 
The last layer of the poem-drawing is 
done digitally: zooming in and out of the 
unconscious ghosts of influence. 
Chagall's lovers flying "Above the City" 
(1913) appear in the sky above the 
Messenger. Van Gogh's "Wheat Field 
With a Lark" appears above the row of 
the three characters. Hejduk's section 
from the Collapse of Time appears in the 
same row, while its storyline written in 
Vladivostok (1989) overlaps with the 
black cross (pink butterfly) from the 
drawing. Bellow the cross, emerges the 
butterfly from Bonnet's The Infra-World 
(2015).  On the right, Robinson's 
Antepurgatorio (2015) is hovering like a 
spiritual analogy with a resurrected bird 
view upon the Messenger, while 
Wenders' "longing for a wave of love to 
swell up in me" (1987) grows upon the 
entwinement of verses and diluted 
black bellow the library row. On the left, 
esoteric fragments of from Ladder of 
Divine Ascent icon (12th c.), Blake's 
Reunion of the Soul and the Body (1813) 
and Hejduk's Sanctuaries (2003) appear. 
As a final intervention, a ray of light 
ascends over the page diagonally, 
overlapping with Hejduk's beam of light. 

4. Conclusions after the Conference 
Is it possible to structure a PhD thesis 
from the entwinement of clearly 
justified design steps and misty (half-
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conscious) design decisions? The 
writing in Chapter 2 is radically 
different than the one in Chapter 3. 
How to combine these different modes 
of explaining? How to combine the 1. 
phenomenological placement of the 
problem 2. the comparative analysis of 
the case studies and 3. the reflection on 
the personal practise and the 
pedagogical experiments in a whole 
that would offer a juxtaposition and a 
simultaneous reading of the parts? 
Moreover, how to structure the thesis 
and how to generate a conclusion 
without killing the research, without 
demystifying the strangeness of what a 
poem-drawing can bring? How to find a 
way to keep the research in (e)motion, 
in flow, in a continuous transformation 
of the atmospheric distance between 
the subjective and the objective forces 
of the research? Is it possible to format 
the structure of the thesis as a set of 
precisely developed rhetorical 
questions? Figure 6 represents an 
attempt of addressing these questions 
while departing from the design 
process. The format is divided in eleven 
fields - eleven design proposals where 
poem-drawing worked as an emotive 
defamiliarization through design 
thinking. Two imaginary sections 
(different scales) of the topography are 
spread along its width. Notations about 
core references, core encounters and 
crucial events connected to the 
cultivation of poem-drawing flow 
above, bellow and between the two 
sections. The continuation of the thesis 
is expected to happen as a further 
elaboration and classification of the ties 
present in this cobweb.  
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Fig. 6: An imaginary section of the author's design thinking through poem-drawing since 2013 
(50x70cm). May 2019.  

















 



 


