
Hans Hollein, Rolls-Royce Grill on Wall Street, 1966

INTERMEDIATE 10 
Valentin Bontjes van Beek & Winston Hampel

SLOT

“As Karl Rossmann, a poor boy of sixteen who had been packed off to America by his parents because a 
servant girl had seduced him and got herself a child by him, stood on the liner slowly entering the 
harbour of New York, a sudden burst of sunshine seemed to illumine the Statue of Liberty, so that he saw 
it in a new light, although he had sighted it long before.”

Franz Kafka, Amerika

The above opening lines of Kafka's unfinished early work describe the protagonist's longed-for 
moment of arrival after a long journey across the ocean. As he moves into the bay, he leaves his old 
life behind him, a new opportunity opens up– in a sense a light finally appears at the end of a long 
tunnel. Fittingly, it is in that very moment that the clouds in the sky above part, opening up a gap 
that seems to fill not only with sunlight, but just as much with the disgraced  boys's own dreams of 
what the alleged land of opportunity can offer.

Similar to this chance break in the clouds, the urban fabric is full of its own rifts and slots. These 
irregular spaces project more than void. By definition the slot is a place of reception with the almost
prophetic potential for delivery into a hungry, predestined something. The term equally describes 
immaterial segments – time or landing slots. In either case the slot invites unique inhabitation: to 
address it is to initiate an act of design. When the penny is dropped into the coin slot, a larger 
process comes into play, a chain reaction occurs.



Like Kafka’s stream of sunlight, slots open up narrow zones of potential across the city. This year 
Intermediate 10 continues its exploration of London’s context by focusing on the openings – the 
slots – that exist within the tightly knitted metropolis. From the narrow gaps between buildings, to 
the letterbox plate on a door, to the vast bombsites left by the war to be filled, London’s niches are 
the target and catalyst for architectural manifestations that are composed and sedimented, additive 
and subtractive, substantial, superficial, ordinary, fantastical, well-tempered, furious – and nothing 
to be afraid of. Just a charge of opportunity and delicious speculation.

Gordon Matta-Clark, Conical Intersect, 1975



Sol LeWitt, R609, Photo of Florence, 1976

SCHEDULE

The unit will continue to work on a year-long schedule which is split into four distinct parts: 
tension, charge, discharge and relaxation (reminiscent of Austrian psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich’s 
formula of life).

Prelude (tension) is where you are now. Tense. Nervous. Excited. Before the year starts, and before 
you start to succeed and fail.

Term One (charge) will be concerned with three things: firstly, the acquisition of representational 
and compositional skills (drawing, modelling, building/making, visualising) that will serve both 
documentary exercises (surveying existing sites and architectures) and the simultaneous 
development of conceptual ideas and strategies; secondly, a design proposal for a rooftop 
architecture (unit space) and the installation of a respective quasi-1:1 mock-up; thirdly, an 
understanding of slot(-ting) in architecture – to the extent of a verbal presentation outlining a 



position towards the term and condition in architecture and beyond. This first term charging period
will also involve the construction of a conceptual model, the visual exploration of comparative 
realities and a two-minute video using Photoshop and After Effects respectively. The term will begin
with a ten-day design competition and will culminate with a visit to Tokyo over the Christmas 
break.

Term Two (discharge), returning from Japan, we will start with a short summary and the post 
rationalisation of the Tokyo findings, leading (in)to the London-based project – choosing a site and 
a program – and climaxing with a full-fledged architectural proposition. Armed with the experience 
and understanding of Tokyo, we will formulate and craft a position for London, practically and 
conceptually, developing an approach to slot in architecture. Here, aspects of formal, contextual and 
operational nature will come into play. Simultaneously, the Third Year students will develop their 
TS submission, based on the first term design competition – which provides an ideal ground for 
testing and designing a submission, in terms of materiality, performance and structural invention, 
all leading to a technically proficient and enjoyable resolution.

Term Three (relaxation) is the shortest term of the year which will finalise the overall argument, 
returning to the initial coda investigation and progressively focusing on aspects of construction and 
representation. Here a post rationalisation and sharpening of the project will be pursued, 
culminating in the presentation of a personal, playful and proficient portfolio.

Pierre Chareau, Maison de Verre, Paris, 1928-1932
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AGENDA

Abandoned by Kafka, the novel Amerika remained unfinished and has consequently provided the 
point of departure for a range of interpretations. When things do not fully come together, when 
they do not fit all the way, slots can open up – and slots can become plots. Such an in-between is 
not merely a void, it is an ambiguous and narrow zone of potential. A niche demanding to be 
inhabited, posing the question what should or should not be slotted in. 'To slot' here is an action of 
delivery or depositing, but foremost an activation of or via a designated location – opening up to 
countless potentials: spatial, programmatic, legislative and temporal slots waiting for an insertion. 

Once discovered the slot turns into a predestined location of reception, neglected and greedy. One 
could say that each slot is connected to a sort of missing piece – like a key to a lock. Which should 
however not suggest that there is only one correct answer – or rather that this is a lock that can not 



be picked. But which approach might constitute a fitting lock-pick? Is it a cavity that needs an infill;
is it the slot itself that needs to be moulded; what is the relationship of positive and negative, big 
and small, old and new; is the slot an inverse of a project? Whatever form the slot may assume, it 
only provides the initial toehold for a much larger venture, a rippling effect. 

For us, slotting is not just a game of Tetris with blocks sent to the most fitting opening, but all 
about intentional association, about bringing together and speculating on the appropriate in-
between. And it is as much about spotting the gap, as it is about filling it. In this sense, the slot is 
still waiting to be declared and inhabited. At this point it is not much more than a place-holder – 
quite literally so.

Bruce Nauman, A Cast of the Space under My Chair, 1965–8
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AFTERTHOUGHT

A slot is always between things, inherently linked to the context – formed by it, part of it, yet, by 
definition, different from it. This forces any design proposal to approach it in medias res, right in the
middle of things. Here it is for each student to stipulate, explore and articulate what shape and form
the slot and the injection will take – using as tools specific fractions of addition, subtraction and 
multiplication, collision and separation, transplantation and insertion. 

The city – with its rich building stock and infrastructure, its concurrence of lifestyles, its conflicts 
arising from the varying economic possibilities, its collision of contrasting historic styles and 
technologies, and the countless narratives weaving its histories – provides the richest and the most 
relevant context for these explorations. Not to celebrate and romanticize the old, but to use 
(potentially, even abuse) the wealth in resources and potentials provided by this composition: 
materially, culturally, economically and politically. A wealth that need not be approached with 
courteous respect (adding a touch up or an olive in the drink), or even favourable intentions 
(providing an alleged solution or prosthesis), but in the way of an experimental, critical, and 
potentially subversive engagement with – and proposal for – the given situation.



NOTES FROM THE CLIENT

London is a densely knitted metropolis – with countless rifts in its urban fabric. These slots will serve
as a gateway to confront some of the problems that the ever-expanding city and its inhabitants are 
confronted with: gentrification, housing shortage and, more generally, the lack of space for “living”. 
In doing so we will focus our explorations around the idea of dwelling in its widest sense. Here, we 
understand dwelling not (only) as the home per se, but as a place of residing: to dwell on something
implies that one spends time, lingers or drifts around it. What the unit is interested in is the way in 
which the city is inhabited by its residents: from its bedrooms to its public spaces. 

The anatomy and the architectural configuration of the slot is formed out of the account of the 
existing, as a way to influence, promote and subvert what is to become. Like the injection of a drug,
the intervention in the slot (potentially even unknown to its host) has the ability to completely 
transform its host and context – it might form something entirely new, yet it will always be related 
to its origins; it can be soothing, but at the same time it carries treacherous potential. As an alien 
substance, a new player on the field, it will create a friction that will bring forth its own design 
constraints, parameters and potentials. 

We will meet twice a week for discussion of the projects on either Monday, Tuesday and Friday. 
These meetings will be held either in our Unit Space, alternative AA locations or an office in the 
Barbican. At times there will be seminars and workshops relating to specific themes, issues and 
techniques, relevant to the unit's agenda, will be discovered and pushed forward more intensely. 
All help, direction, instruction and even briefs will be provided by the unit masters, but at the same 
time it is central to the unit’s didactic ethos that each student develops a year-long project by 
deciding independently on all key aspects and directions which constitute a body of work (i.e., site, 
programme, format and context). In this regard, it is very important to note that no specific graphic
style or format will be privileged over any other, however, what will be expected is a clarity of 
thought, a sense of enjoyment, a dual compulsion to tackle pragmatics and risks, an inherent 
curiosity and the looming realisation that you might actually be learning something.

Karl Friedrich Schinkel, Design for a palais for Prince William, 1832



OUTLINE CONTENT

- Design proposal and construction sample of a roof-extension, demonstrating the programmatic, 
structural, technical and material strategies.
- Secondary research on the history and condition of the slot in architecture, its formation and 
appropriation via adequate building technologies.
- Primary research at a London site: exploring physical, structural, archaeological, social and 
historical conditions in order to identify a particular design focus.
- Understanding the use of precedents: the Maison de Verre, Elemental's Quinta Monroy, the 
Barbican, Hejduk's Berlin Gate House…
- Exploration of Tokyo; documentation, research and graphic analysis of a spatial condition.
- Design proposal based on the articulated understanding of slot on a domestic and urban scale – 
showing awareness of the tectonic and programmatic context (evidenced through design, idea and 
program), presented via a technically proficient set of drawings, images and models at appropriate 
scales.

Paul Rudolph. Lower Manhattan Expressway, New York, 1967-1972



TRAVEL

The author of Amerika, Franz Kafka, never went to America, but the alleged land of opportunity 
provided an ideal surface for the projection of his story Amerika. We will not cross the Atlantic 
either, but rather venture eastward, to Tokyo, over the Christmas break. Presentations and prompts 
about Japanese architecture will be made, but independently students should begin to familiarise 
themselves with some of the important figures of contemporary (and not so contemporary) Japanese
design: Maekawa, Tange, Kurokawa, Isozaki, Ito, Ando, Shinohara, Sejima, Atelier Bow-Wow et al. 
This trip is not simply a piece of end-of-term tourism: the ideas and references collected here will 
feed into the topic at large and will transition into the resumption of studies in London during the 
second and third terms.

Nishijin Type A, Pachinko Machine



Akira Yamaguchi, Teiji kubari gyonaribashira, pen, watercolor on paper, 2010



Werner Herzog. Fitzcarraldo, 1982

CHECKLIST

A further list of what to expect and encounter during the year includes:
- kicking out a design proposal in limited time
- adding something via subtraction
- finding something special in the most mundane
- getting lost in an unfamiliar city.
- the calm assurance of becoming proficient about your own whereabouts in a certain city.
- a technical mastery of the collaging techniques of photography – think Hannah Höch or Gordon 
Matta-Clark.
- how to talk in a compelling and convincing way about your design work and ideas without notes 
or other prompts for the duration of five minutes or 300 seconds.
- to draw well, in all forms of the traditional architectural canon (plan, section, elevation, and 
isonometry).
- to drop references wilfully and casually, and to have the intuition to follow your own leads.
- the construction and demonstration of a conceptual model, in scale, material and operation –  at 
all scales, from 1:1000 to 1:1.
- to visit libraries, archives, workshops and places of production.
- the crafting of a seductive text montages.
- the design of a light fitting, window handle, water tap or something alike in the context of the 
overall scheme. 
- to be able to analyse and document an existing site and to choose the crucial (and interesting) 
elements and scales properly.
- to be propositional and forthright.
- other skills, including welding, casting, collaging, editing, talking, reading, observing and 
composing, will be highly valued, as well as other more general talents that include eating, drinking,
dreaming, smiling, entertaining and keeping form.



Joel Sternfeld, Walking the High Line, 2009
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