Urban Occupation: CONCEPT 2009

Friday May 29

Studio Critique

In general many of the design and/or action concepts lacked specificity and remained in the vague realm of making generalisations about social issues, political ideas and the given site of Rosa Luxemburg Platz. You need to be more precise and maybe even more provocative! Being provocative does not always mean you will come up with solutions to real socio-political problems, but at least your design can begin by being invested in its socio-political, historical milieu. How does your project engage with social and/or political issues? In general a lot of your concepts work from generalisations and even from ready-made ideas, but there are actually a lot of things happening right now in Berlin! For example, the dispute between Volksbühne and their neighbours, or else, the story of the Romas (gipsies) squatting a church in Berlin, new questions about the identity and the whereabouts of Rosa Luxemburg’s body. Remember, issues of contemporary relevance may come to us from a past, and these issues may also be in the shape of concerns for a future. MOST IMPORTANTLY: think about what you want to achieve in a conceptual sense and then find the appropriate material language, or architectural translation (if any). ALSO: many proposals lack complexity, simply proposing one answer to a simple problem, but often a complex system of answers, requires that multiple things work together to create different outcomes, situations, conditions. The challenge is to frame a concept that focuses on a very specific topic that is relevant within contemporary discourse, or else, relevant politically and/or socially, and responds to a chosen issue in a specific way. The actual design response should engage carefully with the site, which means that a design/action response should take advantage of the current and specific conditions of the given site. More use needs to be made of the techniques of diagramming, story-boarding and collage/montage. For the most part everyone needed to undertake more careful and further individual research and analysis of the site, making this analysis relevant to the specific approach that is now being planned.

In general the individual critique below doesn’t sound strong, but be aware that we try to critique your projects in a well balanced way. In general all projects need to develop a deeper investigation of the issues being addressed and a more developed concept. Within the next 2 weeks your concept should be firmly established so as to allow for design development.

Critique of Individual and/or Group Design/Action Concepts:

Catalin:

Catalin’s project responded to the icon of the Volkbühne’s ‘wandering wheel’ as a recognizable sign in the city of Berlin, and proposed to use this icon to generate the design of a mobile, transformable performance space for the Volksbühne. The brief and intention here was clear, but somewhat to simplistic (conceptual advice see further down). Catalin could take further advantage of the studio’s collaboration with the Volkbühne to determine what else might be required with respect to a transportable, re-configurable performance space. Even though the first concept was presented as a sketch, the design almost seemed to have fixed on a determined direction: a way out of this problem might have been to propose three possible design approaches to the brief that Catalin is working with. Also what are the spatial qualities apart from the iconic form? How could your project become more provocative, more extreme? A mobile space for dispute? Part of the conceptual aspect of Catalin’s proposal was to observe the city and read its signs, and from these signs to generate a relevant architectural proposal. Do more signs than the ‘wandering wheel’ need to be selected? Also, what criteria allow for a selection of signs from the city of Berlin? Or even more fundamental, what are the signs of the City and what do they stand for? Create a stronger connection to the ideals / philosophy of the volksbühne. Further develop the proposal as a 300 word text, and further develop the analyses of the site as well as the ‘signs’ of Berlin where specifically relevant to the project. Eventually Catalin should plan to ‘test’ his scheme on a number of sites, if he is to fully develop the idea of a mobile, re-configurable architecture.

Antoine:

Antoine continued to develop his idea of an impermanent, ephemeral or ‘anti-memorial’ to Rosa Luxemburg. His proposal was framed as an action that would be undertaken as a ‘fake tour’, in particular of sites that memorialise trauma, for example, Peter Eisenman’s Jewish memorial, Daniel Libeskind’s Jewish Museum. A detailed map of the tour would be helpful, including instructions where public transport needs to be negotiated, etc. Antoine should also have a look at what legitimate tours are currently taking place in Berlin, and see how they are advertised and structured (for example, there are a number of bicycle tours that can be taken in Berlin). It might have been helpful to use a storyboard to describe the sequence of planned events through the ‘fake tour’…and finally, is it a fake tour, or rather another kind of tour?: focus on what happens along the process of the fake tour. find an appropriate climax. think about how you might name the tour! The proposed finale in the Volkbühne Kubus at the current site of the Rosa Luxemburg memorial, a line of text embedded in the pavement,  was an anti-climax and needlessly descended into toilet humour. Carefully consider how your tour should culminate. 

How could your project become more provocative, more extreme? There are rituals in place for ‘appropriate’ remembering, propose a new ritual, or ban all tourists from memorials…
Caitlin:

Caitlin was proposing a number of data-scape-like analyses to frame repeated elements, trees, street furniture, to be found in the public space of Rosa Luxemburg Platz. Her mode of analysis was supposed to augment the Situationist technique of psychogeographical mapping, but her metaphors did seem to get a little muddled. The data-scapes she created were finally quite detached from imagining a psycho-geography for Rosa uxemburg Platz. Also, she should be wary of making a literal translation or transposition of the data of her analysis into form and space!

Is  it that Caitlin wants to ask: what is the social / public relation to standardized objects, street furnitures, etc? Memory and the sense of deja vue was also disussed…

How could your project become more provocative, more extreme? Maybe here the answer is more subtle, less obvious?
Shaun:

The aim of Shaun’s project was to reconnect the site of Rosa Luxemburg Platz to its neighbourhood and to the city of Berlin, and to create an identity for the place, that at the same time resists further gentrification (certainly a challenge for the designer!). The ambitions presented here were fine at a general level, but the proposal lacks specificity. One idea Shaun mentioned was to create disabled access from the U-Bahn to facilitate ‘interconnectedness’: will this project be a matter of a number of such discrete interventions? Be careful about making claims about being able to offer the neighbourhood an ‘identity’ through designed intervention. Usually any identity is necessarily exclusive, and a shared identity is very difficult to impose on a neighbourhood. What a designer can do is offer some invitation to participate, but they cannot determine in advance how this invitation will be taken up. Furthermore, most designed attempts to improve a space do result in some for of gentrification (which on the other hand should not immobilise the designer). Perhaps what is needed here is a more specific problem as it relates to the site, so far the analyses have not really shed any new light on the site nor helped Shaun to frame a design problem. Work on a deep analysis of the place which has more levels (social etc.)

How could your project become more provocative, more extreme? Design buildings for social housing, there is a Taut social housing building somewhere around the RLP…
Niklas:

Niklas is also working on the difficult, age-old, immemorial architectural problem of memorialisation. He has proposed the paradoxical project of a memorial of a future people, a time to come, a monument for the future (a theme that in fact resonates with the philosophical work of Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, Giorgio Agamben, also Maurice Blanchot and Jean-Luc Nancy who frame the idea of a community to come in different ways). To present this future memorial Niklas framed a narrative scenario that described a proposed action on Rosa Luxemburg Platz: this was very well handled, and quite evocative. In the narrative Niklas imagined a hybrid figure from a future world that would be composed of the historical figures of the site (for example, Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Leibknecht), in addition, he imagined a scenario that related to issues of global warming and future projections about the rate of the rising sea level. By the conclusion of the critique it was suggested that Niklas put the question of memorial to the side and focus even more steadfastly on contemporary problems relevant to the site. create a monument rather for tomorrow or in a week than for 2050! how do you create a memory of the future or is it more a non-monument (a place) for activism? Offer something with a reference to contemporary issues rather than to historic ones. Nevertheless, by some dark serendipity Rosa Luxemburg’s fate has hit the news again and the question of the identity and whereabouts of her body has been raised, showing us that history continues to have an impact on the present!

How could your project become more provocative, more extreme? Engage with topics relevant today, or with events that might come to pass next week.

Caitlyn, Laure, Elba:

This trio wanted to imagine what can make us laugh in public space (the French philosopher Henri Bergson proposes that laughter is a specifically social phenomenon!). Laughter can be a very powerful thing, and it is not usually something that architecture and design are known to provoke in people! This trio has proposed an approach by way of a triptych of techniques: materiality; transposition; scale. Alongside laughter they wanted to find a way in which architecture could slow us down or invite us to pause and consider the minor details of our environments. A number of precedents were presented (some seemingly contradictory), if these offer some ways forward in the design process that will be good…perhaps the group needs to test out some approaches in situ themselves. A series of tests could be undertaken and documented, for instance, adhere some furry fabric to a façade, and see how passers-by respond? Lie down on the street in a parking place, and document this action, etc. Could it be that the three categories are made even more specific to the site, for instance, to focus on one kind of materiality (furriness, softness?), etc. Further analyses of the site will help this project move forward. More diagram work, story-boarding, collage, needs to be developed to enable this.

This proposal could be more provocative and demanding, and perhaps risks being too ‘friendly’?

How could your project become more provocative, more extreme? It is almost a too nice, cute project; more social or political engagement!
Chris: 

Chris suggested a large number of projections inserted into the public space around Volksbühne. The question raised was one of quantity and quality: is a large number of projected images a good idea, or would it be better to carefully locate just a few projections? The projections are also a kind of noise that could provoke Volksbühne and their neighbours. Chris needs to present a much clearer project intention! He also needs find very specific places within the site and respond to each of them in a site-specific way, even if all his interventions are still as  projections. Consider: Aren’t you creating a new disturbance in addition to the agora sound issue? Think of a social engagement on a different level: do you want to attract crowds or do you want to engage socially? Specify your goal and/or what effect you want to create?

What happens if you add a disturbance that makes both parties (residents and Volksbühne) complain?

How could your project become more provocative, more extreme? Produce more noise
Ryan:

Ryan’s project is about site lighting. He has recognised the current condition of the site as being under-lit and he is hoping to use light as a material to draw attention to other ways in which the site can be inhabited specifically at night. The specificity of Ryan’s proposal is good, though more analysis is needed in terms of which parts of the site might be emphasized through the use of light. Is there the possibility of activating existing spaces by light, and if yes, where is would that be? Also, Ryan could frame different lighting strategies, for instance, directional light, lights to create discrete zones, etc. Ryan could also further consider how he can work with and into the existing infrastructure of the site. The current proposal to run light along tram tracks is a bit weak, but Ryan could also consider the curb condition as an existing infrastructure that might be worked with, etc. The prism icon used by Ryan that transforms white light into the colours of the rainbow is suggestive…though whether this has been used as a mere graphic or in a more conceptual way is unclear. What this project still lacks is any social or political grounding. Does it have some kind of ‘reclaim the night’ (for the safety of women) agenda? Or some other agenda that responds to the social and political nature of the site? Work on a more thorough analysis of the existing space and its (light) conditions. What is the potential of light as a tool? Research the impact of electrification / lighting on urban space, but maintain a focus on the site and be wary of getting too distracted by references to other projects/artists (though a brief look at Olafur Eliasson may be of use).

How could your project become more provocative, more extreme? Here a more subtle interventions might be more appropriate.
Jacob and Ivan:

Jacob and Ivan have proposed a truly ambitious project that will require the help of all their friends, and friends’ friends! They will undertake an action in the form of a very special dinner in front of the Volkbühne, to which they will invite the directors whose plays are being presented in the impermanent Volkbühne auditorium, the neighbours collective which is currently complaining about the Volkbühne’s activities on the platz (and the noise that is purportedly being generated), and also passers-by. The dinner party action will feature in the last phase of what will be a filmed documentary that will follow the discussion between the Volkbühne and its neighbours, as well as the point of view of the invited directors. Jacob and Ivan propose to interview as many interested parties as possible. As the studio theory group found out, following a reading from Michel Serres, one group’s noise is another group’s meaningful message: this duo (Jacob and Ivan) can certainly work on the ambiguities between what constitutes noise and what constitutes a message. The graph diagram that J+I used to plan out the documentary was really excellent! (It would be worthwhile uploading an image of this diagram on the blog). The final result of the documentary should also be diagrammed and compared with this first planning diagram. Be wary, as a documentary approach does not guarantee that you can maintain an unbiased point of view. Also, plan the questions you will ask participants with the greatest care, and design all the details of the event, down to the colours of the serviettes and the graphics of the invitation to attend the dinner party. There should probably be a lovely crisp white tablecloth? Or not?

Also be aware that you are not neutral and an outsider! You are in the middle of the discussion and you might influence it as well. Maybe you should first get the trust of the parties but then disturb both in a very precise way. Will you produce more noise or conflict in the context?

Interfere, add a disturbance to the dinner and see how they react…

How could your project become more provocative, more extreme? Create a disturbance at the dinner party.

Michael: 

Did not show up, too bad; next time Michael.

