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Porosity is a measure of the void spaces in the 
physical matter. It is a fraction of the volume 
of voids over the total volume. Porous means 
capable of being penetrated. Dealing with 
porosities means dealing with the relations 
of solids and voids in the physical matter. 
Architectural porosity is defi ned by a character 
of boundaries in an architectural object— the 
boundaries between the object and the site 
where it is situated, the boundaries between 
the exterior and interior, and the boundaries 
within itself.
 This year, Diploma 13 will research 
on what porosity does in architecture, how one 
creates porous architectural interventions and 
what architectural effects they generate. 
Our testing ground will be the Giardini della 
Biennale as site, a non-porous territory in 
Venice.

Six months a year, the Venice Biennale 
exhibitions and events in the Giardini become 
a reason to travel to the lagoon city. A fl ux of 
people wandering through the pavilions brings 

a particular life and energy to Venice. This, in 
summer.
 In winter, the Giardini completely 
hibernate behind an iron fence, apparently 
unapproachable, cut from the neighbourhood 
and local context.
 Some locals say the city stops 
where the Giardini starts. The unheated and 
non-insulated pavilions offer no possibility 
for year-round use. Their maintenance is the 
responsibility of the respective owner countries, 
which have no interest in opening them to 
locals during non-Biennale times, in winter.
 The Giardini are therefore always 
disconnected from the rest of the city: the 
fenced-in and controlled exhibition creates a 
barrier during summer and in winter; all life 
behind the fence seems to vanish.

We will focus on creating porous architectural 
interventions, which aim to transform the 
Giardini della Biennale of Venice from the 
disconnected and fenced-in part of the city 
into in all- year- round, freely accessible site 

in Venice. Porosities will become our tool for 
dissolving physical boundaries at different 
scales –from the micro-scale to the global. 
We will constantly shift from the specifi c to 
the abstract, from almost forensic mapping 
assessment of the Giardini to the development 
of conceptual spatial models, to creating 
architectural interventions on the site. We will 
take advantage and think of the Giardini as 
non-site, locus of speculation with boundaries. 
We will conclude with a manuscript on 
porosities, a tool that potentially could 
be implemented elsewhere. A project for 
reversing the logic of the Giardini from the 
contemporary ‘importing geographies’ of the 

Biennale into a machine of global export. 

We will investigate the potential of the small 
scale architectural interventions to inform the 
urban confi gurations. While each student will 
develop their own personal ideas, these will 
reach their full potential by entering in contact 
with the unit as a whole. The intervention of 
each student will not be an isolated entity but 
will have to be negotiated within the larger 
project of the unit. Overlapping, clashing, 
being reformed, the collective discussion will 
aim at each student expanding their personal 
intentions by their individual voice reacting 
within the larger discourse. 
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In Chapter One, we will map and assess the 
present architectural spatial and material 
qualities of the Giardini and its pavilions.

Historically the Giardini has developed as a 
non-typical Venice territory. The Giardini 
were designed in a haussmannian fashion for 
bringing a green plumb to Venice. The soil 
that nurtures it is composed by the debris of 
the destruction of the Castello, neighbourhood 
that was partly demolished for the intervention. 
Since the opening of the Biennale to other 
nations, the site is built up within a logic of 
importing foreign geographies. Between 
the Giardini and Venice, a boundary split 
the two, with the garden becoming a large 
scale non-site in Robert Smithson’s fashion. 
The Giardini is less a site than a place that 
swallows up geographies. A locus that is 
always itself and elsewhere at the same time.
 The fi rst approach to the project will 
deal with that condition of the site. The Giardini 
in its active-season –when the Biennales are 
taking place– is a ticket only accessed place, 

crowded with people who saunters around 
the national pavilions. It’s the decaying off-
season Giardini that is, paradoxically, the 
garden in its bloom. We will think of the 
Giardini not as a collection of pavilions, 
but as a ruinous landscape; a space we will 
traverse obsessively recording it in a forensic 
way. Its dormant state will enable us to think 
of it suspending the political, symbolic and 
functional characteristics of the site. We will 
map the Giardini as objet trouvé. We will look 
for an objective eye that scans evenly through 
fi gure and ground, garden and architecture, 
built and natural, wild and cultivated. 
 We will constantly deal with this 
double-fold condition of the Giardini, on 
and off-season. The mix of temporality and 
permanence will help us thinking of the 
states of the site. It is intense, full, vacant and 
abandoned. The unit is interested in both, in the 
possibility of having to deal with a schizophrenic 
site that reverses with the seasons.
 Our main aim at this point will be 
to defi ne the present boundary conditions in 

the Giardini. We will focus on what makes 
the Giardini site specifi c: that is, the national 
pavilions. It is the boundary between the 
pavilions –property of each nation– and the 
garden that unfolds its schizophrenia. Visiting 
in its off-season state will help us understanding 
the lack of continuity, the moments of passage, 
the lines that vanish into stoppage. We will 
work thoroughly on mapping the structures 
of the pavilions, understanding the boundary 
less as a line than a thickened space. These 
liminal moments of transition will be the main 
areas of development for later on in the project.
 The design process will begin with 
observation. In its dormant state, the Giardini 
is less a site for a potential project, and more 
of a construction site. In an activated state, the 
Giardini seems to be fully operative. In this 
activated state, the boundaries of the Giardini 
are even more present. It is not speculation 
that we are looking for at this moment. We 
are intending to be capable of perceiving and 
graphically notating the unfi nished condition 
that is already there in the winter, and in the full 
action of the summer. The mapping phase has 
the intention of suspending the preconceived 
idea of the Giardini being a collection of 
pavilions + promenades, canals, etc. We will 
look at it as an unformed landscape waiting to be 
completed. Mapping will be the fi rst phase for a 
project of inclusion, transforming the Giardini 
into an open space for the city of Venice. 

The mapping will lead us to the assessment 
of potentials of the specifi c pavilions and 
the space around them. This assessment will 
lead to the strategies for our interventions. 
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Chapter I

MAPPING & ASSESSMENT

For the mapping phase, we will set up a tool 
that will help us to simultaneously work 
on the individual parts and the Giardini 
as a whole. Each student will deal with 
its own ‘micro-site’ and simultaneously 
contribute to the whole. The Metaproject 
will already be set up in this fi rst phase with 
a collaborative map for the whole unit. 

 

“Venice is a city devoted to walking, where no 
one is ever quite sure of the cardinal points, 
where no one ever knows what is the distance 
from one point to another, where what connects 
two nearby points is a matter of continuity and / 
or surface break, the very space of the topology, 
which ignores direction and measurement.” 
 Perec, George and  Matthew, Harry. 
Roussel and Venice: Outline of a Melancholic 
Geography. 1977.
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In Chapter Two, we will develop a research 
on different types of porous subjects, and 
develop a series of spatial prototypes with 
their specifi c spatial formula. We will graft 
the Giardini with the estranged models 
of living and porous spatial prototypes.

Our aim is to ‘plant’ publicness in the Giardini. 
This will happen by dissolving boundaries 
within it. For that purpose, we argue that 
‘Living’ in the Giardini becomes the direct 
counter-proposal to the current character 
of the site. In its uncanny overlapping we 
intend a hybridization of the living and 
exhibition that eventually will dissolve the 
current boundaries. What kind of permanent 
living will be appropriate for the assessment 
of the specifi c character of the Giardini?
 In this we will work in the Giardini 
as a permanent site with a permanent use. 
In its anachronistic layout, the Giardini 
is organised as a classical product of the 
nation-state imperialist era. The kind of 
topography articulated within the non-site of 
the Giardini is in consonance with its original 
late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-
century colonial world view. For reversing it, 
we will deal with porous subjects, that is, forms 
of living that operate in the interstices of the 
nation-state boundaries. We will research on 
subjects that do not align with a border-based 

understanding of the globe. Our proposal will 
be based on a research on the non-represented 
forms of living in the Giardini, bringing 
into the site what has never been present. 
 We will specifi cally look at how 
architecture enables that porosity vis-à-vis 
the nation-state boundaries. Each student 
will bring their own interest in forms of living 
that escape boundaries. We will not deal with 
any kind of fl uidity with regards boundaries; 
we are not interested in an instant porosity 
of the global network, but forms of living of 
intense physicality vis-a-vis the boundaries, 
the ones in which architecture marks a 
crucial enabler of porosity. From the ghorfa 
typology of the Matmata plateau, to the 
Dogon villages, or the Malayali in the UAE, 
you are to fi nd and research on cases of your 
interest in which architecture confi gures 
moments of porosity of specifi c boundaries.  

In a second step, we will use the design tool of 
prototyping in order to explore porous spatial 
sequences. Prototyping is a moment in the 
design process when to abstract constraints of 
the site. The research on porous subjects will 
be the base for the prototyping. Designing 
a set of testing models will form a tool for 
developing spatial concepts. These will be 
later fed back to the site. The process will 
help the development of spatial sequences 
which otherwise could not even be imagined. 

The sequence of prototyping will move from 
2D images into 3D spatial iterations. In this 
phase, the set of models will help exploring 
the notion of boundaries: indoor boundaries, 
indoor/outdoor boundaries and object/site 
boundaries.  Through different design actions 
–subtracting, adding, assembling, dissolving, 
collaging, piercing, cutting, pasting, sealing– 
we will refl ect at the level of materiality, the 
spatial sequence and the boundaries on the site.
 The aim is challenging and 
dissolving the given boundaries of the Giardini. 
Prototyping will enable thinking the boundaries 
as a porous edge, blurring the relations between 
interior and exterior. This will move in different 
scales of the Giardini: from the boundary 
between the city and the garden, the boundary 
between permanence and ephemerality, 
the boundary between the nations that own 
the pavilions and the Italian state, and the 
administrative organisation of the Biennale. 

Concluding this phase, the abstract machine 
of prototyping will be plugged back into 
the research of Mapping and Assessment . 
This logic of inputting will form a feedback 
process of design. The thorough observation 
of the site will be reshaped by overlapping the 

prototyping and the notions opened up in the 
prototype will be materialised on bringing them 
into the research. At this point, the term will 
conclude with the student clearly defi ning a 
project brief for the architectural intervention 
to be developed during the rest of the year.

 

Chapter II

prototyping   on   porosity
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In Chapter Three, we will develop porous 
architectural interventions for the Giardini.  
 
The porous spatial models will be tested in 
the Giardini as bases for an architectural 
intervention. They will form the trigger 
for a project of introducing living within 
the Giardini. On the one hand, you are to 
reflect on what kind of living can be carried 
out through your specific prototype. On the 
other, how does it transform the existing 
boundaries found in the mapping phase?  
 On a first level, the architectural 
interventions will have two constraints. First, 
the Biennale should still be operative in their 
normal seasons. That is, the cycle Biennale 
(six months), off-season (six months) and 
construction site for the Biennale (six months) 
must still be operative with the introduction 
of your proposal. Second, the living usage 
should happen throughout the year. With these 
two temporalities, we are aiming at hybridity: 
at the possibility of the living infecting the 

exhibition spaces, and the living spaces being 
adjusted by the displaying ones. It will all be a 
question of porosity, of the boundaries being 
reshaped by the architectural interventions. 
What our proposal aims at is dissolving the 
boundaries that enclose the Giardini. Through 
the strategies of porosity being implemented 
in architectural interventions, we look for 
solutions that transform the Giardini from the 
disconnected and fenced-in part of the city 
into in all- year- round, freely accessible site.  
 On a second level, the Giardini is 
the unit’s common testing ground. With the 
projects of the different students coming to 
the same site, they will start influencing one 
another. Your architectural intervention will 
have to consider not only the existing, but 
also what the rest of the unit is proposing 
into the site. This way, the prototype you 
have produced will not be adjusted by the 
site only, but by the multiplicity of voices 
within the unit. The Giardini, then, becomes 

a playground of architectural discussion, 
a device for the unit around which to sit 
down and negotiate the potential of our 
interventions at different levels of porosity. 
 Finally, we are aiming at making 
operative porosities on the site. So, we 
will speculate specifically on how the 
existing boundaries get transformed by our 
interventions. The aim of the interventions 
is not prioritising living over exhibition; 
or displaying over residential. What we 
are looking at is how the boundaries 
can be reshaped by porous architecture.    
 
In this chapter, we will test and explore design 
techniques which would aim to develop 
and present and communicate a porous 
architectural intervention.
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In Chapter Four, we will develop a manuscript 
on porosities. The Giardini will become 
our metaproject, an exemplar on effects of 
porosities.  
 
In 1504, Gentile Bellini commenced a canvas 
titled ‘Saint Mark preaching in Alexandria’. 
The painting belonged to a larger series on 
the life of the saint including Tintoretto’s 
depiction of the finding of his relics in the 
9th century. In the living depiction of the 
saint, he is surrounded by a crowd in Oriental 
costumes, completed by a background of 
Ottoman architecture and exotic animals. The 
trouble of the painting is not anachronism; it 
is not that there were no Ottomans in the 1st 
century when the saint is thought to have been 
preaching in North Africa; or that the Pompey-
Pillar-looking tower at the back was erected 

when the city was already the see of the most 
influential early Christian churches; or, simply, 
that the saint probably never preached to such 
a theatrically set up crowd. The problem is 
that the imaginary scene resembles too much 
Venice’s Piazza San Marco, emphasised by the 
presence of actual members of the Venetian 
society of the 16th century listening behind 
the saint. Within the series of the life of Saint 
Mark, the mirror image of Venice / Alexandria 
is not a pun, but rather the naturalisation of 
the movement of the relics of the saint from 
Africa to Europe. The exhumation and stealing 
of the remainings from Alexandria in the 9th 
century was a not an act of desecration, but a 
pious circulation of a movable artefact. Venice 
is always itself and elsewhere. 
 The Giardini has always participated 
of Venice’s mania for being simultaneously 

city and mask. It is the great potential of the 
Giardini as non-site. However, if the Biennale 
continues the tradition of appropriating 
movable artefacts, in Dip13 we will attempt 
at challenging it. In the final chapter, we will 
reverse the logic of importing into one of 
global exports.   
 Remaining as non-site, the 
Giardini offers an opportunity of thinking 
of it as metaproject. The buildings we have 
designed will be the base for abstracting the 
porous strategies we have implemented. This 
abstraction will consist of reassessing our 

projects and subtracting from them generic 
strategies for porosity. It will be an exercise 
of translating the strategies used for the 
buildings into notational formulae. These will 
gather together into our unit manuscript, a 
publication in-between manual and script. 
It will be both a collection of formulae on 
porosities and the outline for implementing 
them in other projects. The Giardini then 
will close the cycle: from bringing alien 
geographies in, it will finally disseminate 
–potentially at global scale but, definitely, – 
somewhere else. Venice will deal with movable 
artefacts. It might continue appropriating 
relics, but it will, at least, create its saints. 
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Porosities is an ideal quality to be 
approached from Technical Studies. TS5 
will be an opportunity to deeply test the 
material an environmental opportunities 
and repercussions of porous materials and 
porous formations. This will be something 
we will make special emphasis on during 
the ‘Prototyping on Porosities’ phase. 

*A short trip to Venice will inaugurate the course. 
It will be a minor expense of around £200. The 
main unit trip will take place in February; the 
destination will be in Europe. Students will book 
their own fl ight and accommodation; prices 
might vary but from experience we know the 
expense can be contained to £700 or less. 

Diploma 13 tutorial days will be Tuesday 
and Fridays. On Fridays, the presence in the 
unit space is compulsory for the entire day as 
discussions between students and tutors as 
well as students with each other lie at the core 
of the unit’s ambition and modus operandi. 
On Tuesdays, the unit will encourage the 
development of individual study and research 
skills. Thus, the presence would not be 
restricted to the scale of the unit space but 
that of the school. In addition, parallel to the 
individual and group tutorial sessions, across 
Term 1 and Term 2 the students will enrich 

TERM 1

Chapter I: Mapping and Assessment

 week 2 - week 6

Chapter II: Prototyping on Porosity

 week 7 - week 12

TERM 2

Chapter III: Architectural Intervention

 week 1 - week 11

TERM 3

Chapter III: Architectural Intervention

 week 1 

Chapter IV: Metaproject & Manuscript

 week 2 - week 5

their knowledge further on key concepts of 
the “Porosity” through a series of seminars 
and workshops. Conducted by experts on 
their respective fi elds, the scope would be to 
support the students in the production of the 
requested deliverables.

The seminars will cover aspects of mapping, 
prototyping and model making, and notions of 
boundaries in relations to porosities. 

Technical   Studies tutorials / seminars

year   overview 

Microscopic 
porous 
structure.

Gabriele 
Basilico,  
Austrian 
Pavilion.

Venice map, 
1913



 Banham, Reyner (1955), The New Brutalism in 
Architectural Review. December 1955. p. 355 - 363.

Bois, Yve-Alain & Krauss, R.E. (1997), Formless: a 
user’s guide. New York: Zone Books.

Deleuze, Gilles (2003), Francis Bacon: the logic of 
Sensation. London: Continuum.  

Derrida, J. Eisenman, P. (1997), Chora L works. 
New York: Monacelli Press. 

Eyck, Aldo van (2008), The In-between Realm; 
Place and Occasion; A Home for Twin Phenomena 
in Writings. Volume 1. The Child, the City, the Artist. 
Amsterdam: SUN.

Eyck, Aldo van et al (1960), Forum, issue 2, 1960.

Janson, Alban (2016), Porosity — Ambiguous Figure 
and Cloud in Cloud-Cuckoo-Land, Inter- national 
Journal of Architectural Theory. Issue 21, vol. 35, 
2016, pp. 37 – 46.

Janson, Alban, Thorsten Bürklin (2002), “Auftritte/
Scenes. Interaktionen mit dem architektonischen 
Raum: Die Campi Venedigs.” Basel, Boston and 
Berlin: Birkhäuser. 

Janson, Alban (2013), “Räumliche Erstrecktheit.” 
In: Katharina Brichetti and Franz Mechsner 
(eds.), “Synästhesie. Leib – Raum/Architektur.” 
Cloud-Cuckoo-Land, Inter- national Journal of 
Architectural Theory, vol. 18, no. 31, http://cloud-
cuckoo.net/fi lead- min/issues_en/issue_31/
artikel_janson.pdf: 239–249. 

Janson, Alban, Florian Tigges (2013), 
“Grundbegriffe der Architektur. Das Vokabular 
räumlicher Situationen.” Basel, Boston and Berlin: 
Birkhäuser. 

Kotsopoulos, Sotirios D, From Design Concepts 
to Design Descriptions in International Journal of 
Architectural Computing. Issue 03, vol. 6. pp. 335 
- 360.

Lichtenstein, C. & Schregenberger, T. (2001),  As 
Found: The Discovery of the Ordinary (...) Baden: 
Lars Muller.

Rowe, Colin, Fred Koetter (1984), Collage City.
Basel, Boston and Stuttgart: Birkhäuser. 

Ruby, Andreas (ed.)(2011), Sadar + Vuga: a review. 
Hatje Cantz Verlag. 

Sadar + Vuga Arhitekti (2006), Formula New 
Ljubljana. Barcelona: Actar.

Smithson, R., Flam, J.D.(1996), ‘Entropy and the 
New Monuments’ and ‘A Provisional Theory of Non-
Sites’ in Robert Smithson : the collected writings. 
Berkeley ; London: University of California Press.

Teyssot, Georges(2008), Aldo van Eyck’s 
Threshold: The Story of an Idea in Log. Issue 11. pp. 
33-48.

Török, Zsolt G (2012), From Expedition 
Cartography to Topographic Mapping in BEINEKE. 
Schriftenreihe des Instituts für Geodäsie der 
Universität der Bundeswehr München, Heft 87, pp. 
259-273.

Vidler, Anthony(1992), The architectural uncanny: 
essays in the modern unhomely. London: MIT Press.

Völter, Helmut (translated Simon Cowper) (2011), 
Cloud Studies. Leipzig: Spector Books. 

Wölffl in, Heinrich; trans. Kathrin Simon (1964), 
Renaissance and Baroque. London. 

Wong, Liliane (2016), Adaptive Reuse: Extending 
the Lives of Buildings. Birkhauser. 

bibliography


