
PLAY

Process, Sequence, City 
To imagine the future is to live in the moment: alternating between the collective and the personal this studio uses play 
to explore process, sequence and the prospective city. By means of experiential fragments, on-site models and code, 
this course will encourage a work-in-progress culture and a reinvention of the 1:1. To fully understand something we 
need to build it ourselves.

As the cultural theorist J. Huizinga outlined in his seminal book “Homo Ludens” (1938), play embodies freedom and 
has the extraordinary capacity to exist beyond everyday life. Yet at the same time the arena, the temple, the stage, the 
screen, the tennis-court, the court of justice are all in form and function playgrounds. The studio will step in and out of the 
magic circle using play as our medium to speculate about the future city and the lives we will lead. Play is never just play. 

We challenge the notion that play is superfluous, that instead it lies at the very heart of invention and change. The order 
intrinsic to play gives it an aesthetic dimension we will formalise, experience and narrate. Play is beautiful.

Each project throughout the year will address 3 issues: 

Play, Structure and the 1:1



Unit Structure
This course is built up of two strands woven together throughout the year: speculative ideas will collide with real projects 
unfolding in real time. There will be evidence and suggestion of both in each 1:1 submission.

“UNIT”

We learn imagination by practising imagination. The year begins with a phase of loose experimentation that invites 
you to discover the possibilities of play, create a new order for the immediate future and determine your programmatic 
focus. You will each then choose a single project brief to develop as a sequence of playful networks across London, a 
fragmented architecture of old and new. 

“OFF-UNIT”

We will engage with a series of real-world design briefs curated by Virgil Abloh, playing them out in 2035. This testing-
ground for tomorrow will explore a different rhythm, one that questions whether slow-growth architecture can survive, 
whether we will only build buildings. It will encourage genre crossover and establish a dialogue between communities: 
we will speak to the tourist and the purist at the same time. 

UNIT / OFF-UNIT



Parameters of Play
Structure

Play is composed of rules that we learn, rules that we unlearn, rules that we design.

Time

Play is sequential, sensorial and unfolds through experience and unfiltered engagement. Play can be all-consuming, 
casual or suspended, exposing the world in a different light.

Readymade

Play is the discovery of unchartered territories; a manipulation of what we think we know.

Fragmented landscape

Play builds sprawling landscapes from clusters of defined fragments, real and imagined.

TERMINOLOGY



3 sites / 3 scales
City

London will be our “UNIT” laboratory: at once a forest, a river-bank, a museum and a loose network of villages it has 
been home to radical spaces of play for centuries, from pleasure gardens to fun palaces. A multicultural capital built from 
the strata of history, it will be our instrument of education and our studio will spill back out onto its streets.

Satellites

“OFF-UNIT” will lead us through a diverse range of environments such as the home 2035, the Parisian runway, the mafia 
ridden shell of a Sicilian village and the supermarket. We will establish a dialogue between these satellites and the city 
of London, weaving together similar or dissimilar notions to create distinctly new experiences. 

Room

You will be encouraged to explore the spatial possibilities of the AA itself, using the campus as a live playground for 
experimentation, commercial collaborations and prototypes.

SITE



Open Source / London
In their book Learning From Las Vegas (1972), Venturi and Scott Brown highlighted that “there is a perversity in the 
learning process: we look backward at history and tradition to go forward.” We will begin by assembling an archive of 
play in London: it’s history, evolution, social characteristics and catalysts for change. It will become an open-source 
resource that allows your projects to cross-pollinate.

Your explorations will be systematic, scientific and spatial. They will be attempts to transform the past into a vision of 
the future. Drawing on radical survey strategies such as Piranesi’s Antichita Romane and Rem Koolhaas’ exploration of 
the Berlin Wall you will develop your own language to translate a subjective and fragmentary vision of the city into an 
encyclopedia of visual knowledge. 

Over the course of the school year your discoveries and design projects will continually feed into this archive: it will be 
a collective and ever-changing library of ideas.

ARCHIVE 1:1



Formal play
As William Gibson wrote at the turn of the 21st century, “the future is already here, it’s just not evenly distributed”. 

Much like an episode of the Charlie Brooker series Black Mirror, you will imagine a future that sits on the recognisable 
threshold of today’s city but transforms the way we behave. Each student will explore a form of behavioural play that 
unfolds in London: legal battles, trading on the stock exchange, domestic patterns, spectacle, sport, dating etc. You will 
explore the formal plan of play, the dimensions intrinsic to its patterns, its circulation systems, its rule set, its fixed or 
ephemeral relationship to other elements of the city. You will define a scenario based on observed realities, speculate 
about its future and land back in the city today. Will the technological threshold of our decade push things towards pure 
automation or will it paradoxically move us further towards the human? 

As J. Huizinga suggests, many the words used to describe play are the same as those applied to describe architecture: 
tension, balance, contrast, variation, resolution, rhythym, harmony and repetition. You will explore the formal aspects of 
your chosen sphere of play and find a transformative concept with spatial implications. Once you have identified the key 
formal feature of this imagined scenario you will give it material and structural definition. 

We will build these fragments at 1:1 on the AA campus.

FRAGMENT 1:1



Social play 
The focus of the second session is three-fold.

The first is social. How does the socio-political context you analyse challenge your interpretation of play, chosen site and 
imagined future? You will reappraise what you think you know: play may tip over into warfare.

The second is temporal. Architecture is classically represented as stable, while sequence lies at the very heart of play. 
We will orchestrate the sensory elements of architecture over a given period of time: a single day, shifting seasons or 
the duration of the game. In his book Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow (2015), Israeli author Y. N. Harari writes 
that an experience is a phenomenon made up of three main ingredients: sensations (heat, pleasure, tension), emotions 
(love, fear, anger) and thoughts: we will make these a systematic and tangible characteristic of our architecture.

The third is purely sensorial. Endorphins, oxytocin, dopamine and serotonin are released when we play. Y. N. Harari 
believes one of the primary goals of the 21st century will be the quest for happiness: by means of experimental science 
we will explore the possibility of an architecture that manipulates hormone production to make us happy.

We will create these experiences on the AA campus.

EXPERIENCE 1:1



Infrastructure of play 
Code is the infrastructure of the city, it determines many of our inhabited landscapes and experiences. From language 
to musical scores, colour charts, chess notation and battlefield commands, the way we live has long been determined 
by these systems. 

Algorithms themselves outline a succession of states that can be either sequential or randomised. We will explore how 
can we engage with them at an architectural level to develop new types of experience, representation and space.

You will use a selection of inputs and parameters to develop your project, explaining the choice of elements and the 
results of your analysis. The code you apply may be analogue or computed but will play out across multiple sites in the 
city, extending your design to a network of interventions with a playful pattern of interdependencies.You wll strive for 
simplicity: as the computer scientist C.A.R. Hoare wrote in 1980: “There are two ways of constructing a software design: 
one way is to make it so simple that there are obviously no deficiencies, and the other way is to make it so complicated 
that there are no obvious deficiencies. The first method is far more difficult.”

We will immerse audiences in the output phenomena and deliver the underlying code on the AA campus.

CODE 1:1



Delivery of play 
This pitch, delivered at the end of the autumn semester, is designed to convince a jury that your project stands its 
ground. Just as the other sessions will be driven by a strong conceptual standpoint, so too will this presentation: it will 
convey the unique character of your idea with convinction and clarity. 

Play is the medium that frames each of your projects, but just as game-space tiptoes along the line of artifice perhaps 
your pitch will tip over into hyperreality, a state where reality and fiction are seamlessly intertwined. In his book Simulcra 
and Simulation (1981), J. Baudrillard takes the critic Marshall McLuhan’s 1964 tenet ‘the medium is the message” to an 
extreme: “There is not only an implosion of the message in the medium, there is, in the same movement, the implosion 
of the medium itself in the real, the implosion of the medium and the real in a sort of hyperreal nebula.”

The 20th century was the age of broadcast photography, a century that captured the global imagination with a series of 
images that encapsulated hope, desperation and victory. Today we are drowning in images, exposed to more than we 
can process. This session will explore the current condition of communication in the 21st century: in a world driven by 
hype, imagery and fast-paced turnover what is the future of the pitch itself? Not everything you see is real.

These 1:1 pitches on the AA campus encapsulate the form of play that will drive your project for the rest of the year. 

PITCH 1:1



Network
We will begin the winter semester with a mapping session that overlays the personal and the collective and explores 
networks and interdependencies. The absurdity of translating a map at 1:1 has fascinated authors for centuries, indeed 
Lewis Carroll was the first to present the idea of a map of the country at full scale. In Sylvie and Bruno Conluded (1893) 
Caroll writes ““Have you used it much?” I enquired. “It has never been spread out, yet,” said Mein Herr. “The farmers ob-
jected: they said it would cover the whole country, and shut out the sunlight! So we now use the country itself, as its own 
map, and I assure you it does nearly as well.”” An idea since explored by Jorge Luis Borges, Umberto Eco and Michel 
Houllebecq, we will experiment with new techniques of representing the full-scale map in today’s context.

The 1960s architectural playspace was dominated by moveable structures, best exemplified by Cedric Price’s social 
structure, the Fun Palace. We will instead investigate the possibility of an architectural system composed of fragments 
distributed across the city, one where it is the chosen routes, daily cycles and the shifting of seasons that make the 
experience iterative, subjective and playful. We will identify how the temporal aspect of design can extend beyond the 
framework of a single building and spill into the city, creating architecture without a distinct edge. The city is the Ready-
made, a very small shift is enough to exact remarkable change: your architecture becomes a form of acupuncture.

We will attempt to create a series of network maps at 1:1 on the AA campus.

MAPPING 1:1



LIVING 1:1 

3 scales
By the start of the winter term each student will have developed their own specific agenda and the projects will evolve 
along a diverse range of paths. Every student will present at 3 distinct scales each week, while the 1:1 spotlight moves 
between them over the course of the semester. We will look at scale and the human measure: the body, the metre, 
Marcel Duchamp’s “3 standard stoppages” and where we can take it from here.

City / Community   1:1

Neighbourhood / Family  1:1

Room / Individual   1:1

By this point in the school year the social and spatial qualities of your ideas will be presented as consolidated concepts. 
Each 1:1 will have a strong material clarity that embodies them, whether permanent or ephemeral, and your designs 
will be based in precise construction methods. Mies van der Rohe placed the steel section in the American landscape, 
redefining construction systems, our relationship to nature and the open plan of the interior. We will explore the nature 
of a contemporary equivalent. 



The Year
Autumn semester: “UNIT” projects will explore the medium of play, life in the city and architectural representation at 
1:1. It will be an iterative process that engages with the repetitive and experiential nature of play, one that encourages 
you to design the systems that influence the way we live. The backbone of the semester will be a raw series of work-
shops, cut-and-paste tests, prototypes, sampled references and reconfigured failures. 

Archive  1:1
Fragment  1:1
Experience 1:1
Code  1:1
Pitch   1:1

Winter / Spring semesters: by the start of the new year you will each have chosen a play-lens and programme. You will 
explore your sites and design strategies at 3 scales: city / community, neighbourhood / family, room / individual. 

Mapping 1:1
Living  1:1

“UNIT”



Real Time
“OFF-UNIT” projects will be a quick-fire range of design endeavours. We will engage with real-world stakeholders: their 
aspirations, constraints, budgets, concrete timeframes and brand identity to develop designs that could extend beyond 
the classic framework of the school and play out in a commercial context. As business becomes play and play becomes 
business these sessions will set you up to re-evaluate briefs, programs, terminology and to turn things upside down. 

All real-world briefs will be transported to an imagined 2035.

Autumn semester:  2 x real-world projects

Winter semester:  2 x real-world projects

Spring semester:  final “UNIT” / “OFF-UNIT” project proposal

“OFF-UNIT”



There will be 3 series of unit trips over the course of the school year:

London Play #1

We will begin the year with a series of outings to explore the play framework of London. Over the course of a couple of 
days we will visit five places that embody the range of playspace in the city: from ephemeral river banks to the courts 
of law.

London Play #2

At the start of the second semester you will formulate a layered network of spaces in the city. We will use this map as 
our guide to see the city in a different light. 

The Derive 1:1

We will go abroad for five days during the Spring Open Week in February 2019. It will be an free-form derive but every 
student will keep a scientific log book to record the experience through a play-lens specific to their project. The book 
itself will be a 1:1 element of your final thesis. The cost of this trip will be capped at a maximum of £850 / student.

TRIPS
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