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MAXIMUM COMFORT

‘Spectacle is the sun that never sets over the empire of modern passivity.’ Guy Debord
 
During the last decade, the rapid expansion of digital infrastructures and apps has drastically transformed our way of life, our way 
of behaving and our way of thinking. Self-driving groceries allow us to finally avoid supermarkets. Smart passive heating and cooling 
systems sense our movements and learn our living patterns for ideal temperature control. Nanotechnology is enabling continuous il-
lumination anywhere and anytime. We enjoy the freedom to work from a distance, book a room on Airbnb in the private house of a 
Roman, share a car with a stranger, download a record and learn German through Skype. This is simply the way we live. What used to 
be the high street now comprises the nine buttons of an iPhone. In a world obsessed with the suppression of effort, this year Diploma 
17 will question our current paradigm: maximum comfort.
 
Diploma 17 is interested in the socio-political role of architectural form. Over the past few years, we have studied the implications of 
information and communication technologies on occupancy. The unit strongly believes in architecture’s capacity to enact and affect 
participation, stimulate the corporeal experience of space and provide a framework for public life. We will explore tactics of destabili-
sation of the body to disrupt our normative understanding of architectural space in search of the unexpected.
 
The production of architecture, and to a large extent our creativity, is increasingly conditioned by norms, the industrialisation of archi-
tectural elements and the design tools we use. While numerous digital design packages and product libraries promise endless varia-
tion, the outcome is always somehow predetermined. Rejecting this condition, we will reconsider the politics of ‘the making of archi-
tecture” to speculate on and develop sophisticated, but nevertheless affordable, fabrication strategies to counter the homogenisation 
of space. Rooted in socio-political issues, we will develop urban proposals through research and intense design experimentation. The 
unit will investigate material testing, prototyping, photography and film as a way of negotiating our ideas with the real.

Lençóis Lagoa do Peixe, Brazil, Massimo Vitali, 2013.
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The unit’s approach is split between two main concerns: On the one hand designing architecture for its immanent corporality and 
experience and the other hand with the politics of construction and a complete rethinking of building procedures. The massive digiti-
zation of the world is challenging us to assign new meaning to physical space and to redefine the changing notion of what is a shared 
space. Jean Piaget’s epistemological theory of Constructivism is a theory of knowledge that argues that we generate knowledge and 
meaning from an interaction between our experiences and our ideas. 

_IMMANENT CORPORALITY
“Man is nothing else but what he purposes, he exists only in so far as he realises himself, he is therefore nothing else but the sum of his 
actions, nothing else but what his life is.” Jean-Paul Sartre. Existentialism is a humanism. 1946

As a unit, we prioritise the behavioral attributes of architectural space for its capacity to enact and affect participation, to materialize 
relational spaces and to re-position the body through action and the triggering of senses. In a period of exacerbated digital solitude, we 
believe architecture has to be thought of as an anchoring point in the real, providing spaces for effective coexistence as well as a pri-
mordial means of escape from our commodified digital lives. Claude Parent in his “function of the oblique” argues that by destabilising 
the body through the use of the oblique plane, the body is confronted with a dialectic between the effort to climb up and a potential 
to let go. The body cannot relieve itself from its environment but rather is fully engaged with the real. 

As the Internet continues to infiltrate every sphere of life, the distinction between spaces for working, dwelling, learning and leisure is 
collapsing, affecting the way we design and experience boundaries in architecture. This increase in informal use of space and radical 
changes in occupancy suggest new ergonomic strategies in architecture. The characterization of space through function doesn’t mat-
ter that much anymore. What is more important today is for architecture to address the coexistence of a multiplicity of activities and 
timeframes within one space and to provide a clear spatial framework for both acts of socialization and solitude. 

The primary context for our projects is the disciplinary knowledge of architecture as well as the socio-political condition in which we 
live in. Projects in the unit will address and respond to contemporary issues and will prioritise experiential and organisational strategies 
as the socio-political and ethical framework for living together.

_DIGITAL CONSTRUCTIVISM: ‘MAKING OF’ 
“What we do depends on who we are, but it is necessary to add also that we are, to a certain extent, what we do”. Henry Bergson. 
Creative Evolution.

The unit is interested in the idea of “digital constructivism” and highly engaged in developing new constructive strategies. We are 
interested in the making-of as a primordial cultural production of the architect. Constructivism holds that learning can happen most 
effectively when people are active in making tangible things in the real world. The actions and the pleasure we obtain out of making 
and practicing ideas are central to our unit‘s ethos. The industrialization of architecture has been a major proposition of the modern 
movement. The synergy between modernist architects and industry enabled to provide housing for millions and to improve the qual-
ity of life for people living previously in slums, suffering re-location after the war or following de-colonisation. But the standardization 
produced by building codes and the industrialisation of architectural elements has unfortunately resulted in architect’s role being 
gradually reduced to project management and product specification submissive to industrial interests. Rejecting this condition, we will 
reconsider the politics of construction to speculate on and develop elaborate, but nevertheless affordable, production strategies to 
counter the homogenisation of space.
We are interested in technology, but we continuously question and reassess contemporary design techniques. As architects, our 
knowledge or ignorance of the tools we use tends to determine and constrain our creative capacity and ultimately condition our design 
decisions. A very popular principle in the Silicon Valley is the idea of “Frictionless learning”. It assumes that all learning today should 
be comfortable, reducing effort and ultimately limiting our freedom to imagine the new. In our own discipline, the combined effect of 
image abundance and replication over the internet and the impact of frictionless computer software is inducing knowledge standard-
ization. Concurrently, architectural thinking and technical expertise is expanding to new territories such as public art, gaming, cinema 
and fashion. Therefore it is important for us to promote a certain form of skillfulness as a catalyst for imagination and creative thinking.

// UNIT APPROACH
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This year we will continue our exploration on spaces for knowledge exchange focussing more specifically on the notion of comfort. 
Comfort is omnipresent; it discreetly makes part of today’s everyday life. It is commonly described as a situation of total well-being, 
absence of trouble and nuisance. It is a physical and/or mental state where no effort needs to be given in order to feel good.  

Dinghy, Future SystemsEdward Norton, Fight Club 1999

// LIVE YOUR MYTH AND AWAKEN TO A DIFFERENT WORLD: MAXIMUM COMFORT 

Access to material comfort has evolved through time. In ancient Babylonia, Egypt, Greece & Rome, good pillows made from wood 
where a must. Perfumed milky baths were non-negotiable and ventilated rooms, whether mechanised by slaves or passively through 
the spatial layouts of the courtyard typologies were already standard. But this was only for a privileged few. Centuries later, the advent 
of the industrial revolution and its consequential incremental development of a society of consumption, saw the emergence of a whole 
new range of objects, equipments, services and ultimately needs. The 20th century modern movement radically revolutionised our 
modes of living. Adolf Loos’s elimination of ornamentation significantly reduced physical labour in construction. Construction materials 
were engineered to optimise speed and ease of construction through dimensioning, weight and assembly techniques. 

The role of ‘Function’ became primordial for the eradication of domestic slavery such as the creation of nurseries in the familistère de 
Guise or the rationalization of the kitchen developed by Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky. After WW2, comfort became one of the corner 
stones for the set-up of the ‘minimum guaranteed’ such as requirements for natural light, air and public equipments. Sanitary, heat-
ing, acoustics, and room sizes became quantifiable categories enabling to statistically measure ‘quality of life’ and to produce legisla-
tion and norms aimed at guaranteeing ‘standards of living’. For Marcel Mauss, a huge effort has been carried out through history in 
“techniques of production and comfort” essentially safeguarding man from diverse aggressions wherefrom he seeks protection. With 
time, an exacerbated construction industry has emerged from the simple elementary necessity for warmth and shelter. Mauss points 
out “the arbitrary character of everything that bears to protection…it’s almost exclusively social… the elasticity of human adaptation 
is boundless” 

Comfort is primarily a social norm and differs immensely according to social groups, context and epoch. The perception of thermal 
comfort for example whether individual or collective is relative. In the early 20’, British bourgeois recommendations for households 
where 14°C for the living room and 11°C for bedrooms while Australian aboriginals in the 60’ were  accustomed to freezing desert 
temperatures without clothing. In terms of sizes, In the early 20th century St Petersburg, density and promiscuity was so high that it 
was averaging 3,1m2/pers. The normal setting for the vast majority of its population was to live in damped badly heated barracks on 
a 24h rotation schedule of shared rented bunks beds. 
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We should not only understand comfort as a question of needs but also as a definer of privileges and inequalities between social 
groups. Through comfort we express who we are, gradually deforming our moral and paternalistic judgement of ‘good’ taste and 
‘being civilised’.  Comfort is also costly to certain people while enriching others. Liberating objects have flooded our markets such as 
dishwashers, elevators and remote controls. Its irresistible emphatic qualities makes it the perfect marketing tool, it operates easily as 
the ultimate trending machine.

A domesticated brave new sanitized world appears, isolating people from each other, wherein all sensations tend to disappear. As an 
instrument of normalization, comfort operates as a manual. A programmed world implies submission to its rules; it’s in opposition to 
the spontaneous and men’s capacity to invent their lives. Paradoxically comfort is not only constraint but it embeds a fundamental 
philosophical dimension that relate to ideas of freedom, knowledge and existence.  For Epicurus, our existence should aim towards 
ataraxy , defined as the absence of trouble, and pleasure by being free. 

As a unit, we will be focusing on both the positive and perverse impact of comfort, and its physical, intellectual and social implications 
in architecture. The ambition will be to unravel its vast political, cultural and social ubiquity, to unearth its influences through history 
and highlight its impact and pervasive role on all aspects of design, construction and environmental experience.  

Live your myth and awaken to a different world: Maximum Comfort
 

Dome over Manhattan, R. Buckminster Fuller - Shoji Sadao, 1960
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// TERM 1

Thomas Mailaender, 2016 El Conde de Torrefiel, 2013

1_CONCEPTUAL BEGINNINGS                        Week 1–2 / Term 1

We will start the year by investigating your subject of interrest and initial brief. The objective for the year is to use the project, in order 
to investigate a series of hypothesises in relation to your subject on comfort. You will collect, map, analyse and curate all relevant data 
to support a few initial observations and related research questions. This will be instigated through two documents: a documentation 
book and a photography book.

_Documentation book (see chapter on context)
Begin, without generalising, from a concrete objective observation in relation to comfort. Then create for each observation a com-
parative study of your ‘case’ with min. 1 or 2 key historical counter references. This can be done in the form of texts, stats, images or 
drawings. The objective will be to confront mainstream thinking and to implicitly reveal the important paradoxes and questions that 
those observations produce. 

_Photography book (see further the chapter on radical realism)
Develop observation skills through the medium of photography. The aim is to compile a documentary and precise inquiry around a 
particular subject on the notion of comfort by implicitly depicting the other side of the coin and to desacralise the glamour and socio-
cultural foundations.

Important dates:
Pin-up 1: Monday 10/11

THE GIRL AT THE 
TRAVEL AGENCY 
TOLD US THERE 
WAS A 
SWIMMING 
POOL IN THE 
APPARTMENT
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2_TECTONIC THINKING                   Week 3 –6 / Term 1

“After the separation of partitions or vertical walls generating the classic opposition of front and rear, the oblique and horizontal floor-
ings no longer set off the above and under, that is, the surfaces and the undersides of the surfaces. Thus, the artificial floor becomes 
an actual “floor to be lived on” – a living ground.  Claude Parent and Paul Virillo, Architecture Principe, éd. de l’Imprimeur,1997, p.8

During this phase, we will be focusing on design experimentation while concurrently developing an understanding of the performa-
tive and behavioral qualities of space. The purpose of this phase is to design a set of elements that will form the premises of a distinct 
vocabulary for your project. We will explore geometrical integration as a way to synthesise into one form: spatial experience, envi-
ronmental performance, structure, ergonomics and circulating. Through prototyping and continuous critical assessment, we will be 
revisiting double curved spatialities such as shell structures, tensile structures and pneumatics through innovative materials and new 
constructive strategies. You will develop a tectonic system, focusing on its ability to stimulate the body while producing a variety of 
spaces for both collective gathering as well as solitude. This formal experimentation should respond to a precise set of criteria, histori-
cal precedents and make use of contemporary material and fabrication strategies. We will be developing a series of spatial as well as 
structural concepts through the hybridization of architectural elements (wall and floor, column and ceiling…). 

Important dates:
Pin up: Monday 6/11/2017 @ 10:30

Cheryl Lim, Kitchen Gastropolis, 2017 Roman Lovegrove, 2017
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Berkin Islam, 2017

John Kanakas 2017 Berkin Islam, 2017

Simone Tchonova, Terra Nullius, 2017
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3_INTERNAL LOGIC                       Week 7-12 / Term 1

During this phase, we will be shifting our attention from tectonic strategies to the coupling of a variety of programs. As you become 
more agile designers and develop thematic drivers for the project, our explorations will gradually integrate a greater level of complex-
ity. You will be developing and testing organisation strategies incorporating uses at the building scale while critically responding to 
your thesis subject. We will reimagine the organisation and experience of shared spaces addressing critically the impact of comfort at 
an urban scale. The internal logic of your project will need to make use and contextualize your tectonic studies through its adaptation 
to a broader range of situations. We will experiment with combinatory clustering, possibilities of incomplete planning and challenge 
notions of hierarchy.  A key area of investigation will be to address common space and the conditions by which architectural form can 
shape the relationship between the individual and the collective.  We will address the increase in informal use of space and hybrid 
occupancy and will aim to integrate new ergonomic considerations, while critically assessing the normative principles of Modulor or 
Neufert. Using the city as the infrastructural, social as well as knowledge apparatus, our goal is to propose spaces of variable socializa-
tion and public modes of engagement within the city. 

Important dates:
Pin up: Wednesday 22/11/2017 @ 10:30
Final Crit: Thursday 14/12/2017 @ 10:30

John Kanakas, 2017
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// WORKSHOPS - DIGITAL TOOLS 

// TS 5

Technical Studies in 5th year is an integral part of the unit interrest; therefore we will go for late submission. In Dip 17, TS5 will em-
phasize research on new architectural production strategies including digital manufacturing, formwork, prefabrication and assembly 
strategies.  Term 1 tectonic concepts will be further developed and resolved as well as the environmental comfort of the project trough 
materials technology and environmental engineering. 

Important dates:
Interim Jury: Tuesday 6/03
Final Submission: Tuesday 24/04

Jocelyn Arnold, 2017

The project development will be supported by a series of workshops during term 1 and 2. Invited specialists will introduce you to a 
series of digital design techniques such as Nurbs modelling in Rhino, Subdivision modeling and for those who want more advanced 
software such as Grasshopper pluggins (kangaroo, karamba,...). Concurrently, a series of seminars will focus on large scale manufactur-
ing techniques that will inspire you in defining your own material and fabrication strategy. Finally, we will organise two workshops with 
a photographer from NAARO to help you develop a distinctive visual language through film, photography and editing.

Workshop 1: Subdivision modelling to CNC milling and thermoforming.
Workshop 2: Advanced Rhino / Grasshopper.
Workshop 3: Photography and Film with NAARO.
Workshop 4: Photo and Video editing with After Effects.

Roman Lovegrove, 2017
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Yuyu He, 2016

// TERM  2 -3

The second term will be dedicated to the design development and consolidation of the conceptual strategies developed in term one. 
You will be deploying speculative proposals that respond critically to your specific socio-political issue. We will focus on the design of 
a mixed-use civic building that couples different activities of the city.   This will include 1 to 1 material testing and large scale “making 
of” models of your tectonic at scales 1/2, 1/5 or 1/10. This year we will emphasize the design of envelopes concurrently with environ-
mental control in relation to the idea of comfort. The material definition and constructive strategy of your project will be a key element 
to consolidate in this stage. 

During the final part of the year, we will be focusing on the communication of your proposals through a few key large photo assem-
blages and drawings, films and immersive physical models. We will aim to express the project’s ‘immanent corporality’ by entertain-
ing a disturbing closeness with reality, targeting the complicity and friction between the object and the objective. You will develop a 
distinctive visual language, spanning through the entire portfolio, which should be approached as a project of its own. 

Important Dates:

Group Discussion: Tursday 18/01

Pin-up: Thursday 01/02

Final Jury: Wednesday 28/03

4th Y Preview: 14-15/03

5th Y Preview: 21-22/03

Pin-up: Wednesday 25/04

Super Crit: Wednesday 16/05

4th Y Tables: 6-7/06

Diploma Commitee: 13-14/06

External Examination: 20/06

Yuyu He, 2016
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Jonathan Cheng, Where is the center?, AA diploma Honours 2017

Zhefan Pan, Landscapes of democratisation: Leisure as statecraft, 2017



AA Dip 17

Research and theory will not be approached as a separate preliminary exercise but will be conducted throughout the year concurrently 
with the project development. The process implies going back and forth between theory and practical testing and experimentation. 
This research will be compiled in a documentation book & photography book. The methodology used will be, to continuously inter-
rogate your observations in order to respond to your research questions, while in parallel establishing clear contextual limits and 
material constraints for your project. These self-defined constraints include precise aspects that are qualitative and quantifiable such 
as a particular consequence of comfort on social structures and behaviours, building equipments, spatial layouts & sizes, particular 
building regulations and norms, construction technology & materials. You will support your own research enquiry through readings 
from our bibliography, the production of your own documentary photos and the collection and analysis of references and data. During 
this study, it is crucial that you use a variety of “perspectives” to understand your observations and to question the norm by unravelling 
underrepresented information while continuously remaining critical towards dominant information.  The aim is to shed a new light on 
your chosen issue by revealing constructed realities and challenge stereotypes. You will highlight political, social or existential ques-
tions.  In order to define the conceptual and theoretical questions of your project, we will ask you to work on two parallel and inter-
related fronts: one focusing on socio-cultural and political conditions and the other on spatial qualities and construction technologies.

_Socio-cultural and political conditions: 
Always depart from the micro in order to extract and discuss a much broader issue related to architecture. Depart from real-life obser-
vation of a very concrete reality. It can be a fact, a daily action, a routine, a journalistic piece, a historical record, an event, or a tweet 
on the Internet. It will be essential to remain as objective as possible and to refrain from generalisation. 

_Spatial qualities and construction technologies:
Focus on precise architectural concepts related to your topic. Examples such as its conceptual premise, its internal spatial organisa-
tion or a specific aspect of its constructive method. You will demonstrate an understanding of how these architectural ideas can be 
disseminated through a variety of means including buildings, drawings and writings. This will include the collection and production of 
diagrams, comparative studies, existing site drawings, maps and quality photos.

Important dates:
Hand-in Term 2: Monday 8/01
Hand-in Term 3: Wednesday 26/0

// CONTEXT



AA Dip 17Kira Sciberras, Voluptuosity, Technical Studies High Pass 2017.



AA Dip 17

// UNIT TRIP            

PARIS                                            Week 7 of term 1 / 10 > 12 NOV

We will catch the train for a week-end trip to Paris where we will attend major international venues on photography and art, such as 
Paris Photo, Maison Européenne de la Photo, Centre George Pompidou and private galleries amongst others.

Niteroi Contemporary Art Museum, O. Niemeyer

BRAZIL                                                    week 5 / Term 2 

During our fieldtrip to Brazil we will immerse ourselves in the dense urban fabric of Rio de Janeiro , Sao Paolo and Brasilia and explore 
both planned  and informal urban environments. We will be studying and discussing prominent projects from the last century to to-
day, looking at work from important figures through theoretical, historical enquiries and site visits. Our visits will include major works 
from O. Niemeyer, A. Reidy, J.B. Vilanova  Artigas, L. Bo Bardi, L. Costa and P. Mendes da rocha. Beside architecture, we will visit Brazil’s 
vibrant art scene but also more discreet places of the music scene to experience the dynamism of the Brazilian metropolis.
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Lafargue, paul. The Right to be lazy
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Tschumi, Bernard. The pleasure of architecture
Vrachliotis, Georg. Frei Otto: Thinking by Modelling
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//UNIT STAFF :

Dora Sweijd and Theo Sarantoglou Lalis are the founders of LASSA Architects (Lassa-architects.com), an international architecture 
studio with offices in London and Brussels. LASSA operates at the intersection between the fields of art, technology and social science. 
Their research focusses on the relationship between form and behaviour as well as new constructive strategies involving self-assembly.

LASSA was a finalist for a number of internationnal awards including the 2012 Chernikov award and the Lisbon Triennale 2014. In 2010, 
LASSA was awarded a REA European research grant for COELUX, an advanced lighting system, in partnership with world leading spe-
cialists  (Next Limit and Bratenbach) as well as research institutions throughout Europe (Politecnico di Milano) and Switzerland (ETH).  

Dora and Theo have been teaching at the AA since 2009 and have run architecture and urban design workshops in Europe, Australia, 
Brasil, China, Iran and the US. They have taught postgraduate studios at Harvard and Columbia and undergraduate studios at Chalmers 
and LTU in Sweden. Dora received her masters from the Bartlett and is a registered architect in Belgium. Theo received his masters 
from the Bartlett and is a registered architect at the ARB since 2003.

Pocket Nursery, Belgium.Villa Ypsilon, Greece


