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Introduction

The unit will explore the idea of architecture as a form of media. As 
media, architecture performs as communication through the languages 
it employs. We will examine the relationship between architecture 
and the wider cultures that surround it, and examine how architecture 
performs as part of the contemporary condition of globalization in an 
information age. 

In order to get to grips with architecture-as-culture rather than 
architecture-as-technology we need to engage with the idea of image. 
To be more specific: the way architectures ‘image’ addresses issues of 
taste and meaning in contemporary culture. 

We might term this approach the ‘Pop Vernacular’. Pop in the sense 
of a collective, popular, shared, contemporary-folk. Vernacular in the 
way that it surrounds us – the way the everyday landscape is altered 
by the imprint of media and information over its surface. The Pop 
Vernacular draws on all of time and space – it’s both a graveyard for the 
superseded and the spawning ground of unexpected futures.  We will 
unravel the mechanisms of Pop Vernacularisms – the ways in which it 
uses tactics of Repro, Neo & Knock Off create something that seems to 
glow with optimism and freshness, where as Douglas Coupland puts it 
“Nostalgia is a weapon”.  These tactics will inform the methodology of 
the studios programme, recombining and hybridizing familiar references 
from disparate sources in ways which alchemise new architectural 
approaches. The studio will pursue explore what Busta Rhymes 
calls “spectacular vernacular” - a radically reanimated zombie post 
modernism. 

The Pop Vernacular is entirely contradictory, plural and expansive: 
generic but specific, collective but individual, global yet unique in its 
every local iteration. Landscape Image. FAT



Techniques

We will use varied graphic techniques to develop a language that 
becomes a significant and speculative architectural act, extending the 
communicational possibilities of architectural representation. Techniques 
of collage, juxtaposition, overlay and montage will be employed 
to precipitate hybrid graphic languages. We will use cartooning 
whose exaggerated stylisation becomes a means of heightening 
communication.

Equally, model making will be a significant element in the units 
activities. Firstly, at small scale to explore the strange trans-substantive 
nature of the Pop Vernacular, where, for example ‘wood’ comes in a 
thousand different flavours, or ‘gold’ becomes an idea rather than a 
chemical element. These experiments will arm us with an attitude to 
the ways in which materials and construction are as much cultural as 
technological concepts – where, in a Marshall McLuhaneque way, the 
medium becomes the message . Secondly, large scale model making 
will make explicit and expansive proposals, like Doll houses whose 
narrative extends from the nostalgically domestic to confront complex 
issues of identity and meaning.  These models will become tools that 
resist the idea of architecture as abstraction. Borrowing from vernacular 
modelmaking techniques (railway models,  craft kits and so on), these 
constructions will synthesise an iconographically rich, spatially complex 
idea of architecture.

The unit will visit Model Villages and Utopian Towns, where the 
relationship of image to ideology is made explicit. These will become 
the sites first for research, then proposals. And through these proposals 
we will suggest how programme, typology and language combine to 
address specific social and cultural issues. Hoogvliet Herlijkheid Drawing. FAT



Design Exercises
TERM 1 WK 1-4 [DURATION 4 wks]

We will start the year with a series of 1 week exercises exploring 
techniques of representation, the communication of meaning through 
architectural language and cultural qualities encoded into materials.  
These will equip you with a range of skills and a toolkit of methods that 
will be used through the year.

1] Material : Experimenting with the experience of familiar materials

In contemporary materials we find a deep complexity. This complexity 
is imparted through the complexity of industrialised processes by and 
the demands of performace. We see materials formed into an image – 
often something that co-incides with an idea of nature.  This project will 
explore the confusion of material as substance and material as culture 
through the simulation of natural material, their qualities re-invented 
through several physical models.

2] Drawing : Iconic architectural images and communication

Drawings include certain kinds of information at the expense of 
other information. They are a language unto themselves.  Particular 
graphic techniques prioritize particular kinds of information.  You will 
re-represent canonical architectural images using a variety of graphic 
techniques, each to communicate a different perspective of the image.

3] Use : Hybrid programmes 

If you take a look at the unit bible – the Argos Catalogue – you will find a 
whole range of ways in which ‘use’ and aesthetics combine.  Sometimes 
objects looks like they do one thing, but they do something else entirely.  
You will illustrate using graphic techniques/drawing/photoshop and 
describe the attributes of your propsal to really sell it to us.

References to colour and inform all of the above proposals will be dug 
from the global mountain of contemporary communication techniques 
by yourselves as you act as cultural miners. Get digging.

Soft Hercules. FAT 2008



Model Village
Short Project - TERM 1 WK 4-10  [DURATION 6 wks]

Bekonscot is a model village in Beaconsfield, an affluent suburban 
town west of London just off the M40. Built in the 1930s, the model 
village encapsulates a particular moment of history - a certain idea.

The model village acts as a condenser of meaning for the activities and 
cultural baggage of the society that produced it, and is a reflection of a 
certain societies ideals.  Other city models that we might look at include 
an idealised vision of the past like Mussolini’s model of ancient rome: 
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/~grout/encyclopaedia_romana/imperialfora/model.html

or aspirational visions of the future such as Shanghai’s ever changing 
city model: http://www.flickr.com/photos/andrewcurrie/230581655/

Bekonscot is a model of England but might have fallen a bit behind the 
times and needs updating. To do this you will study the surrounding 
context of suburban Beaconsfield and ask:

How does Beaconsfield really work?  What’s everyday life like here 
today?  What do people do?  What do places feel like?

You will build an intervention or addition to the model village at scale 
1:12, that reflects your research done on the area of Beaconsfield. You 
will need to think about the programmes and activities that you are 
proposing, are they everyday and pragmatic or fictional and utopian and 
how do your proposed forms and materials relevant to the ideas and 
issues you are addressing.  [Earlier toolkit of skills will help with this]

For more on Bekonscot, visit http://www.bekonscot.co.uk/Princess Elizabeth visits Bekonscot



Service Station
Main Project - Terms 2 & 3

Beaconsfield Service Station is sited on the M40 – a motorway linking 
London with Birmingham. It is Britains largest service station and 
houses the most petrol pumps of any UK petrol station, a McDonalds 
a KFC and a hotel amongst other things. Its recent construction has 
been locally controversisal, coming into conflict with the community that 
surrounds it. So the site is in fact two sites. 

1. The generic landscape of the M40. The non-place of the  
 motorway and the nomadic comunity of travelers.
2. The local town of Beaconsfield with its culturaly specific  
 vernaculars, history and social context.

Each is equally real, but different kinds of real. That’s to say the ‘space’ 
of the Highway operates differently to the ‘space of a town. They have 
different kinds of populations, different kinds of activities, different forms 
and typologies, different histories.

We, however will be looking at the intersection between the two. The 
Service Station will become the site of your proposals

Through these architectural propositions we will ask questions such as:

How do specific civic values, identities, uses, combine with generic uses?

How might social housing and Petrol pump collide?

How might the scales of infrastructure and urban fabric mesh?

How does regionalism intersect with the non-place of highway?

Just as the site occupies scales of local and national, your projects will 
be generated from local research but acknowledge the global cultural 
condition of contemporary communication.
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Sam Jacob

Sam Jacob is a director of FAT whose award winning projects include the Hoogvliet Heer-
lijkheid – a park and cultural centre in Rotterdam; Islington Square social housing and the 
Sint Lucas Art Academy in the Netherlands. Current projects include the design of schools 
in the UK and the Netherlands, an interior for Selfridges, London, contributions to exhibi-
tions at Arc en Reve and forthcoming Rotterdam and Schenzen/Hong Kong Architecture 
Biennials. 

As writer and critic he is contributing editor to Icon, architecture editor of Contemporary 
and columnist for Art Review. 

Jacob has taught at schools in the UK and the US at graduate and prostgraduate levels 
including University of Greenwich, Westminster, and Yale.  More at www.fat.co.uk & www.
strangeharvest.com

Tomas Klassnik

Tomas Klassnik is director of The Klassnik Corporation a design practice focused on 
architectural speculation.  Recent projects include proposals for a superheated London in 
2035, fantasy bus stops and an arts strategy for the 2012 Olympics. UK correspondent for 
Deutsche Bauzeitung, he has also taught at Chelsea College of Art and the RCA. More at 
www.Klassnik.com
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