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inder is a location-based dating application 
where a user goes through other users’ 
profiles and chooses whether they are 

attracted to them or not by swiping left or right.  
A right swipe is used for potentially good matches 
and a left swipe to skip to the next one. Changing 
the way we meet others and how we construct at 
times split-second opinions about potential social 
and romantic connections, public opinions on 
apps like Tinder differ. Some suggest that we are 
witnessing the end of  romantic scenes in physical 
space, as we put a world of  possibilities under 
our thumb to be digitally filtered and controlled. 
Others do not consent to such a fatalist approach, 
considering the possibility that such apps may  
be setting new patterns of  social interaction  
and new forms of  spatiality.

Social media have emerged as a response to 
contemporary needs and newfound desires, not 
out of  random and spontaneous whims. So, what 
gap has Tinder come to fill? The app provides a 
digital exhibition of  possible companions that are 
physically present within a predefined radius, based 
on each user’s GPS-tracked location. Most social 
platforms just diminish distances to provide con- 
nections between spatially scattered individuals 
that are already socially connected one way or 
another. Location-based apps like Tinder provide 
a way to meet up with a stranger and come to 
remind us of  a simple fact: we probably have never 
met the person living in the flat next door, across 

the street or one floor below. Moreover, today’s 
social norms have led us to feel that a stranger 
knocking on our door or tapping our shoulder on 
the street is either crazy, a nuisance or dangerous. 
It seems that the density of  populations in urban 
areas has affected society in such a way that there 
are more barriers than bridges of  social connection.

The transformations that urban densities impose 
on social interactions have been discussed by 
novelists, poets, musicians and screenwriters alike 
over the past two centuries. These stories and 
songs often focus on the search for one’s soul- 
mate, and among these is American novelist and 
poet Jack Kerouac. In his novel On the Road, he 
writes “A pain stabbed my heart, as it did every 
time I saw a girl I loved who was going the oppo- 
site direction in this too-big world.” Similarly, 
Baudelaire’s famous poem À une passante is about 
the poet’s single glimpse of  a woman in a passing 
crowd, and his fear that he will never see her again. 

In his writings, Walter Benjamin refers to this 
poem, suggesting that the way to deal with the 
never-fulfilled desire of  a random, romantic 
encounter in the modern metropolis is to embrace 
and celebrate it, accepting his defeat from the 
metropolis gracefully. However, theoreticians have 
criticised his work as pessimistic, claiming that it 
supports a rather one-sided understanding of  
modernity, relating it to alienation and self-loss. 
For example, in “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire” 
Benjamin also writes:

Words by Christos-Georgios Kritikos 
Illustration by Joe Rudi

CROSSING PATHS ON THE DIGITAL REALM 

Too-Big World

T
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 “The social layer of 
Tinder as a safety  
net of indirectness 
precedes all new  
social connections.”

“The crowd—no subject was more entitled  
to the attention of  nineteenth-century writers. 
[…] There is something distasteful about the very 
bustle of  the streets, something that is abhorrent 
to human nature itself. Hundreds of  thousands of  
people of  all classes and ranks of  society jostle 
past one another; are they not all human beings 
with the same characteristics and potentialities, 
equally interested in the pursuit of  happiness? … 
And yet they rush past one another as if  they had 
nothing in common or were in no way associated 
with one another.”

Benjamin refers to the crowd as something 
inhuman, as something that cannot be handled 
on a social level in his age. It is described to be 
forming a barrier that diminishes the chances of  
interaction and even blocks the pursuit of  happi- 
ness. In the cases that the crowd offers a single 
instance of  romantic joy, a “love at last sight”  
as he calls it, Benjamin decides to embrace the 
pain that Kerouac and Baudelaire have spoken  
of  and compromise with the modern condition. 

Nowadays, apps like Tinder may be the answer 
to the ‘crowd’, especially since populations in 
cities grow bigger and bigger in a world that  
is moving faster and faster. In a frenzy of  faces 
zooming past us, it may be that Tinder helps scale 
densities down, compartmentalising and indexing 
users so we can manage the multitude of  potential 
interactions, rather than letting them sink in an 
overwhelming pool of  latent possibilities. 

Of  course, concerns on possible dystopias  
of  smartphone navel-gazers shouldn’t be 
ignored, although they are only partly justified. 
Indeed, today’s passante might not be easily 
noticed, as the eyes of  the romantic may be  
fixed on a smartphone’s screen. However,  
no one guarantees that the ‘crowd’ wouldn’t 
swallow that passing face up right away and that 
the fantasy would last more than a few seconds. 
We must acknowledge that one of  the reasons 
why we look to Tinder’s display is precisely 
because moments of  potential interaction of  
passerbyers in the city are so ephemeral: even 
locking eyes and corresponding another’s gaze 
can be rare. What happens in relationships that 
start off  via Tinder is in the hands of  the users 
(and part of  another discussion). But, it is  
time to realise that perhaps the idea of  lovers  
crossing paths has left the realm of  busy streets 
and sought out a space where there might be  
an opportunity for a second (digital) chance. 
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Words by Gregorio Astengo 
Illustration by Cynthia Merhej

think it’s fair to say that spaceships deserve  
a special place in the imagination of  nearly  
all of  us. The idea of  a vessel capable of  ultra- 

terrestrial travel bears a fascination that transcends  
space and time. We don’t really care whether 
space shuttles and satellites actually exist. 

The spaceship is one of  the most powerful 
totems of  our popular culture, and it comes from 
the world of  fiction with the precise intention of  
‘boldly’ taking us away from the realm of  reality. 
These exoatmospheric crafts are all uniquely differ- 
ent, but they also all have something in common. 
I would like to suggest that this ‘something’—a 
combination of  aesthetic, symbolic and cultural 
notions—might even come close to what we under- 
stand as a ‘type’. And even more daringly, I will 
propose that this ‘sort-of-type’ can be described 
through some of  the paradigms of  Baroque archi- 
tecture. This irreverent, ambiguous and often 
dreamy mode of  design can help us build images 
of  a ‘typical’, ‘totemic’ spaceship, made of  conscious 
contradictions, transient affinities, historical 
promiscuity and architectural anachronisms.

Shells of Starlight 
The term ‘Baroque’ is rather mysterious and its 
origins are still, on some level, uncertain. One of  
its most archaic meanings probably comes from 
the Portuguese word barrôco, indicating an irre- 
gular pearl. This natural association immediately 
brings to the fore the first, and possibly most 

intuitively notional, ‘Baroqueness’ of  the space- 
ship, which is essentially aesthetic in nature. Any 
architectural glossary will describe the architecture 
of  the Baroque with an array of  key words, includ- 
ing ‘mass’, ‘curvy shapes’, ‘movement’, ‘light’. Well 
then, traditionally speaking, the spaceship is the 
architecturally Baroque object par excellence. It’s 
a bizarre and whimsical shell made of  light, colour 
and sensually aerodynamic curves. And, needless 
to say, much like the internationally wandering 
Baroque, these ultra-terrestrial starships are never 
still. Whether it’s a slow approach to the next 
landing site or Han Solo’s Kessel Run, spaceships 
are in constant movement through space and time. 
They project onto our minds what we might very 
well call Baroque aesthetics, made of  capricious 
and intrinsically unstable forms. Spaceships play 
with our perception of  the environment, creating 
illusions and delusions, not unlike—I will hazar-
dously ad—the diaphanous churches of  Guarini 
and Borromoni.

Utopia ex Machina 
The idea of  a craft that enables interstellar travel 
inevitably calls into question the validity of  our 
own planetary ways of  life—Buckminster Fuller’s 
Operating Manual for Spaceship Earth brings  
this association to one of  its most powerful and 
fantastic images. This is not necessarily a plain 
critique of  technology, but it surely raises the 
issue of  the relationship between our homely 

LIGHT, SHAPE AND IMAGINATION

Baroque Spaceships

I
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nature and possible (and not so distant) dystopian 
technocracies where automata are at war with 
their ‘Blade Runners’. Dramatic dichotomic insta- 
nces, such as the ‘cybernetic ecologies’ of  Richard 
Brautigan or the ‘mechanical wilderness’ of  Ray 
Bradbury, resonate much like some intrinsic contra- 
dictions of  the Baroque: power and freedom, god 
and science, wealth and misery, and ultimately life 
and death. Over-ornamentation, over-sizing, over- 
swelling and other Baroque over-isms seem to  
go hand-in-hand with the conflicting extravagance 
that spaceships inevitably entail. Baroque 
architecture is inventive and investigative,  
even heretic, and it builds a rigorous (and often 
counterintuitive) critique of  the built environment 
by means of  what art historian Heinrich Wölfflin 
has called a conscious ‘degenerative’ process. 
This critique, operating through experimental 
poetics, evokes the spirit of  utopia, and this same 
spirit permeates the illusory worlds of  spaceship-
like earths (and earth-like spaceships). After all,  
is there anything more utopic than to unravel the 
hidden mysteries of  an Unidentified Flying Object?

Excelsior! 
One of  the most explicit purposes of  Baroque 
architecture is to shock, astonish and confuse. 
The Italian term Barocco was traditionally used  
to define the rhetorical vagueness lying under  
an apparently logical statement. Baroque is made  
of  ambiguous and contradictory spaces, which  
lie under the deceptive forbiddingness of  their 
authority. Through almost inhumanly foamy 
volumes and hierarchically organised spaces, 
Baroque architecture outgrows us earthlings  
and moves towards the unreachable immensity  
of  the sky. Think of  the Colossal orders which 
thrive as a Baroque principle of  morphologic 
negation through compositional gigantism. This 
mode of  making architecture essentially shifts 
from imitation to imagination through ambiguity, 
introducing a relativism that we can recognise 
again in the space and time that are the stages  
of  the space-ships’ fictional travels. With their 
cockpits, wings and escape pods, all chained 
together with perfect efficiency, spaceships travel 
through and merge with the same clouds that 
Baroque architecture is longing for. These gigantic 
vessels leave their safe harbours to venture into 
the infinity of  interstellar space, much like giant 
Baroque designs produce a seemingly shape-
shifting architectural space, levitating through 
our minds and shaping our fantasies. 

 “Over-ornamentation, 
over-sizing and other 
over-isms seem to  
go hand-in-hand with  
the extravagance that 
spaceships entail.”
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he global economic crisis which 
unfolded in 2008 brought to the 
fore a discussion about the 

future of housing in the UK. Since then, 
it has undoubtedly been an important 
subject in current urban discussions, 
partially because there are many 
voices with rather contradicting 
opinions and interests. It is hard,  
thus, for the various stakeholders  
of the city—developers, politicians, 
planners, architects and individuals 
—to agree on what can be done. 

Neoliberalism freed the housing 
economy introducing market-led 
planning and profit-based trade. It 
contributed to the creation of the 
shortage in the first place, whilst 
producing greater inequalities 
amongst the stakeholders. These 
inequalities lie on the unbalanced 
powers conferred to them over the 
future of housing, and by extension, 
the future of our cities. For example, 
few private developers like Malaysia’s 
SP Setia, which acquired Battersea 
Power Station, get richer by mono-
polising the market, while governments 
remain aloof in a philistine spirit. 

Similarly, the National Planning Policy 
Framework in 2012 suggested that 
policy makers should stay ‘positive’  
on benefitting laissez-faire plans. 
Then, Architects dream of alternative 
utopias that are usually difficult to 
achieve or live in. And, while residents 
stay either either remain passive or 
—at best—come together to form 
associations or protest groups, such 
as the recent Kill the Housing Bill. 

In some ways, neoliberalism 
opened up the ‘right to the city’ to a 
plethora of stakeholders based on the 
universal principle that all rights are 
equal—at least theoretically. It tacitly 
trusted every stakeholder with the 
freedom to act according to his or her 
interests, and thus, to perform this 
power on the shaping of the domestic 
built environment. This is visible when 
one looks, on one hand, at the One 
Hyde Park development in Knightsbridge, 
and on the other, at the bottom-up 
small-scale adaptations of single-
family houses in Croydon or holiday 
houses in Jaywick, Essex (which are 
built without planning permission). 
Even though in both cases the built 

environment is shaped –so the power 
exists–, the result or the conditions 
under which this occurs differ 
substantially. The sudden realisation 
of this is that while the rights—and 
shaping of—the city are shared, they 
are not equal. As Karl Marx wrote, 
“between equal rights, force decides.” 
If we follow Churchill’s famous saying 
“we make the city and the city makes 
us”, those that prevail in exercising 
their rights to the city have a greater 
saying on the (re)making of our cities 
and their future as well. 

Numerical evidence does say  
so. At the moment, there are three 
parallel forces in the construction 
industry. The first force concerns an 
increasing housing shortage with a 
deficit of almost 1.45 million units and 
the UK government hopes to have an 
additional 8 million built by 2050. This 
would require a construction rate  
of 240–250,000 houses each year  
until 2031. However, currently, only 
110–120,000 homes are being built, many 
of them not addressing the population 
in need. In fact, eight building firms 
account for 50% of the British market. 

RETHINKING THE FUTURE OF HOUSING IN THE UK

T

Words by Fani Kostourou 
Photography by  

Garyfalia Palaiologou 
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This building activity runs along 
with a high demolition rate, the second 
force at play. This affected approx-
imately 20,000 homes in 2010. In 
London, 100 high-rise housing estates, 
such as Heygate and Aylesbury, have 
already been demolished, and Oxford 
University’s Environmental Change 
Institute has argued that around  
3 million demolitions are necessary  
by 2050 for energy reduction purposes. 
This suggests a fourfold increase in 
the current rate, a number that can  
be compared to the mass clearance 
era of the 1960s. 

The third and last force concerns 
refurbishments. Since the 1970s, 
refurbishments represent the 22.5%  
of the total construction output  
within the UK. Each year a 2.5% of  
the building stock is subject to major 
refurbishment, whilst 96% rest with 
minor modifications.

However, stakeholders seem to 
have a problem agreeing on which 
future is best: demolition or refurb-
ishment. Evidence has shown that  
the demolition of structurally robust 
housing and the relocation of its 
residents can be socially, environment- 
ally and economically detrimental.  
Yet, it is a viable solution if no other 
actions are possible. On the other 
hand, 7.8 million households in 
England are under-occupied and  
53% of housing plans is used less  
than 20% of the time—so why not 
work with what already exists? Studies 
have concluded that the refurbishment  
of housing can deliver significant 
improvements in environmental and 
health performance, leading to cost 
savings and improved living standards 
for residents. Still, the 2014 report  
of UCL’s Urban Lab and Engineering 
Exchange found difficult to argue in 
favour of refurbishment. The main 
argument was that any local upgrading 
approach couldn’t truly benefit the 
quality of life of the residents if other 
area-based interventions do not take 
place at the same time, better inte- 
grating the parts within the whole city. 

The truth is that these different 
stakeholders cannot come to an 
agreement as their intentions differ 
according to their needs. And so  
does their image of citizenship. They 
advocate and know what the rest of  
the stakeholders want and expect 
from the city they work and live in, yet 
in reality they have little or no interest 
in finding a silver lining. What’s worse 
is that what separates stakeholders’ 
desires does not often constitute a 
solution for other social groups or  
the collective: developers are mainly 
interested in the amount of risk and 
profit involved in the investment 
(demolition), politicians in the political 
payoff (demolition), architects in the 
aesthetics of a building and architect-
ural value (refurbishment) and activists 
in the resistance as if it’s an end in 
itself (refurbishment). Then, users 
who know where and how they want  
to live are treated as they don’t. The 
reason for this is the false perception 
that users lack sufficient knowledge to 
design their homes or make changes 
to them, and that giving them access  
to the decision-making process would 
defy the purpose of other stakeholders. 

The above proves that not all stake- 
holders have equal rights to access 
and change in housing decisions, infra- 
structure and welfare. This can be 
understood by what John Turner—,  
a British architect famous for his theo- 
retical stance on self-organised housing 
— wrote about the pattern of authority: 
who decides what and for whom? What 
complicates even more things nowadays 
is the expansion of social media and 
technology, which allows everyone with 
access to information to develop an 
opinion, and therefore, further 
increasing the number of stakeholders. 
In this sense, the future of housing is 
not under the jurisdiction of individual 
stakeholders, but stands in the hybrid 
intersection between individual ideo- 
logies, interests and shared realities.

In the end, with the multitude of 
stakeholders and their unequal rights 
comes a plethora of fragmentary 

actions that lack commitment to a 
larger shared vision. I feel that the 
answer cannot be found in a single 
decision from uncooperative sides. 
Solutions may arise when stakeholders 
are willing to work not only against or 
despite each other but also together: 
when the individuals are encouraged 
to build or modify their own houses; 
when the state sets a holistic strategy 
to approach housing shortage providing 
public land, controlling purchase and 
rent prices, and distributing building 
(and profit) opportunities across 
stakeholders; when the developers set 
a framework for individuals and housing 
associations to have access to housing 
without being tied to the economic 
system. Aiming for a more balanced 
approach that combines bottom-up 
with top-down initiatives at different 
city scales and at different times  
is key. After all, it’s not just about 
providing a solution to a problem.  
It’s about finding a strategy to solve 
problems as and for a society. 

INHABITING THE EDGE OF THE LANDSCAPE

A Hunt  
in the Forest

ewtonian science is characterised by 
clearly measured phenomenon. What  
is here and there are accurately measured 

absolutes, both, individually and in relation to 
each other. In quantum theory, however, there  
is no here nor there, but instead, a whole host  
of  other states—a mixture and superimposition  
of  these two. Space, as seen through Newtonian 
eyes, does not acknowledge the complex facets 
of  the quantum realm due to the limits of  our 
bodies; the human eye cannot magnify objects 
enough to show their atomic sub-structure. 
Despite this being a rather complex body of  
scientific knowledge, it encapsulates the stranger, 
unexplained and immeasurable aspects of  our 
everyday life. Perhaps it incorporates human 
faults and ambiguities ignored by the sterility  
of  Newtonian science. If  architecture were able  
to magnify these phenomena which are imper-
ceptible to us, would it reveal—like eyes adjusting 
to the darkened room—an unstable definition of  
space based multiplicity, fluidity and change?

Paolo Ucello’s The Hunt in the Forest (1470) 
contains a transient glimpse of  space through  
its precarious position on the edge of  order  
and disorder. Like in quantum mechanics 
—where light can exist in two states at once 
(particle and wave)—the painting also exists in 

two simultaneous configurations, showing traits 
of  both ordered Newtonian and chaotic quantum 
logic. By looking into the strange fluid edge 
condition between these two, a different way to 
inhabit and perceive the landscape emerges. This 
incorporates the immeasurability and complexity 
of  human desires and dreams, which cannot be 
expressed through neat grids and rectilinear spaces.

On first viewing, this prodigious work is neatly 
ordered to the rules of  one-point perspective:  
to a vanishing point far in the distance, marked 
above with a fine sickle moon that the hunters 
(and some of  the hunted) stare and race towards. 
This fits the quotidian rules of  Newtonian physics, 
in which nature is tied into rigid geometries,  
just as the trees are cropped to allow the swift 
uninhibited hunt of  animals. Its vanishing point 
draws us through the painting in one direction 
only by following the gaze of  the hunters. 
However, The Hunt in the Forest has another 
fugitive spatial construction, a territory of  
freedom and escape from the confines of  this 
discipline. This is the painting’s chaotic quantum 
alter ego: a wilderness of  roving perspectives  
in different directions.  

The hunters and their dogs gallop obsessively 
into the darkness, without a thought for the  
folly of  catching an animal by night. The singular 

N

Words by Matthew Turner 
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vanishing point crumbles entropically into a  
fog of  many others, along with the most basic 
element of  spatial order: the line which separates 
earth from sky. The invisible lines, which were 
once used to construct the perspective, are now  
a disturbance of  gravity and perception, cutting 
through the riders and knocking back their heads.

The deer, on the other hand, which seem to 
have successfully escaped them, do not face 
towards the vanishing point. They understand  
the space differently, cutting across the controlled 
one-point perspective following the path of  the 
trees instead. These are unaligned and offbeat, 
with rhythms going against each other like  
an experimental jazz record. This creates  
a fine, swirling dust of  convergent points and 
perspectives, constructed through the vistas  

that are opened up in the diagonal gap between 
offset trees. It is like a diagonal isometric grid has 
been spread out on the forest floor to guide the 
eyes laterally and along different paths of  the 
painting. Constantly chasing different views 
across the canvas, the eye no longer holds a 
static, central position in front of  the picture.

It is this type of  chaos and multiplicity that 
seems to have more in common with the logic  
of  quantum mechanics than the order of  
Newtonian physics. The space magnifies the 
weirdness that occurs at an atomic level, similar 
to the uncertainty principle—one of  quantum 
mechanics’ key concepts stating that we can 
know where an atom is but not what it is doing. 
The sheer amount of  perspective points throws 
the stable position of  the viewer into a similar 

uncertainty. By the time we understand the 
single-point perspective construction of   
the painting, another layer of  multiple-point 
perspectives superimposes itself. The complex 
relationship between these points means that  
we know where we are in relation to the picture 
plane, but we don’t have a firm hold on what the 
space is doing. Its width seems to stretch and 
compress, its depth extends and flattens out,  
and the spaces between trees expand and 
contract as they overlap with each other.

Science plays an important part in our 
perception of  everyday life. In showing aspects  
of  quantum and Newtonian space, the painting 
engages with both these spatial realities, 
outlining future models of  space and perception. 
As viewers, we inhabit the fluctuating edge 

condition between the stability of  Newtonian 
space and the uncertainty of  quantum space.  
One is played off  against the other, showing  
that our position and hold on the world is not  
as stable as alluded to by purely Newtonian 
science. It would appear that despite Ucello’s 
mastery of  well-ordered perspective, the painting 
also shows that this is not the true state of  reality. 
Space cannot be tied down into strict geometries 
and still capture the complex world around us.  
It is the strange hinterland between chaos  
and order which truly captures reality to  
any degree of  realism. 
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s an architect and architec- 
tural historian, Jonathan Hill 
has successfully cultivated 

and inspired a plethora of architects, 
designers and PhD researchers since 
the late 1980s. Throughout his work, 
he has emphasised the importance  
of the architectural school as the  
basis for research and development  
in architectural practice and discourse. 
His work has explored the notion of 
authorship, whilst acknowledging the 
creativity of the user and the role of 
the natural environment. Parting from 
his latest book, our conversation of 
landscape, weather and architecture 
reveals an underlying intellectual rele- 
vance of history to contemporary design.



May we start with the story behind 
your new book, A Landscape  
of Architecture, History and 
Fiction (2015)? 
The story probably started about  

12 years ago, when I went to Rousham 
—an early 18th Century William  
Kent garden located north of Oxford.  
I became fascinated by it, and then  
I became fascinated by why I was 
fascinated by it. A lot of my interest  
in weather’s influence on architecture 

and landscape came from this. It was 
the catalyst to my previous book, Weather 
Architecture (2012)—a history of archi- 
tecture unfolding in conjunction with  
a history of weather. The thing which 
intrigued me in the early 18th Century 
was the realm of the picturesque 
landscape. The prototypical English 
landscape in this country developed 
simultaneously with the first English 
novel and the analytical history, which 
were to some degree a response to 
empiricism and the importance of 
experience to understanding. What 
interested me was that these things 
are not discussed together and  
I thought that they should be. The lyrical 
environmentalism that can be identified 
with this country and the conjunction 
between architecture and landscape 
comes out of this period. The early 
18th Century established not only this 
idea that architecture can be landscape, 
and vice versa, but also that the archi- 
tectural landscape can be seen either 
as history or as fiction. 

I was also interested in post-war 
modernism in this country. This was  
a period when modernist architects 
like Denys Lasdun and Peter & Alison 
Smithson looked back at the picturesque 
landscape and romanticism, in order  
to transform modernism. At the time 

they were criticised, because they 
were regarded as breaking away from 
early modernism. But I am inter- 
ested in that continuity from the 18th 
to the 20th Century—and you will find 
that John Soane is part of the same 
story. It is yet another transformation 
of that lyrical environmentalism. 
Reading the book, I had the feeling 

that “The History Man” chapter 
related to you in some way.
Much more than that, it has become 

the argument for MArch Unit 12 that  
I run at the Bartlett with Matthew Butcher 
and Elizabeth Dow. We look at history 
as a source of creativity that can inform 
design. Very often, when I am writing a 
book, some of the ideas we use as the 
principles for the Unit come through.  
I don’t distinguish history from design; 
I recognise that there are considerable 
cross-overs. History is a reinterpretation 
of the past in the present—and that 
can also describe what design does. 
“The History Man” comes from a 
Malcolm Bradbury novel—I always try 
to interweave lots of connections into 
my books. Bradbury wrote his novel 
whilst he was at the University of East 
Anglia, which is the focus of my chapter, 
and I was able to talk to his son about 
his father’s relationship to Lasdun’s 
architecture for the university. 

Words by Hina Lad 
Photography by Jonathan Hill 

The History 
Architect

Architect or historian?  
Do we really have to choose? 
Jonathan Hill shows how one  
can be both, whilst challenging  
our conventional understanding  
of design in the process. 

A

William Kent, Elysian Fields, Stowe. The bust of  John Locke in the Temple of  British Worthies (1735).
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Do you understand yourself 
primarily as an architect, an 
architectural historian, or other?
An architect and architectural 

historian at the same time. As an 
architectural historian, I write about 
how architects have designed, why 
they design, what they design and how 
their designs have diverged from what 
they thought they were designing.  
I try to understand design as part of a 
longer history—of environmentalism, 
for instance. I think that there is 
something about an architectural 
historian originally trained as an 
architect that helps me to write in  
a certain way. It’s an ability to look at 
places and write about them spatially, 
because I notice and am aware of 
certain things—like the design 
process and the design experience.  
I would now like to design a house and 
do small-scale projects, because as an 
architect you can experiment on a small 
scale—and I enjoy that productive 
aspect. I also like the fact that I can 
choose what I am going to write about, 
and what I want to design. This is  
why I like working in this academic 
environment. I am a strong believer  
in universities. An architectural school 
is the research and development side 
of architectural practice and discourse, 
and in many ways that’s what we are 
here for, and we should be critical  
of the profession when necessary. 
Speculation occurs in building as  
well, but I think we are crucial to  
the architectural world. 
If that is the case, then what do you 

think the future holds for design?
That’s an interesting question 

because what the architect does has 
changed a lot in the last 20 years. 
Some architects say that their control 
and power has diminished with design 
and build contracts. You could say 
design is under threat. Design will 
always exist—but how much of it will 
be the responsibility of the architect? 
There are different ways in which 
design has changed historically; one 
was through professionalisation.  

In the early 18th Century, William  
Kent designed buildings, barges, 
theatre sets, gardens—and he was 
also a painter. There was an incredible 
richness and variety in what he 
designed, and so he was able to  
be incredibly creative. You could say 
that professionalisation encouraged 
architects to be building designers 
primarily. I am interested in the 
collaborative process, as well as the 
authorship of the architect. This goes 
back to Roland Barthes’s “Death of  
the Author”, in which he was not 
talking about the death of writing; he 
was talking about the writer becoming 
aware of the creativity of the reader. 
That’s the notion of design I am 
particularly interested in; the designer 
being aware of the creativity of the 
user and of the weather. 
Speaking of collaborative 

processes, what is your view  
on Assemble, the collective 
group of architects that won 
the 2015 Turner Prize?
There is a logic behind awarding 

Assemble the Turner prize. This is  
the way contemporary art is going  
with its increasing emphasis on social 
issues. Although I definitely appreciate 
the work of Assemble, the award also 
shows that the art world does not 
know what it is anymore, and the idea 
that art can be absolutely anything can 
be problematic. Interestingly, a similar 
thing happened in architecture  
10–15 years ago, when anything could 
be architectural theory. Now there  
is a greater emphasis in architec- 
tural discourse on what actually  
is architecture—i.e. what is the  
core of what we do? I find that  
quite healthy. In anything we do,  
the creative dialogue has to be about  
the core of the discipline and what 
might be understood as expanding  
that discipline. I think you need  
these two things together. It seems 
the contemporary art world is about 
the art market; it’s a commercial 
activity that is looking for new things 
it can claim. 

 “I am a strong 
believer in 
universities. 
Architectural 
schools are the 
research and 
development 
side of 
architectural 
practice and 
discourse.”

Alison and Peter Smithson, Upper Lawn Pavilion, 1959–, North facade.
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One of the things I do not like 
about the art world is that only one 
person is credited as the artist—the 
people who make the work, the people 
who collaborate, are absolutely 
secondary. This is all because of the 
art market; art is valued because it is 
associated with the sole authorship of 
an individual work. Although I person- 
ally author books, I really do enjoy the 
collaborative nature of architectural 
discourse and architectural production. 
What is your own definition of design?

My definition of design goes back 
to disegno. The term in Italian means 
drawing, which I imply to mean the 
drawing forth of an idea, associated 
with the drawing of a line. Disegno 
established design as an intellectual 
activity, but the shift that interests me 
most is the reinterpretation of design 
in the 18th Century exploration  
of nature and landscape through 
experience. I became intrigued by  
the fact that the Renaissance painter, 
sculptor and architect enjoyed their 
status as artists through their 
association with disegno—that is, 
through drawing and intellect. Yet, 
interestingly, when design became 
associated with 19th Century indu- 
strialisation and utility, painters and 
sculptors dropped the term. When 
architects talk about design, they  
refer to disegno in the early 
Renaissance conception of drawing 
forth an idea; they are also talking 
about design in terms of the 
experiential and in terms of 
manufacturing. So, you get this very 
rich understanding of the term in 
architecture, which just isn’t there in 
most other disciplines such as 
industrial design. 
Is design ephemeral? 

I suppose everything is ephemeral 
to some extent; things don’t last. You 
could say that in the original sense of 
the term, design was certainly 
immaterial. Alberti would talk about 
design as an intellectual activity that 
exists in the mind while the material 
world was ephemeral. I became 

interested in the changing notion of 
the immaterial in the 18th Century. 
During that period, the immaterial 
became something that was not just 
the absence of matter, but had 
something to do with the experience 
or perception of something as 
immaterial. I think you could see 
design as ephemeral, in that way.  
I think architectural objects, like 
buildings, are ephemeral. Design  
is less ephemeral, if you retain the 
original set of drawings that define  
the idea. Ultimately, design is about 
time and the temporal nature of our 
life and architecture. 
How would you relate your work  

to the word ‘abundance’?
I am a real fan of William Kent and 

John Soane, and without a doubt their 
designs were incredibly abundant  
and luscious, with a real celebration  
of ornament. I enjoy abundant and 
exuberant architecture, and you  
kind of wonder why this is less  
evident today. It is not only about the 
economic or environmental factor;  
I think a certain modernist aesthetic  
is still very prevalent, along with its 
moralistic language. The luscious and 
exuberant is treated as immoral, whilst 
the drained and the reduced are 
regarded as morally correct, especially 
in this country. However, we also know 
that minimalism can be an extremely 
expensive and difficult architecture  
to build. A lot of what drives my work  
is concern about climate change. 
Abundance is not necessarily a term 
you would apply to climate change, 
where constraint in the use of natural 
resources is necessary; but I think it 
could be applied to issues of archi- 
tectural aesthetics and spatiality. 
Rousham and the Soane Museum  
are definitely spatially abundant.  
They offer choices, so that people  
can create their own different routes 
and narratives. There is a sort of 
imaginative abundance in these places.  
Speaking of modernist discourse, 

what about that age-old argument 
about form and function? 

I have always been interested in 
‘useless architecture’—architecture 
that is not defined by function. Instead, 
a space can be appropriated for a 
function for a period of time. I tend  
to be drawn to architects that think 
like that. In my next book, there will  
be a chapter on Louis Kahn. He was 
definitely concerned to make spaces 
that have a very particular quality to 
them, yet how they would be occupied 
would be up to the inhabitants. There 
is also that beautiful text by Robin 
Evans, “Figures, Door and Passages”.  
I was influenced by the way Evans  
talks about the Palladian villa, how  
the use appropriated the villa.  
Kahn was indebted to the principle 
that the Palladian villa is not defined  
by function. 
Your interest in ‘useless 

architecture’ brought to  
mind your fascination with  
the Barcelona Pavilion in your 
earlier work. What was it that 
intrigued you about it?
I think it was partly because the 

building was built for a very short 
period of time, then it was 
demolished, then it became famous 
through photographs, and then it  
was rebuilt. But people treat the 
reconstruction as if it were the 
original and that became interesting  
to me. I used it as a case study to 
discuss the relation between drawing 
and building, building and photography. 
I am interested in an architecture  
that has a physical ambiguity—an 
architecture that can be interpreted  
in many ways from different view-
points. When I am interested in 
someone’s work, I try to look at what 
they were looking at, what they were 
influenced by. In my earlier book, 
Actions of Architecture (2003),  
one of my projects proposed the 
transformation of the Barcelona 
Pavilion. This in turn became a catalyst 
for Weather Architecture (2012).  
That is the way I work; something that 
is a minor theme in one book becomes 
a major theme in another. 

Andrea Palladio, Villa Emo (1565), Fanzolo di Vedelago.
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hat if  we looked back at our data-starved 
past from the perspective of  our data-
opulent present? Western science as  

a whole could then be seen as a data-compression 
technology developed over time to cope with a 
chronic shortage of  data storage and processing 
power. Since the data we could record and retrieve 
in the past was limited, we learned to extrapolate 
and generalise patterns from what data we had, 
and we began to record and transmit condensed 
and simplified formal notations instead of  the 
data itself. Theories tend to be shorter than the 
description of  most events they apply to, and 
indeed syllogisms, then equations, then mathe-
matical functions, were, and still are, very effective 
technologies for data compression. They compress 
a long list of  events that happened in the past 
into very short scripts, generally in the format  
of  a causal relationship, which we can utilise  
to describe all other events of  the same kind, 
including future ones.

However, the mode of  use of  today’s Big  
Data tools has already led us to abandon cultural 
technologies and ways of  thinking so deeply 
embedded in history that we would have thought 
them timeless and universal. To mention just one 
well-known case, for the last 10 years Gmail has 

taught us to leave all our emails unsorted, as 
automated, full-text Boolean searches on the 
totality of  our email archive are more effective 
than manual searches on classified folders of  
incoming and outgoing messages, traditionally 
arranged by subject, chronology or any other 
criteria. Classifications are a retrieval tool: we  
put things in certain places so we know where 
they are when we look for them. Thanks to Gmail 
this is no longer necessary. However, classifications 
are also a very general philosophical tool we tend 
to use to make some sense of  the world. Without 
classifications, some would argue, humans cannot 
think. The Google science of  searching without 
sorting (also known as the art of  finding stuff  
without knowing where it is) suggests otherwise. 

Let us therefore imagine that we can collect an 
almost infinite amount of  data, keep it forever, 
and search it at will at no cost. The spirit of  Big 
Data, if  there is one, is probably quite simple, and 
it reads like this: whatever happened before, if   
it has been recorded, and if  it can be retrieved, 
will simply happen again, whenever the same 
conditions reoccur. This is not very different from 
what Galileo and Newton thought. But Galileo 
and Newton did not have Big Data; in fact, they 
often had very little data indeed. Today, instead 

THE NEW HISTORY AND SCIENCE OF BIG DATA

Searching  
Without Sorting

Words by Mario Carpo  
Illustration by Percie Edgeler 
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of  calculating predictions based on mathematical 
laws and formulas, using Big Data we can simply 
search for a precedent for the case we are trying 
to predict, and retrieve it from the almost infinite, 
universal archive of  all relevant precedents  
that ever took place. When that happens,  
Search will replace the method of  modern  
science in its entirety.

This is already happening, in some muted, 
embryonic way, in several branches of  the  
natural sciences, and more openly, for example,  
in weather forecasting. Science, as we knew it, 
tended toward universal laws, which bear on as 
many different cases as possible. Today’s new 
science of  Big Data is just the opposite: using 
information retrieval and the search for prece-
dent, Big Data causality can be applied to smaller 
and smaller sets, and it works best when the sets 
it refers to are the smallest. In social science and 
in economics, this novel Big Data granularity 
means that instead of  referring to generic  
groups, social and economic metrics can and  
will increasingly relate to specific, individual  
cases. The object of  this new science of   
granular prediction will no longer be a statistical 
abstraction—it will be each one of  us, individually. 

Since data scarcity has been a universal  
human condition across all ages, cultures  
and civilisations, we can expect to find similar 
strategies of  data compression embedded in 
most, if  not all, cultural technologies we have 
been familiar with to this day. Historiography,  
or the writing of  history, codified as an academic 
discipline and cultural practice in the course  
of  the 19th Century, is no exception. Like the 
modern scientist, the modern historiographer 
must infer a theory (in the case of  history, more 
often an argument or a story) from a vast archive 
of  findings. Halfway between the storyteller’s plot 
and the scientist’s theory, the historiographer’s 
narration, or history, weaves endless anecdotes 
into one meaningful narrative. This narrative, 
once again, functions as a lossy data-compression 
technology: only the story thus construed will  
be recorded and transmitted and will bear and 
convey memories, wisdom, or meaning, whereas 
most of  the individual events, experiences, or  
(in the Aristotelian sense of  the term) accidents 
that inspired it will be discarded and forgotten.

Yet, as Walter Benjamin had already intuited, 
today’s increasingly abundant dissemination  
of  raw information goes against this ancestral 
strategy of  story-building and story-telling.  

Let’s imagine, once again pushing the argument 
to its limits, that a universal archive of  historical 
data may be collected, recorded, transmitted,  
and searched at will, by all and forever. The  
term ‘historical’ would then become ipso facto 
obsolete, as all facts must have occurred at  
some point in time in order to have been 
recorded, hence all data in storage would be 
‘historical’, and none more so than any other.  
And since Google has already proven that  
no two searches are the same, every search  
in this universal archive would likely yield new 
results—based on user preference, context, 
endless more-or-less secret parameters, and the 
sheer complexity and whim of  search algorithms. 
Consequently, at that point no ‘narrative’, theory, 
story or sequence would be stronger than any 
other; in fact no narrative, theory, sequence or 
story would even be needed or warranted any 
more. Only the data would speak—forever, and 
whenever asked, never mind by whom, and  
every time anew.

Whether we like it or not, when an infinite 
amount of  facts are equally available for anyone’s 
perusal, search and retrieval, we may no longer 
need theories, stories, histories or narratives to 
condense or distill data and to present them in  
a linear, clean and memorable array. Many cultural 
habits we used to take for granted were in fact 
the accidental fallout of  data-skimping, and  
are already incompatible with the data-rich 
environment we live in. Again, one may argue 
that we will always need theories and stories  
for a number of  other reasons, but that is difficult 
to prove. If  Search is the new science, Big Data  
is the new history. But not the history we  
once knew. 

	 This article is excerpted and adapted from my longer “Big Data and  
the End of History” in Perspecta vol. 48 ‘Amnesia’ (edited by Aaron 
Dresben, Edward Hsu, Andrea Leung and Teo Quintana), pp. 46–59.
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Five multiplujillion, nine impossibidillion, 
seven fantasticatrillion dollars and sixteen 
cents: Scrooge McDuck’s fortune defies the 
categories of conventional arithmetic—but 
is that also the case for the architecture  
that shelters it? Don Rosa explains.

Architecture  
for Duckburg 

Tightwads

Words by  
Stylianos Giamarelos

on Rosa would certainly be 
envied by many architects. 
You don’t get to design the 

Money Bin for the richest duck in the 
world every day, after all. But who else 
could cope with that old miser as a client? 
Very few can claim they understand 
Scrooge McDuck as well as he does.

Rosa worked like a real-world his- 
torian of the fictional world of Duckburg 
—a city whose main characters 
(including Scrooge McDuck, the Junior 
Woodchucks, Gyro Gearloose, Gladstone 
Gander, the Beagle Boys, etc.) were 
originally imagined by Carl Barks in his 
classic Duck stories from the late 1940s 
to the late 1960s. Dissecting every single 
one of those stories in pursuit of 
relevant titbits of information, Rosa 
reconstructed The Life and Times of 
Scrooge McDuck, a historically accurate 
and chronologically consistent 
biography of the mighty duck. 

Far from understanding him as a 
greedy tightwad, though, Rosa’s biography 
endowed Scrooge’s character with the 
sense and sensitivity of a heartbroken 
collector. For Rosa’s Scrooge, being 
rich is just the outcome of a lifetime 
of adventure; in Tuomas Holopainen’s 
words, it is to seek to relive a memory. 
The three cubic acres of his Money Bin 
therefore serve as a vast repository of 
memories, containing only a fraction 
of Scrooge’s fortune—just the cash 
that reminds him of the adventure that 
made him earn it in the first place. 
Thus, when he famously declares he 
loves to dive around in his money like 

a porpoise, and burrow through it like 
a gopher, and toss it up and let it hit 
him on the head, it is not money in 
general nor their exchange value he  
is in love with; he cherishes those 
specific coins for their use value as 
the material carriers of his own 
history. Often portrayed as the 
arch-capitalist in the post-war  
world of comics, Scrooge is in fact 
 a romantic cracking capitalism; he 
refuses to be alienated by following 
the dictates of capital flow. He 
prioritises his own sentimental 
reasons for remaining attached to  
the three cubic acres of cash he 
stores in his Money Bin.  

Never interested in what his 
fortune can buy, Scrooge thus opted 
for a building that would not only serve 
as an office-cum-storage space, but 
also as a medieval Scottish fortress 
fending off aspiring intruders. Thus, 
the austere and rather unimpressive 
functional cube sitting on top of 
Killmotor Hill is paradoxically both one 
of the major urban icons of Duckburg, 
as well as one of its least accessible 
spaces. In Rosa’s 2001 story, “The Beagle  
Boys versus the Money Bin” it is actually 
the building itself that manages to outdo 
the Beagle Boys on its own, even when 
they try to infiltrate it with its detailed 
blueprints in hand. It was for the pur- 
poses of this story that Rosa eventually 
produced the first official plans of 
Scrooge’s Money Bin. Originally 
trained as a civil engineer, Rosa’s 
architectural sensibility might have 

also proven a perfect fit for the austere 
temperament of the duck who always 
thought of himself as only a poor old 
man. Here is what Rosa himself had to 
say about the whole creative process.



How did you end up writing a Duck 
story whose subtle protagonist  
is a building—Scrooge’s iconic 
Money Bin?
In honour of the 100th anniversary 

of Carl Barks’s birth in 2001, Egmont 
—my publisher—had the idea to 
produce a series of stories, each 
written and drawn by a different artist, 
and each featuring one of the great 
characters that Barks created for  
the comics. A great idea! At that same 
time, some Egmont branch editors 
were asking me what I planned to do 
to commemorate the 50th anniversary 
of Barks’s creation of both the Beagle 
Boys and the Money Bin, both of which 
first appeared in two consecutive 
issues of Walt Disney’s Comics & 
Stories in 1951. So, I finagled it such 
that my assignment in this special 
series was to do a story about Barks’s 
Beagle Boys as part of the Barks-
100th-Birthday celebration. Also, since 
that crooked gang and the Money Bin 
are virtually the same age—not  
to mention the fact that almost any 
Beagle Boy story involves the Money 
Bin—I decided that my story would 
feature both of those two different 
Barks creations, and it could therefore 
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also act as the combined 50th 
anniversary story for the Beagle  
Boys and the Money Bin that the  
other editors hoped for. 

But there was more. I planned a 
third important aspect for this story 
—a few years earlier I had decided to 
someday create comical architectural 
design plans of the McDuck Money Bin. 
This would be the perfect opportunity! 
My plot would be a sort of Beagle Boy 
tour of the entire Money Bin using 
some long lost plans they had 
discovered. This way, the plans would 
be an integral part of a story rather 
than just a stand-alone feature.
What were the main challenges you 

encountered in producing these 
architectural drawings? 
There was a trick to the idea. Not 

only does my story, as usual, take place 
sometime in the early-mid 1950s, but 
the plans that the Beagle Boys discover 
would be even older, from when the 
Bin was first built 50 years earlier.  
Prior to the 1970s, all architectural plans 
were done as ‘blueprints’. Blueprinting 
was a cheap method of making photo- 
graphic copies of large technical 
drawings. The result was equally large 
images on giant sheets of paper which 
were like a negative image of the original 
—white lines on a dark background 
which (due to the chemicals involved) 
was a dark blue. I remember some old 
blueprints in the antique files at the 
Keno Rosa Co. which my grandfather 
had founded in 1905. And since the plans 
in my story were supposedly created 
in 1902, I knew they had to be blueprints. 
How did you address the practical 

and technical aspects involved in 
the production of these plans?
I suggested the project to my good 

friend Dan Shane who works as a com- 
puter network systems administrator 
and has also had some training in 
architectural design. I sketched out my 
ideas for him and he created the Bin 
plans using Intergraph computer-aided- 
design software in his spare time. Every 
few days I would receive files of his work 
to see what he was doing, and I’d give 

him extra ideas or suggested changes, 
and he made suggestions of his own, 
until finally he finished the computer-
generated plans you see in this story.
Your Duck stories are famous for 

their real-and-fictional-world 
accuracy, due to the meticulous 
historical research you usually 
undertake. Was that also the  
case for your Money Bin plans?
I must admit that there is one 

aspect in which the blueprints in my 
story are inaccurate. Due to the shape 
of a comic book, we had to create the 
blueprints in ‘portrait’ style (more tall 
than wide) whereas true architectural 
drawings and blueprints, due to their 
large size, were always ‘landscape’ 
style (more wide than tall). In a portrait 
style, as are these in my story, it would 
be too difficult for us engineers and 
building contractors (of which I was 
both before I became an alleged 
cartoonist) would not be able to draw, 
make measurements or even clearly 
see the diagrams at the tops of the tall 
pages. But later that same year Dan 
Shane and I did redesign all of these 
same diagrams, plus some additional 
funny details, onto one large 
landscape style sheet. 

How comprehensive and 
accurate do you claim these 
drawings are, though?

Well, if any Barks fan wants to 
challenge me by saying that I am not 
showing certain rooms that Barks 
depicted in one of his many Scrooge 
stories, I’m ready for you. Notice that 
these plans do not show diagrams for 
all the floors. Any Money Bin feature 
that you recall and which you do not 
see in these plans would apparently  
be on one of those unshown floors! 
Carl Barks never drew the interior  
of the Money Bin the same way twice, 
and neither have I. I may try to be 
consistent about many facts in my 
stories, but if anybody expects me  
to try to make sure every scene  
I draw in the McDuck offices matches 
my own plans of those offices, they’re 
plain cuh-razy! 

 “I decided  
to draw 
architectural 
plans of the 
McDuck 
Money Bin, 
which the 
Beagle Boys 
would then 
discover.”

Blueprints for Scrooge Mc Duck’s Money Bin by Don Rosa and Dan Shane (2001).
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