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and cheap availability of such material, what explains its systematic 
employment in projects that, in the architects’ words, are substantial-
ly aimed at «making bricks do things we didn’t know they could do». 

This last sentence is of great importance, as it explains the fundamen-
tally experimental approach of GabDeArq, whose work is based on tri-
al-and-error processes meant to bring bricks to their structural limits, 
given that «the only relation we have with matter is the possibility to 
imagine a different condition for it», as Benitez claims, adding that 
«an architecture that is not experimental, is useless». The fact is that 
Benitez is not interested in bricks per se, but rather in the possibilities 
to express human intelligence that are allowed by the experimental 
use of bricks. As he says, quoting a Paulo Mendes da Rocha’s joke on 
a famous sentence by Louis Kahn, «the brick doesn’t desire anything, 
it is stupid! It’s the action of man that can transform matter into mon-
ument» (el ladrillo no desea nada, es tonto! Es la acción del hombre la 
que puede transformar la materia en monumento). 

Intelligence, as Benitez claims, is not only the condition that we all 
share: it is also what allows us to overcome the material and cultural 
restrictions that define the way in which we understand — and there-
fore transform — reality. Using imagination as a tool, intelligence is 
infact capable of questioning the very boundaries of the problems we 
are confronted with, transforming what would be traditionally under-
stood as a limit — a low budget, a provision of materials with poor me-
chanical properties, a rudimental technology at disposal, etc. — into 
a field of opportunities for innovation. It is in this sense that, when re-
ferring to the research of GabDeArq, Benitez admits that what he’s in-
terested in is the construction of «an overcoming human condition» 
(una condición humana superadora), rather than in the construction 
of a bricks and concrete building, tying the ethical dimension of his 
work with its capacity to provide exemplary evidences of what intelli-
gence can actually do, when applied in architectural terms.

As a matter of fact, there’s practically no GabDeArq design that doesn’t 
show this tension towards an overcoming condition. In the project for 
their own office, given the very small budget at disposal, the architects 
had to find a way to build 100 square meters for the same cost of 15, 
which they did, by reducing the amount of bricks needed thanks to the 
optimization of the structural system (the frames of the two fenêtres 
en bande, for example, behave as beams, allowing the perimetral walls 
to be thinner but stiffer), as well as by using reclaimed materials and 
manually prefabricated elements. In the project for the Teletón Re-
habilitation Center, among other experiments, they invented a struc-
tural system made of triangular brick modules, which could be easi-
ly prefabricated on site and then assembled on a wooden formwork, 
giving form to the beautiful reticular vault under which runs the path 
that leads from the site entrance to the main building of the complex. 
In the project for the house of Benitez’s mother, the cheap bricks used 
for the ceramic and concrete roof of the living room have been laid 
diagonally on the formwork, so that their vertical proyection could be 
from 1 to 1,5 cm higher, and therefore improving, although slightly, 
their structural performance. 

© GabDeArq
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One of the reasons of its success, the work of GabDeArq expresses a 
way of thinking architecture that is truly Modern, in the purest sense 
of the word. Unweakened by the doubts that have shaped the archi-
tecture of second half of the XX century, and uncorrupted by the easy 
seduction of today’s society of spectacle and finance, it clearly shows 
what extraordinary results the belief in poetic reason and progress 
can still lead to. And although it may well be that the condition of 
scarcity in which they inevitably operate shares part of the credit, of-
fering a motivation for constant improvement as well as a protection 
from the dynamics of the star system (but for how long?), we can’t but 
long for more architectures capable of celebrating civilization in such 
a powerful way. 

1. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jYKGW7nJmp4
2.
http://www.hudsonyardsnewyork.com/the-story
3.
Kenneth Frampton, Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture 
of Resistance, in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture, Bay Press, Seat-

tle 1987, pp. 16-30. 

© Federico Cairoli
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HIGH.LIghting

Jason Hilgefort / Land+Civilization Compositions

Without a doubt, the High Line is one of the most iconic pro-
jects of this century. But more interesting than the design itself 

is how it has framed the relationship of spatial design (architecture, 
landscape architecture, urban design, etc) with its many “outside forc-
es”. Whereas previously spatial designers were more willing to operate 
within their own bubbles; currently we are all more and more aware 
of the intertwining and layered relationships of the myriad of actors 
in urban development. The High Line is indicative of the numerous 
ways that spatial designers now must position themselves more con-
sciously within the larger forces at hand. 

Bottoms up 
There is clearly a long history to the site including the construction 
of the rail line, its decommissioning, and both of those realities im-
pact on the neighborhood. But let’s pick the story up in the 90s, with 
the formation of The Friends of the High Line spearheaded by Joshua 
David and Robert Hammond. This group fought both the city and pri-
vate interests that sought demolition and redevelopment. And THEY 
were the ones that brought forward the notion of using it as an elevat-
ed public space. Designers might want to speak endlessly about the 
design of Field Operations and Diller Scofidio + Renfro1, but in reality 
is the design itself that important? Look back at the other finalists for 
the competition now. One has to ask, would a different winner have 
had much of an affect on the ultimate qualities of the space? I highly 
doubt it. One could argue the biggest impact a “creative” had on the 
project was when photographer Joel Sternfeld was commissioned to 
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photograph the line and shared this hidden gem with society at large.

So, one of the most iconic projects of the 21st century was conceived 
by a couple of guys from the neighborhood. The ripple affect of this 
pervades the profession. Empowerment, engagement, etc are com-
mon buzz words in the practice now. Citizens themselves are more 
aware of their power and potential role in the forming of their own 
cities. All spatial designers have reacted to this reality and many even 
directly approach the community for works, not the public or private 
sector. Now, of course, there are many other examples of bottom up 
initiatives; but is there any more indicative of the power of the people 
and its impact on our profession?

Hi.Impact
One cannot talk about the High Line’s influence without relating it 
to the much discussed “Bilbao Effect”. Now, the Guggenheim put a 
small fairly obscure Spanish city on every globe trotting tourist’s must 
see list; while the High Line “merely” affected the transformation of 
an old industrial area, in one of the most well known and touristed 
cities in the world (more on this later). Yet, its copycat reality is unde-
niable. From Chicago, to London2, to Wuhan, to just slightly east of 
the High Line itself (the Low Line) there are endless cities throwing 
their budgets at designers in an attempt to even slightly replicate its 
results. Again, this is not, per se, new. Iconic structures like the Eiffel 
Tower, Sydney Opera House, etc. have long made mayors and tourist 
departments drool. What is different here, is that it is a park. Sure it is 
a very particular park; but yet, it is just a raised green walkway. And 
one can reflect on this in relation to green and cities (that’s coming up 
next). But perhaps more noteworthy, is the fact that icons need not be 
buildings. Spatial designers, politicians, and developers are distinctly 
aware of this reality — now. Public spaces, art projects (ie “The Bean” 
in Chicago), and even events (biking weekends in Bogota, beaches 
along the Seine in Paris) are understood to be “iconic”. The role of 
public spaces and the experiences users have within them has never 
been so treasured by society and subsequently the profession.

Painting the town green
Well, if one has to mention Bilbao, then has to point out the project’s 
impact on “Green Chic”. The High Line is so iconic to the notion of 
greening cities that its horticulturalist — Piet Oudolf — is now prac-
tically a household name3. Simplistically put, they took an elevated 
rail, put green on it, and now people love it. It feels like a parody of 
the American TV series Portlandia’s comedic take of “put a bird on 
it”. Have a wasted roof — put green on it! Don’t know how to design 
that façade — put green on it! Bus stops seem good enough already, 
NO! PUT SOME GREEN ON IT! Our cities have gotten green with envy 
of their once contradictive relationship with nature. As populations 
boom and consumption patterns exponentially increase, painting 
the town green makes us all feel better about our personal behavior. 
And spatial designers cannot help ourselves in incorporating this, all 
to often merely aesthetic, movement. For example, Stefano Boeri’s re-
cent tower in Milan “clad” in trees. It is praised by many environmen-
talists. But one has to wonder how much extra concrete and steel, 

© Joel Sternfeld
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and therefore carbon, was necessary to hold up those trees? And how 
much water needs to be pumped up the façade and used to water 
them? Obviously the High Line cannot be solely faulted for these real-
ities. But shouldn’t we as spatial designers be more critical? Shouldn’t 
we be talking more about what is often behind this green movement 
— the green of money? More on this later… 

Historical Fiction
But let’s expand on that notion of “put some green on it”. In spite of the 
previously existing qualities of the space, for it to function as a pub-
licly accessible park, things had to change. Simultaneously, the public 
had in their collective minds the powerful imagery of the photographs 
by Joel Sternfeld. Therefore the designers and construction company 
went to great lengths (and costs) to both remove EVERYTHING from 
the top of the top surface and to put the new rails PRECISELY where 

© meshugas
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the old ones had lain. 

This adaptive reuse project frames the debates of historic preservation 
flourishing in our profession today. Koolhaas and a pile of others have 
weighed in on the matter. Certainly one can reflect on China tear-
ing down villages and rebuilding them completely anew with western 
shopping destinations replacing villagers homes. But the location of 
metal lines for trains to ride on being treated as sacred? Where pedes-
trians and flowers will now flourish? And where previously no pedes-
trian was permitted? This is just silly. It is nostalgia for the unknown. 
Yet this is indicative of many projects where designers meticulously 
replace old realities anew, all in the name of “preservation”.

Commodification+Gentrification 
As was alluded to previously, the High Line is currently littered with 
selfie stick swinging outsiders wanting to capture and share their mo-
ment upon the now global icon. Further, it featured celebrity endorse-
ments by folks such as of Edward Norton4; predating the interests in 
the profession from the likes of Brad Pitt and Kanye West. But let’s 
back up. What allowed all of this hype to occur? This was a massively 
expensive project. How (and why!) did the city justify funding such 
an investment in a formerly industrial area that had already started 
to slowly transform?

The answer: the transfer of development rights. To give the short sto-
ry, the city planning department set in place rules that lessoned the 
heights of buildings adjacent to the Line to buildings. And transferred 
those development rights to other buildings in the area that were far 
enough back to not affect views and light along the pathway. The fu-
ture tax revenue generated from these new, more dense, and more 
commercially viable properties was “borrowed” to pay for current in-
vestments. And clearly, it worked. In fact, it worked so well that ini-
tial zoning provisions encouraging connections to the new park were 
soon being competed for by the many new developers. In order to 
obtain the right of access, for their often high end residential pro-

jects, the developers were fighting to get cultural entities to function 
as partners/tenants so they would make their bid for direct High Line 
access more appealing. Further, it is to be noted that the new Whit-
ney Museum of American Art by Renzo Piano has relocated from its 
seemingly prestigious Madison Avenue location to this area. All of this 
is exciting, but at what cost?

Obviously the wave of development happening in the Chelsea area 
and in places like Hudson Yards cannot be solely laid at the foot of the 
High Line. After all, this is in Manhattan, redevelopment in the area 
predated the project, and this sort of neighborhood transformation is 
happening in many places all over the city and the world. We can cer-
tainly have a long winded discussion in relation to terms of urban de-
velopment vs gentrification. But that is not the point. The work of the 
city, designers, and activists unquestionably accelerated the trans-
formation of the neighborhood. And that is more to the point. This 
project reflects a new reality for spatial practitioners. It is not merely 
about investing in our communities — but how precisely? And what 
impact might those investments have? Fundamentally, who has the 
right to the city? How can we practitioners be more responsible? And 
to whom exactly? For example, we have always assumed parks im-
prove cities. It seems inherently true. But if the High Line is drawing 
tourists, pricing out locals and drawing in more commercial entities 
— is Chelsea better for it? Is New York better? And of course, who de-
cides? This is highly debatable. And that is the issue at hand. We as 
spatial designers have to debate and rethink our modes of operation 
and projects such as the High Line highlight these new issues facing 
our profession.

A Brand New World
I tell my students now, that when I reflect back on my days in univer-
sity, it was such a different time. Cities were in trouble in the 70s/80s. 
Many people were literally scared of them and fleeing to the suburbs. 
Urban centers were seen as being for pioneers. We designers just 
dreamed of how we could make our cities more palatable to more 
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people. No one was wondering: “what we do if we make urban spaces 
too nice”; or “what we do if too many people wanted to live there?!”. In 
just a generation our society’s relationship with urban environments 
has fundamentally shifted. And therefore our role as spatial practi-
tioners is rapidly working to keep up. 

The High Line, a truly wonderful place and project, is indicative of 
this shifting playing field on which we are operating upon. I mean the 
idea of the question: “what if this beautiful, beloved, iconic park was 
bad for the city and our citizens?”. Who could have seen that coming? 
It is a brand new game that we are all playing.

1. 
Side bar. I find it maddening that architects will refer to it as a DS+R project and 
fail to mention Field Operations. How could one look at that project and possibly 
mention DR+S first!? And not FO at all!?
2. 
Mr. Foster, are you serious?!
3. 
Ok, perhaps only spatial design households. Has a horticulturalist ever been fa-
mous before?
4. 
FYI, Norton’s grandfather was James Rouse of The Rouse Company. One of the 
most influential development firms in North America, with iconic projects like 
Faneuil Hall Marketplace — the initiator of the ‘festival marketplace’ typology.

© David Schankbone
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Naples Underground 

Lucia Tozzi

There is nothing to do, architects like soaring up high. They want 
to expand into light, into space, occupy the air, the sky, they want 

to cubate. They love extrovert and recognisable forms. Digging is stuff 
for moles, ants, for intellectuals at the most, for psychoanalysts. Worse 
still, for engineers. 

Geoff Manaugh can write as much as he likes in his blog BLDGBLOG, 
he can relate the wonders of the hypogeal space through books and 
films, images and drawings: he hasn’t enough gear to convince them, 
neither do the other lovers of the underground, who in the end are 
considered little more than a bunch of fanatics. Architects proudly 
resists with their noses up high.

For over twenty years, one of the more extraordinary public spac-
es ever created in Italy or in Europe has been under construction in 
Naples, yet architects have hardly noticed. They have been visiting 
MAXXI, the Prada Foundation, even the mediocre complex of Porta 
Nuova in Milan, they have raged about the EXPO gate or Renzo Piano’s 
Turin skyscraper, but few have had a ride on Naples’s underground, 
and those few feel they are cultivated explorers. 

The funniest thing is that such infrastructure is one of the very few 
contemporary underground transport systems that for outspoken 
political will — basically Antonio Bassolino’s, then mayor of the city, 
never betrayed by his successors — involved prestigious architects in 
designing the stations, with the aim of creating quality spaces. And, 
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what is even more, it has been conceived within the framework of a 
public transport plan which has integrated urban planning, meaning 
that stations were not positioned according to the logic of transport 
engineers and the real estate, but in function of public interest, that 
is of the inhabitants, and above all that the squares and the streets in 
which the entrances are located were improved and redesigned very 
carefully, both in the finest areas and in the more degraded neigh-
bourhoods. 

Over a period of time that seems extremely long yet is quite propor-
tioned to the orographic complexity, the presence of the sea and tuff 
caves and the incredible archaeological stratification, the progress of 
works, articulated by the opening of each single station, has objec-
tively freed tens and then hundreds of thousand of Neapolitans from 
their dependence on cars. But while in Rome, in Milan and about 
everywhere else such spaces of transit keep being designed in an al-
most exclusively functional way, if everything goes well (one has to 
think of the very recent line 5 of Milan’s underground, which is squalid 
beside being structured over a demented route), in Naples it was de-
cided to monumentalize them, to make them not only comfortable 
places, but also a source of aesthetic pleasure, in order to reverse the 
feeling of stress and degradation commonly associated with everyday 
movement in this city. 

Critical misfortunes 
How does one go about explaining such a low-key critical response? 
Why bottom page articles, or second level, shorts, or in women’s pub-
lications, touristic brochures, tired reproductions of press releases, 
even advertorials? Why didn’t those papers that devote whole spreads 
of the cultural section to the tiniest intervention by Renzo Piano’s 
team in a local market of Lorenteggio send their top journalists for 
a reportage in Naples? Why do architecture magazines publish only 
paid inserts on the subject? Why don’t the architects involved list their 
stations among the projects in their own websites? 

It doesn’t take a clairvoyant to guess that communication was poorly 
managed, not for lack of zeal but as a result of an excessive control by 
the concessionary company: choosing always the role of the sponsor 
in cultural events and in publications, they have actually inhibited for 
market reasons the critique’s exercise, even positive, that a project of 
such dimensions would have naturally stimulated. Who would invite 
you to a Biennale if you have already bought a pavilion? And what 
publisher would ever commission a serious piece of writing when 
you have already paid a hefty sum for a special insert? And if publica-
tions are all institutional, and as such the result of endless mediation 
between political, academic and economic powers, how accessible 
could the contents be and how effective the publicity? 

However, to ascribe the whole responsibility of this media failure 
to the awkwardness of creators and promoters of the underground 
would be stupid. The diffidence and the disinterest towards this work 
in the world of architecture have many explanations, some even rea-
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sonable. The choice of the architects, for one: Mendini, Gae Aulenti, 
Fuksas, Perrault himself among others, are not among the most loved 
on the national and international scene (but Siza, Souto De Moura, 
Karim Rashid or Tusquets already much more). They aren’t “sexy” 
enough or even sound controversial. The results, in such a complex 
piece of work, one that is fragmented in space and time, are then very 
diverse, and the same concept of each station corresponds to tastes 
that are absolutely heterogeneous. There also exists a reason of a so-
cial order: like every major infrastructure, the underground concen-
trated on itself funds and energies that could have been distributed 
otherwise in the city, particularly in the suburbs, and this dampens 
the enthusiasm of many that in theory could have been attracted by 
a high quality public service. Finally, but perhaps this is the most im-
portant element, the size of the architectural project is more difficult 
to identify compared to a building or even an airport. Who defines 
the spaces, an architect or an engineer? Does the architect draw the 
itineraries or do they confines themselves to choosing the materials, 

to the installation and the decoration? Does anyone notice that the 
underground space was designed or are the artworks the only things 
people notice? Let us proceed orderly. 

Project development 
The earliest core of this design story goes back to the involvement of 
Alessandro Mendini and Achille Bonito Oliva. Mendini, in particular, 
took care of the Salvator Rosa and Materdei stations (opened between 
2001 and 2003), but above all built the archetype for the interventions 
of those architects that would afterwards work with the remaining 
stations. The contamination of art and architecture, which suited him 
particularly well, and a unitary design of the underground as well as 
overground space, that is of the station’s interior space along with the 
surrounding urban context, were the cornerstones of such infrastruc-
ture, and it was Mendini who first formalized them in this context. 
The exit of Salvator Rosa station, in particular, was an apparently in-
extricable urban challenge, a fragmented void in the middle of the 
backside of blocks of flats that were the outcome of the worst real 
estate speculation, whereas Mendini’s project recomposes the pieces 
in a sort of urban mega-installation, transforming the blind walls into 
painted canvases and linking with stairs and footpaths the different 
heights of the pseudo-square. The entrance to the underground is a 
building in the form of a shrine in a perfect Mendinian style and the 
deep ramp leading down to the platforms is a jubilation of fluores-
cent colours covered with artworks, including Perino e Vele’s iconic 
Fiat 500s. 

In this, as well as in the other stations, the selection of artists and 
works was curated by Achille Bonito Oliva, who was offered the pres-
tigious assignment in the heyday of contemporary art in Naples, 
that is when Bassolino, in his first years as a mayor, decided to give 
a very strong signal of cultural renovation with concentrating on art 
in public spaces with the installations in Piazza Plebiscito, the exhi-
bitions at the Museo Archeologico, to continue with the new muse-
ums Madre and Pan, up to the so-called “art stations”. In the occasion, 

© Andrea Resmini
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ABO coined a slogan that turned out to be very auspicious in terms of 
publicity yet deeply unfortunate on the semantic level, “the obligatory 
museum”, which implied that thenceforward any user of the under-
ground, whether they liked it or not, would have to take in their dose 
of Transavanguardia and Arte Povera, Clemente’s and De Maria’s mo-
saics as well as Pistoletto’s mirrors, Kounellis’s rails with used shoes, 
Kosuth’s neon lights and Mimmo Jodice’s photographs — prevailingly 
installed in Gae Aulenti’s Dante and Museo stations (opened in 2001-
2003), whose spaces remind one very clearly of an art gallery.

As in the end it wasn’t difficult to foresee, such a blatantly 1980’s con-
notation in a Zero years public space ended up producing some re-
sistance, albeit never too vocal. In fact, the stations commissioned 
just after and finished in more recent years or still in progress, Mu-
nicipio (opened in 2015 but still in a stage of completion) Garibaldi 
(2014), Toledo (2012), Università (2011), Aeroporto (in progress), Cen-
tro direzionale (in progress), were assigned to architects such as Oscar 
Tusquets, Karim Rashid, Dominique Perrault, Richard Rogers, studio 
EMBT and to the sublime pair Siza-Souto de Moura, and house art-
works by William Kentridge or Bob Wilson. Yet what has changed isn’t 
only the international allure and the alignment to a taste that is more 
widely shared. In most cases the design of interior and external spac-
es – also thanks to a process which has expanded in time following the 
extraordinary archaeological findings – has become dominant com-
pared to the display of artworks. Piazza Municipio (by Siza and Souto 
de Moura), already open but still unfinished, is an immense stage set 
showing the Spanish walls discovered under the Maschio Angioino, to 
arrive layer after layer down to the famed roman ships, with a unique, 
very imposing system of stairs. Karim Rashid (Università) created an 
undivided space, bright and coloured like a discotheque, from the 
platforms to the exit, completely covered with a vocabulary of signs 
of his own invention, as well as in the main mezzanine, supported by 
four black pillars freely inspired by Bertarelli’s Profilo continuo del 
Duce, which more than Mussolini remind one of Dart Vader. Toledo 
station, which all considered is the best loved to date, was conceived 

© Álvaro Siza
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by Tusquets as a progressive immersion into the ground to sea level, 
accompanied by the shimmering mosaics that cover entirely the liq-
uid forms of the walls. The wells of light opening like gashes over the 
spectator’s head, Kentridge’s wall processions of Neapolitan subject, 
Bob Wilson’s lightboxes with waves build up a seamless environment, 
one of an infinite sensory power, resulting in a daily experience that 
bears no comparison with the one that a commuter in Turin or Paris 
or anywhere else may have.  
There certainly is the recent case of Stockholm, an international par-
adigm, or the historical underground systems of the Soviet tradition 
or American modernism. And coincidentally we are always talking 
about operations that were born in a political context strongly orient-
ed towards income redistribution and the struggle against inequality, 
the type of instances that today’s fashion likes to define “populist”. Be-
cause monumentalizing the underground space is the anti-Thatcher 
and anti-liberal symbol par excellence. It is the opposite of skyscrapers 
named after banks, but it also is, contrary to the commonplace which 
sees them associated, the opposite of a grand event: the underground 
transforms public money into artworks that are permanent and open 
to everyone, whereas the EXPO and the World Cup concentrate the 
same money in spaces that are restricted and temporary, extra-ordi-
nary, in a regime of emergency. 

Still, going back to the initial questions, why are architects distanc-
ing themselves from an intervention which is unique in the Italian 
scenario? Why does the need, however legitimate, to call oneself 
“non-mendinian” prevail? Or the dissociation from the taste of this or 
that construction, more or less accomplished, in relation to a grandi-
ose operation which on the whole proves generous? 

Aside form the swanky type, who isn’t interested as a matter of princi-
ple, the only plausible answer lies in the aversion for the nature of such 
an operation, which is intrinsically tied to compromise. An under-
ground system will never have the coherence and design lightness of 
New York’s Highline or of a Japanese school, only to quote two univer-

sally appreciated examples. The underground is mired in power and 
propaganda, its burdensome decisional processes reflect themselves 
unpleasantly onto the chain of people that are called to participate in 
those decisions, spaces and decorations are the result of endless me-
diations with the claims of safety, slowness, even opportunism. Above 
all, the underground is by necessity a hierarchic enterprise, it is made 
and wanted “from high up”, and it is in fact one of those complex sys-
tems that seem to be there with the sole aim of burying the archetypes 
of common good, open source, sharing economy, self-management – 
like healthcare infrastructures, for example. 

So, an underground system offers too much resistance to the archis-
tar’s overflowing ego and is uncomfortably reactionary in the eyes of 
those anarcho-foucaldian architects who produce the bulk of theory. 
Fortunately it is appreciated by users, and this is a phenomenon that 
architects are not always happy to accept.

References
An easily consultable timeline, albeit not really updated, can be found on: http://
www.tiki-toki.com/timeline/entry/234164/COMPLETAMENTO-LINEA-1-MET-
ROPOLITANA-DI-NAPOLI/#vars!date=2018-10-29_19:13:01!

A short guide to the artworks and the architects is published on ANM’s website: 
http://www.anm.it/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=687&Item-

id=295
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(Un)compromising

Luca Silenzi / Spacelab Architects

Architecture is positive, optimistic by definition. 
Everyday as designers we solve problems, we see beyond what 

is here and now. We put great effort turning any constraint in to a re-
source, a vantage point from which to come up with new ideas, to test 
new visions.

But I think it’s time to liberate this amazing discipline from a fairly 
widespread misunderstanding, often fuelled by the designers them-
selves, or by too many curators of exhibitions and architecture shows 
around the world in which architects are called to display their works: 
a totally wrong idea underlying the perception that people have of 
architecture, based on the mythological figure of the architect-demi-
urge, lonely creator of beauty. 

Actually, every good architecture hides a great journey, a complex 
formative process by which it was, concretely, generated. In which 
architects/architecture studios are talented directors of a team of 
different, multidisciplinary professionals, each one with its own key-
role: and here at Spacelab we often1 find these processes much more 
intriguing than projects themselves. 

Starting from these observations, I’d like to take a peek at the seem-
ingly mundane issues faced by architecture during the design and 
construction process. Trying to understand to what extent these is-
sues have affected the final result, beyond the “creative” hagiography. 
Finally putting to light that one of the fundamental characteristics of 
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a project worthy of respect is its ability to successfully govern com-
plexity, generating a remarkable, consistent synthesis made of space, 
materials, and meaning.

The good compromise
We are so confident about being independent. We pride ourselves 
on our autonomy, on the purity of our concepts and their immediate 
translation into the hieratic spaces we are used to designing. Maybe 
we even come to think of being creators, freethinkers devoid from the 
constraints of reality and its load of mediocrity. Free to go our own 
way, paved of our unique personality, capable of inventing entire 
worlds from scratch.

But deep down we know we lie, though without malice, to ourselves. 
Because, if we live and work in the real world, we know that here things 
don’t work that way. Here in the real world we can easily realize that 
architecture, without compromise, could not ever exist. Every design 
project is not only a creation of its author. And architecture is not a 
creation at all, but an amazingly complex process, necessarily linked 
to a whole series of issues and external influences that can not be ne-
glected. 

That’s it. When out of its empyrean comfort zone it materializes into 
reality, architecture has necessarily to deal with gravity, with physical 
and dynamic forces, with context constraints, with local and national 
building laws. With Genius Loci. With the client desiderata and idio-
syncrasies. With politics. With time. With climate. With budget. With 
the people who will use its space. Every architecture is bound to draw 
a direction among all these relationships, finding its special way to ad-
dress all those issues in a physical, technical, technological outcome, 
if possible also featuring an effective spatial and architectural sense.

And probably one of the most interesting — and also the most under-
rated — features of architecture is this tortuous path that each project 
is forced to face to be actually realized. Because architecture is never, 

by definition, an instant work. And many projects — unfortunately, 
or luckily in some cases — do not survive this complex process, and 
remain frozen in amazing renderings, dotted with evanescent ghosts 
in spaces that will never see the real life. Other projects suffer such 
twists that make them at last unrecognizable from how they were 
conceived.

What we see and recognize out there as ‘state of the art’ architecture, 
was not created like magic. Behind it, there is a huge effort: a long 
process of evolution and refinement of the design concept, which has 
to cope with and overcome countless trials. 
A journey in which architecture (the design project) plays a key role, 
ruling in the background of spatial composition also other cultural, 
technical, structural, bureaucratic and diplomatic factors — most of 
them formerly unknown! A skill which in some cases makes an archi-
tecture a true masterpiece. I would say, despite everything.

It happens in every design project. The original idea is repeatedly de-
bated, disowned, repudiated, made born again, renegotiated, adapt-
ed, stripped, distilled, mediated, revalued: by designers, by clients, by 
stakeholders, by bureaucratic administrations, by social representa-
tives, by the citizens directly or indirectly involved.
A long, endless sequence of choices and crossroads, not always con-
sistent and coherent. Where choosing how to negotiate (or opt out of 
negotiating) a compromise can lead to totally different results: see, 
for example, the American Folk Art Museum issue, a sad example of a 
downwards compromise outcome.

And the built result, often gone very far away from the former hypoth-
eses, will be the more interesting the higher are the trading skills and 
resilience of the design team — definitely who take technical respon-
sibility of such choices — adapting the design to external conditions: 
physical, bureaucratic, economic, social, geopolitical. 

It becomes far too easy to refute a suppository, golden autonomy of 
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architecture if we think, for example, to its close relationship with 
power, or capital.
Well, I could give countless incontrovertible examples proving that 
this relationship has always existed, and indeed it is often today as 
yesterday so much inherent in built architecture as a basic condition 
of its existence in this world. 
Above 98% of the world park of contemporary and historical build-
ings protected by UNESCO, that we all admire and appreciate, is the 
result of a series of positive compromises, carefully negotiated one 
by one by their respective authors towards the clients — high priest, 
king, sovereign, merchant, patron, authoritarian hierarch, more or 
less enlightened bourgeois — which gave them the assignment.

So: pristine, amazing built results are the outcome of discussions 
dealt on tables infinitely broader and more complex than the cliché 
of a comforting and romantic design studio.

In every single project, “Authorship” and “Consistency”, those simpli-
fications that we are often forced to use to the advantage of a romantic 
storytelling, have to deal with issues far more pragmatic and probably 
even more interesting. At least useful to understand how, in the real 
world, real architecture is actually generated.

Design is negotiating
So: if we try to trace the evolutionary processes leading built archi-
tecture from the napkin sketch, “in the beginning”, to the final form, 
the brick-and-mortar outcome, we might get some great surprises. 
For each building we could observe and highlight its consistency, its 
ability to adapt, or — even better — its ability to proactively negoti-
ate the necessary compromises and trade-offs that had to deal with 
along the process.
I’ll make some examples of different kinds and sizes to better argue 
my statement.

Take the Parrish Art Museum by Herzog & De Meuron (Water Mill, 

Long Island, NY 2006-2012). In 2005, the institution acquired an area 
of 57,000 sqm in Long Island to achieve a new, ambitious venue ap-
proximately 3,5km away the original building. Herzog & De Meuron 
studio was selected among 65 international candidates, and commis-
sioned to design the new building with a more than adequate budget 
of 80.000.00 USD.

The Swiss duo, with partner Ascan Mergenthaler supervisor of the pro-
ject team, played2 the theme not so much as a mere collections-con-
tainer, but as a plastic expression of a community of artists placed in 
their natural space, made of bright environments able to capture all 
the nuances of the particular light of this part of Long Island.

The result, visible in the design renderings produced for the early 
press release, was an informal composition of slightly different facet-
ed volumes, a cluster of polygonal pavilions intended as “artist-spac-
es” freely juxtaposed in an extremely casual ensemble. Each volume 
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represented a gallery-studio, and would host the monographic works 
of an artist, with some “anchoring galleries” for the most important 
collections, for temporary exhibitions or for the common services.

The 2008 global financial crisis led to a drastic reduction of available 
funds, reduced to less than a third (26.200.000 USD). And the project 
for the Parrish had to be adjusted3 accordingly. The work of the design 
team was targeted to typological optimization and cost containment, 
with a result that, at least in my opinion, has gained in authentici-
ty, with the charm and understatement of the most mature works of 
H&DeM.

Literally re-formed by the recession — and, like the previous ver-
sion, conceptually based on the “artist’s studio” tipology, in this case 
achieved subdividing a linear space as extrusion of a minimal hut-
shaped cross section — this project is an example of a successfull 
negotiation with something so diriment for an architecture, as the 
budget may be: in fact, the economic constraints, translated positive-
ly and with very firm hand in a clearer strategy of site-occupation, in 
the typology simplification and wise choice of materials, proved in 
hindsight great opportunities to explore the values of a simpler com-
position able to offer a clearer spatial experience and better adher-
ence to the program.

Another example of compromise with the design constraints — that 
led to more interesting results if compared to the premises — is 

MVRDV’s Glass Farm (Schijndel, NL, 2011-2013): this project too has 
twisted due to criticism from local associations and Schijndel mu-
nicipality, who forced the otherwise nonchalant authors to the maxi-
mum respect of the context with a low-profile design.
Necessary, absolute respect of the municipal building code and sen-
sitivity towards the vernacular context materialized in a smart design 
solution that successfully hides sculpted shapes and an advanced 
curtain-wall in a reassuring and friendly image, achieved by silk-
screen-printing traditional materials on the glass facade.

OMA, with an epic design group led by Rem Koolhaas and the collab-
oration of Madelon Vriesendorp, in 1980 won the competition for the 
design of an extension of a “circus theater” in Scheveningen, a seaside 
resort near The Hague. In 1984, on the basis of a new brief for the con-
struction of what would become the Netherlands Dans Theatre, the 
project was changed significantly and adapted to a brand new site, 
the Spui Complex, in the center of The Hague4.
The new context — an area undergoing substantial transformations 
— was bound by existing, quite strong elements: two slabs, the slope 
of an abandoned project for an innercity motorway, the axis towards 
the Houses of Parliament, the site for the future Town Hall, besides a 
17th century church — a lonely memory of the once historical centre.

In this case it was necessary for the project to negotiate a triple com-
promise: a radical change of site, a modification of the functional 
program, and not least to accomplish the work with a ridiculously low 
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budget. The result was a real architectural miracle: a 54.000mq com-
pleted building with the equivalent of only 5.000.000 EUR. A place 
with a legendary quality for dance events, with a clear and unob-
structed view of the entire stage (and — not a detail — of every danc-
er feet on it) from each one of the 1.001 seats in the main auditorium. 
The OMA’s NDT was universally recognized as one of the best dance 
venues in the world.
Unfortunately the last performance hosted by this building was held 
on May 17, 2015: the NDT is now under the blows of hammers, and 
will be completely demolished5 before being rebuilt in another area 
of the city, with a doubled surface and a budget 35 times greater than 
the original one. But I am sure that the legacy of this magnificent OMA 
debut building, an urban device of great complexity settled without 
apparent effort — one of the most successful examples of positive ne-
gotiation between many seemingly conflicting issues — has already 
been transmitted, and in countless ways.

At the opposite end of the NDT example, sometimes architects and 
design teams have to lead towards humanly achievable reality the 
somewhat megalomaniac desires of particularly whimsical clients, in 
processes that resemble the so-called “first world problems”: frustra-
tions and very-special requests by very-special clients on details that 
could be solved in many other — far more simple — ways, and with a 
more than acceptable aesthetic and technical outcome. 
We can include these dynamics in the system of relations between 
architecture and power, and many designers and design teams have 
been very effective in exploiting with intelligence these opportuni-
ties to raise the bar of in-depth technical level — and the consequent 
built result — of architecture.

A particularly good example of the “ideal of maniacal perfection” that 
inevitably comes to terms with the “deceitful world in which we all 
live” is the Apple Campus II: “The Mothership”, as they jokingly call 
the next Apple headquarters in Cupertino, California — or what in 
fact will be the Steve Jobs mausoleum.

A project worth 5.000.000.000 USD6 to be built at any cost, seemingly 
without compromise, challenging the physical and technological lim-
itations of building materials, plant engineering and curtain-wall sys-
tems wisely selected by the client — Jobs himself, in his last months 
of life.
Apple Inc. is asking Foster & Partners design and construction stand-
ards hardly ever achieved in architecture, «pushing the boundaries 
of technology in almost every aspect», with the words of the project 
manager Stephan Behling7: inter alia, the glass structural function will 
be brought to unseen-before outcomes, with seemingly weightless 
roofs that apparently defy gravity — and actually will come to terms 
with this inevitable law of physics in a technically unprecedented and 
extremely elegant way. 
It will be interesting to see if the result of this forcibly-upward com-
promise will actually represent a new, shiny benchmark for manufac-
turing precision in architecture: in this case, since Apple is frequently 
found to generate archetypes, I would welcome any form of emula-

© OMA
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tion in this sense — even outside of the product design world, and 
beyond the formal aspect of this mastodontic building, that at least 
for now leaves many of us quite perplexed.

With the aforementioned examples I intended to raise the question 
of what — really — architecture is, trying to highlight the underly-
ing reasons why it is such a special discipline between the major arts: 
among these reasons there is probably an accurate skill in keeping 
productively together many seemingly unrelated aspects — some au-
thorial, others really trivial and practical — in a unique, magnificent, 
consistent work. A work able to get out from the empyrean of pure 
creation and overcome, hopefully brilliantly, the test of the facts.
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Curating as form 
of criticism?

Léa-Catherine Szacka

Much ink has been spilled over the first Chicago Architecture Bi-
ennial (CAB)1. We know that the exhibition, taking place at the 

very hearth of United States’ modernity, was curated by art directors 
Joseph Grima and Sarah Herda. We were also told that the CAB, the 
first event of the genre to be grounded in North American soil, was 
strongly supported by Chicago’s mayor, Rahm Emanuel, and spon-
sored by “supermajor” oil and gas company BP (former British Petro-
leum). While some praised the show for being the emergence of a new 
generation that understands the great agency of architecture, others, 
condemned it for its lack of clarity and the weight of its venue. Yet 
one question remains: What is (or what should be) the role of such an 
event within today’s architectural discourse? 

In response to the question raised by this issue of Viceversa dedicated 
to the “critiques of architectures”, I would like, not to offer yet another 
general critique of the CAB, but rather to ask the following question: 
Can Architecture Biennials and Triennials act as a form of discourse 
and criticism, beyond and above the presentation or representation 
of specific works by selected architects? In other words, can large-
scale architecture exhibitions be more that just engine of legitimiza-
tion, offering a tribune to architects, the majority of which are already 
part of a system that too often repeats itself? Moved by a common 
attempt to be more than mere vitrines, it looks like the Architecture 
Biennials and Triennials of the last few years (Venice but also Lisbon, 
Oslo, Shenzhen and now Chicago) are facing an identity crisis. Should 
they be, as suggested by Rem Koolhaas in 2014, research based events 
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oriented towards a form of knowledge production? Or should they, 
like at the 2013 Lisbon Triennial, go out in the street and question ar-
chitecture’s agency in contemporary cities? Should they lead to con-
crete urban transformation and act as launching platforms for cities 
that seek to renew themselves? Or should they address hot topics and 
thus contribute to offer insightful reflections on society, transform-
ing the architect in an intellectual that raises awareness on the prob-
lems of the world, and even, maybe proposes solutions? At a moment 
in which architecture exhibitions, and more particularly large-scale 
periodic events, are booming it is important to reflect on the role of 
these events within the larger architecture culture. 

Mapping the current state of architectural criticism, the issue 81 of 
OASE — Constructing Criticism — published in 2010, suggested that 
criticism is an attempt to bridge the gap between theory and practice, 
an activity that entails both the judgment of what is genuine and val-
uable and mediating between avant-garde and a wider audience that 
is often reluctant to accept the new. Likewise, in Does Architecture 
Criticism Matter?2, a text published in the April 2014 edition of Do-
mus, architectural historian Joseph Rykwert was questioning the role 
of architectural criticism in the era of starchitecture. «I have always 
believed that the critic must be a fighter», wrote Rykwert. «To do so, 
they must of course have a base from which to operate — not only the 
obvious one of a newspaper, periodical, radio or television program 
or even a blog — that will make their views public, but they must, 
more intimately, have a clearly articulated notion of what they think 
society must expect of its builders». These references offer valuable 
insight when assessing the role of the CAB and other similar events. 

Titled The State of the Art of Architecture — in reference to a 1977 hom-
onym event organized by Stanley Tigerman for the Graham Founda-
tion — the first CAB did not proposed a single theme or problemat-
ic, but rather wanted to feel a generation while becoming ‘a platform 
for groundbreaking architectural projects and spatial experiments 
that demonstrate how creativity and innovation can radically trans-

form our lived experience.’3 As explained by Tigerman himself (today 
aged 85), whilst the 1977 event presented nothing but Anglo-Ameri-
cans white males, the 2015 exhibition was global — including archi-
tects from various backgrounds and origins spanning five continents 
— with one third of the participants being women4. This global and 
highly inclusive twist, together with the fact that, during the days of 
its inauguration, the CAB was at the center of architecture’s media 
world attention — not only discussed at dinner parties and in archi-
tectural blogs and magazines, but also in daily newspapers such as 
The Guardian, LA Times or, of course, The Chicago Tribune — sug-
gests that the event is an definitely an architectural project of its own, 
paradigmatic of our time. 

The exhibition took place in the lavish Chicago Cultural Center, a 
space which presence is at the antipodes of the white cube. There, 
a collection of objects and projects offered an overview of pressing 
global issues. As rightfully written by Rob Wilson for Uncube, it was 
«a fascinating collection of snapshots but remains a collection non 
the less, too diffuse to be saying anything despite attempting to tick 
all boxes from the pragmatic to the fantastical»5. And if the collection 
remains scattered, its overall meaning hard to grasp, as many critics 
have implied, the most impressive part of this first CAB were the few 
live performances that took place during the opening days. One in 
particular: We Know How to Order conceived by architect Bryony Rob-
erts, choreographed by Asher Waldron and performed by the South 
Shore Drill Team, offered a glimpse into the power of Architecture Bi-
ennials as form of criticism. 

We Know How to Order was ephemeral — only performed a few times 
during the opening days of the CAB in front of Mies Van der Rohe’s 
Federal Center — yet it will survive thanks to the countless snapshot 
that circulated the net and, more importantly so thanks to the official 
video shot by Andy Resek6. Robert’s site-specific project was a way of 
ordering bodies in the contemporary cities by performing high-en-
ergy drill routines infused with street choreography. Playing on the 
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idea of the grid — the 4’-8” module that governs the architecture of 
the Federal Center and that of the South Shore Drill Team Routine 
that «transform conventional military drills into expressive fusions 
of street moves, flag tossing and rifle spinning»7 — We Know How To 
Order «superimposes multiple systems of order onto each other — 
street choreography onto precision drills onto the Federal Center»8. 
It also refers to the history of Chicago, more particularly addressing 
racial issues. 

With We Know How To Order it seems that the CAB achieve something 
more: it truly and significantly (albeit very briefly) entered in dialogue 
with the city of Chicago and its inhabitants, bridging ideas (theory) 
with some of Chicago’s greater architectural masterpiece (practice), 
while mediating a form of judgment. The performance caught the at-
tention of a large number of passer by whom, for a moment, directed 
their distracted gaze towards one of Chicago’s greatest piece of archi-
tecture and urban public space. In this sense, it called «attention to 
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the accessibility of public space in the U.S. — how architectural sys-
tems alongside social expectations influence the occupation of com-
mon space»9.

If, as notoriously declared by Bernard Tschumi in the 1970s, there is 
no architecture without event, without action or activity, today, we 
could say that there is no criticism without exhibitions. In fact, exhi-
bitions, with their complex apparatus comprised of catalogues, press 
release, and online media presence and collateral events may allow a 
“shock” and a cross-programming and non-conventional occupation 
of space that no doubts attracts more attention that any other tra-
ditional channel of judgment and knowledge production within ar-
chitecture culture. Yet, it is when taking a strong and uncompromis-
ing position that exhibitions better achieve a critical act of some sort. 
Otherwise, they remain mere communicative platform promoting in-
dividual talents in a system that may soon enough exhaust itself.

1.
The State of the Art of Architecture, first Chicago Architecture Biennial, October 3, 
2015 to January 3, 2016. http://chicagoarchitecturebiennial.org
2.
http://www.domusweb.it/en/op-ed/2014/05/21/does_architecturecriticism-
matter.html
3.
Press release – Announcing the title of the inaugural Chicago Architecture Bi-
ennial, October 31, 2014. http://chicagoarchitecturebiennial.org/about/press/
press-releases/announcing-the-title-of-the-inaugural-chicago-architecture-bi-
ennial/. Accessed on October 24, 2015. 
4.
Tigerman / The State of the Art of Architecture: 2015 vs. 1977 published in Newcity 
design blog - Chicago Architect, the magazine of the American Institute of Archi-
tects Chicago Chapter. The September/October 2015 issue of Chicago Architect is 
dedicated to the Chicago Architecture Biennial
5.
Rob Wilson, From Agency to Urgency : Experiments in the Possible at the First Chi-
cago Architecture Biennial, Uncube Blog, 8 October 2015, http://www.uncube-
magazine.com/blog/16131615, [accessed November 8, 2015].
6.
http://vimeo.com/141231941
7.
Bryony Roberts on the official Chicago Architecture Biennial guidebook http://
chicagoarchitecturebiennial.org/public-program/calendar/we-know-how-to-
order/[accessed November 8, 2015].
8.
Idem.
9.
Idem.



132 133

All of the ants 
left Paris

Ethel Baraona Pohl, César Reyes Nájera / dpr-barcelona

«This human body and this Earthly landscape of matter are only the 
default settings. They are not destiny».

Benjamin Bratton

One night last summer, we were looking for Perseids stars in an 
urban hill, when suddenly a roar disrupted our peaceful night 

exploration. A wild pig emerging from the dark trotted to our posi-
tion attracted by the smell of the peanuts we were impulsively eating. 
We secured ourselves while nervously giving away the peanuts to the 
hungry animal. Some days after and recovered from the scary mo-
ment, we realised that we’re inhabiting a system with humans and no 
humans beings in constant negotiation for their agency in the system 
we share and that we call the city.

Our anthropocentric understanding of the urban phenomena leads 
us to perceive the world we inhabit as given to fulfil our needs. This 
perception remains even in the attempts to preserve it, meeting the 
needs of the present «without compromising the ability of future gen-
erations to meet their own ones»2. Both the concept of needs and that 
of limitations allude to conditions needed to secure human perma-
nence. We would give for granted that, if cities are human creations, 
then their destiny should be to secure human living conditions. We 
understand that the task of city managers deals with the application 
of technical knowledge to efficiently achieve the right liveable condi-
tions. 
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In the case of architecture work, it is sublimely intended to reach the 
same goal, while the project rarely goes beyond the limits of the plot 
or construction site, except from its connections to the city grid of 
services. Orthodox critic in architecture is often based in such param-
eters to analyze the formal or spatial quality of architecture works, 
focusing in the creative skills of the creator while often disregarding 
the input of the myriad of agents who determine the characteristics 
of the resulting spaces. Thus architectural critics and architects in 
general are well trained to manage spaces, dimensions and materials, 
but have a scarce — if not inexistent — vocabulary to refer to change, 
complexity and contingency. But the complexity of actors and rela-
tions intermingled in urban systems and architecture realisations de-
mand an upgraded terminology, a dynamic set of metrics conceived 
to understand and describe the scope of agents and relations giving 
form to the spaces we inhabit.

In his Urban Protocols, the Greek architect Aristide Antonas introduc-
es concepts such as “indeterminate spaces”, “diagonal commonhold”, 
“invisible or parasitic councils”, which seem more a terrain of radical 
literature rather than planning; it seems that such protocols address 
different metrics and interactions within the cities, like social trust, 
which are not under the scrutiny of conventional regulations. Struc-
tured as a five chapter charter3, they contain subversive and simple 
ideas to manage, through unconventional appropriation, the nooks 
of the city falling out of the control of city managers4. Naming them 
“protocols”, and using legislative jargon is only a way to make them 
readable and accepted by bureaucracy. Its main purpose is to estab-
lish cluster-like micro-legislative constructions with communal func-
tions. Surprisingly, the suggestive architectonic outcomes of Antonas’ 
protocols are driven by the immaterial set of relations described, rath-
er than urban spaces and their modifications. 
 
In some way Antonas’ protocols suggest the possibility to expand 
the scope of urban conventional metrics towards an understanding 
of the city under the logics of complex systems and thereby, leaving 
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space to indeterminacy, in favour of all kind of interactions which are 
at last, the main characteristic of the flows of information, energy and 
matter configuring any living system. While proposing strategies to 
manage this territory of the commons, they are addressed to humans; 
but humans with the availability to be affected. This naked human-
ity interacting within our cities constitute a different understanding 
of the purpose of architecture and its urban reality, aside from the 
preeminence of human being, posed instead as just another element 
of an ever changing environment.

A study that recognizes the city as a composite of layers which is the 
home to millions of species, from microbes to insects to vegetation to 
sapient mammals, has been recently developed by Benjamin Bratton 
in his proposal The Stack. Bratton understands the city as a «situat-
ed ecology of predation and symbiosis», matching a bacteriological 
tumult with sensing technologies, and just another layer itself with-
in a wider system of platforms superimposed one to the other. This 
megastructure, literally circumscribing the planet, configures a sort 
of supermachine through a series of strata, composed by preexistent 
geological layers and new spaces, created in its own image; as net-
worked ecologies, megacities, and weird technologies, among others. 
Bratton’s Stack constitutes an attempt to understand the technical and 
geopolitical structures of planetary computation as a totality. Follow-
ing this description, Bratton points that we could perceive the Earth 
itself as a spherical stack with several layers and we the humans and 
most of our dynamics occurring in two and only two of those layers. 

«We the ‪humans‬, while included in [the Stack], are not necessarily its 
essential agents, and our well-being is not its primary goal. After bil-
lions of years of evolution, complicated heaps of carbon-based mol-
ecules (that include us) have figured out some ways to subcontract 
intelligence to complicated heaps of silicon-based molecules (that 
include our computers). In the long run, this may be for the better– 
and maybe not»5.

Within the compendium outlined by Bratton which deals with politi-
cal philosophy, architectural theory and software studies, it is remark-
able the contingency of humans within a series of platforms where 
machine-to-machine communication could lead to the creation and 
further modification of newly created layers. This approach consti-
tutes a slap in the face for the anthropocentric conceptions of the 
space we inhabit. Under a political understanding, Bratton’s points 
recall some of the ideas contained in The Cybernetic Hypothesis by 
Tiqqun6, who describe it as a fable that has supplanted the liberal 
agenda from the end of the Second World War; conceiving biological, 
physical and social behaviours as fully programmed and re-program-
mable, and that finds its commercial outburst in the emergence of 
“Big Data” and “Smart City” narratives.

One of the concerns raised by Bratton’s system of platforms, is that 
of the limitations of orthodoxal critical reviews of the works of ar-
chitecture, when we realise the complex emergence of phenomena 

© Aristide Antonas



138 139

that define the spaces we mould and occupy. From this perspective 
it sounds somehow futile, the intention to reduce the analysis to that 
of a single work. This attitude would possibly have sense in a world 
of fully isolated objects and spaces, but in any case in that of mutu-
al affection. Thus, the work of architecture immersed in a dynamic 
process of conception through design, building through subtraction, 
and decay through use, seems something closer to digestive process-
es rather than the subject of pure design concerns. 
 
In our opinion, we need an entropic understanding of the inputs 
and outputs of the works of architecture within complex systems. If 
there is any, this would be a relevant contribution from architectur-
al criticism to the evolution of the discipline. The way that criticism 
was done along the XX century, was in total correspondence with the 
status quo of the architecture practice in those years, within a world 
perceived solely under human requirements, that found its paroxysm 
in the outcomes of capitalism. Nevertheless, that approach reveals 

insufficient to meet and question the deteriorating consequences of 
our own development. A relevant analysis and critique derived from 
it, would need to consider this cycle of conception, ingestion, diges-
tion and possible regeneration — dreamed, and poorly communicat-
ed, by the narratives of sustainability.

Alexey Buldakov from Urban Fauna Laboratory7 points out to the fact 
that human self-consciousness is limited by the space and time of an 
individual life, and that we don’t have particular organs to perceive en-
tropy and genetic heredity. Referring to the work of Richard Dawkins8, 
Buldakov highlights the capacity of mostly all living forms to modify 
their environment in order to perpetuate their permanence. This in-
cludes human beings and by extension our architectural manifesta-
tions. But this evolutionary task never occurs in complete isolation, 
as we subtract materials and conform spaces and layers that also host 
numerous non-human species. So, although cities are designed by 
humans as a shelter, and as an evolutionary way to preserve and re-
produce human DNA, we as species are the minority in the city, just 
like cells containing human DNA are in minority in our bodies9. This 
analogy makes sense if we realise that our own body is like a small 
city populated by human and non-human forms of life which coexist 
and often parasite us in order to preserve their existence, generating 
an inner microecology that somehow guarantees our own existence 
too10. Perceived at the scale of urban relations, and from it to a level 
of geological events, we can neatly realise the small part that we hu-
mans and our architectonic masterpieces seem to play in the game of 
evolution. But even if it appears as something to be discouraged, the 
growth and flows of human population reveal ourselves as an expan-
sive species, in need of ever expansive systems of shelter, which are 
also populated by alien neighbours that finally get connected with us 
to this planetary network of platforms.

We think it is possible and desirable to overcome the distinction be-
tween nature and artifice, the dichotomy between human and non-hu-
man interactions in the city, and the allegedly supremacy of this hu-

© Aristide Antonas
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man centered conception which also sustains most of the analysis of 
architecture. In their Manifesto of Urban Cannibalism, Wietske Maas 
and Matteo Pasquinelli celebrate the digestive process occurring in 
the layers we inhabit, this “big stomach outside us” which we have 
been calling city for centuries. Considering the inorganic sediment 
of the city and the social metabolism of human-non human relations 
would led us to understand, analyse and describe the outcomes of 
our steps within history from a different perspective11. 

This way we would be able to extend the narrative of our realisations to 
the time when we become indistinguishable from our environment, 
when our existence resembles that of the microbiota within us. If this 
time finally comes, despite our current insensitiveness to the warn-
ings of climate change, maybe we’ll become able to read the signs of 
non human dynamics in the urban systems. That would be a good 
moment to question again the utility of our criticism and of our ar-
chitectures. In that moment, we will realize that we can keep moving 
forward until algorithms stop revealing us new spaces, and be aware 
and cautious of the time when wild pigs quit searching for food in the 
urban hills of Barcelona, or when all the ants have finally left Paris12.

1.
Tarwater, All Of The Ants Left Paris. Animals, suns and atoms. Kitty-Yo 2000
2.
World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future , Ox-
ford University Press 1987
3.
Antonas’ charter recovers the importance of density and indeterminacy of the 
1943 Athens Charter, while challenging its functional character. 
4.
Aristide Antonas. Archipelago of Protocols. dpr-barcelona, 2016
5.
Benjamin Bratton, The Stack. On Software and Sovereignty, MIT Press 2015
6.
Tiqqun, The Cybernetic Hypothesis, 2010. https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/
tiqqun-the-cybernetic-hypothesis [consultato il 2 Marzo 2016]
7.
Alexey Buldakov - Urban Fauna Lab, The Human Ratio, in Volume 46. Shelter, Ar-
chis 2015
8.
Richard Dawkins, The Extended Phenotype, Oxford University Press 1982
9.
Melinda Wenner, Humans Carry More Bacterial Cells than Human Ones, Scientif-
ic American 2007. http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/strange-but-true-
humans-carry-more-bacterial-cells-than-human-ones/ Retrieved on March 2, 
2016
10.
This microecology is also known as microbiota, a term coined by Joshua Leden-
berg to refer to “the ecological community of commensal, symbiotic and path-
ogenic microorganisms that literally share our body space”. Source: Wikipedia - 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microbiota Retrieved on March 2, 2016
11.
Wietske Maas, Matteo Pasquinelli, Manifesto of Urban Cannibalism. http://ur-
banibalism.org/Manifesto_Urban_Cannibalism_Berlin.pdf [retrieved on 5 March 
2016]
12.
Becky Oskin, Can Ants Save the World from Climate Change?, Live Science 2014. 
http://www.livescience.com/47151-ants-trap-carbon-weathering-minerals.html 
[retrieved on 3 March 2016]



142 143

Iconography

p.10
Villa Além, exterior © Archive Olgiati, source: http://afasiaarchzine.
com/2015/08/01-valerio-olgiati/valerio-olgiati-villa-alem-alentejo-3/
p.12
Villa Além, floorplan © Archive Olgiati, source: http://afasiaarchzine.
com/2015/08/01-valerio-olgiati/valerio-olgiati-villa-alem-alentejo-21/

p.14
Archaeology Museum of Vitoria, inner court © Roland Halbe 
p.17
Archaeology Museum of Vitoria, facade © Roland Halbe
p.18
Archaeology Museum of Vitoria, floorplan and section © Francisco Mangado 
p.21
Fine Arts Museum of Asturias, facade © Pedro Pegenaute
p.23
Fine Arts Museum of Asturias, floorplan © Francisco Mangado
p.24
Fine Arts Museum of Asturias, facade detail © Pedro Pegenaute

p.26
House in Balsthal, model © Pascal Flammer
pp.30-31
House in Balsthal, floorplans © Pascal Flammer
p.33
House in Balsthal, sections © Pascal Flammer
p.34
House in Balsthal, attic © Ioana Marinescu

p.35
House in Balsthal, model of the basement © Pascal Flammer

p.36
Amphitheatre House, section © Aristide Antonas
p.39
Amphitheatre House, floorplan © Aristide Antonas
pp.40-41
Amphitheatre House, sketch © Aristide Antonas
p.42
Amphitheatre House, interior © Aristide Antonas

p.44
Shibaura House, facade © Wai Think Tank
p.48
Shibaura House, section © Wai Think Tank

p.52
Maternity Waiting Village, system taxonomy © MASS Design Group
p.55
Maternity Waiting Village, floorplan © MASS Design Group
p.56
Maternity Waiting Village, building site © MASS Design Group

p.58
Quinta Monroy, 2014 © OnArchitecture, Felipe De Ferrari & Diego Gras
pp.60-61
Quinta Monroy, 2014 © OnArchitecture, Felipe De Ferrari & Diego Gras
pp.64-65
Quinta Monroy, 2014 © OnArchitecture, Felipe De Ferrari & Diego Gras
pp.68-69
Quinta Monroy, 2014 © OnArchitecture, Felipe De Ferrari & Diego Gras
pp.72-73
Quinta Monroy, 2014 © OnArchitecture, Felipe De Ferrari & Diego Gras
pp.76-77
Quinta Monroy, 2014 © OnArchitecture, Felipe De Ferrari & Diego Gras



144 145

p.82
Experiencia MUVA, process © Ricardo Sargiotti, source: http://www.plata-
formaarquitectura.cl/cl/02-359098/experiencia-muva-un-muro-de-ladril-
los-con-su-ausencia-final/536b9b3ac07a80725e0000d0
p.85
Experiencia MUVA, process © Ricardo Sargiotti, source: http://www.plata-
formaarquitectura.cl/cl/02-359098/experiencia-muva-un-muro-de-ladril-
los-con-su-ausencia-final/536b9b57c07a80e2980000d1
p.86
Teletón Rehabilitation Center, brick vault in construction © GabDeArq, source: 
http://morfologiaarquitectonica.blogspot.it/2011/09/solano-benitez.html
p.88
Teletón Rehabilitation Center, completed brick vault © Federico Cairoli

p.92
Train passing underneath Manhattan’s Western Electric complex in 1936, source: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rail_freight_transportation_in_New_York_City_
and_Long_Island#/media/File:Western_Electric_complex_NYC_1936.jpg
p.95
A Railroad Artifact, 30th Street, May 2000 © Joel Sternfeld,fonte: http://www.the-
highline.org/blog/2015/08/19/photo-of-the-week-walking-the-high-line-with-
joel-sternfeld
pp.96-97
Highline Constructions © meshugas, source: https://www.flickr.com/photos/
freetheleah/8400344471
p.100
Highline aerial view in NYC © David Schankbone, source: https://www.flickr.
com/photos/shankbone/14082063968

p.102
Materdei Station, work by Gligorov
p.105
Salvator Rosa Station, works by Pisani, Paladino and Barisani 
p.106
Toledo Station by Tusquets © Andrea Resmini
p.108
Municipio Station by Siza and Souto de  Moura, floorplan @ Álvaro Siza 

p.112
City Wall Rooftop basketball court in Dubrovnik, source: https://es.pinterest.
com/pin/420664421421546148/
p.117
Parrish Art Museum, first proposal floorplan © Herzog & De Meuron, source: 
http://www.averyreview.com/issues/12/parrish-art-museum
pp.118-119
Parrish Art Museum, final proposal floorplan © Herzog & De Meuron, source: 
http://www.metalocus.es/content/en/blog/parrish-art-museum-her-
zog-de-meuron
p.121
Nederlands Dans Theatre, model © OMA, source: https://oma.eu/projects/neth-
erlands-dance-theater

p.124
Entrance hall of the Chicago Cultural Center © Steve Hall / Chicago Architecture 
Biennial, source: http://www.uncubemagazine.com/blog/16131615
pp.128-129
We Know How To Order, render @ Bryony Roberts, source: http://bryonyroberts.
com/index.php/project/we-know-how-to-order/

p.132
Collection of “gifts” given to Gaby Mann by crows after continuously feeding re-
lationship, source: http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-31604026
p.135
Roof Playgrounds as example of The Diagonal Commonhold. Archipelago of Pro-
tocols © Aristide Antonas
p.137
Bloom’s Room. An investigation on the possibilities of a room that provides the 
simulation of a flight © Aristide Antonas
p.138
Bloom’s Room anchorage elements. Archipelago of Protocols © Aristide Antonas



146 147

Authors

Tomà Berlanda is an architect, Ph.D in Architecture and Building de-
sign at the Politecnico di Torino, Director and Professor at the School 
of Architecture, Planning and Geomatics at the University of Cape 
Town, where he pursues his research interests focusing on the impli-
cations that can be drawn from a non stereotypical reading of the Af-
rican city and the practice of architecture in non-Western urban set-
tings and landscapes. This follows upon his position as co-founder of 
asa studio in Kigali (2012-14), where he led an extensive campaign to 
provide community based early childhood and health facilities across 
Rwanda. His work has been widely published and exhibited.

Camillo Boano, is Senior Lecturer at The Bartlett Development Plan-
ning Unit, University College of London (UCL), where he directs the 
MSc in Building and Urban Design in Development. He is also co-di-
rector of the UCL Urban Laboratory. Camillo has over 20 years of ex-
periences in research, design consultancies and development work 
in South America, Middle East, Eastern Europe and South East Asia. 
His research interests revolve around the encounters between critical 
theory, radical philosophy with urban and architectural design pro-
cesses of informal and contested urbanisms.

dpr-barcelona is an architectural research practice based in Barce-
lona founded by Ethel Baraona Pohl and César Reyes Nájera, dealing 
with three main lines: publishing, criticism and curating. Their work 
operates on the field of architecture, political theory and the social 
milieu. Their research and theoretical work is linked to leading pub-

lications in architectural discourse, as part of the editorial team of 
Quaderns d’arquitectura i urbanisme, and as Archis advisors for Vol-
ume magazine, among others. They recently curated the exhibition 
Adhocracy ATHENS at the Onassis Cultural Center, 2015.

Mariabruna Fabrizi and Fosco Lucarelli are practicing architects 
graduated cum laude at the University of Roma Tre, after studying at 
the ETSA Madrid and TU Munich. They are based in Paris where they 
co-founded the architectural practice Microcities. They co-conduct 
independent architectural research through the website Socks and 
have teaching experience in Rome, Paris (ESA) and at the EAV&T de 
Marne-La-Vallée. Their work and research have received several priz-
es and have been exhibited in New York, Rome, London, Paris, Zagreb 
and other cities. They will be the guest curators of “The Form of Form”, 
one of the three 2016 Lisbon Architecture Triennale main exhibitions.

Davide Tommaso Ferrando is an architecture critic, editor, curator 
and educator, with an interest in the intersections between archi-
tecture, city and media. Master in Advanced Architectural Design at 
the ETSA Madrid and Ph.D in Architecture & Building Design at the 
Politecnico di Torino. He is founder and editor-in-chief of 011+ and 
editor of Viceversa. His writings are published in international mag-
azines and in collective books. In 2016 he is member of the steering 
committee of the Italian Pavilion at the 15th Venice Architecture Bi-
ennale.

Jason Hilgefort is an urbanist | architect who studied at the Universi-
ty of British Columbia and the University of Cincinnati. He founded 
Land+Civilization Compositions, a Rotterdam | Istanbul | Shenzhen 
based studio exploring issues at the ever expanding edge of urbanism 
that views city creation as an art forum. He is a regular contributor to 
Uncube magazine. He recently finished leading Shenzhen Architec-
ture Biennale’s educational program on RE:learning the City, which 
lead to his new position as Academic Director of FUTURE+, Aformal 
Academy of Urbanism | Environment | Public Art.



148 149

Antonello Marotta is an architect and architecture critic. He gradu-
ated in Naples, where he obtained his Ph.D in Architectural & Urban 
Design. His studies are mainly concentrated on contemporary com-
positional themes and on the revision of modernity and memory. His 
published works include Diller + Scofidio. Il teatro della dissolvenza, 
Toyo Ito. La costruzione del vuoto, Mansilla + Tuñón and the Atlante 
dei musei contemporanei (Contemporary Museums, English ed.). He 
recently published Archeologie. Il progetto e la memoria del tempo. He 
is he a researcher at the Department of Architecture, Design & Urban 
Planning of the University of Sassari.

Valerio Paolo Mosco, editor-in-chief of Viceversa, is an architect 
and critic. He has written: Naked Architecture, Ensamble Studio, 
Cinquant’anni di ingegneria in Italia e all’estero, Steven Holl, Architet-
tura contemporanea: Stati Uniti East Coast, Architettura contempo-
ranea: Stati Uniti West Coast, Architettura a volume zero (with Aldo 
Aymonino), Valerio Paolo Mosco: scritti di architettura. He teaches a 
the IUAV in Venice and at the IED in Rome; he has been a visiting pro-
fessor at the Politecnico di Milano, Università di Architettura di Bres-
cia and IIT Chicago.

Daniel Tudor Munteanu is a Romanian practicing architect and 
urban planner. He exhibited at the 5th UABB Biennale in Shenzhen 
and contributed to the US Pavilion at the 14th Venice Architecture 
Biennale. His texts have been published in San Rocco, Log and Oase. 
He is the founder and editor of the research project “OfHouses – a 
collection of old forgotten houses”.

Francisco Vergara Perucich is a Chilean architect and planner. He was 
Head of Advisory, Management and Planning for Roads Department 
in the Public Works Ministry of Chile, Partner of Plural Architects and 
Private Consultant for Environmental Projects in Chile. He is professor 
at Central University of Chile and at Universidad de Santiago de Chile 
(USACH). He holds a MA at Catholic University of Chile and MSc in 
Building and Urban Design in Development at The Bartlett DPU, 

where he is now a PhD Candidate studying the relations between 
neoliberalism and urban design in Santiago de Chile.

Léa-Catherine Szacka is an Assistant Professor at the Oslo School of 
Architecture and Design (AHO). After studying architecture in Mon-
treal and Venice, Szacka completed a PhD in history and theory of 
architecture at the Bartlett School of Architecture, with a thesis on the 
history of the 1980 Venice Architecture Biennale. Szacka’s work focus-
es on architecture exhibitions and on the historical period broadly 
known as ‘postmodernism’. In 2014, she curated the installation Ef-
fimero: Or the Postmodern Italian Condition, a contribution to Mon-
ditalia exhibition at the 14th Venice Architecture Biennale. 

Luca Silenzi is an architect and writer, co-founded Spacelab in 2005:  
a prizewinning design and research firm directed with his wife Zoè 
Chantall Monterubbiano. Works and writings of Luca Silenzi and 
Spacelab were awarded, exhibited and published worldwide in the 
most prestigious international design magazines (Domus, Abitare, 
Clog, Studio among others).  On invitation by Rem Koolhaas, Spacelab 
was among the contributors in the Monditalia section at the 14th Ven-
ice Architecture Biennale with the project State of Exception.

Lucia Tozzi is a critic and researcher on urban politics. Journalist, she 
collaborates with pagina99 and is responsible for culture at Zero.eu, 
after having worked for Il Manifesto, Domus, Abitare, Eddyburg.it, Al-
fabeta2, Wired, Public Domain and many other magazines.

WAI Architecture Think Tank is a studio focusing on the under-
standing and execution of Architecture from a panoramic approach. 
Founded in Brussels in 2008 by Puerto Rican architect, artist, author 
and theorist Cruz Garcia and French architect, artist, author and poet 
Nathalie Frankowski, WAI is currently based in Beijing where its di-
rectors run the parallel artist practice Garcia Frankowski and the con-
ceptual space Intelligentsia Gallery.  WAI is a workshop for architec-
ture intelligentsia. WAI asks What About It?



ISSN 2421-2687

distributed by

«PI draws on the concept of an 
“urban forest”, with the “branched” 

outer envelope designed to 
simultaneously conjure up primitive 

and technological images.

The weave of lines creates a play of 
light, shadow, solids and voids that 
generates a sculpture-like building 

with clear hints of land art.

The spark for PI was a concept of 
cohesion in which the force of 

attraction generates a rediscovered 
sense of community and belonging.

The internal piazza represents the 
community’s energy»


