
  The Architectural Media Complex

  How to (not) get away with murder

  or

Dip 3

2018 - 2019



From Brunelleschi’s anamorphic projections to present day machine vi-
sion the architectural act has always relied on optical devices to inform 
its perception and production of space. Today, the speed by which new 
technological prostheses transforms our sensorium — our ability to see, 
hear, perceive — challenges the boundaries of architecture. Dip3 propos-
es a deep interrogation of the technologies that capture, process and 
transform space into media.



Architecture and Conflict

Conflict has historically played a key role in the design 
of buildings and cities. From medieval forts, city walls, 
battlements and moats, to nuclear bunkers and panop-
ticon prisons. Buildings have been designed for conflict 
for as long as the built form has existed. The primitive 
hut was built to protect and provide refuge, but in do-
ing so it created a state of exclusion. The delineation of 
borders, either geographical or interior, makes use of 
architectural elements to divide populations and man-
age risk and conflict. 

Pre-historic humans chose to live in caves because they 
were easy to defend – they could only be attacked from 
one side. Centuries later the underground cave dwell-
ings of Cappadocia were designed with the same logic. 
Their single points of entry could be surveyed, and their 
narrow corridors meant that invaders could only enter 
in single file.

As construction methods and architectural styles devel-
oped, so did the defensive qualities of buildings. Spi-
ral staircases were built anti-clockwise to advantage 
the defendant of the castle able to yield a sword with 
their right hand whilst the attacker, lower down, would 
be impeded by the central support. The fortifications of 
this age changed the nature of warfare, and in turn the 
buildings and cities were modified to suit new military 
tactics, weapons and siege techniques. The arrival of the 
cannon, at the 15th century, forced the introduction of 
new architectural styles in order to be able to defend 
against the new technology.

Haussmann, following Napoleon III’s orders after the 
revolts of the mid 19th century, radically transformed 
Paris into a more controllable battlefield. The large, un-
obstructed boulevards were seen as necessary for po-
tential armed interventions of the national army against 
insurrections – the movement of the soldiers was opti-
mised, the cannons could have a clear aim, and the av-
enues served as urban ruptures in the otherwise uncon-
trollably dense neighbourhoods of historic Paris. Most 
19th century European cities had cobble stone roads 
– stones that were also an easily accessible material for 
barricade construction by the public.  Eventually these 
paved roads were replaced by asphalt – a formless ma-
terial impossible to extract from and therefore unusable 
as a form of resistance. 

 
Still today the built grain, geography and form of gov-
ernance of a city determine the type of urban conflict 
that takes place on its streets. Rio de Janeiro’s impen-
etrable favelas give rise to a very different type of vio-
lence than that found in the streets of the United States. 
The ways in which police look to mitigate potential con-
flict; on horseback (for crowd control), with tear gas, wa-
ter cannons, or kettling,– also differ dependant on urban 
conditions. 

Media and Conflict

But today the defensive quality of cities and architec-
tures does not only lie within its built form. Technological 
prosthesis quietly and discretely takes care of our safety, 
from CCTV surveillance cameras, to elaborate military 
schemes such as Israel’s Iron Dome that allegedly has a 
90% success rate at intercepting missiles. The data that 
is produced by these apparatuses becomes the basis for 
judgment, action and assessment of risk – thus military 
warfare at the information age necessarily also becomes 
a war on data.

At the same time, as contemporary warfare becomes 
increasingly urban (rather than located in open battle-
fields), the conception of modern cities is saturated with 
exported images of war.  In recent years these conflicts 
are documented not only by professional journalists, 
but also by civilians fleeing their own cities under attack.  
These people turn into activists as they recognise the 
power of the image and use it as a currency in real-time 
storytelling.  The media that envelops cities under attack 
becomes a site of conflict itself, where the historical out-
come of events is argued upon between citizen journal-
ists, activists, press and government officials.  

Rabih Mroué in Pixelated Revolution argues for a phe-
nomenon called “double shooting: one person is shoot-
ing with his camera and one with the rifle. One shoots 
for his life and the life of his citizens and the other shoots 
for his life and the life of his regime.” The genre of ‘city 
under attack’ allows us to read media in a new light; not Drawing of Haussmann’s intervention on Paris, 1851-1870
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just a meta-operation employed to keep record of what 
has taken place but as an instrument for the construc-
tion of truth. 

The camera is a technologi-
cal witness to human rights 
violations. Photographs have 
always been judged on their 
truth value – only now, the 
means of making an image 
is not only on the hands of 
photojournalists but rather 
anyone with a smart phone. 
The means of collecting pho-
tographic evidence has been 
massively decentralised. What 
does this mean for the history 
of conflict?

In addition to eye-witness accounts, the historical foot-
print of contemporary conflict leaves behind a cloud of 
data; a disorderly collection of images, videos, tweets 
and metadata, seemingly unrelated to one another.

When such media enters into legal processes as evi-
dence for human rights violations, their technological 
thresholds are in fact the locale of political struggle – 
they are fought over, often with the same rigor as na-
tions fight for their physical borders. 

Territories are no longer only physical realities guarded 
by fences, but also fields of view, frequency spectrums, 
circuits of electricity. Much like the body and the city, 
these media fields are contested territories, they reflect 

the power structures and struggles of contemporary 
politics. 

The alt-right movement grew out of internet forums and 
social media platforms. Paranoia about imminent Antifa 
counter insurgencies led to those ‘harmless avatars’ tak-
ing the streets, culminating in events such as Charlottes-
ville, when a peaceful protest was transformed into 
armed confrontation. Media platforms are places where 
identity and politics are cultivated and often when truth 
is constructed on false claims and alternative facts. 

Tay, the bot released on Twitter by Microsoft, became 
a Nazi after only 16 hours of life. The increased use of 
social media in protests has paved the way for states 
to reciprocate using the same platforms. Turkey’s 2016 
coup attempt saw president Erdogan call his support-
ers out to fight on the streets via FaceTime. Twitter is a 
battlefield. And although the internet may have brought 
the promise of anarchy, it has always hosted complex 
power dynamics. Bitcoins are the 
ultimate promise of technologi-
cal solutionism and yet they have 
utterly failed in their political 
mission and instead accurately 
re-inscribed the same economic 
tropes as any other world curren-
cy.

Every technological system has 
either a militant life or a polit-
ical afterlife. Lorna Roth traces 
the history of the Kodak film and 
the prejudices that were embed-
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on police behaviour. What they do produce however is 
a new type of media, a patchy representation of events. 
These moving perspectives record not only scene al-
tercations but also where the police officers choose to 
look, the shakiness of their body and their gestures. 
Together with footage from CCTV cameras, as well as 
smart phones from passersby’s, these videos create a 
media complex that captures the space of a crime scene 
from multiple partial views. In this way, the technology 
of the wearable cameras reframes the traditional rela-
tionship of the body and the city through the production 
of media.

But mediatised space is always incomplete. Media pro-
duces new kinds of space: the space of an image is one 
of collapsible depth, constrained by the properties of 
the media object: frame, resolution, shadow, noise, blur. 
Mediatised space is fragmentary, composed of multiple 
partial views, patchworks of different resolutions, white 
balances, codecs, bitrates. In order to re-compose an 
understanding of space through media, one must em-
ploy architecture anew. 

Architecture as an investigative device reconfigures 
space by analysing the media complex. By juxtaposing 
media artifacts in space and time, architecture is capa-
ble of reconnecting broken spatial and temporal links 
and becomes a crucial tool in the analysis of violence. 
By tracking actors across image frames, audio files and 
metadata codes, the architect investigator can reveal 
scores of violent choreographies. When all other realms 
of study fail to provide a complete understanding of the 
events, architecture can become a powerful methodolo-
gy for the analysis of  conflict in all of it’s forms.

ded into the chemical composition of the film and the 
construction of the camera. The film was calibrated to 
capture white faces and completely erased darker ones. 
When the iphone’s health app was launched, it was pro-
grammed to measure daily activity, steps walked, calo-
ries burnt but did not account for registering menstrual 
cycles, ignoring half the population of this planet. 

Whether smart-phones, body cameras, CCTV, drones, 
satellites, radar, sonar, or laser these systems are polit-
ically recruited, employed to serve interests of control. 
How can we subvert existing power structures by exam-
ining these force fields? 

With the rise of algorithmic processes such as machine 
learning, the human eye is often left out of loop in re-
gards to assessing data. Operational images, as per 
Harun Farocki and Trevor Paglen, are images that are 
produced by computers and read only by computers – 
in other words they are completely illegible to humans. 
These images, be they of cartographic, medical, eco-
nomic or military nature, become the basis upon which 
crucial decisions are made. Face recognition through 
machine learning and neural networks is a completely 
opaque process. One cannot ask the machine how it 
knows what it knows – the algorithmic model offers only 
a degree of confidence. Illegible algorithmic process-
es enter every state of governance. But what happens 
when these findings enter the legal forum as evidence? 
How can a court of law validate the admissibility of the 
evidence if it cannot even understand the methodology 
that was employed for the investigation?

Architecture – Media – Conflict 

Attempts to mitigate the police yielding excessive pow-
er, that can lead to abuse and brutality, have led to a 
strange phenomenon of surveillance: body cameras. 
US and UK police officers are now asked to record their 
undertakings by wearing body-mounted cameras. The 
rules of use of these devices are still unclear - officers of-
ten turn them on and off at will and studies have shown 
that their presence has not had a significant influence 
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  Police officers training in Marnehuizen, a town in the Netherlands  
  that was built solely for military training.
  Image: Jeroen Hofman, Playground Harskamp/Reek, 2010/2012



Towards an Investigative Architecture

Technological development often has little crossover with cultural and political stud-
ies. We propose architecture as an epistemological field that can bridge this gap. 

If architects are to regain their agency within the media saturated present, they 
ought to also become critical technologists, experts, artists and activists. Architec-
ture as an investigative device can open up new fields of integrated practice and 
collaborative work.

Drawing from the work of Forensic Architecture, the unit will develop investigative 
frameworks to examine the ruptures of civic life, the moments when the otherwise 
dormant political forces erupt in violent expression. We will analyse the choreogra-
phy of violence and forensically unpack breaking news about police brutality, urban 
warfare and government corruption.  We will look into the way that technological 
systems are hardwired and identify their political biases – using them as sites of in-
tervention.

We will produce models across scales and in a variety of mediums. We will capture 
crime scenes through photogrammetry, make 1:1 mock-ups that will act as stage 
sets for our reenactments, use models as interview devices, scientific experiments 
and advocacy tools. We will inhabit datascapes and propose designs that will occu-
py the information flows of the mediasphere.

As a proposition, the students will be asked to make strategic spatial or media inter-
ventions in order to interrupt the power structures of a given city or system. They will 
be asked to design alternative optical devices, radio glitches, road blockages and 
spatial hacks that will subvert the way that people experience the city. 

Each student will create their own investigative framework, assemble the techniques 
necessary for their investigation and design the tools through which to analyse com-
plex political landscapes. 

Working on four dimensions and shifting scales from the granularity of the moment 
to the latency of centuries, the research will mobilise and activate political move-
ments — it will seek to become operative, enacted, alive. Image: Forensic Architecture, 

The Image Complex, 2015



Cross-discipline

If the architect works with developers, engineers, topographers, builders, plumb-
ers, the investigative architect has to work with scientists, writers, filmmakers, law-
yers, politicians, theorists, programmers, archeologists, artists and more. We will be 
joined by luminaries across fields who will act as Visiting Tutors. We will also attempt 
collaborations with law clinics, NGOs, museums and other cultural institutions. Stu-
dents will be asked to be active, vocal ambassadors, scientists, artists and activists. 
They will be asked to take risks, publish their findings and test their ideas in real-life 
scenarios. 

Sites of Intervention / Forums

How is infrastructural violence manifested in the crime scene, the streets, the courts, 
the newspapers, the online forums and the operating systems? How does situated 
knowledge perform in the legal forums? And how does it compete with incompre-
hensible algorithms? Who writes history in the books, the archives and the memo-
rials?

How are human rights violations documented, reported, reconciled?  How can ar-
chitects intervene in the writing of history? How can we reframe the parameters of 
the conflict? How can research become operative?

Although traditional architectural projects need to perform within the school, the 
studio and the building site, our investigative projects will need to operate in a vari-
ety of other forums, from the streets, to human rights courts, parliamentary inquiries, 
truth commissions, press conferences, media platforms, archives and exhibitions. 
These forums will be considered both as sites for intervention, as well presentation 
and performance. We will transform our juries into mock trials, scene examinations, 
press conferences, people’s tribunals and artist tours.

Open Seminars

The unit will be accompanied by a series of Open Seminars co-produced by Eyal 
Weizman and titled Evidentiary Aesthetics. Each of the seminars — building upon 
the work of the Forensic Architecture agency, its collaborators and friends — will 
introduce a concept that bridges between architecture media and conflict. Guests 
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including Susan Schuppli, Lorenzo Pezzani, Laura Poitras, Adam Harvey/ the Syrian 
Archive, Paulo Tavares, Edmund Clark and Hannah Martin will introduce concepts 
such as ‘secrecy’, ‘elasticity’, ’resolution’, ‘material aesthetics’, ‘slow violence’, ‘lethal 
algorithms’ and ‘artificial vision’. The seminars will present both a theoretical under-
pinning as well as a presentation of investigative practices to draw on across fields.

Workshops

The unit will lay its foundations on strong technical workshops on time-based me-
dia. We will frantically learn new software and re-appropriate it for investigative 
and exploratory purposes. Each project will need to determine its own graphic lan-
guage, tools of investigation and its own means of representation. We will rely on 
no templates.

The unit will also run a book club / writing class, offering selected weekly readings 
that the students will ask to respond to, in writing. This literature review will form the 
basis for the thesis.

Technical Studies

When investigations are submitted as evidence in courts they have to be accompa-
nied by a methodology report and to adhere to the most rigorous standards. In our 
case, TS5 will take the form of a scientific report. The study will be fully integrated 
within the unit and will follow closely each investigation from its inception. TS5 will 
be an opportunity to deeply interrogate the technologies that are referenced in the 
projects.

Group Investigation

We will jump-start the year with a group investigation on a real active case. We will 
partner with a human rights organisation and analyse footage, testimony and other 
related material that describes the events under study. Unit members will take dif-
ferent investigative roles and conduct a multifaceted investigation. 

Fieldtrip

During the winter holidays, our research will take us off site for a week-long fieldtrip. 
Details regarding destinations and dates will be provided on a later date. Students 
who will join the fieldtrip will have to fund their travels or arrange for a travel bur-
sary. 

Edit file for the investigation of the murder of Pavlos Fyssas, Image: Forensic Architecture, 2018
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Programme & Key Dates:

TERM 1

2-16 October: Group Investigation
29 October – 2 November: Open Week
7 December: Complementary Studies Hand-In
10-14 December: Jury Week

Open Seminars

Technical Workshops:

- AfterEffects
- Cinema 4D 
- Blender
- Premiere Pro
- Photogrammetry
- Remote sensing 

TERM 2

4-8 February: Open Week
4-8 March: TS5 (Option 2) Interim Jury Week
13-14 March: 4th Year Previews
20-21 March: 5th Year Previews
21 March: Complementary Studies Hand-In (4th Year)

Open Seminars

Technical Workshops:

- Motion Tracking
- Unity & Digital Workflows
- Scriptwriting / Processing

TERM 3

24 April: TS5 (Option 2) Submission
13-24 May: Undergraduate School Jury Fortnight
5-6 June: 4th Year End of Year Reviews
12-13 June: Diploma Committee
14 June: Diploma Honours Presentations
21 June: AA Graduation & Projects Review
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Unit Staff

Christina Varvia is an architect, researcher and the Deputy Director of Foren-
sic Architecture. Her research concentrates on architectural evidentiary tech-
niques and more broadly on digital media and memory. She has worked with 
multiple NGOs, published and exhibited internationally. She recently joined 
the Technology Advisory Board at the International Criminal Court.

Merve Anil is a qualified architect and has worked at numerous practices, 
based in London, Rotterdam and Istanbul, across a range of scales and meth-
odologies, including as a researcher whilst at OMA. Merve graduated from 
the Architectural Association in 2014 and currently works for London based 
practice AHMM.

Cover Image: Forensic Architecture using a Pléiades satellite pho-
tograph of eastern Rafah, taken on 1 August 2014 at 11:39 am.  


