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What is the AA Museum Lab?

The Museum Lab is a Diploma Unit of the AA. The course aims to 
introduce students to the schizophrenia of the real life of architects 
- constantly oscillating between thinking and designing, writing and 
building, working in isolation and participating to collective efforts - by 
means of developing two parallel projects: a personal investigation on 
the paradoxes and role of contemporary cultural institutions and a live 
project.

Aiming to collectively trace evidence of ideological, cultural, social, 
structural and technological transformations of museums and cultural 
production practices, each student is invited to construct an indip-
endant thesis supported by a dense programme of seminars, work-
sops, guided visits to cultural institutions and interviews.

In 2016-2017, the “live project” entailed the design and construction  
of a Nomadic Bookstore for the Lars Müller Publishers in occasion of 
the Salone del Mobile in Milan. Ultimately asserting the role of the me-
dium of books in the expanding digital era, the pavilion project allowed 
the students to produce independent competing design proposals, 
simulate the foundation of an architecture office, prototype building 
components, collaborate with suppliers/contractors, fundraise, and, 
experience the excitement of constructing their own project.

Presented through the unique representational and analytical 
tarchitectural tools, the research culminated in the production of 
individual books which addressed the following themes …
The “Flipside of Globalization” research agenda induced students 
to conduct regional investigations on 20th century China, Russia, 
Argentina, Japan and Lebanon. In doing so, spaces of the Soviet 
and Chinese avant-garde movements were seen as compelling 
counter models to the current dominant iconic museum archi-
tecture; forgotten/censored histories of interstitial spaces for art 
during WWII were unveiled; and cities like Beirut were analysed 
as case studies to establish a paradoxical dialogue between 
violent destruction and cultural creation within the city. Reflections 
on the “White Cube for Modern Art” allowed students to unfold 
the emergence of the typology of modern art museum from two 
complementary positions: tracing the history of the evolution of 
the museum architecture through the different political, social 
and cultural shades of white; and proposing a comparative study 
between Willem Sandberg and Alfred Barr. The complexity of 
the “Universal Museum” was explored at once by tracing the 
development of museum storages while speculating on a digital 
network of information flow, and by challenging the very notion of 
universality by proposing alternative curatorial strategies. Finally, 
a research on the phenomenon of globalization of the contempo-
rary art market revealed the emergence of new hybrid typologies 
of spaces for art.

Conceived as an itinerant urban structure, the Nomadic Book-
store’s hovering LED-lit roof projected ever-changing titles of Lars 
Müller Publishers’ books into the city. 
Inside the pavilion, the predominant use of fine cork allowed for a 
uniform exhibition display and provided an acoustically subdued 
environment within the hustle of the urban context. 
The pavilion was inlcuded in Archdaily’s list of “Best worldwide 
student projects of 2017.
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The investigations of the AA Museum Lab on the role of cultural insti-
tutions is carried forward this academic year focussing on the Mediter-
ranean and its epicentre: Palermo.

The fragmented nature of the Sicilian city – century-long catalyst of 
exchange between civilizations; destination of enlightened Grand Tour 
travellers; target of severe bombing during WWII; site of governance 
experimentation between the ‘50s-‘90s with the infamous “quadrangle 
of powers of politics, mafia, religion, aristocracy” (as stated by Mayor 
Orlando); terminus of multiple waves of immigration; and, contem-
porary laboratory of global conditions – was chosen as venue for the 
nomadic Art Biennale “Manifesta” and as site for our unit project.

The contemporary image of Palermo is still inevitably related to its 
recent history. Shaped by seventy years of political dysfunction and 
criminal rule which incessantly disrupted public life, the traces of this 
past are notably still visible both in the decadence of city centre and in 
the equally abandoned speculative construction sites of its periphery, 
the areas affected by “Palermo’s Sack”.

In the late 80s the city started to invest in cultural and political initia-
tives aiming to fight the organized crime. Today, after years in which 
the city was infamously known as the capital of Mafia, a place of back-
wardness and decadence, Palermo is becoming one of the cultural 
capitals of the Mediterranean, to the extent that it was nominated 2018 
“Italian Capital of Culture” by the Italian government.

Yet Palermo’s cultural seen, the unique expression 
of political street/landscape art found in neglected 
areas “impermeable to any form of government”, the 
numerous hidden private archives and collections, 
the museum spaces and gallery initiatives, and the 
informal art practices “imported” by the stable and 
transient immigrated inhabitants are largely unknown 
and undocumented. The aim of the unit is to unveil 
their existence and offer a new reading of the city of 
Palermo though the perspective of its syncretic and 
complex cultural production. 



Context / Collateral Event for Manifesta 12

In line with the Museum Lab’s ambition of working on a live project, 
this year we will have the oppoirtunity to partecipate to an Art Bien-
nale, namely Manifesta, and present our unit work in the form of an 
exhibition, an official Collateral Event of Manifesta 12, in Palermo.

/

“Manifesta, is a nomadic European Contemporary Art Bienniale, orig-
inated in the early nineties in response to the political, economic and 
social changes following the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
steps towards European integration. Since then, Manifesta has devel-
oped into a travelling platform that focuses on the dialogue between 
art and society in Europe. Manifesta is a project based on community: 
its success depends on the collaboration between the international 
and local actors and the involvement and engagement of the local 
communities”.

For their 12th Edition, Manifesta will be situated in Palermo and is 
curated by four Cultural Mediators: Dutch filmmaker Bregtje van der 
Haak, Swiss contemporary art curator Mirjam Varadinis, Spanish ar-
chitect Andres Jacque and OMA partner Ippolito Pestellini Laparelli.

As stated in their official website (manifesta.org), “Manifesta 12’s main 
ambition is to work in a truly interdisciplinary way with local communi-
ties in order to rethink the basic architectural, urban, economic, social 
and cultural structures of the city”. 

In this spirit, the curatorial team invited four universities to contribute 
to the Biennale in Palermo. These include: the RCA, TU Delft, UNIPA 
(University of Palermo), and finally the Architectural Association – spe-
cifically the AA Museum Lab (Dip 15).

Responding to the curatorial strategies presented in the “Palermo 
Atlas” (an in-depth urban research led by OMA/AMO for Manifesta) 
students from these four institutions are invited to present their work in 
form at M12. 

Manifesta 12 opens to the public in Palermo on June 14th 2018.



Site / Palermo

Palermo, as many other cities in the Mediterranean, has a millenary 
history. Due to its central position, it has been occupied by different 
civilizations: Phoenicians, Romans, Greeks, and Arabs all settled 
there. During the Middle Ages, the Normans occupied Sicily, establish-
ing a tolerant rule that allowed the coexistence of Arabs, Latins, Byz-
antines and Jews. After this golden age of social-cultural syncretism, 
the city has been dominated by Germans, French and Spanish main-
taining a fluid identity based on cultural integration and the welcoming 
of foreigners and travellers.  

The coexistence of people of different origins and religions – reflective 
of the pivotal role Palermo held as central hub within a Mediterranean 
system of flows between Europe and the Arab world - is still recogniz-
able in the urban form today. The city centre is at once inhabited by 
a consolidated foreign community of migrants from Northern/Sub-Sa-
haran Africa and South-East Asia, and by a more transient population 
that poured into the city because of the Migrant Crisis initiated by the 
Arab Spring. Cultural stratification is the paradigm to read a city that 
for centuries has flourished within the consolidated border of its walls 
and which has yet to be mapped.

Recognized as a unique trait to Palermo, cultural syncretism led 
UNESCO, in 2015, to grant the World Heritage status to the Arab-Nor-
man part of the city, defining a specific domain for mass tourism, 
accelerating the process gentrification of these areas of the city centre 
to date still inhabited by the poorest citizens, either Italian or foreign 
born.

On 9 May 1943, during WWII, Palermo was heavily bombed by the 
Allied forces. The attacks destroyed large portions of the historical 
fabric leaving thousands homeless. After the war, the four quadrants 
of the centre were purposely left in ruin and abandoned while large 
parts of the green belt surrounding the city (known as Conca d’Oro) 
were rapidly urbanized and the accumulation of building debris forever 
altered the geography of the coast.

In January 1962, Law n.18 enforced a delay on the reconstruction of 
the central districts, which were subsequently declared unsafe by the 
administration after the Belice earthquake in 1968. The population 
was thus invited to move to the outskirts in the new developments 
driven by the illicit interests of the local organized crime.

In this process, the Conca d’Oro – the fertile plain that surrounded 
Palermo once renowned for its beauty that seduced travellers like 
Goethe and Schinkel – virtually disappeared. The city expanded con-
tinuously leaving few relatively untouched areas along the coast and 
the hillsides of the relief delimiting the plain. This neglected landscape 
is now punctuated by abandoned infrastructures and illegal construc-
tions – which reflect the mechanism by which political powers “bought” 
electoral votes amongst building workers – is now a catalyst of cultural 
production, mainly in the form of political land art. 



How do we work at AA Museum Lab?

At our Laboratory students are invited to identify a theme 
of interest within the agenda and develop an independent 
thesis through primary and secondary research. Armed 
with relentless curiosity and critical thinking the investi-
gations should lead to uncovering unknown histories and 
curate the findings though media of choice. 

Reflecting on the “White Cube” typology, Federica Zambeletti samples different 
types and shades of white exchanged with museums, galleries and art fairs world-
wide for her Laboratory of Content White.



Diagrams, collages, timelines, mapping, videos will be 
used to visualise the individual projects. These rep-
resentational tools sould at once be intended as design 
products in their own rights and as elements of the “on-go-
ing” publication project.
In addition to the above, all students are encouraged to 
work with other formats to present their research in the 
most compelling way possible. In 2016-2017, for exam-
ple, individual projects were also presented in the form of 
board games, tablet applications, laboratories, websites, 
newspapers and curatorial/exhibition designs.
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MAP 001 META MUSEUM
Manual of Architectural Imagination

The book – a recurrent obsession within the unit – will 
be introduced to the students as of Term 1 as a tool that 
enables a gradual and constant editing of the research 
and refinement of the thesis statement. To support the 
book production, we will dedicate Fridays to seminars, 
lectures and software tutorials focussed on book design, 
editing and production. A successive series of work-books 
will punctuate the mile-stones of the academic year culmi-
nating on all-inclusive individual publications by the end of 
the academic year. Such publications will be included in 
the Manifesta exhibition.

The Meta Museum map by Tyler Boiller 
acts as a navigation tool through the 
city of Beirut, unveiling particular urban 
persepctives captured by local artists. 
The infamous history of the “was or 
hotels” is taken as curatorial strategy to 
inform the trajectories.

Arslan Arkallayev’s propaganda news-
paper - reminescent of the avantgarde 
Искусство Коммуны - reveals unknown 
Russian radical experiments in museolo-
gy held in regional museums dislocated 
in remote parts of the country.

Reflecting on the impact of globalization, 
Olympia Simoupolou’s game board 
simulates the economic model of the 
contemporary art market, reveling mutual 
influences and spatial typological con-
taminations between museums, art fairs, 
commercial galleries and the auction 
houses.  



Workshops and Seminars  led by invited external 
contributors will punctuate the unit’s agenda. 
This year’s contributors will include, amongst others:
- Ekaterina Golovatyuk / Architect and Researcher
- Christina Varvia  / Forensic Architecture Researcher
- Ippolito Pestellini Laparelli / OMA/AMO Partner 
  and Cultural Mediator of Manifesta
- Jan Blessing / Senior Graphic Designer AA Print Studio

Travels will be fundamental to the research. 
Alongside the Field Trip planned for the Term 1 break 
(intended as an opportunity to gain a first understanding 
of Palermo, initiate the personal research and identify the 
site of our collective exhibition), individual trips are ad-
vised to deepen the investigation. 
Students are encouraged to document their field trips 
using photography, filming and recording. Interviews with 
local experts should also be documented as integral part 
of the work.

To develop “Neglected Display” and investigate on how architectural space has 
been historically affected by the passage of art during WWII art looting, Martina 
Contento traveled indipendantly though Europe and Argentina to trace the fate of 
singular artworks.

Unfolding the contemporary condition of museum storages, Linus Cheng’s “1/99” 
questions our conception of keeping and displaying in relation to the accessibility 
and the static nature of objects in museum storages by drawing comparisson 
between Pliny and Wiki, the British Museum and Amazon. Above a picture of the 
Amazon Distribution Center Linus visited indipendantly.

Courses Integration

History & Theory 
Students joining the AA Museum Lab are encouraged to 
explore the subject of their unit investigations also within 
the context of their HTS course and thesis. 

Technical Studies
Thanks to the nature of a live project, the unit will continue 
its close collaboration with the Technical Studies team. 
Students will be required to develop an initial brief by the 
end of Term 1 in relation to the site of the exhibition in 
Palermo or to the content of their research. 
We will follow the TS Option 2 Calendar.

To take maximun advantage of the syngeries between the Diploma Unit and Tech-
nical Studies, the Nomadic Bookstore was dissected in its architectural elements. 
Each student was responsable for one component and its develpoment was done 
in close collaboration with the TS team (forming the essence of their TS submis-
sion). In this context every student was asked also to reach out and collaborate 
with their respective suppliers while they were collectively responsable to coordi-
nate and oversee the construction in Milan.

This coming academic year, we envision as collective project the design and instal-
lation of the exhibition in Palermo.
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Ciprì e Maresco, Lo zio di Brooklyn, 1995

the mafia ones. The Mafia paradoxically characterized the 
identity of  this land. The mafia blend with the Spanish ... 
The pride, the boldness, are all Spanish elements. I consider 
the vision of  Sciascia valid, he says that Sicily has never had 
the power of  ideas. The Sicilians have never thought that 
ideas can move the world. It is a place for individualists, small 
clans, small families, individual codes. 

IP: We did a tour with Giorgio Vasta, with him we explored 
the theme of  the thresholds, the city as a panoptic, 
implicit and structural inaccessibility. I was interested in 
understanding if  in your cinematography we can trace 
an attempt to transfer the city into the physicality of  the 
characters.

FM: Yeah, sure. The landscape was crucial. There is a large 
amount of  videos that testify to this; the characters are 
complementary to the landscape, and the other way round, 
the landscape completes my characters. These ruins are the 
ruins of  the bodies.

“The landscape completes my 
characters. These ruins are the 
ruins of  the bodies.”
But Vasta does a post hoc analysis, he looks at what Palermo 
has become ... and this is very complicated, and he does it 
with a bourgeois point of  view, that makes a difference. This 
kind of  interpretation should be completed with another 
point of  view. Vasta’s analysis is hyper rational, highly 
intelligent and accurate, but it is delayed and especially it is 
the view of  a young man who has grown up in the center of  
Palermo. This is a detail that we should take in account. Vasta 
wrote an essay on Palermo describing the young Palermitans, 
strolling on Via Maqueda. When personally I get out on 
via Maqueda, I see these monstrous arms that take selfies, 
autoselfie. I cannot recognize this city any longer.

IP: One of  the topics we are trying to develop is the notion 
that Palermo is a “geography” more than a city.

FM: What you say is interesting, but it is about to expire. You 
can see already, it has become homogenous , globalized, and 
absolutely flat. As young people, you feel the necessity to have 
something strong, so you seek out something you don’t have. 
You are like fish in a pond in the desert of  the desert, the sun 
will give the final hit. And then in twenty years, we will have 
artificial intelligence.

IP: What is the Palermo of  today that you would tell about?

FM: This is a problem. I don’t find interests in my roots 
anymore. I can definitely state: I am a man emotionally and 
ideologically linked to the XXth century.

“I am a man emotionally and 
ideologically linked to the XXth 
century.”
I cannot read this city because I cannot find the aesthetic 

excitement. That identity that this city still had 30 years ago, 
even with the sub-humanity, that piece of  hell that reminded 
me of  Bosch, I don’t see it anymore. It was a kind of  
epiphany where fragments of  humanity appeared and I didn’t  
have any human revelations anymore, I cannot perceive it 
with the camera. I did write a theatre play for three actors 
together with the texts from Scaldati which have a great 
poetic power. Only this performance gave me some evocative 
fragments.
For me “Belluscone” was a problematic movie, I had a 
deliberate moment of  crisis. The movie was finished, there 
was no chance to go ahead, I got stuck, and the structure 
itself  reflected the impossibility of  finding a form, that 
makes sense. Ciccio Mira provided me with the only way, the 
last possibility, the scene of  neomelodic singers, as the last 
shreds of  Mafia and Berlusconi’s political patronage. That 
was the last time there was something to say. From the point 
of  view of  creativity, I cannot find anything. In the end all 
were movies of  crisis: “Toto’”, “Lo zio”, even “CinicoTV”! 
They were all fragments. The idea was to contextualize these 
elements with other suggestions, the indigenous people, the 
places, Beckett, jazz ... this great salad worked as the last 
gasp of  a paradoxical attempt to read the city. The films 
were a declaration of  crisis, one after the other. Ciccio Mira 
was a fragment of  the past, all the others are post human. 
The film was born from this situation of  conflict, never fully 
understood by those involved.

IP: In “Belluscone” an unprecedented population emerges, 
more explicit, more globalized. Although you feel all the 
same, to see the intersection between those two worlds is 
absolutely special.

FM: No, but I understand it well, because in “Belluscone” I 
actually found residual fragments of  humanity. And do not 
forget one aspect that may sound like folklore, which is the 
light of  this city, that continues to have color. You feel now 
what they felt in the novels of  the early twentieth century, an 
elsewhere in the Southern hemisphere to find certain values. 
It is the same principles that has animated Pasolini. But 
for how long? Pasolini at a certain point comes into despair 
because it perceives an intellectual who has arrived at the last 
stop. What you say is important, but I think it will not last.

IP: I was referring to the aesthetic image that you find 
wandering through certain parts of  the city.

FM: Do you see Ballaro’ human?

IP: The integration seen in Northern Europe is already 
formal, there is no difference between all these people, 
basically they are the same people. Perhaps this phase of  
palpable difference here is still present.

FM: I invite you to read “Cinico mai piu’”, Vasta says the 
opposite, but somehow the same. He describes the people 
of  Palermo as abandoned to an “obscene happiness”, and 
describes all this. I understand that from the outside the 
impression is different, and you would experience it if  you 
were staying in Palermo. I can tell you that compared to five 
years ago, when we were going to Ballaro’, to the ZEN, or at 
Casa Professa in search of  neomelodic singers, the city has 
changed. When we speak about the historical center, 

The Unit Blog   (http://dip15.aaschool.ac.uk)
will act as a platform to exchange project updates for 
internal consultation and share our news with a wider au-
dience. Every Friday each student is requested to upload 
their work progress on the Blog.

The Museum Lab Reading Club 
will reunite once a month to discuss publications included 
in our Reading List. Each student will be responsible to 
present a selected book to the rest of the studio and 
mediate a discussion panel.

Reading List

- Adorno, Theodore, The Culture Industry: Selected 
  Essays on Mass Culture
- Barker, Emma, Contemporary Cultures of Display
- Bechtler and Imhof, Museums of the Future
- Bennett, Tony, The birth of the Museum: History, Theory, 
  Politics
- Bishop, Claire, Radical Museology: Or What’s 
  Contemporary in Museums of Contemporary Art?
- Debord, Guy, The Society of the Spectacle
- Groys, Boris, Art Power
- Krauss, Rosalind, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalist  
  Museum
- Obrist, Hans Ulrich, A Brief History of Curating
- O’Doherty, Brian, Inside the White Cube. The ideology 
  of the Gallery Space
- Smith, Terry, Thinking Contemporary Curating

- Artforum, Summer 2010
- Curating Architecture, LOG n.20, Fall 2010
- Experimental Art, MACBA, Barcelona, 2009
- Biennials and Beyond:Exhibitions that Made Art History,    
  Volume 1: 1863-1959 

- Braudel, Ferdinand. ‘The Mediterranean’, Vol. 1
- Gimdalcha, Ismé (Giancarlo de Carlo), Progetto Kalhesa 
  (not translated)
- De Seta, Cesare and Leonardo di Mauro, Palermo (not 
  translated)
- Dickie, John. Cosa Nostra: A History of the Sicilian Mafia
- Dummett, Jeremy. Palermo City of Kings: the Heart of 
  Sicily
- Multiplicity, ‘USE – Uncertain States of Europe’ 
- Lupo, Salvatore. History of Mafia
- Tomasi di Lampedusa, Giuseppe, The Leopard

- Ambrose/Harris, Layout 
- Bertin, J., Semiology of Graphics. Diagrams
- Corner, James. Taking Measures Across the American 
  Landscape
- Hughes, Francesca, Drawings That Count
- McLuhan, Marshall, Understanding Media: The Exten
  sions of Man
- Rosenberg D. Grafton A., Cartographies of Time: A 
   History of the Timeline
- Tufte, E. R., Envisioning Information

Palermo Cineteque
this year we will launch a Cinema evening cycle, curated 
by the students, to see and discuss a selection of the 150 
movies shot on Palermo worldwide since the 1930s. 

Film List

- Luchino Visconti, The Leopard, 1963
- Wim Wenders, Palermo Shooting, 2008 
- Marco Risi, Boys on the Outside, 1990 
- Gianfranco Rosi, Fire at Sea, 2016 
- Rosi, The Palermo Connection, 1996
- Roberto Benigni, Johnny Stecchino, 199
- Marco Tullio Giordana, One Hundred Steps, 2000
- Elio Petri, We Still Kill the Old Way,1967
- Francesco Rosi, Illustrious Corpses, 1976
- Marco Bellocchio, The Wedding Director, 2006
- Pino Mercanti, The Knights of the Black Masks, 1948

Cipi e Maresco. Lo zio di Brooklyn. 1995



Team

Unit Master
Giulia Foscari is an architect, researcher and author. 
Having taught at Hong Kong University between 2007 and 
2010, she has been a unit master at the AA since 2015. In 
2014, she published Elements of Venice with Lars Müller 
Publishers. In 2016, following a six-year collaboration with 
OMA/AMO in Asia and South America, she founded her 
own Hamburg-based architectural practice, UNA. 

Unit Tutor 
Harikleia Karamali is project architect at RARE Archi-
tecture in London. She graduated from the AA in 2014 
and has been a unit tutor since 2015. She has worked at 
John Pawson Architects and has been involved in visiting 
schools and design workshops worldwide.

Unit Tutor 
Giacomo Ardesio is an architect at OMA/ AMO. In 2017 he 
was involved in Palermo Atlas, an urban study conducted 
by AMO for Manifesta 12. He is also a member of Fosbury 
Architecture, a design and research collective in Milan and 
Rotterdam. 

Note: generally tutors will alternate tutorials attending on 
the days noted below. 

Tuesday/Wednesday: Giulia Foscari
Friday: Harikleia Karamali
Sunday/Monday: Giacomo Ardesio

Calendar

Please note we have included here only the key dates. 
Detailed Term Calendars will be provided at the beginning 
of each term and should be taken as essential planning 
tools for the unit.  

TERM 1 (Mon 25th Sept – Fri 15th Dec)
W1 
27th Sep – First meeting with students
W6
Open Week: Study trip to Palermo, Sicily
W9 
Tue (21) – Interim Crit
W12
Tue (12) – End of Term Crit
  
TERM 2 (Mon 9th Jan – Fri 23rd Mar)
W4 
Tue (30) – Interim Crit 
W5
Open Week: Workshop 
W8
Tue (27) – Interim Crit 
W9
Mon (5 Mar) – TS Option 2, Interim Presentation 
W10 
Wed/Thu (14/15) – Y4 Tables
W1 
Wed/Thu (21/22) – Y5 Tables

Spring Break
Week 16-21 April: Field Trip / Installation in Palermo (TBC)

TERM 3 (Mon 23rd APR – FRI 22nd Jun)
W1
Tue (24 Apr) –  TS Option 2, Final Submission
W4 
Wed (16) – Final Jury Term 3 
W7 
Wed/Thu (6/7) – Y4 Final Tables
W8 
Wed/Thu (13/14) – Y5 Final Tables
Thu (14) – Preview/Opening of Manifesta 
W9
Wed (20) – Y5 Riba Examinations 
Fri (22) – Graduation ceremony / Project Review


