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This is a monograph.
This book generates its own conception of 
monograph.  It documents to a standard 
format a very large volume of work, rapidly, 
and then ruthlessly studies, edits and 
transforms this work.

This monograph is not a portfolio. A 
portfolio is comprehensive/a monograph 
is compromised; a portfolio is objective/a 
monograph is subjective; a portfolio is 
universal/a monograph is personal; a portfolio 
explains/a monograph mystifies; a portfolio 
hastens/a monograph hesitates; a portfolio is 
slick/a monograph is slippery; a portfolio is 
honest/a monograph is deceptive; a portfolio 
is graphic/a monograph is therapeutic; 
a portfolio is defensive/a monograph is 
adaptive.
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This monograph reminds you of the words of 
Samuel Becket, who in 1983 wrote

All of old.
Nothing else ever.
Ever tried.
Ever failed.
No matter.
Try again.
Fail again.
Fail better.

This monograph is a collection, built over 
time as a series of individual books brought 
together as one. It has no index, no table 
of contents, no unified rationale yet is 
curated, organized and read as a continuous 
yet open document. This monograph is 
an intermediary. It is embedded in act 
of questioning architecture, made up of 
architectural elements, representation, words, 
interviews, essay, drawing and photograph.

Volume 2 of 2.



6 7

Notions of sublime were first recorded in relation to rhetoric in the treatise, 
On the Sublime, by first-century author Longinus. The treatise while focusing 
on writing not architecture, the “what” and “how” the sublime is defined can 
have spatial consequences. In essence, Longinus provides the first notion of 
the effect the sublime can generate -an overwhelming emotive response, awe, 
magnificence, fear and precariousness.
   A contemporary understanding relies heavily on a Kantian view as described 
in The Critique of Judgment (1790). Kant sets up a dialectic between beauty 
and sublime. He says that the beautiful in nature is not quantifiable, but rather 
focused only in color, form, surface etc. of an object. Therefore, the beautiful is 
to be “regarded as a presentation of an indeterminate concept of understanding.” 
However, to Kant, the sublime is more infinite and can be found even in an 
object that has no form. The sublime should be regarded as a “presentation of 
an indeterminate concept of reason”. While beauty is a temporary response of 
understanding, the sublime goes beyond aesthetics into a realm of reason. 
   Kant argues that the sublime in itself is so great that anything compared to it 
must necessarily be considered small. And, because of that, an important aspect 
of the sublime is the work of one’s imagination to comprehend something so 
great that it seems inconceivable. Therefore one major aspect of the sublime 
is the power of the mind to recognize it. Kant transforms the sublime from a 
terrifying object of nature (that of Edmund Burke) to something intricately 
connected to the rational mind. The sublime is not purely an emotional 
response, awe or fear, but the result of reason and the understanding of the 
limits of reason. This essay draws on a Kantian definition, the sublime as the  
“presentation of an indeterminate concept of reason”, since its source in this 
case, structural daring, is itself a result of reason. 
   Evidence for a medieval intention to generate a sublime effect as we 
understand it from a contemporary position is questionable. And yet it is 
obvious from ordinary experience today that, where appropriate, gothic 
buildings (especially the great cathedrals) do generate an understanding of 
sublime, a limit to reason.
   The point here is that despite the problematics of measuring the intentions 
of medieval builders and of projecting contemporary understanding into the 
past, this essay takes a purely phenomenological approach, in that it focuses 
on perception. A communication with the senses directly through materiality, 
space and form. The descriptions of the possible sublime effect in Gothic 
architecture holds through its capacity as architecture rather than medieval 
intentions within a political, social or cultural milieu. 
  Therefore contemporary understanding of the sublime inherently effects our 
understanding of the Gothic architecture and the structures that generate it. 
Three structural aspects of the sublime effect (drawn through the lineage first 
introduced by Longinus to today) that are identified in our case study Notre- 
Dame Cathedral are 1) size and timelessness 2) extreme height and extension 
(through narrowness) and 3) levitation (through overhang). It should be noted 
that in terms of structure, a complete understanding of the structural systems 
within the Gothic cathedral is still unknown. This limit to knowledge speaks 

Structural daring and notions of the 
sublime in Gothic architecture.

Many works of Gothic architecture are daring, 
poised at the very edge of structural stability. 
Other are well-supported, but strive to give an 
illusion of precariousness. 

This short essay takes a phenomenological 
approach to investigate and question the 
generation of the sublime found in the 
structure, composition, and ornament of 
Notre-Dame Cathedral on the Ile-de-France, 
Paris. 
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directly, even to this day, to their continuing generation of the sublime effect 
found in their structural daring. 

Size and timelessness.
Notre-Dame Cathedral is the definite symbol of contemporary Paris built over a 
period of 160 years from 1160s to 1320s. The duration of its construction points 
to a conception of time that overwhelms the work of any single generation of 
man. Its makes time, like space, the source of grandeur. The long slow process of 
building the cathedral over the course of hundreds of years, embeds its identity 
within the societal fabric. The cathedral itself as permanent as nature and both 
unfathomable works of God.
   In its day, the construction of Notre Dame was the most ambitious cathedral 
attempted with vaults rising over 33 meters. Its size was in direct relation and 
competition to the cathedral of closeby Saint-Denis, under the rebuilding effort 
of Abbot Suger. Saint-Denis would have been perceived as a direct challenge to 
Paris and therefore Notre Dame would be largest church of its kind constructed, 
127.5m long, 40m wide and 33.1m high under the main vault.
   The gigantic size of the cathedral produces the elemental sublimity of size 
especially in relation to the small medieval square -the Parvis- in front of the 
edifice. Here the viewer’s vantage point makes clear that the cathedral dwarfs 
the spectator. Upon entering the Parvis, the approach to the church first focuses 
one’s attention upward to perceive the great height of towers and second to 
the iconography of the facade including the Galerie des Rois, the balconied 
colonnade of statues of kings of Judah, displaying the lineage of power between 
church and state. The miracle of the incarnation is further underlined by the 
statue of the Virgin and Child sitting atop (as if levitating) atop the middle 
of the Galerie. Standing at the entrance to the Parvis, the proportions are 
calculated so that, which viewed from the spot, the statues appears at the exact 
centre of the rose window which forms an enormous halo of divinity around 
their heads.
   The pointed arches of the three portals (each with distinct ceremonial 
function) literally point in the up direction -heavenward. The Parvis itself marks 
a transitional space between the secular world of the city and the house of God. 
From the outside the cathedral itself cannot be perceived in totality, its facade 
not uniform or flat, but exposing its structural system of flying buttressing. The 
surrounding facade is both complex and multi-faceted. There is a produced 
confusion of how the building is supported -a confusion that is maintained to 
this day. There is no single place where the eye can land -or an understanding of 
this supporting that. Rather than communicating a sense of solidity, the facade 
communicates a lightness -a lightness from a material that by its nature is not 
light (stone). An effect that is maintained upon entering the great nave.

Extreme height with extension.
Inside the church there is a great extension of the church to the back of the 
central nave. Notre Dame’s principal vessel, only 12.5m wide is very narrow 
in relation to it enormous height. Narrow spaces that give an impression of 
soaring verticality rising towards heaven. It should be noted that extreme height 
is experienced from inside, ultimately a controlled, condensed and vertical 
environment, and not from the outside. Its sublime effect maintained with no 
possibility to perceive its relation to a horizontal, the horizon or landscape. 
   In comparison to the outside, the internal elevations of the central nave are 
rather flat. This flatness produces an extension that elongates the perspective 
towards the high altar past into infinitum. The main vessel is rhythmically fluent 
with evenly spaced, fat column upon fat column, despite the use of sexpartite 
vaulting that calls for columns of varying different dimension for outer and 
inner vaults. This rhythm emphasizes the extension. 
   The main vessel elevations are divided into four “storeys” -first the 
comparatively low arcade, on top the tribune gallery, a row of oculi opening into 
the tribune roof space and finally clerestory windows. A sense of lightness is 
maintained during the day with continuous clerestory windows, as if detaching 
the vaulted ceiling from the supporting walls and columns. The supporting 
columns are reduced to their thinnest dimension at the clerestory. A thinness 
that is emphasized from a vantage point from the ground of the church to 
maintain the illusion of levitation that produces an effect of precariousness 
and possible collapse. In later renovations the size of the clerestories would be 
extended down (and then up again under Viollet-le-Luc).

Levitation with overhang.
The idea of levitation often achieved through overhang or cantilever is 
transcribed at all scales, including at the scale of ornament inside and outside 
the cathedral. With the desire for lightness, letting in as much light as possible 
and a dematerialization of walls, comes a parallel desire to make support 
structures less visible -so that stone appears to be levitating. For example, the 
use of the clerestory to create the illusion of a floating stone canopy. On the 
small scale, figures that surround the three portals on the west edifice of the 
building are carved out of the stone with such great depth, their feet often 
pointed down, to show a sensation of lifting. The capitals of the main short 
columns in the central nave extend out beyond the shafts of the columns but a 
lightness of carving that accentuates the heaviness of the arch or vault above. 
Levitation induces two concurrent sublime responses precariousness but a 
continued persistence of miraculous intervention.

Questions of perception, restoration and reconstruction.
While Notre Dame Cathedral was completed in the 14th century, much of 
what we appreciate in the cathedral dates to the 19th Century when it was 
aggressively restored by Jean-Baptiste Lassus and Eugene Viollet-le-Duc. Nearly 
all of the cathedral’s decorative elements on the west facade are from this time. 
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One needs to question in the renovation of the building, what role the desire to 
maintain, diminish or amplify the sublime effect took (if any) in the decision 
making and therefore question the authenticity of our contemporary perception 
of these effects. However, over the course of its history rather than being a static 
structure, the cathedral has been a subject of building and renewal. This continues 
to this day, when Notre-Dame suffered extensive damage to to its roof, spire, and 
upper walls in a fire (2019). Ultimately traditions of sublime monuments (like 
cathedrals) and their ruins are ways of confronting and expressing the fragilities of 
time, matter and existence under changing cultural circumstances in a cumulative 
and self-reflexive fashion.

Appendix
Longinus’ aspects of the Sublime

1. Height (ἀκρότης) and ‘eminence’ (ἐξοχή).
2. Ecstasy
3. Avoidance of swelling
4. Reached by an arduous ascent. 
5. Attainability of the Sublime. 
6. Cosmic dimensions.
7. Unity.
8. Amplification.
9. Monumentality.  
10. Response.
11. The exhilaration of materials.
12. The brightness of figures.
13. Rustication.
14. Art and nature.
15. Variety.
16. Mass. 
17. Visualization
18. Rhythm
19. Perfection
20. Hyperbole
21. Arrangement

Cassius Longinus (c. 213–273 AD)
On the Sublime
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A New City. This 
project imagines a 
city in a tower. A city 
built from a master 
section rather than a 
master plan.
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Super Manhattan and 
a New City
The question of “how high can we build” 
is answered by our relationship with air. At 
twelve kilometers, we will be close to the 
stratosphere and therefore will not have 
enough oxygen. Super Manhattan is an 
extrusion of Central Park (roughly 4 km x 
800m x 12 km). A tower with enough room to 
shelter at least 80 million people. 
   The tower reverses the figure-ground 
relationship of Manhattan. It creates a 
population density high enough to absorb 
many of the nearby states. It is more than just 
a city inside a building. It is an architecture as 
a political and economic entity at the scale of a 
State or Country.
   The Super Manhattan tower as a discourse 
provokes a necessity to interrogate the notion 
of tower and its relationship with modern 
urbanism. It provides the starting context in 
which to imagine the new city. 

4Super Manhattan

Tower Figure Ground
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The Mythology of the Tower.
The tower as a cultural 
and urban tabula rasa.

The basic proposal of a hypothetical tower as 
city is entrenched in a mythology, from Babel 
to Metropolitanism. In Manhattan, the tower 
arises from the constraints of the block, its 
height only determined as a speculation of 
imagination and limited by the possibility of 
its construction. It is a virgin territory that 
synthesizes all aspects of New York: scaleless-
ness, congestion, artificiality and serial 
repetition.
   The tower generates new grounds. Each 
floor different giving another world, yet are 
connected through shared infrastructure. Its 
shape is ultimately determined by stacking 
rather than spreading. The tower operates like 
a machine that relies on the air rather than 
the ground. The tower replaces nature with 
architecture.
   However to limit a city to be built in the 
form of one tower, no matter how big, is to 
defy the most basic principles of modern 
urbanization as we understand it; an infinite 
web for human association based on mobility, 

infrastructure, and the individual dwelling. 
To contain an entire population of a country 
in a tower, a finite container, is to prevent its 
potential expansion. It is the ultimate anti-
urban form and the ultimate architectural 
form.
   The tower necessitates a new understanding 
of the city, one in which we are no longer 
obliged to follow urbanization’s intrinsic 
logic of disconnection between planning 
and architecture, the logics of capitalism, 
and the assumption of the infinite limit. The 
tower is an opportunity to question a current 
condition that links urbanism with modes of 
capitalistic production.
   The endeavor of building such a city is to 
start with a cultural and urban tabula rasa; a 
condition that radically questions the status 
quo of urbanization as we know it. The new 
city encourages a resistance towards the given 
social and political conditions of the world 
in search for a different –and better- way of 
living.
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The New World
The tower that is both familiar and 
unfamiliar.
   To construct a new form of city is to 
interrogate the historical idea of the new 
world. A world that is at once is familiar 
but unfamiliar -a frontier based on the 
extraction and generation of resources. 
All the components of the city are 
known, kidnapped from their context 
and transplanted to a mythical island, 
reassembled into an unrecognizable -yet 
ultimately accurate- new whole: a utopian 
city, the product of compression and 
density. The city a catalogue of models 
and precedents: all the desirable elements 
that exist scattered through the Old World 
finally assembled in a single place.

The New Sublime
The tower that is nature and architecture.
   The pursuit for the natural in the 18th 
century, and the metropolitan-industrial 
in the modern era, and the technological 
in the postmodern, is understood as a 
historical interrogation of the sublime that 
is inherent to culture. In a building that 
not only operates at the scale of a territory, 
but is a new territory itself, the sublime 
becomes a concept to be reexamined.

“To many people in Europe, 
of course, facts about New 
Amsterdam were of no 
importance. A completely 
fictitious view would do, if it 
matched their idea of what a 
city was…”
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   It is from this interrogation that the city 
calls for the necessity of a new sublime. A 
sublime that is not generated by a fear of 
nature but replaces nature with architecture 
itself. A sublime that is not defined as an 
emotional response, awe or fear, but the result 
of reason and the understanding of the limits 
of reason. A sublime that is framed on what 
Kant would define as the “presentation of an 
indeterminate concept of reason”.

The New Pilgrimage
The tower for the collective individual.
   The citizens of the city are like pilgrims to 
the new world. In a conscious act to escape 
the current condition of urbanization, they 
choose to travel to and live in a form of 
reactive containment. 
   As a response to the anxiety of production 
and accumulation inherent to the capitalistic 
urban complex, pilgrims to the new city 
demand an austerity beyond the means of 
design. The new city acts as a condenser. It 
closes the distance between its citizens and the 
processes that enable their existence. Within 
this rejection of current modes of production, 
there is the possibility of creating new and 
meaningful architecture. An architecture 
based on a radical individualization that 
privileges not the one but the many. A letter to the Citizens of the New World
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   A city becomes a place of radical intention 
both in form and its citizens. It is the place 
to look for a different place to live, and is the 
place you go and come back from. It is place 
that addresses a continuous transformation of 
the self, and it is a place to think, to leave and 
to come back to.

The New Urbanization
The tower that is a condition rather than a 
place.
   Crisis in urbanism is worsening. An 
urbanism that is in disagreement with new 
forms of behavior and results in dismal and 
sterile ambiances in our surroundings. Can 
a new era be produced out of a condition 
of decadence, over-consumption and the 
assumption of infinite growth?
   It is a dissatisfaction of present urbanism 
that in the context of the tower, we can 
radically challenge the formal plan-based 
notions of urbanism itself. Instead, a new 
form of city is imagined from its section 
rather than its plan. A city built by a deep 
section rather than a deep plan.
    The idea of the deep section is first 
understood through its historical 

“We live in a thoroughly 
heterogeneous, polyvalent, 
plural, decentralized world in 
which everything is possible 
anywhere at any given point of 
time. What is fundamentally 
different to the conditions that 
prevailed as recently as two 
decades ago is the fact that 
today everybody knows about 
it.”
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representation in painting. We choose a 
painting by Hieronymus Bosch The Garden 
of Earthly Delights. Its format and content 
are interrogated, dissected, assembled 
and reassembled. This process forms the 
methodology to construct the new city.

The Garden of Earthly Delights
Hieronymus Bosch
2.2 m x 3.89 m
Museo Nacional Del Prado
1503–1515
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Fore Middle Back Grounds

If The Garden of Earthly Delights was to be 
understood as an architectural drawing it 
would be a section. A deep section. The space 
of the picture is depicted in its depth and how 
fore, middle, and back grounds are under-
stood.
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Overlapping Scenes

Other than their spatiality, fore middle and 
back grounds are used to depict different over-
lapping scenes, scenarios, stories that compose 
the whole picture.
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A Set of Individualities

At the same time, this set of overlapping scenes 
can be subdivided into smaller components 
-or characters. A set of individualities that 
make up the totality.
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The Deep Section

Reimagining the painting into an architectural 
space, implies and understanding of a surface 
that simultaneously generates both plan and 
section.
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The Oblique Surface

The Garden of Early Delights is neither 
a traditional section nor a plan, it is the 
representation of the oblique surface where 
its scenes can be decompressed into series of 
overlapping sections that themselves generate a 
volume liberated from planimetric constraints.



52 53

The Founding of the City.
Architecture rather than 
urbanization.
From master plan to master 
section.

To construct a new form of city, we propose 
the model of an old city. We interrogate the 
historical idea of the New World. We use the 
model of the New Amsterdam.
   We imagine the city occurred at a radical 
shift in History that reorientated every aspect 
of Super Manhattan -a much needed break 
in an otherwise continuous assembly of 
individualities. The citizens of the city seeking 
a restart, a revised necessity of seclusion, 
built on top of the existing landscape of the 
Tower beneath them. They remain isolated 
even when the tower continued to grow above 
them. 
   The city becomes became a crack in the 
Tower. A call for the architectural necessity 
of the sublime. It is an event in history that, 
while necessarily integrated within the bigger 
structure, refuses to completely fit in. 



54 55

   Translating the New World into a tower 
implies an understanding of the city 
beyond the master plan. The view of the 
new city moves away from the current 
logics of urbanization. The drawing of New 
Amsterdam can no longer be understood as 
a plan but as a section. A deep section or an 
oblique surface. 
   Drawing from the methodology developed 
with The Garden of Earthly Delights, New 
Amsterdam becomes the template for a 
new city -in form (what is drawn and how 
it is drawn) in content (text and program), 
and political, social, economic, and cultural 
implications. In this way both the feasibility 
and the poetic of the project are approached 
equally. Through its imagining the project 
can comment, critique and reflect on 
contemporary issues.
   The deep section –or the elevation of 
the new city– understood at the scale of a 
territory calls for an architecture of intensive 
interiority. A compendium of overlapping 
planes. The city itself a landscape in which 
new notions of the sublime are negotiated.
   The master section is then narrowed down 
to a set of literal programmatic bands that 
are connected through oblique surfaces. A 
city divided into bands reminiscent of the 
efficiency–driven understanding of modernist 

urbanization, where infrastructure becomes 
both the means of separation and a unifier of 
the whole and where the bands are collided 
by oblique streets –the transportation 
system within the new city- that takes the 
understanding of the New York athletic club 
to an urban level. The condition of the ground 
floor becomes that of the oblique surface and 
the experience of architecture becomes the 
way the territory is inhabited. Manhattanism 
reimagined.
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The Deep Section

The deep section is understood as a series of -literal- 
overlapping bands that become sections for the 
zoning for the city. Each band responds to the logics 
of its program and its location within the city and the 
whole tower. The overlapping points become hybrid 
conditions that call for programmatic impurities and 
opportunities for circulation.
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A Set of  Programmatic Bands

The sections for the New Amsterdam are read as a 
series of incidents -natural and artificial- that work 
together to form the new city. The sections become the 
basic programmatic building blocks of a resource city, 
infrastructure, cultural, life, living and citizenship. 
Zoning becomes a series of overlapping bands that 
allow hybrid conditions and programmatic impurities. 
The diagrammatic clarity of the city is overshadowed 
by the singularity of its components.

The Movement in the Oblique

The overlapping of the bands of the frontal elevation 
are collapsed into a field of walls, thick orthogonal 
sections ranging from 25 to 100 meters in depth  
A city sliced into programmatic bands that relate 
exclusively through an oblique movement.
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A Cross Section
 
A city divided into programmatic bands reminiscent 
of the efficiency–driven understanding of modernist 
urbanization, where infrastructure becomes both the 
means of separation and a unifier of the whole. And 
where the bands are collided by oblique streets –the 
transportation system within the new city- that takes 
the understanding of the New York athletic club to an 
urban level. Manhattanism reimagined.
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This investigation began with the question of whether architecture requires 
an idea or concept embedded in its final form. Instead, perhaps is within the 
creative process, the process of conceptualization that is held close to the 
architect to imagine the built form, that the idea is necessary. It is the architect 
that requires an intention. A guiding principle to design.
   It is this dichotomy, of process and result, the necessity of an idea for 
creation and the liberation from that idea in the building, that I am interested 
in questioning and challenging. I am interested in asking the question, 
“What happens to buildings when they are too close to their concept in their 
built form?” Or in other words, “What happens when architecture is only a 
manifesto, without giving room for anything else other than itself?”
   Given this prompt, this dichotomy is best explored in the relation between 
architecture and conceptual art in the work of Herzog de Meuron (HdM) and 
Rémy Zaugg. This essay prompts the question whether HdM’s architecture 
can be conceived running parallel to conceptual art or can be thought of as 
conceptual art itself.
    HdM takes an approach to design where the concept is central to the design 
process, often collaborating with conceptual artists themselves (famously Joseph 
Beuys, Rémy Zaugg or Ai Weiwei). They are more interested in these artist’s 
processes rather than architectural processes and cliches.
   The point for HdM is to question, like artists do, rather than simple provide 
solutions. However, I argue that it is the separation or detachment from the 
idea in the final result of architecture that links their work most strongly with 
this form of conceptual art. Their work is not a manifesto, it does not have a 
predescribed style or ‘look’, rather it is born from a conceptual process that is 
able to free itself at completion. This separation gives the work, like conceptual 
art, the ability to exist beyond its idea and use the language of architecture to 
question. This relation is what I am interested in investigating. I ask what can 
and what cannot be “conceptual” in the practice of HdM.
   I will do a close reading of the early collaborations between HdM and Rémy 
Zaugg in built form, interviews and papers. Primarily I will examine the 
competition collaborations, the Rémy Zaugg studio (1995) and the exhibition 
that Zaugg presented of HdM at the Centre Pompidou in 1995.

The process of questioning
What can and what cannot be “conceptual” in the practice of HdM?
   Herzog and de Meuron’s early interest in the practices of conceptual artists 
stems from recognizing the dissolving of the modernist project of shared 
universal values, continued lineage and self-referentiality. One could no longer 
rely on anything. They argue that one of the effects of the changing situation in 
architecture within the Swiss context was a loss of the crafts tradition, and the 
necessity to create anew with every building. (Hurzeler 45) As architects they 
needed to participate much more strongly in new creation, even if it referred 
to traditional images, than architects before ever did. It was not possible to 
simply continue the rhetoric, tropes or cliches of modernism. And they did not 
position themselves in line with Venturi or Rossi (who was their teacher at the 

Architecture as conceptual art.
What is the role of the artist in the 
architecture of Herzog de Meuron?

Question to Jacques Herzog from Catherine 
Hürzeler
<<You often involve artists in your projects. 
Even at the beginning of a project, you will 
say that you want to work with a certain 
artist. It’s like a driving force in the process 
of design. Where does this deep need to 
involve artists in your work come from?>>   
-Collaborations with Artists.
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time). This same observation affected changing attitudes of conceptual artists 
earlier in the 1960s.
   So, if the practice of Herzog and De Meuron is to be treated (or not) as 
conceptual art what elements of the “conceptual” as understood as emerging 
in the 1960s are found in their practice? It should be noted that any claims of 
a concrete definition or lineage of conceptual art should be considered with 
skepticism. Conceptualism during the mid to late 1960s was a contested field of 
opposing practices, rather than a single, unified discourse and theory. However, 
several trajectories can be found that directly relate to our protagonists, painter 
Rémy Zaugg and architects HdM. 
   In its broadest possible definition, Alberro and Stimson argue that  
“conceptual” in art means an expanded critique of the cohesiveness and 
materiality of the art object (a material is not what it seems), a growing wariness 
toward definitions of artistic practice as purely visual, a fusion of the work with 
its site and context of display, and an increased emphasis on the possibilities of 
publicness and distribution. (14)
   I argue that while these trajectories are present in the work of both Zaugg 
and HdM, what ties them together is the active questioning of their respective 
mediums (not only painting (for Zaugg) or built form (for HdM) but in 
terms of discipline: i.e. art or architecture itself).  This active process of 
questioning, which affects not only approach and outcome but perception and 
representation, is fundamental to the “conceptual” found in both the work of 
HdM and Zaugg, which was manifested in their ongoing relationship.
   I will examine the idea of questioning directly in one dialectic (a conversation 
between separate works) and two collaborations by HdM and Zaugg. Each can 
be read as acts of questioning. Acts that do not result in homogeneous works of 
architecture or art, but are outcomes of a particular forms of questioning and 
processes. While there is a chosen language of representation,  their appearance 
is almost secondary. Architecture or art not approached a priori. 

A common dialectic
Texts and images
<<I have noticed that the artists you work with are people who analyze the 
medium itself – intensely so. A picture emerges by being called into question. 
That’s a salient, in fact almost obtrusive feature of Rémy Zaugg’s work. Do you 
find such an analytic attitude particularly fruitful?>> Catherine Hürzeler to 
Jacques Herzog.

Rémy Zaugg has defined his career in conceptual art through questioning the 
medium of his work, painting, and critiques its mode of representation. He 
makes paintings that resemble typo-graphical assemblages. On the surface of 
the painting he simply describes in words what should be on the painting. While 
the works seems direct in fruition, the approach is indirect. He analyzes all of 
the essential and structural elements that constitute painting, and images in 
general, to construct a proposal that broadens the possibilities for the medium 

in the contemporary world. (Schmidt 45) Zaugg understood that painting could 
no longer fulfil its historical role or continue to be developed in the same way. It 
needed to be reconsidered.
   The primary mode of representation and communication here is text. 
Text treated as images (it is painted), but what constitutes “a painting” is the 
perception of it. Texts which open up and question the very act of perception 
and vision, turning them into a mental reflexive occurrence rather than a merely 
contemplative one. But I argue the use of text, per se, is not important. It is 
secondary. It is a tool used to open an inquiry.
   In the work, Perceptive Sketches, Zaugg over the course of five years, drew a 
series of sketches made up of text which constitute the content of the subject, 
a photograph of a painting by Cezanne. For Zaugg, Cezanne did not paint 
subjects, but rather perceptions of subjects. The work became a fundamental 
course of research. Accompanying the sketches he writes a text.
<<Perceiving a painting   (perceptive sketches, no. 1) 1963-1968
... This series of sketches clearly shows that even if it is created materially, the 
painting acquires its form from the work of perception. The painting created 
by the painter is neither the painting perceived by the painter, nor the painting 
perceived by another person. Therefore, it cannot be a question of reconstituting 
the painting, but, instead, of a reconstitution among other possible 
reconstitutions; or a perceptive constitution among other possible perceptive 
constitutions. Perception is not a passive act of recording, nor simply an act of 
knowing; it is an act of expression that constantly seeks being specified…>>
   How does Zaugg’s critiques of representation relate to the architecture of 
HdM? A similar line of inquiry happens within the work of HdM. On many 
of their early projects, HdM uses series of images and text directly applied 
to glass facades through silkscreens printed on glazing. They use images 
to question what a facade is, its iconographic quality (its communicative 
capacity) and its relation the contemporary city. There is also a questioning of 
cliches of modernism (its translucent all glass facades that refuse to take on an 
iconic quality but are themselves iconographic). The use of image is in fact a 
questioning of the act of perception.
   HdM experimented with images on the facade in an early exhibition in Basel 
in 1988 (Architektur Denkform). They placed silkscreens prints of their own 
buildings on the all glass glazing, each of them custom-made for the exhibition 
to match the size of the steel-framed windows of the museum. Out of the images 
of their own buildings they made new images for the translucent envelope, 
questioning the surface of facade with image, so the image became the facade. 
Iconography is not the essential point here. What mattered was applying images 
to the glass walls. It was by virtue of the way of interaction with the museum 
that it virtually because one of their buildings. 
   It should be noted that text (for Zaugg) and image (HdM) are used here 
merely as tools. They do not constitute ideas themselves. I deliberately chose a 
similar line of representation not because of its formal similarity but because 
of congruence in the line of approach, as acts of questioning. In other words, 
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fundamental to understanding the link between these works is not medium 
of representation but rather processes. Both HdM and Zaugg argue that in the 
contemporary (in art or architecture)  there cannot merely be an illustration of 
ideas. (Zaugg 32) The ideas become invisible as the project gradually comes about. 
Once completed, there is relatively little sign of them: no style, no signature, 
no predominant idea. Only fields or domains of interest. Each type of work an 
outcome of a particular type of questioning: their appearance almost fortuitous. 
What is generally accepted as “style” is not important and the end result is always 
different. 
   Yet the method or attitude is always the same. An attitude that refuses to 
know today what a future building or picture ought to look like. For both Zaugg 
and HdM, it is not to know what art is or what architecture is. The projects are 
deliberately non-illustrative, their intention lying instead in their processes, 
critiques of representation, and the precision of their execution. 

The Zaugg studio, 1995 
<<My position as client was entirely theoretical. Obviously things didn’t work that 
way. In fact, my friends were delighted by my proposition: it gave them a chance to 
test our ideas about museums. We worked on my studio in the same way as for the 
other projects.>> Rémy Zaugg with Armelle Lavalou & Jean-Paul Robert

In 1995, HdM and Zaugg collaborated on a studio, the traditional roles of client 
and contractor completely overturned. The studio project came after a long 
continuing lineage of direct collaboration between artist and architect. The studio 
becomes the second line of inquiry to find the conceptual in HdM’s work.
   The resulting building functions equally as the artist’s place of work and as a 
place to present and view art (a small museum). It is a rectangular volume with 
two porticoes containing two spaces that differ in plan and placement in relation 
to the garden. The building’s simple overhead lighting solution (translucent slabs 
of glass inserted flush to the ceiling) becomes a prototype for the Tate Gallery. 
   But rather than perceiving the project only as a final work or experiment of 
architecture, the studio is a result from an act of questioning present in the work 
of Zaugg himself. A question of perception beyond the limit of his paintings. 
Zaugg devoted himself, like no other artist, to finding and defining a suitable 
architectural context for the presentation of art. Zaugg even published a book on 
the subject (Das Kunstmuseum, das ich mir erträume, oder der Ort des Werkes 
und des Menschen, Cologne, 1987 / The Art Museum of My Dreams, or the Place 
for Works and People). In the book, he makes a meticulous analysis of exhibition 
space. What should characterise it in order to make the exhibition, and the 
viewer’s experience as accurate as possible? He describes what the floor and walls 
should be like and even how paint should be applied to them. He analyses how 
light should best be utilized or the space structured, in order to create an optimal 
passage through the rooms.

This seemingly purely architectural attitude is not based on form or with any 
particular architecture in mind, but rather the understanding and active self-
questioning of how art is communicated and displayed. He argues that “today 
the artist is aware that the expression or the meaning of work depends on the 
context in which the object is immersed.” (Zaugg 25).
   So within the confines of Zaugg studio, there is a melding of the work with the 
surrounding architectural environment which both architects (HdM) and artist 
(Zaugg) actively participate actively in. Here, the subject of the work becomes a 
reflection on the conventions that frame it, mainly the display and consumption 
of art.

Exhibition at the Pompidou Centre Musée national d’art moderne, 1995
<<What is an exhibition, and what is an exhibition of architecture? You know 
that we have been discussing these questions for years now.>> Herzog & de 
Meuron.

For an exhibition of their work in the Pompidou Centre, HdM did not choose 
to curate their work themselves, unlike in Basel in 1988, but chose instead to 
work with Zaugg. HdM admit that they were curious to see how Zaugg would 
apply his reflections concerning perception in general and perception of art to a 
presentation of their approach to architecture -an exhibition that unlike art does 
not show the physical objects of inquiry but only intermediaries (plans, sections, 
drawings, photos, models and other paraphernalia). (Zaugg 43)
   The result consisted of a series of long linear tables with plans, sections, 
diagrams, photos, under linear fluorescent lighting. On the wall were three 
photographs by Thomas Ruff and three paintings by Rémy Zaugg. The 
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exhibition was photographed by Andreas Gursky. Composed of simple, 
utilitarian forms the exhibition is reminiscent of a production line. The result at 
one point totally architectonic (i.e. elemental) and yet another, supporting the 
objects simply as intermediaries in production (which they are).
   Again, the exhibition itself reflects an obsession with an act of questioning 
(especially within the context of modern art at the Pompidou). Yet, more 
importantly the questioning resulted from the architect realizing the required 
a distance that only the artist could provide. HdM noted that, “we think that 
artists are the ones who have thought the most about what an exhibition is. You 
[Zaugg], for example, have written pages and pages on the question over the 
last twenty years. With regard to the exhibition act, you have tired to define the 
apparent trivialities such as a floor, a wall, a ceiling, a door, a room, a group of 
rooms.” (Zaugg 44) They asked Zaugg to stage precisely because they interested 
in questioning a mode of representation, exhibition itself as a medium, and 
realized it was not something they could adequately give an answer to. 

A result of distancing
Questioning manifested in the act of collaboration
<<In our previous and ongoing collaborations, our ideas, contributions and 
efforts have always, to a greater or lesser extent, become mixed up, merged, 
confused, and have remained so. The artist enters into the problems of the 
architect and the architect takes an interest in the artists, so that the two 
concepts, architect and artist, become blurred. It does not really matter who is 
what and what is done or to be done and by whom. The only thing that counts is 
the project and its development>> Rémy Zaugg on collaboration HdM

<<We understood that we had to focus our energies. We also learnt that it was 
impossible to do art and architecture at the same time. One cannot unite these 
two activities in a single person even if, on the other hand, certain artists turn to 
architecture.>>  HdM interview with Rémy Zaugg.

So are HdM conceptual artists? Is their work of architecture conceptual art? 
Ken Lum warns of architecture that positions itself as art. He argues that when 
architects define their work in this way, when architecture is presented not as 
building technology, social development, or economic production but rather 
as conceptual art, it ceases to be building or its representation but rather as a 
specific kind of cultural commodity. (Lum 15) Its participation as a commodity, 
results in the privileging of process as autonomous and ignores the result, the 
building. The sketch, the end of creative output. 
   HdM themselves also warn of artists that act as architects. They take as 
example Donald Judd (someone how turned to architecture and wrote about 
architecture). His sculpture related to a very particular view of the conceptual, 
but for Judd, his architectural premise could be summed up as problems 
of form. The forms he proposed were always the same (in sculpture, chairs 
or buildings). Judd created a homogeneous universe which HdM argue is 

outmoded and perhaps totalitarian, unrelated to questioning. (Zaugg 25) He 
thought that his sculptures could adapt to everything, or that this art could 
propose universal solutions. A naive thought that is reminiscent of the Bauhaus.
   Zaugg himself proposed the question to the architects. He asked, “Aren’t you 
a bit obsessed with art. Doesn’t architecture suffice? Or are you perhaps failed 
artists? Is the value of art greater than that of architecture?” (Zaugg 23)
   While not engaging in the evaluation of art over architecture, I argue that it 
is precisely because they collaborate with artists that they are not conceptual 
artists and their work is not conceptual art. The key observation of the work 
of HdM, is that the place where HdM are able to negotiate the “conceptual” by 
participating actively in questioning is found in their choice to collaborate.
   On a basic level, it could be argued that HdM collaborate with artists 
merely because they are more interesting or intelligent (they say so repeatedly 
themselves). That the appeal of artists is that they place contemporary problems 
at the centre of their work, whereas architects tend to find these embarrassing, 
inconvenient, undesirable.  Or it could be argued that HdM collaborate to use 
artists as foils. They steal from artists and apply their ideas to architecture.
   However, I argue that it is through the act of collaboration, exemplified in 
their relationship with Zaugg, HdM are able to establish a platform of mutual 
questioning. A questioning that can achieve the same distance that conceptual 
art achieves between process and outcome. The work of HdM does not try to 
be conceptual art and then fail to do so. Their buildings are not manifestos. The 
ideas that are generated become invisible at the outcome.
   In this way, collaboration for HdM can be understood as a permanent 
research, to uncover the means and strategies to act on an architectural level. 
The interest in artists is not in their production (the shape or form) but as 
process -in the realm of research or communication. Theirs is a practice of a 
dialectic, a to and fro exchange. Systematically practicing an open-mindedness. 
HdM collaborate with artists precisely because they themselves do not view 
their work as conceptual art. Instead they, like conceptual artists, participate in 
the act of constantly questioning their discipline. Collaboration that produces 
an architecture that is not approached a priori. For HdM, collaboration 
produces an attitude of continued skepticism as the point of departure for their 
architecture.
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This project was completed as 
part of the foundational course 
in architecture. Its subject is a 
corner in New York City.
The study of the hard closed corner. A corner 
of 8th Ave and 14th Street. When turning the 
corner slowly the other street appears. Your 
visual perception narrows and then widens.
   

But the hard closed corner defines the border 
between what is public (outside) and what is 
intimate (inside). The street is only a place for 
passing, for moving. It is not a place for staying. 
There is no bench, there are no stops. The first 
appraoch is the study of a moving revolving 
door. When opening one space, you are closing 
another. The intervention asks the questions. 
What happens when you open the corner? 
What closes when you open? How can you 
bring intimacy to the public street?
   The device of the labyrinth. The labyrinth 
mediates layers of intimacy. It occupies both the 
vertical and the horizontal. The intervention is 
user activated. When deployed, users change 
the spaces by pushing the masses as they 

navigate through. Users can navigate both 
vertically and horizontally. Not one hinge, but 
many hinges. The intervention is temporary (it 
has both neutral and active positions). 
   In the act of losing, the discovery of the 
intimate. The intervention creates places of 
rest, meditation spaces, contemplation spaces, 
both within the masses (when discovered), and 
within the voids between the masses. A user can 
ascend a staircase to afford a view.

The study of the hard closed corner. A corner 
of 8th ave and 14th street. When turning the 
corner slowly the other street appears -visual 
perception narrows and then widens.

But the hard closed corner defines the border 
between what is public (outside) and what is 
intimate (inside). The street is only a place for 
passing, for moving. It is not a place for staying. 
There is no bench, there are no stops. Second, 
the study of a moving revolving door. When 

opening one space, you are closing another. The 
intervention asks the questions. What happens 
when you open the corner? What closes when 
you open? How can you bring intimacy to the 
public street?

The device of the labyrinth. The labyrinth 
mediates layers of intimacy. It occupies both the 
vertical and the horizontal. The intervention is 
user activated. When deployed, users change 
the spaces by pushing the masses as they 

navigate through. Users can navigate both 
vertically and horizontally. Not one hinge, but 
many hinges. The intervention is temporary.  It 
has both neutral and active positions. 

In the act of losing, the discovery of the 
intimate. The intervention creates places of 
rest, meditation spaces, contemplation spaces, 
both within the masses (when discovered), and 
within the voids between the masses. A user 
can ascend a staircase to afford a view. 
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many hinges. The intervention is temporary.  It 
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position: a formal quality that frames and 
constructs inhabitation and civic life.  Our 
project imposes a clarity of form.

The city and the escape
The proposal considers Plaza de España not 
only in terms of morphology but also in relation 
to the broader urban implication of its form 
-that is the concept of a limit. 
    The territory of Plaza de España once 
represented an urban limit, an impassible ravine 
that defined the northern border of Madrid. 
Through continuing mutations of the city, what 
clearly served as an escape, a visible exit from 
the centre, has been dissolved. 
   The idea of limit refers to both the physical 
space established within those constraints set 
up to curtail the endless growth of the city, 
and in this case, the idea that architecture can 
define the terms of civic life counteracting 
individualism and let-it-be government actions 
that prompts speculative urban policies.
   The Community of Madrid has experienced 
rapid urbanization and rapid speculative growth 
in the 50 years. This growth is hidden by an 
invisible network. The historic centre detached 
from the surrounding city.  Plaza de España 
itself does not serve to limit urban growth, but 
because of its strategic position, on the precipice 
of a limit, the square has the capacity to restore 
the perception of the other —the necessary 
relationship between the city and nature. 
   Our vision of Plaza de España is a place of 
exit. That is, in Plaza de España the perception 
of escape from city to nature is reinforced and 
obvious.

Form
   The project imposes a clarity of form. The 
project takes a global approach to the design. 
We see Plaza de España not only as a square 
proper, but as an area —its success depending 
equally on actions within the square itself but 
addressing its position in the city. Therefore, 
our decisions are not isolated. They seek to 

The need for architecture
   After years of neglect and the object of private 
appropriation, quasi public involvement, 
attempted monumentization, and civic 
propaganda, Plaza de España, a large square 
in the centre of Madrid was subject to an open 
competition defined by the Communidad de 
Madrid.
   This proposal first establishes a need for 
architecture. It recognizes that the current 
form of Plaza de España is not a result 
of a foundational urbanistic project but 
rather, of many moves guided by economic 
considerations, traffic, parking, the construction 
of surrounding urban and nationalistic building 
projects, and political considerations like the 
financial crisis and tourist appeasement. 
   The square has never been the result of 
architecture, but rather the result of its urban 
condition. Throughout its history, only one 
proposal in 1910 (by architect Jesús Carrasco 
Muñoz) sought to define the square itself. The 
proposal failed—the architect’s imprint found 
only in the Monument to Cervantes and the 
Templo de Santa Teresa y convento de Padres 
Carmelitas.
   In recent years, the notion of ‘informal’ 
participatory urbanism has become fashionable 
as a viable alternative to find a legitimate basis 
to shape the city. The formation of civic life 
as the function of small actions. This notion 
recognizes the failure of post-war modernist 
architecture in the 20th century to address 
the capitalist city, but in its commitment to 
flexibility paradoxically becomes its subject 
assuming capitalism’s unevenness and let-it-be 
policies as natural processes and therefore an 
acceptable evolution of the city.
   It is in the context of the history of Plaza 
de España, a consequence of an evolution of 
decisions, that our proposal runs counter to 
this idea. Our hypothetical project reasserts the 
need for architecture through its basic space-
defining quality—its form. We look to reinsert 
the architectural project within a contemporary 

serve the area as a whole.
   We seek to redefine the urban limit. The 
perception of exit requires a clear definition 
of the boundaries. Current boundaries, are 
confusing, soft and ill-defined. Successive 
operations on the connection between calle 
Ferraz and calle Bailen has distorted the 
relationship between car and person, square 
and surrounding. We propose to restore Calle 
Ferraz and its connection to Calle Bailen as 
an approach to the Palacio Real. We remove 
and fill the entrances to the cuesta San 
Vicente. This action has two effects. First, the 

boundary of Plaza de España is restored. The 
recaptured territory becoming usable green 
space. Pedestrian movement is clear and 
efficient the distance along calle Balien. Future 
operations to further narrow the street for 
cars becomes easier with the extension of the 
adjacent pedestrian pavement. Second, traffic 
is defined along the Cuesta San Vicente —what 
is previously a complex intersection becomes 
simple pass-through out of the city.
   We seek to build a the formal garden—
reminiscent of the 19th century classic garden 
square. Originally gardens in Madrid were a 

Dualities
We approach the project through 
the projection of dualities to fix 
intensions

view in / view out
past / future
stay / go
connect / isolate
border / island
nature / patrimony / urban
mosaic / uniform
people / bicycles / cars
parking / no parking
come in / escape
leave from / come to
minimum / maximum
grass / sand / stone
soft / hard
tri-part / bi-part
monument / non-monument 
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private amenity —exclusively for the residents 
of houses surrounding or behind palace 
walls. We see Plaza de España as a garden 
that is open for the public without fences but 
carries the same character as these defined 
spaces. Using a classic formal language gives 
a frame that supports its functions -public 
gathering, moments of relaxing, and crossing 
to more substantial surrounding parks and 
cultural areas. More importantly the square 
should function as gate to nature -a view out 
to nature privileged over a view into the city. 
Monumental elements within the square 
are retained in their original positions and 
become organizing elements—the Fuente del 
Nacimiento del Agua for a large open space 
towards Gran Via, and the central Monument 
to Cervantes for the cross movement of 
pedestrians. In addition, clear movement 
around the square is restored. This opens large 
areas of green space and soft access to the side 
streets of the entertainment zone of Arguelles. 
   We seek to refine the bordering spaces. Public 
squares rely equally on their own formal quality 
than that of their surrounding program (for 
example in the Plaza Dos de Mayo). Plaza de 
España is set within a context of unique and 
varied bordering public spaces and significant 
private buildings with a more intimate scale. 
Current connection to these spaces is poor.  
As such, we propose selective interventions to 
these surrounding spaces, rather than pushing 
their activity to the plaza itself. This allows 
Plaza de España to be an efficient conductor of 
movement between these spaces. 
    We seek to propose a new cultural corridor. 
The historic relation between the Palacio Real 
and the Casa de Campo through the tunnel 
Puerta de Reyes, recognizes the importance 
of escape to nature from the urban condition. 
We propose that this movement towards 
escape can be extended to Plaza de España 
(now for citizen and tourist alike) through 
a new chain of cultural institutions using 
existing infrastructure along the cuesta San 

proposed
Cultural Corridor

(e-w)
Plaza de Espana
Edifico Compana Minas de 
Austuriana
Jardin Sabatini
Edifico Militar Campo de 
Moros
Estacion Norte
Puente de Rey
Palacio de los Vargas
Casa de Campo

Vicente leading to the door of the Casa de 
Campo. Buildings in the chain include —Real 
Compañía Asturiana de Minas, the guard house 
of the Palacio Real on Cuesta San Vicente, 
Estacion Norte (Principe Pio), reactivation 
of the Puente de Rey and the Palacio de los 
Vargas (currently considered for the Instituto 
del Hambre). Future proposals can join the 
Jardines Sabatini and the Jardines del Campo de 
Moros (while still giving security to the Palace) 
through the guard house and building a vertical 
connection.
   We seek to maintain necessary parking. In 
1968, Plaza de España experienced another 
major morphological change -the construction 
of large underground car park for 800 vehicles.  
Occupying approximately the northern half 
of the square, the construction of this parking 
meant the redefinition of the flowerbeds and 
woodlands of the square, which were removed 
again during those years. The construction of 
underground parking is another redefinition of 
public space into one for private use. But rather 
than removing the parking, we seek to redefine 
its use. The new city requires a redefinition of 
modes of transportation. We imagine Plaza de 
España as a hub to retrieve/store vehicles as part 
of the shared transportation system. In essence 
we provide the necessary infrastructure for its 
type of transportation. We privilege parking for 
carpools, electric vehicles and car-share (car2go, 
zipcar etc.) and install multiple charging 
stations. Minor changes are made to the parking 
entrances including removing the unnecessary 
entrance on calle de Princesa that obstructs 
pedestrian movement and visual obstructs the 
connection between the Edificio España and the 
square.
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This project is an 
investigation of 
the use of text and 
language in mapping 
and cartography in 
the Golan Heights.



98 99

Stephan Anton van Eeden
Graduate School of Architecture, Planning and Preservation
Columbia University in New York City
written and compiled
08/05/17 -- 12/15/17

438 W 116th Street
New York, New York
10027

**printed in New York City



100 101

Rewriting a road in the 
Golan Heights
The use of cartography and mapping both in 
their graphical and textual forms are mediums 
used to project power, control and define 
territory. Text and language are used as tools 
of appropriation, settlement and colonization. 
This project attempts to take an alternative 
approach. It rejects the use of cartography as 
a tool to project power, but rather attempts 
to interrogate the medium as well as its 
subject. It seeks to use a device that by its 
nature is integral to understanding mapping 
but unfamiliar as graphic to establish a new 
cartographic ground. 
   This project centers on the question of text 
and language itself as devices that are made 
visible or invisible on the ground in the 
Jawlan (Golan Heights) and what is shown 
or not shown in existing documentation –
the projected fiction of existing mapping, 
tourist paraphernalia, official documents, 
photography, and video versus the reality. 
These sources are treated as found objects 
and show how text is projected onto the 
territory revealing their in-congruences. In 
the Jawlan, language and text are normative 

and controlling devices used to define and 
claim territory. It is a contested territory. The 
project asks the questions: How does one 
name replace another? How does language 
limit access, suppress or, on the other hand, 
retain identity?

A methodology of text and language in the 
Jawlan.
   Following Israel’s occupation of the Jawlan 
in 1967, approximately 130,000 individuals 
were displaced from their villages. The Israeli 
military began a dual systematic effort to 
demolish homes, resulting in the destruction 
of 340 villages and farms and the construction 
of 33 settlements. In many cases a settlement 
was built over the territory of multiple Syrian 
villages and often used the same stones as a 
construction material.
   In the present day, language and text 
continue to be used as new modes of 
occupation and colonization. One form is 
using the names of destroyed villages but 
changing their meaning into a Zionist context 
(for example the renaming of Syrian village of 
al’Al into the settlement Eli Al) or the direct 
appropriation of place names (like the Syrian 
village of Fiq into the settlement of Afiq). 
   Another form is the physical labeling of 
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the territory. For example in tourist markers 
exclusively in Hebrew or the physical 
renaming of stores only in Hebrew in the 
Druze/Syrian village Majdal Shams in the 
return for necessary road infrastructure.
   Language is used as method of limit 
economic opportunity and movement. The 
Israeli state limits the use of Arabic in official 
documents whether for farming or driving.
   Two examples of documents are highly 
relevant to the ability to farm (see following 
page). The first is required to be filled by any 
farmer who needs to have or use (or drive) an 
agricultural tractor. The second is for those 
who need to build a room or a storeroom at 
their farm. There are additional forms that 
have to be filled by sheepherders when they 
want to move their livestock from one place 
to another. The forms are only accessible in 
Hebrew.
   There is continual pressure to force Syrians 
to renounce their citizenship and to accept an 
Israeli identity. The native Syrian population 
in the Jawlan are recognized as having an 
‘undefined’ nationality and are only awarded 
an Israeli ‘Laissez-Passer’, required if they 
wish to travel. Those that have been assigned 
this status face daily challenges in terms 
of freedom of movement which included 
obtaining an Israeli driver’s license available 
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opposite
Textual map of the Golan Heights

only in Hebrew. In addition the road network 
built after the destruction of the original 
roads, serves to support the economic and 
strategic well-being of the settlements and 
military movements rather than the villages.
   Another method of occupation using 
language is through the erosion of spoken 
Arabic itself. The proliferation of Hebrew 
in the area whether supporting increased 
Israeli-centred tourist activity or other 
economic activity has resulted in an Arabic 
contaminated with Hebrew words, or names 
that are replaced by Arabic transliterations 
of Hebrew words, or even an abandoning of 
Arabic altogether in favor of English.

Location
   The project follows a line through the 
territory—from the level of the Tiberian Sea 
up to the plateau of the Jawlan. The site is 
Route 98 from Ma’agan Settlement to Ramid 
Magshimim Settlement. The road itself is 
limiting device for the Syrian population. 
Driver’s licenses are written only in Hebrew 
and English and require the Syrian population 
to accept Israeli citizenship. The line of this 
road and what it passes becomes a frame of 
reference for investigating.
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   Five Israeli settlements are built upon eight 
destroyed Syrian villages. The settlements 
often use not only the same physical built 
material but retain the phonetic quality of the 
name of the original village. 

Mevo Hamma al-’Uyun 
Kfar Haruv  a-Saffuriya
    Kfir Hareb
Afiq   Fiq
Eli-Al   al’Al
Nov   a-Safira
    Kifr Alma
    Mazra’at Nav

Route 98 intersects with infrastructure 
including cultivated land, water reservoirs, 
natural reserves, military monuments and 
installations, as well as the border fence 
between Israel, Jordan and Syria.
   The line of the road serves not only as an 
entry point into the Jawlan physically, it 
provides a frame of investigation. The project 
first tracks text through photography and 
produces a photo essay. Next, the project 
tracks the imposition of text and language 
on the site through found objects –a driving 
video, a tourist map, statistical data, reporting 
from the Israel Antiquity Commission, and 

opposite
Settlements displacing respective villages
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the Al-Marsad mapping data. 
   The resultant output suggests a new Road 
Atlas for the Jawlan -a cartography that shows 
not only how language is imposed on the 
territory but what is hidden by it.

opposite
Farming and agriculatural documentation only 
available in Hebrew
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above / sample official driver’s license (only in Hebrew)
opposite / road network in Golan serving Jewish settlements
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opposite
highlights from Golan Heights map from the 
Israeli Tourism Agency

On November 12th 2017
I traveled to the Golan Heights 
for four days to confirm, 
interrogate or disrupt my 
assumptions, suspicions and 
conclusions.

The project tracks names, language and 
text through the territory in photographs. 
The Community Tourism map becomes 
a counterpoint to the investigation of 
physical text and language in photography. 
It should be noted that in the description 
of the settlements on the tourist map, the 
importance to trace the origin of place names 
is highlighted.
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Majdal Shams

Shouting Hill. Warning signs for land-mines are posted 
throughout the Jawlan acting as barriers or deadeners of the 
territory including here adjacent to a domestic backyard. The 
number of land-mines in the Jawlan is unknown. 

Majdal Shams

On Route 98. In order to receive funding to renew the 
commercial streetscape, store vendors were required to 
include Hebrew on signage.
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Tel Saki

The military output of Tel Saki that overlooks the Syrian 
border has become an Israeli tourist site. Hebrew text 
here acts as nationalistic memoralization of the territory. 
This particular sign was photographed multiple times by 
tourists.

Afiq

Destroyed Syrian villages becomes tourist sites including 
at Fiq, in the southern portion of the Golan Heights.  
Informational touristic signs found throughout the 
Jawlan are exclusively in Hebrew and markers of a 
rewritten history for the territory.
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Al Quneitra Administrative Office

Without statehood or institutional tools, one of the 
few mechanisms to deploy Arabic text and language 
physically in the territory is through graffiti.

Masadeh Apple Farm

Apple farm works write their names and desires on walls 
of a local apple farm in Masadeh. Writing functions as 
informal modes of marking the territory with text and 
language.
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Cross sections of Route 98 
(Ma’agan settlement to Ramat Magshimim settlement)  
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Route 98
Ma’agan settlement to 
Ramat Magshimim settlement
A focused area of investigation is selected 
within the Golan Heights to start to 
understand the imprint of text and language 
in the territory. Route 98, a rebuilt highway 
and entrance to the plateau of the Jawlan, 
serves as a beginning line of investigation. 
It should be noted that this project is 
only a starting point. It is by no means a 
comprehensive and exhaustive research. 
Rather the idea to collect textual and 
language-based information is to layer and 
then to reveal and expose gaps in knowledge 
and understanding of the territory.   
   Therefore, Route 98 is understood through 
five found objects –a driving video, a tourist 
map, statistical data, reporting from the Israel 
Antiquity Commission and mapping data 
from Al Marsad, an NGO based in the area. 
Each object becomes a source showing the 
imposition, erasure, or recovering of text and 
language along and adjacent to the road. 
   The first found object is a 30’05 tourist 
driving video posted on youtube.

Magshimim
Junction

Ma'agan Junction



126 127

Route 98
  The road is the lower entrance to the Jawlan 
and continues to Majdal Shams. The road 
passes the Yarmouk River that is border 
between Israel and Jordan and climbs into the 
plateau of the territory. There is an elevation 
gain of approximately 752 meters. The 
segment of the road studied is approximately 
33 kilometers in length.
   The lower portion of Route 98 intersects five 
of the oldest Jewish settlements established 
soon after the Six-Day War in 1967. Each 
settlement was built on the territory of 
existing Syrian villages often using their stones 
as construction material. Each settlement 
therefore can be linked to the destroyed 
village. 
   Prior to occupation, the area was the Fiq 
district with a population of 27,012. Currently 
no Syrian villages exist in the area.

    

opposite
Jewish settlements of Route 98



128 129

Sources for language and text
Language and text are developed through five 
sources and then placed into five categories. 
The sources are mapped within a framework 
of their adjacencies to the existing road.

 
Road Signs
   A recording of existing road signs on Route 
98. Physical signs are a first layer of text and 
language placed in the territory. At a basic 
level, road signs curate how you navigate 
travel through the Golan Heights. The 
Hebrew-only signs are noted with **. 
   A grey layer is added of points omitted or 
hidden by signs along the road seen in the 
driving video.

Antiquities and Archaeological Sites
   A recording of the archaeological sites by the 
Israel Antiquities Authority.  The stated aim of 
the authority is to increase public awareness 
and interest in Israel’s archaeological heritage. 
The use of  systematic cataloging, recording 
through text and documentation build 
alternative narratives and historize and 
neutralize a recent violent past.
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Statistical Information
   A recording of the statistical information for 
the Jewish settlements by the Israeli Central 
Bureau of Statistics. Statistics is etymologically 
knowledge (connaissance) used by the state 
to define, control and build a rationale for 
statehood. Statistics also define and exclude 
who is and who is not the ‘population’.

Tourism
   A recording of tourist names and sites on 
Route 98. Increasingly the Golan Heights is 
marketed as a tourist destination in Israel. 
Tourist areas include natural landmarks but 
also military monuments and archaeological 
sites (included destroyed villages). Tourism 
is used as a mass-media tool to rename and 
build a narrative for the territory.

Destroyed Syrian Villages
    The recovery of the names of destroyed 
Syrian villages that were physically erased 
remains an ongoing project for Al Marsad 
-The Arab Human Rights Centre in the Golan 
Heights. The act of recording names is not 
not only a mode of recognition but resistance 
but are important tools to maintain collective 
identity tied to placehood.   
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5’10 6’21 8’19

9’47 9’52 11’32

16’21 18’52 19’31

21’05 21’22 22’45

0’52 1’05 3’42

8’52 9’01 9’23

12’13 12’20 15’00

20’01 20’20 20’53

Road sign stills from source video 
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opposite
The cataloging archaeological sites locations
(translated directly from Hebrew)

clockwise
1. destroyed village of al-’Al (34)
2. destroyed village of Fiq (100)
3. stone door lentil (62)

1.

2.

3.

40 Ein Gev

Kfar Haruv (113)
Levia slope (1)
Al-Mabra (South-West) (2)
Al-Mabra (South-East) (3)
Wadi al-Sefirah Lower (4)
Upper Wadi Sefirah (6)
Meeting of streams (5)
Al-Fakhuri extension (7)
Al-Fakhouri (8)
Tel al-Fakhuri (9)
On the side of a-Safira (southwest) 
(10)
Tel Kursi (11)
Horbat Kursi (Me’agana) (12)
Kursi Beach (13)
Al-Kursi (Monastery) (14)
Al-Khashash (15)
Al-Huthia (West) (16)
Khirbet al-Hutiya (17)
Masil Kharov (18)
Al-appetizer (19)
Height point 108 m (20)
Point of elevation 140 m (southeast) 
(21)
Tel Abu Mador (North-West) (22)
Al-Bardawil Plain (23)
From the tributaries of Nahal El-Al 
(24)
Ein Owinish (25)
Ein Auinish (West) (26)
Mitzpe Ofir Extension (27)
Valley of the Cowboys (28)
Abu al-Majahiya (West) (29)
Khirbet al-Majahiya (30)
Masil Khorov Upper (31)
Al-Majahia was born (32)
Lower Lower Galilee (33)
Ain a-Sawikta (34)
Adissa (35)
Adisa (East) (36)
Bridge (37)
Adisa (South) (38)
Tel Abu Mador (39)
Tel Abu Mador branch (40)
Khashas Abu Madur (41)
Tel Abu Mador (West) (42)
Al-Bardawil (43)
The Cliffs of Nahal El-Al (44)
A-Nukav (45)
Tel a-Nireb (46)
The Trail of Bir a-Shqum - Ophir 
Observatory (47)
Ain a-Sawikta (48)
Ein a-Sawikta (West) (49)
Khirbet Tayneh (50)
Compound stem-up (51)
From the cliff came Al-Majahiya (52)
From the cliff of the sands (53)
Rajem Zaki (54)
El-Al (north-west) (55)
The El-Al Plain (56)
The Upper and Lower El Al Junction 
(57)
Enamel sulfate (58)
Shaped (59)
The Giv’at Yo’av Plain (60)
The sons of Judah (61)
Nahal Haron (62)
Tel Atar (63)
From the Giv’at Givat Yoav (64)
Neot-Golan (North) (65)
Regem Pick (66)
Nahal Ein Gev (67)
Tel-Ein-Gev (68)
Neat brick (69)
Khirbet Nuqeb (East) (70)
Nahal Ein-Gev (2) (71)
Nahal Ein-Gev (1) (72)
Ein Gev Stream (village) (73)
And the hadith of a-Zaytun (74)
Plain bus (1) (75)
Plain Bus (2) (76)
Plain bus (3) (77)
Distribution of Strait (1) (78)
Port of Susita (79)
Suseita River Branch (80)
Horse Riding (81)
Nahal Susita (84)
Susieta (north-east) (85)
The aqueducts for horses (86)
From the cliff of Ein Gev (East) (87)
The cliff of Ein-Gev (88)
Stairs made of stone (89)
Tel-Sorag (north) (90)
The Ein-Gev Stream (91)
Nahal Afiq (South) (92)
Nahal Afiq (North) (93)
Bus extension (94)
Fiq (95)
Ein Kinnour (96)
Elevation point -26 m (southeast) (97)
Kfar Haruv Extension (98)
Elevation point 320 m (east) (99)
Afiq (Western) (100)
Point of Altitude 327 (West) (101)
Point of elevation 327 m (southwest) 
(102)
Upper Strait (West) (103)
Upper Strait River (North) (104)
Distribution of Strait (2) (105)
Browse Ba’ath (West) (106)
Browse Ba’ath (107)

Browse East Jerusalem (108)
Browse Bithat (North) (109)
Rajem al-Yacouza (110)
Kfar Haruv (West) (112)
Horses for beekeeping (111)
Kfar Haruv (East) (114)
The extension of Wadi Barbara (115)
Wadi Barbara (116)
Ras al-Zakrat (117)
Wadi Barbara (West) (118)
Ras al-Hazmatah (119)
Ras al-Hamzdah (saddle) (120)
Ras al-Hazmatah (East) (121)
A-Safuriya (north-west) (122)
The Wadi Barbara estuary to the Strait 
(East) (123)
The Wadi Barbara estuary to the Strait 
(west) (124)
Upper Strait (South-West) (125)
The Wadi Barbara estuary to the Strait 
(north) (126)
Upper Egypt River (East) (127)
Upper Strait River (South) (128)
Al-Yikus (129)
Al-Yikus (South) (130)
Susieta (South) (82)
Susieta (Cemetery) (83)

40(1) Nov

Sahl Jadya (northeast) (2)
Sahl Jadya (North) (1)
The Upper El Al Stream (3)
The Upper El Al Stream (4)
Upper El-Al (north) (5)
Nahal El-Al (north-east) (6)
Burial of the Children of Israel (7)
Non-conforming inspection (8)
Ma’ale El-Al Stream (9)
Rasem a-Rabah (10)
Sahm Al-Mukh (11)
Ramat-Magshimim South (1)
Ramat Magshimim (South 2) (13)
Tel a-Dahab (14)
Jadiyeh (15)
The El-Al Stream (16)
Ein Jedi (17)
Sahl Jidya (South) (18)
The Cliff of the El Al Stream (19)
Avni Eitan (West) (20)
Nov (west) (21)
Avni-Eitan (North) (22)
Tel Nov (23)
Tel Abu a-Zeitoun (24)
Tel Abu a-Zaytun (West) (25)
Abu Khayt (west) (26)
Abu Khit (South-West) (27)
Tel Abu al-Ghaitr (28)
Sde Avni-Eitan (29)
Abu Khayt (South) (30)
Dolmen near El Al (31)
Ein A-Truk (32)
Al-Ma village (33)
El Al (34)
El Al (South) (35)
Diapers (36)
Khirbet Sihan (37)
Jabin (38)
Dover a-Luz (39)
Tel Abu Hajar (40)
Rajam al-Yikus (North) (41)
Elevation point 265 m (42)
Khirbet al-’Aris (43)

44 Hamat Gader

Khirbet Doirban (1)
On the Cliffs of On (2)
Ein el-Adam (West) (3)
Ain al-Adam (4)
Kfar Haruv (South) (5)
Kfar Haruv (South-East) (6)
Height point 227 m (7)
Elevation point 227 m (east) (8)
Saddle height point 227 m (9)
Thistle (North) (10)
Thistle (East) 1 (11)
Lower creek (dam) (12)
Thistle (East) 2 (13)
Cemetery near Tel (14)
Extension of height 227 m (15)
A-Safuriya (16)
A-Safuriya (North) (17)
A-Safuriya (West) (18)
A-Safuriya (South) (19)
Cliffs of a-Tziporia (20)
Davosia (21)
Eyes for sure (22)
Davosia (South-East) (23)
Davosia (South) 2 (24)
Saad (East) (25)
Height point 232 m (26)
Browse Umm al-Azm (27)
Browse Umm al-Azm (West) (28)
A-Dan (29)
Sticks (30)
Max Brigga (North) (31)
Thistle (south-west) (32)
Thistle (South) (33)
Max Brigga (North) (34)
Thistle (South) (35)
Abrasive tool (36)
Extension pieces (37)
Al-Matsiya (West) (38)

Height 235 m (39)
Davos (South) 1 (40)
Al-Metsiya (South) (41)
Al-Matsiya (North-East) (42)
Al-Matsiya (North) (43)
Al-Matsiya (North-West) (44)
Saad (45)
Saad (1) (46)
Saad (South-West) (47)
Saad (West) (48)
Saad (North-West) (49)
Al-Majnuniya (50)
Introduction to Hama (East) (51)
Max Brigga (52)
Brigga branch (53)
Max Brigga (West) (54)
Max Brigga (South) (55)
Qatat al-Qasr (56)
Al-Matsiya (South-West) (57)
Al-Qasr (1)
Yarmouk Road (59)
Khirbet Ayoun (60)
Bronze al-Balata (61)
Al-Batma (62)
Al-Batma (West) (63)
Al-Batma (South) (64)
Al-Ida (65)
Al-’Eida (East) (66)
Arak al-Arava (67)
Talat (68) ןויע
Ajor Ghazala (69)
A-Natsariya (70)
On the A-Nasariya side (71)
Negev Observation Point (72)
The Yarmuk Cliff (73)
The Yarmouk Valley (74)
Hamat Gader (75)

40 Ein Gev

Kfar Haruv (113)
Levia slope (1)
Al-Mabra (South-West) (2)
Al-Mabra (South-East) (3)
Wadi al-Sefirah Lower (4)
Upper Wadi Sefirah (6)
Meeting of streams (5)
Al-Fakhuri extension (7)
Al-Fakhouri (8)
Tel al-Fakhuri (9)
On the side of a-Safira (southwest) 
(10)
Tel Kursi (11)
Horbat Kursi (Me’agana) (12)
Kursi Beach (13)
Al-Kursi (Monastery) (14)
Al-Khashash (15)
Al-Huthia (West) (16)
Khirbet al-Hutiya (17)
Masil Kharov (18)
Al-appetizer (19)
Height point 108 m (20)
Point of elevation 140 m (southeast) 
(21)
Tel Abu Mador (North-West) (22)
Al-Bardawil Plain (23)
From the tributaries of Nahal El-Al 
(24)
Ein Owinish (25)
Ein Auinish (West) (26)
Mitzpe Ofir Extension (27)
Valley of the Cowboys (28)
Abu al-Majahiya (West) (29)
Khirbet al-Majahiya (30)
Masil Khorov Upper (31)
Al-Majahia was born (32)
Lower Lower Galilee (33)
Ain a-Sawikta (34)
Adissa (35)
Adisa (East) (36)
Bridge (37)
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347064 799330 114734

906866 493263 734232

680792 657351 687685

793615 646791 052207

916009 159402 136414

479532 261739 719416

102914 066397 802916

005366 995519 766387

Archaeological and antiquities from al’Al (Israeli Antiquities Commission)
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Sources 
Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics
Uri Davis (1983) ‘The Golan Heights under Israeli occupation 1967-1981.

In 1964, the Jawlan region was administered 
under a new Province of Quinetira. Any 
existing statistical data pre-1967 is found at 
the Centre tor Middle Eastern and Islamic 
studies Documentation Unit, University of 
Durham. The figures are in contrast to official 
Israeli figures -the Israeli state systematically 
underestimating the impact of the occupation.
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Road Atlas for the Jawlan
The ongoing project suggests a new Road 
Atlas for the Jawlan -a map that shows 
not only how language is imposed on the 
territory but what is hidden by it. The atlas 
is approached as an open tool where the 
continued layering of information provides a 
platform and a means and starting point for 
possible practical intervention.

The following are fourteen zoomed maps 
following Route 98.
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Notes on Tokyo. 
This project is 
an investigation 
on notions of 
collectivity and the 
invisible commons 
in an individualizing 
city.
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On March 12th 2019
we traveled to Yanaka Taito, a 
neighborhood in Tokyo. 
Yanaka is one of the few Tokyo neighborhoods 
in which the old Shitamachi atmosphere 
of small alleyways can be felt. High 
concentration of civic activism flourishes 
in the area, as if filling the gaps between the 
existing houses.
   The scale of the gaps between the houses 
determine the level of intimacy and 
domesticity. These gaps function as social glue 
that allows for collectivity to happen. They 
are the context for an idea of a pre-existing 
“commons” inherent to the fabric of Tokyo. 
  The following are portraits of Yanaka.
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Invisible Commons
Prototypes for Collectivity.

This project investigates the notion of the 
commons and asks how can architecture 
exist within it. The notion of the commons is 
defined as a set of existing collective actions 
by a set of individual agents who share a 
specific resource and safeguard its use. We ask 
how can architecture intervene and facilitate 
these actions within the context of an existing 
neighborhood in Tokyo. Community and 
commons don’t exist a priori. They co-emerge 
with small actions that connect people and 
places. Rather than monolithic and unitary, 
commons coexist at various levels; nestled 
into one another.

Our neighborhood of investigation is Yanaka.
Yanaka is quiet.
Yanaka is trendy with old and young shops.
Yanaka has families, children out for walks 
and old people.
Yanaka is for bikes, books and coffees. 

Yanaka, a sector of Taito, Tokyo, Japan is one 
of the few Tokyo neighborhoods in which the 

old Shitamachi atmosphere of small diffuse 
streets can be felt. High concentrations of civic 
activism flourish in the area, as if filling the 
gaps between the existing houses.
   The scale of the gaps between the houses 
determine the level of intimacy and therefore 
the level of domesticity. These gaps function 
as a social infrastructure and allow for 
collectivity to happen. They are the context for 
an idea of the “commons”.
  The concentration of agents and activities 
in the area combined with its long history of 
shared similar motives, contributes to multiple 
layers of overlaps and intersections between 
these individuals and groups. Although 
the degree and nature of relations vary, this 
condition of loosely connected networks 
where each one is a potential resource for 
another creates a commons, but one that is 
invisible.
Yanaka is not an easily consolidated 
neighborhood (it is on the border with 3 local 
governments) and therefore not receptive to 
only top-down planning. We have to consider 
working with a ground-up approach. 
   The idea is to make these invisible actions 
of agents more visible through architecture, 
to create points of negotiation between 
neighbors and agents. In essence, we want to 
support existing collective actions, propagate 
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them and mix them. This is what architecture 
can do.
   This nuanced view of the commons 
suggests that it is not necessary to coerce 
everyone into a unified mindset, but rather 
allow and embrace the co-existence of a 
variety of motives. An approach that calls 
for negotiation between two distinct parties, 
government and citizen. 
   We want the citizens themselves to identify 
what more permanent program is preferable 
and necessary. 

The Social Infrastructure 
The fragmentation of the city means that the 
streets act as social infrastructure, a glue that 
keeps a fragmented city together, forming a 
bond between individuals. 
   Individuals like Yoko Inaba from The 
Children’s Theater who says, “I want a familiar 
space where both children and parents can 
be excited about” or Nandarou Ayashige 
from Book Street who says, “I thought having 
bookstores out on the streets would be fun”
or Yoshiki Mishima from Green Streets, 
who states, “I wanted to make a place with 
anonymous green, like a green infrastructure” 
  These actions are supported by existing 
social infrastructure. The small porosity of 

the street. But actions that are diffuse and 
uncoordinated. 

Collective Rooms
Since the idea of collectivity existed within 
the Japanese pre-modern house (both as 
an internal and external interface), the first 
approach is to use that idea and project it to 
the neighborhood. Perhaps the existing social 
infrastructure can be enhanced at these points 
to create greater community resiliency within 
a neighborhood?
   Collective rooms where the armature 
of the existing domestic actions that are 
characteristic of the small streets can be 
extended to create spaces with potential, as 
points of negotiation between neighbors and 
agents.

Points of Negotiation 
   The first site of negotiation is in defining 
the room. Collective rooms lie within existing 
voids in neighborhoods -the small sequences 
of two or three interlocking spaces with good 
proportion that can allow for gathering.   
Typically neglected spaces with immense 
potential to host varied activities and act 
between scales not typically recognized for 
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their architectural potential.
   We propose a mediator that works at the 
minimum within the collective room to 
both identify their quality and act as the 
mediums of negotiation between neighbors 
and temporary collective agents. These points 
take the form of existing water and power 
connections, street lights and other forms of 
public infrastructure. 
   The pre-existing points of contact are then 
supplemented with a new Tatami mat grid 
of posts and holes to be installed by the 
local municipality. In Japan, the tatami mat 
(2:1 proportion) is the unit of domesticity 
and gives the quality of room. This quality, 
given by the top-down, a government entity, 
through initial investments links the bottom-
up, individual citizen, by re-establishing 
the presence of the domestic within the 
collective room. These points of intersection 
become places where the specific architectural 
elements can be plugged into the existing 
urban fabric. 

Prototypes for Collectivity 
After defining the collective room, the project 
acts at the level of the individual interaction 
in order to effect changes at the neighborhood 
scale and does so through the exploration of 

prototypes. These prototypical constructions 
represent a range of existing architectures and 
individual activities, but brings them to the 
identified collective room.
   Prototypes are designed for a specific 
use, for one agent, but have the capacity to 
be misused by another agent. Prototypes 
themselves are points of negotiation. Stairs 
can become a new site for a children’s theater, 
landings become bookshelves, and canopies 
become social gathering spaces. 

Multiple Scenarios
Prototypes that have the specificity of use but 
remain open to misuse allows for multiple 
speculative scenarios that serves as points of 
negotiation so that the community can decide 
what should or should not be more permanent 
program. 
   One such example is local agent Yoko 
Inaba who proposed the children’s theater. 
Yoko is an advocate for children’s theatre that 
promotes activities like observing, playing, 
gathering and creating enjoyed by adults 
and kids alike. They create various cultural 
activities like theatre, music, entertainment in 
the neighborhood. 
   Multiple scenarios are supported by an 
ownership model where both the city and 
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the local can engage equally. While the city 
has the resources and means to identify the 
collective room and make minimal physical 
intervention and financing, it is neighbors 
and exiting agents that determine use, mis-
use, maintenance or neglect through an active 
process of negotiation.
   Each element is consistent in detail, and 
quality. Commissioned architecture through 
local governments. Prototypes embody legal 
negotiation with city councils which form 
economical boosts and construction while 
the neighbors themselves fill in the points of 
negotiation. 
   These elements plug into the tatami grid 
and fit inside a pavilion when they are not 
deployed or in use. The pavilion serves as 
a vessel for the collection of architectural 
elements that are designed for specificity 
but are open to misuse and neighborly 
appropriation. 
   The pavilion itself is a Japanese type 
(in proportion, material, construction 
and program) and serves as a reference 
to the familiar,  its operability a reference 
to the unfamiliar, opening the possibility 
of discovery and revealing the invisible 
commons.

Notes on Representation
The project is approached as a series of 
photographs of collages, models and drawings 
produced over the course of three months. 
The photographs in dialogue with the made 
and drawn objects, become the artifacts of the 
project. There is constant relation between 
the digital, analogue and the recording of 
each through another medium, photography. 
They are presented here as a series -a series 
that follows the narrative of their presentation 
open to multiple readings and mis-readings. 

The second section is a series of two 
interviews with architect Chie Kanno at 
Regional Care Yoshikawa, Kodomo Kitchen, 
and urban sociologist Eric Klinenberg 
author of Palaces for the People: How Social 
Infrastructure Can Help Fight Inequality, 
Polarization, and the Decline of Civic Life.
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The Exhibition

Over the course of the studio the work 
culminated into an exhibition with a curated 
wall of photographs. Accompanying the 
photographs was the model box where one of 
the collage scenes was created.
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An Interview with Kanno Chie 
at Regional Care Yoshikawa
The necessity for ambiguity in 
architecture

On March 11th, we had the opportunity to 
visit Regional Care Yoshikawa, a children’s 
kitchen outside of Tokyo designed by Chie 
Kanno an architect formerly of Atelier 
Bow-Wow now with her own firm Te-Co 
along with her partner Risa Alison. Kanno’s 
work tries to work sensitively to create new 
relationship between architecture and the city. 

Regional Care Yoshikawa was a refurbishment 
of one store in the shopping district of a 
housing estate built in the 1970s. It was to 
serve as a regional office for social welfare 
organization specializing in nursing care. 
A space for the staff to work but also where 
people in the area could gather easily. 

The approach was to open the building to 
the community. A long bench made for an 
open facade where the appearance of the 
interior from the outside could be seen. The 
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bench continued further to the interior. The 
middle part of the room was equipped with a 
2 meter square table with a kitchen integrated 
so that many people would be able to face 
each other. What was surprising to Kanno 
was the unexpected use of the space after its 
completion.

Regional Care Yoshikawa was first intended 
as only an office space for the regional social 
welfare office. Yet with collaboration from the 
architect and its sensitive design, the project 
itself became an example of adaptability, 
change in use, and the notion of ambiguity to 
generate possibilities for encounter.

Q/ During your time in graduate school and 
Atelier Bow-Wow you were part of the team 
that studied the relation between inside and 
outside through the facade of existing building 
typologies. What is the notion of facade in this 
building as an interface between the outside 
and the inside?

When I was researching in Switzerland with 
Peter Merkur, I became very interested in the 
relationship between the inside and outside 
through architectural elements especially the 
loggia. I was interested in loggia because it 
constantly reflects the relationship between 
architecture and the city without a special or 
particular application. In Italy, just watching 
people walking around, watching knitting, etc.
  This became a focus of research here at 
Regional Care Yoshikawa as well. Even in the 
nursing care space, having such a semi-outdoor 
space creates a relationship between the tenants 
and place, connecting with the area where the 
staff work with the community, watching over 
the whole city.

Q/ What were some surprises that occurred 
after the completion of the project?

The intention of the project was to make places 
where people can gather at the facade of the 
building. We assumed that elderly people other 
than visiting nursing care persons and people 
with dementia can drop in without hesitation 
and make rice together, will eat together. 
Although this image was not a mistake, it was 
children who first took notice of the project, 
and after school like a routine came to come to 
play.
   The tenants saw an opportunity. To connect 
young and old. Due to circumstances of parents’ 
work, there are families where children were 
alone into the evening. Children often stayed 
in this space until the evening and ate sweets 
and rice. So volunteers and people from the 
commerce committee raised their hands, and 

with the driving force of the people at the 
workplace, decided to open a child canteen.

Q/ What are specific elements of the facade that 
made it a site of community appropriation?

We were happy if the window space would 
be useful. I felt strongly that it should be 
open so I proposed to open the facade with a 
window. But it is a combination of functions, 
a bench with window with an electrical plug. 
We discussed whether it would be necessity to 
provide an electrical outlet to the outside. The 
first intention was for the client, for occasional 
events to take place in the covered space in 
front of the storefront. Yet an interesting thing 
happened. Local children began to use it to 
charge their devices, resting on the bench and 
growing in curiosity of what was happening 
inside. The outlet itself generated activity at 
the facade. An idea of a specific use with a 
specific intention (the client’s), but with the 
ability to be mis-used, change and generate new 
possibilities.    
   Actually the depth of the facade was a point 
of negotiation. Giving more to facade meant 
that the space inside would also be smaller. 
But the client was interested in giving a space 
to the community itself. The solution was that 
the depth actually provided a specific moment 
of encounter. You did not have to go in to see 
what was happening. In Japan, for social welfare 
organizations there is social stigma (especially 
for the older generation) to use their services. 
But simply to provide a nice space, a moment of 
rest outside where someone that is sitting here 
can be approached in a friendly way. 

Q/ So when you started in the process they 
didn’t need an office space but a kitchen space?

In the beginning they only needed a mini 
kitchen. But we had an idea that a kitchen could 
bring a community together -also that there 
would be a directly relation between the work 
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of the Social Welfare Organization and the 
community it was serving. I drew two plans for 
the client (both that placed the kitchen at the 
centre). They understood my intention.

Q/ Did the idea of the collective table at the 
center of the project come later?

The large table was part of the initial design, 
yet it took a full year for the kitchen to be used 
as a collective program. We imagined into 
the future. In the beginning we imagined that 
elderly people can gather to have tea. But the 
design of the table actually is able to host many 
activities -even the ones for only the office’s 
use. Ultimately it is an architectural element - a 
comfortable surface. So even it was not used as 
a kitchen, it had the capacity to be appropriated 
for something else that is just as important or 
necessary at a specific point in time.

Q/ You mentioned that you studied the use of 
the loggia as a negotiation between the inside 
and outside. Do you think this idea is limited 
to Europe or do you think it has application in 
Japan?

From what I learnt from my research, it seemed 
that the loggia could be applied to Japan, and 
i have used it in other projects. Actually, the 
loggia is something that gives depth to the 
facade. It is very similar to traditional Japanese 
typologies that separate the inside from the 
outside through many layers of screens with 
space between them and a change in height. 
Before in Japanese houses there was the 
engawa (a 50 cm non-tatami-matted flooring 
that ran around the rooms, on the outside of 
the building). This space was always a space 
for gathering. My thought is that we should 
encourage this type of gathering. My research 
into the loggia which has more depth than 
50cm, was on this theme.   
   Also, although each element is thin, it is 
the layering that gives depth. The idea that 
Japanese architecture is only about thinness or 
transparency is not true -what contemporary 
Japanese architecture does attempt to do is to 

mediate the condition between the inside and 
outside. Both are valuable.
   The use of the deep facade has a spatial as 
well as a functional ambiguity. We don’t know 
if it is inside or outside, and we don’t know its 
use as pertaining to the program inside. What 
opportunities does this create? It is an open 
architecture that lets people discover and decide 
for themselves the use. In a way the architecture 
is invisible.

Q/ What is the status of the adjacent businesses 
to the Regional Care Yoshikawa?

When we started here they were empty, the 
storefronts were vacant. But now a children’s 
administration office has moved into the next 
unit. On the other side, there is going to be a 
new business that is opening up. I think that our 
project has had something to do with renewed 
interest in this particular location. I also worked 
on another project with the city administration, 
responsible for the new children’s centre next 
door. They told me they moved here because of 
success of the kodomo kitchen that has started 
here and even the success of the design of the 
facade at the kodomo kitchen is being used 
again next door.

Q/ Do you keep in contact with the Social 
Welfare Organization?

Actually I have some more project with them. 
They are quite a big company. We have learned 
from the experience here, what is working and 
what is not working, and applied it to other 
contexts. For example in Chiba prefecture that 
was opened in 2017. Actually the project is 
very similar architecturally but it is not used as 
a kodomo kitchen. Rather that project brings 
together community in a different way between 
the urban and rural.

Regional Care Yoshikawa
Kodomo (Children’s) Kitchen  
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An Interview with Eric 
Klinenberg
Architecture as Social 
Infrastructure: Capable of 
Facilitating Change 

Eric Klinenberg is Professor of Sociology and 
Director of the Institute for Public Knowledge 
at New York University. He also serves as 
Research Director of Rebuild by Design, 
which began as a federal competition to 
generate innovative infrastructure plans for 
the region affected by Hurricane Sandy, and 
now helps cities around the world transform 
to address climate change.
 
Klinenberg’s research projects focus on cities, 
climate change, culture, politics, media, 
technology, and social policy. His most recent 
book is Palaces for the People: How Social 
Infrastructure Can Help Fight Inequality, 
Polarization, and the Decline of Civic Life 
(Crown Publishing, September 2018). The 
book argues that the future of democratic 
societies rests not simply on shared 



220 221

values but on shared spaces: the libraries, 
childcare centers, bookstores, churches, 
synagogues, and parks that help us form 
crucial, sometimes life-saving connections. 
These are places where people can gather 
and linger, strengthening personal ties and 
promoting interaction across group lines. 
They are vital parts of what he calls our “social 
infrastructure,” and they are necessary for 
rebuilding societies everywhere.

The project addresses the research imperative 
initiated by Anna Puigjaner regarding 
‘kitchenless living’. We address with our 
project the idea of extracting literal privatized 
programmed spaces from the home and 
working making them shared or collective 
spaces. 

Q/ Have you seen this sort of phenomena 
in your own research, and how have these 
interactions changed the way you perceive 
domestic space? 

Yes I’ve absolutely seen this sort of extraction 
of the domestic program. Actually in the 
closing chapter of my book Going Solo, I look 
at developments that compromise on the size 
of private domestic spaces and build in more 
space for shared amenities. It documents 
shared housing and what happens when you 
compromise a little bit on private domestic 
program and build in more space for shared 
amenities. Fardknappen Stockholm, ground 
level shared kitchen. If you live in the building 
and you are over 45 you sign up to cook every 
month. There is a built in expectation that you 
will participate in the community by cooking 
for other people. Then if you are enrolled in that 
program, you can sign up for dinners any other 
night you want. There is always a collective 
notion of cooking and cleaning.

Q/ What makes it more or less likely for people 
to use these spaces? 

In all of my studies I cannot say I’ve found a 
perfect formula for success. The program of the 
space absolutely matters, and it’s not just having 
a physical place, but also a set of activities that 
encourages participation. It’s one thing to have 
a library, but it’s another to have one that offers 
children’s literacy classes and craft courses for 
adults and karaoke. 
   Management also matters, if you have a 
complex with program or activities, it is the 

local staff that make sure people feel welcome 
there and that they are wanted there regardless 
of who they are. Libraries are successful as 
gathering places in part because of librarians. 
These are professional people who have a 
principled commitment to inclusion. Any 
price tag you place on access raises the bar 
and reduces possibilities for use for everyone. 
At the same time some people believe that if 
you don’t have a price tag on something, it 
winds up attracting people who have grave or 
serious deprivation or suffer from some kind 
of problems. This creates a different kind of 
space, a free space, but one that could become a 
stigmatized space. This then creates a different 
kind of space as one that middle class people 
will not use. So in the end it really is a balancing 
act on the part of not only the designers, but 
also of the local staff and the visitors.
   Design matters obviously, places can be more 
or less attractive, more or less welcoming and 
pleasant or more or less accessible. For example 
a lot of libraries are not even wheelchair 
accessible, not to mention geographic location. 
Is your infrastructure accessible to everyone? 
That is a big concern that could dramatically 
affect overall usage of the spaces over time. 
Maintenance is very important, architectural 
history is wrought with amazing buildings 
opening on the first day and then falling quickly 
into disrepair because they are not continually 
maintained. How do you build maintenance 
into the design and program? How do you 
make sure that the spaces are continually 
developed? Can you build something that is 
flexible enough that can continually be tweaked 
and adapted to facilitate additional uses? We 
often have a design idea for something we want 
to do, but in real life the way the space is used is 
actually very different. 

Q/ Culturally dynamic Tokyo, the urban 
condition is one of urban porosity. Density has 
grown but openness continues. Can we look to 
these in-between space as social infrastructure? 
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What was once one building for a single family 
is now seven or eight buildings all ranging in 
uses. Could we look at these open spaces, or 
the Urban porosity as a site of potential social 
infrastructure?

Sidewalks are easily considered social 
infrastructure, they are ubiquitous in nature 
and are shaped by many people and all kinds 
of surrounding things that make them hard to 
manage and design at the same time. They are 
unlike buildings or facilities in that they aren’t 
easily contained or maintained by a central 
team. There are certainly ways that streets 
or sidewalks work to provide a fundamental 
building block for facilitating urban public life. 
   A Sidewalk can be very narrow and used 
in a very utilitarian way to just get from here 
to there, or it can be widened and used for 
lingering or social gatherings. In Palaces for the 
People book there is a chapter on education and 
I use an example of this expanded sidewalk in 
front of my kids school in NYC and how the 
space becomes utilized as a social gathering 
point. I compare that to the street and sidewalk 
area of the suburban school my kids went 
to in Silicon Valley where everything is very 
car dependent. I think yes, by all means this 
area, when used and planned effectively can 
be a powerful space for social infrastructure. 
Architecturally we tend to have very limited 
control over how these sidewalks and streets are 
operate through design unless you are working 
on a neighborhood plan. 

Q/ The typical home has becoming an insular 
unit, people are living alone and don’t need 
to go outside. What was once public has been 
pushed out from the home. Where has this 
sense of public life gone within the city, now 
that it has been pushed outside of the home? 

It’s interesting, I was in Beijing and Shanghai 
about 20 years ago during the summer after 
I had written a book called Heat Wave which 
was a social study about how people fared 
during a major environmental change while 
engaged in different social scenarios. Survival 

at times depended on whether someone lived 
alone or had a strong social infrastructure. It 
was wild because people had taken their living 
rooms and placed them outside. They gathered 
massively long extension cords and pulled their 
living room furniture and electronics outside. 
Basically, these people inverted the private 
space and were living more comfortably during 
this environmental change. And although I 
haven’t seen this as much in Tokyo, I’m sure this 
is a possibility. 

Typical street in Yanaka neighborhood, Tokyo.
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This project is three 
observations 
and an interview 
from the Renzo Piano 
Building Workshop.
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Digital Redrawing of original site plan of the 
building workshop
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A note on the approach
Instead of a fixed object, this project is 
imagined as an archive of a process that 
references both past, present and future work. 
One that shows its first synthesis in the form 
of a text, original drawings, diagrams, archival 
documents and iconic sketches, photos, an 
interview and then cataloguing and collecting. 
Different representations both digital and 
analogue are bound together in one volume. 
The project is an open object. Pages can 
taken out, edited, rearranged to find new 
congruences and inconsistencies between 
them.
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Meeting Renzo Piano for the first time, 
he encouraged us to “steal” as much as we 
can from the experience. My theft is three 
observations and an interview -with senior 
associate and longtime Piano friend Shunji 
Ishida, taken during the course of the 
internship on the work, method and process 
of the workshop.

Observation 1
An approach to work and workplace

Observation 2
An approach to the use of section and mock-
up to imagine space

Observation 3
An approach to the constructive blueprint

Renzo Piano Building Workshop is an 
international architectural practice based in 
Genova with practices in Paris and New York. 
While the breadth, variety and body of work 
produced over its 40 year history is immense, 
the approach of the studio has remained 
consistent in its philosophy — “piece by piece” 
—an obsession engrained in the daily work of 
the individual architects, translating through 
the scales to the larger vision of Renzo 
himself.

   In early 2018, I had the opportunity to 
travel and work in the Renzo Piano Building 
Workshop in Genova living in Italy as part of 
a six-month internship program organized 
between Columbia University and the Renzo 
Piano Foundation. As an intern, I joined 
a team and played a part in every phase of 
the work: design, making, experimentation, 
obsession, and visiting the construction of an 
active worksite.

   This document is not a collection of final 
work produced by myself —work that is 
already found within the DNA (both built and 
unbuilt) of the projects themselves. Rather 
this document, like the ‘good’ architecture 
practiced at RPBW attempts to provide 
something new. A reframing, reconsideration 
of an existing condition.
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The building workshop and foundation
A view from the sea

Yet how to begin to know 
or understand Renzo? It is 
essential to talk to him in his 
office out of Genova. Office 
is hardly the word. On a 
grey January day, the sea was 
neither gentle or beguiling, 
rather warning that it should 
not be taken for granted.
-John Tusa
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The surrounding territory of the building 
workshop in Vesima



240 241

Observation 1
An approach to work and workplace
   Renzo Piano started his career as a rebel 
against the architectural establishment 
with the Pompidou Centre. But my interest 
in Renzo began at the office in Genova, 
the building workshop. The studio and its 
glass funicular embodies so many of the 
characteristics of the work, philosophy and 
the processes that I found inside. It leads me 
to ask the following questions:
Is the studio itself a metaphor for the work of 
RPBW? And ultimately, what is the relation 
between the place of work and the work 
produced? These are questions I continually 
asked myself during the short time at the 
building workshop.

The glass funicular
Like everyone who visits or works in the 
building workshop, their first interaction 
is the transparent all-glass funicular that 
rises some 70 meters from the sea. It is a 
journey that lasts two minutes and thirty 
three seconds and it is the only way to reach 
the office (other than the 400 steps that run 
alongside). During the construction of the 
building workshop the funicular was critical 
to transporting building materials up and 
down to the worksite. Back then, it was a 
simple platform. The final elevator is only 
a little different, now a platform with an The building workshop, a relation between sea and sky 

connected by a funicular
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A workshop that sits high up on on a 
Ligurian hill accessed
by a funicular

all glass enclosure and a top shade for the 
summer months.
   The experience of my work inside the 
building workshop starts and ends at the 
bottom of the funicular. The fascination with 
the funicular is both its drama and subtlety. 
It operates as a meditation between sea and 
sky and the public and private. The sea, the 
edge of the Mediterranean, the sky at the 
side of the Genovese mountains. The public 
consisting of the Foundation Renzo Piano 
(inside an old palazzo) and one of the few 
public beaches in the area. The private -the 
studio, garden and farmhouse.
  The glass funicular forces one to approach 
the studio slowly. Its slowness changing the 
speed and setting the rhythm for the ritual 
of the day. It prepares you to work. The glass 
funicular is a condenser, the place of first 
interaction with colleagues. Sometimes it is 
a moment of privacy to enjoy the sky and 
view. The glass funicular is a transformative 
device, a link between the poetic and the 
technological found in so many of Renzo’s 
projects.
  While the views from the funicular can be 
overwhelming, it has a focused intent, always 
looking outward towards the horizon of the 
sea. The work of the building workshop is not 
inward or referential. Rather the funicular 
encourages dreaming outward for projects all 
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The building workshop 
built into the side of a hill

Arrving at the door of the building 
workshop
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over the world.
   However the horizons line is not 
constant. Its length constantly shortening 
and lengthening. The same gesture of the 
compression and expansion of the height of 
the studio roof is found horizontally. At first 
its length is short during the steep portion 
of the ascent. The line slowly lengthens as 
the slope flattens to match the slope of the 
building workshop roof. Finally, as you 
approach the studio, it shortens again. The 
funicular itself follows the arc of a storyline. 
Your view rotates perpendicular to look 
straight through the length of the longest 
portion of the studio. 

At the Building Workshop
   Located high on a hillside above the 
Mediterranean on the edge of the city of 
Genova, the building workshop is both a 
home and workplace. Constructed to the side 
of a old farmhouse on territory owned by the 
Piano family, the building consists of a series 
of tiered levels of workspace. These tiers are 
embedded into the side of the mountain and 
united by a single element —a louvered glass 
roof to control the overhead light. 
   The stepped spaces hold work tables and 
conversation. Like John Andrew’s Gund 
Hall at Harvard, the tiers produce separate 
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Much has been written on the subject of architect’s 
houses, very little on the other hand about their offices. 
Domestic space is considered to be an autobiographical 
declaration by the architect, whereas his or her office 
is mainly regarded as a project workshop, a neutral 
space. Yet nothing paints a more accurate portrait of 
the architect than his office. Work is carried out in the 
studio, of course, but clients are seen there too; the 
studio becomes the medium through which the architect 
shows his public face, his manifesto. 

—Fulvio Irace

dynamic work environments but are united 
towards one ultimate goal, the production of 
architecture. Yet at the building workshop, 
the work space feels intimate and personal. 
It is not a factory or machine. The views 
experienced on arriving with the funicular, 
inside the studio is blocked by the louvers of 
the roof, the sea only visible through a narrow 
gap at the bottom. Although you can work 
on your own, you can reach across the space, 
speak across the floors, or follow the line of 
the roof to peek to another person’s desk.
   Each tier has a different relation in height 
to the roof. Some are compressed by its slope 
while others are expanded. Wide desks are 
open to each other to encourage dialogue. 
They have space to work and custom drafting 
boards that fit over the desk to draw using 
the parallel line. Although computers are 
present, they seem to take their place as tools 
rather than the drivers for the production 
of drawing. Although it is a building made 
of glass, the remaining walls are filled with 
drawings and three dimensional relief models 
of elevations and sections pinned up. A 
collection of books on a bookcase stretches 
the entire length of the main tier.
   The primary typological reference for the 
studio is the greenhouse. It reminds me 
of recent work by Lacaton and Vassal or 
the studio/house of Frei Otto in Stuttgart. 
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Peeking over the work of others at the building 
workshop. A dynamic environment united under one 
roof

The personal space of the desk at the 
building workshop
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The technical meets the poetic inside 
the glass funicular

But instead of using the typology as an 
inexpensive technological answer for a socially 
based practice (as in the case of L+V), the 
building workshop greenhouse is vibrant, lush 
and brings in the luxurious Mediterranean 
light. At the building workshop, the utilitarian 
greenhouse seems totally appropriate, not a 
technological reference to an artificial climate 
or a modernist Miesian cue to lightness and 
minimalism, but rather a reference to the 
territory. The previous structure on the site 
was a greenhouse for Genovese basil. The use 
of glass, louvres and sunshade rather than 
driven by technology, are poetic and mediate a 
relationship between sea, sky and garden.
   The building workshop is attached to an 
existing small farmhouse which is also the 
home of Renzo. The building feels like an 
extension of the home. Work/life inside has 
a domestic or monastic rhythm. Routine 
that includes both work, enjoying and eating 
together. Indeed, the building workshop 
operates like a family, the idea of domesticity 
carried over from a previous studio in Genova 
Pegli. After completing the Pompidou Centre 
from the Paris studio,  the first small studio in 
Genova was also a workshop at the bottom of 
a family villa in a garden.
   Out of necessity, lunch is served together 
in the cafeteria, where plans for the evening 
or the weekend are compared.  Food is local 
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Except for the predominance of section over plan and 
the magical top-lit ambience inside (the first studio-
workshop that Renzo built for himself in Genova was also 
top-lit, like so many of his buildings) this fairly modest 
structure is not what some might immediately associate 
with RPBW. The only conspicuous technological elements 
are the solar-cell controlled louvres (now removed). 
Although devoid of technological exhibitionism, the 
building exemplifies the evolving architectural ideals. 

—Peter Buchanan

dishes found in the area. Fruit is always 
available but also coffee. Group photos are 
taken together when someone leaves the office 
and is posted on the wall.
   As with the work of the studio, the building 
workshop has matured over time. Some 
elements have changed, been replaced and 
constantly improved. The “piece by piece” 
philosophy used for its construction is also 
carried through its use as the container for the 
ideas from those privileged enough to work 
inside.

Observation 2
Section and Mock Up to Imagine Space
   Even a cursory look through iconic drawings 
and models from the building workshop, 
you see the importance of the section as 
the primary way to imagine (generate ideas 
and conversation) and to analyze (confirm 
and represent) project. While the plan 
gives a global view of a building and forces 
the imagining of volume, the section is 
the opposite -it represents a moment and 
fixes a volume. Sometimes the section can 
defy gravity, but at the building workshop 
it gives an understanding of a project’s 
materials, structure, and tectonic logic. It can 
simultaneously reveal a project’s neighboring 
urban context (the outside), the envelope and 
its internal structure, and interior material 
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“The most dangerous thing is the rightness of the scale. If 
you design a building then discover errors of scale when 
you are constructing it, it is impossible to rectify the 
errors. So, it is imperative to study the component parts 
first, pursuing your investigations in great depth. This 
is why the laboratory was born, where we make models 
to a scale of 1:1. The only two ways of avoiding errors 
are: investigate the component parts and build a mental 
hologram.”

—Renzo Piano
Sectional sketches by Renzo used
to imagine and define projects
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The mock-up is more like a section of the building, a 
deliberately disconcerting section for being composed 
despite the habitual laws of gravity -heavy materials 
on top of transparent materials without any obvious 
structural logic… But this perception also lets the 
imagination that takes hold of the object come into 
play. We are no longer in the conceptual thinking of 
the project, which requires a certain perspective. The 
mock-up takes place at the junction of two contexts: 
the ideal one of the project design and the concrete one 
of the site. It is a small object but it enables a lot of fine 
tuning between these two vast contexts. It condenses an 
architectural image of our future building at the same 
time as it generates reflections.

—Atelier Bruther from G2 publication

quality (the inside). It shows the use of 
layering, a necessity for the negotiation 
between the outside and the inside.
   The emergence of the section comes from 
the early fifteenth century as an analytical 
tool to depict Roman ruins. Only later did 
the section progressively become generative 
for architectural practice, in the works of 
Palladio, Boullée or Viollet-le-Duc.
   But perhaps for the building workshop, the 
insistence on section is linked to its ability 
to negotiate and fix the scale. A vertical cut, 
combined with the representation of people, 
identifies scale and proportion. The necessity 
of the rightness of scale translates not only 
into the use of section in drawing but into the 
use of models not as tools of free association 
or experimentation but as mock-ups. 
   Although the mock-up infers a 1:1 scale, 
it is also an attitude towards model-making, 
the obsession with the ability of the modeled 
component to work both technically and 
aesthetically -the beauty of the piece. Indeed, 
this approach and interest in the mock-
up has become a renew methodology for 
young architectural offices that attempt to 
move away from ephemeral digitally driven 
practices.
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An new blueprint, diagram of a foldable screen

Observation 3
An approach to the constructive blueprint

The third observation at the building 
workshop is the use of blueprint as a 
representative form. In the history of 
construction, a blueprint is a reproduction 
of a technical drawing, an architectural 
plan, or engineering design, using a contact 
print process on light-sensitive sheets. The 
process was used in the production of copies, 
reproduction and facsimile in construction, 
manufacturing and industry.
   At the building workshop, “blueprint” 
drawings do not use the mechanical 
photographic process but are printed. They 
are pinned up next to the colored drawings 
of the energy plans and sections. Often 
the blueprints communicate the technical 
constructive quality of the projects in contrast 
to the atmospheric quality of the energy 
drawings. Sometimes they literally become 
the base for a physical extrusion of a detail in 
model form.
   For me, my fascination with the blueprint 
lies in its strong link to constructive 
drawings and to its history as a medium of 
reproduction, and not merely as a graphic 
device. Yet the extent to which I understand 
the implications of its use at the building 
workshop is not fully worked out. As a 
response and to better understand the 
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Large-scale blueprint drawing set over a A1 size panel

medium, I used the blueprint to interpret 
my own experience with drawing. For two 
months I was able to work on the exhibition, 
I still believe in miracles, featuring the private 
collection of the Selvaag Museum in Oslo 
and works highlighting the design process 
and execution of the Renzo Piano building 
there. In this careful process of conceiving 
of an exhibition which is itself an additional 
layer of reflection on the original design 
I was able actively participate in building 
models, drawing, imagining, and further 
my understanding of the construction and 
conception of a building in the way it is 
understood and represented. 

My interpretation took on its own layer, a 
large scale blueprint drawing that was shown 
when the other students visited the building 
workshop and foundation. The drawing not 
only incorporates the work completed, but by 
its creation can extrapolate new meanings and 
connections. The following are six excerpts 
from the drawing.
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An Interview
On July 19th, I had the opportunity to 
interview Shunji Ishida, longtime associate 
and personal friend of Renzo Piano inside 
the building workshop. Shunji is a mythic 
character in the studio, with a camera in-
hand he now documents the daily life of the 
workshop. It is a new obsession. 

To discover something about the building 
workshop, it was important to go to one of 
its sources -one that has seen everything 
and forgotten nothing. So I went to talk with 
Shunji.

 

     

 

Palazzo Fabbiani which houses the 
foundation and apartments
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Q/ How long have you been at RPBW?

   I started with Piano Rogers in 1972 after they 
won the competition for Centre Pompidou. 
I left Japan in 1969 on an architecture tour 
starting in Italy going north and ended in 
London and I decided to stay to look for a 
job. I tried to find work in London and found 
work at Arup Associates, an experiment at the 
time that was organized in multi-disciplinary 
groups, with architects and engineers working 
together. I was fortunate because my group was 
next to Structure Group 3 which was headed by 
Peter Rice and Ted Happold. My group leader 
introduced me to Peter Rice.
   After two years, I remembered the nice time I 
had in Italy, my wife and I enrolled a language 
school in Perugia and we drove through France. 
We packed our bags into our Volkswagen, 
but as we were driving across France the car 
suddenly gave up. It needed a week to repair. 
And so we accept an invitation from a Swiss 
friend in Genova who had just started working 
with Renzo, to stay at his apartment. One 
evening I was introduced to Renzo who took a 
look at my work. 
   Renzo then said to me: “Shunji, why do you 
want to study Italian? Wouldn’t you prefer to 
learn French?” He had just won the Pompidou 
Centre competition. When our car was ready, I 
turned it around we went back to Paris.

 Q/ How many people where working for Renzo 
then in Paris? 

   At that time maybe 8-10 people all with 
different personalities. At the time the French 
architecture scene was really academic and 
part of the beaux arts tradition. Even with the 
construction of the Pompidou, it was difficult 
to continue in the French context. So Renzo 
created the Piano Rice Associates in Genova. 
The experimentation to integrate structure, 
engineering and architecture, it was something 
we wanted to continue. 
   After the Pompidou was finished, Renzo asked 

me “So, Shunji, I am going back to Italy are you 
still interested in learning Italian?” as if only 
six days had passed, and not six years. Soon 
after we moved to Genova. In 1977 I started to 
working in the small studio in Pegli that was 
next to the house. I did not speak any Italian, 
but Renzo organized a place for us to stay in the 
family apartment. At the start, Renzo spent time 
with family and he always invited us to join. 
We learnt the Italian way of life. One weekends 
we traveled to the new case study house in San 
Luca. It was very fortunate for us, it was as if we 
were part of the family. 

Q/ You have spoken about key figures, persons, 
in the history of the studio and in a way they are 
essential to understand the path the studio has 
taken. Do you think these figures are important 
to any practice in architecture?  

Very important. For me as well as Renzo. 
For example when Renzo and Rogers were 
partners, they wanted to do the competition 
for Chelsea stadium with Frei Otto, who was 
too busy, but suggested instead to work with 
an English engineer, Ted Happold. It was 
Happold who told them they should enter the 
competition for the Pompidou Centre. In the 
early days of the studio in Genova (the one in 
Pegli) there was a lot of resistance to Renzo 
even after the Pompidou. Nonetheless, it was 
with the assistance and encouragement of Peter 
Rice (and the partnership with Piano-Rice 
Associates) that we managed to create to some 
interesting things at the time and we dreamt up 
projects almost from nothing.

Q/ The studio has been called many different 
names over time. But the name Building 
Workshop now carries special significance.  
What is the conception of this name for the 
studio, and is it central to the ethos or approach 
of the studio?

Even In Italy, Renzo was considered an infant 
terrible. There was a strong bias for an the 
academic way of thinking both theoretically 
and historically. Manfredo Tafuri was very 
influential at the time and Renzo was almost 
not considered an architect. He was ignored, 
even if he had begun to gain a reputation thanks 
to the Pompidou. I remember Bruno Zevi 
saying to Renzo, “You have to work with space! 
There was no space in your buildings!” 
   But Renzo wanted to stay away for this 
academic way and imagined building as 
something constructed  “piece by piece”. The 
name building workshop first came from this 
desire to separate from the establishment. 
Renzo also came from a line of builders, which 
his family wanted him to enter but he wanted to 
be an architect.
   When Renzo first went to the University in 
Florence, he was interested in Brunelleschi 
rather than Alberti. In the way to invent, to 
invent the instruments to build, but in also 
the bottega system, the renaissance style of 
passing constructive knowledge between 
teacher and student. In 1996, Renzo was invited 
to the workshop of the reconstruction of the 
Ise Shrine in Japan. A way to pass down the 
craftsmanship through the act of building. It 
was long process over many years.
   So for the term building workshop, the 
building part is to do with the legacy of 
construction in the family and a desire to 
separate from the establishment and the 
workshop part a fascination with the bottega 
system. The name of the internship program 
here comes from that idea. On many occasions, 
he was invited to teach in universities but 
instead of going to the school to teach, he 
decided to invite the student to come work 
instead in the studio.

Piano-Rice Associates
Pegli workshop at the bottom
of a garden
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Q/ So do you think that the word workshop 
then is an active term? Does it point to a 
methodology, a process of negotiating the space 
between a craft and technology?

I think there is some truth to that. Craft is 
caring for the detail, but technology can be 
the methodology for doing a craft. How can 
the technological expression not just be a 
technology but beautiful at the same time. 
The idea of “piece by piece”. When a piece is 
beautiful it is not only about how it looks but 
about the way it works and if it works very well, 
on it own but also part of a system.
 

Q/ The use of the section is an important device 
in the drawings of Renzo. Is the section critical 
to understand this architecture? It is different 
than other architects, for example in the work of 
Kazuyo Sejima which is plan-based. What does 
the section bring to the quality of the space?

It is not only the section, the plan is also 
important! But we use the section because it 
is an easy way to understand the scale. With 
the plan it is quite difficult. Renzo is quite 
critical of using the proper scale. In terms of 
understanding the project the section is also 
an easy way to express the project. For me the 
section allows us to express what we want. It is a 
way of thinking. 
   You bring up Sejima, she is always interested 
in the plan. Not very much in the section. 
Sometimes her plan is like a diagram. I 
remember the associate architect for the 
Kimbell was the same associate architect for 
the SANAA museum in Toledo. He always 
said, that she would continue to draw these 
diagrammatic plans even in the construction 
documents!
   At the time of the construction of the 
Pompidou, Philip Johnson would come look at 
the construction documents for the floors. He 
was frustrated about how to conceive of how 

these spaces were working, a resistance to the 
universal plan.

Q/ About the current studio itself in Genova. 
It has been a privilege to experience working 
in a space that is not neutral and takes a 
position on architecture. This is contrary to 
the idea of seeking a neutral space, the white 
box. The building itself embodies many of the 
characteristics that at least from the outsider’s 
perspective that defines the work of Renzo. 
Yet the studio is also a personal space, and 
extension of a house. The studio is on land 
that was owned by the Piano family and is in a 
territory that is understood well -the relation 
between sky, sea, land, plants, and it was a 
starting point of many interesting innovations 
in construction.
   For you, what lens do you think one can 
interrupt the Genova building workshop? As 
an example of constructive evolution? As an 
example of a personal project? As an example of 
case-study house?

I think the building workshop is all these 
things. If you go around, especially towards 
France, you see the use of the tiered 
greenhouses. This typology of stepping down 
the landscape. In a way, it is connected to the 
territory and could be an good place to work. It 
is a local technology, a technological building 
tied to the Ligurian context, the human element 
we spoke about before. 
   Yes, there is the connection to the greenhouse, 
but also to the legacy of other architects 
houses. For example, Frei Otto, whom I spoke 
about earlier had a studio/house in Stuttgart. 
It is using a very similar idea. We had the 
opportunity to see the Charles and Ray Eames 
house, and meet with Ray, and it was also 
an inspiration. In the case-study houses in 
California it is a simple building. It was not 
high technology but using simple construction 
material. In the 1970s, John Hix wrote a book Frei Otto’s personal house and studio in a 

village outside of Stuttgart
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“The Glass House”, adapting the greenhouse 
idea to offices and working spaces. All these 
things were in the back of our minds.
   I wanted to say when we started to do the 
construction here, we consulted with Peter 
Rice and Tom Barker. Tom told us, “Do not 
put too many things before, but adapt little by 
little, learn and add over time! Have a simple 
greenhouse and then you have to add. If you 
are cold, just add another layer of insulation.” 
This is part of the experimental nature of the 
work. The greenhouse is the primary piece, like 
a container, but from living and working we can 
learn from and improve how the building works 
over time. 

Q/ As a young architect, I would like to know 
what is the relation between the space of 
creation and the work that is produced? 

Certainly, of course, there is relationship. I 
think you experienced it working here, probably 
not only in what you produced but in the way 
you produced it. For Renzo, this relationship 
is probably best understood by the fact that 
his house was always inside or very close to 
the studio. Here in Vesima, the home is in the 
farmhouse, but in Paris at one time, it was in an 
apartment in the same building as the studio. At 
the studio on the Piazza San Mateo, Renzo took 
an apartment across the square. This closeness 
to your work, means that there is a back and 
forth relationship between what you make and 
where you make it.   

The original greenhouse on the site of the building 
workshop
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