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TECHNIQUE UNDER REIFICATION

‘Instead of using a paintbrush to make his art, Robert Morris would like to use a bulldozer..’ Robert Smithson
 
The industrialisation of building products has liberated the world from our imposed intervention. 95 % of the built environment has 
not received any input by architects, and integrated digital libraries effortlessly fuel production lines of building elements, combined 
and recombined in an endless field of abstraction where architecture can be everything. Fully automated production techniques will 
indulge our dream of effortlessness: a world without physical labour, nor slavery. But while drifting into voluntary servitude we strive 
to seek for something else within this motion. As Gilbert Simondon wrote, “Human reality resides in its smallest details” and is un-
distinguishable from its technological dimension. More than anything else, technology shapes our culture; it influences our intellect,
our very way of being, and our existence. 

This year, diploma 17 will reflect on the deep implications of the digital in architecture. Our investigations will be focusing on two main 
considerations. On the one hand, developing an understanding of the shifting changes in occupancy, and on the other hand rethink-
ing critically the politics of how architecture is produced. The ambition will be to unravel the digital’s vast cultural, social, and political 
ubiquity, and to highlight its impact and pervasive role on all aspects of design, fabrication and experience.

The unit will enthusiastically seek, through intense design experimentation, for ambiguous proposals situated at the intersection 
between technology, landscape and art. We will explore the socio-political role of architectural form seeking greater physical en-
gagement, participation or resistance. We propose to speculate on, and develop elaborate, but nevertheless affordable, production 
strategies. Through the use of “detournement”, we will intentionally subvert digital fabrication and robotics by imagining spaces for 
collective emancipation, individual fulfilment and pleasure. As usual the unit will search for greater corporeality in the production and 
communication of architecture – mixing the use of both physical and digital media – and challenging a culture of the flat in favour of 
new materiality nested within digital practice.

Study for an End of the World No.2 (1962) - Jean Tinguely

?
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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 on the other hand with the politics of construction and a complete rethinking of building procedures. The massive 
digitization 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. 

_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 activate 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 has become 
obsolete. 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 proj-
ects 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 in relation to technology.

_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”. Jean Piaget’s epistemological theory of Constructivism is a theory of knowl-
edge that argues that we generate knowledge and meaning from an interaction between our experiences and our ideas. Constructiv-
ism 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. We are interested in the making-of as a 
primordial cultural production of the architect. 

The industrialization of architecture has been a major proposition of the modern movement. The synergy between modernist archi-
tects and industry enabled to provide housing for millions and to improve the quality of life for people living previously in slums, suffer-
ing 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, fabrication strategies to counter the homogenisation of space. 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 easy and comfortable, reducing effort and ultimately limiting our freedom to imagine the new. In our own discipline, the combined 
effect of fast image dissemination and replication in social media and the impact of frictionless computer software is inducing media 
and cultural standardization. Concurrently, architectural thinking and technical expertise is expanding to new territories such as public 
art, gaming, cinema and fashion. As a unit, we want to promote experimentation and skillfulness as a catalyst for imagination and 
creative thinking.

// UNIT APPROACH
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//  TECHNIQUE UNDER REIFICATION

This year we propose to reflect on the vast implications of technique on the practice and production of architecture. Whether you are 
a fervent technophile and a defender of technological progress, or technophobic and adept to a return to the primitive or ‘natural’, the 
reality is inevitable: robotics and automation will be making their way further into our lives than ever before, including in our creative 
process and the construction industry. Technique is intimately related to the design and production of architecture, but it is often 
undermined and addressed as a by-product. It can manifest itself in the careful carving and assembly of large stones of Doric Greek 
temples, to the invention of reinforced concrete, to the programming of parametric software and the use of BIM models. The point 
is not to make an exhaustive inventory of technological contributions, as the list could be very long. But our main investigations will 
be about technology’s relation to knowledge production, its transformative capacity, its democratic accessibility, and its collaborative 
agency in relation to creativity. 

The word technique comes from Greek tekhnē ‘art’ and latin technicus. This notion reappeared in the early 17th C. in English at the 
advent of the industrial revolution, as something ‘to do with art or an art’. But technique or technology is commonly described as a 
tool, a skill, an enabler or a method we blindly learn to master. In our view technology cannot be separated from human thought and 
is undistinguishable from culture. As Gilbert Simondon wrote, ‘Human reality resides in its smallest details. More than anything else, 
technology shapes our culture; it influences our intellect, our very way of being, and our existence. Technique is not only constrained 
and in opposition to the spontaneous but it also embeds a fundamental philosophical dimension that relates to ideas of freedom, 
men’s capacity to invent their lives, knowledge and existence. For Epicurus, our existence should aim towards ataraxy, defined as the 
absence of trouble, and pleasure by being free. 

Dennis Oppenheim, Whirlpool, 1973.

The importance of technique has been the subject of intense debate and polarisation between those that reject it in favour of attitude 
and those who fetishise it. The reality is that both, very often use the exact same tools and techniques. On the other hand, paradigm 
shifts can come from technological revolutions. The invention of photography triggered the collapse and rejection of figurative painting 
techniques in favour of greater abstraction. Similarly the land art movement, in addition to formulating an institutional critique of the 
museum, rejected dominant and academically established tools such as the paint brush, in favour of more unpredictable and irrever-
ent means of producing art, such as Robert Smithson’s and Michel Heizer’s bulldozer. 

As technology advances, technique increases in sophistication. With the advent of the digital revolution, the practice of architecture 
has become, more elaborate and specialized. New materials, new production processes, new tools have consequentially complexified 
the field of our discipline in such a way that it cannot be implemented by a single hand. The practice of design is now fragmented in a 
variety of fields of expertise: façade engineers, material specialist, environmental consultants, lighting consultants, specialised contrac-
tors, lawyers, civil servants, insurers. Architecture has become the ultimate collaborative composite, with no escape from collective 
participation. This vast ‘multitude’ is contributing to the continuous transformation of our metropolitan setting.
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The question of the role of the architect in relation to industry and automation is not new. In 1851 with Paxton and later in 1867 with 
Krantz, multiple prefabricated steel elements where designed and used for large pavilions for the universal exhibition in London and 
Paris. At the advent of the 20th C, huge political turmoil and a population explosion gave rise and impetus to the emergence of stan-
dardisation. Gropius wrote while working with Behrens in 1909, to the president of AEG; “The idea of industrialising house construc-
tion can be realised by the repetition in each building of the same standardised component parts…. mass production methods could be 
employed which would be cheaper for the producer and could result for lower rents for the occupiers”. These new modes of produc-
tion generated new social relations correspondent to new forms of collective living in favour of liberal and social improvements based 
on mass-produced elements. After the devastation of the 1st World War, the Domino house in 1914 and the Monol house in 1919 by 
le Corbusier were to be fabricated out of standardized elements for speed of construction and could be multiplied and attached to one 
another. Façade and wall systems became more sophisticated, at la Cite de la Muette in Drancy in 1932, where modular prefabricated 
façade systems were designed by Lotz and Prouvé. Later on, in America, aeronautical techniques were used in Bertrand Golberg’s 
projects such as the ‘House of Tomorrow’ built in 1933 and Dymaxion house by Buckminster Fuller. Entire extruded concrete buildings 
were conceived in the Soviet Union such as the Tachytecton by Yvan Rianguine in 1932. Neufert’s Hausbaumachine, was designed in 
1943 as a giant machine running on a continuous rail track to construct, automatically, entire rows of houses as linear extrusions. 

Today, in many parts of the world, we can observe an exacerbated process of urbanisation fuelled by a very powerful construction 
industry. We see the emergence of an infinite sprawl of industrial sheds, anonymous office blocks and suburban houses, all of which 
were constructed from a catalogue without the direct involvement of architects. This raises a number of questions on the role of cre-
ativity within this process and the fair and democratic access of technology. Concurrently, new construction research focusing on the 
production of complex and highly bespoke form by architects such as Rick Smith, Block research group, Gramazio & Kohler, Thomas 
Bock & Thomas Linner, is  now carried out entirely by machines, under factory conditions, whether on or off-site, reducing construction 
time, cost and manual labour’. 
 
As a unit, we will be reflecting on how we position ourselves within architecture, in relation to new technologies. Our aim will be to 
formulate an ethical agenda based on both the positive and perverse impact of technique, and its physical, intellectual and social im-
plications. 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.

 

Lustron Home, Layout of prefabricated panels,1949, photo. A Newman Architecture without architects, B Rudolfski, 1964



AA Dip 17

// TERM 1

1_CONCEPTUAL BEGINNINGS                        Week 2–3/ Term 1
                          Week8–9/ Term 1

We will start the year by investigating your subject of interest and initial brief. The objective for the year is to investigate the project, 
through a series of issues in relation technology. You will collect, map, analyse and curate precedents and all relevant data to support 
your initial observations and research questions. This investigation will form the basis for your thesis . This research will be compiled 
in two documents: 

_Documentation book 
You will begin, without generalising, from a concrete objective observation in relation to technology. You will then create for each ob-
servation a comparative 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 
Develop observation skills through the medium of photography. The aim is to compile a documentary and precise inquiry around a 
particular subject relating to technology by implicitly depicting the other side of the coin and to desacralise the glamour and socio-
cultural foundations.

Important dates:
Pin-up 1: 10/10
Submission: 12/10
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2_TECTONIC THINKING                        Week 4 –8 / 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 multiple design objectives into one form: 
spatial experience, environmental performance, structure, ergonomics and circulating. 

Through the use of “detournement”, we will intentionally subvert digital fabrication and robotics and speculate on new constructive 
strategies through unorthodox uses of technology. 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, historical precedents and speculate on 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 ceil-
ing…). 

Important dates:
Interim: Wednesday 24/10 @ 10:30
Submission: 26/10 

Pin-up: Wednesday 14/11 @ 10:30
Submission: Wednesday 16/11

Calle Pettersson, 2018
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Zhefan Pan, Fields of democratisation: Leisure as state craft, 2017

AAVS Buenos Aires, 2018
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3_INTERNAL LOGIC                       Week 9-12 / Term 1
                       Week 1-6 / Term 2
During this phase, we will be shifting our attention from tectonic strategies to the development of the internal logic of your project 
through the coupling of a variety of activities. 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 incom-
plete 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 provide a framework for 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 reflecting critically on norms and regula-
tions. As you become more agile designers and concurrently with the development of the thematic drivers for the project, our explora-
tions will gradually integrate a greater level of complexity. You will be developing and testing organisation strategies incorporating uses 
at the building scale while critically responding to your thesis subject. Using the city as the social, infrastructural as well as knowledge 
apparatus, our goal will be to design spaces with variable scales of socialization and alternative modes of public engagement. 

Important dates:
Pin up: 28/11 @ 10:30
End of term Crit: 12/12@ 10:30
Submission: 14/11
Pin up: 23/01 @ 10:30
Submission:13/02

John Kanakas, 2018

Berkin Islam, 2018
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Jonathan Cheng, Where is the center?, AA diploma Honours 2017

Berkin Islam, 2018
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// DIGITAL TOOLS AND COMMUNICATION. 

Workshop 1: Nurbs, Subd modelling to CNC milling, thermoforming, casting and patterning.
Workshop 2: Model Photography, 360 photo/video, VR.
Workshop 3: Photogrammetry.
Workshop 4: Video and editing with After Effects.

// TS 5

Technical Studies in 5th year is an integral part of the unit interest. In Dip 17, TS5 will emphasize research on new architectural produc-
tion strategies including digital manufacturing, formwork, prefabrication and assembly strategies.  Term 1 tectonic concepts will be 
further developed and resolved trough materials technology. This work will be documented through film and compiled in a TS book 
(4th and 5th Years).

Important dates:
Interim Jury: Tuesday 6/03
Final Submission: Tuesday 25/04

The project development will be supported by a series of workshops and seminars during term 1 ,2 and 3. We will start with the in-
troduction of digital design tools such as Nurbs modelling in Rhino, Subdivision modeling in 3ds max in combination with fabrication 
techniques such as CNC milling, thermoforming and casting amongst others. Concurrently, a series of seminars will focus on large 
scale manufacturing techniques that will inspire you in defining your own material and fabrication strategy. During term 1 and 2 we 
will organise two workshops with a professional photographer to help you document your experiments. These will also include 360 
photography/video, VR and photogrammetry. These workshops will enable you to learn how to fabricate non-standard form and sup-
port the development of a distinctive visual language through mixing both analogue and digital media. As usual the unit will search 
for greater corporeality in the production and communication of architecture and challenging a culture of the flat in favour of new 
materiality nested within digital practice.

Zhefan Pan, Leisure as state craft, vector overlay over model photography, 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 in relation to technology.  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. The material defini-
tion and constructive strategy of your project will be a key element to consolidate in this stage concurently with your thesis. 

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 and VR. We will aim to express the project’s ‘immanent corporality’ by 
entertaining 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:

4th Y Preview: 13-14/03

5th Y Preview: 20-21/03

Pin-up: 26/04

Interim: 22/05

Super Crit: Wednesday 30/05

4th Y Tables: 5-6/06

Diploma Commitee: 12-13/06

External Examination: 19/06

Yuyu He, 2016
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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 series of experimental films, a documentation book & photography book. The methodology used 
will be, to continuously interrogate 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 qualita-
tive 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 questions.  In order to define the conceptual and theoretical questions of your project, we will ask you to 
work on two parallel and interrelated 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:

Presentation: Wednesday 09/01
Hand-in Term 2: Friday 11/01
Hand-in Term 3: Wednesday 26/04

// RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

// UNIT TRIP - Along the Iron Curtain          
 
                                                                                                 Week 1 - Easter Break 
During our fieldtrip, we will go on a road trip through berlin, Wolfsburg, Dessau, Leipzig and Vienna. Our visits will include major works 
by Zaha Hadid, Hans Sharoun, Walter Gropius, Peter Behrens, Adolf Loos, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Peter Eisenman, Erich Men-
delsohn and Daniel Liebeskind amongst others. We will be studying and discussing prominent projects from the last century to today, 
looking at work from important figures through theoretical, historical enquiries and site visits. Besides architecture, we will explore 
berlin’s vibrant art scene, performances and contemporary dance as well as photography exhibitions.
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// SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY :

-Arendt Hannah. The Human Condition
-Banham Reyner. Theory and design in the first machine age
-Benjamin Walter. The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction
-Bergson Henri. Creative evolution
-Block P., Van Mele T, Rippmann M, Paulson N. Beyond Bending: reimagining Compression Shells
-Bock Thomas, Linner Thomas. Robotic Industrialization: Automation and Robotic Technologies for customized component, module, 
and Building prefabrication----Siegfried Giedion. Mechanization Takes Command: A contribution to anonymous History
-Gramazio F, Kohler M. Digital materiality in architecture
-Kapp Ernst. Elements of a Philosophy of Technology. On the Evolutionary History of Culture
-Kieran Stephen, Timberlake James. Refabrication architecture: how manufacturing methodologies are poised to transform building 
construction
-Koolhaas, Rem. Junkspace with running room
-Lafargue, paul. The Right to be lazy
-Mauss Marcel. Techniques, Technology and Civilisation
-Mechthild Heuser. Steel and Stones: Constructive Concepts by Peter Behrens and Mies van der Rohe
-Negroponte Nicholas. Architecture machine : towards a more human environment
-Negri Antonio and Hardt Michael, Multitude: war and democracy in the age of empire.penguin press, 2004
-Nietzche. The Gay science
-Parent Claude, Virilio Paul. Architecture principe, Issues 1-9. Editions de l’imprimeur, 1966.
-Platonov Andrey. The foundation pit
-Renaudie, Jean. A right to difference
-Ryan Zoe, Fisher Alison, Smith Elizabeth, Whiting Sarah. Bertrand Goldberg: Architecture of Invention
-Schwartz Frederic. The Werkbund: Design Theory and Mass Culture before the First World War
-Simondon Gilbert. On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects
-Smith Rick. Fabricating the Frank Gehry Legacy: The Story of the Evolution of Digital Practice in Frank Gehry’s office
-Stiegler Bernard. Technics and time : the fault of Epimetheus
-Thomas K, Amhoff T, Beech N. Industries of architecture
-Thompson Rob. Manufacturing processes for design professionals
-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, Argentina 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


