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Abstract

At a time when increasingly communities are responding
to the fears of an uncertain future by protection against,
distancing from, and exclusion of the foreign, which at some
point manifests in the organization of the territory, the built
and the lived environment — this research works on the opposite
hypothesis: how can the intensification of contact with unfamiliar
situations, which is by nature destabilising, favourably stimulate
spatial transformation and constitute a ground for nurturing a
culture of urbanity? How does it lead us to reconsider the way
we conceive architecture and the city? We understand urbanity as
the art of exchanging, of conversing, knowing how to negotiate
and balance personal and communal needs from within the
places we inhabit.

This is a design driven doctoral research grounded in the
complexity of real phenomena encountered as a practising
architect, urban designer, and teacher over two decades. A
selection of cases where play is used as a creative engine to
maintain an open and inclusive design in the face of disruption
are examined through an iteration of reflecting on, reflecting in,
and reflecting for practice. The research focuses on the temporal
dimension of designing processes, the grounded dimension of
designing situations of interaction and the role that tangible
things play within such spatial settings, to identify the conditions
that allow or hinder a design development to pivot to a higher
level of specification.

Itreveals thatin the liminal state of contact, giving space to play,
in its different significations, enables us to apprehend divergent
positions and to stimulate a profound transformation in the way
we perceive and shape our living environment. Understanding
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the creative potential of play to cope with disruptions and to
engage in a shared environment with the other, human and non-
human, leads to the development of a conceptual framework
and practice of urban and architectural design that considers
the transformation of space as a dynamic system of relations.
The framework of dynamic spatiality intertwines situatedness,
pluralistic representations and actions in time, into one irreducible
entity. Specific instruments, protocols of action and relational
objects and techniques of staging, rhythm and providing grip
are implemented in spatial design practice to do both, engage
projects while remaining sensitive to fluctuating conditions.
Architecture thereby proves to be a means for creating situations
from where urbanity can be practised, and transformations can
occut.

Keywords:

Contact, Creativity, Design Driven Research Practice, Dynamic
Space, Ecosophy, Embodiment, Enaction, Play, Relational
Design, Rhythm, Situatedness, Spatial Affordances, Spatial
Triad, Tacit Knowledge.



Abstract nederlands

Contact Urbanisme,
Spel als creatieve drijfveer in een ruimtelijke
ontwerppraktijk

In een tijd waarin steeds meer groepen en gemeenschappen
reageren op de angst voor een onzekere toekomst met
bescherming tegen, distantiéring en uitsluiting van het vreemde,
wat zich manifesteert in de organisatie van het territorium, de
gebouwde en de geleefde omgeving, vertrekt dit onderzoek
vanuit een tegenovergestelde gedachte. Hoe kan de intensifiéring
van het contact met onbekende situaties, dat van natute
destabiliserend is, ruimtelijke transformaties positief stimuleren
en een voedingsbodem vormen voor een stedelijke cultuur? Hoe
leidt dit tot een nieuwe inzichten over architectuur en de stad?

Dit is een ontwerpmatig doctoraatsonderzoek, gebaseerd
op de complexiteit van concrete gebeurtenissen die ik als
praktiserend architect, stedenbouwkundige en docent gedurende
twee decennia ben tegengekomen. In een selectie van deze
gevallen werd ‘spel’ ingezet als een creatieve motor om een
open en inclusief ontwerp te realiseren. Het onderzoek stelt
een reeks reflecties op die praktijk centraal. Het onderzoek richt
zich op de tijdelijkheid van ontwerpprocessen, de situationele en
interactieve dimensie van het ontwerpen en de rol die tastbare
elementen spelen binnen dergelijke ruimtelijke situaties. Hiermee
worden de voorwaarden geidentificeerd die een specifieker
ontwerpproces toelaten of dit net verhinderen.

Het toont aan dat een overgangsfase, het geven van ruimte
aan spel, in zijn verschillende betekenissen, ons in staat



stelt uiteenlopende posities in te nemen en een diepgaande
transformatie te stimuleren in de manier waarop we onze
leefomgeving waarnemen en vormgeven. Inzichten in de potentie
van het spel, als een creatieve wijze om met verstoringen om
te gaan en in een gedeelde omgeving samen te werken met de
ander, mens en niet-mens, met verschillende belangen, behoeften
en verlangens, leidt tot de ontwikkeling van een conceptueel
kader en een praktijk van stedelijk en architectonisch ontwerp.
Die praktijk beschouwt de transformatie van de ruimte als een
dynamisch systeem van relaties. Het kader van dynamische
ruimtelijkheid verweeft het gesitueerde, de pluralistische
voorstellingen en handelingen in de tijd tot één onherleidbare
entiteit. Specifieke instrumenten, actieprotocollen, relationele
objecten en ensceneringstechnieken, ritmiek en het bieden van
houvast worden in die ruimtelijke ontwerppraktijk toegepast
met als doel, projecten te engageren en tegelijkertijd gevoelig
te blijven voor fluctuerende omstandigheden. Architectuur blijkt
dan geschikt om situaties te creéren van waaruit stedelijkheid
kan worden beoefend en transformaties kunnen plaatsvinden.

Trefwoorden:

Contact, creativiteit, ontwerpgedreven onderzoekspraktijk,
dynamische ruimte, ecosofie, embodiment, enactie, spel,
relationeel ontwerp, ritme, situationaliteit, spatiale affordances,
spatiéle triade, tacit knowledge.



Résumé francais

Urbanisme de Contact,
Le jeu comme moteur créatif dans la pratique
de la conception spatiale

A une époque ot de plus en plus de communautés humaines
répondent aux craintes d’un avenir incertain par la protection, la
distanciation et I’exclusion de ce qui leur est étranger, ce qui se
manifeste dans Porganisation du territoire, de Penvironnement
bati et vécu, cette recherche part d’une hypothese inverse

comment lintensification du contact avec des situations
inconnues, par nature déstabilisant, peut-elle stimuler
favorablement les transformations spatiales et constituer un
terreau pour une culture de l'urbanité ? Comment cela mene-t-il
a de nouvelles perspectives sur I'architecture et la ville?

11 s’agit d’une recherche doctorale par le projet, basée sur la
complexité des événements concrets que j’ai rencontrés pendant
deux décennies en tant qu’architecte, urbaniste et enseignante.
Dans une sélection de ces cas, le «jeu» a été utilisé comme moteur
créatif pour réaliser une conception ouverte et inclusive. La
recherche porte sur une série de réflexions sur cette pratique. La
recherche s’attache a la temporalité des processus de conception,
aux situations d’interaction et au réle que jouent les éléments
tangibles dans de telles dynamiques créatives. Cela identifie
les conditions qui permettent ou empéchent un processus de
conception d’évoluer vers plus de spécification.

La recherche montre quune phase de transition, laissant place
au jeu, dans ses différents sens, permet de prendre des positions
différentes, d’appréhender leurs divergences et de stimuler une
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transformation profonde de la fagon dont nous percevons et
faconnons notre cadre de vie. Comprendre le potentiel du jeu
comme moyen créatif de gérer des perturbations de détourner
les incohérences et de s’engager dans un environnement partagé
avec I'autre, humain et non-humain, aux intéréts, besoins et désirs
différents, conduit a I’élaboration d’un cadre pour la conception
et la pratique de 'architecture et de P'urbanisme. Cette pratique
considere la transformation de espace comme un systéme de
relations dynamiques. Le cadre de la spatialité dynamique tisse le
situé, les représentations pluralistes et les actions dans le temps
en une seule entité irréductible. Des outils spécifiques, - des
protocoles d’action, des objets relationnels et des techniques de
mise en situation, le rythme et la préhension- , sont appliqués
dans cette pratique de conception spatiale dans le but d’engager
des projets tout en restant sensible aux circonstances fluctuantes.
L’architecture s’avere alors apte a créer des situations a partir
desquelles 'urbanité peut étre pratiquée et des transformations
peuvent se produire.

Mots-clés :

Contact, créativité, pratique de recherche par le projet, espace
dynamique, écosophie, incarnation, énaction, jeu, conception
relationnelle, rythme, situation, affordances spatiales, triade
spatiale, connaissance tacite.



Prologue

Many years ago, I experienced a dilemma that fundamentally
changed my view on architectural practice. I was working with
three colleagues on a proposal for the reconstruction of the
University of Sarajevo after the Yugoslav war in the 1990s. It
was an international competition. As soon as my team and I
arrived in Sarajevo, we understood that at that time a winning
project could not be built. The means for realizing the project
were far from resolved. There was no economic backup, there
was no clear decision-making body that could carry such an
operation, the walls on site were torn down, but the emotional
barriers between people felt insurmountable. All collective
effort went first into the reconstruction of basic infrastructure
for survival, such as housing, water supply, and roads. And, yet,
in view of rebuilding a civil society the need for reconstruction
of the university was just as urgent. Disruptions abound.

But once on site, we also discovered that what looked like
a dead end full of obstacles at first had, in fact, underlying
transformative potential. Resources for the reconstruction of
the university as an operating organization already existed, for
instance in the form of equipment, knowledge, and human
resources. They only had to be turned into opportunities.

Would it be possible to see beyond what looked like a tabula
rasa at first, to step across the obstacles, and to make the existing
potentials visible as well as shareable as resources? And would
it be possible to weave these fragmented potentials into a fertile
pattern that could activate a dynamic field out of which the
university could grow?

Post-war Sarajevo is an extreme example of a kind of
situation where an urgency for intervention is felt, yet a clear
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response is not apparent. These kinds of wicked problems
involving complexity, uncertainty, and conflict, are proliferating
today. There are gaps between the material reality of phenomena
encountered on the ground, personal desires, and societal means.
In these situations, we know that we cannot solve the problems
with the same kind of thinking that created them. Some other
kind of understanding and conception need to be mobilized for
eventually reaching out and formulating sensible responses.
Experiences in territories undergoing change, territories in
transition, even if less extreme in its expression than Sarajevo,
challenged my professional capacities since and were at the origin
of my experimentally led design practice. The need to change
perspective, to try to see what is there, perhaps in blind spots, in
a different light, in order to be able to move, became evidence.
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1.

Qe lessence vacille !
N étre pas assurés de ['essence des choses sera ce gui
peut arriver de mienx ponr le monde et pour nous.

Let the essence sway!
Not being assured of the essence of things will be the
best that can bappen to the world and to us.

Barbara Cassin'

Barbara Cassin, La Nostalgie. Quand donc est-on chez soi? (Paris: Fayard/Pluriel, 2015).
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Introduction

At a time when increasingly communities are responding to
the fears of an uncertain future by protection against, distancing
from, and exclusion of the foreign — behaviors that at some
point manifests in the organization of the territory, the built
and the lived environment — this thesis takes a radically opposite
hypothesis. It posits that intensifying contact with unfamiliar
situations, accelerating the unlearning of established behavioural
patterns, and questioning thinking habits can provide a fertile
ground for revising a culture of urbanity. We understand
urbanity as the art of exchanging, of conversation, knowing how
to negotiate and balance personal and communal needs from
within the places we inhabit, a know-how of being well alone
and of being well among others at the same time.

The outcome of getting in touch with another is uncertain, in
this respect, contact is a liminal condition. Generating resistance
to a movement, contact can provoke disorienting to the point
of losing balance and engender shifts in two directions: increase
the desire for more exchange or increase the desire for setting
boundaries. Architecture, which orchestrates physical distance
and proximity, can play the role of a lever in the transformation
of a situation, and become a means for regulating relations. This
research focuses on the creative impulse in situations of contact,
on that precise moment of shift that occurs between a stimulus
and a response, within the development of spatial design.

Saskia Sassen responded on the aftermath of the terrorist
attacks in Paris, that “a city can never be completely controlled,
unlike a business park. The best defence is to maintain diversity
and to make sure that every section of the population is truly
part of the city. Today cities have lost their potential to offset
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conflicts civilized through trade”, to practice negotiation

qualities that can outbalance adversary positions through
cooperation entangled by a mutual interest. Cities impoverish
in diversity. “What used to be small and public, is now large and
private, the city is privatized and de-urbanized regardless of the
density of buildings.””

The 20th century modernist paradigm brought increasing
specialisation entailing a practice of partitioning. Taking things
apart is reflected in many aspects of present society, be it in the
division of labour, in professionalization, or the organization
of land and partitioning of our territories up to a point of
losing the relation to one’s milieu. The disconnection from a
ground, disembeddedness, and disembodiment in terms of our
capacities to consider ourselves and our actions in relation to a
broader system, feeds the environmental crisis we face today.*
The sanitary crisis we were experiencing since 2020 was putting
the global community on hold. Uncertainty abounds. A crisis of
urbanity is shimmering on the horizon.

What is at stake is the process of re-urbanizing the city. We
need to develop the capacity to offset urban disruptions by
learning to navigate and engage in the environment we share
with other people and non-humans who will at times have
different needs, interests, and desires, to thrive on and cherish a
culture from the “violence of participation” where the dilemma
is taken as a starting point.

This is a collective undertaking at the scale of neighbours,
cities, and territories. However, a collective focus is not enough.
It needs to go hand in hand with a personal stance, that is,
learning to engage and design with disruptive interferences and
inconsistencies as a given.

The current research explores how being put in contact with
unhabitual situations or with a multiplicity of stakeholders

2. Saskia Sassen, “Eine Stadt kann man nie ganz kontrollieren”, Der Standard, 13.12.2015:
www.derstandard.at/story/2000027339291/saskia-sassen-wir-muessen-die-stadt-offen-
halten

3. lbid.

4. Seeinthis respect the beautiful experimental documentary film Koyaanisqatsi: Life Out
of Balance, directed by Godfrey Reggio with music composed by Philip Glass, 1982.

5. Markus Miessen, The Violence of Participation (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2007).
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accelerate the emergence of divergences; and how not to ignore
or neutralize the discrepancies between viewpoints, actions and
what exists factually, in order, on the contrary, to grasp and hold
on the frictions as an engine for transformation, driving creative
processes, and grounding the production of space in a shared
reality. For conceiving responses to urban disruptions — grouped
under the heading of a “Triple Divide” of ecological, social,
and cultural-spiritual disruptions® — this PhD project aims to
reconsider the production of space as a dynamic entity, a system
of relations, where the material thing plays a performative role
in a never-ending rhythm of interactions, oscillating between the
physical, the imagined, and the lived dimensions of space.’

Could intensifying contact with unfamiliar situations, which is
by nature destabilising, foster spatial transformation processes?
Could interaction from within the places we inhabit foster
learning processes for negotiating and balancing personal
and common needs? Could architecture become a means for
regulating virtuous relations knowing how to entangle our
needs and aspirations across the intimate, the social and the
environmental realm?

It is from the study of cases rooted in the messiness of real
phenomena encountered in the field, as a practising architect,
urban designer, and teacher, that the doctoral research explores
another design apparatus, an approach for spatial intervention
that does not take architectural construction as its aim but takes
up architectural design as a means of engaging the complexity
of a society in transition.

Avrchitecture is no longer the usual devotion to objects,
but is becoming an organon, that is a means to gain

knowledge, a system of inquiry, innovation and

technigne™®

6. Otto Scharmer and Katrin Kaufer, Leading from the Emerging Future: From Ego-System
to Eco-System Economies (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2013).

7. Henri Lefebvre, La Production de I'espace, (Paris: Anthropos, 1974).

8. Sanford Kwinter, “Leap in the void: A new organon?” in Anyhow, ed. Cynthia C.
Davidson (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1998): 24-27.
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Structure of the document

The dissertation is structured in six chapters complemented
by three interludes and an appendix.

In the first and second chapters we set up the research context
and the research methodology. We reflect on the experimentally
led design practice for architecture an urbanism Polimorph, to
recall the circumstances that led to its genesis and to uncover the
underlying quest that runs like a red thread through the work.
This section corresponds to the preliminary research to lever a
practice experience onto a research level, which in turn, sets the
frame of the PhD project and prompts the selection of a series
of case studies to be explored further.

The third, fourth and fifth chapters unravel the research
journey and elaborate on the different research steps taken
to extract the tacit knowledge about how we design spatial
projects in a changing environment. Through the angles of
“Process”, “Pivot” and “Tangible Things”, corresponding to
the chapter headings, we investigate the temporal dimension
of designing processes, the grounded dimension of designing
situations of interaction and the role that tangible things play
within such spatial settings, to identify the conditions that allow
or hinder a design development to pivot to a higher level of
specification. Three interludes complement the research journey
in form of counterpoints or side steps. Interlude I accounts
experimentations on juggling between action goals and a
framework for acting. Interlude II makes an excursion in other
spatiotemporal practices for inquiring the role of artefacts in
creative procedures. Interlude IIIlooks how a spatial organisation
based on the topology of knots consolidates the very potential
of constant reconfiguration in a building;

The sixth and concluding chapter sums up the findings on a
play of interlacing and spacing to entertain a balance of creative
dynamics. It transposes the insights gained into what I would
call the thesis as such, a framework for inquiring, conceiving,
and practicing spatial design in a moving context. It is both, a
methodological framework, because it proposes a set of tools
and techniques for a spatial design practice, which are brought
together under the overarching term Contact Urbanism. Itis also
an epistemological framework, because it proposes a conceptual
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model for such a practice from the perspective of Dynamic
Spatiality. In this last chapter, the insights of entangling divers
matters, and the relevance of play as a creative driver in spatial
design practice are discussed in terms of possible implications
for the discipline, for the role of the architect, and the questions
it raises.

The appendix contains next to the table of figures and the
bibliography, the project archive in the form of video and audio
documentation and more detail of the raw materials used in this
research.

Research Context

The raw material of this research presented in the first
chapter “Designing in the Face of Disruptions” is based on my
practice as an architect, urban designer and teacher for almost
two decades. It outlines the backstory and transformative
triggers that led to the creation of a venturous practice” called
Polimorph, exploring the production of space'” in architecture
and urban design. This involves experimenting with open design
methods, including the development of co-design tools from
within spatial design projects, and through cultural interventions
for public debate on spatial and citizen issues. From our position
as spatial designers, disruptions, and discrepancies in the sense
of a triple divide seem to be commonplace.

Looking back at the corpus of Polimorph’s practice revealed
that seeking for friction became a mode of operation. Designing
in a context of what appears to be incoherent, unstable, and
impermanent phenomena has become a creative driver. To
stimulate the design process, a tactic within Polimorph is to
deliberately create situations that bring realms and people into
contact who would normally not meet and to deploy playful
tactics to trigger interaction. Being immersed within the complex
reality on the ground is simultaneously a bodily experience, a
reflexion on spatial matters, as well as a practice of making,

9. Richard Blythe, “An Epistemology of Venturous Practice” (2016).

10.  Unless stated otherwise, the notion of Production of Space, refers in this work to
Lefebvre’s definition of an interplay between the imagined, the physical and the lived space,
see footnote 7.

@]



CONTACT URBANISM

transforming matter. Tacit knowledge occurs. But what do we
actually do to make the friction between elements shift into a
creative resolution and the emergence of new forms instead of
generating blockages?

Research methodology

The second chapter “Framing Dynamic Fields” describes how
the reflexion on past work, laying out the corpus of Polimorph’s
projects leads to the setting up of design-driven doctoral research
from a creative practice perspective. The research methodology
used here is based on the RMIT/ADAPTr PhD model for design
practitioners.'" It combines a set of research petspectives —
reflecting on, reflecting in, and reflecting for —with a set of inquiry
lenses (i.e., case studies, communities of practice, transformative
triggers, public behaviour, tacit knowledge, methods, and viva)
to attain a deeper understanding of one’s design practice and
to take practice experience from a design context to a research
context. It allows for critical reflexion upon the nature of a field
of work, for speculation on how the knowledge gained through
the research will be enacted in the future, and for presenting the
findings publicly. Reflecting on a practice generates first findings
on the underlying quest running across most projects and leads
to an increasing capacity to reformulate the research quest with
more precision and mastery. The findings are then incorporated
and further researched in renewed practice. Then, researching
for how to share and disseminate the knowledge gained within
the discipline and society at large leads to explicating methods.

Case Studies

The preliminary research leads to the selection of existing
case studies which emerge as relevant for the doctoral research
project: the urban game TabulaRosa, three participatory design
commissions, Architecture & Disability in Etrepagny, the
Ecohamlet in Saint-Cyr-en-Arthies, and the Memorial Park in

1. Marcelo Stamm and Richard Blythe, “Doctoral Training for Practitioners: ADAPTr
(Architecture, Design and Art Practice Research) a European Commission Marie Curie
Initial  Training Network” (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017). http://hdl.handle.
net/10919/80949; Leon van Schaik and Anna Johnson, Architecture & Design, By Practice,
By Invitation Design Practice Research at RMIT (Melbourne: Onepointsixone, 2011).
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Greater Paris Region, furthermore the protocols for exploring a
territory and the house MMT. All are variations on strategies for
play in architectural and urban design.

Insights on the regulating potential of play for the design
process and design outcome, either in the form of positive
displacement or as dilemma accelerator, are being further inquired
in new cases produced during the PhD research: Small research
experimentation, namely the Trefoil Mutations, a situ-action
about spatial practice and Material Studies of Shells, the case
studies La Belle Excentrique, and C’est la Pause. The reflexive
constellation of specific cases wherein to observe evidence,
the testing of evidence within new projects and teaching, the
exchange amongst peers to discuss knowledge gained, and the
looking back and forth from one situation to the next provides
the social learning environment in which knowledge evolves and
stabilizes as the research process unfolds, that is, whilst walking;

Research journey

The research journey of reflecting in case studies is described
across three chapters and three interludes. The “Process” of a
production of space as an open inclusive design is investigated
in the third chapter. In the fourth chapter “Pivots” we then
zoom into conditions which make the creative process bifurcate.
In chapter five “Tangible Things” we inquire the role of material
structures in the creative dynamics.Each chapter is organized
around research steps. The research steps “Space in Motion” (RS
1), “Inclusive Design Postures” (RS 2) and “Process versus
Product” (RS 3) lead to a deeper understanding on the processual
nature of open inclusive design, how to set it in motion and to
orchestrate it. This happens through investigating Polimorph,
Architecture & Disability and the Ecohamlet, By zooming in
on the pivoting moments in a design development, the research
steps “Creative Dynamics in Situations of Contact” (RS 4)
versus “Dissipating Dynamics in Situations of Contact” (RS 5)
investigate factors which shape the creative drive, particularly
present in playful interaction settings such as within the urban
game TabulaRosa, and the nature of obstructions influencing
the falling apart of exchange, explicated with the case study of
a Memorial Parc in the Greater Paris Region. It gives insight
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on learning from limits and making resistance tangible as a
source of information. The research step “Material Support
Structures”(RS 6) explicates the relevance of material props to
get hold of change.

Three interludes complement the research journey in
form of counterpoints or side steps. Interlude I accounts
experimentations to tackle juggling between action goals and a
framework for acting. Interlude II makes an excursion in other
spatiotemporal practices for inquiring the role of artefacts in
creative procedures. It will give insight on the art of handing
over. Interlude III comes back to a build project, the MMT house,
to look how the possibility for on-going spatial reconfiguration
was realized by alternating interlacing and spacing, a spatial
organization based on the relational principle of a trefoil knot.

All research steps and interludes together describe the
procedures engaged for uncovering and explicating tacit
knowledge gained through practice. They generate observations,
findings, and new questions. It should be noted that the research
steps themselves were not strictly linear. In reality, there were
overlaps, feedback loops, and sidesteps. During the PhD,
crucial reflexions were supplemented by additional smaller new
productions to stabilise initial findings. Some research aspects
were re-examined several times in ongoing projects and in design
studios."” For simplifying the comprehension and given that these
smaller research studies helped to stabilise the findings, but did
not bring any major new insights, we have decided not to develop
on them here. The chapters Process, Pivot and Tangible Things
are presented in the order the research progressed. Looking back
at the research journey that led to knowledge generation in this
kind of overall configuration feels appropriate to account for
the emergence of findings and their gradual affirmation.

12. Fosses (2016), La Belle Excentrique (Arcueil 2018), Le Germinator (ENSA Nantes
FPC, 2018), Clest la Pause! (4 editions since 2020), Drawing Explorations with students
in ENSA Mauritius and Atelier Présence ENSA Nantes (2019/20), and also small raisations
during the PhD period such as the restructuring of a duplex flat (2019/2020)
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Contact Urbanims to engage in a Dynamic Spatiality

The new findings from the cases developed for this doctoral
research project are transposed into a performative framework
for spatial design, interlacing three relevant drivers for spatial
transformation — actions, human perception, and situatedness —
in one single system."” Each spatial instance of the three drivers
internalizes and takes on meaning through the two others.

The project Contact Urbanism proposes performative
spatiality with its specific instruments and techniques to
be implemented in design practice. It helps to establish an
assessment of resources that integrates multiple perspectives
and attempts to be comprehensive across disciplines. Within the
framework of performative spatiality, disruptions on individual,
social, and territorial level become performative gaps, turning
troubles into transformative triggers. Architecture turns out to
be a medium for designing situations from where urbanity can
be practised, and transformation can occur. The outcomes are
re-embedded and discussed in the context of other relevant
practices and theories.

The body of work used in this research involves material
that has been created, in part, in English, French and German
speaking environments. Writing this thesis in English requires
a degree of displacement. Moving between languages implies
relentlessly translating from one to the other, comparing and
discerning the gaps between them, searching for the right
word, the formulation which feels just. To restrict myself to
one language means groping, getting it wrong, rephrasing, and
always ending up with an untranslatable part. From one language
to another, one culture to another, a correct translation of a
term does not evoke the same universes, does not awaken the
same imaginations, and associations of ideas go in different
directions. To reduce the risk of misinterpretation, certain terms

13. Inline with Henri Lefebvre’s spatial triad, the notion of action refers to lived space, the
way we enact and behave in space, the notion of perception refers to the imagined space,
the way we perceive it, the notion of situatedness refers to the physical space, the grounded
tangible aspect of an environment.
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used in this work are explained in footnotes and/or illustrated
with examples.
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Designing in the Face of Disruption
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1.1 Backstory and Trajectories of Displacement

Once in contact with the ground, during the site visit to
start a new project for the reconstruction of the University in
Sarajevo in 1997, it became obvious to our project team that
our usual design tools could not lead to the realization of the
university building, The professional conflict was experienced
as a gap. My team and I found ourselves in a deadlock until we
realized that our professional tools were mismatched with the
situation encountered on the ground. The problem was neither
architectural, technical, or constructive, nor really a problem
of resources. Doing fieldwork and exchanging with the people
we met, we could see that the resources themselves were there,
unlike the image one might have of a city wiped out by five years
of war.

We understood that we had approached the project with a
set of tools to erect buildings yet were facing obstacles outside
the realm of architecture. On top of operational challenges, we
encountered experiential divergences that had an impact on site.
Where foreign professionals could perceive an empty plot of
land — a tabula rasa, ready for new constructions — the survivors
of Sarajevo’s siege saw the military wasteland in the city centre
as an emotionally loaded territory that they were keen to avoid
for many years to come.

Instead of focusing on architectural solutions, the key
questions for us became more fundamental: How can we
perceive with the eyes of another person so that we can attain
a deeper, more nuanced understanding of a situation? How
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can we extend our view beyond what is visible from our own
perspective ot standpoint?'*

We neither had the tools to fully grasp the complexity of
the situation, which seemed of systemic nature and included
emotional barriers, nor did we have the tools to assess whether
an operational framework existed that could have rendered the
project feasible. With these experiences three blind spots were
revealed that impeded our habitual approach to architecture:
¢ Tailing to see what is under the surface of preconceived ideas
* Missing capacities for unlearning and breaking the boundaries

of habitus as a precondition for learning a-new
* Lacking the skills for creating shared visions

The deadlocks that prevent effective responding to complex
urban situations with architectural solutions are not exclusive
to post-war cities, but characteristic of people and societies in
transition. Similar patterns can be found in other territories
undergoing change. The scale of contemporary societal changes is
such that one could say we are living in an “Age of Disruption”."s

Symptoms of disruption can be perceived as tips of theiceberg
on a surface like a landscape of issues and pathologies. They can
appear in many forms: a disconnect between the financial and
the real economy, between infinite growth and limited resources,
between the Haves and the Have Nots, between institutional
leadership and people, between gross domestic product and
well-being, between technology and real societal needs, between
actual ownership forms and best societal use of property,
between governance and the voiceless."

Observations of discontinuities between oneself and the
environment, the self and others, and also one’s personal
inconsistencies are recurrent. Within our work in architecture
and urbanism, we often encountered them in projects involving

14, The difference in perspective depending on the point of view is called parallax. The term
parallax is the effect whereby an object appears different depending on the position from
which it is viewed. Parallax geometrically describes the effect of a change in the position of
the observer on the viewing of an object. Parallax is one of the most important factors in
being able to perceive depth.

15. Scharmer and Kaufer, Leading from the Emerging Future.

16.  Ibid.
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complexity. One example is the Memorial Parc, a redevelopment
project of the site of the former train station of Deportation
of Jews in Bobigny (2014/2015), where the divides revealed
were much deeper than the urban and territorial discontinuities
that commissioners asked us to treat. Their list is long and
overwhelming,

The phenomenon that “beneath the visible levels of events
and crises we are facing, there are underlying structures, mental
models, and sources that are responsible for creating them” is
described by Scharmer as an “iceberg model”."” Similatly, the
research office for architecture and urbanism Chora calls the
underlying forces that manifest themselves on the surface of the
earth at some point in some place as urban phenomena “proto-
urban conditions”."® According to Scharmer, a “triple divide” of
ecological, social, and spiritual-cultural disconnections between
the self and nature, the self and other, as well as the self and
Self, respectively, lies at the heart of major challenges that
contemporary society is facing. The overarching problem can
be subsumed in one simple question: “Why do we collectively
produce results that nobody wants?””"’ The growing gap between
our actions — which are always grounded in geographic locations,
and what we aspire to — resonates just as vividly in the actors’
and project logic at work perceivable for our built environment,
cities, and territories.

In 1989, Guattari argued for a more complete approach to
an ecological balance of our living environment. Specifically, he
proposed to go beyond the material ecology and add an ecology
of social relations as well as an ecology of the mind. He called this
set of three interdependent ecologies ecosophie.”

17. Ibid.

18.  Chora et al.,, “CHORA Manifesto”, Daidalos 72 (1999), 42-51; Chora et al., “Proto-
Urban Conditions”, in Urban Flotsam (Rotterdam, 010 publisher, 2001), 44-107.

19.  Scharmer and Kaufer, Leading from the Emerging Future.

20. Felix Guattari, Les Trois Eco/og[es (Paris: Galilée, 1989); The root “eco” in its original
Greek acceptance refers to oikos, i.e. house, household, habitat, natural environment;
“Sophia” in Greek means knowledge, wisdom. A literal translation of “Ecosophy” could be
translated as “wisdom of living”. The concept of ecosophy was proposed as early as 1960 by
Arno Naess to denote a holistic, deep ecology, as opposed to a shallow ecology that separates
phenomena and deals only with the material dimension of resources. In Guattari’s shift of the
triadic approach to ecology, it is interesting that he includes the balance of the inner world as
a constituent part of being in relation to the outer world.
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In the 1970s, James Lovelock and Lynn Margulis introduced
what they called “Gaia hypothesis”, a view of planet earth as a
self-regulating living system with all living beings being part of
it*' According to this view, we ate part of the living system earth,
hence ultimately the observer is part of the observed among other
observing observers.”

Spatial Triad, a Metamodel for the Production of Space
as a Socially Shared Reality

While searching for how to approach a stuck situation in post-
war Sarajevo in 1997, I discovered accidentally the phenomenon
of Nello and Patrache in Hoboken, a district of Antwerp. In
Hoboken, a fictional story stimulated a physical transformation
of the city as well as of the representation citizen have of
themselves and their town. The example of Nello and Patrache
in Hoboken made the production of space as an intrinsic
relationship between the perceived, the conceived, and the lived
space, conceptualized by Henti Lefebvre as a spatial triad,”
explicit (fig. 1). Mapping these relationships evidenced the
mechanisms of a spatial continuum that govern the practice of
space embodied by people, the specific territorial context, and
their objects of representation. It made comprehensive how
the singular material phenomena that one can encounter in a

situation are rooted in a broader context of spatial dynamics,
embedded in a field of forces.”

21, James E. Lovelock and Lynn Margulis, “Atmospheric Homeostasis by and for the
Biosphere: The Gaia Hypothesis”, Tellus 26 (1974), 2-9. DOI: 10.3402/tellusa.v26i1-2.9731
22 In this line should be further mentioned: Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972); Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela,
Autopoiesis and Cognition: The Realization of the Living (Dordrecht: De Reidel, 1980) originally
published in Chile under the title De Maquinas y Seres Vivos (1972); Heinz von Foerster,
Understanding Understanding, Essays on Cybernetics and Cognition (New York: Springer, 2003);
for an overview of the relevance of cybernetics on design see Ben Sweeting, “Design Research
as a Variety of Second-Order Cybernetic Practice”, in Constructivist Foundations vol." 11 nr'3-
(2016), 572-579.

23.  Lefebvre, La Production de I'Espace.

24.  Petra Marguc, “The Chance of Conflict” Graduate Speech, 03.07.1998, video library
The Berlage Institute, “The Chance of Conflict”, in Berlage Cahiers n® 7 Process (Rotterdam:
010 Publishers, 2000), 118-119.
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Following Henri Lefebvre’s concept of the production of
space as a spatial triad between the perceived, the conceived, and
the lived space and mapping spatiality as a continuous oscillation
between physical space, imagined space, and social space makes
it possible to overcome urban disruption and to perceive links
between seemingly distinct and fragmented phenomena which
Chora calls “Urban Flotsam”.* Drawing these spatial relations
and thereby making them explicit can reveal how patterns
of phenomena evolve over time as well as how a singular
phenomenon is situated within the spatial triad and can affect the
whole. Thinking within the case of Hoboken of the production
of space as a spatial triad revealed the operative mechanism for
the construction of meaning as a socially shared reality.

Applied to Sarajevo, the concept of triadic spatiality revealed
that there is a spatial continuity that goes beyond the visible
disruptions: The siege of the city began in April 1992. Snipers
controlled the streets of the city from the surrounding hills,
shooting people at the street junctions, where they were especially
vulnerable and exposed to the line of fire. With the number of
victims increasing, foreign media attention and collective emotions
rise until they reach a culminating point, resulting in a decision
to act. The international community intervened, pushed back the
frontlines, and established a 10 km wide security corridor in the
city. This allowed for reconnecting the besieged city centre to the
airport, which in turn enabled outside help, international people,
and provisions to enter the city again. This marked a shift in
relations which endured until the end of the siege in 1995 (fig, 2).

The representation of space, which in this case was especially
presentin the role of the media and the international community,
and the perceived physical space, conditioned by the city’s
topography and urban morphology, are intrinsically related. They
resonate, affect each other, and form an urban dynamic pattern,
a lived space that intensifies until a new configuration emerges (a
decision to intervene, separating and pushing back the frontlines,
the creation of a neutral zone, etc.). From the moment a new
distinct phenomenon appears, the spatial triad pivots into a new

25. Chora, Raoul Bunschoten and Takuro Hoshino, Urban flotsam. Stirring the City
(Rotterdam: 010 Publishers, 2001).
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physical space

In 1872 an English author, QOuida, wrote a
novel “The Dog of Flanders” which plays in
Hoboken. It is a fiction about a Flemish boy
named Nello and his dog Patrache (the story
exists in imagined, mental space). In the
1970s, the Japanese film industry adapted
the novel into an animation broadcasted as
TV series. The story of “Nello & Patrache”
became a children’s classic for decades in
Japan and Korea, to such an extent that
in the 80ies Hoboken was mentioned in
Japanese tourist guides as a place to visit (the
story impacts lived, social space). But when
the Asian tourists arrived in Hoboken, there
was nothing to see, the locals did not even
know the story. In their idea of Hoboken,
there was not any connection to Nello
and Patrache at all (disruption in imagined
space). Then, in 1987, in response to the
ongoing tourists flux a first statue was built in
public space (new physical space), followed

Fig. 1:

by a branding policy with derivate products
(new social space). Since then, three
monuments were raised to commemorate
Nello and Patrache to please tourists and
the local economy (new physical, imagined
and social space). The last monument was
inaugurated end of 2016 in front of the
famous Antwerp Cathedral, as a place to
take a rest, to play, literally walk all over it
(new physical space). A spatial dynamic
between the imagined, the lived and the
physical space, culminated rhythmically in
the emergence of distinct singular objects (a
tourist guidebook, a statue in public space,
derivate products, an urban furniture, a
public square..). These objects concentrate
multiple scales, multiple places and multiple
drivers. Over time, in an on-going oscillating
interaction, the physical space, the imagined
space and the social space evolve, each one
in relation to the two others.

The urban phenomenon “Nello and Patrache” encountered in Hoboken in 1997,

mapping physical, representational and lived dimensions of triadic spaciality.
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Sniper Alley

6th April 1992: Sarajevo is surrounded by
Serbian forces. The siege of the city lasted
until October 1995

Sniper Alley: From the adjacent hills,
snipers surround the city of Sarajevo and
shoot at people who venture out into the
city’s main artery. Many die.

International media: The growing intensity
of local violence is increasing attention from
the foreign media

Media attention

Intervention Airport Link to the city

Intervention: The international community
intervenes by establishing a 10 km wide
security perimeter.

Alirport: This strip reconnects the city
centre with the airport

Bridge to the city: Outside resources and
people can re-enter the city again, it marks
the end of siege.

In time, the interplay between the physical

space and the represented space generates
the re-appropriation and transformation of
the territory.

Fig. 2: “Sarajevo Sniper Alley and the end of siege”, mapping the urban phenomenon in
terms of the physical, representational and lived dimensions of triadic spaciality (1997).

20
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configuration opening different perspectives, a new “landscape
of affordances”

As I became aware of the mechanics of interdependency
between people’s behaviour, their practice of space, the physical
organization of a living environment and on its meaning for a
community, I began to look at space not only as a physical static
entity, as architects tend to do, but as a continuously evolving
pattern that keeps reconfiguring. From this perspective, a
physical entity turns into a phenomenon, the manifestation of
a momentary resolution of interplaying forces that, through its

occurs. It is a leverage momentum.

emergence, spurs further movement.

The insights on the mechanics of the spatial triad gained from
experiences such as those in Sarajevo or Hoboken led to a shift
in terms of thinking of spatio-temporal frameworks wherein to
perceive, conceive, and enact design projects as interventions rather
than as finite solutions. For the university project in Sarajevo, this
shift turned out to be useful for observing, grasping, and describing
what is there, and to identify how to reconfigure existing resources
ina new pattern so that a university could emerge, thereby reaching
beyond the emotionally charged context.””

Could the spatial triad be a useful model for projecting the
production of space into the future in addition to better describing
the present urban dynamics and grasping the underlying nature of
past phenomena?

The spatial triad became the metamodel for the production of
space I have been exploring as an architect, urban designer and
teacher (fig. 3). I used it as a framework to develop the practice
Polimorph, it has guided most project developments, and it
became a way to view the world with the position of the architect
resembling that of a fisherman navigating through a moving
environment more than that of a demiurge conceiving the world
by moving objects leaning over the table from above.

26. Erik Rietveld and Julian Kiverstein, “A Rich Landscape of Affordances”, Ecological
Psychology, Volume 26, Issue 4 (2014), 325-352. DOI: 10.1080/10407413.2014.958035.
27.  Understanding the intrinsic relationship between material environment, the practices
encountered and the ideas which circulate about that space in terms of a continuous rhythmic
interaction mechanism generating meaning, became part of my thesis work “The Chance of
Conflict, Constructing Communication Spaces” at the Berlage Institute; see Petra Marguc,

“The Chance of Conflict”, The Berlage Cahiers 7 (Rotterdam: 010 publisher, 2000), 118-119.
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Foundational Premises of a Spatial Practice

In addition to the spatial triad, some concepts that were
treated within these early project experiences, object as system
design, ecosophy, and communication spaces, using conflict
and controversy as a transformative driver to overpass limits
of language became foundational premises for Polimorph and
the direction my practice took. These concepts generated new
knowledge on the behaviour of spatial dynamics, their relation to
architecture, as well as on how to observe and interact with them.
They also led to the idea of space as a system of exchange. These
concepts are still relevant for comprehending the position from
where this PhD project is approached.

IMAGINED SPACE

LIVED SPACE
- Em Em Em e o Em Em

PHYSICAL SPACE

Fig. 3: Metamodel for the production of space as a socially shared reality, processual view;
the material object result from and impulses spatial dynamics.

Object as System Design: As the physical, imagined,
and lived dimensions of space are interdependent, not only
can interventions be undertaken in any of the three spatial
dimensions. Outcomes, too, will emerge in each of them in
diverse formats. Even when the process starts with changes in
the imagined or lived dimensions, as the example of Hoboken
illustrates, at some moment in time, a physical transformation
can be expected to emerge.

22
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Ecosophy: The concept of Lefebvre’s spatial triad (1974)
echoes with Guattari’s ecological triad (1989), where the
material ecology of the environment is put in relation with a
social ecology among actors and an ecology of the mind of
the individual. It suggests a relational continuum between the
environment including objects, the multiplicity of others, and
the self. It resonates again with Scharmer’s Triple Divide (2013).

Creating Communication Spaces to Get Past the Limits
of A Language: The idea of deliberately using confrontation
with realities other than one’s own as a starting point for working
within architecture or urbanism was triggered by the dilemma
experienced during the university reconstruction project in
Sarajevo. But not only. When moving outside of an expert
community with its institutions, shared values and cultural codes,
when working on implementation of projects, at some point,
the language turned from being a carrier into being a barrier. 1
experienced a dilemma of a lack of shared language between
our expert community of architects and urban designers and
the other parties. The urge for a reality check emerged. Critical
interrogation of our working methods through embedding our
professional engagement in practice on the ground was needed.

Two questions needed to be addressed: First, how can concepts
and methods that are easily understood within an academic
setting be translated to and applied in the field? Second, how
can one strip the conceptual and theoretical discourse to a level
that allows for parties with different backgrounds to engage with
projects and act on them?

Experiences which triggered questioning on the architectural
design practice — starting with the work in Sarajevo on the chances
of conflictand further working on alternative urban methodologies
with Chora and with the Diploma Unit 10 at the AA, Architectural
Association, in London, the challenge of designing for territories
in transition, where wicked problems® involving complexity,
uncertainty, and breakdowns of communication manifest as Triple

28. Horst W.J. Rittel and Melvin M Webber, “Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning”,
Policy Science 4 (1973),155-169. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01405730.
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Divide in the urban fabric — became a major driver for setting up
my own professional practice. Polimorph was thus a logical step
wherein alternative approaches to spatial design could undergo
the needed reality check and be revised by practising;

1.2 Polimorph, a Venturous Practice
in Architecture and Urbanism

In the words of Blythe, “the venturous practitioner is one
who, being dissatisfied with the disciplinary realm in which he or
she practices, seeks to shift, in topological terms, the boundary
of the discipline and thereby to extend it in some substantial
way. That is to say, the venturous practitioner contributes to
knowledge through a certain kind of practice that is oriented
in a specific direction, is motivated by a driving intent, and
proceeds according to a systematic and grounded process. These
qualities of dissatisfaction (meaning that there is a certain lack
of satisfaction with the discipline ‘as found’, which motivates the
venturous practitioner to seek change), along with intentionality
and grounding differentiate the venturous practitioner from
professional practice. In other words, the venturous practitioner,
whether or not he or she is involved in professional practice, is
engaged in research.””

Polimorph was founded as a platform aimed at
experimenting, implementing, and disseminating integrative
urban and architectural design proposals. Its activities focus
on three areas: (1) The exploration of collaborative tools
for a design practice and that is open and inclusive; (2) the
implementation of integrative approaches to urban and
architectural design proposals; and (3) cultural interventions
in public space that foster the exchange with the public at
large on urban and citizen issues. Two complementary
partner organizations were created (fig. 4). Polimorph Architects
focused on building commissions, whereas Po/imorph Produits
Pratiques Espaces focused on exploring interactions between

29. Richard Blythe, “An Epistemology of Venturous Practice” (2016).
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Fig. 4: Polimorph organisational structure described with a trefoil knot, 2005

practices (i.e., ways of doing), products (i.e., objectual,
tangible outcomes and deliverables), and spaces (situations
of exchange that are created and opened up), with the idea
that each of the two could nurture the other.

Like water to drink or air to breathe, space is
existential to our body and cannot be dissociated from
it. Therefore, every body is familiar with space, every

body practices space at any moment, and every body
has some implicit knowledge about space.™

Since Polimorph was founded, there has been a desire to
involve various stakeholders in the design of projects — not as
a point of arrival or ultimate objective, but as a starting point
or even prerequisite. The idea was to build with the diverse
viewpoints and tacit spatial knowledge that each of us embodies.

30. This motto was first presented at Polimorph’s double web launch event 05.10.2007. It
followed a slogan «[’espace est a vous (aussi). Avant qu’'on y touche, qu’est-ce que vous en
dites? » ( The space is yours (too). Before we touch it, what do you have to say?) used at the
public event Le Printemps de la Démocratie Paris, in 2005.
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This required a deliberate crafting of encounters between very
different people, who often had different perceptions of space,
expectations, vocabularies, as well as conflicting interests. It was
necessary to devise specific ways of doing, that is, tools with
precise and transversal objectives, for different stages of projects.

Polimorph practice was initiated with the goal of refining
as well as developing methods and concepts for urban
transformation from direct immersion with the subject matter,
“fighting close to the bull”.”' This approach meant working with
a variety of viewpoints within an extended spatial paradigm
that goes beyond the material, the practised, and the imagined
space. It meant starting from precisely the phenomena where a
mismatch occurs.

Evolution of an Architectural Work at the Interplay
Between Products, Practices, Spaces (fig. 5)

Polimorph was founded by five core members in continuation
of the first edition of the urban game TabulaRosa in 2004-
2005.*'The original idea was to view Polimorph as an evolving
practice with no fixed form, where an organisational structure
would emerge and solidify with time through doing, the
succession of productions, and the growing body of work. We
aimed at an architecture practice that was sustainable in terms
of environmental and human resources as well as agile enough
to adapt to evolving capacities, individual desires, or societal
urgencies. The structure should remain resilient in the face of
an unpredictable future.

First phase (2004-2007): Initiation
During its first phase, Polimorph intervened mainly in the
context of festivals and cultural commissions at the interface

31, Marcelo Stamm, “Constellation Creativity”, in RMIT Graduate Research Conference
(201, 1-15.

32. Jacques-Olivier David, art historian and cultural mediator whom | met at a conference
“Enjoy Sarajevo” (Lyon: Ecole des Beaux-Arts, 2000), Marine Roman, a young architect,
and Laurence Hartenstein, an artist, and Olivier Lannuzel, editor and translator, from Paris,
and Pierre Lemaire, a Belgian architect and urban designer accomplice since we met at the
Architectural Association in London.
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between art and urbanism. Its main activity consisted of
prototyping integrative approaches and tools intended to make
different parties collaborate on issues of urban and civic space.
Compared with the duration of typical projects in architecture
and urbanism, these kinds of commissions tended to be short
and often took the form of events. They were very useful for
running experiments and generating quick feedback. The body
of work that was produced as well as several publications
positioned Polimorph as an experimental research platform
working on the inclusive production of space. Polimorph was
put on the map, but our interdisciplinary team was perceived as
an art collective situated in the field of the city making, /z fabrigne
de la ville.

Polimorph’s public stance started to shift towards the end
of the project “PariPassu” in 2006 which was a programmatic
prefiguration of possible neighbourhood transformations in the
13th arrondissement in Paris prior to a major urban regeneration
project (GPRU, Grand projet de renouvellement urbain).” After
participating in one of the events we had organized in public
space over the course of several months, the local deputy for
town planning provocatively concluded, “On n’est pas la pour
faire les clowns, passons aux choses sérieuses” (We’re not here to
clown around, let’s get down to business). This was the turning
point from which we sought to position our work beyond the
cultural field of urban art, or city making and into the discipline
of architecture and urban design.

Second phase (2008-2012): Adjustment and Repositioning

In order to have a larger impact in that discipline, we needed
to gain access to architectural and urban commissions and to
be perceived as architects, not as artists. We entered a phase
of adjustment and took the lead on new kinds of projects. As
of 2009, Polimorph was getting increasingly commissioned
for its integrative design approach, mainly in first stages of

33.  PariPassu was curated by 2R2C, represented by Maud Le Floch, an urban planner and
at that time still co-director of a street art company, La Compagnie Off. In 2007, Maud Le
Floch founded the Polau-pole arts & urbanisme (which was then called péle des arts urbains)
in Saint-Pierre-des-Corps, near Tours. Today, Polau is a leading actor in promoting cultural
urbanism in France.
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Fig. 5: Transformative triggers provoking shifts, pivotal moments, in the evolution of Poa
professional practice.

urban development projects that included participatory and
collaborative approaches. This allowed us to iteratively develop
and test tools and methods from one project context to another,
to evaluate, adapt, adjust, and establish what worked.

During this second phase of Polimorph’s development,
we were working on two major pilot projects. The first was
Architecture & Handicap, pour que les histoires s’écrivent avant
que les murs ne se levent (Architecture & Disability, for stories
to be written before the walls being raised, 2008-2010). The
second was Ecohamlet (2010-2016), an extension of a small
village at the border of the Greater Metropolitan Region of
Paris. These cases were also a fertile ground for inventing new
tools and urban prototypes. One such tool was a cartographic
instrument Carte Sensible (2008), which investigated a semi-
automatized data collection process and combined quantitative
with qualitative data in one representation. The prototype
Minihamlet (2011), a housing typology for peri-urban housing,
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was developed to facilitate the regulation of a more sustainable
territorial development. Finally, a water network (2011) was
proposed for landscaping the village, treating the water run-off
and weaving together several generations of rural and neo-rural
residents.

Over a period of six years, a core team of six members
emerged from the 26 people who collaborated on Polimorph’s
various productions. By 2012, Polimorph’s public image had
evolved from a kind of “contemporary art collective” (2000)
to an “innovative participation practice” in architecture and
urbanism.

Since 2013: Participation as Specialisation versus Open
and Inclusive Design

Coinciding with the shift in Polimorph’s public image,
subjects such as participation, service design, and social design
gained presence in France and increasingly moved from a
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marginal position into the centre of disciplinary and public
debate. They were taken onboard by institutions and public
bodies.” An entire market for “expertise in participation”
developed.” As the popularity and diversification of
participatory approaches grew in architecture and urban
design, we observed a lack of rigour in terms of the underlying
motivations, goals, and methods. Despite a display in favour
of a participatory approach on the part of clients, the stakes
and decision-making processes often remained opaque, which
brought the risk of adverse effects on participants, stakeholders,
and communities.”® Because our experience covered a range
of participatory projects and because we could observe that
handling multiple perspectives and controversy are skills that
can be learned by everybody, we concluded that specializing
in participatory services for supporting clients would not
be necessary. On the contrary, including multiplicity and
controversy in the design development can help to “increase
the number of choices, designing a set of viable alternatives,
each one a possible path to effective action in the context
of our goals”.’”” On the long run, it can enable individuals to
design more of their own choices.

Instead of specializing in this emerging field of participation,
Polimorph and especially the architects in our team favoured
a strategy of developing an open, inclusive design approach
grounded in the specifics of each design situation. Our
positioning within the new landscape in architecture and urban
design seemed clear, Polimorph evolved increasingly towards

34. Polimorph, “Tabula Rosa, jouer & imaginer le futur”, in Design des politiques publiques,
ed. La 27¢ Région (Paris: La Documentation frangaise, 2010), 52; Ezio Manzini, “Design and
the social construction of public space”, in Human Cities Festival Brussels(2010), founder of
DESIS, Design for Social Innovation towards Sustainability (2009), www.desisnetwork.org.
35, In France, design as a vector of social, ecological and cultural transformation has only
appeared after Great Britain, Belgium, Italy and Northern European countries, platform-
socialdesign.net (2015). Before that, integrating multiple stakeholders within a design
practice promoting societal transformation, was considered as a conflict of interest. Usually,
a separation of expertise occurred between designers involved in a participatory process
mandated as Assistance a la maitrise d’'ouvrage (AMO) on the one hand, and designers in
charge of the project on the other.

36. Forinstance in the project experience Le Pilométre, 2012, Le Pile, Roubaix.

37. Heinz von Foerster, Understanding, Essays on Cybernetics and Cognition (New York:
Springer, 2003), 295
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an architectural and urban design office. But we were also faced
with a dilemma: everyday urgencies could easily overrun the
ability of collaborators to engage meaningfully in questions
beyond just running the office. Teaching started to become a
counterpoint, vehicle for a more in-depth exchange with peers
driven by disciplinary questions.

Stepping Across the Border, Tactics of Public Behaviour
for Connecting with Other Realities

Stepping across the border™ of what we think we know or
master to confront ourselves with other realities became a way
of working at Polimorph. It could happen in the context of
projects in open and inclusive design, public behaviours in the
form of citizen, disciplinary, and teaching commitments, or field
explorations. The teaching units we set up with colleagues at
the architectural school ENSA Nantes are generally grounded
“hors les murs”, that is, within a real context, with real partners,
and real needs in situ.*” Such formats bear the potentialities for
creative decentring while staying in touch with reality.

Jeudis Polimorph: The single common denominator for
the public debate series Jeudis Polimorph was that its topics were
presented through the lens of spatiality from within a specific
case. The principle was to invite each time two or three speakers
who would talk about a subject from their perspective on the
basis of their experience.* For instance, for an exchange on

38. Fred Frith et al., “Step Across the Border”, soundtrack of the documentary film on
Frith, Step Across the Border, (Switzerland: RecRec, 1990).

39. Particularly relevant to this PhD are the following teaching assignments: the project
studios “Borderline” (Master 1, Master 2 and diploma project) and “Territoires hypothétiques”,
a 4th and 5th year short multidisciplinary design workshop with students from the fields of
architecture, geography and law, which we carried out together with Sabine Guth; the 2nd
year design studios in the FPC, Formation Professional Continue, with Bruno Plisson and
Tewfik Hammoudi; the collaboration with dancers and choreographers Emmanuelle Huynh,
Loic Touzé and Laurent Cébé; the 4th and Sth year design workshop “Clest la Pause” with
Bruno Plisson; the 3rd year design studio “La Ville des Possibles” at ENSA Mauritius; and
the nightly debates around the table, on our train journeys and during a legendary study
trip to Naples in 2018, which resulted in a teaching experiment on the art of exchange, “La
Chambre du Commerce”.

40. Seventeen Jeudi Polimorph debates took place between 2008 and 2014.
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different stakes in the context of water resources, a hydrologist
and a cultural non-profit-organization shared their respective
project approaches to water in the city. On the topic of aging
in the city, we organized a debate on the first self-managed
retirement home in France, La Maison des Babayagas, with the
women initiators of this pilot-project and their architect. Rules
of geometric patterns in architecture were presented through
the arabesques embedded in Moroccan culture by an artist
mathematician, Jean-Marc Castera. Some encounters that
happened first at the Jeudis Polimorph series later evolved into
actual project collaborations.”

Public events: Installations and workshops in public
space, which were either commissioned or self-initiated at
Polimorph, are designed to stir imagination and stimulate citizen
engagement. For example, at the installation of the House of
Urban Metabolism of Paris (La Maison du Métabolisme Parisien
2000), visitors produced their urban pillows called /'7spire by
upcycling paper and plastic to have a moment of rest in the city.
The situ-action Les Giraffes au Lycée (2013) played with shifting
the perception of the school building and public space. Such
performative activities create encounters between professionals
and the general public through a shared, often somewhat offbeat
and engaging spatial experience.

Peer dissemination: Complementing the different ways of
actively reaching out and stepping outside disciplinary borders,
Polimorph was also regularly invited by professional bodies* and
cultural curators to participate in symposia* and present its work

41, Edouard Sors, an architect specialising in water treatment, for example, became a
project collaborator for the Ecohamlet, a sustainable village extension of Saint-Cyr-en-
Arthies; artist and mathematician Jean-Marc Castera, who works with soft geometries, later
collaborated on two building structures.

42. For example: ADEME, CAUE, territorial planning bodies such as agence d’urbanisme
de Saint-Nazaire, agence de développement territorial de Bruxelles, DDT, PNR.

43. For example: Human Cities, Bruxelles; Initiative & Institution, London; Métropoles
Créatives, Paris; Festival Chalons dans la rue; Maison de larchitecture, Paris; Centre
d’Architecture Arc en Réve, Bordeaux.
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within the fields of architecture and urban design, in particular
relating to transversal design processes.”

The teachings from Polimorph’s experiences working in
contact with other milieus revealed that when cross-fertilization
among actors and audiences from diverse backgrounds occurred,
it could be inspiring and uplifting. It created a reflective
moment of questioning, adjusting, and re-stabilizing one’s own
position. Occasionally, these encounters led to collaborations.
In our case, engagement with a general public won favour, but
it did not directly lead to more important commissions. The
outcomes of such public behaviour become intelligible primarily
through interviews among collaborators, recorded feedback by
participants and the public. One can conclude that the impact
of cross-fertilization on our spatial expertise could be described
as somewhat diffuse rather than clearly traceable in terms of
linear causes and effects. They influenced the direction our work
took loosely at first, yet, become more tangible over longer time
spans.

1.3 Contact as Transformative Trigger

Multiplying points of view and mapping the distance between
perspectives to shed light on the differences that exist, extending
our comprehension beyond our field of mastery, looking for
friction within and resistance to what we think we know happens
by getting in touch with other people as well as by establishing
contact with the material reality on the ground. In everyday
practice, moving and changing position, walking into the field,”
and exploring what is going on in any given context became
a habit. Discovering gaps between what we thought and what
we saw as well as deploying mechanisms which could provoke
displacement turned into a stimulating inquiry.

44. Before starting the PhD project, since 2005, we accepted 28 invitations to lecture,
expose, debate orlead workshops. In comparison, between 1999 and 2004, prior the creation
of Polimorph, | participated in six such events and two exhibitions. Our work has been widely
published (28 publications on Polimorph'’s work, 18 publications on Petra Marguc’s work).
45. Chora et al., “How to see Proto-Urban Conditions, Seven Walks”, in Urban flotsam.
Stirring the City (Rotterdam: 010 Publishers, 2001), 70-107.
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Grounding Creative Processes in a Shared Reality

It was by directly experiencing a place, a remote island in the
North Sea, a tiny patch of land of less than 7 km?, populated by
some 60 people and 3000 wild sheep that we became aware of
the fact that our binary view of city versus countryside as two
mutually exclusive conditions was not quite fitting, Although the
isolated island and the dense metropolitan environment we came
from did appear like two radically different territories, the city
and the countryside are connected by organisational structures
governed by the same globalized system of our present society.
The organization of the community was bound to British
legislation, which in turn impacted the practice of space among
the people within the community (fig. 6).

In Le Pile, Roubaix, one of the poorest neighbourhoods
in France, we experienced another kind of disruptive
adjustment. Situations of sidewalks littered with rubbish are
a real problem, a sanitary problem and a problem of public
space. The neighbourhood suffers a bad reputation. From
the perspective of the client, the problem stems from the
lack of civic behaviour among residents. Sometimes, this
finding is followed by educational projects aiming at changing
behaviour. However, during fieldwork, we discovered another
reason for increased littering. The neighbourhood is at 4 km
distance from the Belgian border. In Belgium, the garbage
collection costs are higher than in France. Residents at the
border commute to France with a trunk full of garbage, which
they then empty in the streets of Le Pile. The phenomenon
takes such proportions that local garbage collectors feel the
urge to take photos as proof to their superiors that they are
doing their job well despite what the material situation might
suggest.

Multiplying viewpoints can be a double-edged sword.
It can be enlightening, yet, also destabilizing. Either way,
the additional evidence gained from consulting different
viewpoints can stimulate shifts in perspective or further
solidify prior assumptions. When faced with incoherencies
due to paradoxical findings, the experience can be that of not
having a hold on a situation. Erik and Ronald Rietveld would
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call this “grip”.* This is neither an indicator that there is
nothing a designer can do, nor that there is nothing at stake
in the situation. It might just be that different ways of looking
are required for turning what might feel as a disruption (i.e.,
an obstacle), discontinuity (i.e., a gap) or as indistinctness (i.e.,
there is nothing to hold onto) into transformative drivers.
Sometimes, deepening insight into how things operate sheds
light on gaps in the approach of the commissioners or the
design team. Sometimes, that insight can reveal unsuspected
creative potential. A condition for the latter to emerge is that
one does not stop with identifying gaps, and does hold on the
trouble they bring about.

An Active Gaze, Looking, Framing and Describing

The tools one uses for approaching a situation and looking
at it matter. Specifically, the ways of looking — framing the
view, observing, and describing — are not neutral, but condition
what can be perceived and can therefore shape the actions one
engages in.

Isolation vs. Situatedness: Observing a material object
and describing it in isolation while ignoring how it relates to
its context tends towards abstraction and conceptualization.
Looking at the object as it is situated in its environment,
observing it as part of a dynamic whole, and describing the
material phenomena in relation to other spatial dimensions
can lead to an understanding of processes and systems. Both
ways of looking are instrumental, looking at a situation through
a dynamic framework, such as triadic spatiality or looking at
a situation through a static framework of cartesian geometry.
What matters is an awareness of what each of them can provide,
for depending on which one is used, different insights can
emerge. Just as, in analogy to architectural drawing conventions,
the use of plan, elevation, and section, reveal distinct insights

46.  Erik Rietveld and Anne Ardina Brouwers, “Optimal grip on affordances in architectural
design practices: an ethnography”, in Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences 16 (2016),
545-564.
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by momentarily drawing some facets into the foreground and
masking others.

Static vs. Dynamic: Approaching spatial situations that are
intrinsically dynamic through a framework of static conditions,
without considering the parameter time, will provide only partial
insights and will obscure deeper understanding of what is going
on. It might generate inappropriate interpretations that will lead
to effects opposite of the ones desired.

One case illustrating these issues is a discovery we made while
working on one of the Orkney Islands (fig. 7). The small island
in the North Sea has a unique dry stone wall surrounding the
entire island. Constructed in 1830-1839, it is one of the largest
dry stone constructions considered a single entity in the world.
The purpose of this wall, a sheep dyke, is to protect the farmland
and to keep the sheep on the beach. A few years prior to our
visit, the National Heritage Trust designated the Sheep Dyke
a heritage to be protected. On the one hand, it was a gain for
the declining community, which then received recognition and
support. On the other hand, it was a problem as it threatened
the community structure.

The National Heritage Trust only protected the wall, as
physical object. To be designated as national heritage means
that there is an “expert” declared as such by mainland Scotland,
who is responsible for maintaining the wall. However, the
preservation of the wall, the management of the wild sheep,
and the farmland are all connected. They form the backbone
of the entire communal structure to this day since Communal
Agriculture: All islanders can keep sheep in the common flock
outside the dyke. Once a year, the entire community takes part
in catching all the sheep, counting them, marking them, and
distributing them to different owners. This act, called “punding”
is one of the last remaining elements of communal farming on
the Orkneys. The number of sheep an islander can get depends
on the length of the dyke he or she can take responsibility
for. Now that the community is in decline due to aging and
economic migration, dry wall dyke maintenance is increasingly
becoming a challenge. The municipality hoped for funds for the
maintenance of the wall, vital for protecting the farmland. But
with the National Heritage Trust’s label protecting the wall and
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ignoring the related practices, locals were asked to stop doing the
job they have done for generations. The support of the National
Heritage Trust, even if well intentioned, endangered the social
structure of the community by transferring dyke maintenance to
a new institution.

The situation was approached with an object-oriented
framework only, ignoring the fact that the object was part of a
system with long-standing processes that kept the community
and hence the social fabric intact. It was also likely approached
with a somewhat static lens, thinking of the intervention as
a singular event, while ignoring the role of the wall for the
community in the past and the potential effects of the enacted
changes over time.

These kinds of gaps in perception which come from looking
at things in an isolated way versus looking at phenomena situated
in a milieu, or from applying a static versus a dynamic lens to
problems - are recurrent and can be one of the reasons why, as
Scharmer criticizes, we “collectively produce results that nobody
wants”.*’ Training an active gaze, consists of looking at material
things as phenomena (fig. 0), inquiring the operational field they
are being part of (fig. 7). Playing with shifting frames allows
to verify the solidity of interpretations of phenomena (fig. 8),
to inquire the relevant scales for possible action (fig. 9) and to
compare multiple perspectives (fig. 10) for evaluating a possible
position on existing situations.

47. Scharmer and Kaufer, Leading from the Emerging Future.
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Investigating the phenomenon of abandoned
cars in the midst of wheat gently blowing in
the wind on a tiny island in the North Sea,
by talking to the locals, reveals in fact, that
the nearest crap yard is on the mainland,
that the transport costs are high, and that
the population density on the island is so low
that leaving the wreck behind doesn’t bother.
Further wondering about the omnipresence
of cars among the 56 islanders who live on
that tiny patch of land, it appears that for
driving up and down the only road, 4 km
total length, the islanders do need a driving
licence, for they are part of the UK, and the
policemen is coming every Wednesday. The
organization of the community is bound to
British and European legislation, the driving

Fig. 6
Ronaldsay (2000).

licence obtained on the island, allows them
to drive anywhere in Europe, even though
the only traffic junction they experienced is
the one crossing the local runway for small
planes.”

For people coming from London, the natural
environment of the small island appears the
opposite of what they know. In fact, city and
landscape are part of the same system, like
two sides of the same coin, interconnected
by organisational urban structures of present
society.

*Petra Marguc, “A Middle Margin”, in
Sexymachinery n® 04 (2007.

Inquiring material phenomena embedded in a situation, example of cars on North
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The unique dry stone wall surrounding the
island was constructed in the 19th century to
protect the farmland by keeping the sheep
outside on the beach. The maintenance
of the wall, the management of the sheep,
and the farmland are interdependent. They
are the backbone to the organisational
structure of the community to this day since
communal agriculture called “punding”.
The number of sheep an islander can get
depends on the length of the dyke he or she

can take responsibility for. The caretaking is

adjusted on a yearly basis depending on the
capacities of each community member.

The sheep dyke on North Ronaldsay
exemplifies the irreducible relation between
community organisation, material shapes
and practice. Together, they form an
operational field. Looking for the operational
field a thing is being part of, gives deeper
insight about its role within the territory and
the community.

Fig. 7:  Grasping things as components of an operational field, example of the sheep dyke
and its role in communal agriculture on North Ronaldsay (2000).
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Nowadays, the dry walls of the historic
village centre of Saint-Cyr-en-Arthies are
considered a typical heritage reference
of the French Vexin. Investigating the
patrimonial value and taking a closer look
at its operational field, we understand
the emergence of this physical form: In
the agricultural past, when ploughing the
fields, rural workers would pick up stones
from the earth and pile them to the side.
These sorted out stones were then reused
to build walls and houses. Work, people
and land were closely linked. From today’s
sustainable development perspective, this
would be a perfect example of a practice
of short distances and reuse of existing
local resources, both material and human.
Using a low-cost material on site, carrying

out little transformation of the raw material,
generating little waste during the processing
represents an economy of energy, of
means, of matter and of money, in short
a sustainable approach in tune with the
territory. But demanding construction
methods of dry stone walls, as encountered
by heritage institutions, when there is no
longer any activity in the fields, becomes
a costly and somehow paradoxical affair.
Reframing heritage on the cultural aspect
rather than on the thing alone, allows us to
ask the question in a different way: what
would be this material and its transformation
today, which would respect the cultural
legacy in line with the sustainable practice
from this territory?

Fig. 8: Shifting the frame of observation from the isolated object to the object inscribed
in an operational field, enables to verify the relevance of prevalent notions, for example the
notion of heritage in the case the French Vexin (2010).
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The crack in the front of the house described

at the scale of a plant represents a seedling
niche, the same crack described at the scale
of the owner implies the repair work to be
undertaken, the same crack described at
the scale of the municipality questions the

management of water flows... Playing with
the scale of description, depending on
the framing, allows to identify the scale of
relevance, for the range of possible actions
will appear before us in a different light.

Fig. 9: Inquiring the scale of relevance, situation encountered in Saint-Cyr-en-Arthies,

France (2010).
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“We have been classified as a historical
monument” begins the song in the video
“Ghetto historique” produced by Jock'R and
the inhabitants of I'Etoile (2010).*

What happened? The Cité de [I'Etoile,
designed at the end of the 19505 by Georges
Candilis, is considered emblematic of the
architecture of an era of socially-oriented
collective housing. But ffty-five years
later, living conditions in the dilapidated
buildings have become difficult, and the
National Urban Renewal Agency (ANRU)
has planned its destruction. However, the
Ministry of Culture intervenes, and classifies

e

305

QI

the housing estate as 20th century cultural
heritage. All intervention projects are frozen,
the urban regeneration project stopped.
Between incomprehension and anger about
this decision, the residents, who had been
waiting for years for essential work to begin,
reply. The social enterprise for housing
supports the mobilisation of the inhabitants
of the Cité de IEtoile with the broadcasting
of “Ghetto historique”, and the strong
message it carries. In 2023 regeneration is
still on-going.

*www.youtube.com/

watch?v=zmJOqP2rKj0&ab_channel=jockR

Fig. 10: An active gaze, Cité de I'Etoile between cultural heritage and historical ghetto,
depending on who is looking; Situation encountered in Bobigny, 2015.

42



CHAPTER 1

Spatial Design in Flux

When it comes to the production of space, the potential
benefits of perceiving things as situated in given contexts,
dynamic, moving, and in perpetual reconfiguration, are double:
To the extent that one develops a systemic comprehension of
context, the possibility of discovering deeper organisational
patterns at play increases. In turn, this can increase the chances
of finding opportunities for intervention that will not lead to a
breakdown of the finely tuned system.

Reading the specific material phenomenon as a key for
grasping urban dynamics requires a situated and relational way
of looking, which can be trained and practised. For example,
one can describe things in relation to people and their actions
or in terms of processes in relation to time. In projecting an
intervention to transform a situation, it also requires a type of
proposal that can maintain the system dynamic and alive and
would not lead to its stand-still and collapse like the sheep dyke
protection risks engendering.

There are systemic and relational ways of looking at spatial
situations, tools that enable complex urban dynamics to be
articulated schematically exist, for example, such as the valley-
section by Patrick Geddes* or Metaspaces, with its basic set of
four processes (erasure, origin, transformation, migration)by
Chora,” Despite this, spatial practitioners and experts do not
always take advantage of such tools. When working participatorily,
even among experts, one can often notice a lack of distinctness
between what people tell, what their bodies tell, and what the
material phenomena tell. There is a loose amalgam of ideas and
representations circulating about a particular area, the behaviour
and actions that can be observed in that area, the way the space
is used and practised, and the material facts that can be found.
Learning how to recognize and distinguish distinct dimensions

48. Patrick Geddes, “Civics: As Applied Sociology”, Socological Society, University of
London (1905); “The Valley Plan of Civilisation” (1925); Catharine W. Thompson, “Geddes,
Zoos and the Valley Section”. Landscape Review 10 (1-2, (2004): 115-119. https://doi.
org/10.34900/Ir.v1011-2.219.

49. Chora and Raoul Bunschoten, Metaspaces (London: Black Dog Publisher, 1998);
Urban flotsam. Stirring the City (Rotterdam: 010 Publishers, 2001). 167-211.
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of spatial phenomena, to differentiate opinions, behaviours,
and matters of facts, how to juxtapose them to inquire their
veracity and significance appears fundamental to get a grip on
the complexity of spatial dynamics, a deeper understanding of
a context. To use again the framework of spatial triad, opinions
belong to the imagined dimension of spatiality, behaviours
belong the lived, practised, enacted dimension of spatiality,
matters of facts belong to the material, physical, tangible
dimension of spatiality.

The tools of the valley section, the spatial triad, the ecological
triad, the Triple Divide have in common a particular systemic
approach which is spatiotemporal. They all circumscribe a
relational system between places, people and actions. Guattari
and Scharmer add a precision to this system by considering
“people” not as a generic entity, but as a multiplicity of different
experiential individuals. An underlying dynamic-system approach
that includes the material environment, human’s faculties for
representing that environment, and action can be found across
scientific and creative disciplines, even though there are slight
differences in the definitions and taxonomies used and the
influences between researchers across disciplinary fields might
not be explicit or are many years apart.

In the discipline, whether in architectural practice, education
or theory, there is significant work in each of these directions:
be it on the importance of the milieu, the need for a plurality of
viewpoints, the power of lived experience and action. Certain
approaches that experiment with participatory processes
and the involvement of people, often close to the social and
political sciences and more recently to social design, design
thinking and commoning practice, tend to examine contexts
more closely in order to formulate more in-depth questions.
Their methods can be close to those of anthropologists or
geographers. Other approaches focus on material processing
and the techniques that lead to the shaping of objects. For
some of their representatives, the edification of a building is the
finitude of their engagement, while the absence of a material
artefact is interpreted as the absence of a creative act. There
is the approach of drawing the creative act from an unspoken
intuitive feeling that implicitly gives legitimacy and value to a
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work. There is a consistent and relevant body of work in all
perspectives on spatial design. These approaches often co-exist
next to each in the disciplinary practices and debates.

Relational models such as Patrick Geddes’ notion of “People,
Places, Work” transposed into the tool of the valley-section are
still operative for architectural and urban design today, and find
a continuity with the concept of Transect.”” Donald Schon’s
seminal work on the reflective practitioner and of thinking in
action, which attempts to bridge the experiences of making,
thinking and disseminating,” finds continuity in the experiential
turn in architecture™ and the research emerging from other fields
such as ie., affordance theory or the embodied, embedded,
enacted, extended 4E cognition both investigating the role of
the material environment for the individual and for groups.”

Even though attempts and disciplinary references do exist,
surprisingly, we lack a debate on an architectural paradigm
or a model for how the environment, a multiplicity of voices
and viewpoints, the lived individual and collective experience,
and action could work together.’ In the absence of an explicit
dynamic system approach to the process of production of
space to discuss, the knowledge about the rules and behaviours
of such a dynamic approach for spatiotemporal design remain

50. Geddes, “Valley Section” (1905, 1925); The Transect as tool is utilised by architectural
and urban design practitioners such as Chora, Bernardo Secchi and Paula Vigano, Bazar
Urbain, Nicolas Tixier, Pascal Amphoux, to name but few.

51, Donald A. Schon, The Reflective Practitioner, How Professionals Think in Action (New
York: Basic Books, 1983).

52, John Dewey, L'Art comme experience (french translation of Art as Experience 1932,
Paris: Gallimard, 2012); Juhani Pallasmaa, “Architecture as Experience, The fusion of
the world and the self”, Architectural Research in Finland, vol.2, n°1 (2018), 9-17; Juhani
Pallasmaa, “Embodied and Existential Wisdom in Architecture: The Thinking Hand”, Body
& Society, 23(1), (2017): 96-11; Richard Sennett, The Craftsman (Yale University Press,
2008).

53.  Albert Newen, Shaun Gallagher, and Leon De Bruin, “4E Cognition: Historical Roots,
Key Concepts, and Central Issues”, in The Oxford Handbook of 4E Cognition, edited by Albert
Newen, Leon De Bruin, and Shaun Gallagher (Oxford University Press, 2018); Isis Chong
and Robert W. Proctor, “On the Evolution of a Radical Concept: Affordances According
to Gibson and Their Subsequent Use and Development”, in Perspectives on Psychological
Science, vol. 5, issue 1(2019), 117-132.

54. Michael Hensel, “Performance-oriented architecture towards a biological paradigm
for architectural design and the built environment”, FORMakademisk, 3 (1) (2010): 36-
56; Gabriella Trotta-Brambilla, “La typo-morphologie en ltalie et en France. Elaboration,
appropriation et diffusion d’'un modéle urbanistique”, Riurba 6 (2018).
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implicit. Being unclear about what epistemological and theoretical
framework we refer to when suggesting a dynamic paradigm of
spatial design, we are deprived of discussing tools and methods
for spatial design based on facts, which can lead to relying once
again primarily on our professional experience. It is not a question
of arbitrarily unifying under an alternative ideology fundamentally
heterogeneous fields, but of making each other support innovative
practices of recomposing individual and collective subjectivities.”

In a dynamic system approach, plurality, participation, and
transdiscipline are inherent. Naturally, when getting in contact
with others coming from different backgrounds, having different
perspectives, and using different languages, generates disruptions,
gaps, mismatches. Finding a common ground becomes a challenge.

55. Félix Guattari, Les Trois Eco/ogies (Paris: Galilee, 1989).
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Framing Dynamic Fields
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2.1 Creative Practice Research Methodology

Without having ever articulated it as a conscious method,
in fact, in practice we work and approach a design project
by searching situations, which challenge us in terms of
preconceived ideas, which can surprise and offer discovery. That
implies looking for friction, for qualities which go against our
expectations. In order to investigate what we as a community
can understand and thus learn from a practice that “seeks the
friction”, the research will investigate precisely the moment of
instability that occurs, how and where shifts emerge and what
they engender. To what extent and in what way do situations of
contact and tactics of play contribute to inquiry and creation in
architecture and urban design?

Could intensifying contact with unfamiliar situations and
tactics of displacement foster spatial transformation processes?
Could they contribute to a culture of urbanity, understood as the
art of exchange, knowing how to negotiate and balance personal
and common needs from within the places we inhabit? Could
architecture become a means for regulating virtuous relations
knowing how to entangle our needs and aspirations across the
intimate, the social and the environmental realm?

A practice of making by being immersed within the complex
reality on the ground is simultaneously a bodily experience, a
reflexion on spatial matters, and transforming matter. Tacit
knowledge occurs. The present practice driven PhD investigates

@
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experiences from a creative practice with the aims of explicating
tacit knowledge and disseminating it.*

The doctoral research started from the position of a Marie
Curie early stage research fellow in the ADAPT-r ITN —
Architecture, Design and Art Practice Training-research program.
It evolved from the RMIT/ADAPTr PhD research model for
design practitioners.”” That model provides a framework for
critical reflexion on the nature of a practice mastery, speculation
through practice on the future enaction of insights from the
research, and for sharing the findings publicly. It combines a
set of research perspectives with a set of inquiry lenses aimed
at leveraging practice experience from a design context to
a research level. Findings gathered throughout the research
journey are presented twice a year for critical peer assessment
at Practice Research Symposia.”® With the feedback considered,
the earlier findings are further examined and refined in renewed
practice. These research frames are iterated as often as necessary
until the findings stabilize.

In a preliminary research phase, questioning one’s existing
practice generates first insights into the overarching quest that
will connect most projects and grows the capacity to formulate
the research question with more precision and mastery. This
phase gives direction to the entire research journey.

The final phase consists of examining how to share findings
with the wider discipline and society at large. This phase involves
explicating the methods, actions, and findings, placing them
within a wider professional and societal context, and envisioning
future developments. The observations and findings from the
doctoral research result in peer-reviewed publications.

56. Between “Creative practice research”, “Research by design”, “Design Driven Doctoral
research DDDr”, the definitions and boundaries of terms are fluid. In a recent article the
authors suggests introducing PbD instead of PhD to designate the different descriptions
used nowadays for a design-driven research approach. Hanne Van Reusel, Christoph
Michels, Yves Schoonjans, “Dissecting the Archipelago: PhD by Design Concepts in the
Field of Architecture and Urban Design”, in ARENA Journal of Architectural Research, 6(1),
(2021), 4. DOI: http://doi.org/10.5334/ajar.255.

57. Leon van Schaik and Anna Johnson, Architecture & Design, By Practice, By Invitation
Design Practice Research at RMIT (Melbourne: Onepointsixone, 2011).

58.  Karin Helms and Petra Marguc, “Une science du projet. Retour sur expérience d’une
formation & la recherche par le projet en réseau européen”, in Revue Culture & Recherche,

n°143 Europe (2022), 84-88.



CONTACT URBANISM

Three Complementary Research Perspectives

The overall research framework consists of a series of iterative
and reflective moves between three research perspectives:
Research on existing practice experience, research in new practice,
and research for transposing observations and findings in relation
to the state-of-the-art future engagements. The reflexion on an
existing body of peer-acknowledged work is further deepened
in the development of new works produced during the doctoral
research. The works, processes, and methods of the practice are
placed in a broader disciplinary context. This allows the research
to be theorised from within the practice discipline and to clearly
identify contributions to disciplinary knowledge.

Inquiry Lenses
Complementing the research perspectives, the RMIT/

ADAPTr method also employs a set of inquiry lenses, which

are crucial for attaining a deeper understanding of one’s design

practice and uncovering the research aspects that are running
through the work more or less implicitly. Specifically, the lenses
are case studies, communities of practice, transformative
triggers, public behaviour, tacit knowledge, methods, and viva.

Each of them and their role in the research are described in

more detail below.

* Case studies. Case studies are selected from a body of work
and are organized around the core research theme. These
personally lived experiences are considered a 1/1 model.
Going through the process of identifying case studies and
then examining them further reveals underlying themes and
quests at the heart of one’s design practice (fig. 11a - 11d,
fig. 12, interlude 1).

* Communities of practice. Identifying the people who
are relevant for ones work as well as seeing the research
in relation to the works of other creative practitioners and
researchers helps to situate one’s individual practice within the
wider state of the art and to define its innovative qualities.
Such communities of practice may include people we work
with, the accomplices and intellectual friends who nurture our
research in one way or another and, of course, the old friends
we do not know personally, but who are an enduring source
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of inspiration that leaves a mark on us and our work, with
whom we maintain an inner dialogue. Such references help
to raise questions, develop, improve, and transform the work
(fig. 14, fig. 15, interlude 2).

* Transformative triggers. The moments of shifts that lead
to innovation in the practice and generate insights for the
research are studied through the focal lens of transformative
triggers (research steps 1 to 6).

* Public behaviour. Looking at the public behaviour helps
to examine the tactics and strategies the practice employs to
establish a dialogue within the discipline and a broader public
(research steps 1 to 0).

* Tacit knowledge. Tacit knowledge acquired in practice is to
be made explicit, for instance through a regular participation
in scientific research symposia.”

* Explication of methods. The aim of this lens is to clarify
and better articulate the working methods that are used in the
practice. It corresponds to the written part of the of the PhD.

59. “Grounding Knowledge in Uncertainty”, ESRI European summer research institute
online, Mind & Life Institute Europe, 10.-14.08.2020; “Un urbanisme du contact: apprendre
a Doulon-Gohards”, Poster présentation, P. Marguc, S. Guth, 3e séminaire du réseau “Ville,
territoire, paysage”, organisied by ENSA and ENSP Versailles, with the support of DRAC
Tle-de-France et de Versailles-Grand-Parc, Versailles, F - 13-14.06.2019; “Displaced. What
is the productive distance to situate oneself as an architect in transversal design?”, Ca2Re
Conference for Artistic and Architectural (Doctoral) Research, Berlin, D - 2018/09/30;
“Kinship, Conflict and Compassion”, ESRI European summer research institute, Mind & Life
Institute Europe, Fraueninsel Chiemsee, D, 27.07.-02.08.2018; “The Global Society - The
Importance of Interdisciplinary Collaboration to Tackle Societal Challenges”, International
PhD Academy, Venice International University, | - 18-22.09.2017; “Learning from Limits,
The stakes of mutual understanding in intercultural urban practice”, Ca2Re Conference for
Artistic and Architectural (Doctoral) Research, Ljubljana, SLO - 2017/09/08; “Exploring
Experience”, Poster presentation, ESRI European summer research institute, Mind &
Life Institute Europe, Fraueninsel Chiemsee, D, 27.07.-02.08.2017; “Game boards and
turning tables, play and game in urban design processes”, in Ca2Re Conference for Artistic
and Architectural (Doctoral) Research, Ghent B -2017/04/08; “Middle Margins Matter,
Action protocols and relational objects to nurture shared presentations and to move
forward in transversal design”, in PRS practice research symposium, London. 24/11/2016;
“Actionprotocol, making data meaningful”, Séminaire productions spécifiques et apports
croisés dans le domaine Ville, Territoire Paysage, ENSAP Lille (19.11.2016); Games for
Cities Circular Amsterdam, University of Applied Sciences, Lectorate of Play & Civic
Media, Play the City Foundation, Cyberparks Project, Amsterdam, NL - 10-14.10 2016;
“La recherche par l'expérimentation, la thése par le projet. Expérience du réseau ADAPT-r
et des partenaires de RMIT Europe”, Pavillon de 'Arsenal, Paris, 11 juin 2016; “Transversal
design processes, Potentials and challenges”, in PRS practice research symposium, Ghent,

B, 2016; “S(Dideways?”, in PRS practice research symposium, Barcelona, 2015.
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* Viva. The viva consists of bringing together three
complementary formats, a written piece, an exhibition, and the
oral presentation, for presenting the results of the doctorate.

Practice Research Symposia

During the PhD journey and prior to writing the dissertation,
each researcher participates at practice research symposia (PRS)
twice a year. These symposia take place over several consecutive
days, during which all supervisors and doctoral students from
different European countries meet around each other’s work. In
addition to the critical debate on their current research, training
on research methodology, conferences, and thesis defences are
organized.”

The doctoral candidates share their research progress with
a jury panel of four to five people from partnering schools
and universities as well as from non-partnering universities
who do not have an exact knowledge of the candidate’s work.
They are exposed to three sources of feedback and evaluation
of their work: their supervisor, the juries of the research
symposia, and meetings between doctoral students without
the supervisor. Regularly presenting ongoing research to the
scientific community in the form of presentations, publications,
and exhibitions also provides opportunities for testing different
formats of presenting, These research gatherings provide a
finely curated learning environment for extracting the essence
of the knowledge generated through practice, articulating, and
sharing it regularly with peers.

As a researcher, practitioner and educator who has already
developed a body of work in architecture and urbanism, this
creative practice research methodology helps me to critically
reflect upon the nature of a mastery and speculate through
practice on how the knowledge gained from the research can
be enacted in the future. The doctorate is an opportunity to
reflect on the course of a practice, to reveal the deep drivers of

60. Comparable formats to the PRS exist, for instance the DTRS design thinking research
symposia which started in 1991 at the TU Delft, or the DRS doctoral research symposium
at Ca2Re since 2017, https://ca2re.eu; Nigel Cross, “A brief history of the Design Thinking
Research Symposium series”, in Design Studies, 57 (2018), 160-164.
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a personal quest, to critically question one’s methods to invest in
an object and to produce knowledge about an object.

2.2 Preliminary Inquiry for Leveraging Practice
Experience at a Research Level

A reflexion on existing practice, combining the procedures of
mapping, peer interviews,’" and experimental artefacts helps to
unravel the underlying quest that guides the practice activities (i.e.,
why do we do what we are doing) , the way of working (i.e., how
do we do what we are doing), and the communities of practice,
types of collaborations, peers and people that are important
for the development of projects (i.e., who counts for what and
how we do what we do). These preliminary investigations, a first
sorting out and reorganizing of Polimorph’s productions, reveal
fascination lines, moments of instability and displacement, and
transformative triggers that run through the practice.”” They
permit to look at one’s own practice with new eyes and to begin
to lever practice experience at a research level.

Fascination Lines in Existing Projects - Trefoil Knots,
Playing with Displacement, Situ-Action

Mapping potential case studies among the existing projects
several times in different ways (fig. 11, fig. 12) identifies at the
heart of Polimorph practice three project types, each one dealing
with regulatory processes: The “inclusive design tools” aim at
regulating the relations between people and a territory during

61, “Petra Marguc-Polimorph”, in Case Studies, Written Interviews, ed. Valentina Signore,
Maria Veltcheva (Leuven and London: internal document by ADAPT-r, 2016), 108-121; “Petra
Marguc-Polimorph”, in Communities of Practice, Written Interviews, ed. Valentina Signore, Maria
Veltcheva (Leuven, London: internal document by ADAPT-r, 2016), 108-113; “Petra Marguc
Account of Transformative Triggers” and “Interview with Petra Marguc and Eric Gibert”, in
Transformative Triggers, ed. Anna Holder, (Aarhus: internal document by ADAPT-r, 2015),132-
151; “Petra Marguc Account of Public Behaviors”, in Public Behaviors, ed. Anna Holder and Eli
Hatleskog, (Aarhus, Ljubljana: internal document by ADAPT-r, 2015), 130-131.

62. A first reflexion on Polimorph’s production which explicated moments of instability
and displacement was done at the practice research symposia with the presentations “You
and me and the other” (PRS Barcelona November 2014), and “S(Dideways” (PRS Ghent,
November 2015)

Ul
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the design process; the “spatial typologies” aim at regulating the
interaction between people’s practice of space within a territory,
the way people move across and act; the “urban prototypes” are
project interventions where the former two, spatial typologies
and integrative design tools, are entangled for stimulating shifts
on an urban scale (fig. 12, fig. 13).

Around these three project types —inclusive design tools, spatial
typologies, and urban prototypes, two other realms of activities
are being characterised. On the one side there are activities,
mostly private housing commissions and competitions, which
allow Polimorph to stay in touch with everyday architectural
project situations. These productions also temper the financial
uncertainties of the more venturous type of projects. On the
other side Polimorph engages in creating situations of public
space to exchange among others about urban stakes and issues of
living together. Most of the latter activities are self-initiated and
independent from a project implication. Both play a supportive
role in staying grounded in the commonplace of the discipline
among citizen concerns and counterpointing disciplinary bias.

Trefoil knots for designing relations

Examining case studies further revealed that regulating
relations between people, places, and the practice of space is
done in a particular way. For conceiving regulatory systems,
be it for designing organisational principles or for spatializing
relations, we utilise the diagrammatic figure of knots, particularly
the trefoil knot as the simplest non-trivial knot. The trefoil knot
has as basis three crossing points, they are links which can be
manipulated. Through the manipulation of the crossing point,
the overall organization of the knot is transformed without
using its relational quality.

“Ring-chain typologies”, for example, are geometric objects
inspired by knots (fig. 22). As an entity of its own (a ring element)
and a link to other rings (a chain element), they are a form that
is at the same time open ended and closed, embodying the dual
nature of product and process.

The preliminary investigations confirm a quest on the
production of space in terms of the relation between design
processes, designed products, and spaces of interaction,
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diagrammatized in the shape of a trefoil knot. They also reveal
traits and fascination lines we were less aware of. Recurrent
themes addressed across design projects next to urban prototypes
and ring-chain spatial typology are pleasure props, multiple
viewpoints, and the shaping of voids (fig. 12).

Playing with Displacement

Polimorph tends to set up situations as a means for provoking
discoveries. We do this by displacement or by playing. Playing
and displacement are techniques for challenging a change in
perspective — every situation constitutes a potential playground.
To play with what is there, to play with the role and design stance
of the architect and other involved parties, to play with material
presence, to play with the tension between improvisation and
control, between bricoleur and engineer, to play as if a project
situation was as field station and research in practice. Walking
into a situation to be informed by the context; rubbing against
something until indistinctness evolves into feeling sensations;
discovering unthought facets, and deepening insights due to the
exposure of another reality.

We combine modes of investigation by switching positions of
the observer: Learning from directly lived experience, learning
from the position of being witness to another person’s lived
experience, learning from a third-person perspective drawing
upon an acknowledged body of work proven previously by
others. Furthermore, we tend to design spatial interventions to
act upon broader issues beyond the boundaries of the site.

In such an approach, “Pleasure props” use playfulness to
facilitate overpassing a latent unease and resistance towards
displacement, suspending habitual assignation of signification
and interpretation. They encourage improvisation for stepping
sideways and for serendipity to emerge.

Situ-Action as Communication Device

The mapping of case studies, communities of practice, and
public behaviour has made it possible to unveil and make explicit
that there exists tacit knowledge developed over years of practice
revolving around the design of interfaces for contact that can
facilitate exchange during the design process. This kind of
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Fig. 11a: Procedure for selecting relevant case studies, 1st step:
Fast Lane, intuitive selection under time pressure.

The first step for selecting case studies was
done very quickly without thinking, using a
mind-mapping software. This selection was
immediately put aside to then undertake
a more systematic procedure for inquiring
which case studies would be relevant for the
research.

To my surprise, the thoroughly reasoned
establishing of a selection procedure and the
fast lane generated the same results. The
difference was that the reflective procedure
led to an awareness of relevant criteria,
whereas the fast lane was a sensing.
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Fig. 11b: Procedure for selecting relevant case studies, 3d step:
Reflexion on criteria for evaluating a production.

Reflecting on qualitative criteria for assessing
a potential relevance of case studies, three
different perspectives emerged to evaluate
productions.  The personal perspective
contains criteria 10-14, such as design
result, singular project identity, testing
of something new, benefit,
pleasure. Professional criteria 3-6 contain

economic

prize, publication, generation of follow up
events, client satisfaction. Societal criteria

15-17 contain regulatory capacity (impact),
generating sympathy and well-being for
others. Further criteria are assessed such as
size, cost, competition, direct commission,
self initiation, realized production. These
latter criteria should not be relevant for the
choice of my case studies, but they might
become useful at a later stage. The 17 criteria
are organized in the shape of a radial score-
diagram with an evaluation between 1and 5.
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Fig. 1c: Procedure for selecting relevant case studies, 4st step:
Testrun with assessment criteria and refining what matters.

After eliminating many of the productions, the
remaining thirty-one projects were examined
through the 17 criteria. The radial view facilitates
to see the overall specificities of each project. It
showed that most of my favourite projects have
a below average economic score, but a much
higher than average enjoyment score. | realised
that the personal criteria «enjoyment» and
«economic benefit» should not be relevant for
selecting a case study, as they say nothing about
the quality of a production that can be shared

60

with a community of peers or with society at
large. This first observation might simply reveal
that our business approach is poor - which might
need attention at some point, but it should not
affect the choice of this research. Being fulfilled
by the activity and being able to make a living
from it is somewhat obvious and valid for all cases,
which is why these two criteria were removed
from the evaluation procedure. Reflecting upon
evaluation criteria provides insight but it is not
sufficient to rarefy the selection.



: i
g
HIE: H
o i 4
iy [l i
4 & -
| 5 SR E: 2
_u\i.nn'nrnlh 1 7. 8 FII 10 11 12| Il‘i lAll 16| 18 17| 18_
[proet
4] o 0 5|
|D0E 2 a4
AH S [+]
TR 1 s, 0 o
T 00 8§
£y S 0 5
D. D. 5
oo 5
[ S50 5
ESTN o 5 o
[ o o 5
o 5 0
o & 4
s 0 0
0 0 5
|1998/15 |RCH 23l 3 1 o o 3 oos s ©0 5 |
\BGD 18 4 A F 11 d#18 & 3 0 22| 0] 13 s 71
CLCT/ confert 2g] 1 1 o o o 4 10 s 0o s 3 a g 1 3 4
] er| s s8] 4 1 o aeo s o0 o0 3 4 ci‘ T2 4 8
|Horttada e8| 2 1| o o 1 a0 o o & 3 3| 1] 23 3
STH 28 1 2] o o 1- 15 0 5 0 3 4 1) 27 3
csP 26| 5 a8 o o o 13 s o0 0 a4 4 alEz 1
GAM 26 2 2 [+ DI 1 3] 10 l']I 5 DI 4 4 P_SFEJ 4
=] 25| 4 4 o 1 o 31 o 5 © 3 4 4fvaz 2
103 2al 1 1| olME o 2 18 o0 & 8§ 3 a3 1| 23 1
=:] 18] 1 2/ o o o ooo o o s 1 3| 4] 22 o
sA/M 30 s s| sHEE o 328 s o o 3 a4 afiaz 2
NRS 22 3 of o 1 1 oos o o & 12 4 ea| 3
SAC 260 4 4 o o o ooo s o o 4?_4@ ]
MN 27| 1 1 o1 1 1108 o 0 5 g 3| 3] a7 3

Fig. 11d: Procedure for selecting relevant case studies, Sth step:
Reframing, reselecting and sounding out “Does it feel right?”

Returning to the raw scores in tabular form,
| calculated the average numerical scores
from the professional, personal and societal
perspectives. Then, all scores above 3 were
highlighted, and projects with an overall
score below the average were discarded. As a
final assessment of the emerging results, to
check the consistency of the multiple cross-
referencing of the criteria and possibly refine

the results with my personal view, | asked myself
“Does it feel right?”. Eight major case studies
were selected, nine projects were considered
useful to expand on some aspects, if necessary,
while fourteen projects were set aside. These
could only be taken up if their usefulness
became apparent at a later stage. The eight
main cases could be arranged in a cluster, as
several of them are directly related (fig. 16).
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A production is represented by a vignette, a
title, a visual, a year and possibly augmented
by a recurring theme icon. The vignettes are
positioned on a timeline from left to right
and between the top, bottom and centre of
the map depending on whether they took
place in representational space, whether they
are transformations of matter and therefore
productions that took place in physical
space, or whether they operated on both
levels, representational space and physical
space. After positioning the vignettes on the
map, the specific productions are grouped
together, five groups emerge. The crosses
highlight the key productions, i.e. the
threshold projects that have had a lasting
and transformative impact on the evolution
of practice. If useful, specific outputs can be
linked by lines, to show the evolution from
one case study to another.

Fig. 12: Case study map.
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Fig. 13: Five types of relevant productions.

Meta projects (foundational for the creation of Polimorph), cultural events (providing ground
for rapid testing), inclusive design tools (social regulators), spatial typologies (regulating spatial
relations), urban prototypes (where social and spatial regulators come together and impact on urban

relations).

Opposite page - Fig. 14: Embodiment map.

The embodiment map shows productions in
relation to the people who were behind the
projects, for carrying out the activities and for
whom these activities where produced. In the
centre are listed the type of activities, on the
left the people involved are listed in alphabetical
order, on the right the commissioners are listed
according to type. Through this mapping of

projects embedded in the network of humans
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related to it, intensity patterns occur: they show
who gathered around which type of activities,
be it on the production or reception side. It also
highlights people who were involved across many
activities  (Jacques-Olivier  David,
Hartenstein, Olivier Lannuzel, Petra Marguc,
Marine Roman), activities which were carried
mainly by individuals or mainly by teams, etc.

Laurence

urban regulators

t
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Fig. 15: Mapping communities of practice (extract) that became
foundational in terms of key encounters evolving over the years and places.

Extract from interview, November 2015.

There are several communities of practice |
am part of: The first group are the people | am
working with at the moment, my colleagues from
the School of Architecture in Nantes (ENSA
Nantes), my collaborators working on Polimorph
productions. The second group are the occasional
collaborations with research communities working
on particular studies, professional institutions and
speaking at symposia and conferences or acting
in public space to reach out to a general public
of citizen.

The third group are people and/or fields | am
feeling close to and which are not part of my
current  collaborators. Immediately come  to
my mind people from the fields of music, art,
and playful language. There are the piano work
of Ligeti, Step across the border by Fred Frith,
the Trilogy of Silence by Glenn Gould, the sound
installations by Frieze, Neue Musik and its
notational system, Oulipo, Thomas Hirschhorn,
Michel Quarez, Mona Hatoum. It is irritating
that | feel immediately close to people from other
fields whereas | need to search longer in the fields
of architecture and urbanism. There are some
people who were key persons in the past and
who had a major impact on my evolution as a
practising architect. It is because of Finn Geipel,
one of the directors from Lab FAC with whom |
have been working as a student for several years,
that | remained in the field of architecture, at
a moment | wanted to study arts and theatre
direction. With Finn Geipel and Nicolas Michelin
we have been working on competitions in an
atmosphere | was familiar with from art schools
and theatre companies. It is this inspiring,
creative and very free-thinking community |
enjoyed tremendously. Later, studying at the
Berlage Institute in Amsterdam and teaching at
the Architectural Association in London had a
major impact on my professional evolution. Raoul
Bunschoten, who was my thesis tutor at the
Berlage Institute in Amsterdam and with whom
|'have been collaborating afterwards at Chora
and teaching at the AA in London, became a
key person who marked my professional path. It
is due to the encounter with Raoul, in the three
institutions mentioned above that | could begin
to reconcile a more poetic and philosophic
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in 6 acts (pdf)

9pproach with a more pragmatic societal need
and a methodical process thinking in the field
architecture and urbanism. In the first year of
my own practice Polimorph, Maud Le Floc’h was
influential. When we met, Maud was an urban
planner and a theatre director for a street art
company in France, in the process of setting
up PoLAU, which since became successfully
established as Pole for urbanism and art. After
she had seen our first production during an
architectural festival in Paris end of 2004, she
invited Polimorph on  several occasions. The
initial years of Polimorph’s development were
influenced by her encounter and contributed to
Polimorph’s establishment in France. | realized
that | do feel closer to architects and designers
who combine their work with an experimental and
engaged approach, such as AMO, Bouchain or
Raadf, Forensic Architecture, Ruedi Baur from
Integral Design, Rotor, AAA to mention but few.

The fourth group are practitioners with an
attitude of societally engaged creative research
practice, such as for example the experimental
collaboration between John Cage, Buckminster
Fuller and Merce Cunningham, made possible at
the Black Mountain College of Art. Their creative
concern was about art, democracy, and utopia
at large, yet they managed to articulate that in
specific creations and a consistent body of work
over a lifetime. Their mode of expression could
settle in various fields, music, performance, dance,
architecture, engineering, theatre, geography...

And finally, the group of old heroes, people who
left an irreversible impression on me through their
work, their thinking or their being and with whom a
conversation is still ongoing. Since | came across
them many years ago, | do treasure them close
to heart, they became my spiritual fathers, for
example Dada movement and the poem AnnA
Blume by Kurt Schwitters, Joseph Beuys and
7000 oaks, the door 11 rue Larrey by Marcel
Duchamp, Felix Guattari and The Three Ecologies,
Henri Lefebvre because of his triadic spatiality..
I'am doing injustice to all those | do not mention
here and who are just as relevant...
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CONTACT URBANISM

contact seeks friction as a creative driver for the design process
and relies on playful inquiry and interaction with a twofold
intention. On the one hand, it aims to attain more profound
knowledge about the complexity of existing situations, that
is, to grasp and explicate the processes at work. On the other
hand, it aims to envision ways to intervene in these processes to
create new configurations of existing components and give rise
to alternative realities. Designing communication devices to stir
and regulate the transformation processes is part of it.

Middle Margins Matter, From Borders to Thresholds

The effects of contact between realms, people, issues
become manifest at the margins, where distant subjects, which
might otherwise never meet, get in touch with each other and
interference might occur. The fascination lines underlying
Polimorph projects concern getting a grip on how these
interferences can become drivers for positive transformation
rather than disturbances to be eliminated.

It would be inadequate to represent the case studies
hierarchically or arborescent to each other, for both in practice
and during the research, the development of the work keeps
circulating multi-directionally across cases, relations fluctuate,
appear, and disappear. The configuration of case studies varies
closer to a rhizomatic organization within a dynamic field, which
keeps moving, It is over time that some case studies stand out
and form a relief, salient either because of the frequency of their
recurrence or because of their transformative impact.

This goes as well for communities of practice. At the beginning
of the research, it does not appear right to “freeze” some state
of the art for this research nor a single disciplinary framework.
In practice-based research, the notion of “communities of
practice” appears more truthful and operational than a given state
of the art, as it allows to map who counts in the development
of a singular body of work and what kind of affinities and
affiliations stand out, thereby defining a community of peers,
as a field of knowledge within which our work is anchored
and to which it may contribute (fig. 14). It means thinking in
terms of who counts for the development of the work, helps
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CHAPTER 2

to create subgroups and networks of collaboration on an
everyday basis, generates encounters that can trigger changes in
ways of working, and can include figures one does not know
personally, but whose work and thinking still resonate with ours
and thereby influence it. Communities of practice keep evolving,
as two accounts at different instances illustrate (fig. 15). They
will undoubtedly evolve further towards the end of the research
journey and become more specific as research findings solidify.

2.3 Playful Interaction Settings for Spatial
Transformation

From the preliminary research emerges a selection of case
studies relevant for deeper investigation, for they use the
creation of situations of intercultural encounter as an inclusive
design method. The cases are variations on tactics and strategies
of playful displacement in architectural and urban design. They
are examples showing that at the margin where two realms meet,
and contact happens, conditions emerge that can either drive
creative processes forward or lead to blockage. What are the
parameters leading interaction and exchange settings to pivot
towards project development and generating proposals for
spatial intervention in one case and not so in another?

At the beginning of the practice-based research project, in
autumn 2016, I followed Johan Verbeke’s suggestion to attended
a European workshop on Games for cities.”” One discovery
from this exchange was that after several years of producing the
urban game TabulaRosa for design projects, we had acquired
implicit skills and knowledge on using the techniques of game
and play for working transdisciplinarely.®* Our practice of
architecture, urban design, and teaching had evolved because
of these experiences of playing urban games. Today, a lot goes
without saying and appears essential in our way of working.

63.  https://gamesforcities.com;  http://cyberparks-project.eu/training-schools/games-
for-cities, Lectorate of Play & Civic Media, Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences, (10-
14. Oct. 2016).

64. Manfred Max-Neef, “Foundations of transdisciplinarity”, Ecological Economics, 53
(2005), 5-16.
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First, we bring different parties together in a situation that
places them at equal distances concerning a territory, regardless
of their initial status, power, backgrounds, expertise, legitimacy,
or desires. Second, we interlace facts and imagination by either
injecting play when transforming the real world or by anchoring
games in the real world when playing, Finally, we return the
interaction outcomes to all parties in a form that facilitates
collective deliberation. Within Polimorph’s approach to open,
inclusive design, the urban game TabulaRosa occupies a key
position. It was developed as an interaction framework for spatial
transformation. What insights can be gained and shared with the
peer community when including other viewpoints in the design
practice, when looking for playful displacement without losing
ground, and when searching for shared decision-making become
part and parcel of the way we work?

The Urban Game TabulaRosa, A Case Study Evolving
Across Seven Productions

TabulaRosa is a board game played by a group of four people
around a table. The goal is to transform a situation (e.g;, the city,
a territory) together and see what emerges from this interaction.
It supposes that ideas for improving a spatial situation pre-exist
among the people within a territory. The interactive structure of
the game provides the framework to bring out the peculiarities that
already exist and to weave them into one shared vision, a fictional
narrative that remains palpable and rooted because imagined with
elements from reality and by real people. Ideas, desires, and needs
are brought to the table and played out as a polyphonic narrative.
Sometimes, these scenatios generate unexpected configurations
and project ideas. According to the rules of the game, each
participant can at any moment adopt a character that he is not
in real life, to get rid of a speech that is expected of him in a
stereotypical way, depending on whether he is an inhabitant, a
politician, an expert. It allows him or her to speculate more freely.

As a collaborative design tool, TabulaRosa is situated at
the crossing point between present reality and a future to be
projected. It brings together professionals and laypeople. It
ties relations between the specificity of a site and the realm of
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floating ideas and desires. It is a product, a process, and a tool at
the same time.

With Polimorph, we have produced TabulaRosa seven times
since 2004: in the first period, cultural or public institutions
commissioned TabulaRosa for their work on public space and
the city, participation, and democracy.”” In the second period,
Polimorph was invited to produce TabulaRosa for large-
scale urban renewal projects and policymaking.® Ultimately,
TabulaRosa became a core methodological component within
architectural and urban design commissions.®’

The extended use and development of TabulaRosa provides
a solid amount of raw material to explore the nature of Play
and interrogate the potentials and limits of introducing Play and
Game as a framework for the interaction of different parties
that usually do not meet in spatial design processes. TabulaRosa,
which is also the first project that Polimorph produced, aroused
much interest and reaction. It is also a widely published
production that generated the most follow-up commissions and
experimentations.

Further Development of Scenario Games

TabulaRosa is a further development of prior explorations
of scenario game techniques. Between 1998 and 2002, 1
experimented scenario game techniques with Raoul Bunschoten
and Takuro Hoshino within the Chora research office for
architecture and urbanism and with our students of the Diploma
unit 10 at the Architectural Association in London.

In 2000, we tested scenario games for the regeneration of the
Salamander industrial wasteland in the suburb of Stuttgart, in
Kornwestheim.® For the first time, I found myself playing outside
of an academic framework, with real actors, the city mayor, the

65. st edition Festival des Architectures Vives (Paris, 2004); 2nd edition Printemps de la
Démocratie (Paris, 2005); 3rd edition Festival Rayon Frais (Tours, 2005).

66. 4th edition Pari Passu (Paris, 2006); 6th edition PLU/PADD Tours (Tours, 2009).

67.  Sth edition Architecture & Handicap, Medico-Social Centre Saint-Martin for Mentally
Disabled People (Etrepagny, 2007); 7th edition Ecohamlet Le Champ-Foulon (Saint-Cyr-
en-Arthies, 2010).

68.  Chora, Juurlink en Geluk and Sandra Hasenteufel, “Kornwestheim”, in Offene Raume,
ed. Jochem Schneider, Christine Baumgartner (Stuttgart, London: Edition Axel Menges,
2000), 88-95.
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director of an Industrial group (Salamander), investors, members
of local citizen associations. While introducing the rules of the
game, the investor pointed at his watch, reminding our team that
he had to leave within one hour. After the first round of scenario
games, all invited participants wanted to play a second time. We
spent half a day playing together, including the investor who
had stayed with the group. In the end, key actors who were in
opposition to each other regarding the future development of
the industrial wasteland came to me individually. “Thank you
for this exchange! If you knew how much time we already spent
together in fruitless meetings so far — this session allowed us to
go beyond deadlocks and envision completely new possibilities
nobody had thought about before”, both the mayor and the
director of Salamander commented independently.

These earlier experiences confirmed that the scenario game
technique was methodologically powerful for creative interaction
but still not so easy to apply within projects and outside academia.

With TabulaRosa, we intended to take scenario game
techniques outside the academic environment and test them
within a professional practice on the ground. This would allow
for improving the methods and investigating whether and how
such a collaborative design tool could become instrumental and
transposable in the daily practice of spatial design.

Our team® worked on the game environment, simplified rules,
improved the user experience, and sought a more comprehensible
and shareable restitution of the game’s outcomes. Depending on
the nature of the commission, we kept addressing outstanding
issues and improving the game from one production to the next
to increasingly stabilize a structure that we ultimately applied and
adapted to each case (fig. 17).

Game Structure

During the pre-production phase of the game, we do extensive
fieldwork to prepare the game sessions. We collect a critical
mass of approximately fifty real situations observed within the
perimeter of the investigation. These are then formatted as playing

69. Jacques-Olivier David, Laurence Hartenstein, Olivier Lannuzel, Pierre Lemaire, Petra
Marguc, Marine Roman.
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cards with which to begin the game. We also create a database
of various relevant actors and investigate what is at stake in the
given territory. These stakes are formulated as challenge cards the
players will have to tackle during the game sessions. Usually, we
prepare between three to five challenge cards.

During the playing sessions each challenge is played at least
three times to obtain enough scenarios on each theme. The
result is a minimum of twelve comparative scenarios on a given
territory after each session.

In the postproduction phase, all the scenarios are analysed.
They serve as raw material to extract project proposals that
emerged while playing, Sometimes, a proposal is very much
articulated and detailed in a single narrative already. However,
we also often draw together recurrent strands across several
scenarios, reformulate the wordings if necessary to make the
emergent proposals more intelligible.

In the end, we return to the public to present the outcomes
of the game session. They are the formatted proposals, called
urban prototypes, and the narratives. The participants and
broader public can read or listen to the stories and discover
the project proposals which emerged. This setting is used for
discussing together specific possible interventions. We end a
TabulaRosa production with a public vote on the most popular
proposals the group would want to see further developed.
The chosen proposals are then either handed to the local
authorities and clients or further developed in the project if
we have the commission to do so. To illustrate, at the end of
the first production of TabulaRosa, the most preferred project
proposal was L.a Maison du Métabolisme Parisien. We chose
this project for further development in the next cultural event.
After playing TabulaRosa in the Ecohamlet project, the elected
proposals which were further developed included reed beds
for phyto-purification and group housing as a contemporary
reinterpretation of a farmyard where several households live and
work in a small entity around a yard.

Evolution of the Game Development

During the first phase of TabulaRosa productions, we
realized that the entrance cards are a powerful incentive for
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people to comment and add their knowledge on a territory. We
also observed that when we collect situations in a territory to
constitute playing cards, after a certain number of descriptions,
one person tends to see always similar phenomena. A multiplicity
and diversity of observers reduces this risk.

In the second phase of TabulaRosa productions, we invited
outsiders to produce the observations in real sites. Exploring a
territory and collecting observations became a collaborative tool
on its own. This tool, which we called I’Odyssée de 'Espace, was
formalized with precise action protocols and relational objects
as a form of return. Commissions followed for participatory
explorations of a territory.

In the third phase, when we utilised TabulaRosa within the
participatory design projects aiming at the definition of building
proposal, we had to adapt some tools. For instance, working
with mentally disabled participants, we diversified modes of
expression for not relying on spoken language only, which we
felt was not reliable enough. We introduced explorations on
how a territory is practised compared with how it is described
in words and pictures. We also realized that participants felt a
strong urge to express their opinions beyond simply describing
their living environment. Therefore, we added communication
devices to enable the collection and sharing of them.

Over time, particularly the explorative tools became so
popular among the stakeholders that we wanted to facilitate the
procedure for treatment of collected data. We were looking for
how to use digital devices to automatise the data collection, data
treatment and data output (e.g. first prototype of Carte Sensible).

Variations on Strategies of Playful Displacement:
A Selection of Existing Case Studies (fig. 16)

Architecture & Disability, Ecohamlet, a Memorial Park, «
Temporary Playground, these four cases deploy variations on play
as a setting for inclusive design projects enabling interacting and
negotiating of multi-perspectival positions. They are relevant for
inquiring what happens when applying strategies of playful
displacement to the development of design proposals. These
cases were commissioned as an open, inclusive design approach
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Fig. 16: Selection of case studies and their relations.

beginning with a feasibility study to define the program and aiming
at construction or intervention. They unfolded differently over
time, as for different reasons, things did not develop as planned
when entering the operational and construction phases. Prior to
being built, the first case was honoured with citizen project award.
The second was published as a reference for innovative territorial
sustainable development. The temporary playground, part of a
group exhibition, got realized for the satisfaction of all involved
parties but the designers. The Memorial Park got stuck in the
middle of the process. As the transposition of playful methods
and tools unfolded differently in each project and with ambivalent
feelings about the outcomes, comparing and examining the pros
and cons in each appears essential for learning from the limits
encountered.
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Architecture & Disability (“Architecture et Handicap, pour
que les histoires s’écrivent avant que les murs ne se levent”) was
commissioned by a private institution and designed with multiple
stakeholders. It included mentally disabled residents, so the tools
were adjusted to be intelligible (fig. 18).

The Ecohamletis a public commission for a sustainable village
extension. The open, inclusive design approach aimed at finding
common ground between the villagers’ needs, the territorial
planning bodies looking for strategies containing urban sprawl,
and the future residents to be attracted to move into a shrinking
community (fig. 19).

In the case of an intercultural project definition study for
the transformation of a former railway station, which served
the deportation of Jews during WW2, into a Memorial Park
commissioned by the city and the Ministry of Culture, the
strategies of an open approach served to tackle a sensitive,
emotionally loaded project situation (fig. 20).

Exploratory protocols to see what we are not looking for, are
devices we developed to drive the creative design processes as
a multi-perspectival undertaking. They are playful assignments
that foster engagement with a territory with fresh eyes, to look
at it as if it was the first time, without immediately applying
professional jargon or preconceived ideas. Polimorph has
experimented with them since 2004, and they continue to evolve
within urban project commissions and, since 2014, within
teaching. Their purpose is to stimulate an open-minded inquiry
of existing situations alongside ideas, practices, and the material
phenomena of a territory. In practice, experiences from working
with multiple parties showed that there are often gaps between
what people say, what they do, and what factually exists in a
territory. When speaking with local experts and professionals,
it appears that participants tend to generalise and describe their
opinions about a territorial condition without confronting them
with real phenomena on the ground. Hence any participative
approach primarily based on verbal inquiry and a single mode of
expression raises questions (fig. 21).

Exploratory protocols are based on putting different realms in
touch with each other, a technique that accelerates the emergence
of discrepancies and consequently the necessity of verification.
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Whereas the urban game TabulaRosa speculates on possible
futures by recomposing existing realities, exploratory protocols
focus on observing and describing what is there in a new
pluralistic way. Within a given design process, such an inventory
can be reiterated several times at any moment of the development
process. Exposing multiple viewpoints next to each other helps to
verify interpretations of what is there and identify what is at stake.
Cases-studies that use protocols for exploration serve as the raw
material for examining the extent to which allowing for diverse
viewpoints contributes to a better grasp of the urban dynamics in
a situation and the extent to which this might be relevant for the
design proposals.

Among the exploratory protocols, Carte sensible is a prototype
of a digital cartographic apparatus experimenting with multi-
perspectival data sampling procedures that combine qualitative
and quantitative data in one single representation. The map
generated by the software is designed as a support for decision-
making aimed at different interest groups. Although a minor
case in this research, Carte sensible is relevant as an experiment
that puts issues on the procedures of collecting, organising,
interpreting, and representing data up for debate. It is also an
attempt to join the material, lived, and represented dimensions
of a given territory in one single dynamic visualization.

Experiential productions of artefacts, such as Trefoil
Mutations, and Material Studies, operate as parallel strands of
thinking by doing. La Belle Excentrique, and C’est la Pause! are
two case studies produced during the PhD research to further
examine emerging notions and concepts and to stabilise the
knowledge gained. Minor investigative formats are created within
ongoing projects and in teaching design studios or workshops in
architecture schools (Master Ville et Territoires, Studio Borderline,
La Ville des Possibles in ENSA Mauritius, and FPC formation
professionnelle continue). They represent small experiments to
iterate some findings, refine observations, and thus solidify the
knowledge gained. Relevant experiences gained from these latter
productions will be mentioned within the description of the
research journey or the discussion of results only if necessary to
complement the explication of findings.
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Excursions into other spatiotemporal creative approaches will
be undertaken if they have a transformative impact on the work
and the research. As inspirations, whether they are theoretical,
conceptual, or projectual, they can become part of a referential
framework, even if they go beyond a given discipline. The criteria
for being mentioned in this PhD are whether the reference is
constituent for this research, which focuses on applications
within architecture and urban design, and whether it could be
relevant for the disciplinary debate.
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3.1 Introduction: Unfolding Of An Open
Inclusive Design

Unravelling professional practice experience through repeated
mappings in the preliminary research revealed an underlying
quest on the production of spatiality as being dynamic not
static. When Polimorph works in contact with different actors
in a territory, interaction takes place in several phases of a
design project. What can be learned from including a range of
viewpoints in the design practice? To what extend does playing
with displacement, loosening reality bounds whilst anchoring
a creative process to factual situations on the ground feed the
design process? And finally, what is the role and place of the
designer and the design object in a design process which is
interactive and open?

For identifying how design processes which are open and
including multiple viewpoints are being facilitated and how they
evolve, we’ll inquire in this chapter the time dimension of the
formation of space to assess how open and inclusive design
processes unfold.

First, the research inquires processes of spatial formation
(Research Step 1: Spacein Motion). Then, the research investigates
where the atchitect positions him/herself when a process of
spatial creation is open and inclusive to others (Research Step 2:
Inclusive Design Postures). Finally, we question the relationship
between open inclusive design processes and the results they
produce (Research Step 3: Process versus Product).

This set of research steps aims to clarify which factors are
essential for the unfolding of an open, inclusive design process,
to what extent instructions are important for the interaction
and exchange of intermediate outcomes, and what results are
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achieved. This leads to first findings on the transversal nature of
open inclusive design processes, on the role of play in situations
of exchange and on the qualities of propelling devices driving
the spatial design process forward.

3.2 Research Step 1: Space in Motion

CONTEXT
Case Study O1: Polimorph Practice

Polimorph’s productions are used to describe the process of
spatial (trans)formation as an interplay of the physical, imagined
and lived dimensions of space. When the process of spatial
formation is schematised in terms of this spatial triad, four key
states, or key instances,”” appear in time: Diagnosing, Projecting,
Reshaping, and Inhabiting,

(T'1)-Diagnosing: We look at a given situation in a territory,
frame a perimeter of investigation, observe, and describe it, we
qualify what is there until we can identify what is happening,
uncover questions and enunciate what is at stake.

(T2)-Projecting: We imagine something differently into this
situation, we open up an alternative vision to consider what we are
looking at in a different light and speculate “what happens if...”

(T3)-Reshaping: After comparing and evaluating several
speculations about possible developments of a given situation,
we make choices and intervene in the situation; we transform
matter, build or dismantle something in a specific location. The
intervention in a particular place has an impact on the wider
context.

(T4)-Inhabiting: Building, unbuilding and reshaping matter
changes spatial practices, reconfigures relationships, creates
new relationships and a different habitability of the situation.
The territory mutates not only physically, but also in the eyes
of the many. Over time, we look at the place differently, the

70. The notion state refers to circumstance, situation, instance. Instance, or state, or
situation is preferred to the term stage, for the latter could be misinterpreted as step or
phase. The emphasis here is on a setting, not a phase.
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representation and ideas we have of this situation evolve, our
practices of the space change.

A continuous movement across states of spatial formation
maintains territories dynamic and makes our cities feel alive. In
imagined space ideas are represented and expressed, things from
an existing context are reassembled together differently and
combined with new ideas, alternative realities are simulated,
possible development hypotheses are played out as fiction. It
is a space of play, where various constellations are possible
and allowed, reality bounds are loosened. In physical space, these
speculations are grounded in matter, built. Things are tangible,
measurable, manifest to the many. A new practice of space
emerges, and behaviours change, leading to new individual and
collective representations of space. Imagined and physical space
are not parallel, separate worlds; they are connected through Zved
space, where the experiencing human body is able to interweave,
stepping in and out of physical reality and entering an imagined
space, moving relentlessly across borders between realms and
connecting realm.

If a process of spatial formation is a continuous movement
between those key states, how does the #ransition happen between
them, how does a situation evolve and pivot from one state into
another? What is a designer doing in an open, inclusive design
approach to make the transition from one state into another

happen?

In each state of a process, the designer can take two
reciprocal perspectives and flip direction between looking back
and looking forward, switching perspectives between narrating
where something is coming from and looking ahead to where
something is going (fig. 23). To interrogate the transformation
process, we are mapping a looking backwards and a looking
forwards in each key state and thus we shift the view away from
key state towards the transitions from on key state to another.
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Fig. 23: Process viewed from above as dynamic field (top) and viewed as elevation with the
time-axes from left to right (bottom).

Diagnosing a situation consists in making an inventory in
such a way that the situation reveals itself to us, informs
us and enables us to assess it.

* Inventory: We observe a situation, select a range of items by
which we describe the situation. Depending on what we select
and how we describe it, it reveals what we perceive as crucial
issues in the situation. Let us call this inventory. The inventory
consists of data collection through fieldwork, inquiry and
documentary research.

* Assessment: The setof dataare putin relation to each other to
grasp the underlying mechanisms at play and most importantly
to be able to uncover interesting questions and enunciate the
stakes which are at play in that situation. For example: How
to build an extension to the village in such a way that existing
surface runoff problems due to soil impermeability are not
made worse? The questions are worked on until they can be
formulated as design questions.
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Projecting consists of the simulation of possible
alternatives and the formulation of an action plan.

71.

Simulation: On this basis of the stakes which are at play, we
define a series of development hypothesis. A development
hypothesis begins with “What happens if...?”. It projects
a speculative idea about the future of the situation and gives
directions to an action. These hypotheses are then played out in
form of simulations of alternative realities. Some examples of
enunciated hypotheses we were dealing with: For the Ecohamlet
in Saint-Cyr-en-Arthies: “What if a village of 100 households
is increased by 50 new ones?”’; For the medico-social Centre
Saint-Martin in Etrepagny: “What if the surrounding walls of
the enclosed domain for mentally ill residents are being opened
up to the outside?”, “What happens if apartments for couples
are provided allowing mentally ill residents to live together?”;
In Sarajevo: “What if the investment for building the university
cannot be raised?” What-if hypothesis are more instrumental
if they are formulated as design dilemma. This means that a
simulation can be spatialized and that there is no simple single
answer to it. Doing a series of simulations allows us to forecast
a possible behaviour of a territory under certain conditions,
to look at and compare different possible configurations. It is
better to be a bit bold with the hypothesis and not to be afraid of
exaggerating with the playing out of the hypothesis. That might
bring up the breaking points of development and reveal the
limits of a possible scenatio.” It is also better to test out several
development hypotheses in order to compare the pros and
cons that occurred in the scenario. Comparing and evaluating
different scenarios including project proposals results in the
extrapolation of project principles, orientations, and guidelines.
Action plan: With project principles formulated as objectives
to achieve, we can design action plans for transposing them
into matter and making them concrete. The action plan, just
as a technical design or execution drawings, can be seen as a
music score: to realise the project and make it exist outside of

The term “scenario” is used in this research to refer to a future narrative or an alternative

reality as it might unfold in time. It is not used as a synonym for “variant”. Scenario implies the

inclusion of the parameter of time, which is not necessarily the case with “variant”.
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our minds, we set some performative instructions to be played
out by others. We also set rules for playing together. We define
who is doing what where when, and how, we propose the
instruments to be played out and select the performers, for
example.

Reshaping consists of the intervention in the territory by
transforming matter as well as of setting up the necessary
operating framework for cultivating the new situation.

* Intervention: For transforming matter we conduct the
intervention in terms of players, instruments, and actions
together in space and time until the building emerges embedded,
localizable, and tangible in a given point of the territory.

* Operating: The users and maintenance can take over, the
building generates its own new life.

Inhabiting consists of the adaptation and mutation of the

milieu leading to its profound change.

* Adapting: Behaviours evolve, new behaviours arise, some of
them might get institutionalised if they reach a certain degree
of importance. Others may remain informal, ephemeral, and
some create new conflicts.

* Mutating: In time, the territory is transformed not only
physically but also in terms of how it is practised, in terms
of relations it engenders, in terms of image, of the collective
identity. Until the need for a new assessment spurs an
inventory again.

Shortcomings of Representing Design Process
as a Linear Sequential Scheme

The linear representation of the spatial transformation, and
thus also of the design process, bears some shortcomings. When
we represent the process of spatial formation along a timeline, the
states of Diagnosing, Projecting, Reshaping, Inhabiting are shown
as successive sequences one after the other. First comes the time
of identifying the problem and political decision, then comes the
time of creation where the professionals for the production of
space are commissioned, comes then the time of materialization
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by the builders and finally comes the time of consumption, with
the users taking possession of the transformed territory. Across
those sequences intervene different experts. Those interpreting
a situation and formulating a need are not necessarily the same
as those examining which type of intervention would be best.
The architect’s expertise comes into the foreground from the
moment of translating a design brief into spatial concepts until
the handover of a building to others who will inhabit the new
situations afterwards, who will take care of it and live it. This
comprehension of the architect’s expertise is still very much
prevalent. In certain circumstances, it remains a valid and valuable
operational framework.

However, in practice, from a specific scale and complexity
of a project onwards, a design process does not happen in
such a strictly linear manner as a sequential representation
along a timeline might suggest. Neither is the involvement of
stakeholders precisely contained within a particular sequence. In
practice, there is a back and forth between experts, and beyond
the stages they are conventionally associated with, overlaps and
mingling are common.

Loss of knowledge transmission between experts

Pitfalls of a linear sequential representation occur when
applying the sectorising of the process into phases too strictly
to the extent that it leads to a loss of mutual understanding and
a loss of transfer of knowledge from one sequence to the next.
When involved parties lose sight of motivations, purposes, and
interests that lead to intermediate decisions, ot when relevant
information between various experts, whether decision-makers,
professionals, residents, or opponents, is not transmitted, and
knowledge transfer staggers, the design proposals can become
inadequate.

As will be illustrated later in more detail, we encountered a
loss of knowledge transmission in projects several times. For
instance, prior to Polimorph’s design for the Ecohamlet in Saint-
Cyr-en-Arthies, a previous design proposal for the extension of
the village proved unfeasible because it had ignored the constraint
of the village extension not being connected to a sewage system.
A new design proposal had to be developed.
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Missing reflexivity of multidisciplinary and participative
processes

Sectorisation in a linear model omits the reflexivity of
multidisciplinary and participative project approaches. For
instance, when local actors in site, clients, need assistance for
defining a design brief, the designers’ intervention gets extended
over a broader range of stages, including the study of key issues
and the definition of a project brief. The linear design process
where professionals come in one after the other is shifting towards
a multidisciplinary collaboration across stages. When architects are
operating in this way, the working methods change. Data collection,
data processing, transmission, and communication issues are
challenged. From our practice experience, when opening the design
development process to other disciplines and laypeople, the way
of working feels fuzzier. Without being able to predict and control
precisely what the interaction will produce, we are operating in a
“protocol for action” modus. Elaborating the content of a project
in a modus of action-protocols consists in proposing assignments
that can bring the group to work together for stepping forward
and evaluating what happens. The development of the project
is set in motion along a vector that gives it a direction, and the
stakeholders begin to walk in that direction towards a point on
the horizon that is not yet fully clear. The working methods are
continuously adjusted while developing the content.

In order to better reflect the transformation of space as it
happens in a reflexive practice and to counteract the pitfall of
a loss of knowledge transfer between experts the schema needs
adjustment.

METHOD OF INQUIRY
Adjusting the Scheme of Spatial Formation Processes

Therefore, a framework for process design is proposed,
where the imagined space, the physical space and the lived
space are brought together related to a situation, away from a
chronological representation of one-after-the-other (fig. 24 a, b).

Superimposing imagined space and physical space (I + P),
attached to a situation, results in the following shifts: (a) it is
bringing people from different fields together around a situation
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in the now, the present moment; (b) it is mixing material reality
with fiction. Suddenly people with different horizons, viewpoints,
and opposite needs, which in a linear model come in one after
the other, appear at the same moment in a situation, like in a
kind of marketplace or a traffic junction, an infrastructural
knot. A multidirectional (c) back and forth occurs between
people crossing each other and provides an environment of
potentialities (fig. 24c).

Opposite interests become palpable, a plurality of viewpoints
become explicit, a rhythm of multidirectional interaction
between involved parties simultaneously in relation to a situation
to be transformed is set free. The lack of a common language
becomes a battleground. We are losing control. We thought we
were facing one problem, but suddenly there is another one, or
more! That can be a scary perspective, at least until unexpected
new expressions pop up, as an accident, a surprise, a serendipity.

The encounter of two entities is like the crossing of two vectors
pointing in different directions, an inflection point in which the
configuration of a system can pivot either into dissipation and
deflect or self-regulate into a new level of complexity.”” It is a
critical momentum. Encountering, mingling, and exchanging
would most often result in some kind of displacement.
Otherwise, if the displacement of both parties did not occur,
encounter would not really happen. If it is a happy encounter,
the edge where two parties meet turns into a threshold, where
new information can be received, that then triggers positive
transformation.

What if we cultivated an environment of potentialities
wherein we can imagine new and better situations? What if
we fed imagination through reconfiguring real components
and momentarily liberating reality from stiff bounds? What if
we attach vision to factual reality, enabling a continuous play
between existing field conditions and imagined worlds, making

the design process an open system of exchange?”

72.  llya Prigogine (ed.), 'Homme devant l'incertain (Paris: Odile Jacob, 2001).

73. With open system in opposition to closed system is meant a mode of interaction which
does not seek preventing interference from outside, but a mode of interaction which adapts
and evolves to what occurs.
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Fig. 24a: Shifting from a linear to a transversal design process, principle view, and detailed
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Fig. 25: Diagram of a transversal production of space used as a didactic tool.

During the operational project phase of the Ecohamlet (2nd follow up commission

2015/2016), new stakeholders joined the on-going participatory project development.
Polimorph utilised the diagram to outbalance a discrepancy of participants understanding of

the stakeholders relation to the on-going project development. and to each other.
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Fig. 26: Diagram of a transversal production of space used as a working tool.

During the project development for the regeneration of the centre of Fosses (t.e.rau,
Polimorph, 2015/2016) the diagram was used as a collaborative support structure for
designing proposals in relation to institutions and actors to be mobilized.
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REFLEXION
From a Linear Design Process
to a Transversal Design Approach

The transversal design process differs from a linear design
process. It consists of anchoring a project firmly in the territory
and situating it in the centre — among the multiple stakeholders,
throughout the transformation process, and whatever the state
of the project. If an actor can appear at the forefront at a
particular moment because he or she is available or wants to
contribute, what matters is that any intervention is undertaken
from the perspective of interaction with other concerned parties
on the ground (fig. 25, 26).” In the transversal design scheme,
a project is always informed by two relations, concerned parties
and a ground condition.

A schematising of spatial formation process shows the
edified architecture situated in the in-between, at the threshold
between two states. On the one hand — from the perspective
of the designer — it is the materialized outcome of a project
in search for responding to a particular stake in the past. On
the other hand — from the perspective of the inhabitant — the
built architecture is the origin of new spatial organizations and
behavioural patterns that can further influence social, spatial, and
urban relations to come, opening potentialities for the future.
From such a perspective of processes of spatial formation,
instead of being a solution only, the building is a momentary
resolution of forces in material form that itself engenders new
dynamics.

Viewed from a processual perspective, this dual nature of
a building positioned in the in-between of two states has the
potential of turningitinto a regulator of social, spatial, and urban
relations. To maintain this dual nature of being simultaneously
a result and a stimulus for urban transformation, the notion of

74. In his installation 33 1/3, John Cage was able to beautifully elaborate this change
of perspective from a linear process of creation to an interactive creative process. In the
latter, the work emerges among engaged parties. The composer’s contribution consists in
setting the frame. This posture contrasts with an attitude wherein it is first the creator who
conceives, then performers execute the creators intentions and finally the audience receives
and consumes the work.
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spatial intervention or proposal is privileged when talking about
an architectural project.

The schematisation of spatial formation as a continuous
process is including the state of inhabiting, where spatial
transformation occurs through spatial practice and behaviour
beyond initial intentions. An absence of intention is therefore not
to be mistaken with the absence of action. Practising space, being
part of a situation, implies acting upon it, whether we intend it or
not. Whether we act upon a spatial situation intentionally or not,
as soon as we are part of a situation, it will continue to change
through us. Hence practising space could be included as part
of the creative design process. A processual representation of
spatial formation including the state of inhabiting suggests that
the practice of space can be included as an active, a constitutive
part of spatial transformation.

The shift from a linear to a transversal perspective is in analogy
to changing the view from section to plan. Whether we illustrate
processes of spatial formation from a temporal or territorial
perspective, we are looking at a field in motion. The difference
of a processual perspective lies in including the parameter time
in the way we conceive spatiality. Spatiality is approached as a
dynamic system of forces, a space-time continuum, where the
physical components are matetial affordances.”” By relating
physical dimensions of space to the imagined and the lived
dimensions of space, we shift from a static model to a dynamic
model of spatiality.

A transversal design process brings the diversity of viewpoints
within a situation to the foreground. Increasing the number of
viewpoints by introducing multidisciplinary or participatory
approaches can produce more subtle proposals, similarly to
when we take a broader range of parameters into account while
developing a proposal.

However, this is only valid under certain circumstances. For
instance, it is essential not to get lost in translation between
different parties along the way, for the same words do not always

75.  James J. Gibson, “The theory of affordances”, in Perceiving, acting, and knowing: toward
an ecological psychology, ed. Robert E. Shaw, John Bransford (New York: Hillsdale, N.J.,
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1977), 67-82.
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have the same meaning, and the same factual matters do not
always have the same significance. Similarly, it is important not
to get stuck with the limitations of a legal framework, which
does not evolve as quickly as the practice on the ground. For
example, issues of liability, property rights or fees are directly
related to issues of decision-making procedures and risk
management. If these issues remain unaddressed in participatory
working methods, the chances that this has a disruptive impact
on the design processes are high. Finally, it is crucial not to get
disconnected from the ground.

Handling multiplicity in a design process makes our working
more complex. But ultimately the challenge is to recognise that
the situation we are about to transform will keep changing as
we search for what to do. This is tantamount to recognising that
external forces will impact on the designer’s ongoing work and
potentially disrupt his or her intentions, as we are dealing with a
dynamic context.

How to act when the context is unstable?

One option to resolve the uncertainties of an environment
that keeps changing as we develop an intervention consists in
closing of and ignoring all the relations to potential outside
disturbances. We can act as if the given phenomena were frozen,
disconnect it from a dynamic context and idealize it as an
isolated object, responding on this abstracted conceptual level.
By doing so, we transform an open system of relations — one that
considers that unpredicted interference can occur —into a closed
system of control, where relations are possible among entities
but protected from outside forces that might interfere. Another
option is to do the opposite: to use situatedness to anchor
ideas in an existing environment. By observing how material
phenomena are embedded in a dynamic spatiality, relations
become graspable and manageable. When using situatedness
instead of abstraction, material phenomena are not reduced in
their complexity. They become part of a more encompassing
system of interdependent components.

For instance, an orange will become idealized in the shape of
a sphere if we disconnect it from its context and look at it long
enough as an isolated object.
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On the contrary, if we observe the orange attentively until we
see the details, such as the sticker on it, with a name, a country, and
a price, or if we taste that there are no irritating seeds in it, or if
we touch it, the tangible aspects turn into circumstantial evidence
revealing information about a context, and with it the extent of
a territory and practices. They give us a clue that this orange is
an object of trade, we deduct that the orange without seeds is a
product from the agricultural industry, we can map how many
hundreds or thousands of kilometres it travelled from the tree
to our hand, we understand whether it is ripe or not. Describing
the orange in terms of its relations unravels a broader territorial
context. Looking at an object in relation to its milieu turns it into a
material phenomenon, into a key that gives insight into a situation
of urban dynamics not perceivable at first sight.

To navigate an environment that is constantly in flux,
experience from professional practice and teaching suggests that
instead of focusing on either of the options alone, the creative
drive lies in a playful stepping in and out between the two opposite
poles of embedding and abstracting, Disconnecting the realm of
imagination too much from existing field conditions can produce
imposed meaningless design. Then again, although examining
underlying urban dynamics of an existing reality increases the
understanding of its complexity, the mechanisms at work, it can
produce paralysis of action and restrict imagination. For example,
teaching design studios at the AA, showed that following a linear
design process starting with understanding complex situations first
and developing propositions second tends to create a misbalance
between the imagination of possible design interventions and
comprehension of an existing state. Therefore, teaching design
studios today, we changed the assignments, breaking up a linear
development process by creating several instances of back and
forth between embedding speculation in the complexity of a
situation on the one hand and disconnecting it from these reality
binds on the other hand. This way, imaginative speculation and
understanding of existing complexities feed and augment each
other in a more nuanced way.
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Fig. 27: (a-bellow) Moryama House floor plan, Ryue Nishizawa, Tokyo, 2005; (b- above and
right page) If the diagram for a transversal spatial formation process is viewed as a dynamic
field, would it be possible to move freely between the key states, thatcould be seen as rooms,
just as one can move in a multiple of pathways across the rooms of the Moryama House?
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3.3 Research Step 2: Inclusive Design Postures

CONTEXT
Case Study O1: Polimorph Practice

If the formation of spaceis dynamicand transversal, oscillating
between different states of Diagnosing, Projecting, Reshaping,
Inhabiting, should an open inclusive design approach follow a
specific order? Should it always start from the same position? At
first glance, a look back at the Polimorph projects suggests that
this would not be the case.
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METHOD OF INQUIRY
Mapping the Position of the Designer

To address the question from which position to set in
motion an open, inclusive design process, selected Polimorph’s
projects with an inclusive aspect will be positioned in the
previously established scheme for transversal design processes.
Mapping the various states the projects cover and the positions
from which they were initiated will help to obtain a deeper
understanding of how an open inclusive design approach
can be incorporated and enacted in architecture (fig. 27). The
mapping reveals five types of design postures, which capture
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Fig. 28: Mapping the different states that the projects have addressed in order to identify the
positions from which productions have been initiated.
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the overall starting point of the designer within a given project
depending on whether one focuses on the process, on an
object, on direct action, on building, or on evolving project
dynamics. Each of the design postures comes with distinct
properties, as outlined below.

Designing Open Inclusive Procedures,
Interaction Designer

When architectural or urban projects are commissioned as a
participatory design procedure starting with defining the project
brief up to projecting and building a proposal — as was the case for
instance with the project Architecture & Disability for the Medico-
social Centre Saint-Martin in Etrepagny and for the Ecohamlet in
Saint-Cyr-en-Arthies (fig. 29) — contractually, these projects were
developed in two and three follow-up contracts respectively. A first
contract covers the definition of the project up to the guide plan
including design scheme. Follow up contracts cover the realization
of the project. When putting into place open inclusive design
processes, several pros and cons can be observed.

On the one hand, inclusive design processes generate a more
profound and subtler understanding of underlying dynamics
between involved parties and the site conditions. By working
together, participants learn both individually and as a group. They
often discover that their appreciation of the same spatial situation
can be radically opposite or that the qualities of a situation differ
depending on the moment of the day, week, or season. Most initial
difficulties quickly resolve into manageable patterns that either
dissipate or transform into project drivers producing unexpected,
innovative proposals. All parties evolve with the project, and a
sense of appropriation and meaning usually emerges as a side
effect from within the process.

On the other hand, vague resistance can also emerge at the
intersection with established professional structures. When open
inclusive design processes ate participatory, they can raise questions
of legitimacy and decision-making, fees and liability, or who is in
power. For example, the architects who had worked for many years
for the Medico-social Centre Saint-Martin and who participated in
the design process set up by Polimorph wrote an open letter after
the first collective design session, accusing us of undermining the
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profession and left the project.” The turmoil this open criticism
triggered in the entire group led to increased solidarity among all
other stakeholders towards Polimorph, legitimizing the project
approach collectively and publicly. After completing the first
commission, the Union of architects honoured the project with
a “Prix du projet citoyen”. This success did not prevent us from
running into troubles later, during the follow-up commission,
which prevented the project from being carried out on these bases
during construction phases.

[ W

Fig. 29: The group of participants in the Ecoha|e ad some of the residents participating
in the Architecture & Disability project.

76.  Intriguingly, during the last stage oral competition jury for reconstructing the university
in Sarajevo in 1997, one jury member from Tel Aviv argued virulently that a proposal
reconfiguring existing resources in a system design from where a building could be realised
instead of designing a building equals killing the profession.

m
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existant

Fig. 30: For the tower block regeneration in London Newham (international competition 2003~
04, short-listed project), we proposed adding windowboxes to the facade grafted on the periphery
of the building to circumvent costly residents relocation during construction. As a result of the
windowbox, the habitability of the dwellings is greatly improved: the surface area is increased, the
glass facades bring a massive amount of light inside, and guarantee better thermal and acoustic
insulation. Residents co-develop and select windowboxes from a catalogue. The rehabilitation of a
low-cost tower block becomes a social and urban catalyst.

Relational Objects, Designing Objects Within a System,
Product Designer

Whatif we do not wait to be asked by the client, but proactively
propose integrated design objects that establish strong relations
with the existing territory and generate a broader benefit?
We tested this design posture in most competition entires we
submitted
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Two insights stand out from these initiatives: First, one out
of two proposals won a prize, for instance the Windowbox
tower bloc regeneration in London (fig. 30), the pavilion Petite
Architecture Citoyenne in Paris region, or Le Pilometre in the
neighbourhood of Le Pile in the city of Roubaix. Second, the
prize they won was often the 2nd, or shortlisted, not the 1st prize.
As such, designing building proposals explicitly embedded within
a broader system brought us invitations for dissemination, i.e.
talks and journal publications, it played a role for getting future
commissions, but not for realisation. Reasons for that pattern
would need further examination. It could be that the very quality
of being integrated within a territory and establishing multiple
relations highlights the value of such thinking while also raising
questions about project management and contractual procedures
to which there are currently no a priori or simple answers.

Situ-Action, Creating Place by Direct Action
Activist

What if we act and intervene directly on-site without asking for
permission? What if we knowingly ignore rules and regulations,
step across the borders, and simply take place and intervene in it?

We worked in direct action mode several times, for example,
with interventions in Bobigny, the Giraffes au lycée (fig. 31),
Hortifada. We also experiment situ-action as part of a design
method within project studios working with students. The
performative nature of such type of spatial interventions on-
site bypasses habitual procedures, raises attention, and allows for
unconventional responses. It is a design posture that accelerates
reactions, which in turn can disclose relevant information. Direct
action can be perceived as a transgression. However, when the
transgressing intervention is generous and does not cause serious
damage, experience shows that it stimulates fondness, desire, and
support from both, residents and decision-makers, for further
action. Direct action” requites a sense of risk management and
sensibility on behalf of the activist to avoid serious incidents,
to spur an inspirational effect, to inspire, open up possibilities
versus closing down potentialities.

77. Not to be mistaken with the French far-left militant group Action Directe.



CONTACT URBANISM

Motivations for direct action at Polimorph varied. Sometimes,
we wanted to see small project ideas realised or the procedures
for obtaining permission seemed too complicated relative to the
potential nuisance of the intervention. Sometimes, direct action
represented an efficient form of inquiry to test reactions an
intervention could elicit. Sometimes, it appeared more efficient
to let parties that could be annoyed come to us than us looking
for them, or we reasoned that it would be unlikely that someone
within the structure of authorities could take a favourable
decision even though everybody would likely be fond of an
intervention happening. At times we also sensed that creating an
experience of spatial transformation first could then accelerate
desirable change. In short, direct actions can be useful when the
anticipated benefits outweigh the costs for everyone associated
with a site.

Fig. 31: Les Girafes au lycée, situ-action Paris (2013).

Open Building Sites for Including Inhabitants
in the Construction, Social Engineer

What if the productions are realised as an open building site,
where professionals and amateurs build together? From the
current perspective, for instance, from return on experience with
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the construction of the temporary playground or the Housing
Pavillon for mentally disabled people, building together with
residents can promote social cohesion, federate people around a
shared experience, and increase the appropriation of a project.
It can be helpful for learning and transmitting skills, keeping
costs down, or prototyping low-tech construction techniques.
However, it also requires good orchestration skills to avoid poor
design outcomes as well as to manage safety and insurance issues.

Fig. 32: Open building site Cété Cour Cété Tour, a playground for the O to 99 years old,
Paris (2015).
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Being open and attentive to what and to who comes,
Weaver

Reflecting on past productions, it appears that Polimorph
did not have an a priori position on the type of commissions
we would accept. We did not decide to restrict our professional
activities to categories such as a particular type of commissioner,
a particular type of programme, a particular scale, a particular
role as interaction designer, product designer, activist, social
engineer... In fact, we followed projects as they emerged,
moving from one opportunity to another. I realise now that the
underlying conditions for engaging in a project were rather - to
put it in the words of Charles and Ray Eames - that there is an
overlapping area between the interests and concerns that drive
the design team, between the interest of the commissioners, and
the concerns of society at large. To be noted that all areas of
interest grow and develop as each influences the others (fig. 33).
Interestingly, Charles and Ray Eames noted in 1969 that putting
more than one client in the model builds the relationship in a
positive and constructive way.

This design posture of the weaver tends to be beneficial
for the creative process, and to everybody involved, if the
participants share an attitude of openness to listen to each other
and a readiness to hear the other. There is more readiness to
work in this way in the frame of cultural commissions. Handling
the changes it eventually elicits when staying open and adaptive
to what comes when time, economic, and reliability aspects have
a direct relation, and thus, impact on stakeholders money flow,
which is most often the case in the context of the implementation
of architectural projects, is less obvious.

By mapping productions over a timespan of several years,
such a posture of laissez-faire while pursuing a direction at the
same time, appears more prominently. Weaving relationships
across projects, on the level of collaborators as well as subject
matters, happen through iteration. The long term impact is
refinement of a subject matter, increasing trust relationship
and know-how for working together, collaborators become
persons feeding a sense of mutual reliability. Each one knows
we can count on the other and reach out to each other if
needed.
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Fig. 33: What is design?, Charles and Ray Eames, Musée des Arts Décoratifs, Paris (1969)

REFLEXION

Postures for Designing Relations

The mapping shows that the designer can embody different
positions to initiate and support an open and inclusive
creative process. An open, inclusive design is not dependent
on or limited to projects commissioned for their participatory
approach. Nor does multiparty involvement have to begin
with the state of shared diagnosis and then unfold through the
states of projecting, reshaping and inhabiting, Rather, the open,
inclusive dimension lies in the capacity to shape relationships
with an environment and the parties involved. For an open
inclusive design to be successful, it depends on whether a
designer focuses on establishing relations between acting forces
and a milieu, and whether he or she is attentive and caretaking
to an evolving project, possibilities and limitations arising on
the way, be it by means of participatory process, relational
artefacts, direct action on the ground, co-construction. These
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first findings, highlighting potentials and limitations of the
different design postures, need deeper investigation to grasp
the core mechanism at work. For example, an unexpected
observation is the catalyst potential of direct action and
knowingly transgressing boundaries. So far, these types of
interventions have constituted minor and very marginal
activities at Polimorph. However, the productions in direct-
action mode that create a spatial experience for others without
asking for permission — that is, performative actions that are
realised as physical interventions — do receive positive feedback,
despite their transgressive character. This raises the question of
the extent to which bypassing, cutting short, taking decisions
independently instead of following the long and winding
official route could be engaged at times more proactively. Even
more so in light of the observation that projects commissioned
for their participatory process often suffer from slowdowns
when it comes to implementing proposals, despite the fact that
the very same projects tend to receive prizes and disciplinary
appraisals prior to the edification of buildings - a finding that
will be deeper inquired in chapter four, Pivots.

3.4 Research Step 3: Process versus Product

CONTEXT
Case Study 02: Architecture & Disability
Case Study 03: Ecohamlet

Two architectural and urban projects carried out by Polimorph
are emblematic of the open inclusive design approach, its
questioning, its evolutions and the problems it faces. They
are “Architecture & Disability, for stories to be written before
walls are being raised”, a private commission for a Medico-
Social Centre, and the Ecohamlet, a public commission for a
sustainable village extension of Saint-Cyr-en-Arthies.

These projects were set up by their clients as pilot projects for
experimenting with alternative modes of project development
to help improve their responses to the challenges they were
facing. Both projects were considered exemplary, way before
buildings were realised. One became an example for a “citizen
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project” (fig. 34),” the other one a reference for sustainable rural
development.” Both projects faced obstacles when it came to
the follow-up commissions for building the proposals. From
the architect’s point of view, this paradox makes these projects
interesting case studies to investigate the relationship between
the design process and the process output, in more depth.
How does the proposed inclusive design approach work? What
happens in the design process and what does it produce? Where
does its added value lie? Where is the design outcome?

Architecture & Disability, for stories to be written before
walls are being raised

The project “Architecture & Disability, for stories to be
written before walls are being raised” was an inclusive design
commission. The staff of the Centre Saint-Martin, a private non-
profit organisation for residents with mental disabilities who live
on 35 hectares, realised that whenever a refurbished building is
revealed after months of construction work behind a fence, the
residents get out of balance. The caretakers need several months
to help them find a new equilibrium. This observation was one
of the motivations for changing the practice (fig. 35). It happened
in the context of a new law that changed the denomination from
“disabled person” to “person in a disabling situation”, and which
marked an important step in a long-term evolution.*” From this
law onwards, it is no longer a person who is considered disabled,
it is a situation that is considered disabling for a person. The
director demanded to include members of the institution, that is,
residents, staff from the medico-social field, and professionals of
architecture and design, to engage in the transformation process
and thereby co-create the future of their centre. Instead of the
different members of the centre discovering the new spaces
once they are built, they all should be part of the development.

78.  “Architecture & handicap, pour que les histoires s'écrivent avant que les murs ne se
levent”, in Archi citoyen, dix années de prix du projet citoyen, edited by UNSFA, 74-75. Paris:
Edition PC, 2010.

79.  “Ecohameau du Champ-Foulon”, in Guide urbanisme durable, edited by PNR du Vexin
frangais, PNR IdF, DRIEE and la Région lle-de-France (avril, 2014), 42-49.

80. The law of 11 February 2005 is the reference text on the rights of people in a situation
of disability. Its main objective is to promote access to autonomy for people in a situation of

disability.
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Fig. 34: Evaluation of the Ecohamlet (n°6), in Guide de I'urbanisme durable.

Fig. 35: After the construction of the central kitchen and restaurant of the Centre Saint-
Martin, the director wished to change the modus operandi and include the members of the
community in the development of a spatial transformation project (P. Marguc in co-contract

with Dréles de Trames, 2006).
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Other motivations were financial, socio-cultural, and the desire
to lead the residents from a situation of handicap toward greater
autonomy.

In terms of spatial design output, the goal in this project
was to produce one guide plan for the future development of
the entire domain (20 buildings including a farm, 94 residents,
09 staff members on 35 ha) and to develop project proposals
for three buildings: a residential building for 14 residents, the
Pavillon Saint-Jérome, that needed major restructuring, the
construction of a new wood workshop that should be set up
as an enterprise, and a spa for the residents, la Maison Source,
which should be open to the public.

The process was documented by a photographer® in the
role of a witness account. A short making-of documenting
the collective experience was shared publicly at the end of this
process (see link below). With the ending of Architecture &
Disability, Polimorph received the follow-up building design
commission for the restructuring of the housing Pavillon
Saint-Jéréme.

A
making-of, 2008, 12’ (mov)

The Ecohamlet Le Champ Foulon, a sustainable village
extension

The project for the sustainable village extension “Ecohameau
Le Champ Foulon”, about 75 km outside of Paris at the border
of the Greater Metropolitan Region, was a public commission
by the regional Parc authority, Parc Naturel Regional du Vexin
Frangais (PNR). It was one of five pilot projects wherein the
PNR was looking for new models for sustainable territorial

81, Maja Bialon.
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development in periurban and rural areas. The motivation
underlying the project was to find ways to reduce the urban
footprintof territorial development, constrain land consumption,
and research alternatives to the environmentally heavy burden of
the single-family homes with gardens. The goal was to develop
a design scheme for the extension of the village Saint-Cyr-en-
Arthies together with the different stakeholders, that is, existing
inhabitants, newcomers, and authorities concerned.

Over a period of ten months, we worked on defining the
program together with an average of 40 participants, playing
out several development hypotheses. We organized six public
workshops in a rhythm of shifting between brainstorming
to open collective visions of future alternative realities and
restitution for feedback. The development process was
documented in the form of a Making-of video produced by an
independent video artist* (see link below). A project blog was
set up as a communication interface for the group members all
along the development and for publicity (see link below).

We set ourselves two objectives: First, the project should evolve
as much as possible from within the local territory, building upon
existing resources. Second, the project should generate a greater
benefit beyond the perimeter of the site. The developed scheme
proposed the construction of 23 new homes and shared facilities
in a community of 269 inhabitants, an existing 100 homes. The
degree of specification equivalent to the stage of preliminary
design with spatializing the project principles. This should then
be taken up in a follow-up commission for realising the project.

i

Ecohamlet making-of 2011 Ecohamlet Archives Vives
short version, 20’ (mp4) project-blog

82. Florence de Comarmond.
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METHOD OF INQUIRY

Comparison of Two Participatory Design Commissions

The two cases, including the underlying motivations and
objectives that led to the initiative, are compared in terms of
setting up and running of an open inclusive design process, the
techniques used to include a diversity of stakeholders and in
terms of the outcomes that such a design process was able to
produce.

More broadly, interrogating these experiences attempts to
gain insight about the essence of open and inclusive design
processes, who had a say in the development of the project and
the relationship between the design process and the process
outcome.

Setting Up an Open Inclusive Design Process

Prior to working with a group of stakeholders, Polimorph
investigated together with the client who should participate to
ensure a mixture of actor profiles and a good size of the group.
We agreed an overall duration and a rhythm of collaborative
workshops to ensure progression within that time span. We
defined the collaborative design tools to bring in for driving the
development process forward. We agreed the decision-making
procedure and validation of intermediate milestones.

Setting the rhythm: In both projects examined here,
Architecture & Disability and the Ecohamlet, the intended
timespan was structured in blocs dedicated to a task —
identification of the issues to be tackled, comparison of several
project hypothesis, prototyping proposals and planning of
actions for initiating the desired change. Each bloc began with a
workshop that opens an exploration of a wide range of options,
which was then followed by a session that is synthesising the
exploration, narrowing down the spectrum of possible choices
shared among the participants. Then, a period of several days
was given for reflexion of possible choices before decisions
were made and validated. Prior of entering a working bloc, we
suggested the level of specification we believed instrumental to
reach as a group before the project could move on to the next
development stage (fig. 39).
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Mixing Participant Types: During the preparation phase
prior to the participatory design process, we established together
with the commissioner the mix of participants’ profiles we
considered essential to include in the creative process. In the
case of Architecture & Disability, the participants came from
three domains. We brought together experts from the medico-
social field (i.e., staff working in the Centre and other doctors,
gerontologists, representatives from other medico-social
centres), experts from the field of spatial design and culture
(i.e., architects, urban designers, furniture designers, engineers,
artists), and experts of the everyday practice of space (i.e.,
employees, the residents, who in this case were adults with
mental health issues living in the centre, their parents). In the
Ecohamlet village extension, the participant group consisted
of residents already living in the village, potential newcomers
keen to get involved in the development of their future homes,
professionals from the field of spatial design (i.e., architects,
landscape designers, urban developers, environmentalists,
economists), and representatives of local institutions
considered relevant for the realisation of the project (i.e., the
PNR, the municipality, the National Heritage Trust, the EPR,
the council housing association in the role of the real estate
developer) (fig. 36, 37).

The parties concerned with the development of a particular
site. do not have the same representations and feelings
about existing situations and projects, they do not share the
same interests, neither do they speak the same language. In
Polimorph we consider this to be a simple fact to work with,
rather than an uncomfortable discrepancy to iron out. If
different and diverse points of view are considered as latent
sources of knowledge, diversity could become a capacity-
building factor. Therefore it is essential that the group of
participants represents different interests and expertise.
Architects and urban designers can become instrumental in
creating an environment that facilitates collaboration between
people who share little more than a concern for a particular
territory. At Polimorph, this insight has motivated the search
for inclusive methods so that the development of a project can
be inspired in a meaningful way.
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Introducing Collective Design Tools for Driving the
Design Process: In the two cases described here a number
of tools were deployed and tested to drive the participatory
design process. These tools — methods, devices, techniques, and
support structures — are conceived with the idea that they are
positioned like a hinge between groups of actors, at the interstice
where they meet, and thus play a relational role regulating the
creative process (fig. 38). These have been imagined helping
each participant and the group to partake in the development.
The collective design tools differed according to what had to be
developed.

To investigate and describe the existing situation, its
underlying concerns, and resources and to identify the issues
at stake, we used tools in both projects that allow us to collect
and cross-reference three types of complementary data. The
tool we call “Odyssée de l'espace”, guides the participants
according to a random principle to observe and describe what
is tangible in a found situation. It allows us to locate a critical
mass of material phenomena collected in a given area. The
description of material phenomena is complemented by an
investigation of the ways in which people practice a territory.
In the case of Architecture & Disability, this happened with
the tool “Journée idéale, journée cauchemar”. Participants
describe their practice of the territory through the prism of two
typical days, the best and the worst day, as they unfold on site.
In the Ecohamlet project we developed the tool “Ce qui nous
transporte”, where participants are encouraged to describe
their practices in the territory through the prism of the means
of transport used. In both cases, the tool included the time
parameter by inquiring when participants practice a place. The
types of movements between places in a territory, the rhythms
and their frequencies could be mapped. Finally, the dimensions
of tangible phenomena and practices encountered in a territory
were completed by investigating representations that circulate
about the given area to be examined. Using a tool that we called
“Menu au choix” for Architecture & Disability, and “L’état des
Choses” for the Ecohamlet, we asked what people think of a
situation, what they associate with it or what it means to them,
what they envisage for the future, for the project and their
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place in the project. To structure the description of what the
participants think, the tool proposes four angles to reflect upon
a situation, “Here”, “Elsewhere”, “You here” and “Further
on”. “Here” is framing the description of a place. “Elsewhere”
is asking to describe the place in relation to other places of
choice. “You Here” is framing the description of the observer
in relation to the place. “Further on” is describing any other
thoughts a participant considers relevant to bring up.

Distinguishing and relating data on what exists materially on
a territory, on what people think of a territory and how they
practice it, highlighted the gaps between preconceived ideas
and factual reality, be it in terms of phenomena or behaviour.
Furthermore, this groundwork of mapping the data collected
by several observers revealed existing concerns, resources, and
pre-existing spatial practices beyond general knowledge or first
impressions an