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A NEW BEGINNING

EDITORIAL

MAURIZIO SABINI

“I love beginnings…” used to say Louis I. Kahn. Indeed, every new 
beginning brings along a sense of excitement and anticipation. A 
new beginning is always a moment to treasure past experiences and 
accumulated knowledge, while imagining new scenarios and good things 
to come.
Launching a new research journal in architecture and urbanism is 
certainly an example of a most stimulating new beginning. There are 
already many journals available, showcasing important research, 
interesting materials and diverse approaches. Joining the group, with 
some degree of distinction, positioning and relevance of contribution, is 
no minor challenge. However, together with THE PLAN Directors Nicola 
Leonardi and Carlotta Zucchini, we believed that, by also capitalizing on 
their experience with the flagship magazine, the moment was right to take 
up the challenge and venture, with a parallel on-line platform, into the 
fascinating territory of academic and professional research.
Architecture and urbanism are now at a delicate juncture, one where 
past paradigms and modes of practices are profoundly questioned, while 
showing ahead more a broad range of opportunities than defined paths to 
be followed. What is sufficiently clear, though, is that, if we want to pursue 
strategic change, achieve a new relevancy and meaningfully contribute 
towards a better future, robust research and design knowledge will 
increasingly become the necessary connective tissue of our professional 
landscape and operativity. 

To test our new concept, we decided to tap some of the contributions 
presented at a recent academic conference of the Association of 
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Collegiate Schools of Architecture (ACSA) of Northamerica, held in 
October 2015 at the School of Architecture of Syracuse University (NY, 
USA). The conference, chaired by Syracuse University colleagues Roger 
Hubeli and Julie Larsen, revolved around the dialectic “between the 
autonomous & contingent object,” that is on the on-going debate whether 
architecture should privilege its own supposed disciplinarity or engage 
physical, cultural and/or conceptual contexts.
The selection of papers from the conference published in this trial issue 
of the TPJ was not made to reflect the outcomes of the conference 
or a particular position emerged from the many interesting debates 
that unfolded at Syracuse. The proceedings (published by ACSA) will 
offer the proper, comprehensive and articulated representation of the 
rich and intertwined conversations evolved at the conference. The 
papers published here (as presented at the conference or somewhat 
re-elaborated) are very interesting and thoughtful scholarly contributions, 
but they also want to offer a sense of what the TPJ intends to publish 
and promote: research studies in architecture and urbanism that are 
innovative, clear in methodology, and potentially impactful on the 
profession and/or the broader socio-economic context. 

To recognize their support to bring this trial issue of the TPJ to fruition, we 
want to thank Prof. Marilys R. Nepomechie (ACSA President), Dr. Michael 
Monti (ACSA Executive Director), Eric Ellis (ACSA Director of Operations 
and Programs), and the whole ACSA staff: without their vision and hard 
work in promoting architectural education and scholarship, we would have 
not had this opportunity to test our ideas for the new journal. Particular 
thanks go also to the conference co-chairs, Roger Hubeli and Julie 
Larsen, for envisioning and organizing a most thought-provoking event.
Finally, I want to personally thank the whole staff at THE PLAN, who 
has taken up this new challenge with its typical enthusiasm and 
professionalism. Special thanks go to Directors & Publishers Nicola 
Leonardi and Carlotta Zucchini, for their vision, their passionate 
commitment to promote and disseminate quality work and thoughtful 
reflections from the various fields of design, and for entrusting me to 
serve as TPJ editor-in-chief.  

We hope that you will enjoy this trial issue of the TPJ and that you will 
send us your comments, suggestions and publication proposals. With the 
help of our Advisory Editorial Board, we also hope that this new beginning 
will grow into many stimulating and productive conversations, to engage 
a world-wide audience, interested in advancing the knowledge and the 
transformative power of architecture and urbanism. 
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THE ABSURD ALIBI
THEORY

JOSEPH GODLEWSKI

Eisenman Architects, Aronoff Center for Design and Art, University of Cincinnati, Cincinnati OH, 1996.
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ABSTRACT - Generated from a discussion at the Fall 2015 ACSA 
Conference in Syracuse, New York, this article tackles the very topic 
of the conference (“Between Autonomous and Contingent Objects of 
Architecture”). It reflects on projects of autonomy (new and old) asking 
what they contribute to architecture as a discipline and profession. What, 
if anything, is at stake in such projects? It discusses some contemporary 
examples of autonomous and object-oriented theories of architecture. While 
autonomy originally posed a radical challenge to ways architecture was 
made and reasoned, this article contends that the critical energy generated 
with that challenge has been exhausted and replaced with disengaged 
copies of earlier experiments. It is unclear what insights these newer 
versions provide to architectural discourse. This article further conjectures 
that the socio-economic context in which autonomy re-emerges today is 
fundamentally altered leaving its advocates in a much more precarious 
position than the exponents of previous iterations of architectural autonomy. 
It concludes that notions of architectural autonomy are an absurd alibi, 
incommensurate with a discipline so constrained by social and economic 
expectations as architecture.

Keywords: architecture, autonomy, contingency, discipline, theory

Sometimes what is remarkable about a debate is not the intricacies 
of the positions articulated or the strength of the particular arguments, 
but the persistence of the discussion itself. While the context and the 
players change, the logic and terms of their respective arguments 
remain startlingly constant. The debate between autonomous and 
contingent objects of architecture is one which continually resurfaces. 
More remarkable still is that in a field as interdisciplinary and influenced 
by social and economic expectations as architecture, the search for a 
so-called state of architectural autonomy endures.

Derived from Kantian aesthetics, disciplinary autonomy was originally 
conceived as a political critique resistant to the preexisting cultural order. 
It went on to take many forms between different thinkers and disciplines. 
In architecture, autonomy was characterized by a critical disciplinary 
stance, tended to be academic, and had an affinity for theory.

Contingency, on the other hand, was inter- or extra-disciplinary. It dealt 
with the “real” world, and was aligned with practice. By the 1990s, the 
premise of architectural autonomy was seriously challenged for ignoring 
a range of contextual forces and underlying systems of organization. 
Architects began thinking in terms of flows, patterns, and fields rather 
than disciplinarity, composition, and objects. 1 Critics of autonomy further 
suggested the ineffectiveness and vanity of autonomy in the face of 
tremendous economic, technological, and social pressures.
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Recent work, however, resuscitates some of the earlier concerns 
associated with the project of autonomy. Attentiveness to the inner world 
of architectural objects can be seen in opposition to preponderance of 
projects investigating organizational fields, ecological systems, landscape 
urbanism, identity, and social justice. After years of questioning the 
possibility of a critical architecture and exploring non-disciplinary issues, 
has the discursive pendulum begun to swing back in favor of architectural 
autonomy? 2 If so, why is this case?

This article reflects on these questions arguing that the notion of 
autonomy is one which is necessarily fraught and difficult to sustain. While 
it originally posed a radical challenge to ways architecture was made 
and reasoned, this article contends that that critical energy has been 
exhausted and replaced with disengaged copies of earlier experiments. 
Though made using digital tools not available to previous generations, 
it is unclear what insights these newer versions provide to architectural 
discourse. This article further conjectures that the socio-economic 
context in which autonomy re-emerges today is fundamentally altered, 
thus leaving its advocates in a much more precarious position than the 
exponents of previous iterations of architectural autonomy.

Upon closer inspection, the bipolar relationship established between 
autonomy and contingency ultimately proves to be a weak one. Reflecting 
on the possibility of autonomous and contingent objects in architecture, 
it soon becomes apparent that embracing only one side of this either/
or battle is something akin to a sentimentalized fantasy or hardheaded 
ideological dogmatism. Each end of the autonomy-contingency spectrum 
is guided by its own assumptions, values, and carefully–crafted myths. 
Unfortunately, well-intentioned proponents on both sides of the debate 
have become hucksters with elaborate alibis for justifying their respective 
positions. In reality, these two positions are necessarily intertwined and 
dependent upon each other. Like the relationship between modernity and 
tradition in which modernity needs to invent something called tradition in 
order to more clearly define itself, autonomy needs contingency in order 
to more clearly claim its disciplinary identity and demarcate its disciplinary 
boundary. In short, autonomy and contingency are mutually constituted 
views of architecture.

Regardless of the position espoused, it should be noted that the terms of 
this debate often unnecessarily prioritize “objects” over other concerns. 
For example, the Fall 2015 ACSA Conference at Syracuse University was 
billed as a debate “Between the Autonomous and Contingent Object”. 3 
By focusing on objects rather than architectural space, fields, or images, 
for example, this framing lost sight of the fundamentally relational and 
processural qualities of architecture. Architecture necessarily exists as a 
process located between these constructed poles. It lives between the 
discipline’s inside or core and the zone deemed to be the discipline’s 
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outside. 4 Vitruvius recognized this complex transaction when he wrote 
about the relationship between theory and practice centuries ago in his 
foundational text On Architecture. In Book 1 he writes, “Practice is the 
continuous and regular exercise of employment where manual work is 
done with any necessary material according to the design of a drawing. 
Theory, on the other hand, is the ability to demonstrate and explain 
the productions of dexterity on the principles of proportion.” 5 Though 
a foundational text to the discipline, it understands that architectural 
thought, even at its core, cannot be separated from its necessary 
material. Theory and practice are inextricably linked. Similarly, Stan Allen 
writes of architecture as a material practice—“working in and among the 
world of things—an instrumental practice capable of transforming reality.” 6

Despite this reasoning, calls for disciplinary autonomy persist. Recent 
manifestations of the return to objects have taken many forms. The Rem 
Koolhaas-curated Venice Biennale focused on architecture’s “fundamentals”. 
Though often seen as one of the fiercest critics of autonomy, the exhibition’s 
focus on architectural components not typically studied in architecture 
was read by Peter Eisenman as Koolhaas’ announcement of “the end of 
everything, the end of architecture.” 7 The emphasis on objects signals a 
shift from previous decades’ system and field fixation.

Patrik Schumacher’s parametric manifesto argues for the autopoiesis, or 
disciplinary self-making of architecture. Citing Alberti’s De re aedifactoria 
he aims to achieve an “all-encompassing theoretical systematization” 
of architecture that offers its own inwardly focused self-description. 8 
This project of autonomy, while different in many ways from the project 
of Manfredo Tafuri or Peter Eisenman, maintains that there “can be no 
external determination imposed upon architecture—neither by political 
bodies, nor by paying clients.” 9

Another expression of the contemporary shift to disciplinary autonomy and 
objects can be found in the provocative work of David Ruy. Informed by the 
speculative realist philosophy of Graham Harman, Ruy questions the fixation 
on contingency and reliance on what he and Harman call “relationism”. 
He reasons that “relationism leaves no room for conditions in excess of 
those relations (by its own definition), and therefore provides an inadequate 
account of how change comes about.” 10 Ruy questions the tendency to 
think of architecture as a consequence of its context advocating instead 
a return to “strange objects”. Claiming the dissolution of the discipline of 
architecture to outside forces is a “self-inflicted wound” which undercuts the 
authority of the architect, he instead suggests attempting to “discover the 
secret reality behind the curtain of appearances.” 11

While still recognizing the discursive merit of these investigations, this 
article is positioned strongly on one side of the autonomy-contingency 
dialectical framework. Though, as related earlier, it’s understood that 
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such a position is not a dichotomous choice between two rigid options. 
It is instead a complex feedback between these poles which constitutes 
the cultural production of architecture. This article, however, is not a 
settling of a cheery middle ground, or a colonization of a negotiated 
terrain, but sticks to the ACSA Conference’s Fox News-like distinctions 
of autonomous and contingent, critical and post-critical, good and evil. 
It is a commentary on a contemporary condition. While not explicitly 
pro-contingency, my position in this article is decidedly anti-autonomy. 
It questions the possibility that such a condition could actually exist, but 
moreover asks what is gained by marshaling autonomy for architectural 
ends. Perhaps ironically, and considering the historical development of 
the term, this is actually a “critical” position.

Once the panelists for this discussion had been convened, we were asked 
to ponder the following motion:

With a return to the well of figural form, have any of the inconsistencies 
or limitations of past autonomous form-making informed
the seemingly infinite variability of today’s shapes and figures?
Are we still on the same road or is it really different this time?

In response, it is my position that autonomy has and always will be an 
absurd alibi in the discipline of architecture which is, at its very heart, a 
social-material practice. Even the most autonomously conceived object 
is exposed to the contamination of the messy facts of reality. Architecture 
simply isn’t and never has been a lab experiment where all of the 
variables you want can be eliminated from the overall equation. The 
impure constraints of the world shape a project more viscerally than the 
artificially conceived and seemingly “pure” constraints of the discipline.

An alibi is an excuse, or defense to avoid blame in a crime. Architecture, 
ultimately has very little control over how it is received by the world out 
there. The vacuum-like premise of autonomy is incompatible with that 
world. It is a romantic fantasy of the Howard Roark type that can only 
be talked about and attempted by a privileged class of individuals. The 
architectural project of autonomy was originally premised as a radical 
critique of ideology. With its roots in the political writings of Marxist 
historian Manfredo Tafuri and others, the position of autonomy posed a 
challenge to capitalist modes of production and was a critical reflection of 
the place of architects within them.

Instead, the term “critical” was hijacked by designers and theorists 
such as Peter Eisenman. It slowly transmogrified into an elitist, self-
interested (and often self-referential) formalist discourse hell-bent on 
preserving “the discipline”. This exclusionary conception of architecture 
constructed artificial boundaries between itself and anything deemed 
“other”. Moreover, the project of architectural autonomy (particularly its 
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Deconstrctivist strands) never seemed to deliver on the ambitious goal of 
exposing latent paradoxes within the tradition of Western metaphysics. 

12 The marketing and showmanship of Eisenman and others like him 
should be underscored for it convinced generations of smart people, Ivy-
educated students, educators, and even clients (but interestingly, not the 
profession) to buy into the flimsy premise of an autonomous architecture.

At best, the project of autonomy is most interesting when it opens itself 
to the disfiguration of force and effect and the inevitable contingency of 
systems, flows, and people. It is my sense that these limitations of past 
autonomous form-making have generally not informed today’s shapes 
and figures. Rather, there has been a cherry-picked selection of forms 
and techniques from the 1970s that have now been passed through a 
digital lens. The figures are familiar, but the “critical” political aspirations 
of resistance to capitalist instrumentality, the status quo, or whatever the 
original “project” actually was about—those aspirations have been lopped-
off. What is left is a breezy veneer of autonomy or what Manfredo Tafuri 
might have called a “delicate ideological veil” in a fundamentally altered 
cultural and socio-political context. 13 It’s unclear if that’s been a conscious 
or unconscious decision. Not that they need to, but would the autonomy 
redux cadre have anything to do with those ambitions or are they just 
attracted to replicating certain shapes and representational techniques? 
If the critical project was concerned with what architecture meant and the 
projective project was concerned with what it does, it is less clear what 
the new autonomy is after.

As to whether this is the same road, I think it is; however the 
road has changed. In 1972, Five Architects was published. In the 
rousing introductory essay, Colin Rowe stated the unapologetically 
unrevolutionary premise of the work contained within. It was an open 
withdrawal from the social tenets of modernism and an open embrace of 
its aesthetic traits, and an elision from architecture all outside interests. 

14 Of course 1972 was also the date of the implosion of the Pruitt-Igoe 
public housing project in St. Louis and the so-called “death of modern 
architecture”. 15 But perhaps more relevant is 1972, as noted by the 
geographer David Harvey, was the moment in which a “sea change” 
in cultural, political, and economic practices signaling the shift to the 
postmodern condition occured. 16

Over forty years later, the project of autonomy, always subject to outside 
forces, now operates in a much more diffuse landscape. As Ole Fischer 
perceptively points out, “critical architecture” used to operate in tighter 
disciplinary field with distinct critical magazines such as Oppositions, 
ANY, or Assemblage. 17 While the discipline may have operated in a 
more clearly defined situation in 1970s with fewer, but more powerful 
outlets, the contemporary media and blogosphere simultaneously opens 
more channels for the showcasing of autonomous objects while diffusing 
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the disciplinary agency those projects might hope to ever exercise. 
This leaves the often unpaid authors of those projects in a precarious 
position. Put another way, speculative projects on free architecture blogs 
don’t really pay the bills. Some level of the bemoaned “instrumentality” 
is necessary to operate today (as it was in Vitruvius’ time). Because the 
terrain has changed, it has left architects with much less agency and 
more vulnerable to exploitation and the vagaries of the market.

The fallacy of the project of autonomy is that it results in a proliferation 
of individually authored projects, all subject to the harsh edges of 
larger social-economic forces. It borrows modernist aesthetic cues and 
techniques—axonometric, defamiliarization, shock, montage—without 
understanding the fundamentally altered postmodern landscape in 
which it operates. It’s a kind of throwback theory. It neoconservatively 
preserves disciplinary boundaries and limits discussion and inclusion 
of a wider audience and broader conception of agency which grapples 
with very important issues—just to name a few-- race, gender, economy, 
accessibility, identity, and the environment. Koolhaas’ Fundamentals, and 
projects like it, carve out a dangerous fundamentalist position (and I hope 
we’re all anti-fundamentalist!). Ultimately, there is no neutral ground in the 
debate between autonomy and the contingent object.

Today, axonometric projections of cubes, supplemented with turgid 
Deconstructivist prose, masquerade as “criticality” pitted against the 
status quo of the profession and capitalist instrumentality. Meanwhile, 
architecture has become increasingly disengaged from emerging 
discourses on technology, identity, and the environment. In the years 
leading up to the millennium, and perhaps due to globalization and a 
more robust market environment, autonomy faded and an interest in 
“projective” practices (purposely misnamed “post-critical” by detractors) 
emerged. 18 Realizing how flimsy the proposition that architecture could 
ever operate autonomously was, projective practices were conceived 
as adaptive syntheses of architecture’s many contingencies. Rather 
than balling up and hiding from the world-at-large, projective practices 
creatively grappled with materiality, program, politics, and economics. In 
short, projective architecture dealt with force and effect.

Despite this, decades later, the “project of autonomy” has been 
resurrected. Perhaps spurred by the crushing ennui of the so-called 
death of the “digital project”, the new project of autonomy acts as a kind 
of throwback theory, nostalgically recreating the mistakes of an earlier 
generation. Blithely unaware of the utter failure of the earlier project of 
autonomy to catalyze any meaningful change, the new criticality parrots 
the aesthetics of an earlier generation with the help of updated tools (and 
minus the prose). “Autonomy”, rather than a radical and transformational 
critique of the status quo, serves as an absurd alibi and ideological cloak 
for a “yolo” (you only live once) shape-play. Is such a position tenable?
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ABSTRACT - Architecture is usually defined through intent while cities come 
into being out of multiple human actions over a long period of time. This 
seems to trap us between a view of architecture as authored object, and a 
view of the city as authorless, evolutionary process. The debate about the 
autonomous and the contingent object thus, goes back to the separation 
of architecture from its skill base in craft and building practice that took 
place in the Renaissance. This separation also includes the operations 
through which buildings and cities are produced by designers, clients, 
users, regulatory codes, markets and infrastructures. The resurgence in the 
debate on the competing claims of autonomy and contingency testifies that 
since the Renaissance we have failed to develop theories and techniques 
that address the relationship between authored architecture and authorless 
contexts. As a result, coupled with commercial forces, recent advancements 
in digital technology and complexity theory claim architecture and the city as 
self-organization, dismantling architecture and depriving it from relevance in 
shaping social capital. If in the Renaissance, architecture was separated from 
the city, which was the relationship between the ways in which a city was 
built and the urban fabric? How can we better understand the relationship 
between the architectural project and the processes that configure the urban 
structure in which it is situated? This paper argues that for architecture to 
reclaim its scope as a social discipline it needs to theorise its relationship with 
the social, the political and the economic processes of its context.

Keywords: architecture, authorship, autonomy, design research, disciplinarily

This paper is based on our contribution to the recent ACSA Fall 
conference posing the question of the autonomous and the contingent 
object. 1 We argue that this problem should begin by examining the 
theoretical paradigms underlying the opposition between the two 
concepts. In this paper we argue that it is a binary that falls within a list 
of other philosophical binary-problems. As Bill Hillier explains, “it is no 
surprise that philosophers have been fascinated by architecture, since 
architecture is an actual-world application of philosophy. But if architecture 
had an overarching theory that addresses these binaries it would be as 
though it had solved all problems in philosophy at once.” 2 The aim in 
architecture is to see them not as formulas or problems to be solved, 
but as research questions, opening up possibilities, whether we are in a 
theoretical or design mode.

Our suggestion is that the autonomous and the contingent object carry 
the deeper question of who authors a work, a philosophical problem that 
takes its most intensified form in the Renaissance. Is knowledge and 
architectural authorship provided from outside or is it actively invented 
from within? More analytically, this question translates to: what is the 
source of the architect’s design ideas? What is the origin and what is the 
structure of the architect’s knowledge? How does authorship work? Who 
is the author of a work?
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In the first part of the paper we explore these questions by looking at 
the logical paradoxes inherent in the autonomous-contingent question, 
and attempt to provide a reconciliation between the two opposing 
concepts by examining three artifacts: Venice and two authored works 
which Venice gave rise to: Calvino’s Invisible Cities, and Le Corbusier’s 
Venice Hospital. The second part of the paper brings the Venice project 
and a design studio in the context of the “Spatial Design, Architecture, 
Cities” MSc i course (The Bartlett School of Architecture, UCL) as a way 
of addressing the autonomous-contingent problem. We argue that the 
autonomous and the contingent object carry the deeper question of “who 
authors a work,” a philosophical problem that takes intensified form in the 
Renaissance with the emergence of the Albertian model of design.

WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF DESIGN IDEAS?

If we support the autonomous object, we accept that ideas originate within 
the architect’s mind and operations internal to the discipline. If on the 
other hand, we believe that architecture is contingent to external factors, 
such as socio-economic conditions, evolution, historical influences, or 
even chance then it cannot be aided by the discipline or the designer. 
None of these positions seems to give a convincing account of the source 
of architectural ideas on their own. For Mark Gelernter, “if a theory can 
explain the role of the creative author in the generation of form, then it 
cannot explain how individuals seem to fall under the coercive influence 
of a prevailing style or a predominant ideology.” 3 And if a theory accounts 
“for how architects attend the idiosyncrasies of context, it does not 
explain why they often generate versions of familiar forms throughout 
history for many different functions and contexts.” 4 We can of course 
use one, or both the autonomous and the contingent object, but how can 
we avoid pursuing a narrow conception of design, particularly when the 
complexities of architecture demand rich, rather than shallow positions?

Viewed from the perspective of the humanistic idea of architectural 
authorship, the idea of architecture as authored and autonomous 
object is the subject of the artistic imaginative processes of inventing. 
In contrast, the view of buildings and cities as authorless evolutionary 
processes is at the core of scientific or technological processes of taking 
in existing external information as guidance to design. The paradox 
has resulted in opposing world-views in design and educational theory, 
in which architecture is caught in the divide between the Arts and 
Humanities on the one hand, and the Sciences on the other. Design-
research approaches have recently emerged (such as the design-PhD 
programme at the Bartlett School of Architecture), approaching design 
as research with an inter-disciplinary emphasis. However, the dichotomy 
still compartmentalises architecture and education into humanities-based 
and science-based research in many educational programmes around the 
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world, each seen as being intrinsically different from the other. We argue 
that none of these two positions gives a convincing account of the source 
of architectural ideas that is powerful enough to claim social and political 
agency for the discipline.

Gelernter argues that the autonomous-contingent problem goes back 
to our thinking heritage arising from a conceptual paradox built deeply 
into the Western system of knowledge. Known to philosophers as 
the “subject-object” problem or the “body-mind” problem, this dualism 
is responsible for similar confusion in many other fields, such as 
psychology and the philosophy of science. The paradox has originated 
with the ancient Greeks who devised a cosmological system to explain 
the workings of the universe that later evolved into a theory of how 
knowledge is possible, or otherwise to an epistemological system. This 
system suffered from a dualistic conception of the individual which 
allowed for two simultaneous but mutually exclusive interpretations: on 
the one hand, the individual is a physical object in nature whose actions 
and behavior are completely determined like all other physical objects 
by universal laws. On the other hand, the individual can be considered 
as a creative subject, acting and behaving by his own personal desires 
and free from external influence. For Gelernter designers identify 
themselves with the creative side of this equation, while epistemologists 
with the opposite. The underlying ambiguity of the subject-object problem 
has allowed the two sides to blend into one another in the Western 
production of knowledge. There are theories of creation that look like 
theories of knowledge and vice versa. 5

AUTHORED AND AUTHORLESS

Having discussed the subject-object problem and the way in which it ties 
theories of design to theories of knowledge, we move to the humanistic 
idea of modern authorship. We suggest that this idea forms a variation on 
these themes, subjecting architecture to another crucial dualism, which 
establishes two things: first, the superior status of architectural design 
to that of building craft and more generally to inherited, collective, non-
authored and tacit systems of spatial production; second, the superior 
status of the design original to that of variances to which the original 
might be subjected otherwise. For Mario Carpo, with Alberti, the design 
of the building became the original, and the building its identical copy. 6 

Design might have a fluid state but for Alberti, when revisions stop, they 
should stop for good and forever. Our argument is that the Albertian 
model has deeper and wider repercussions than this. It sets the superior 
status of architectural design to buildings and cities as found, because 
they are mosaics of accidents, adaptations, adjustments, additions, 
subtractions, revisions and other errors, most significantly by not having 
an author.
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But we know, even if we don’t know why or how, that architecture and 
found architectures, such as buildings, building assemblages, urban, sub-
urban, peri-urban, landscape or infrastructural contexts, are not separate 
from each other. In Hillier’s view, “we are bound up by the clear logic of 
various designs, but we also depend on exactly the absence of this. We 
delight in architecture produced by minds, but also in architectures, which 
are produced not by the ordering capacities of human minds, but emerge 
from the accumulation of unrelated acts of building spread over years.” 7

The problem of designed and emergent architectures entails the danger 
of another duality, with the binaries in the last architecture Biennale in 
mind. Rem Koolhaas’ 2014 Biennale exhibition (The Elements) posed 
architecture as assemblage of elements based on market forces that 
mindlessly operate over and above architectural intention. This view also 
marked his approach in his book Delirious New York reading the city as 
self-organizing grid that maximizes programmatic potential. 8 Focusing on 
how architecture is produced on a systemic scale, The Elements suggests 
that we need to understand architecture as assemblage. Assemblages are 
bottom up and blind to the eventual outcome of design. In contrast, the 
Albertian model of architecture is top-down, clear in its intention but blind 
to evolutionary process. Koolhaas’ exhibition drew attention to the gap 
between buildings that are architecturally conceived and those that are 
dispersed to multiple points of production. From the interaction of planning 
codes with urban plots and infrastructures to informal urbanization there 
is a growing gap between the artistic aspirations of architects and the 
systemic operation of architecture as it happens on the ground.

In the 1970s Manfredo Tafuri claimed that capitalism stripped architecture 
of its ideological purpose. Today the split between the architectural avant-
garde, land values and profit has turned architecture to “form without 
utopia.” 9 But if architecture has social significance, how can we address 
the separation between mindful buildings and mindless production?

THREE ARTEFACTS

We will now discuss the three artifacts as the means of exploring these 
questions. We chose to analyse Venice for the following reasons: 
Venice is the result of the intersection between organic urban growth 
and conscious architectural intent manifested in the medieval fabric, 
the monuments and urban spaces in the city. It was also the centre of 
Vitruvian studies, decisively opening up to the Renaissance during which 
the humanistic idea of architectural authorship developed in the early 
sixteenth century. As such, Venice can illuminate the interaction between 
architecture – seen as the “autonomous project” - and its socio-economic 
aspects – or the contingencies of context - including the origin of the 
relationship between the two. As to the Venice Hospital and Calvino’s 
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Invisible Cities, these are greatly influenced by Venice, and thus, can 
help to explain the origin of creative ideas, whether these are ideas that 
are created in the mind or ‘discovered’ in buildings and cities as ‘found’. 
Analysing Venice’s urban networks, we will argue that they capture a 
pattern of evolution from an archipelago to an urban complex. As the 
city annexed new lands, local requirements such as the need for dual 
access from water and land led to a network of urban squares and global 
scale effects. The modularity and interconnectivity of this network are 
the characteristics that have informed Invisible Cities and Le Corbusier’s 
Venice project.

The analysis of Venice’s street network 10 shows that the squares are 
all linked by a property known in graph theory as “betweeness” (and in 
space syntax as “choice”) capturing the paths that are frequently crossed 
when moving from one street to all others. 11 This characteristic is also 
observed in the combined street and canal network in Venice, suggesting 
that the squares are nodes in the intersection between the two systems 
(Fig. 1). This pattern captures an evolutionary pattern, since early times, 
as the churches and squares were the social nuclei of parish islands, 
semi-autonomous community centres, which contained a market and 
were serviced through their proximity to water.
The squares also facilitated water collection through cisterns and 
channels. The continuous network of through routes indicates that 
bridges were built so as to link the squares with each other producing a 
network of multiple interconnecting centralities. Another key characteristic 
of the squares is that they belong to a combinatorial syntax of elements: 
(square-church-cistern-canal-bridge-stepped access), leading to the 
emergence of a recognisable order devoid of preconception.

Moving to the analysis of the Hospital (Fig. 2), the analysis of the 
building using the same method shows that an analogical relationship 
between the building and the network structure of Venice is at work 
based on a modular scheme, and on networks of routes (which Le 
Corbusier called calle in an analogy with Venice’s streets) intersecting 

Figure 1. Left: Choice (3000 radius) network of street system. Right: Street-canal system. 
The two networks intersect in Venice’s squares.
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in the square areas at the centre of the Unité de battise (described 
by Le Corbusier as campiello in reference to the squares of Venice). 
In response to the question of the source of architectural form, this 
is a clear case in which the architect has retrieved the non-designed 
architecture of Venice (an urban system) and creatively embedded it in a 
new designed reality (a complex building). The source of the Hospital’s 
form is neither inside nor outside the creative faculties of the designer, 
neither autonomous not contingent, but in the interaction between the 
mind and the world whose logic it retrieves and innovatively changes to 
produce new patterns.

Moving to Calvino, the structure of the book is often discussed as a 
diamond shape. 12 Previous analysis of the individual texts it consists 
of, shows that each text evokes conceptual relationships that express 
variations of the four symmetries in the tessellation (reflection, translation 
glide, reflection and rotation). 13 Plotting these transformations on the 
diamond shape captures the interplay between algorithm and literature, 
integrating combinatorial possibility with conscious intention (Fig. 3).

All three artefacts are modular. All three consist of local-scale rules that 
produce modular and combinatorial patterns at the larger scale, casting 
light on the emergent and generative logic of bottom-up architectures. 
The morphological affinities between the three works bring along two 
main ideas: one is “relatedness,” that is, that architecture is about 
elements simultaneously entering into relationships with other elements, 
which our minds read and translate creatively; the second is that there 
are alternative and intersecting types of authorship that interact and 
influence one another, as the diagram in Figure 4 illustrates. Taking 
Venice as the main subject of the illustration, the horizontal axis plots 
variance of artefacts based on whether they are built or un-built (or 
virtual), while the vertical axis locates variations of designed and non-
designed (or found) artefacts. The three squares in the diagram capture 
differentiation of scale to include buildings, building complexes and cities.

Figure 2. Left: Axial analysis of permeability. Right: Visibility. The two networks intersect on 
the square areas of the Hospital (in an analogical relationship with the networks of Venice).



22

Designed and Emergent Tectonics: Resituating Architectural Knowledge Sophia Psarra, Fani Kostourou, Kimon Krenz

Works by eponymous architects in Venice, such as Palladio, Sansovino, 
Codussi, Scamozzi, are found on the right top corner of the diagram 
representing individual authorship that led to the production of built and 
authored designs. Venice is located on the bottom right corner, as a 
city, that largely speaking, was not the outcome of a singular design but 
emerged from evolutionary collective authorship. The Venice Hospital 
is located on the top left side of the figure by virtue of being a designed 
building complex that was not materialised. Sforzinda by Filarete, Invisible 
Cities by Calvino and other fantastic creations fall into the same quadrant 
with Venice Hospital, being characterised by ‘design’ intent, but having not 

Figure 3. The networked structure of contents of Calvino’s  Invisible Cities with the 
‘operations’ of transformation superimposed.
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Figure 4. Schematic representation of architectural production and built structures, 
according to typology of authorship (designed/non-designed) and materialisation (virtual/
built).

been implemented. In contrast, the ideal Renaissance city of Palmanova 
occupies the opposite quadrant having been realised as a military 
planned city for the Venetian Republic in the late Renaissance. Finally, 
hybrid cases such as speculative architecture fall onto the right side of the 
(x) axis, designed by architects but lacking individuality and intentionality 
of the architectural kind. Similarly, digital designs conceived in a digital 
environment as algorithmic models through collaborative authorship (and 
remaining virtual informational models) belong to the left side of this axis.

Once we have the concepts of “multiple alternative authorships” and 
“relatedness” we can begin to see how society and culture get into 
the form of the “designed and the found, the build and the un-build 
architectures” or objects. The example of the Hospital can help us 
see how found architectures such as Venice get into architecture, and 
what architecture adds to them: abstract comparative knowledge of 
the designed and the found. For Hillier, this knowledge is raised to the 
level of conscious reflective thought, and made the object of creative 
attention and innovation in a field of possibility expanded by this mode 
of thought. 14
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The example of Invisible Cities shows the generative effect of 
preconceiving the general structure of the work (in the form of the 
diamond shape), but releasing enormous amount of potentiality that 
trains the readers’ imagination. The combinatorial aesthetics of Calvino’s 
Invisible Cities is neither top-down or bottom-up, but combine intentional 
design with rules that are bottom-up and systemic in nature, encouraging 
the readers to construct their own invisible cities, and training their 
imagination. The three examples demonstrate that ideas travel from the 
external world of artefacts to the mind and to the world again through 
creative transformation. As to the autonomous and the contingent 
question, this is a matter of dynamic interaction of the bottom-up 
evolutionary recombinant logic of the mindless with the top-down logic of 
the mindful at different degrees of actuality, virtuality, and presence.

DESIGNED AND CO-AUTHORED – THE ROCINHA DESIGN STUDIO 15

Having established the theoretical premise of the discussion we move 
to the example of a design studio that explores how this model can 
inform design practice.The studio travelled to Rio de Janeiro to explore 
an educational approach in the context of the long history of informal 
settlements in the city. Located in Rocinha, one of Rio de Janeiro’s 
informal settlements, the studio had the general purpose of overcoming 
polarizations between the “designed” and the “found,” the “built” and 
the “unbuilt,” the analysis of found architectures and the design of new 
structures. 16 Drawing from Venice as an example of a city that grew out 
of a collection of semi-autonomous communities, the specific purpose of 
the design was to understandthe ways in which communities have in an 
autonomous and resourceful way created their own settlements.

The pedagogical approach was based on the observation that when 
designing in many different parts of the world the Albertian model of 
architecture needs new theories, new tools and substantial revisions. 
Based on thetheoretical idea of multiple authorships, the model proposed 
was based on the following revisions:

- The idea of negotiation between diverse types of authors, from 
architects, users and social groups to socio-spatial infrastructures.

- The idea of the interaction between found architectures and 
designed architectures discovering patterns in built structures 
through analysis, and creating new patterns through design 
propositions.

- The idea of avoiding linguistic models which tend to convert 
fuzzy problems about the city into simple definitions, failing to 
capture complexity. For example, by comparing urban space 
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to the human body, certain elements of the city have been 
considered as pathological. As a result, they were either ignored 
or considered to be in need of replacement.

- The idea of generating knowledge about the city through the 
non-discursive techniques of mapping and drawing (using space 
syntax analysis, GIS mapping and field work).

- The idea of enriching the knowledge generated by these non-
discursive techniques with discursive methods based on theories 
and critical discussions.

- The idea that in organically grown systems (such as informal 
settlements) individual agency ‘thinks’ and acts locally, but 
collective action produces larger structures over time.

- The idea that there are design outcomes that accommodate 
adaptation as time-based process.

- The idea that in order to re-imagine the city creatively we need 
to understand the relationship between transformations that work 
bottom-up in a systemic way and the creative mind that acts top-
down in a designedly fashion.

Instead of producing fixed outcomes such as buildings, or configuring 
open spaces by physical means, students developed designs that worked 
as social, economic and environmental infrastructures. These ranged 
from appropriating the cable car to service the residents of Rocinha (Figs. 
5, 6), to devising waste management networks to reduce environmental 
risks and boost the cultural identity of the community (Figs. 7, 8); from 
do-it-yourself water infrastructure (Fig. 9) to inventing the hybrid typology 
of football - housing in order to improve safety and housing conditions 
(Fig. 10). This hybrid typology consists of two types that are found in 
the settlement, in the sense of urban voids where children play football 
and houses that oversee these fields serving a supervisory role. Here 
the new typology is invented out of two found ones in a mindful process. 
The combination of analytical and design explorations was based on the 
interaction between the two kinds of knowledge avoiding any hierarchical 
bias in their relationship. On the contrary,analytical and design ideas 
were intertwined through feedback loops linking mappings that generate 
various kinds of evidence with intuitive desires. Analysis and design 
propositions were each altered by outcomes that emerged from both sides 
in the design process. Street network analysis or volumetric analysis for 
example, was adapted to investigate properties that were not previously 
explored, such as the steepness of streets affecting senior residents 
in Rocinha and transportation. Similarly, design ideas were adjusted to 
knowledge emerging from street network analysis as a way to interrogate 
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Figure 5. Active forms from the individual infrastructure to the collective and the spatial 
network. Project by Fok Chun Wing.
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design intentions, and identify the most advantageous urban locations. 
Moving between analytical knowledge, theoretical speculation, and 
different models of authorship, students developed design approaches 
that worked as alternatives to the inherited top-down models of immutable 
interventions.

Figure 6. Proposal of a new cable car station and appropriation of public space. Project by 
Fok Chun Wing.
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CONCLUSION: FOUR PROPOSITIONS FOR RESITUATING 
ARCHITECTURAL KNOWLEDGE

It is crucial though not to lose sight of the forces within which these alternative 
approaches can operate both inside and outside educational environments. 
Socially engaged architecture and evidence-based information may ultimately 
be generated and appropriated by parallel discourses of optimization – the 
attainment of an efficient outcome – be it via adaptive social ecologies, or 
innovation networks at the service of the knowledge economy, or an implicit 
approval of the market’s ability to adapt continually to satisfy consumer needs. 
In his paper presented at the conference “Production Sites” 17 in 2015, Sean 
Weiss argues that “neoliberalism’s historical relationship with architecture has 
made the discipline justify its economic relevance, undergirding the field’s 
current emphasis on entrepreneurship, innovation, collaboration, pragmatism, 
and process as the bases for socially engaged practices.” 18 This means that 
alternative design models need to be weary of how architecture’s political 
agency is not subsumed by the economic motivations of clients, or the 
distributed interactions of regulatory codes, markets and infrastructures. The 
second difficulty with socially engaged projects is the fact that they might 
concern localized interventions and sidestep more systemic problems, social, 
political, and economic situations.  

We propose that in order to channel the transformative potential of 
architecture and reclaim its scope as a social discipline we need to 

Figure 7. Community participation in active waste management system. Project by Miriam 
Fernández Ruiz.
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Figure 8. Consideration of time, space and social actors involved in the proposed network 
of recycling centres and infrastructure. Project by Miriam Fernández Ruiz.
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Figure 9. Proposal of a waste management network that combines both top-down and 
bottom-up resources. Sketches that show the application of water pipes and possible 
appropriations of them. Project by Weijie Zong. 

move away from the autonomous-contingent question and theorise its 
relationship with the social, the political and economic processes of 
context. Combining theoretical, analytical and design research, we do 
not proposean overarching theory but rather a theoretical and practical 
provocation based on the following four propositions.

First, architecture is about things entering into relationships with other 
things, which our minds grasp and creatively translate, rather than 
hierarchical separations into discovering patterns based on analysis or 
research, and freely creating patterns based on design.

Second, there are multiple intersecting authorships through which 
architecture and culture get into the form of the “authored” and the 
“authorless,” the complex ecologies of the “designed” and the “found.”

Third, at the level of design practice, this model requires negotiations 
between diverse types of agencies, from architects, users, stakeholders 
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Figure 10. Exploded axonometric of hybrid typologies. Left: Football field - Housing. Right: 
Alternative attractors. Project by Pablo Juica Yantén.

and social groups to socio-spatial infrastructures. Compared with the 
Albertian model of authorial centralization, this model has less control 
over production, but gains in reclaiming architectural agency through 
collaboration and interaction.

Finally, we argue that architectural pedagogy needs revised theories and 
tools preparing students for the “authored” and the “bespoke” as well as 
for collaborative authorships, systemic design environments, emerging 
technologies and rapidly changing contexts.
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ABSTRACT - Tolerance lies at the crux between the contingencies of 
context and autonomous production. The problem of detailing lies, in part, 
on understanding that the detail, from its representation to its actualization, 
is the architecture: tolerance is what transpires in the transformation. It is a 
byproduct of the disciplinary autonomy of architecture that is created out of 
understanding contingency: designing with it is the making of architecture. 
The whole is no thing without its parts.
Historian Kenneth Frampton discusses “tectonics” as a series of opposites, 
particularly between the “ontological” and the “representational.” The design 
of details is thus suspended between what it “is” and its appearance. What 
is crucial to consider in this relationship is that the construction of those 
details must be designed in any work of architecture. In the translation from 
drawing to built work, the design must accommodate reality: the imprecision 
of equipment, humans, materials, and site. The literal gaps given over to 
“reality” are what we understand as tolerances.
Tolerance exists between the lines of a drawing, but it is virtually the only 
way to ensure a building can be created on site. It can also be seen as 
something outside the control of the architect – a building is contingent on 
the tolerances supplied by manufacturers and agreed upon with contractors. 
The gymnastics of designing for or with tolerance is typically done behind 
the scenes so that the representation of the building (idea) and the building 
(form) appear the same.
This essay will explore architects with a particular insight into tolerance, 
and who seek to maintain control of the parameters of variability inherent to 
the design of construction through details. The work of architects including 
SHoP, Kieran Timberlake, and Frank Gehry will be considered for their 
attitude towards and understanding of the nature of tolerance. Their work 
will be studied from built object back through the design process, examining 
the ways in which tolerance is tied to tectonic expression, where the parts 
(and what lies between them) facilitates the whole.

Keywords: contingency, detail, tectonics, tolerance

In the translation from drawing to building, there exists an area of 
contingency inside the space of every line drawn. This space leaves 
room for the interface of trades and the unforgiving (and occasionally 
mischievous) nature of building materials. Concrete slumps, wood bows, 
and steel expands and contracts in the changing temperatures of the day. 
Humans very rarely draw in straight lines, and “apparent” straightness 
is more an optical illusion than a reality built from geometry. We also 
very rarely build in single materials (caves are perhaps the exception). 
Because of this, the design of buildings must confront the ways in which 
the materials of construction join together, how they age, and how they 
move independently of one another. This is also the moment where 
architecture ceases to maintain its disciplinary autonomy – tolerance 
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forces the architect to contend with the contingencies of the builders and 
materials. It is where the designer controls the uncontrollable, and why it 
is so significant to the discipline of architecture. (Fig. 1)

ON TOLERANCE

Tolerance is the deviation we allow for human (and machine) error in 
installation and in the creation of the parts that create a building. As 
with statistics, tolerance is an allowable deviation from the precision of a 
drawing that will allow a building to “fit” together. While tolerances have 
improved (read: reduced) with the industrialization and manufacture of 
materials, humans are still involved in the installation of components on 
site. The assembly of these components is fundamentally contingent 
on the various workers installing each piece of the building in the right 
location, the location being where it is intended to be on site, and each 
piece must be manufactured or cut to the dimensions in a drawing either 
off or on site. This is essentially impossible to control to perfection – in the 
field of mathematics, there are theorems 1 that demonstrate that we will 
only ever be able to get infinitely close to zero. Despite our innovations 
with robotics and BIM technologies, we will only be able to reduce 
tolerances, not eliminate them.

The act of Architecture exists in both drawing and building, but a building 
cannot be built without understanding tolerances, even though tolerance 

Figure 1. Apparent straightness. Make Architects, City of London Information Centre, 2007.
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is typically something that is never “represented” in a drawing. This is the 
reason why Vittorio Gregotti states, “…[it is] false to think that culture of 
industry or building…could solve the problem of detailing; this might be 
convenient or economic to the architect, but lead to the unprecedented 
downfall of architecture.” 2 The problem of detailing lies, in part, on 
understanding that the detail, from its representation to its actualization, 
is the architecture: tolerance is what transpires in the transformation. 
Where tolerance shows up, and where it becomes an active player on 
the stage that is architecture, is in the way details are designed to cope 
with tolerances. This design knowledge is rarely if ever taught in school, 
and only an architect that has had to face the dilemma of trades and/or 
materials coming together in an unfortunate manner will really begin to 
tackle designing with tolerances. This issue is also at the heart of what we 
consider the “tectonics” of architecture – it is the way we design the joints 
in a building because we cannot build in single monolithic materials.

For the purposes of this paper, it is critical to understand that architecture 
is not a simple assemblage of parts. Kenneth Frampton, discussing the 
etymology of the word, “tectonics” in Studies in Tectonic Culture, describes 
the history of the word’s origins from that of tekton: “…the role of the tekton 
leads eventually to the emergence of the master builder or architekton. 
That…term would eventually aspire to an aesthetic rather than a technical 
category…. ‘Tectonics becomes the art of joinings.’” 3 From the master 
builder idiom, tectonics in architecture grows to become both the act and 
art of joining. With advances in manufacturing technologies and digital 
interfacing, it is now possible to go from the drawing of a building to its 
built form with a relatively simple selection of standard parts, as long as 
the drawing only employs standard details. This is the way manufacturers 
such as Butler or Tuff Shed have made great strides in both speed and 
efficiency in construction. In architecture, however, there is always a level 
of experimentation either in the way things are meant to go together, or 
in the way things are meant to look. This typically means that a piece of 
architecture is an amalgam of standard details and designed details – the 
components of the building are also not always assembled in a “standard” 
way. Therefore the architect must rely on either their own understanding of 
the tolerances at stake in a project, or they must be able to work with the 
manufacturer to understand and design for them. There are two approaches 
of interest that architects take to tolerance in the translation between 
drawing and building. The first approach to tolerance is to acknowledge the 
issues created by both materials and installation in designed details with 
the appearance of precision. The second approach to tolerance is to refuse 
to accept contractor or manufacturer standards and attempt to precisely 
control the installation and manufacture of the components of a building, 
either through early interfacing with a manufacturer, or by taking on the role 
of manufacturer or installer on a building project.

The first approach – designing details with the appearance of precision - is 
the way in which most architects work. By designing details, both standard 
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and particular to a project, in a way that allows the materials to appear to 
come together in a precise way, there is room to play. This typically occurs 
by considering the ways the layers of a detail “lap” over each other, or by 
the ways in which they are held apart (the “shadow gap”). For instance, 
consider a structural column in an interior space. The column is often clad 
to provide fireproofing, or to disguise either the potential misalignments 
that may have occurred when the column was put in place or the general 
appearance of the underlying structure. The flooring is most typically not 
the literal structure, but a layer on top of the structure – the cladding of the 
column can be designed to easily hide the interface of the flooring with 
the column. The same is true of the ceiling. While the scenario described 
above may appear at first glance as a way of coping with shoddy 
construction, an architect designing for this detail may be considering 
much more. Earthquake movement, live loads, floor cleaning, the tactility 
of the column, durability, integrated systems, the way the column interfaces 
with other objects in the space: all of these and more may be at the heart 
of an architect’s decision to detail a column in a space in a particular way. 
These details are as important to the overall project as the form is to the 
site.

The second approach – attempting to control tolerances – has been of 
particular interest to architects designing with complex forms or invested 
in the design of the manufacture of the components of building. While 
all architects may be concerned with controlling tolerances to a certain 
level, the methods of digital modeling (including BIM technologies and 
parametric modeling) have become sophisticated and compelling enough 
tools to create the possibility to demand complete control over tolerance. 
This approach is of particular significance because it seeks to eliminate, 
through detailing, what necessitates detailing in the first place. Without 
tolerance, architecture could be a matter of designed assemblage, without 
the interface and expertise of contractors or manufacturers. This could 
radically transform what architecture is – but, by giving architects ultimate 
control over tolerance (and essentially construction), will this propel 
architecture into something new? Are BIM technologies and parametric 
modeling going to actually change the way in which we detail, and does 
this reflect a return to autonomy in architecture?

BIM, PARAMETRICS, AND DETAIL DESIGN

Kieran Timberlake founded their practice by promoting the industrial model 
of innovation and integration found in parallel industries for architectural 
practice – this can be seen most clearly in their book Refabricating 
Architecture, where they argue that as architects we must again be the 
master builder: “Today’s master architect is an amalgam of material 
scientist, product engineer, process engineer, user and client who creates 
architecture informed by commodity and art.” 4 This is in part to ensure the 
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quality of the construction and its efficient assembly on the site, and in part 
to “re-design” the way architects actually design and deliver buildings. By 
using BIM technologies, “The greatest discovery has been the resurrection 
of our ability to control craft.” 5

Kieran and Timberlake’s Loblolly House, built in 2006, is an archetypal 
example of their approach to BIM technologies and their efforts to control 
tolerances. There are three larger components to the design as it was 
translated to the site: the foundation system, the framework, and the infill 
panels. The framework and infill panels were all produced off-site under 
controlled conditions and preassembled in the factory before being brought 
to the site. The framework is entirely aluminum track with components that 
slide and notch into this track system to bolt together the frame. Because 
the frame is entirely aluminum, a single manufacturer was responsible 
for ensuring the tolerances of the members and the precision with which 
the frame could be put together. Its tolerance is extremely low. The pre-
fabricated infill panels were designed to lock into this framework, and are 
designed with the understanding that the initial frame will be extremely 
precise. 6

The foundation consists of a series of straight and leaning piles that 
support a large wooden base frame that was assembled on site. While 
some of the piles were installed as much as two feet off of their drawn 
placement, the platform serves to absorb all of these tolerances and 
ensure that the aluminum frame can simply rest on top of its wooden 
platform. 7 What is interesting about this project is not the ways in which 
they have chosen to tackle the issue of control on site, but the ways in 
which they have chosen to design (and accommodate) the prefabricated 
assembled parts through on-site fabrication and assemblage. The 
components are not quite like an ERECTOR set 8 where every fastener 
has been left exposed to reveal the way in which it was assembled. The 
components are also not entirely seeking to hide the method of assembly 
that was used to create the building. The details have been carefully 
designed to look like an aluminum frame with infill panels. But the house 
is also entirely resting on a site-built wooden raft that absorbs all site and 
installation tolerance without revealing the connection details. While great 
effort has been expended to reveal the “kit of parts” nature of the aluminum 
frame, flaunting the precision of the pre-assembled parts, the houlies at the 
opposite end of typical tolerances on a site. (Fig. 2)

Architect Frank Gehry’s office pioneered the use of digital tools as a 
way of directly translating three-dimensional models into full-scale digital 
replicas that could be outputted through direct fabrication – this can be 
seen particularly in his design of the Barcelona Fish for the Olympics in 
1992. His models build in “material resistance” 9 through the use of paper 
and other sheet materials that can imitate the intended materials to be 
used: “One of the ways Gehry focuses on the building is by translating the 
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drawing into a physical model. This crucial step relates the drawing to the 
‘logic’ of construction missing in the sequence [from drawing to building].” 10 
Once the model was complete, the office looked to their new recruit, Rick 
Smith, from the aeronautics industry, to translate this model to CATIA: “…
[the] digital model was used to directly generate a laser-cut paper stack 
model that was compared to the original physical model in order to verify 
the accuracy of the translation. It matched.” 11 From there, the model was 
developed into a digital skin and structure and attachment points for the 
skin could be determined through the model and in built form. This “skin-
in” 12 approach is similar to automotive manufacturing by offsetting the 
skin from the frame for tolerance issues – this allows the skeleton to be 
built and the skin applied at a certain offset that allows for adjustments 
as needed to preserve the smooth appearance of the skin. (Fig. 3) This 
method used to construct the Barcelona Fish has become the basis for 
the translation process from model to building for all of the Gehry’s work 
that has come since, including the Los Angeles Philharmonic and the 
Guggenheim Bilbao. (Fig. 4)

For Gehry’s office, the digital tools used for these projects enable the 
actualization of complex three-dimensional shapes – these are not 
specifically intended to reduce tolerances but to achieve construction 
at all in a timely manner. Control over the complexity of the form is 
accomplished, as is buildability, but typically these projects still rely on 
a lapped or shingled approach to the cladding to allow for tolerances 
within the skin. This is also in part because of the vast scale change 
from an automobile to an art museum – metal will expand and contract 
more over a greater surface area. The design of the actual details for the 
metal cladding on each of their projects relies on their interface with the 
manufacturers – the detail is not itself produced by the digital technologies 

Figure 2. Diagram of off-site vs. on-site tolerances in Kieran Timberlake’s Lobolly House, 2006.
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Figure 4. Similar approaches to cladding. Frank Gehry Architects, Barcelona Fish, 1992 (left), 
Los Angeles Philharmonic, 2003 (right).

used to represent it, and tolerance for these complex shapes is critical to 
preserve. While the skin itself can appear smooth, designed tolerances are 
accounted for behind and within the skin. (Fig. 4)
SHoP Architects, like Kieran and Timberlake, see the potential of BIM 
technologies to allow greater control for the architect over the “craft” of 

Figure 3. Diagram of skin-in approach in Frank Gehry’s approach to cladding. 
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building, including both design and tolerance: “SHoP adapted BIM from 
the world of engineering and incorporated it fully into the office workflow…. 
leading in this new area, and in what the partners have come to call ‘direct 
fabrication’…has allowed SHoP to conduct itself in a manner closer to the 
master builder mode….” 13 Their work with BIM technologies has pushed 
their firm into a being both architect and contractor, often working as a 
design-build service. From their PS1 installation, Dunescape, completed 
in 2000, to their larger built work, the firm works closely not only with 
manufacturers but on site during installation: “…the only drawings issued 
for the building were diagrams that resemble instructions for putting 
together a plastic model…. No measuring, no cutting, no ambiguity: 
control.” 14

The Porter House project, completed in 2003, helped establish a 
methodology for the firm focusing on specific designed complexities of 
the project, deriving detail solutions that are customized for the particular 
project. Differing from Kieran Timberlake, SHoP does not necessarily 
rely specifically on innovating existing manufactured details (like those 
seen in the Loblolly House). Instead, the Porter House cladding, similar 
to the methodology that created Dunescape, is designed to specifically 
accommodate an extensive variety of widths using an identical spacing 
between panels, as well as specific “other” conditions such as windows 
and corners:

“The pattern was calibrated to make the most efficient use of 
standard sheets of zinc. We worked closely with the fabricators to 
understand the properties of the material and the parameters that 
defined its manipulation. Each panel was laser-cut directly from 
our digital files and etched with a reference code that was keyed to 
installation drawings, which indicated location of panels, sequence 
of installation, and special instructions such as flashing details and 
mock-up requirements.” 15 (Fig. 5)

Similar to Gehry, their efforts in managing the transition to construction 
is designed in part to make the project at all buildable. The number of 
different panel types on the Porter House would be daunting and cost-
prohibitive without the “paint-by-number” strategy designed into the 
cladding system. As with Gehry, SHoP’s approach to the spacing between 
panels is not derived by the digital modeling program used to fabricate 
the cladding, but the tolerance and spacing is critical to making the project 
quite literally come together.

CONCLUSIONS

These architectural practices have all used parametric modeling or BIM 
technologies to maintain control over the built outcomes of their designs. 
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Figure 5. Diagram of customization and standardization in regards to tolerance in SHoP 
Architects’ Porter House, 2003.

Regardless of their differing goals and radically distinct project types, 
there are potentially two key aspects worth discussing in relationship to 
tolerance and the design of details. The first is that these digital modeling 
methods can be a kind of foil for interfacing with manufacturers and 
builders, allowing the architect to use the detail design as a way of driving 
whole architectural projects. Francesca Hughes writes on the Architecture 
of Error, “Architectural practice is all about serial translation and serial 
approximation, whose action must nonetheless remain invisible if it is to 
serve up the seamless correspondence between idea and form, drawn or 
built, it promises.” 16 The gymnastics of designing for or with tolerance is 
typically done behind the scenes so that the representation of the building 
(idea) and the building (form) appear the same. What is interesting about 
these three practices is that the correspondence between idea and form 
are directly informing each other so that tolerance no longer has a back 
stage presence. The interface of the digital medium allows for the design 
for tolerance to be an integral part of not only the representation of the 
building but fundamental to the design of the building.

The second aspect to consider is that regardless of the digital interface, 
the actual design for tolerance is not designed in that digital interface. 
Said another way, designing for tolerance is not simply accounted for 
within parametric or BIM modeling. Dan Willis and Todd Woodward, 
discussing this dilemma, describe the process of generating an “exact” 
and accurate digital replica that require gaps to account for “errors” in 
production and assembly, such as paint and varnish:
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“These artificially defined gaps, which facilitate the precise 
computer-controlled fabrication of building elements and allow 
for their assembly in an imprecise world, require the judgment 
of an architect or building expert. We believe the inevitable 
‘errors’ present in reality, including natural processes such as 
thermal expansion and weathering, make it impossible to achieve 
a direct correlation between digital data and a constructed 
building. Interpolation, based on an understanding of construction 
tolerances, material behavior, and the ergonomics of building 
assembly, will always be required.” 17

Returning to Gregotti’s sentiment, the problem of detailing will not be 
solved by the building industry or by the increasingly sophisticated ways 
in which we can simulate a digital version of the built outcome. The 
simulation will never erase the need for tolerance, or the need to design 
ways in which to hide or take advantage of these errors.

An intriguing avenue in design is created by using the “slippage” created 
in the translation from BIM or parametric modeling strategies to built 
objects. Nader Tehrani, writing on his “edge” project explored at the 
Graduate School of Design, at Harvard, describes one such approach: 
“We designed a panel to allow for a small tolerance of slippage between 
the individual units, and also to permit an overall form with indefinite 
edges – a concept that allowed our prototype the possibility of being part 
of an extended system.” 18 Where this project breaks from those discussed 
in the paper is the way in which the detail is designed first without a 
complete understanding of the potential whole. While the Loblolly House 
structure and infill panels, the Porter House cladding, and Gehry’s skin-in 
metal cladding can all be reimagined into different forms without losing 
the detailing methodology or approach to tolerance, it is intriguing to think 
through the design of a detail (from the initial cell and its connection to the 
next) leaving the eventual application open-ended. While both strategies 
depend on the overall result and agglomeration, tolerance for Tehrani’s 
project becomes critical to the buildability of the end result through the 
looseness of the connections, not an increasingly precise control.

The benefit of examining these types of projects does not necessarily 
derive from their ability to reduce tolerances, nor is it because of the 
power of BIM and other direct fabrication technologies. These projects 
are interesting because of the knowledge of tolerance in detailing that is 
necessary in spite of their interest in reducing tolerances or use of BIM/
direct fabrication technologies. The paneling produced for the façade of 
the Porter House is interesting because of their economic use of zinc 
sheets, but the paneling is a powerful design because the form of the 
Porter House can change and the panels would still accommodate the 
form. The panels are also designed with an overlapping fold that builds 
in a shadow gap between panels and adds strength to each component. 
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Gehry’s skin-in approach allows him to create exuberant forms, but it 
also gives him a flexible installation strategy using lap joints to self-
correct. Again, the form could be substantially different but the design 
of the installation system will remain – that design is the strength of the 
project. Kieran Timberlake’s Loblolly House is not an advancement in 
prefabricating houses, but the kitbashed details that generate the House 
(modified from standard Alcoa framing) creates another system of details 
that could generate an entirely different house with the same parts. By 
eliminating all site tolerances in one move with the platform on which the 
house sits, the detail of the transition from wooden platform to aluminum 
frame allows the project to be built, again with a system that could 
accommodate different forms. All of these projects are not necessarily 
stronger by the use of BIM or parametric technologies: their design 
strengths lie outside of these programs and in the ways the architects 
have made impossible or potentially impossible to build projects buildable 
– not with a paint by number system at installation, but with a strong 
design knowledge of the way the components are intended to fit together. 
The details are the design of the project.
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ABSTRACT - The purpose of this paper is to argue for “practice” as an 
autonomous object in architecture by rehearsing contemporary attempts 
at its definition, and offering an alternative. To support the argument, 
the author utilizes the characterization of objects from the philosophical 
practice Object Oriented Ontology (OOO). Additionally, exemplars from 
a realized project designed by the author are used to demonstrate how 
representations reveal the metaphysical autonomous object of practice from 
within material projects. The aspiration of this work is to hunt for an object 
of architecture independent of the polemics and compromises that seek to 
legitimize practice with academic and professional audiences. The author 
suggests that the pursuit and articulation of an autonomous practice that 
exists outside of both the contingent singular building, and the relations 
to all other architectures that academic discipline demands, is useful in 
empowering new creative practices in the field.

Keywords: computation, postmodernism, project delivery, representation

Practice, like many others terms used in architecture, has a slippery 
definition that is often confused, conflated, and exchanged for a spectrum 
“Pr” words that permeate architectural discourse. Project, Profession, 
Process, Procedure, Precedent, Product, Program, and Problem are all 
stand-ins for practice on occasion, but by themselves seem inadequate to 
comprehensively define Practice. Even more problematic is when these 
terms are stood up as straw men to drive a wedge between practice and 
its claims to architecture’s autonomy. The bias from the contingency camp 
that gathers to oppose autonomy is that practice in architecture is at once 
too dependent and too relational to be capable of claiming authority or 
distinction over its own domain. It’s useful then to look at recent attempts 
to situate and define practice in the field as a means to assess its current 
position and speculate on its redefinition as an autonomous object.

“…I have found that the view of practice as a series of dialectical 
dualities is an apt model. Analysis of the data has led me to the 
conclusion that the profession tends to favor one component 
of each duality while neglecting the other, thus creating an 
imbalance that can lead to certain problems. The neglected 
domain is the territory of practice itself, which is why I focus on 
bringing practice back into the balance, back into dialectic tension 
with the profession.” 1

In Dana Cuff’s terms, practice reconciles the oppositions of individual and 
collective, specialists and generalists, business and art, decision making 
and making sense. An integral balancing act of profession and discipline, 
Cuff sees practice as answering the questions of “what” and “how” in 
architecture with a conciliatory answer (so akin to how sociologists often 
treat dialectical problems), one that seeks to reunify content, method, 
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form, means, so often separated by disciplinary positions ignorant of 
the multitude of influences that lie beyond architects’ control, but greatly 
affect their work. 2 While this position seeks to situate practice as a 
comprehensive milieu wherein architects design, it transforms practice 
into a form of mediation—a context that comes into being through the 
disputes it attempts to resolve. This view seems to marginalize practice’s 
role in the contract between discipline and profession, a reactionary 
position overburdened by its obligations and compromises, incapable of 
exceeding contingency; dialectic tension becomes conflict resolution.

While Cuff’s definition of practice “as a series of projects that an 
office is organized to attract and to accomplish” 3 ambitiously pursues 
comprehensives, it remains merely “about how to take the heat,” 4 a 
defensive posture in relation to attacks from the profession. At best, this 
ethos of practice is about getting work, while remaining indifferent to the 
ambitions of architecture as a cultural field that exceeds that definition. 
Cuff’s is an engaged and critical practice that can only operate on what 
is known, and since this definition forecasts its logical conclusion, the 
question remains whether practice can be definitive yet speculative: “If 
you have a project, it is the architect who defines the world around him/
her. And if you have a practice, it is the world that defines you.” 5

For Peter Eisenman, “practice” is set in opposition to “project,” incapable 
of overlap. In his explanation, project critiques the status quo of the 
discipline and the world, and is therefore political and ideological. Project 
is an intellectual pursuit carried out as a critical meta-narrative that may 
engage the world at large, but is articulated in a manner to address 
architects with an epistemological stake in the field. An insider-game, 
Eisenman’s “meta-project” can only be advanced successively through 
certain individual projects (commissions and buildings whether built or 
unbuilt), those who’s parameters are such that the architect can resist or 
challenge specific, local demands. The architect’s project should resist 
and avoid consumption by the normative constraints of the profession. 
Practice, on the other hand, are projects that are so overdetermined, 
that their tight controls choke out any chance of executing a concept, 
subsequently undermining possible contributions to the architect’s 
project. Using his Pinerba Condominium in Italy and the City of Galicia 
as exemplars in a recent lecture, Eisenman described the former, a 
housing project, as “practice” while the now renowned landform cultural 
center was elevated to the status of project. The aesthetic tropes and 
techniques of Eisenman’s work appear in both projects, but similarities in 
the multi-scalar shifting grids, sheared juxtaposed forms, and atectonic 
pastel palette are dismissed as superficial. Although this distinction is 
not explained thoroughly by Eisenman, one can infer that Pinerba is 
a recapitulation of earlier work, a cliché, while Galicia is a conceptual 
advancement, evidenced by Eisenman noting the critic Jeffrey Kipnis, who 
claimed this as one the first buildings to achieve a “critical affect.” 6
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Eisenman’s hard line between contingent practice and autonomous 
project attempts to subordinate the former as the inferior counterpart 
of the latter. After establishing this clear distinction, the line becomes 
fuzzier when he goes on to acknowledge practice’s vital role in the 
formation of a project. Quoting Manfredo Tafuri, “Peter…I would not 
have been interested in your architectural project if you hadn’t practiced 
architecture.” 7 Peter confesses, “I don’t think you can arrive at a project 
whole. You need to go through the possibilities of practice to arrive at 
project.” So where does this leave Eisenman’s practice? On the one 
hand, as an object, a practice can only succumb to the pressures of 
quotidian professional obligations, surrendering architecture’s resistive 
or critical force. On the other, practice is a medium for the establishment 
and enactment of a project, not be mistaken for its raison d’etre, but 
central to its effectiveness. Eisenman’s definition of practice does seem 
to support his Post-Functionalist project where the architect “is no 
longer the originating agent. Objects are seen as ideas independent of 
man. In this context, man is a discursive function among complex and 
already formed system of language, which he witnesses, but does not 
constitute.” 8 

Here practice’s usefulness is in giving this language an independent and 
indifferently determined referent, the information and elements that can 
be appropriated and indexed by the participant designer. For Eisenman, 
practice is neither the gas nor the engine driving his project, practice 
is the grease, a lubricant for his post-human machinic architectural 
procedures. Practice keeps the project moving.

Trying to fill in the gaps left by the first two cited definitions of practice, 
it may be useful to assemble the desirous objects of these discourses in 
an attempt to construct a more complete term: “Practice is the architect 
defining the world through a series of projects that an office is organized 
to attract and to accomplish.” Here practice has both an intellectual 
imperative and a venue for its execution. Although this composite 
definition begins to have a place, it is less clear whether practice is a 
situated object or action. Caught between the architect and the office, 
inexhaustible as either a figure of architect’s imagination or sum of the 
procedures and activities that brings buildings into being, practice requires 
further distinction from Eisenman’s project and Cuff’s practice if we are to 
consider it autonomous.

“What is proposed here is instead a notion of practice flexible 
enough to engage the complexity of the real, yet sufficiently 
secure in its own technical and theoretical bases to go beyond 
the simple reflection of the real as given. Not a static reflection of 
the concepts defined elsewhere (either the codes of professional 
practice or the dictates of ideologically driven theory) but a 
rigorous forward movement, capable of producing new concepts 
out of the hard logic of architecture’s working procedures.” 9
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Stan Allen offers a third practice, a “material” practice, concerned 
predominantly with “matter, forces, and material changes” an elastic figure 
that shapes substance to create “new objects or organizations of matter.” 
He opposes this with discursive practices that through their hermeneutic 
and critical function compete with architecture’s predominant material 
complex. For Allen, ideology and ethics are both external to practice, to 
be ignored (theory) or neutrally accommodated (ethics). Constituents 
germane to material practices are the suite of transformational 
techniques such as projection, notation, calculation that are constant 
but intermediaries; linkages that direct changes material states and 
configurations.

Allen’s practice has two forms of material production, at once creating 
new realities and the concepts that produce them, a recursive algorithm 
commanded by a forward vector. Defined by the “work itself” practice 
releases architecture from the introspective search for its own meaning 
and preservative justifications, instead positioning a performative practice 
measured by its possible effects on the world. 10 But his conceptualization 
of practice reaches its limits when challenged to present a point of 
departure or terminal destination. Allen’s material charge is profoundly 
useful when literally practicing, that is working on an established and 
monolithic set of protocols, but is ineffective at formulating practice. It 
is only when coming to terms with the immaterial that his practice gets 
purpose.

While Allen’s definition is succinct when dealing with architecture’s 
relations to the known real, it drifts when coming to terms with the 
abstract in practice: “Architecture itself is marked by a promiscuous 
mixture of the real and the abstract: at once characterized by a degree 
of abstraction, and at the same time directed toward the production of 
materials and artifacts that are undeniably real.” 11 Here, Allen conveniently 
drafts abstraction to the service of the real while elsewhere he seems 
to contradict this, recognizing, rightly so, that architects “work to effect 
transformations of reality at a distance from the author.” 12 The power 
of Allen’s argument for practice is contrasted by its greatest risk, the 
dualism of “simultaneously inhabit(ing) both (real and abstract) worlds” is 
undermined by the dialectical monism of his “ensemble of procedures.” 13 
While Allen pays close attention to the real, in this domain his definition 
of practice can quickly devolve into a homogenous field of everything 

Figure 1. SILO AR+D, North Presbyterian Church, Cleveland OH, 2013. Equation. © SILO 
AR+D.
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happening all at once. It is only in the abstract where practice gives 
architecture direction and scope. When working on the material real, 
Allen’s treatment of practice is largely undifferentiated, a uniform and 
delimited set of tools, imperfect by his own definition, leaving concepts 
and objects as the products that architecture avails itself. But it is in the 
remoteness from the real in the regime of abstraction, where the architect 
begins to have some freedom to develop authority in practice. Incidentally, 
through his argument for abstraction’s role in material practice, Allen 
opens the door to practice’s autonomy by suggesting: if architectures 
only access to the real is indirect, and the means to affecting reality 
remain abstract, is practice then the domain where architecture asserts its 
strongest claims to autonomy?

 As dialectic for the profession, the medium for the execution of 
disciplinary project, or as tools for transforming reality through abstraction, 
contemporary understandings of practice agree that it serves some dual 
or mediating role in architecture, claiming a territory that it is more than 
a portfolio of discreet projects or the activities of an office or firm, but 
less than a purely theoretical or ideological approach. Practice emerges 
through causal relationships between project and profession, but slips 
the grasp of either a governing theory developed for a meta-project 
or narrative, or the mere dealings with circumstances of projects or 
buildings. It is through the illusiveness of this definition where practice 
asserts is independence from either pole, and becomes the real object on 
architecture’s interest.

 If one is concerned that the argument that architecture’s foremost 
preoccupation is the pursuit of a practice, rather than an intellectual 
project or a collection of material artifacts, is too a radical proposition, 
think of a “body of work.” Like practice, a body of work is clearly a thing, 

Figure 2. North Church. Projection. © SILO AR+D
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an object whose essences or qualities are ineffable. A body of work is more 
than a catalogue or an oeuvre complete, and, although brought into being by 
the life of an architectural organization, it is not exhausted by interpretations 
of its content and theories of its existence, and remains discreet nonetheless. 
As an abstraction, the body of work is also not something an architect 
works on directly, only obliquely, a peripheral but persistent concern that 
comes in and out of attention during the pursuits of the task at hand. But it 
is always there, somewhere. On these terms, “practice” and “body of work” 
are synonymous in their interactions with architecture as objects, things to 
which the motivations and sensibilities of architecture are directed. If there is 
any distinction, it might be in appearance, as practice receives the attention 
of thoughts and actions in its evolution, while a feelings and emotions are 
directed at the body of work in its reception. Regardless, practice is being 
positioned here as an object that has an essence and qualities of its own, 
beyond complete control, understanding and influence of the discipline, 
profession, projects, or architects. This metaphysical object is undeniably 
real, but has qualities that are only made available episodically; a fleeting 
apparition that enters consciousness amidst architecture’s transactions with 
reality and abstraction.

This definition of “real object” borrows liberally from philosopher Graham 
Harman and his philosophical practice Object Oriented Ontology 
(OOO), whose work has within the last decade entered the architectural 
imagination. A branch of the philosophical movement known as 
speculative realism, OOO posits that objects are irreducible entities, 
that aesthetics is first philosophy, and that reality cannot ultimately 
be known. More importantly, objects can neither be reduced to their 
constituent elements and parts, nor to their effects and relations on the 
world, which constitutes their autonomy. In Harman’s terms, there are 
two kinds of objects: real and sensual. “Sensual” objects are those that 
inhabit the phenomenal realm, objects that exist only for another object 
that encounters them, but whose essences remain inaccessible. The “real 
object” is autonomous from whatever encounters it, is always withdrawn 
from experience, but may “emit sensual qualities.” 14

Returning to the task at hand, Harman’s argument can be tested against 
the posited definition of practice as a real object. First, practices do not 
exist in the experiential realm. Whether we consider Eisenman’s project, 
Cuff’s dialectic, or Allen’s tools, practices are autonomous insofar as 
they withdraw from relations to praxis, and exist beyond their constitution 
by architects, offices, and projects. And since the qualities of objects 
are hidden until they “break,” or come into attention from the withdrawn 
interior realm they principally inhabit, we can imagine practice as an 
object that exists in the background, one whose form can neither be 
defined theoretically or pragmatically.

Given their relative tangibility, it may be difficult to think of a building, or 
this paper, as real immaterial objects, but with practice it becomes easier, 
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precisely because it tends to escape representation. If tasked to draw 
or describe a practice (paradoxically given the nature of this paper), one 
finds this effort complicated significantly by the limited appearance of its 
sensual qualities. In turn, does practice’s autonomy inhibit an architect’s 
agency in establishing its character? Harman himself suggests the 
means to quell the anxiety that emerges from this apparent loss of the 
control. First, humans are but one of an infinite level world of objects, 
making them a participant rather than the director, and with the four-fold 
structure of OOO (real/sensual, objects/qualities), the phenomenal world 
can have influence without knowing essence of a practice. Also, causal 
relations may have a necessary use in an object’s genesis, although the 
essence and qualities of the object will ultimately escape and withdraw 
from the procedures and circumstance of its creation. 15 Nominally, there 
are similarities between Eisenman’s post humanist project, and the 
mechanisms of this approach, but where Eisenman’s project sought a 
multiplication and destabilization of relations between signs and referents 
indexed from an irreducible language, the objects of OOO are a universe 
of discreet object to object interactions.

As an autonomous object, architects don’t design practice; they hunt 
for its qualities and hint at its eidos through the continual production 
of creative work. A practice can never be made whole by drawings, 
buildings, or texts as architects work directly on projects and indirectly 
on a body of work. Practice has its own mysterious form, can only be 

Figure 3. North Church. Postmodern Computation. © SILO AR+D
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assessed in retrospect as a thing in and of itself, difficult to paraphrase, 
and can only be alluded to through representational metaphor. As a field, 
architecture emotes a love of practice, the real object of affection to 
which architects direct their efforts, intelligence, and feelings, attempting 
to demonstrate their love through the creation of sensual architectural 
objects. 16

Figure 4. North Church. Diagrams. © SILO AR+D

Figure 5. North Church. Interior. Photo by Pease Photography
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In our own practice, SILO AR+D, we have (futilely) searched for 
appearances of an autonomous form of practice within our work. By 
continually returning to and revising projects through any medium at 
our disposal – drawings, models, photographs – we have attempted to 
explain, fake, ruin, and misinterpret our own work to reveal the hidden 
character of practice that lurks behind the projects. (Figs. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5) In 
these collages, diaries, scrapbooks, diagrams, and maps, everything is 
in play – from the story (real or imagined) of how we got the project and 
the family of precedents we copy from, to how the architecture may have 
developed if pursued by imaginary architects using the same concepts. 
This effort instigates fresh thoughts that create space for us to remember 
and forget, speculate and plan, think about the current project, and 
dream what might happen next. The drawings act as a contextualized 
heuristics and has a pseudo-mathematical function: a machine or method 
for processing and transforming interactions between disciplines and 
contingencies. Without ever knowing our practice, this work brings to our 
attention the tension of ambition, influence, limitation and liability through 
representation. While not explicitly capable of producing new work, these 
efforts approach something akin to Harman’s four-fold, hinting at the real 
autonomous object of our practice.
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ABSTRACT - Grossformen im Wohnungsbau is the title of an unassuming 
pamphlet that German architect O.M. Ungers published in 1966 as 
part of the Veröffentlichungen zur Architektur series (VzA #5) during his 
tenure at the TU Berlin in the 1960’s. In it Ungers reimagines the singular 
architectural intervention at a scale between architecture and urbanism as 
a counter measure to the rapid urbanization brought about by Europe’s 
postwar boom. The formal coherence of Grossform (literally meaning “large 
form” in German) could provide a framework within which the unplannable 
processes of the contemporary city played out, while acting as stable 
markers of identity in an expanding urban field of increasing formlessness. 
Many of the ideas introduced in Grossformen would resurface throughout 
Ungers’ career, and eventually find their way into the better known Green 
Archipelago project. But where the morphologically pure islands in the 
Green Archipelago form a “dialectic city” only as a federation of ideal 
fragments, the scaleless concept of Grossform equally suggests the 
possibility of the island itself becoming a “dialectic object,” containing the 
exacerbated differences of the archipelago within. Faced with an urban 
environment in which traditional tools of urbanism have come to be swept 
away irrevocably by a limitless proliferation of building production, this 
reconsideration of the urban agency at the architectural scale appears 
highly pertinent today. Reconstituting the conceptual underpinnings of 
Grossform and outlining the trajectories of the “dialectic city” and “dialectic 
object” in reference to Ungers’ work, this paper aims to contribute to the (re)
emergent debate on the conditions and constitutions of the architectural 
object: Through the combination of programmatic neutrality and formal 
specificity, Grossform may serve as the starting point for a contemporary 
paradigm in which the architectural object carries renewed urban relevance 
beyond its bounded form.

Keywords: archipelago cty, form, monumentality, O.M. Ungers, urbanism

“This century has been a losing battle with the issue of quantity.” 1

Thus announced Rem Koolhaas the death of urbanism 20 years ago and 
predicted an era concerned with fields, processes, expanding boundaries 
and flows. This prognosis has proven remarkably accurate, and the 
last 20 years have been testament to a search for a renewed urban 
agency through the “informal” and “soft” and a manipulation of processes 
and infrastructures. Albeit drastically exacerbated since the 1990s by 
globalization and digitalization, the formal disintegration of cities is by 
no means a new phenomenon. Already by the mid 1960s the essential 
outlines of this process were visible enough for architects to prompt 
increased speculation on alternative models of urban thinking that went 
beyond both the historical city and CIAM’s ageing functionalist doctrine and 
sought to engage with the new challenges.
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BETWEEN FORM AND INFRASTRUCTURE

Among this first generation, groups such as Team 10 had since the 
1950s developed an expanded understanding of architecture that would 
incorporate infrastructures, embrace notions of flexibility and states of 
“in-between-ness”, and value relationship over finite form. It was through 
contact with the work of Alison and Peter Smithson, Aldo van Eyck and 
other core members of this group that the young German architect Oswald 
Mathias Ungers first started to developed a lifelong interest in urbanism 
– and it would be in contrast to the ideas of Team 10 that he sharpened 
his own conceptual framework, increasingly becoming estranged from 
the group in the 1970’s. Grossformen im Wohnungsbau was published 
as VzA #5 in December 1966, the year after Ungers had attended the 
1965 Team 10 meeting in Berlin (which he documented as issue #3 of his 
newly launched Veröffentlichungen zur Architektur pamphlet series). Based 
on a lecture given in Moscow earlier that year, Grossformen stands out 
among other VzA pamphlets in that it is Ungers’ first attempt to formulate a 
coherent position for architectural action in response to the very “battle with 
the issue of quantity.” 2 Acutely aware of the problem at hand, Grossformen 
would draw somewhat different conclusions. On the opening pages a small 
drawing illustrates a thought experiment: If the eight million living units built 
between 1950 and 1965 were given architectural form, they would cover the 
500km of highway between Hamburg and Frankfurt in a building 100 stories 
tall. This image sets up a unique and - at the time - uncommon position for 
the relationship between architecture and infrastructure: While comparable 
in scale of production and volume, Ungers does not equate them: The 
central question for him is how an increase of quantity can be transformed 
into a new architectural quality. This new quality is for Ungers inextricably 
connected to a new way of thinking architectural form: Grossform is to be 
the architectural response to the scalar jump of infrastructures caused by 
mass production, population growth, and increased mobility. This response, 
although literally translating as “large form”, is less about size but about 
formal coherence. Consequently Ungers defines Grossform through four 
formal categories:

“...
1. The existence of an over-accentuated element
2. The existence of an additional binding element
3. The existence of a figure and theme
4. The existence of a system or an ordering principle“ 3

Form in Grossform acts as a stabilizer and container within which program 
and infrastructure play out. Ungers proceeds to lay out four basic categories 
of Grossform: “Street,” “Plateau,” “Wall,” and “Tower.” While the latter two 
are described as formal, and show an interest in considerations of type, 
the first two categories are labelled “functional”. An extensive catalogue 
of precedents illustrates each category, assembling projects by pre- and 
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postwar modern architects (including Le Corbusier, the Smithsons, van 
den Broek & Bakema, Atelier 5 in addition to several of his own projects) 
and covers the scalar range between building (Torre Velasca by BBPR) 
and city (Linear City by B. Lavrov). Interestingly, there is little conceptual 
difference between form and function for Ungers: “Street” and “Plateau” - 
as “continuous linear element” and “expansive ordering element” with the 
quality to “bind disparate parts.” 4 - take elements typically considered in 
infrastructural terms and idealize them as abstract types. This “containment” 
of infrastructure within formal categories is remarkably different from the 
systems- and performance-based approach that characterized the work 
of many of Ungers’ contemporaries, but also his own thinking for much of 
the 1960s. 5 Where much of the architectural thinking of the time focused 
on the manipulation of infrastructures and systems to directly impact 
human behavior in a habitat no longer defined by traditional elements 
of architecture, Grossform assumes no direct correlation in this regard. 
Infrastructure is treated as formal element and decoupled from any notion 
of determinism. At the same time formal concerns for Ungers do not exist 
in a vacuum and removed from human experience. It is through its formal 
legibility that architecture (and by extension, infrastructure) assumes a 
unique position among its surroundings and can be understood conceptual 
act rather than functional necessity.

GROSSFORM AS “THEME”

Koolhaas’ own response to the “losing battle with the issue of quantity” 6 
is to abandon both the pursuit of form and urbanism altogether and define 
“Bigness” as an interior condition between a building’s façade and core. 
For him, sheer size alone – in conjunction with the potential of content - 
suffices to create a condition of interior multiplicity, where “such a mass 
can no longer be controlled by a singular architectural gesture, or even by 
any combination of architectural gestures.” 7 Ungers’ by contrast is explicit 
about absolute size not being the exclusive qualifying criteria for Grossform. 
For him a small house can be a Grossform, “as much as a block, a district 
or an entire city.” 8 Adalberto Libera’s Casa Malaparte is included as an 
example of a Grossform, in which the entire design is determined by the 
overaccentuated elements of stair and plateau. The formal coherence 
achieved by “the existence of a figure or a theme” 9 – is thus more important 
than “gross - large”, which refers less to absolute size but to the inclusive 
quality associated with strong form. Where Bigness rebuts the desire for 
a large building’s exterior to truthfully express content (understood by 
Koolhaas as program), Ungers introduces a different kind of formal legibility 
as a quality through which Grossform supersedes the sum of its parts: “Only 
when a new quality arises beyond the sum of individual parts and a higher 
stage of development is reached, Grossform emerges.” 10

No less than Bigness, Grossform consequently de-couples form and 
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content. But where for Koolhaas program alone is a sufficient organizing 
device, the “new quality” for Ungers emerges from what he calls 
architectural “themes”: “Concepts such as living wall, living carpet, living 
funnel, living hill and living panel contain larger connections and at the 
same time characterize categories of a new approach to imagination in 
design.” 11

This metaphorical legibility – architecture as “Wall”, “Funnel,” or “Carpet” 
– is by no means a self-serving tool, but intended to establish architecture 
as separate from the performative and managerial aspects of the city. As 
scaleless ideal form, the “theme” sets apart Grossform from what Pier 
Vittorio Aureli would later call the “sea” of “urbanization” 12 – the expansive 
agglomeration of a predominantly infrastructurally driven built environment. 
The cognitive process of “reading” architecture– less in an analogy to 
language but as a fundamental visual act – allows the architectural 
intervention to become a charged presence in the city by directly appealing 
to the observer’s capability for conceptual synthesis. The parts thus become 
subservient to the idea of the whole. The idea of the theme was a recurring 
topic in Ungers’ thinking throughout the 1970s and ‘80s and would be 
elaborated upon particularly in his contribution to the “MANtransFORMS” 
exhibition at the Cooper-Hewitt Museum in New York in 1976 and the 
associated publication City Metaphors. 13 It may be with some difficulty 
that from today’s point of view – having experienced various degrees and 
qualities of postmodern “thematic” narratives – the idea of the theme can 
be appreciated in its initial ambition. One of the most lucid accounts of this 
intent may be a passage from Ungers’ 1982 book Die Thematisierung der 
Architektur (Architecture as Theme):

“The need for a thematization of architecture means nothing if not 
moving away from the blind alley of pure functionalism or – at the 
other end of the spectrum – from stylistic aberrations and a return 
to the essential content of architectural language.” 14

“An architecture that does not derive its themes from itself is 
like a painting that tries to be nothing more than a photographic 
reproduction. The theme and content of architecture can only be 
architecture itself.” 15

BETWEEN ARCHITECTURE AND THE CITY

Grossform marks the beginning of a move away from a systemic thinking 
about the city that characterized the late modern project within CIAM 
and equally within the following generation. Commonly, responses to 
the challenges of urbanization were understood in the early 1960s as 
having to be embrace the entirety of the human habitat as a more or less 
continuous environment. By superseding distinctions between individual, 
building and city, concepts such as the megastructures promoted by Reyner 
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Banham aimed at the integration of the entirety of human experience 
into a coherently plannable whole. Accordingly, much of Ungers’ work on 
the city around the time of Grossformen was indebted to an approach 
that interpreted the city as a system of infrastructures into which the 
individual building was to be absorbed. A good example would be Ungers’ 
Veröffentlichungen zur Architektur publication Berlin 1995 (VzA #25, 1969) 
which envisions Berlin’s future development as an entirely systematized and 
quantifiable process of urbanization. Grossformen is not entirely free from 
the systems thinking of the 1960’s, but it starts to mark the beginning of a 
reorientation in Ungers’ work.

When Ungers writes that “[…] every building loses its importance as a 
self-contained unit, […] This leads to the interpretation of buildings as 
parts of different, but coherently interrelated systems.” 16 he adheres to a 
paradigm that – at least in writing – stresses the importance of a larger 
systemic framework. But despite this, the actual focus of Grossformen is 
not on systemic integration, but the singular architectural intervention. The 
tightening of formal relationships and architecture’s core competencies 
of space-making for the first time hint at the potential of difference over 
seamless integration. The localized “qualitative determination of place.” 17 

Ungers envisions, speaks of the potential to leverage this degree of 
visible difference towards a potential to engage in a series of open-ended 
relationships with the city and its occupants. No longer understood as the 
inevitable outcome of a larger system (such as the “cell” is the inevitable 
consequence of “megastructure”), Grossform re-asserts architecture as an 
equal agent in the constellation of the city. Both “form” and “theme” start 
to move into the vacuum left behind by a functionalism not able to fulfill 
its promises. Ungers sees them as neither self-reflective nor symbolic, 
but as proactive tools to engage in a series of dialectic exchanges which 
would open up new possibilities beyond systemic determinism. Not the 
pure autonomous object is the goal of Grossform, but the architectural 
intervention in constant dialogue with the city’s non-architectural systems as 
well as with each other.

However, Grossform stops short of either a concern with architecture’s 
internal processes of formation or an obsession with the narrative 
fragment, and displays a continued belief in the agency of architecture’s 
transformative potential. While all of this is only implicit in Grossformen 
at this point, Ungers would ultimately move much more radically towards 
breaking the coherence of the systemic integration and explore the 
intensified dialectics between increasingly antithetical qualities of the single 
intervention in the urban field.

A project that like no other marks this shift is Ungers’ 1972 project for the 
Tiergartenviertel in Berlin: a competition entry for the development of a 
linear city area along the Landwehrkanal. The team around Ungers (whose 
most notable member was a young Rem Koolhaas 18) faced an urban 
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condition marked by various degrees of disconnect: firstly, between the official 
desire to develop the area in a coherent way as a future connection between 
West-Berlin and the historic center in the East and its de facto location as a 
peripheral area adjacent to the Berlin wall; secondly, between the area north 
of the canal with its singular volumes and the southern part with the remains 
of a nineteenth century block structure. The proposal consists of a series 
of five single interventions, each responding to and acting upon a specific 
urban condition: each Grossform in this constellation remains localized and 
episodic. Each object aggressively transforms its immediate context: a series 
of perimeter blocks are placed on the interior of an existing block, densifying 
at the same time as confronting the existing war-torn blocks with its own 
ideal mirror-image. A “pedestrian cross” forces a relationship between four 
individual sectors by spanning across the street, and finally – almost the 
inverse - a gridded ideal volume is itself segmented by the existing roads. All 
interventions appear as if suspended between the commitment to a larger 
whole and the dedication to their sites. They share a language of abstract 
abrasiveness that sets them apart from their respective contexts, yet do 
not quite move beyond a collection of exemplary objects towards a larger 
totality. While most of these islands are tied to larger systemic networks of 
infrastructure (the pedestrian connects to a newly proposed subway line, a 
sunken building frames a subway stop as a linear volume, and the gridded 
multipurpose building is conceived as a hub at the crossing of two roads and 
two subway lines), even these systems appear disconnected and unable to 
provide the stable background for the floating islands.

The project comments as much as it acts: the impossibility of a totalizing 
concept for the Tiergartenviertel is rendered visible, but the dystopian 
paralysis is countered with the transformative energy of each intervention. 
The Tiergartenviertel competition marks a definitive shift towards realizing 
the potential of Grossform as an integral part of the concept of the dialectic 
city that Ungers would lay out in subsequent years as a coherent idea. The 
dialectic city fully acknowledges the impossibility of contemporary urban 
environments to be planned according to a single strategy, instead calling 
for the simultaneous presence of thesis and antithesis as a system in which 
each Grossform takes on the character of a distinct island of exacerbated 
difference to its neighbors.

“The city made up of “complementary places” consists of the largest 
possible variety of different parts, in each of which a special urban 
aspect is developed with a view to the whole. In a sense it is a 
system of the “city within the city.” Every part has its own special 
features, without however being complete or self-contained. […] 
and therefore combines with other highly developed places to form 
a complex system, a kind of federation.” 19

The best known manifestation of the dialectic city in Ungers’ own work is 
likely the project for “The City in the City – Berlin as Green Archipelago.” 
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The outcome of the 1977 Cornell Summer Academy – a collaboration 
with significant contributions by Ungers’ former student Rem Koolhaas 
and others 20 - transforms Berlin’s greatest weakness into a conceptual 
asset: the city’s lack of formal coherence is exacerbated by its reduction 
to a series of morphologically pure islands floating in a metropolitan void. 
Retroactively idealized, each island becomes a fragment of an ideal city 
independent from each other yet co-dependent in a federative system: 
Leonidov’s Magnitogorsk is suspended next to the Weinbrenner’s baroque 
plan of Karlsruhe in an urban space of exacerbated difference. Ungers 
refers to this quality as coincidentia oppositorum (coincidence of opposites), 
a term borrowed from Nicholas of Kues’ De Docta Ignorantia. Emergent in 
the Tiergartenviertel and fully formed in the Green Archipelago the model 
of “variety-in-unity” is already visible as one of the ambitions central to 
Grossform.

Figure 1. Where the Green Archipelago forms a federation of parts, Grossform suggest both 
a model for multiplicity-within-unity of each island and the reading of West-Berlin as a single 
“dialectic object.”
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BETWEEN SINGULARITY AND MULTIPLICITY

Ungers saves his most important point – the underlying thesis statement 
for his manifesto – for the last pages of the pamphlet when he answers the 
rhetorical question “Why Grossform?”:

“Grossform creates the framework, the order and the planned 
space for an unpredictable, unplanned for, spontaneous process 
– for a parasitic architecture. Without this component any planning 
remains rigid and lifeless.” 21

The capacity of the formal framework to contain a multiplicity of 
unpredictable contents is supported by an illustration of the medieval city of 
Arles occupying the fortified container of the former Roman amphitheater 
after the decline of the Roman Empire. This image is remarkable in two 
ways: Firstly, it expands on the previously mentioned separation of form and 
content and introduces the component of change over time: Not only can 
the framework of the radial structure supersede immediate considerations of 
function, but it can do so over time and in the most radically antithetical way 
- bridging even the difference between monumental architecture of imperial 
Rome and medieval residential fabric.

Form here is entirely disconnected from ideological content or social 
connotation, and for Ungers it is the architectural presence sui generis that 

Figure 2. Historic prototype for a Grossform between “object” and “city”: the medieval city of 
Arles (France) built into the Roman amphitheater.
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enables new sets of social possibilities precisely because it can rise above 
programmatic prescription. Although acting as a kind of superstructure, 
the “flexibility” displayed in the Arles arena is very different from the one 
sought in the various incarnations of the megastructure approach from the 
1960s. Megastructures in their majority relied on the overarching agency 
of systems of structure and climate control to define a habitat no longer 
bound by traditional elements and enclosures of architecture. 22 Grossform 
strongly rejects the predominance of the systemic side of architecture and 
inverts this relationship, albeit towards a similar goal of openness and 
interchangeability: here the explicit emphasis is on the basic elements of 
spatial production and the irreducible typical forms of architecture.

“Superstructure” in Grossform is always formal structure, and systems 
are imaginable at best as part of the parasitic infill. Here, Grossform 
comes closest to some of the ideas put forth by Aldo Rossi around the 
same time: in The Architecture of the City (1966) he uses examples of 
repurposed Roman architecture (the arenas of Arles and Nîmes, the 
Santa Croce district of Florence and plans for the transformation of the 
Coliseum by Carlo Fontana and Pope Sixtus V) to support the claim for 
the dialectic relationship between fundamental types of the urban artifact 
and the dynamics of the city. Ungers’ thesis on Grossform, in fact reads 
much as a direct analogy to Rossi’s description of the Portuguese city 
of Vila Viçosa which he examines from a similar point of view: “Only the 
preexisting condition of a closed and stable form permitted continuity and 
the production of successive actions and forms.” 23

Ungers’ interest in the dialectic relationships of Grossform, however, was 
not exclusively focused on its role in and exchange with the city, but equally 
invested in the inner workings of Grossform as an architectural object and 
self-contained entity itself: The second suggestion inherent in the Arles 
image is a blurring between the distinction of “object” and “fabric” - or put in 
another way, the possibility for Grossform to exist simultaneously as “object” 
and “city”. With a clear boundary to the outside, all relationships (temporal/
programmatic/ideological) in Arles are relegated to the inside of a complex 
container and negotiated within the confines of the object and its inherent 
formal logic. Unlike the islands of the Tiergartenviertel in their precarious 
balance between fragment and whole, the whole is never in question. All 
parts in Arles – from the concentric arrangement of dwellings to the addition 
of the fortification towers – are subservient to the larger object without 
sacrificing their respective individual character. In an analogy to the dialectic 
city this quality of the object to negotiate difference within its confines will be 
referred to here tentatively as the “dialectic object”.

Much of the reading of Ungers’ work has privileged a view of an emerging 
postmodern urbanity based on the fragmentary character of his urban 
projects. Yet for Ungers “variety” and “unity” are inseparably linked in a 
dialectic entanglement and Grossformen equally lays the foundations for 
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a number of projects that start from the other end of this spectrum. One 
such example is the unassuming design for the expansion of the museum-
castle of Morsbroich near Leverkusen of 1975. In an analogy to Arles the 
project consists of a thickened elliptical wall determined by its linear spatial 
enclosure and a radial structure of bearing walls and frames.

The internal logic is gradually subjected to a series of transformations to 
accommodate different programs (housing, café, art school) and a variety of 
spatial and sectional configurations in the segments. Morsbroich approaches 
the problem of coincidentia oppositorum in a way that could be described as 
the inverse of the logic of the Tiergartenviertel competition: where Berlin’s 
absence of coherence prompts an overemphasis on individual dialectic 
islands, Morsbroich accepts the “island-ness” of the baroque museum 
garden, then subtly undermines its totality from the inside. Ungers explains:

“This conception of architecture is neither unitary nor pluralistic, 
neither closed nor open, neither rigid nor free. It is linked to a 
theme, on which it produces variations and the whole variety of its 
possibilities for expression is brought into play. It is not based on a 
dogmatic position or on a political programme, but on the aspiration 
for an architecture characterized by conceptual and thematic 
restraint. It is conceived to prevent the rigidity of total order and also 
the chaos of total independence.” 24

Figure 3. Dialectics within the object: The linear structure of Ungers’ Morsbroich Museum 
subtly transforms a primary structure to contain difference.
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Tiergartenviertel and Morsbroich operate on extreme ends of the spectrum 
of Grossform, the former emphasizing a conceptual totality understandable 
only as the “theme” of urban islands (pointing the way towards the 
archipelago) and the latter zooming in on the possibilities of one island and 
its inherent potentials to contain difference within while largely disconnected 
from its surroundings. This set of nested dialectic relationships – between 
the city and the object and the object and its constituent parts – was by no 
means exclusive for Ungers.

An earlier project displays both of these relationships simultaneously and 
achieves a remarkable balance as a “not-quite-object”. Cologne’s Grünzug 
Süd was conceived between 1962-65 resulting from a competition to 
develop a heterogeneous area between the peripheral districts of Cologne 
Zollstock and Raderthal. Interestingly, Ungers describes the project as an 
“attempt to deduce a new order from the characteristics of both districts. 
This is the specific content of the project as well as the generalized one,” 25 
positioning it fittingly as a prototypical experiment.

The design consists of the simple linear organizing principle (again, the 
theme of the “wall”), that spans across several blocks and reinforces 
the edge between Cologne’s southern suburb and a large park, the 
actual Grünzug or greenbelt. Divided into six “thematic” segments, each 
is treated as a distinct enclave and finds its own organizing principle 
within the primary theme of the wall. The wall thus undergoes a series 
of morphological transformations similar in operation to Morsbroich’s 
transformed ellipse: as double wall, folded wall, and closed perimeter 
block, which itself again contains objects within its poché. Each segment 
interprets a morphological situation found in the surrounding context: an 
impressive spread as part of the competition boards assembles these urban 
types before they are embedded as transformations into the linear primary 
structure. The wall-object becomes a catalyst through which contextual 
clues are assembled, reinforced and ultimately shape a new context in 
which the situation as found is “not only to be preserved, but also to be 
interpreted and enhanced in their historical situation.” 26

What results is a “linear city” held together by a simple formal primary 
structure robust enough to be adopted to a variety of uses. Grünzug Süd 
plays out two dialectic relationships at the same time: one between the 
legible “wall-object” and the city, the other one between the segments within 
the wall. As a “not-quite-object”, the project is discernible in its totality, yet 
simultaneously exists as a series of exchanges with the city. Each of these 
moments are highly transformative in their immediate contexts (and in this 
way resemble the agency displayed by the interventions of the Tiergarten 
competition) yet belong simultaneously to a conceptual totality.

Grossform provides a template for a project that is rooted equally in 
a disciplinary concern for architecture’s core values as much as a 
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consideration of urban processes. In contrast to many of his contemporaries, 
however, Ungers never reduces architecture to a mere instrument to direct 
these processes, but acknowledges a complex set of dialectic relationships 
between form and social content. The distance at which he positions 
architecture from questions of social agency is easy to misread as a 
disregard for these concerns. Yet it is precisely this distance that to him 
represents the only possibility to carve out a space in the metropolis of the 
late 20th century that remains truly open to unscripted occupation.

Grossform – and much of Ungers’ work throughout the 1960s and ‘70s 
maintains a precarious balance between autonomy and contingency – often 
at the cost of being heavily criticized by both proponents of a “socially 
engaged” architecture as much as declared “formalists”. As his relationship 
with the members of Team 10 cooled down due to his formalizing 
tendencies in the 1970s, Ungers would conversely find himself fiercely 
attacked by a frustrated Colin Rowe who had to witness his supposed 
formalist co-conspirator devise design studios on social housing during his 
tenure at Cornell University between 1969 and 1975.

Figure 4. Grossform as “Almost-Object”: Ungers’ Project for the Grünzug Süd in Cologne 
oscillates between part and whole.

Figure 5. The parts of Grünzug Süd: an archipelago of exacerbated differences. Different 
groupings of dwellings are organized along the primary “theme” of the wall.
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Grossformen im Wohnungsbau is the attempt to formulate this “in-between” 
position into a coherent manifesto for architecture’s agency in the city. 
It remains an incomplete project, and although many of its ideas can 
be traced throughout Ungers’ work, Grossformen is much more than a 
historical document. In 1966, Grossform starts to grapple with the issue of 
quantity and a city that increasingly dissolved into a field of urbanization – 
a process whose results Rem Koolhaas lays out unsparingly thirty years 
later in “Whatever Happened to Urbanism”. But in many ways the essential 
positions have remained unchanged – with the ghosts of the 1960s 
haunting the discursive landscape of today.

A generation of architects has since the ‘90s indeed ventured out 
on a journey to irrigate “territories with potential”, enable “fields that 
accommodate processes”, “deny boundaries”, and may even have 
discovered some “unnameable hybrids” 27 along the way. Fueled by the 
possibilities of digital data and motivated by additional challenges of 
globalization and ecological necessity, this generation has expanded on a 
position laid out in its fundamentals by Team 10 and others. At the same 

Figure 6. Martin Hättasch, Project for the Reuse of the Decomissioned Airport Berlin 
Tempelhof, 2015. Tempelhof’s historically charged void is interpreted as an “accidental” 
Grossform. The functional “birth defect” of the neo-baroque plan and resulting disconnect 
between form and function is transformed into an asset as the formal framework for a 
new district. Embedded in this new city-object is a dual set of dialectic relationships: 
between different types of housing fabric and between monument and fabric. The resulting 
relationship is less one between fragments, but rather one in which different parts contribute 
to a legible larger whole.
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time a newer generation is currently setting out to resurrect a project 
of formal autonomy concerned with disciplinary processes, formation, 
representation and the conditions of the architectural object. Owed in part 
to a desire for a renewed cultural significance of architectural form, this 
discursive trajectory finds itself at times dangerously close to a regressive 
stance towards a (supposed) formal autonomy turned disengagement.

Grossform can serve as a strong reminder that “object” and “city” – 
“disciplinarity” and “engagement” – need not necessarily be mutually 
exclusive. The set of dialectic relationships which Grossform enables – 
between architectural object and city, and within the architectural object 

Figure 7. Martin Hättasch, Project for the Reuse of the Decomissioned Airport Berlin 
Tempelhof, 2015. Tempelhof’s historically charged void is interpreted as an “accidental” 
Grossform. The functional “birth defect” of the neo-baroque plan and resulting disconnect 
between form and function is transformed into an asset as the formal framework for a 
new district. Embedded in this new city-object is a dual set of dialectic relationships: 
between different types of housing fabric and between monument and fabric. The resulting 
relationship is less one between fragments, but rather one in which different parts contribute 
to a legible larger whole.
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itself – can be a starting point towards an expanded understanding of the 
architectural object’s capacities to engage rather than retreat. In times 
of increasing political instabilities and economic flux it may be the formal 
architectural object that can once again provide a neutral backdrop and 
define spaces for a renewed collective experience in the vast expanses 
of digital and physical fabric. As Grossform recognizes, this is possible 
precisely because form is disconnected from the non-formal systems that 
make up our economic, ecological and political environment. As such the 
architectural object becomes not the deterministic and inevitable result of 
our understanding of the city, but the stable framework for what we don’t 
control. As the plannable city crumbles away the dialectic object may 
starts to take on some of the tasks formerly provided by the city: frictions, 
opposites, programs and constituencies are increasingly being negotiated 
within the boundaries of the object. The process is one of simultaneously 
scaling up and down: the object becomes more and more like the city, the 
city more like an object.

POSTSCRIPT

The closing image of Grossformen im Wohnungsbau – the medieval city 
of Arles growing from the ruins of the Roman Empire – may contain an 
analogy that is equally haunting and soothing: Grossform at the center 
of the renaissance of the polis after urbanization has run its course and 
expansion reached its limits. Grossform as a new beginning. The dialectic 
object as new city from the ruins of the empire.
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ABSTRACT - Architecture constantly negotiates the ideal and the real. 
These two conditions, being a reflection of cultural values and practices, 
change over time. I suggest that what remains constant to architecture 
are the lasting spatial and formal qualities that engage in constructing the 
physical and cultural landscape: how it channels natural light and air, how 
its permanent structures organize space, frame and supports life, shelter, 
protect and comfort. There are the qualities that make architecture endure 
and adapt to a changing cultural and natural environment. The placement 
of architecture in the real world often seems contaminated by a multiplicity 
of socio-economic structures and processes, but its situation in the world is 
also what provides an opportunity to engage in the making of a landscape 
where over time architecture finds a critical autonomy and relevance. The 
role of architecture in making or responding to the landscape is one of 
the critical questions in current debates about autonomy and contingency. 
In this paper, I expand on the work I presented at the ACSA conference 
at Syracuse University in the Fall of 2015, where I explored how the 
discipline of architecture has absorbed the landscape as a conceptual 
space, to “theorize critical means of engagement with the formal, spatial 
and performance qualities of its territory, to define critical contingencies 
that are meaningful through space and time, and to refuse those that can 
keep it tied to the trivialities of a temporary situation.” More specifically, my 
work examines how the notion of the ecological permeates the architecture 
discipline from the field of landscape, providing a framework for architectural 
discourse to theorize the relationship of the idealized and the real, to create 
new singular form within a situation of multiplicity.

Keywords: autonomy, contingency, ecology, landscape, theory

“The pride of architecture was to make real the fiction, because 
the way in which architecture was produced implied a continuity 
between form, as contrived in the mind, and built form in such 
a way that the latter became the only existing reality. The 
ideal world was transformed into a real work because what 
characterized architecture was the fact that it should be built.” 
(Rafael Moneo) 1

Recently the Fall 2015 ACSA conference invited scholars to revisit the 
debate on the tension between autonomy and contingency, between 
architecture that is an autonomous discipline and architecture that is a 
cultural product, citing the work of K. Michael Hays in his 1984 essay 
in Perspecta, titled “Critical Architecture: Between Culture and Form.” 2 
Hays examined what he called a critical architecture, “one resistant to 
the self-confirming, conciliatory operations of a dominant culture and yet 
irreducible to a purely formal structure disengaged from the contingencies 
of place and time.”3 While revisiting Michael Hay’s interpretation of 
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architecture as autonomous form, the notion of an idealized condition 
or moment occurring in a purely conceptual space”. I could not help 
but reflect on the nature of a conceptual space in itself. I asked: “Can 
architecture discourse conceive of such a space where the built form can 
be generated on purely internal logics?”

I argue that the closest the discipline of architecture has been to creating 
this presumably vacuous conceptual space has been the times when in 
search for disciplinary autonomy the discourse centered on the creation 
of typological forms, codified in handbooks and manuals of the nineteenth 
century. Architecture typology was preoccupied originally with elemental 
and primitive forms, tied to history and meaning which Rafael Moneo 
identifies with the theories of Quatremere de Quincy’s concept of “type,” 
and later to rules of composition or disposition of architectural elements, 
identified as Durand’s concept of genre in the XVIII century. 4 Moneo 
makes a clear case for how the notion of type in architecture, contrary 
to the common perception of abstract geometry, was a formal structure 
“intimately connected with reality—with a vast hierarchy of concerns 
running from social activity to building construction.”

A CONCEPTUAL SPACE FOR ARCHITECTURE: LANDSCAPE AS 
THE SPACE OF THE IMAGINATION

Typology as a theory seeking autonomous form was ultimately contingent 
on social needs (program) and historical precedent. Yet what made it 
appear autonomous was that architecture was preconceived in a “purely 
conceptual space” where only form and the composition of architectural 
elements mattered, and that was largely devoided of site contingencies 
or theories of urbanism. Thus as a theory it had little power or desire to 
engage with the city or the landscape in any other way than visual. As 
a result, the formulation of these rules and categories of form had the 
unintended consequence of creating a mechanical repetition of formal 
strategies, the emergence of style as a source of differentiation, and 
thus the loss of criticality and singularity that a quest for autonomy can 
ultimately be justified on. Typological or compositional rules in architecture 
have always allowed formal accommodations to site geometry, but in 
any form of objectification of architecture is easy to neglect the critical 
engagement with the space of the landscape. In the nineteenth century, 
an internal crisis in architecture resulted from what Manfredo Tafuri 
described as the increasing primacy of formal invention (perhaps the goal 
of autonomy) and the simultaneous repetition of those formal inventions 
to a point of obsession, which generated an urban condition characterized 
by the accumulation of fragments that attested to how useless was the 
effort to invent them. 5

Critical architecture theory has had to engage with what Manfredo Tafuri 
defined as “urban ideology,” a conceptualization of the landscape: the 
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urban, the rural and the in-between. Since that moment of internal crisis 
in architectural theory, the discipline had to engage, whether explicitly 
or implicitly, with the landscape as a “purely conceptual space” for 
architecture. Beyond the modernist critique of “type” based on form and 
language, much of architecture discourse in the last century has been 
engaged in this dialectic between autonomous architectural objects, 
and the space of the city, or the urban condition. This dialectic expands 
the formal investigation “between the role of the architectonic object 
and that of urban organization.”.6 That is not to say that architecture 
engaged in urban ideology has only existed as contingent, what Hays 
would call an “instrument of culture” responsive to, or contaminated by 
the socioeconomic, political and technological processes by which it is 
generated. The argument made in this paper is that rather than purely 
a reflection of the processes that make the city, a critical architecture 
has emerged out of the abstraction of the landscape as a conceptual 
space, allowing ideas that range from the notion of region to the science 
of ecology to provide a new theoretical lens for architecture to observe, 
select, heighten and transform aspects of its situation, and to critically 
engage in proposing new formal, spatial and performance agendas for 
built form.

It is important to differentiate site, which can be naturally conflated, with 
landscape. Landscape as a conceptual space, has always been more 
abstract and therefore broadly aligned with the idealized. Whereas site, as 
a political or physical limit, has always been a found condition, connected 
to reality, and it can be more commonly tied to the immediate social, 
political, economic and technological conditions. A critical difference is 
that landscape theory has given architecture new frameworks to select 
and edit attributes of its site or region, and to create a more meaningful 
dialogue with the broader cultural construct of landscape—as an evolving 
idealized space. This was only possible with the emergence in the late 
nineteenth century of a new disciplinary autonomy for landscape theory. 
This discourse in landscape transformed the idea of landscape itself 
from what Elizabeth Meyer described as a passive setting (or ground) 
for architecture—and James Corner characterized as a passive product 
of culture—into an active and strategic agent of culture. 7 Furthermore, 
it was the engagement of critical landscape theory with the field of 
ecology and the “aesthetics of sustainability,” that resulted in an evolution 
of the concept of landscape from its origins in painting into a field of 
dynamic systems. Examining this evolution in landscape theory, and 
the corresponding theories and practices emerging in architecture as a 
response, elucidates how ecological concepts of scale, site and systems 
have been translated into a new conceptual space or framework for 
formal investigation in architecture.

Recently, landscape has dominated the discourse of ecological design 
and urbanism, inviting introspection in the field of architecture, as it seeks 
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to redefines its role and relationship to the landscape. Over the last ten 
years the theoretical discourse of architecture has shown increased 
activity and interest surrounding to notions of site, region and landscape—
terms that are likely borrowed from landscape theory. The publication of 
the book Site Matters in 2005, edited by Andrea Kahn and Carol Burns, 
was presented as the first significant effort at formalizing a theory for site 
as a conceptual structure in architecture, a subject in which the editors 
stated there was scanty literature. 8 Ten years later, we can no longer say 
that site occupies a marginal place in architecture theory. The theory of 
landscape urbanism, compiled in a volume edited by the architect Charles 
Waldheim, brings together multiple disciplines in conceptualizing urbanism 
as landscape, and describing new forms of collaboration, what James 
Corner has referred to as hybrid forms of practice. 9 These have been 
followed by numerous publications, such as Design Ecologies, where 
ecological thinking is central to design in ways that are less concerned 
with objects or space, and more with performance and dynamics. 10 
This shift in attention has been driven by an increased attention to the 
environmental crisis, the importance of the field of sustainability, and 
the search for solutions in ecological planning to replace the version of 
twentieth century planning that had been discredited by critical theory or 
challenged by new forms of growth that resist older models and solutions 
based on the morphological categorization of urban fabric.

However, it is important to recognize that, although more visible in 
the discourse now, the exchange of ideas between landscape and 
architecture theory is not a recent development, and in fact has been a 
part of critical architecture practice for a long time. What we can see in 
a brief historical survey is that the notion of landscape has provided a 
conceptual space for architecture for over a century. In this conceptual 
space the discipline of architecture has engaged with theories of place, 
regional identity, nature and lately the ecological. Through the following 
sections this paper examines some of the ideas exchanged between the 
fields of architecture and landscape theory at critical moments in history. 
The objective is to understand how the cultural and collective imagination 
of a territory – whether it is imagined as a natural condition or a 
constructed ecology —defines a conceptual space for critical architecture 
to be practiced.

ARCHITECTURE AS OBJECT OF THE NATURALIST CITY

“Urban naturalism, the imposition of the Picturesque on the city 
and its architecture, and the emphasis on landscape in artistic 
ideology, all served to negate the now manifest dichotomy 
between urban and rural reality, to pretend that there was no 
gap between the valorization of nature and the valorization of 
the city as a machine for producing new forms of economic 
accumulation.” (Manfredo Tafuri)11



82

Landscape as a Conceptual Space for Architecture: Shifting Theories and Critical Practices Michelle Laboy

Before the twentieth century, early theories of landscape, with its origins 
in painting, transformed observations of reality through subjective 
experience and imagination, into scenery where not only the human 
subject and the architecture object, but also the city, were minimized 
against the dominance of an immense and dominant Nature. Architectural 
theorist Manfredo Tafuri critiqued these naturalist concepts of the city, as 
they proved to conveniently neglect the distinctions between the natural 
and the urban, thus questioning the morality of comparing the city to 
a natural object and proposing that in urban naturalism architects took 
an ahistorical position “freed from any structural considerations.” 12 His 
argument suggests that naturalism allowed architecture a destructive 
autonomy by creating a conceptual space where the landscape of the 
city was a natural or given condition, and therefore devoided of many 
political and moral dimensions, allowing architecture to be produced 
without addressing the conditions of economic and social inequality, and 
environmental degradation involved in its making. This coincides with the 
rise of typological study of architecture, a search for formal autonomy that 
exploited the picturesque notion of idealized architecture objects placed 
in an imaged and heightened natural condition. Tafuri suggested that the 
lack of a clear urban ideology is what generated the “struggle between 
city and architecture.” How was this idea supported by landscape theory? 
Tafuri claims that this selectivity of context or a site-less conceptual 
space developed for architecture was similar to the landscape painter 
that selects the parts of Nature that should be heightened. “As a human 
creation, the city tends toward a natural condition, in the same way that 
the landscape, through the critical selection made by the painter, must 
necessarily bear the stamp of a social morality.” 13

We can find similar critical responses and moral questions in earlier 
landscape theory. The idealized landscape types of the picturesque and 
pastoral in earlier landscape theory generated what Elizabeth Meyer 
describes as critical and alternative views built around the notion of 
site, which emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century: 
suggesting the observation of the site’s precise conditions, the selective 
representation of its features, and its editing to improves found conditions. 14  
Specifically, Meyer explores how landscape theory questioned the 
morality of “transposing idealized landscape types” to a new continental, 
regional or local condition, referencing examples of early work in 
American landscape architecture. These alternative theories prioritized 
scale and local or regional ecology rather than the imported aesthetic 
principles of idealized typologies.

A parallel but rather abstract alternative emerged in architecture in 
the early twentieth century when the discipline rejected typology and 
engaged in an examination of space. However abstract that alternative 
may have been, the notion of continuous space is where architecture 
first engaged with the landscape as part of its internal logic, albeit 
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sometimes still in purely visual terms. Typologically derived architecture 
often borrowed the imaginary and distant landscape as passive ground 
for autonomous forms that could undermine the contingencies of its real 
situation. But the emergence of critical landscape theory that addressed 
local ecology, and the evolution of disciplinary tools in the last century 
that facilitated measuring, representation, and analysis of the landscape, 
have made landscape systems more legible in their multiplicity and 
complexity, allowing the evolution of the conceptual basis of landscape 
from the pictorial to the ecological. The city as a natural condition is no 
longer an excuse to avoid political and moral questions. It is in fact the 
acknowledgement of the most important moral questions of our time, the 
expansion of the effect of human action in the natural environment, the 
degradation of the rural landscape, and the understanding that cities have 
become unique constructed ecologies with their own logic and processes. 
In Elizabeth Meyer words: “Landscape architectural theory is uniquely 
positioned to contain, inscribe, embed, and express within its spaces and 
forms a culture’s complex and contradictory attitudes about the natural 
world.” 15

The conceptualization of mechanisms and organizing principles of 
ecosystems is fostering a new collective imagination of what comprises 
the landscape. Through this lens, in the context of urbanism, the 
conceptual space of the city is a dynamic system in which all parts, 
buildings and natural systems, are designed and constructed as 
interconnected, and interdependent. This changing paradigm of landscape 
has profoundly shifted the conceptual ground on which architecture 
is built. Therefore the urban landscape is not a vacuous or pure 
conceptual space where architecture exists in isolation. Instead, much 
like the discipline of landscape ecology has transformed design through 
systems thinking, architecture in the urban landscape no longer designs 
autonomous objects in sites, but instead defines different conceptual 
boundaries to define ecosystems at different scales. The autonomy of 
the architecture object emerges from occupying a unique niche in the 
landscape ecology.

ARCHITECTURE AS LANDSCAPE

Beyond the abstract notions of continuous space, new interpretations of 
modernism’s most significant work reconsider the notion of landscape in 
architecture. Critical reinterpretations emerged of a modern architecture 
that was conceived as a constructed landscape, rejecting the notion 
of landscape as purely external condition bounded to nature. Caroline 
Constant’s new interpretation of Mies van der Rohe’s German pavilion 
in Barcelona (1929) suggests that the pavilion was conceived as a 
landscape by rejecting historical references to the pavilion of the English 
landscape garden, undermining its status as an object, overcoming the 
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static quality of the picturesque object terminating a vista, and denying 
any symbolic references to nature. 16 A recent exhibition of Le Corbusier’s 
work at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, revisited his work 
through the lens of landscape, analyzing his drawings and his work both 
as an instrument to view the landscape and as constructed landscapes 
in themselves. For example, in the Villa Savoye (1929-31) Le Corbusier 
explored architecture as both framed view that borrowed the distant 
landscape, and as constructed landscape through the device of the 
architectural promenade that culminated in the roof terrace.

Operating within the historic or traditional city, modernism’s dialogue 
with the landscape was less about constructing a landscape and more 
about resisting the existing structures of the city. According to K. Michael 
Hays, Mies’ work in urban proposals for Alexanderplatz (1928) engaged 
in a form of critical resistance, avoiding any formal conciliation with the 
historical urban context. 17 But instead of de-objectifying architecture, as 
Mies later achieved in the Barcelona Pavillion, his urban proposals relied 
on a language of repetitive objects, creating resistance and difference 
with their context. The contradiction of this form of critical architecture 
through resistance to the traditional city, the site where Moneo has placed 
the Modern movement’s failure, is that what he called the industrial 
prototype returned architecture to an archetypal instrument that could 
be conceived and readapted without alteration on any site. 18 In doing 
so, the prototypical object relegates the urban landscape once again 
as a passive ground that receives architecture. This contradicts the 
anti-formalist position of Mies van der Rohe, and other modernists who 
rejected the nineteenth century formal manipulations of architecture 
types to conform to existing configurations of urban space, but in its 
place these proposals did not always succeed in engaging with the urban 
landscape in meaningful ways.  In the “undifferentiated sameness” (a 
loss of singularity) these forms not only “abstain from any dialogue with 
the physical particularities of their contexts” but also  “deny the possibility 
of attaching significance to the placement or arrangement of the forms.” 

19 Ultimately, the interpretation of architecture as a form of resistance is 
only possible in the context of its making, or in a historical retrospect. 
Once that form becomes part of a real condition, similar to any typological 
condition, its repetition and export is no longer critical. The logical 
conclusion was, according to Rafael Moneo, that “such an attitude toward 
mass production was in clear contradiction to the Modern Movement’s 
own preoccupation with the unique spatial object.” 20 In the context of 
urbanism, the modern movement too often lost connection with the 
particularities of region, place and site that were critical to the landscape 
discipline. As Elizabeth Meyer said, the “abstraction, objecthood, 
uniqueness and universality that characterized modern art and design” 
marginalized landscape architecture’s focus on matters of site. 21

While it is true that abstraction of modernism was challenged by site 
concerns, as Meyer suggested, some manifestations of modernism 
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did engage with the conceptual space of the regional landscape, 
as a reaction to that same abstraction, and as a form of criticism in 
architecture. This development paralleled what Elizabeth Meyer described 
happening in landscape theory: the reaction to the transposition of 
idealized types and the formulation of concepts tied to place. 22 Reflecting 
the discourse in the landscape field, we begin to see distinctions between 
landscape (the generalized) and site (the specific) emerging in the 
conceptual space of architecture. Frank Lloyd Wright appropriated the 
landscape of the Midwestern prairie as a conceptual space for a new 
language, which generalized and systematized formal relationships to 
solar orientation, climate, views, spatial continuity, scale and hierarchy in 
the production of architecture that was specific to the northern American 
landscape, but that was flexible enough to engage with multiplicity and 
specificity by being site-inflected. This language emerged from the 
abstraction of formal qualities of a region. Region as a concept had 
been prevalent in the discourse of landscape theory. The translation of 
region to architecture was more formal than ecological, but it provided a 
renewed autonomy to the discipline so that the boundaries of the region 
were reinterpreted as cultural in many different sites. Although his urban 
proposal of Broadacre City also failed to address the traditional city, 
and completely rejected it, its organizational principles were, for better 
or worse, based on the adaptation of a uniquely regional American 
landscape, and the desire, although naïve, to connect people to nature in 
daily life.

Similarly, the work of Alvar Aalto adapted modern functionalism to the 
regional landscape of Finland through formal, material and tectonic 
expression of an architecture that was conceived as landscape. The 
Säynätsalo Town Hall (1949-52) by Alvar and Elissa Aalto is an example 
of this approach. This project has been described as inspired by the 
landscape of the Italian hilltop town center. The Aaltos situated and 
generated a new language for modern architecture by importing a 
traditional image of the civic landscape as an architectural typology, 
transforming it through the material and topological integration of the 
building with the Finnish landscape. (Fig. 1) Combining qualities of its 
natural and cultural landscape: the mediation of light through structure, 
the vegetated surface and the topographical form of the building, were 
engaged in, transforming a single architectural intervention into an 
idealized landscape. Although the building emerges from the abstraction 
and importation of the image of a foreign landscape, the spatial, formal 
and material operations engaged with the real site and the Finnish 
landscape in meaningful and humanizing ways . Similarly, Aalto’s urban 
proposals followed the ideas of standardization of early modernism, 
humanized and adapted to the cultural and natural landscape of Finland. 
He said of standardization: “nature herself is the best standardization 
committee in the world, but in nature, standardization is almost exclusively 
applied to the smallest possible unit, the cell. This results in millions of 
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flexible combinations that never become schematic. It results in unlimited 
riches and perpetual variation in organically grown forms. We must follow 
the same path in architectural standardization.” 23 In that context, the 
objective of prototypes was not their endless repetition, but the infinite 
variation that humanized and contextualized them to their particular 
landscape. Eeva-Liisa Pelkonen argues that Aalto had an ecological 
view of architecture and planning, even though he did not use the term, 
because his thinking was “focused on the interactions between organisms 
and their environment.” 24 Alto’s schemes, including his theoretical city 
called “An American Town in Finland,” developed while he was teaching at 
MIT, explored how the standardization of prefabricated housing could be 
recombined and adapted to site specificities and landscape conditions.

ARCHITECTURE OF ECOLOGICAL PERFORMANCE

The evolution from landscape as natural condition, against which 
the technical object sits, to architecture as a constructed landscape, 
has given way to a recent view of landscape as ecology. The metrics 
of ecological landscape are defined by performance, process and 
relationships of its parts. The contemporary discourse of landscape 
and urbanism is less concerned with visual or formal qualities, but 
with the ecological performance of form. According to the landscape 
architect and theorist James Corner, this new view of landscape invites a 
reinterpretation of the most significant spaces of the nineteenth century 

Figure 1. Alvar Aalto, Town Hall, Säynatsälo, Finland, 1951. The building creates a terraced 
landscape the opens the courtyard of the town hall along one corner to spill into the surrounding 
woodland.
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landscapes through an ecological lens. For example, the value of 
Olmsted’s landscapes today, are less representational or aesthetic, but 
more on their role in the city as “ecological vessels and paths”. 25 The 
ecological lens of the landscape constitutes a profound shift in urban 
ideology. In the current state of environmental crisis, engaging landscape 
ecology as a conceptual space for architectural production is critical 
to make the discipline relevant to contemporary life. Architecture can 
engage the current agenda of the landscape discipline in constructing or 
restoring designed ecologies, by building on the notions of city as nature 
and architecture as landscape. The “disciplinary contamination” Elizabeth 
Meyer has described as “the intermingling of aesthetic discourses and 
conventions” with knowledge from other disciplines, such as geology and 
ecology, enriched the vocabulary of landscape architecture. 26 Similarly, 
the disciplinary contamination from landscape and ecology is proving 
enriching to architecture. A critical contemporary practice understands the 
performance of architectural form as an experiential and environmental 
device integral to landscape ecologies.

The concepts and aesthetics of sustainability and ecological 
performance, long a part of the conceptual territory of landscape theory, 
have permeated architecture practice. For a scholar interested in the 
dialogue between architecture and the natural environment, it seems 
worth studying the cultural and technical implications of concepts and 
intellectual frameworks, such as resilience, that are transferred from 
ecology to design fields. The ecologist C.S. Holling defined resilience, 
namely “a measure of the persistence of systems and of their ability to 
absorb change and disturbance and still maintain the same relationships” 
in contrast to stability, which we have traditionally associated with 
the permanence of architecture. 27 Conceiving of architecture as a 
component of dynamic systems that is integrated to landscape ecologies 
in productive relationships is a dramatic conceptual shift for architecture 
practice. It is hard to think of architecture as object in this context. 
Systems thinking implies that architecture is only a boundary describing a 
system of systems, and that when we expand the boundary to include its 
site, or territory, those systems can be understood as connected to much 
larger ecological, cultural and infrastructural systems. The term resilience 
has been in use in landscape and infrastructure systems for some time, 
but it is still new in the field of architecture, often used loosely, and 
without consensus in its definition and application to buildings. However, 
its value as a metaphor has been suggested as fostering the ability to 
rethink institutional structures that encourage slow restructuring, pattern 
behavior and preservation of current practices. 28

In contrast, sustainability in design, its metrics and aesthetics, has been 
explored for quite some time. But sustainability is focused on optimization, 
often pursuing notions of self-sufficiency. In that conceptual framework, 
the building can be conceived as an island, or its performance measured 
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in terms of degrees of independence (e.g. net-zero, off-the-grid). A shift 
to true ecological thinking focuses on relationships. Most importantly, it 
recognizes that any act of building transforms and reconstructs a large 
territory, will affect or connect to infrastructural networks far beyond what 
we usually comprehend, and to an existing ecology that is complex and 
diverse. Therefore it demands that the landscape and the architecture 
are not reductive, and instead be thought of as integral to each other, in 
terms of systems and not objects. Form is generative of performance, 
and although conceptual frameworks and a degree of abstraction from 
the real world are still needed to comprehend those complex systems 
and relationships, this generates a different kind of autonomy. Hay’s 
description of a vacuous conceptual space for the autonomous object has 
been transformed into a conceptual framework to explain and reimagine 
highly complex and contingent systems.

New forms of critical practice have emerged in the last few decades, by 
adopting the landscape field’s ecological thinking into the conceptual 
space of architecture. Some notable collaborations between architecture 
and landscape practices are resulting in an ecological approach to 
urbanism that reframes architecture as an active agent of the landscape. 
The type of projects they develop do not fit Hay’s definition of contingent 
architecture that is a cultural product, a reflection of socio-economic 
structures, or conventions of practice. These projects not only are 
contingent to ecological conditions, but in their effort to construct a new 
landscape ecology, they create ecosystems and define ecotones in the 
urban environment, restore relationships, provide ecosystem services 
and heighten the awareness of the systems that support urban life. The 
architecture and landscape generated from this way of thinking become 
singular forms, responding to climate and assertively creating new micro-
climates. The field of ecology is inherently about relationships, developing 
abstract models of representation to diagram and explain complex and 
contingent systems. As a conceptual space for architecture landscape 
ecology provides a framework to categorize, analyze, select, and engage 
with the contingencies and performance of systems. Frameworks of 
ecological performance allow architectural form to engage complexity, and 
to define its active role as consumer and producer of ecosystem services. 
Architecture in this context is not a passive object sitting on scenery, but 
instead must become an active agent in restoring or constructing new 
urban ecologies.

NEW CRITICAL PRACTICES

Two significant spaces in the urban landscape of Brooklyn: the Botanical 
Garden at Olmsted’s nineteenth century Prospect Park and the new 
Brooklyn Bridge Park being built along the waterfront, provide didactic 
examples of this critical form of hybrid practice. Unlike much of the 
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urban environment elsewhere, these two landscape spaces exist in an 
intensely dense and complex urban condition and are therefore clearly 
defined by distinct constructed ecological boundaries between the 
seemingly “natural” and the “built”. These classifications are in themselves 
problematic, as an ecological view of this landscape would suggest 
there is nothing strictly natural about the open space, and nothing strictly 
unnatural about the urban fabric. The terminology has been discussed 
elsewhere at length, and that can be the topic of another paper. What is 
relevant about this distinction is that these two spaces, designed at two 
very different times in history, perform important ecological functions in 
the cultural and physical landscape of the city. Two architectural projects 
within these remarkable landscapes illustrate the output of practices 
that are deeply committed to a collaborative and integrated model of 
architecture and landscape, developing singular forms that are formally 
experimental but not self-referential, and that are generated from an 
understanding of the human and natural ecology of the site in ways that 
make those systems legible. Both projects illustrate that an ecological 
approach to landscape creates a conceptual space where architecture 
cannot be objectified or reduced to categories of autonomous or 
contingent.

Prospect Park is a cultural product of a unique moment in nineteenth 
and early twentieth century when Olmstead adapted theories of idealized 
pastoral landscape for the American city, to create more than purely visual 
compositions that were informed by the reading of the geological qualities 
of the glacial landscape of Brooklyn. 29 Reinterpreted as an ecological 
space, this landscape has provided important open space for the urban 
population, a rich and diverse flora and fauna, and assumed an important 
role in the microclimate, air and water systems. Its historical and cultural 
significance, apart from being one of the oldest and most important urban 
landscape spaces in American urbanism, is that it is designed by one of 
the founding figures of the landscape architecture discipline. As the city 
of Brooklyn grew in scale and density, this landscape has achieved a 
new significance in contrast to the intense urban condition around it. Its 
relationship to the context has been reframed through a contemporary 
intervention in the space of the Brooklyn’s Botanical Garden, a unique 
moment within the landscape of Prospect Park. It’s highly curated 
landscape is a sequence that starts along the strong urban edge of 
Washington street’s wall of buildings, transitions to a formal and ordered 
garden and then dissolves into a designed condition of wilderness along 
the Flatbush Avenue edges that blends into the dense woodlands of 
Prospect Park right across. Weiss Manfredi was commissioned to design 
a new visitor center to the Botanical Garden. Their work siting the building 
was sensitive to this transition from ordered to wild landscape. The 
chosen location created a challenge of acknowledging the presence of 
the building as an object on a strong urban edge, and at the same time 
negotiating its presence in the historic landscape. Similar to the reading 
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of Mies’s Barcelona Pavilion, the alternative location of the building, 
as proposed by the architect, rejects architecture as object and as the 
termination of an axial vista. The architects claimed that the original 
location would place the building on axis with the very formal Cherry 
Walk, which would dominate the esplanade of trees. 30 Instead, along one 
axis the building is a lamination onto the berm that separates the garden 
from the parking lot, and while on Washington Street the building creates 
a clear architectural edge that unravels into pavilions under layers of 
vegetated and louvered canopies. (Fig. 2)

The practice of Weiss Manfredi has built a body of work that is 
characterized by the integration of building and landscape in cultural and 
performative ways, always leading large teams of experts in projects 
were legible forms on the land reveal spatial, performance and material 
continuities between the realm of building and site. In this project they 
worked with HM White Landscape Architects to expose and make 
legible the role of building as ground, and the ground as built form. The 
landscape architects describe the building and the immediate site as a 
system of storm water management. This integrated system also creates 
a new path for the curated display of plant life and creates new surfaces 
for biodiversity, but in this case the building creates much of the ground 
for that life on its roof. (Fig. 3) As a didactic landscape, the storm water 
management system is the most visible way to understand the role of a 
constructed landscape-based landscape system that integrates building 

Figure 2. Weiss Manfredi (architects) with HM White (landscape architects): Brooklyn Bridge 
Botanic Garden, 2012. The building on the right sits parallel to the berm that separates the 
garden from the parking lot. The paths of the landscape cut through the volume of the building, 
opening on the other side to the rain gardens.
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and site. Other systems integrate building and site in less visible but 
equally didactic ways, such as a geothermal system that exchanges 
energy with the ground to heat and cool the building using local energy. 
The architects called the garden a “constructed natural environment,” 
based on how the design of the landscape employed trees and berms to 
separate what they call an “oasis” from the neighborhood. 31 Conversely, 
the building takes on a role of constructed landscape, by creating a new 
edge or strengthen the boundary between street and garden, with a 
built form that rather than separating and formalizing, becomes a new 
threshold between two landscape conditions. Similar to Le Corbusier’s 
work at the Harvard’s Carpenter Center, there is an ambiguity between 
building and the landscape created through the weaving of paths that 
make the volume less legible as object. The lamination of the organic 
form and the vegetated surface of the building onto the berm reinterprets 
its form and function as an “emergent topography and constructed 
landform,” that creates “an inhabitable extension of the berm.” 32 As you 
walk through the plaza and cross the threshold between the two pavilions 
of interior space, the formal structure of the building unravels into layers 
of structures, canopies and paths that formalize the transition into the 
next episode of the garden. This is an approach to building that views 
architecture as an instrument for human and landscape ecologies to 
become legible and integrated constructs. Although as a form the building 
still operates within the distinctions of natural and urban, its spatial 
experience and performance reveals a landscape that is highly integrated 
and revelatory of the designed nature of the urban landscape.
Nearby, Brooklyn Bridge Park (2003-present) is a very different landscape, 

Figure 3. Weiss Manfredi (architects) with HM White (landscape architects): Brooklyn Bridge 
Botanic Garden, 2012. Green roof in the foreground and berm in the background.
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focused less on preservation or reinterpretation of a historic landscape, 
but instead on the ecological restoration of the coastal environment. Unlike 
Prospect Park, the landscape of Brooklyn Bridge Park is more legible as 
a construction, repurposing a cargo shipping and storage facility on the 
waterfront of Brooklyn. The work by landscape architects from Michael 
Van Valkenburgh Associates (MVVA), is quite explicit about its constructed 
nature, but also assertive about its ecological agenda in reusing this 
industrial landscape. The design of the park is redefining the edges of the 
piers, and reconstructing its surfaces as an open urban park space. This 
constructed landscape also performs important ecological functions that 
are intended to improve the resilience of the urban environment to storms 
and salt water floods, that act as an infrastructure of acoustic absorption 
to minimize the impact of the highway in urban life, and that provides 
a resilient coastal ecosystems to sustain plant and animal life within 
intense human activity along the waterfront. The language of the park is 
not picturesque or pastoral, nor does it invest in the distinctions between 
natural or urban. The park is a dialogue between enhanced nature and 
urban infrastructure.

In this project, MVVA, as the lead designer, invited the office of Maryann 
Thompson Architects (MTA) to design the structures within the park. 
The collaboration between these firms over the years has generated a 
significant body of work that includes public spaces in the Don River Park 
in Toronto, the Brooklyn Bridge Park, and currently the visitor center at 
the historic Walden Pond, among other projects. The architecture of the 
Warming Hut at Pier 6 (2012), rather than a new construction, repurposed 
and reinvented an industrial building from the site, transforming it into 
another form of landscape experience. The work of MTA is known for 
its integration of building and site, and the creation of unfolding spatial 
sequences that de-objectify architecture. The principal of the firm is trained 
in both architecture and landscape architecture, and has built a practice 
known for collaborating with notable landscape architecture firms in 
projects of many scales. In this project, the architects turned the building 
from static object into a dynamic spatial sequence by exposing the original 
concrete core of the building, and recladding it with a spiraling ramp that 
leads to a newly occupied roof terrace. (Fig. 4) No surface of the building 
is understood as wall or roof in the traditional sense. The ramp wrapping 
the building creates a thick skin constructed with reclaimed timbers from 
the demolished industrial structures of the park. The same timbers are 
used for park furniture throughout the park. The louvered skin around 
the ramp creates a layered reading of the object, and an experience of 
dappled light that resembles a woodland condition. Maryann Thompson 
describes the layered skin of the spiraling ramp as “mimicking the 
unfolding qualities of the landscape” creating a “diaphanous counterpoint” 
to the landforms of the park and the water. 33 This architecture is 
engaged conceptually and materially with the reuse of an industrial 
landscape. The resulting sculptural form of the architecture emerges from 
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Figure 4. Maryann Thompson (architects) with Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates 
(landscape architects). Brooklyn Bridge Park Pier 6 Warming Hut, 2012. View from above, 
showing ramp leading to roof terrace.

interpreting patterns of movement on the designed landscape, pragmatic 
considerations of accessibility, and the material ecology of the site. (Fig. 
5) The experience of the form is understood as an unfolding landscape 
condition that could not be generated absent the commitment to operate 
within the conceptual space afforded by this new landscape.

Conclusions

Evaluating the body of work of these two architecture practices shows 
simultaneously site specificity and a consistent repetition of themes 
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Figure 5. Maryann Thompson (architects) with Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates (landscape 
architects). View of Warming Hut, 2012, from the space of the Brooklyn Bridge Park Pier 6.

through language (layering, unfolding, landform, unraveling, etc). The 
formal language is consistent through the work, resulting from the varied 
inflections to site and landscape that make each building unique to its 
place. A deeper look shows that there is a recurring theme of ecological 
performance driving formal decisions, and a desire to make the landscape 
more legible through the instrument of architecture. In his seminal essay, 
K. Michael Hays described Mies’ architecture program as achieving a 
resistant authority through the “persistent rewriting of a few themes”. 
Although clearly the urban proposals of modernism, as represented 
by Mies’ work discussed earlier, can be seen as problematic in their 
relationship to the urban landscape, Hays claimed that “a persistently 
rearticulated intent accumulates knowledge” and through repetition 
“demonstrated how architecture can resist, rather than reflect, an external 
cultural reality.” 34

The construction of the building as a landscape has a long tradition in 
modernism. The use of continuous vertical and horizontal surfaces that 
are continuous from building to site, are increasingly common. The use of 
site-inflected forms, the thickening of the building edge, and the primacy 
of filtered light, are themes that have been rewritten in many projects by 
these and other practices leading in this form of hybrid practice between 
architecture and landscape. What transcends the formal language, is 
how these practices are engaged in creating new cultural forms reframing 
the older notions of autonomy and contingency in the discourse of 
architecture by considering an ecological view of form that asks critical 
questions about what architecture should be autonomous from—the 
social, economic and internal sources of disciplinary inertia driving much 
of the built form in the built environment—but also by being critically 
selective of what architecture should be contingent to, by theorizing 
meaningful and transformational connections with urban ecologies.
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ABSTRACT - For more than 20 years, Rachel Whiteread has situated 
her sculpture inside the realm of architecture. Her constructions elicit a 
connection between: things and space, matter and memory, assemblage 
and wholeness by drawing us toward a reciprocal relationship between 
objects and their settings. Her chosen means of casting solids from “ready-
made” objects reflect a process of visual estrangement that is dependent 
on the original artifact. The space beneath a table, the volume of a water 
tank, or the hollow undersides of a porcelain sink serve as examples of 
a technique that aligns objet-trouvé with a reverence for the everyday. 
The products of this method, now rendered as space, acquire their own 
autonomous presence as the formwork of things is replaced by space as it 
solidifies and congeals. The effect is both reliant and independent, familiar 
yet strange. Much of the writing about Whiteread’s work occurs in the 
form of art criticism and exhibition reviews. Her work is frequently under 
scrutiny, fueled by the popular press and those holding strict values and 
expectations of public art. Little is mentioned of the architectural relevance 
of her process, though her more controversial pieces are derived from 
buildings themselves – e,g, the casting of surfaces (Floor, 1995), rooms 
(Ghost, 1990 and The Nameless Library, 2000), or entire buildings (House, 
1993). From an architect’s perspective, Whiteread offers an unsettling 
interpretation of architectural space, one that is dependent on filling space 
to the brim, barring life from entering or holding it in suspended animation 
from within. This paper argues that architectural form, whether fashioned 
from contingencies or autonomous acts, has reached a saturation point 
in architectural criticism. The work of Whiteread helps forge an alternative 
reading that embraces the object-oriented methods inherent in design by 
turning the tables on our fascination of figural form and the obsession of 
substance. The essay analyzes several of Whiteread’s projects in order 
to explain the meaning and techniques of her work, and places them 
within the context of Luigi Moretti’s 1953 essay on the “Structures and 
Sequences of Spaces.” It concludes with research work that attempts to use 
Whiteread’s method to better understand the figural and material attributes 
of architectural space.

Keywords: architectural space, Adolf Loos, figuration, Gestalt, Rachel Whiteread

The object is again under scrutiny in the realm of architecture. As 
educators and designers we have made it the “object of focus” as we 
help others, and ourselves, decipher how to observe, interpret, analyze, 
write, and design. As architects we are drawn to the object’s power to 
attract and repulse, to inspire the sublime or to inflict alternate conditions 
by influence. From Luis Buñuel’s tragically romantic “obscure object of 
desire” to Heidegger’s rumination on the nature of “things,” the fetish of 
objects continues to lie squarely in the path of architecture.

Exercises by Peter Eisenman brought us to appreciate the internalization 
of the architectural object, an attractive play of form and syntax on 
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architecture’s own terms – perhaps the closest definition of autonomy that 
we have. The response: an era of design when architecture, landscape, 
and urbanism aspired to find sources in localities, contextual clues, 
existing practices, and interdisciplinary concerns, as in the work of Ian 
McHarg, Jane Jacobs, Kenneth Frampton and Vittorio Gregotti.
Our current situation, in the undertow of computational tools, promises an 
alternative view of objects: an appreciation of nucleic things, particulate 
matter composed of simple forms with rules that generate, randomize, 
mutate, and/or optimize architectural space. In this instance objects, like 
cells, are semi-autonomous, adapting in either positive or negative ways 
as they populate specific contexts or environments. Absent of hierarchy, 
these objects present themselves as elements, primitives or pixels. They 
steer clear of ranked order and privilege local interactions, accretions, or 
filling voids to meet the needs of a system of emerging form. Any claim to 
orders of importance may be taken as a sign of autonomous malevolence 
or a view that favors top-down measures.

The question of architecture’s objecthood is a tricky one. Indeed, what 
often starts as a movement of rootedness and contingent goodwill can 
grow to be redundant, over-used, or worse, over-valued – all signs of 
growing autonomy. As new interpretations take to the stage, the debate is 
certain to continue.

SPACE AS OBJECT

Rachel Whiteread’s sculptural work from the late-1980s to 2000 helps us 
trace the status of architecture as an object-making discourse. Whiteread’s 
approach to art suggests an infatuation with objects but also with space. 
Her castings create an impression of not only everyday things but also of 
the space around them, more precisely, the space that remains after the 
outer shell is peeled away. 

The choice of everyday objects as a source for sculpture leaves familiar 
yet foreign impressions on our perception and memory. By using normative 
objects for these casting events, Whiteread aligns herself within the objet-
trouvé traditions of Paolozzi, Duchamp, Beuys, and Johns, yet departs 
from this methodology by offering objects as surrogates, impressions that 
deny any material significance embodied by the found object in favor of a 
more neutral, often white, substitution. This neutral interpretation provides 
a means to inspect the spatial condition of the object, representing the 
atmosphere that thinly adheres to its surface, a type of outer coating that 
has been lifted from it. Whiteread often writes about the memory and 
provocations these objects inspire, reaching especially to objects from 
her childhood. These motives are common to modern art, where artistic 
inspiration frequently reflects life experiences. A closer reading however 
suggests a more nuanced approach for Whiteread, one that may help us 
know the dynamics of architectural space through static things.
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Figure 1. Rachel Whiteread, Ghost, 1990.

THREE IMPRESSIONS

Whiteread’s objects leave impressions on us in three ways: 1) her castings 
maintain close affinity with the use and function of the original object, 2) 
the resulting sculpture often draws our attention to unseen traits of the 
original object, and 3) the work of art can be rhetorical, asking us to make 
sense of it within the context that it is situated or to form an opinion about 
a specific cultural condition.
 
The first impression of Whiteread’s sculpture involves its operation within 
the capacities of the original object. The instrumentality of the object’s 
function is transferred to the casting: the space from the underside of a 
table becomes a table surface or plinth; the complementary casting of 
a four-legged stool becomes a seat. The casting of a clawfoot bathtub 
results in a similar vessel that may contain water (e.g., the volume of 
the tub becomes the bath). There thus remains a double function to the 
artistic object, which retains a shadow of its use. We see this also in the 
design of furniture by Charles and Ray Eames. For example Ray Eames’s 
1960 solid walnut stool for the Time-Life Building lobby in New York is a 
monolithic piece spun on a lathe from a single piece of wood and, like 
Whiteread’s work, is marked by strong Gestalt lines between the profile of 
its shape and the space that surrounds it. On first balance these objects 
cast doubt over what their original uses might be. Are they art or furniture, 
a machine part removed from its context, or …? In what way do these 
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Figure 2. Rachel Whiteread, Ghost, 1990, detail.

objects come to our consciousness as useful things, and is this playful 
state of recognition part of Whiteread’s intention for us as viewers? Our 
first impression of an autonomous sculptural object becomes a recognition 
then of a useful piece of furniture, a latent meaning of the object that 
emerges after a debate about its use.

The second reading encompassing an object’s form is less evident. This 
occurs when voids and crevices are exposed: the bottom of a porcelain 
sink or the space re-presented from the firebox of a coal-burning fireplace. 
The resulting objects in this instance reveal the process of their making: 
sand casting patterns and original production molds are brought to life in 
the reversal process, exposing an inquiry about the value or meaning of 
everyday things through re-contextualized form. These objects are like 
hands covered by gloves, a version of the body that is offered again in 
a different context (hand protection or perhaps elegant evening attire!). 
The notion of objet-trouvé or Duchamp’s “ready-mades” from the 1950s 
is in full play as art embraces ironies and inconsistencies that kick back 
contradictions from dispassionate white sculptural form.
 
The last application of Whiteread’s work is more pointed. In this instance 
the artist taps popular or political subjects that force a reading that is 
controversial or provocative. Some of these approaches are ironic, while 
others take clues from material culture – an alignment of associative 
imagery with popular tastes, recalling familiar iconography. For example, 
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Figure 3. Rachel Whiteread, Judenplatz Holocaust Memorial, 2000.

Whiteread’s 2000 Vienna Holocaust Memorial recalls 1930s Nazi German/
Austrian public book burnings. The nature of the memorial – a concrete cast 
room where the textured edges and pages of books become the outward 
texture and surface of the monument function to present a traditional 
memorial that Adolf Loos would describe as art’s ability “to shake people 
from their lethargy.” 1 This work challenges our norms and expectations by 
drawing upon our memories while expanding our thinking (Fig. 3).

In contrast to the traditional art piece, Whiteread’s Embankment project 
in the Turbine Hall of the Tate Modern operates on a different rhetorical 
level. As part of a temporary art program, the 2005 installation challenged 
the artist to control the 35-meter high x 152-meter long space by installing 
space itself. An array of cardboard boxes of differing sizes were used 
to cast 14,000 polyethylene forms that alter the light and density of the 
vast hall. Whiteread’s study of luminance of the vast 115 foot high space 
also remarks on how she thought simple paper boxes symbolize the use 
of natural resources, global and economic trade, as well as improvised 
shelters for the homeless amongst other commentaries (Fig. 4).

ANTI-ARCHITECTURE

Given this analysis of Whiteread’s work, we could position her as the 
anti-architect, building space by liberating it from the surfaces of the 
architectural context. Still, while her work is autonomous once formwork 
is removed, it remains dependent on the form-making surface for its 
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expression and life. Space as object is, in itself, the objective. Architects aim 
to capture and tame space, but are often distracted by the seductiveness 
of form, material, and substance. Whiteread is more patient, she slows 
the speed of space as it stretches and tugs at the walls and ceilings of 
architecture. There is a sense of the overall volumetric configuration when 
we stand and see her work from a distance, yet we are rewarded also 
with detail, texture, and mass as we close in and approach her sculptures. 
In working her first architecturally scaled piece, Ghost (1990) (Figs. 1,2), 
Whiteread lends us an account of this very impression. She writes:
 

I spent three months searching for a room in North London, very 
close to where I grew up. I spent about four months working in this 
room, casting the piece, and placing it against the wall as it was 
cast. I really had no sense of what it was until I relocated it in the 
studio. By looking at the light switch, I had suddenly realized what 
I had done. I had made the viewer become the wall. 2

 
A figure-ground reversal occurs as architecture and space are personified. 
In Whiteread’s work of cast transparent resin we see the potential of 
“becoming the wall.” In these pieces we peer through to the other side, 
a type of frozen space with suspended color and optical occlusions. For 
Water Tower (1998), Whiteread was interested in the way light passed 
through a cylindrical resin cast of a typical lower-Manhattan water tank. 
Vessel space levitating above domestic space, presented as a bright 
beacon and then as a vessel for pressurized plumbing, Water Tower is an 
example of sculpture that holds functional affinities to the original (Fig. 5). 
Another example using the same material strategy but employing rhetorical 

Figure 4. Rachel Whiteread, Embankment, 2005.
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commentary is Monument (2001), a proposal for a temporary piece on the 
empty “fourth plinth” in Trafalgar Square. 3 Whiteread replicated the existing 
plinth in clear resin, then inverted its orientation and placed it atop the 
original. A “ready-made” ironic gesture in its own right leaving individuals 
with a sense of what it means, “to place a plinth upon a pedestal.” The 
rhetorical gesture underscored what contemporary art can accomplish in 
the public arena of British war heroes and royalty. Whiteread explains that 
she wanted to calm the noise and traffic of the square’s bustle by offering 
a distraction of form and light. But it is not hard to imagine that the position 
of her sculpture – in its inverted and contrary orientation – was intended to 
upset the masculine and military history of the British status quo. 4

Figure 5. Rachel Whiteread, Water Tower, 1998.
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Figure 6. Spatial maquettes of 18 Houses by Adolf Loos. 3d printed models as part of a 
research seminar course taught by the Author at University of North Carolina, Charlotte.

THE STRUCTURE OF SPACE

In the 1952 essay, “The Structure and Sequence of Space,” Luigi Moretti 
argued that “empty space” in buildings, in contrast to their constructive and 
formal perperties, is central to understanding the nascent and full impact 
of the architectural experience. 5 In making this claim for complementarity 
between space and object, Moretti relied on the idea of space as a 
hollow that not only contains but houses dynamic elements that alter 
our interpretation and use of the spatial realm. This, Moretti claimed, is 
accomplished by the use of movements, compressions, entries, and exits. 
He assigned four principles upon which we might judge the effectiveness 
of the spatial interior: (1) “dimension,” or the physical quantity of the 
absolute volume, (2) “density,” the perceived effects based on the quantity 
of light entering a spatial volume, (3) “pressure” or “energetic charge,” 
pertaining to the relative ways that various points in space are influenced 
by the bounding enclosure, and (4) “quality,” which he described as 
analogous to the fluidity of space embodying energies that are restricted or 
released as they move freely within the interior.
 
Moretti’s notion of “empty space,” along with his description of volume 
as a stage for kinetic experience, can be applied to the energies in 
Whiteread’s castings. We see this “energetic charge” of space in 
context to her choice of “ready-mades,” although in Moretti’s case the 
environments are the ruins of Rome and the weathered surfaces of the 
Italian Baroque. His creation of figure/ground model reversals in plaster 
of Hadrian’s Villa and Guarino Guarini’s project for Santa Maria Divina 
Providenza in Lisbon in the 1950s were some of the first modern studies 
of architecture and space. With these, along with his dense prose, Moretti 
characterized an autonomous spatial reading of architecture not unlike 
Eisenman’s argument for pure architectural syntax in the 1960s and 
1970s.
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Figure 8. Spatial maquette of the Fleischner House by Adolf Loos.

Figure 7. Spatial maquette of the main staircase of the Tristian Tzara House by Adolf Loos.
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FIGURES TRAVELING THROUGH PLANES OF CONTEMPORARY 
SPACE

Placing Moretti’s architecture and writing within the context of Whiteread’s 
spatial objects conjures further debate about the spatial role of 
architecture. The focus on space as an agent of modern architecture 
shares its history with the rise of Gestalt psychology and the liberation 
of cultural space from the stratification of Western spatial practice. Le 
Corbusier’s plan libre enabled a new democratic space, built on eroding 
the limits of spatial order with freedoms afforded by new structural 
principles. Wright’s preference for the horizontal confirmed a new plane 
for domestic space and its connection to the landscape. Both of these 
architects argued for the dynamic use of space, whether traveling an 
architectural promenade or scanning the prairie with moving eyes to spy 

Figure 9. Spatial maquette of the stair space in Sou Fujimoto’s H House. Model by Ian 
McIver and Rafael Lopez for a course taught by the Author.
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views of the distant horizon. Modern space embraced time, motion, travel, 
and distances beyond.

In order to understand figural space in conjunction with the architectural 
promenade, a team of students and myself studied and fabricated a series 
of Whiteread-like castings. Choosing several built and unbuilt houses by 
Adolf Loos, we investigated the entry sequences and social patterns of 
four interrelated spaces typical of his domestic work: foyer, washroom and 
coat alcoves, living/music rooms, and formal meal areas. The raumplan 
organization of the Loosian interior was chosen specifically to understand 
transitions through the house that occur not only as door/threshold 
conditions but also by way of stair ascensions and subtle floor level 
changes. (Fig. 6,7,8)

The arrangement of Loos’s rooms reflects codes and etiquettes of the 
social structure of the times. Many of these houses were serviced by 
domestic help, therefore the arrangement of interior spaces reflect strict 
lines of public and private. From the earliest houses to the more recent 
shared arrangements, demonstrate a regard for the entry sequence. Foyer 
spaces were frequently not grand. These opened onto larger, light-filled 
rooms for dispensing heavy outerwear. The equipment in these spaces 
tell the story of intimate domestic rituals matched to the architecture – 
the removal of damp coats to be hung on brass metal hooks, built-in 
mirror glass so guests could check their appearance before engaging the 
pleasantries of social exchange with hosts, etc. Often there were simple 
porcelain sinks to wash up at, plumbing fixtures that Loos favored and 
openly exhibited in these introductory spaces of the house. 6

3-D printed maquettes describe a volumetric sequence. In the raumplan 
these spaces are often connected via an ascending stair. Voids and 
incisions in the resulting form denote space that would be occupied by 
floors and walls. Windows and doors are seen as surface reliefs and 
indicate apertures where inside and outside thresholds occur. Notable 
features of these volumes (unlike the drawings that generated them) 
illuminate how the architect tailored each space according to the correct 
height to plan ratio in much the same way a suit is fitted to the body. 
When viewed from below, we see how stair space is thrust from below 
into destination spaces, exposing how dramatic vertical thresholds were 
created and introducing space as a series of dynamic social occurrences 
as inhabitants moved up and through the building’s section.

In the spirit of Rachel Whiteread’s inversion of form into readable space, the 
resulting objects from our study reveal themselves as volumetric imprints 
exposing the limits of raumplan room arrangements. The castings allow 
us to inspect closely the balance of habitable mass against slim surface 
features. Along the faces of these models exist the texture of interior walls 
and ceiling soffits. Windows, doors and other openings understood in relief 
are oriented outwards, pushing their way through of the void (Fig. 9).
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DOUBLE AGENCY

The value of Whiteread’s artistic technique may, in the end, not be directly 
transferable to architecture or architectural space. Rather, the influence 
of her method could be thought of as semi-autonomous, a contingent 
pause that enables a reflexive view of space, and a reminder that 
architecture as object is often taken for granted. Our discipline’s continued 
obsession with overt and aggressive form making is not entirely without 
precedent however. Each generation of new design thinking has turned 
to architecture’s formal expressiveness. New means of architectural 
production have driven this trend and our current explorations with 
complex and exciting formal play are influenced significantly by such 
innovation. The question of how to remain mindful of space (artistic, 
cultural, or otherwise) during these changing conditions is critical. A 
perspective from all sides is required even though it is not always clear.
Could we think of Rachel Whiteread’s process as a sort of double-agency 
in the architectural design, moving back and forth between allegiances of 
objects and space, autonomy and contingency, form and culture while also 
negotiating a bigger picture? Michael Hays’s reminder that architecture 
must remain critical for this to occur, and that a designer’s responsibility 
for representing the working knowledge of the discipline runs parallel to 
its production. 7 With this insight we should consider Whiteread’s artistic 
technique as a potential instrument for this mode of practice.
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Notes 

1 Adolf Loos, “Architecture” (1910), translated by H. F. Mallgrave, in Midgård, vol. 1, no. 
1, 1987, 54.

2 Rachel Whiteread, “Working Notes”, Looking Up: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, 
edited by Louise Neri (New York: Scalo, 1999), 139.

3 See details and past works for this temporary London art program at: https://www.
london.gov.uk/priorities/arts-culture/fourth-plinth, (accessed October 10, 2015). The 
inversion of the plinth could also be interpreted as a body casket invoking another 
alternative reading for the viewer.

4 Interview by the BBC News, (June 4, 2001), http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/
hientertainment/1359423.stm, /accessed October 10, 2015).

5 Luigi Moretti, “The Structure and Sequence of Space”, Spazio, no. 7, 1952-53.
6 The expression of these utilitarian objects were part of Loos’s manifesto and favorite 

subjects of his early essays in which the conveniences and modern features of a house 
should be a part of everyday life. For example, he was particularly appreciative of 
English and American plumbing.

7 Michael Hays, Critical Architecture: Between Culture and Form, Perspecta, vol. 21, 
1984, 27, doi: 10.2307/1567078.
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