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COVER STORY // Franco Cheng

Vertical Waves

I was about to leave SFMoMA when I 
noticed a dark tunnel leading to a gi-
ant glowing screen at the end. Waves 
of water, generated by stepping on 
some wood boards, sticking up from 
the boardwalk and projected onto the 
screen, flew all the way from the bot-
tom to the top. Intervened by these 
waves, silhouettes of people became 
blurred as if one was never ready to 
capture a moment with absolute still-
ness. Apparently, quite satisfied with 
this piece of art, a local San Francis-
can exclaimed soundly, “what a won-
derful work!”
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Throughout our careers as architecture students, we learn about the great spatial masterpieces that exist in the world. We idolize and emulate architects 
with personalities and careers as large and fabulous as their monumental pieces of work. Architecture is already seen as a relatively prestigious profession; 
however there is always the possibility and hope for fame in the back of all our minds, a fame that could even transcend the profession. Perhaps only a 
handful achieve the coveted status of ‘Starchitect’, but all of us are still wishing, praying and dreaming to get on top too. There is no discernable formula for 
achieving Starchitect status, for it surpasses the success of a really great building – which in itself is already a difficult task. Even still, let us examine past 
works of starchitecture to see what past starchitects have done along their roads to fame and fortune and maybe we could learn a thing or two.

Be Inspired
Try to find inspiration for new buildings in the most unusual places. Something as simple as a crumpled up piece of paper could become the most beautiful 
composition of spaces imaginable. As an exercise to get ideas flowing, try to create interesting, flexible and dynamic spaces by folding squares of paper. 
For a challenge, limit your moves to only 6 because sometimes less is more.

Skin-deep Beauty is Still Beautiful
Clad buildings in anything reflective and shiny enough to sufficiently blind people at certain times of the day. Suggested materials include glass, highly 
reflective titanium, steel, aluminum (foil or best available).

Power Angles
Use as many cool sharp angles as possible on the exterior. More credit will be given to extravagant cantilevers, overhangs and sharply protruding edges 
and vertices – even more so if any of these are hanging precariously and dramatically over a street. In conjunction, dim dark corners in the interior must 
stealthily fall into the shadows of functionality.

Psychological Identity
Create signature buildings for a previously degenerative city/state/nation from which citizens can begin to draw a new identity. Known as the ‘Bilbao effect’ 
in reference to Frank Gehry’s Bilbao Guggenheim, this is a staple in starchitecture and a necessary component in your work, regardless of the functionality 
of the spaces you create. 

Diva Personality
Although this is not pertinent to all starchitects, a few have diva personalities that match and exceed the grand buildings that they design and for this they 
were memorable. While they are not necessarily the easiest to work with, there is a vision that they refuse to compromise, and as a result we are graced 
with some of the most beautiful and timeless spaces. If you are to have a diva personality though, make sure your buildings are truly brilliant. 

Fashion, Style, Image
Starchitecture is style. A starchitect must have style in all aspects of life, from personal style to style in spouses, and especially to style in buildings. Most 
starchitects can be identified by a similar uniform of chic black topped with the classic black round horn-rimmed ‘architect’ glasses, made popular by Le 
Corb himself. However, no matter what you wear or create, it should all fit cohesively into a singular image of who you are as a starchitect because you are 
selling yourself as much as you are the architecture.

The Name Game
Most importantly, starchitects must have a good solid name that is memorable, recognizable and above all catchy. Another popular trend is having a name 
that is so obscure and difficult to pronounce that when mentioned in a conversation there is no doubt of the fame and prestige of this person. However, 
the ultimate in starchitect naming is when your name can be shortened to a simple acronym, examples include Frank Gehry tagging himself as FOG, Frank 
Lloyd Wright as FLW or the firm Bjarke Ingels Group shortened to BIG. Unfortunately, we were not all blessed with success-ready names, so if you feel 
hopelessly uninspired by your current name, why not follow in steps of the first true starchitect, Le Corbusier, and create a completely new one for yourself. 
Your name will eventually become a brand of its own, so make it a good one. 

So keep reaching for the stars, and as always, don’t let architorture get you down.

ARCHITORTURE SURVIVAL GUIDE VI:  STARCHITECTURE  / /   Yi Zhou
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SHIFT TEAM

As the last issue of the academic year, Shift writers were given carte blanche to experiment 

and write about topics that especially interest them. The general themes evolve around 

contemporary design and its many branches. This includes an overview of the world’s 

first Zero-carbon city, an analysis of aerial photography, the new fascination with compact 

homes, a celebrity’s attempt to revitalize a damaged city destroyed by Hurricane Katrina, 

and much more. In addition to researching and laying down the facts of new design ideas 

and developments, our writers have gone beyond addressing commonly discussed topics 

and instead, they have examined more controversial topics that aim to raise questions for 

readers about the state of our contemporary society and how it is so strongly reflected in 

contemporary design. Other topics include accounts of foreign experiences in Berlin and the 

man-made city, Brasilia, as well as our traditional Architorture Guide that focuses, this time, 

on presenting the necessary traits to become a Starchitect. 

This year has been especially important for Shift. Since its very first launch in 2006, Shift 

has rapidly become more recognized throughout the undergraduate architecture community, 

thanks to our ever-growing team of dedicated and committed writers, photographers, and 

layout designers, as well as our readers. We’d like to continue providing informative and 

critical discussions within the architectural community. Thanks for the continued support and 

we hope that you will enjoy this last issue of the year as well as many more to come. 
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PSYCHOGEOGRAPHY TODAY: MAPPING OF EMOTIONS / /  Ariel  ShepherdTHE FORGOTTEN “R”:  REUSING / /  Dimitra Papantonis

Photo: http://www.biomapping.net/about.htm
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Guy Debord coined the term ‘ psychogeography’ in 1955, in an artistic-
political move to save real and authentic lived experience from the 
increasingly constructed, predictable, superficial and simulated experience 
characterized by representations. He was concerned that at the dawn of 
the electronic age people were developing relationships to each other and 
their surroundings that were entirely mediated by images, and sought to act 
against it by bringing individuals into an authentic unmediated awareness of 
their urban environment. Psychogeography, according to Debord, studies the 
effects of the geographical environment, on the emotions and behaviour of 
individuals. I’m going to leave the behaviour component of psychogeography 
aside and focus on the emotional: how do environments make us feel? 
Semantically speaking this question is really two questions hiding in one.  
Firstly how is it that the environment can make us feel anything at all? By 
what means can an environment elicit emotions both in the present and in 
memory? Secondly, what is it that we are feeling, what emotions are urban 
environments evoking?

Mental mapping
Mental maps refer to a person’s perception of their own world. Expectations, 
information, representations, personal dispositions, past-experiences, 
memories and the like will help shape a persons mental map, meaning that 
it cannot possibly represent the world, and things within the world as they 
really are, it’s logistically impossible. Just like a map can never absolutely 
represent the territory, mental representations of the world around us are 
abstracted, distilled, filtered, skewed, and refracted in accordance to our 
own frame of understanding.  P. Muehrcke writes:

“Our mental maps are a potpourri of fact and fiction, gleaned through a 
haphazard combination of direct and indirect, and extrasensory experience. 
Some aspects of it are egocentric and based on connected paths, while 
other bits are geocentric and based on Euclidean distance-direction 
relations. We have forgotten some things and seen others incorrectly. Our 
fears and prejudices and longings have biased our way of looking at the 
world. It is understandable that a combination of these factors may badly 
warp our image of the environment.”

Mental maps are a mixture of fact and fiction, reason and emotion—they are 
essentially a person’s performative perception of the environment, in that it 
is simultaneously shaped by the environment and shapes the environment. 
Psychogeographic mapping works both in the moment and the past. We use 
relevant mental maps based on experiences of the past to understand and 
make sense of the present. Mental mapping helps us understand the roles 
emotion and reason play in shaping experience, and I think this is critical for 
architecture theory. 

Architecture has always been concerned with shaping emotions inside 
an allocated space, and to a small degree the space surrounding it, but a 
building lasts in our minds for longer than the discrete time we spend inside 
it; it exists explicitly in our memory, but also implicitly as it assimilates into 
our mental maps of that area. Built architecture is usually a definitive discrete 
locale constituting a small fraction of the urban milieu, in terms of mental 
mapping, what happens in the remaining spaces? Is it an overlap of myriad 

experiences, where the concoction of surrounding orchestrated emotions 
bleed together, is it cancellation, or nothingness, grey matter? 

Christian Nold, an artist from England uses Global Positioning System 
technology with a Galvanic Skin response sensor/data logger to measure 
physiological arousal at different points in time and space. With Nold’s 
apparatus, one meanders through the city and their arousal is recorded 
along with your position, essentially mapping how our bodies react to the 
environment. The mapped arousal appears as a series of peaks; the higher 
the peak, the higher the emotion, telling us where people feel excited and 
stressed. The result is an emotional map that explores people’s relationship 
with their local environment, a geographic mood map of the collective 
consciousness of the residents that Nold refers to as “biomapping”. The 
example shown is an emotional map of Suomenlinna, Finland. 

“ What is it that we are feeling? What emotions 
are urban environments evoking?”

Dubord wanted to save and foster the real sensations of the city from the 
invasive forces of the spectacle of the late 50’s. Now fifty years later, the 
society of the spectacle has grown and become the hyperreal, our experience 
has given way to a simulation of reality rather than reality itself as Baudrillard 
observed, and what we experience is ‘more real than the real’. Regardless 
to what extent one is willing to accept a spectacular or hyperreal society, 
we experience architecture and the urban milieu it is embedded in on many 
levels, both implicitly and explicitly, and I think psychogeography offers us a 
way into their greater web of meanings.

For more information on Biomapping, visit: http://www.biomapping.net/new.htm

Reusing, the middle child of the commonly known slogan “Recycle, Reuse, Reduce” 
is often forgotten or left on the sidelines. As our society becomes more aware of our 
health and the environment, people are becoming more aware about what they buy, 
how it is packaged and what its life span will be. We have also become a city full 
of different recycling and green binning systems. But how about the forgotten “R,” 
the one we hear less about. Sure people reuse containers, and some of the more 
artistically savvy people reuse old clothing to create new pieces. How about on a 
grander scale though? One that has to do with more than just clothing into clothing, 
how about a car windshield into a façade, or old traffic lights as a chandelier? Is 
reusing really that forgotten or just the late rising star? Of course reducing is a main 
factor in our waste situation, the less we consume the less we will have that goes 
to landfills. Recycling allows those things that we do toss away to go through the 
process of becoming something else. The problem?  Consumption is still a problem 
in our society, and many products are still being wrapped in far more material than 
needed, my ink cartridge doesn’t need a box 2-3 times its size, with cardboard or 
plastic inside to keep it in place and then a thin layer of wrapping around it too. 
Recycling poses a problem too, using vast amounts of energy and water in the 
process. This is why the middle child is needed; reusing binds together the other two 
and becomes the best of both worlds.  

This year BAASS has coordinated a student competition called Reused. The 
competition was created to get students to think about ways of reusing, but at the 
same time taking into consideration the life of the materials being used. What will 
happen to them after they have outlived their lives, could they be reused again, 
recycled, or will they inevitably make their way into a landfill? The problem with 
reusing however is the way society values new things over old thing. Everyone 
wants something brand spanking “new”, whereas the “old” is associated with filth. 
Antiques, on the other hand are old things in which we have given value based on 
its uniqueness.   

In architecture reusing can go further than just reusing old building materials, which 
in its own rights is a great first step.  However many have gone further and used 
materials that wouldn’t commonly be used as building materials and create beautiful, 
affordable, sustainable masterpieces. This notion still seems to be in the preliminary 
stages and has perhaps not made its way into mainstream architecture as of yet. 

Recently for World Environment Day in 2005, this idea of reusing materials was 
put into play as a challenge to the architects, artists, contractors, city officials, 
and engineers of San Francisco. The results? Scraphouse, a house fully built, 
furnished and catered for out of reused materials.  Things like traffic lights, street 
signs, corrugated cardboard boxes, and discarded glass were used for functional 
purposes, like the phonebook wall as insulation, and even artistic purposes, like a 
wall of keyboards, to give life to objects that had outlived their cycle. However this 
isn’t the first instance of material reuse in such a manner, more so the first time 
it’s been so widely commercialized. Material reuse in architecture is common in 
Rural Studio, created by Samuel Mockbee in 1992.  Rural Studio takes dumb dull 
“throw-away materials” and uses them in building houses and breaks boundaries.  
Rural Studio gives students the opportunity to learn and build affordable housing for 
the less fortunate people of Hale Country, Alabama. Although the thought of using 
materials such as cardboard, windshields, and carpets, to name a few, in housing 
and community buildings seems tacky, and perhaps lower class – the works created 
are both dignified, appealing, and suitable to its surrounding; giving both functional 
and beautiful spaces.

In 1994 Rural Studios, built the Bryant (Hay Bale) House, what was more moving 
was the adjoining smokehouse. In this project we find a student who uses scraps 
of demolished silo, concretes rubble and glass bottles to create the walls with 
discarded road signs as a roof.  The owner expresses how the smoke house “looks 
like a little city at night”, and I feel that with this use of material the student architect 
has allowed the walls and ceiling of the tiny smokehouse to dissolve, almost like a 
stain glassed Gothic cathedral would, but in this case, instead of seeing the divine 
world, this man is given the illusion that he has his own little city in his hands.

Then there is Lucy’s House (2002), Mockbee’s last projects before he died.  Here 
we find the use of plywood, which was coated with waterproofing; steel columns 
and most importantly surplus carpet tiles, which have been treated and have off-
gas noxious fumes while in storage.  These walls, like those of the Bryant (Hay 
bale) House are super-insulated, created by individually staking the tiles and 
stabilizing them with steel columns hidden with in, as well as compressing it with 
heavy wooden ring beams at the top, this pressure not only further stabilizes the 
carpet but it also allows this now dense amount of carpet to repel water and fire.  
More importantly, other than the innovative use of carpet samples, is Rural Studio’s 
signature large canopying roof top. This allows for any building material to be used 
below it without leaving it to be open to the elements and allows for as little as 
possible contact with the elements. Even when treating these materials, there seems 
to still exist an instability to the building material. That is why the carpet sample wall 
is this extremely large rooftop is important. Other examples of Rural studios works 
are Yancey Chapel (1995), made with tires as the walls main structure and Mason’s 
Bend Community Centre (2000), which uses windshields to create its grand glass 
wall.

Reused design is all around us, in a more urban context we find Lewis Tsurumaki. 
His Ini Ani Coffee Shop (2004) which created “the great wall of lids”, a wall of coffee 
cup lids cast plastered into the wall. Be it just for fun, like an instillation on a wall, or 
more functional art like a chandelier, to actually becoming the structure of a building, 
reusing materials, and not just common building materials, in our field is alive and 
kicking.  That’s not to say that every building should now be built out of street signs, 
but its just opens up the world of design to a new window of opportunities.  



EMERGENCE AND COMPLEXITY: DERIVING ORDER FROM CHAOS / /  David Zhai THINK TINY / /  Char lot te Drache-Lamber t

At dusk, on the icy electrical lines of Toronto, a hundred fidgety sparrows 

shake their wings. Suddenly, as if cued by some impalpable signal, ten birds 

rise as one. As they swoop into the air, they draw fifty more with them, rising 

together as if they were all components of a biological whole. They dive 

downward, towards a fleet of speeding cars and then inexplicably swerve 

upwards as if driven by a single mind until they all begin to head west, flying 

towards the setting sun. You have heard the saying that the whole is greater 

than the sum of its parts, and so it is certainly true that no matter how we 

examine the motion of an individual bird, it can never really prepare us for the 

collective phenomenon of a flock in flight.

If we examine this process more closely, it can be observed that the birds 

do not all rise up simultaneously, but that there is a brief, albeit significant 

lag in the turning motion such that reactions travel as a ripple through the 

crowd, passing from one bird to another. Furthermore, it can be said that 

the individual motion of each bird within the flock is chaotic while their 

collective motion then becomes harmonious. However, it would be incorrect 

to assume that there is nothing that can be derived from this duality, save for 

the complexity of the phenomenon itself. It was a computer scientist named 

Craig Reynolds who discovered the rules inherent in this seemly complex 

system of motions. He devised a simple set of algorithms which was able 

to base the collective action of a flock on a single member using only a few 

parameters. Reynolds’ concept then becomes the basis of Emergence: to 

derive new and coherent structures, patterns and properties from a complex 

system. This idea has since then branched out into many disciplines including 

biology, social theory, technology, film, design and architecture.

The practices which have emerged in architecture that draw on the ideas of 

Emergence primarily use two types of techniques: Generative techniques, 

which use algorithms written in computer code to determine the state of a 

system or design at incremental points and Transformational techniques, 

which use digital software to manipulate continuous surfaces in such a way 

that manipulating any point on the surface will cause all other points to be 

redistributed. Both of these techniques use a bottom-up approach which 

formulates design concepts based on refinements at successive levels. 

These refinements are irreversible and to a certain degree, unpredictable. 

This way, a shift is created from conventional methods of analyzing or 

representing preconceived design concepts to discovering new relationships 

that are not yet known and that may emerge through feedback. Therefore 

rather than designing a building by adding together blocks of programme, 

these nonlinear techniques strive to generate a whole that exceeds its 

individual components thereby yielding unexpected forms, materials and 

modes of inhabiting space.                                                 (con’t )

The urban realm has always been plagued with issues on housing. Whether 

it be with regard to affordability or efficiency, the rather dated belief that high-

rise buildings could solve these issues has proven as false as it is old. 

As an alternate to large-scale housing projects, a large number of architects 

have recently focused their attention on the design of very small buildings. 

Dubbed the Boxhome, a 205 square-foot dwelling by Finnish architect Sami 

Rintala, is surprisingly one of the larger examples. Although it may seem as 

simple and box-like as its name suggests, this novel structure replaces its 

lack of space with a refined use of materials that could make even the biggest 

skeptic take a second look. The double height layout also inventively creates 

transitions between living spaces that will ensure you jump and climb your 

way to a healthy body and mind. 

Even smaller is the Micro-Compact Home by Horden Cherry Lee and Haack 

+ Höpfner Architekten. With a combined living space of 75 square-feet, 

what would otherwise be seen as strange programmatic overlaps ultimately 

becomes a necessity.  There is certainly no lack of innovation when an 

entrance doubles as a shower and a dining table transforms into a bed frame. 

Here too we see an interest in materiality with top quality finishes and details 

that hope to prove themselves more valuable than conventional options. 

But that all being said, downsizing to such an extreme requires the elimination 

of practically all physical possessions. The Micro-Compact Home has already 

been successfully tried out on students at Munich University, yet attracting the 

home-buying crowd might prove more difficult. It remains to be seen whether 

or not our capitalist society could ever seriously entertain these new urban 

archetypes. In the end, the utopian ideals that generate these tiny houses may 

really be the least of our problems. 

Image Sources:

Micro-Compact House Exterior: Sascha 
Kletzsch (photographer) in 
Micro:Very Small Buildings by Ruth Slavid, 
Laurence King Publishing, 
London, 2007; p.137

Boxhome Exterior: Pia Ulin for Dwell 
Magazine, March 2008, p.118

Boxhome Interior: Pia Ulin for Dwell 
Magazine, March 2008, p.117

Photos: Rahim, Ali (2006) Catalytic Formations, Taylor and Francis. 
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While these practices have roots in the virtual environment, many have 

taken form in reality such as the works of NOX Architecture, Greg Lynn and 

Ali Rahim. Nevertheless, most of the work surrounding Emergence remains 

theoretical, perhaps due to its still early development or perhaps there is 

something to be said about the unpredictability of form derived from these 

practices or the loss of control of the architect to the computer that makes 

the whole concept a little terrifying. 

Thinking beyond the current state of its practice however, lays a world 

of possibilities. No longer will architects be concerned with the design 

of form but more so with the design of human relationships. Form will 

simply be a tool to achieve that end. Inherent in Emergence is the idea of 

rationalizing complex systems and what system is more complex than that 

of humanity itself? While it would be pretentious to assume that Emergence 

can somehow derive the magic formula to describe humanity, it is perhaps 

capable of deriving certain patterns or coherent structures that can help 

us better understand its inherent nature. Humans are after all, extremely 

chaotic individuals but yet we exist as a collective and it is in that system of 

collective intelligence where the potential lays for a better understanding of 

ourselves, our world and what we design for that world. 

While it may be too early to categorize Emergence as a movement, its 

multidisciplinary facets certainly give it the potential to be one. However, 

whether its part in architecture will simply result in a trend to be distilled 

down to nothing but cladding or something greater remains to be seen. 

Nevertheless, the idea of Emergence, to understand what can’t be 

understood is tempting enough an idea to make the pursuit worthwhile, 

regardless of the end result, and if there is one thing that we all understand 

about human nature, it is our thirst to understand exactly that which can’t 

be understood.

Photo: Flickr
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A DAY WITHOUT ELECTRICITY / /  Tif fany Huang

A few weeks back, the electricity for my shared condo unit had been cut 
due to my roommate’s forgetfulness to pay for our electricity bill. It started 
at precisely 10:00 am, when I woke up to what sounded like a dying cow 
coming from the mechanical room. I didn’t think much of it at first, but I 
had already woken up, so I began to make my way to the bathroom. When 
I flicked on the light switch, the lights didn’t turn on. I assumed that the 
bulbs had just burnt out, but I had to satisfy nature’s calling nevertheless, 
so I closed the door and did my business in total darkness (which is more 
difficult than it sounds). I brushed my teeth and then washed my face, 
but there was no hot water this particular morning. Oh well. I was now 
craving breakfast so I went to the kitchen. When I opened the fridge, it 
was dark inside. Oh crap! Only then had I realized that our electricity had 
been cut. This was not going to be a good day. 

I had an hour until studio class, and I desperately wanted to shower, but 
I couldn’t because there was no warm water! The great thing about living 
in a condo is its gym facilities... along with their public shower stalls. So 
I decided to hit the gym downstairs and in order to avoid any patronizing 
looks from other facility users, I ran on the treadmill for ten minutes before 
actually heading to the showers with my big bag containing washing 
formulas and my change of clothes. I felt slightly embarrassed before 
entering, reading on the door a sign that clearly said, ‘The showers are 
not for personal hygiene use’. So I quickly took my shower, headed back 
to my unit, got ready, and was off to class. 

At 3:30pm while still in studio, my roommates started to barrage me 
with phone calls concerning the cut electricity. The electric company 
required someone to be home while the electricity was turned back on 
(for safety issues) and my roommates were heading out soon. By the 
time I got home it was 5:00 pm and already sundown. When I called the 
electric company, the automated system informed me that office hours 
were closed and since it was a Friday, I would need to wait until Monday 
to call back, which meant we would not have electricity for another two 

days! I was so frustrated because this electricity crisis was disrupting my 
daily routine life. 
Since there was really nothing better to do when I couldn’t watch 
television, go on the internet, read, do my homework, or even cook, I 
laid on my bed in darkness and started to ponder about life. I start to 
think about how modern people have become so reliant on electricity and 
energy consumption. Electricity has given people the luxury of performing 
activities after dusk for domestic, business, and recreation use. But once 
people are given certain amenities, we become greedy and wasteful, 
and we end up abusing our energy resources. We leave our lights and 
computers on even when we’re not using them. We have our heaters 
constantly on during the winter and air conditioners on during the summer 
because we can’t even tolerate a bit of discomfort. As seasonal climates 
become more polarized with extreme conditions due to global warming 
caused by exactly this - our overconsumption of energy - we will only use 
our heaters and air conditioners more rigorously. It is a vicious cycle that 
will only worsen as time passes. What I find ironic is that Canada is the 
largest consumer of energy, despite its reputation for “green thinking” and 
being the so-called ecological-environmentally friendly country. Perhaps 
Canada is still among the few countries in the developed world that has 
not exhausted their raw energy resources, but that day will soon come 
if we keep wasting. And when that day does come, our experts will tell 
us not to worry, as always, that we will find alternative ways to generate 
energy, which is what the US is currently doing with hydro and solar 
power. It’s funny how we never learn to prevent problems, and try to fix 
them only after they have occurred. 

By now it was completely dark. I clambered my way to the kitchen, 
checking to see if there was anything still edible in the fridge. As soon as I 
opened the fridge, I was immediately regretting it because an awful putrid 
smell drifted out. I called up my friend to see if I could sleepover at her 
place and I called it a day. 
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WHAT’S NEXT FOR ABU DHABI? / /  Samar Zar i fa

Founded only thir ty-six years ago from a small city in the middle of the 
desert, Abu Dhabi has come a long way to become one of the richest 
cities in the world. 

Money can buy anything. This is the credo driving the proposed project in 
Abu Dhabi. After publicizing the Saadiyat Island, and attracting architects 
from across the globe, Abu Dhabi recently announced its plan to build 
the world’s first zero carbon - zero waste city, developed by Foster and 
Partners.

The walled city will be 6 million square meters, and will encompass the 
most cutting-edge technologies that would ensure a zero carbon and zero 
waste city. It will be linked to surrounding communities as well as to Abu 
Dhabi’s centre via roads and rail systems. The city itself will be car-free, 
but will have a solar powered personalized transportation system, with 
some kind of as-yet-unnamed vehicle. Due to Abu Dhabi’s extreme hot 
climate, a compact network of shaded streets and narrow walkways will 
be built to encourage walking around the city, and allow wind currents to 
channel their way through, to cool people down in harsh temperatures. 
Moreover, the city will be surrounded by photovoltaic farms, research 
fields and plantations, in order for it to be entirely self-sustaining. From 
the aerial photograph shown, there does not seem to be a single palm 
tree or other plant in the walled city. However, with time, and as the city’s 
population grows and water volumes increase, so too will the number of 
trees, since waste water will be purified and recycled back to the city to 
grow tree plantations.

Of course, this all sounds very appealing in theory, but stop for a minute 
and consider this: Abu Dhabi is a desert, and many of the raw materials 

Source: http://www.worldarchitecturenews.com

Brazil is a very religious country, so it is only fitting that its capital should 

not only have an entire zone dedicated to religious institutions but its 

own creation story as well. While the cities of Sao Paolo and Rio each 

experienced roughly five hundred years of evolution, Brasilia exists because 

of a somewhat divine act. Although Oscar Niemeyer is popularly regarded 

as the God of Brasilia, it would be more fair to acknowledge a Holy Trinity 

of Lucio Costa (Father), Oscar Niemeyer (Son) and Juscelino Kubitschek 

(Holy Spirit) behind the city’s creation. Lucio laid out a plan that overcame 

urban problems affecting other big cities, Oscar endowed the city with pure 

heavenly white structures, and Juscelino Kubitschek was the visionary 

behind the idea of forming a new capital. The city was completed within 

five years and in 1958 the team rested from their work and saw that it was 

good. Welcome to Brasilia. 

The city was a blank slate, a flat, nearly empty landscape (except for a lake) 

sponsored by an optimistic reformist new government headed by Juscelino 

Kubitschek (JK), a politician with an affinity for creating great public works, 

beautifying the urban environment. As a governor years before JK headed 

a project of smaller scale and importance; and chose Oscar, a young 

architect who had not yet (and might never be) jaded by the profession. 

The Pampulha complex of 1943 in Belo Horizonte gave the capital of the 

Minas Gerais state an extra dose of personality, an identity, the way that 

Brasilia would for the country when he became president.  

“It is born of a primary gesture, that signals a place or takes possession 

of it. Two axes that cross at right angles, that is to say, making the sign of 

the cross.” – Lucio Costa

Lucio Costa’s concept for the city plan began with a cross. It’s almost as if 

the statue of Christ that reins above Rio de Janeiro, the former capital, was 

translated directly into the structure of the projected capital. But while this 

was the original intention for the new capital’s plan, the cross conformed to 

the city’s lake landscape; north-south axis was curved and the city took on 

the form of a bird (or as some prefer, an airplane).

“It matters little to me if I am constantly spoken of as the Architect of 

Brasilia, so long as Lucio Costa is at the same time acknowledged as its 

urbanist. He was the one given the principal task: that of designing the city, 

the streets, the squares, the volumes and the open spaces. My contribution 

was more modest, and limited to the Governmental palaces.”

                                                                                    – Oscar Niemeyer

Oscar Niemeyer was called on to fill in the plan drawn out by Costa with 

iconic architecture that would give the new capital a name, visually. He 

did so with a series of pure geometric forms and monumental axes laid 

out by Costa that allowed mundane box-like buildings to accentuate the 

inventiveness of his free-form cultural centers, government palaces and 

national monuments.  Here, there is a balance between fantastic free forms 

and restrained boxes that give order and dignity to a national capital. 

                                                                                                      (cont’d)

BRASILIA / /  Sarah Rafson

Photos by Sarah Rafson

that will be used to construct this city will not be locally available. 
Exactly how much carbon will be emitted, and how much waste will 
be produced, in building the 6 million square meter city? Carbon will 
be emitted during the large scale manufacture of materials, starting 
from the design stage, and ending with the final built product – the 
walled city. Moreover, there is a major environmental cost associated 
with the construction of photovoltaic cells, resulting in toxic chemical 
pollution. One should also ask oneself at this point: how long can we 
expect people to live ostracized from the rest of society? The city will 
be in close proximity to nearby manufacturers, suppliers and markets. 
In being so, will the people’s clothes, utilities and amenities also be 
self-sustaining? 

Nevertheless, such a project could potentially be a huge leap towards 
a more sustainable and energy-friendly world. Sure, many drawbacks 
can be made about such a large-scale revolutionary and risky project 
(indeed it draws many parallels with the Mars project in its radical 
initiative), and more information is needed to answer our questions. 
The impacts of this city can only truly become tangible once it is built, 
and once we can begin to observe its inhabitants navigating their way 
around and adapting to this novel environment.



Whether I held romantic Goodbye Lenin-like images of Berlin, or magazine 

shots of the Brandenburg Gate in my mind, the German experience is 

naturally a poly-blend of Currywurst-y goodness and Sauerkraut-y difficulty: 

from interviewing for shared-flats or Wohngemeinschafts/WGs all over the 

city, to slowly adding pages to my vocabulary notebook.

After two weeks of wandering about in Kreuzberg and exploring the typical 

tourist attractions of Checkpoint Charlie, Reichstag, and of course the 

ever-cuddly Knut, the Projektbörse (Project Introduction/Presentation Day 

in October) was a completely astounding experience. Students are simply 

expected to learn about the different offerings by various professors (the 

likes of Wiel Arets and Adolf Krischanitz even!), and attend a consultation 

session to showcase their portfolio and wait for an acceptance to 

participate in the project. I was thoroughly impressed, overwhelmed and at 

times exasperated at how loose and disorganized the university functions 

are: when one can easily attend absolutely any seminar/lecture on the 

Vorlesungsverzeichnis (Course Calendar) without enrolment controls - that 

is to say, go - sign your name on a sheet of paper for your presentation date 

- and get your Schein/credit proof (there are only exams once every two 

years for the Bachelor’s or Master’s section of the 5 year program).

I, myself, lacking a sufficiently impressive portfolio, decided to join the 

Stadtspiel Ruhrcity, planning a strategic board game of sorts for the 

Ruhrgebiet in Germany, an ex-industrial/mining region in North Rhine 

Westphalia, comprising of cities such as Dortmund, Gelsenkirchen, 

Duisburg, Essen, Bochum etc. Since the beginning of the shutdown of all 

coal mines in Germany in the 1960s, the most-populated region in Germany 

has grown to be a supra-connected metropolis, each with an indistinctive 

character striving to dominate. Sitting on the tram, one will notice no city 

borders, no neighbourhoods, grim Siedlungs extending further and further 

until the next nucleus is seen. RuhrCity2010 and Essen’s bid for the 

European culture capital has drawn tremendous international attention to 

Ruhrgebiet, comparing itself with the previous winner, Istanbul, and thus 

our small endeavour. 

Four months of incessant planning, discussion in semi-familiar German 

and game-playing later, we have proudly found ourselves on the 19th of 

Feburary with a 3-hour game, strangling each other for the seat as the 

Oberbürgermeister (head mayor; on the front page of the Westdeutsche 

Allgemeine Zeitung (West German General Newspaper) advertising for 

thirty thousand Euros in Sponsorship after the prototype and exhibiting 

with the Shrinking Cities tour-exhibition series by architect Philipp Oswalt 

in Dortmund.

To fulfill the other fifteen ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) points, 

UdK (University of Kunste) provided what I found lacking at U of T: courses 

in ArchiCAD/Vectorworks and Design Workshops. Attached is a membrane 

roof structure competition entry for the student square in the Brandenburg 

Technical University in Cottbus - the result of a one-week intensive 

workshop.

The definition of a student in Europe is blurry; since tuition in Germany 

(mostly) is free, most of my fellow, much-older classmates stay on the five-

year Master’s program to an average of seven, while holding a part-time or 

full-time job and almost never a full courseload at the university.

The university’s lacklustre organizational abilities and emphasis on final 

product, compared to the U of T workload, also means the ability to travel 

on weekends or with the university to nearby cities, or the time to explore 

Berlin—always alive with Operas, Exhibitions, Openings, Concerts (with a 

student discount, at all times). 

I will abstain from recommending Europe for everyone, as it simply is not 

for everyone, especially if you are not one who loves to stutter in a new 

language without feeling embarrassed. However, experiencing through 

travelling what I could otherwise only see on projection screens has 

given my concept of architecture, both as a profession and a dream, real 

dimensions.

For more information on the UdK program: www.udk-berlin.de
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The heart of Brasilia (the head of the bird), the Esplanade, is a string of  

Oscar Niemeyer projects with nearly all of his typologies represented; the 

raised rectangular block, huge white domes, buildings with exoskeletons of 

inventive columns, and curving outdoor walkways.  

Le Corbusier supposedly said that Oscar Niemeyer had the hills of Rio de 

Janeiro in his eyes.  Niemeyer’s work in other parts of the country is noted 

for being inspired by its natural and cultural context.  Brasilia offered him 

a blank canvas where the context was more historical and political and 

inspiration came from the depths of his own creativity.  

Next to monumental works of architecture and then while walking up 

interminable ceremonial ramps to enter them, people feel like ants in 

Brasilia. Brasilia is awe-inspiring with its grand scale, but like a great man 

once said, God is in the details.

My favorite micro design in this macro place in the Chapel of Nossa Senhora 

de Fatima, tucked away among residential super-blocks. The very intimate, 

creative chapel with a roof and columns that conform to Niemeyer’s clean 

white style, he makes a throw-back to the Portuguese tradition and wrapped 

the chapel’s walls in blue and white tiles with little birds that look like the 

city’s plan. 

 

Brasilia is the essence of modernity; fast and smooth. Clean, orderly, and 

designed for the car. There is brilliantly little traffic thanks to a street plan 

that avoids right-angled intersections (a bit ironic considering the city’s 

original concept). The street system is a series of loops and curves where 

traffic yields instead of the stop-and-go of stoplights. Even at rush hour, 

traffic jams are rare. Brasilia is completely zoned, everything has its place 

and there’s no room for surprise: super-block residential zones, hospitals 

in front of the pharmacy zone. There is a church zone, hotel zone and car 

dealership zone, and (obviously) a government zone. 

Besides Oscar Niemeyer monuments, the architectural landscape of Brasilia 

is anonymous, rectangular 1960s commercial buildings.  This exaggerated 

modern spirit is manifested in the architecture of the central mall whose 

facade is completely invisible behind monumental advertisements all the 

way around.

When the city began to fill up with people, it became a place to celebrate 

the diversity of Brazilian culture.  It features ample spaces for public 

performances; the plazas invite capoeira gatherings which look striking with 

the ethnically diverse participants dressed in white against the background 

of Niemeyer’s white planes. Against the blank walls and wide-open spaces, 

Brasilia is a neutral and shared space for all. 

Within the last decade word got out about the high quality of life in Brasilia 

and currently there are about two million people living within the city and six 

million around, giving Lucio Costa’s bird a sprawling nest.  

Brasilia’s architecture and plan make a mark on the landscape as if it were a 

brand on a cow.   It’s neocolonial in a sense, as if JK set out to conquer the 

savage interior of his country and set up a tightly ordered city as a center of 

power and control. In colonial days the Portuguese in Brazil commissioned 

elaborate churches and gave them the most privileged site the landscape 

could offer. Today’s Brazil seems to reserve that kind of commission for 

Oscar Niemeyer’s architecture. Belo Horizonte, Brasilia, Rio, Sao Paolo, 

and Curitiba all include a complex or distinguished museum by the Brazilian 

“starchitect.”

I think Brasilia and Bilbao, Spain make a good comparison. They have their 

differences; Brasilia did not exist fifty years ago and Bilbao did, Niemeyer 

was charged to give dignity, order and beauty to his nation’s capital and 

Frank Gehry a foreign architect who designed a work of art for art’s sake. 

But the similarities are significant; the ingenuity of both architects was called 

upon to create monumental works and identity for a place (which, ironically, 

they would go on to repeat in similar commissions in other places). In 

both Brasilia and Bilbao you sense a mix of inventiveness and vanity where 

freedom of form sometimes can’t and doesn’t always have to be justified. 

In fact, both the Guggenheim Museum and almost every Niemeyer work in 

Brasilia include reflecting pools as if the works were constantly marveling 

at their own beauty in the mirror. But Brasilia expresses the great optimism 

of its moment in Brazil’s political history and I can’t imagine the next US 

president or Canadian Prime Minister sponsoring a public work of this 

scale.  A Frank Gehry City? Oh God.  

Quotes from:  Botey, Josep Ma.  Oscar Niemeyer. 

Works and Projects. Second Edition. Editorial Gustavo Gilli.  Barcelona. 2005.

BERLIN, BERLIN / /  Helen Chen

Photo: Flickr
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Fantasy literature, science fiction, and video games offer an escape 
from reality, and unsurprisingly the best escapist scenarios are the 
most immersive with the least real world awareness as possible. In our 
increasingly structured and predictable lives, the vir tual worlds offered 
by fantasy, science fiction, video games and also the constructed ‘real’ 
worlds of Las Vegas and Disneyland offer elaborate arenas for deliverance. 
What is the nature of these constructed kingdoms? 

Videogame space is a vir tual space; it is vir tually real, by vir tue of the 
participant causing and perpetuating change within a constructed visual 
landscape that appears to expand and unfold in all directions indefinitely. It 
differs from the reclusive fantasy and science world of literature by taking 
control of all your senses and leaving little to the imagination, and often 
offering an obscured social interaction with other participants. While our 
body is fixed, our mind is temporarily suspended and within this vir tual 
arena we are able to encounter and experience things we would never 
otherwise experience; a controlled decontrolling of emotions through 
novel experiences.

Let us look now at the nature of escapism through concrete physical 
environments. Las Vegas and Disneyland require us to literally take our 
physical selves from everything familiar into a constructed alternative 
reality that acts as a vehicle to mentally transport us to other places 
and eras via references and symbols. These constructed environments 
are boundless and complicated mediums of layered signification and 
communication, taking us to appropriated and packaged distant cultures 
and historic periods. They exist for the purpose of producing a complete 
transitory experience via communicative messages of reference rather 
than a tangible product of practical service. Time and space collapse 
within a new organizational scheme around consumption of leisure and 
recreation.

The ‘magic kingdom’ is comprised of Adventureland, Frontierland, 
Mainstreet USA, It’s a Small World and Fantasyland; children are either 
taken back in time to the past, forward in time to the future, or out of time 
in the fantastical. Phenomenologically speaking, since all connections to 
the present are severed, the children enter an entranced state of wonder, 
unable to make sense of the sublime environment surrounding them.

Las Vegas on the other hand, the adult wonderland, benefits from living 
in the moment and forgetting about the past or the future. Time grounds 
adults and reminds us of how finite our escapist act is, so clocks are non-
existent and temporal cues are kept to a minimum to keep participants ‘in 
the moment’ as long as possible. Consumerism in this context is benefited 
from exhilaration and rapture, the more detached we are from where we are, 
when or, and why, the more likely we are to lose ourselves to the moment. 
Themes of fun (Circus or Mardi gras theme), wealth (Mint, Caesar’s 
Palace) the Old West, Desert, Tropics, and gambling itself communicate 
identifiable hedonistic pleasures, but in a particularly shuffled fantasy in 
which ‘Venus’ holds poker chips. The mindless escapism of moment to 
moment pleasures is seen too in the high number of legal prostitutes and 

wedding chapels, in a midst of liquor stores and hourly motels along the 
strip; in Las Vegas, we can truly lose ourselves.

For the most part Disneyland and Las Vegas offer escapism as the form 
of a holiday, a tourist get-away, what happens if we inhabit the escapist 
environment? Celebration town is a Disney corporation community 
planning project that offers a utopian vision of small town America, to its 
inhabitants and follows New Urbanism mentality and principles. Its slogan 
“Celebration is a 19thC town for the late 20thC”  illustrates its foundation 
on an idea of a vernacular utopia hinged on a perceived nostalgia. The 
promotional video features home movies of paperboys, bir thdays, 
and kids playing baseball, leaving one with the idea that children in 
Celebration town will be throwing leaves for fun rather than toilet papering 
houses . Twenty thousand residents live in the Disney vision of village life 
characterized by community, safety, happiness and modest miniaturization 
of scale and convenience. Disney’s utopia follows an ‘ignorance is bliss’ 
notion of utopia in which poverty, threat, crime, chaos and the unknown 
are kept out of sight and out of mind. But in utopias, social ills are not 
hidden; they simply do not exist by definition. Celebration town is a fake 
constructed reality, hidden from the human nature of suffering. Disney 
has a long-standing, carefully crafted corporate identity as a company 
that breeds magic and fantasy, so naturally the town would be conceived 
and presented in utopian terms, but there’s a disjuncture between branded 
utopian elements and the realization of them. As a result, the residents 
are confronted with a didactic utopia: endless building codes concerning 
street width, gradations of population density, guidelines about structure 
of porches and order of columns for a decisive and restricted cultivated 
charm.

Escapism in itself is not a bad thing, some even argue that it is even 
beneficial for human understanding, but as with everything in excess it 
becomes dangerous and potentially mind-altering. The tailored reality that 
one seeks through escapist endeavors has potential to seep into how one 
comprehends their unaltered ‘naked’ reality. Drugs for example, commonly 
understood as a means to escape reality, when taken in moderation pose 
little threat to the subjects or to others, but when the line starts to blur 
between a controlled escapism and a form of self-identification answering 
the call of withdrawal, priorities become muddled. When the escaped 
reality becomes the forefront of consciousness, and the ‘naked’ reality 
gets pushed into the backseat, the real world becomes an unfamiliar, 
intimidating and uncomfortable place that you want to spend as little 
time in as possible. If one’s escapist world starts to leak significantly 
one’s real world it can potentially take hold of you, and become 
increasingly detrimental in terms of how you perceive and connect with 
reality. Celebration town obstructs the ‘naked’ reality, for one to inhabit 
such a blind environment entirely and permanently will no doubt have 
horrific psychological consequences, manifesting at the very least an 
estrangement to, and fear of the world outside the white picket fence.

SPACES OF ESCAPISM / /  Ariel  ShepherdNEGOTIATING BOUNDARIES AND CULTURE / /  Arslan Shabbir

Documenting periods of history or political situations of a country are often 
limited to old tricks like book publishing, archived journals or a collection of 
newspaper articles in the library. However, many Palestinian contemporary 
artists have decided to go beyond the usual methods and use contemporary 
art as a tool for conveying a slice of Palestinian cultural and political history. 

Many of these artists have emigrated from their homeland, working from dif-
ferent locations. They employ variant media to express their own and others’ 
relationship to Palestine. I will consider here the projects of three artists, but 
certainly my list is incomplete. Emily Jacir, Mona Hatoum and Shirin Neshat 
are among many of the other Palestinian artists whose works are currently 
celebrated in the contemporary field.

Born in Bethlehem, Emily Jacir currently lives and works from New York. Her 
work has been exhibited extensively in many international galleries, including 
the YYZ Artists Outlet, Toronto (1996). Jacir’s work focuses on diminishing 
artificial boundaries and allowing free movement through borders, space and 
time. Where we come from, a project undertaken from 2001-2003, explores 
these themes by documenting the experiences of the dislocation and frag-
mentation faced by Palestinians on an everyday basis. For the work, Jacir 
proposed requests from Palestinians living within or outside Israel who face 
restrictions on movement within and out of the country. She asked a simple 
question: “If I could do anything for you, anywhere in Palestine, what would it 
be?” Using the incoming requests, Jacir travelled through Palestine with her 
American passport and fulfilled many of the requests. She documented her 
activities through a panel of photographs, with each photo representing her at 
a doorstep accompanied by the original request documented in Arabic. Here, 
each photograph becomes a document, showing the political circumstances 
of each Palestinian who had sent in requests and also forcing the viewer to 
make connections to another world, as if he/she has stepped into a space 
which is prohibited to many Palestinians.

Measures of Distance (1988), a fifteen minute video by Mona Hatoum, is an-
other project that explores the issues of self freedom in Palestine. Born in Beu-
rit, Lebanon, Mona is a practicing artist in London, where she has been living 
since 1973. In her short video, Hatoum is trying to rebel against the image of 
a typical Arab woman as a mother and a passive and non-sexual being. She 
tapes an emotional conversation between her and her mother in Israel, where 
the mother speaks openly of her sexual desires. Accompanied by close-ups 
of her naked mother in the shower, the Arabic conversation is projected on the 
screen, conveying the mother’s feelings and also acting as a veil (a prominent 
symbol of Palestinian culture) to protect the women’s privacy. The video be-
comes a tool of freedom for the mother; it is through the daughter’s project that 
the mother can expose her personality, needs, emotions, longing beliefs, which 
maybe restricted in the Palestinian society due to political and cultural values. 

Shirin Neshat is also a contemporary artist that takes inspiration from on-
going events and the past of her Palestinian origins. Aside from documenting 
on-going political events, Neshat’s work is known for its shocking composi-
tions and imagery that focus on the status of women in contemporary Islamic 
societies. A woman holding a machine gun may not be the ideal pose, but 
Neshat documents the phenomena in her recognized work, Women of Allah 
(1993-1997). The project explores and questions the role of women in the 
Islamic society. It pushes the envelope by portraying the female in dual posi-
tion—as a common women dressed according to traditional Islamic values, 
and then accompanied by machine guns and text messages, speaking of the 
violence she experiences in the Islamic society. Neshat uses iconography 
such as the veil, Arabic text appearing as hand henna (a common method of 
stylizing among Islamic women) and guns as artificial jewelry to create com-
position that speaks clearly of the dual position of women in Islamic society. 

Measures of Distance, 1998, Video, Mona Hatoum

The strong message conveyed by these artists in their work is what makes 
their projects appear again and again in international galleries. None of the 
artists are currently showcasing their work in Toronto, but surely we will one 
day see their work in one of Toronto’s galleries, so keep an eye open for future 
gallery exhibitions to experience the work of Palestinian artists.

Rebellious Silence, 1994 (Women of Allah Series,1993-1997), Shirin Neshat

Where We Come From, 2001-2003, Emily Jacir 
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Art and architecture, in today’s context can 
easily be criticized for being self-indulgent, 
irresponsible and unethical; art that is created 
for art’s sake and architecture used as a medium 
for generating attention and popularity to a 
specific area. However, our society continues 
to suffer from the trauma of dislocation. We 
are also seeing situations where people can no 
longer afford their housing and result to burning 
their homes, as in California, in order to avoid 
foreclosure. More commonly, we have seen, 
arguably the impact of global warming resulting 
in disastrous and murderous consequences all 
over the world like India and the United States. 

The method that we have become accustomed 
to, as a global community, for dealing 
with dislocated communities is to offer 
immediate support, financially and personally. 
Unfortunately, over time, after the media has 
grown weary of glorifying the tragedy and the 
cleverly concocted disaster watch or trauma 
center of the news has ceased to run, the world 
seems to turn a blind eye to these areas. The one 
exception to this pattern has been New Orleans, 
after the impact of Hurricane Katrina. It has been 
a stroke of luck, and generous compassion from 
a celebrity with an architectural background and 
a passion for art with an ethical backbone that 
sustains this area.

The specific area in question is Ward 9 of New 
Orleans, Louisiana. This area, especially close 
to the coast and damage path of the hurricane 
soon succumb to crime, displacement, poverty, 
looting and a loss of community support. After 
the popularity of donating to Hurricane Katrina 

had worn off, the next logical step of housing 
the displaced seemed to have been forgotten. 
Fortunately someone most least expected, 
would notice a potential in “pink” as a symbol 
of hope and regeneration for this area.

Brad Pitt, famous for his celebrity status and 
not so much for his status as a self- taught 
architect, has shed light on this forgotten 
corner of the world. As reported by numerous 
interviews, while on shoot in New Orleans he 
became inspired by a pink fabric house that 
was part of the set. Unintentionally or not, pink 
is a metaphor for the community that has been 
reduced to a grayscale standard of living. When 
noticing something bright and vibrant on a large 
scale, attention is gathered on that same scale. 
The project, called the Pink Project, consists 
of disconnected, scattered geometrical entities 
wrapped in a pink fabric that symbolize 
the disconnection and loss suffered in that 
area. Each piece becomes “adopted” when 
$150,000 is raised, and as weeks progress they 
aggregate as pink buildings. These buildings 
are uninhabitable, but serve to draw attention 
to the area. Eventually these symbols of new 
homes become built homes, designed by one 
of the fourteen international firms working with 
Pitt. They have volunteered their services, and 
through his Make It Right Foundation, publicize 
the installation and ask for donations.

This makes us wonder why it has taken the 
intervention of a celebrity for this type of 
social innovation to take place. This solution 
is arguably simple: the use of pink to draw the 
attention of global aid set this pink as the hue for 

aggregate objects that as they receive support, 
become whole, as does the community. Finally, 
in the place of this art installation is the final 
phase of building real homes, constructed for 
the families of Ward 9. Maybe as our heads 
have swelled, as the ever righteous designer, we 
have lost our way. So concerned with erecting 
grand designs and shocking tourist attractions; 
convinced that if we are building sustainable 
architecture, architecture for the future, we 
have satisfied our consciences’ justification for 
our choice of practice. However, it is important 
to look back at where sustainability began: 
in urban planning. It was a tool to be used in 
conjunction with social housing. The package 
was a new way of living, a healthy social 
system combined with a healthy style of living 
for both the earth and ourselves. Somehow, the 
act of caring for ourselves and those in need, 
has escaped the priorities of architects, from 
student to professional. Even more confusing 
is how the connection between large scale 
contemporary design and its ability to generate 
discussion over important issues was lost.

The pink project is a glimmer of hope, both 
metaphorically and literally (as these pink 
structures glow at night). The difficulty that many 
find in criticizing it, is that it is conscientious 
architecture, while based on contemporary art 
and sustainable means of gathering energy, 
it is unique in its address to a large social 
problem. In its early stages, it shows to be an 
ideal relationship of contemporary design and 
community.

ETHICAL ART: BUILDING FOR A CAUSE // Sarah Mi l ler

(Source: http://www.archinect.com)

ONE SPADINA CRESENT: A PHOTO ESSAY / /  Dan Epstein

Photos by Dan Epstein

One Spadina Crescent is a standout building at U of T. The built environment 

on campus is either old, well maintained, bricks and ivy, or functional, 

nondescript (or, in the case of Robarts, over-descript) concrete and 

glass. One Spadina stands out like a monolith, a sore thumb, a bad dream 

complete with imposing obelisks and enough asbestos to give the whole 

city cancer if it were to be blown to smithereens. It houses a wealth of 

misfit organizations: the Ontario Eye Bank, the Visual Studies Program, and 

the offices of “the newspaper” to name a few. All of these things define the 

building, but nothing compares to walking around in there in the middle of 

the night. From 2am onwards, you get the feeling that you could even turn 

into a ghost. You feel the chill of the outside winds penetrating through 

inadequate insulation. You see yourself reflected in rounded mirrors 

installed for security purposes. In the basement, it’s easy to stumble on

what could either be an art project, or some sort of horrible accident. The 

walls tell you to get the hell out of there, and some of those pitch-dark 

rooms seem like they probably house more ghosts underneath their piles 

of thrown away junk. The art is just another ghost, and all those eyes could 

be watching you through the walls. It’s the type of place that just wouldn’t 

be there if the officials got their way. It’s a place that I love.
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The drawback of photography is that it is not considered an objective inventory of space, nor is it a mirror reflection of reality since it is captured from the 
perspective of the shooter. Despite this argument, onsite and aerial photography is more effective when iterated with other forms of visual communication such 
as maps, graphs and composite diagrams. Combining photography with significant research investigations accurately captures the synoptic scale of the project 
and illustrates the geographic, social and political systems that compose the info-scape.

Digging beyond the surface of the aerial image and assessing preexisting building infrastructures as previously mapped and researched by contemporary 
scholars helps arm students with the tools to postulate informed generative assessments of the site and propose alternatives to its current development. Through 
photo-documentation, field research and design studio pedagogy, architects and landscape designers can clarify the geo-spatial conditions of a site, by revealing 
the complex layers of the landscape, from up close and at a distance.

DOCUMENTING THE SITE //  Text by Jacqueline Urbano with images by Pierre Bélanger and Google Earth

A relevant approach to representing ideas for design proposals or a project portfolio is with application of onsite and aerial photography. Incorporating various 
photographic techniques such as oblique aerial perspective develops visual representations of landscape topography, ecology and preexisting building 
infrastructures that are otherwise invisible from the ground plane. In an essay entitled Aerial Representation and the Making of the Landscape, James Corner 
contends that aerial photography is a powerful tool in research and design of the landscape because it informs through recording changes of the earth’s surface 
and can be used to correlate data with geographic information systems. 


