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Laboratory for sensitive observers
Wanderings, notes and films

This unit is an experimental laboratory at the crossroads of urban anthropology and visual arts 
using subjective and personal approaches to observe and question the infinite forms of interactions

between human beings and their daily urban environment. 
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« What speaks to us, seemingly, is always the big event (…) the extraordinary: the 
front-page splash, the banner headlines. (…) The daily papers talk of everything 
except the daily. The papers annoy me, they teach me nothing. (…) What’s really 
going on, what we’re experiencing, the rest, all the rest, where is it? How should we 
take account of, question, describe what happens everyday: the banal, the 
quotidian, the obvious, the background noise, the habitual? To question the 
habitual. But that’s just it, we’re habituated to it. (…) We are living it without thinking 
about it, as if it couldn’t convey any question nor answer, as if it couldn’t communicate 
any information.» 
Georges Perec, L’Infra-ordinaire, 1989.

The city is the place par excellence where the individual defines himself 
in relation to the group — by mimicry or opposition, by rupture or 
adhesion  — by not being able to avoid the weight of the rules that 
govern the group. The open stage of this social game is the street, 
where all the facets of the rules of this great game are enacting. Hence, 
we believe that observation of the micro-scale of events happening in 
the street has the subtle capacity to reveal the hidden mechanisms of 
the entire social system. 

In line with the great steps of evolution of its species, Homo Urbanus 
has become a strange creature. What we propose to do here is to 
observe and analyse it, almost like an animal in captivity within the 
artificial environment it has built for itself, and most specifically on the 
public stage of the street. We will observe behaviors and interactions 
of human society with its environment as a living organism with its shell.

This unit will entirely be devoted to train the students to raise 
their human sensitivity and their capacity of observing what 
is often overlooked: the ordinary of our urban practices, our 
manners, ways, habits, and behaviors. In a word, all that 
escapes our attention of busy city dwellers but in which lies 
the essence of our contemporary urban condition.

Hence, the unit will focus on a process of refining observation 
and listening skills. Instead of using the city as a tool like a 
normal citizen who work moves and consumes, the effort of 
the course will be to transform the proximity and familiarity 
we have with our daily urban environment by becoming a 
«barbarian» in the city— such as Henri Michaux defined 
himself in his journey to Asia— in order to reconquest 
astonishment and surprise as key values in looking at the city 
as a land to explore and a laboratory of ways of living.

SUBJECT



5



6

“Ethnography has to be filmed before being theorized, and not the other 
way round.”  Jean Rouch

An empirical process

Beyond a conceptual and theoretical process, this course will 
be based on a concrete, vibrant, sensory, and emotional 
thinking as a guiding force. 

This unit proposes a methodological inversion in the way we 
imagine the city — from life to buildings — and not the other way 
around. Students, globally trained as future « specialists of 
space » and conceptual minds, will here go through an empirical 
process of understanding that is based on direct and physical 
engaging experience of urban and anthropological issues. The 
aim is to produce a personal analysis resulting from an 
embodied experience in order to deeply root thought and 
practice of the architect in a concrete and immediate relation 
to the urban environment. 

By changing the scale of observation from a conceptual and 
global approach to precise and concrete situations, the city will 
turn out to be made not of flows and masses but of individuals, 
relationships and emotions, revealing how strongly political 
the urban space is and how much it determines and conditions 
our lives.  

Through this process, the unit will strive to develop the 
awareness on the impact of the building environment on our 
lives, the infinite forms of interaction between architecture 
and people, and by extension the high responsibility of the 
architect’s role in building a city that listens to people’s needs, 
behaviors and cultural habits and responds to it with sensitivity 
and pragmatism. 

METHODOLOGY
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Intuition, curiosity and desire

« I want to give a view of the world that can only emerge by not pursuing 
any particular theme, by refraining from passing judgment, proceeding 
without aim. Drifting with no direction except one’s own curiosity and 
intuition. »  Michael Glawogger

Feet on the ground and mind in the lookout. In a free legacy of 
situationists’ psychogeography and other artistic practices 
using the urban wandering as an exploratory dynamic, walk will 
be central in the unit process. 

Writers, filmmakers and artists will mostly be the reference 
figures of this course, in order to clearly define subjectivity as a 
claimed point of view and a methodological approach. 

Dealing with urban and anthropological issues doesn’t 
necessarily imply a journalistic, scientific, objective or rational 
treatment. On the contrary, this unit will highly encourage the 
students to give free rein to their subjectivity in a playful and 
intuitive expression of their understanding of the surrounding 
world, using their curiosity and desire as a driving force.
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Film and video installation will be the main media but writing, 
drawing, cartography, photography and models will be also 
used to feed the films’ production process. Personal, intimate 
and spontaneous will be the general tonality of the unit in or-
der to produce artistic forms that keep the vitality of thought 
and intuition. All media which will be used during the unit will 
be approached and conceived in the dynamic of a « thinking 
form », a sketch, a work in progress, translating ideas and intui-
tions in their rough, chaotic, emotional and spontaneous orga-
nization and emergence.

In order to prepare the films’ production, the course will be or-
ganized as a series of expression exercices using this wide ran-
ge of media as a substitute to a classical film script. Exploring 
the extent of expressive potentialities of each media, it will help 
the students to understand the diversity of points of view and 
modalities of treatment he is able to develop on a single idea. 

The material resulting from the process of the whole year of 
research will be considered as part of the final work. Films, 
maps, drawings, models, writings, etc. will be different forms of 
the same effort of observation, analysis and interpretation. The 
thinking construction process of the student during the course 
of the year will be considered as important as the final result. 

MEDIA
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Writings

Writing will be proposed as a daily practice under the familiar 
form of the diary or notebook. Spontaneous and immediate 
mode of expression, notes, observations and thoughts will be 
accumulated during daily walks as a reservoir of ideas to be 
developed also in other expressive forms (cartography, film, 
etc). 

Literary references will be evoked and collectively discussed in 
order to expand the students’ horizon of formal possibilities of 
expression.

Drawings and cartography

In the same spirit as for writing, students will use drawings and 
cartography to graphically translate intuitions, observations 
and ideas revisiting the art of cartography in an innovative, con-
temporary and very personal way.

The maps, and, by extension, mind maps, will be the medium 
used for the first stage of field observation and interpretation. 
They will be the object of special attention and graphic care. 
Observing a large number of historical examples of artistic use 
of the map, students will be stimulated to explore the graphic 
potential of this representation mode as a strong expressive 
tool. 
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Models

The student will be asked to use their skills in building architec-
tural models in an unusual way. The model will be used as a 
translation in volume of the student’s mental perception of the 
space resulting from his/her urban explorations. 

Photography

Photography will be used as a tool to understand the infinite 
diversity of points of view that can be adopted on the same 
subject. Students will be asked to produce, from a single urban 
itinerary, several reportages that would be reading variations of 
the same space.
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Films

Students will go through all decisive phases of filmmaking, 
from conception to postproduction. They will also be initiated 
to production issues, mainly oriented on learning how to adapt 
their intentions to their technical means.

The production of films will closely follow a process similar to 
an architectural project. The first phase will be devoted to an 
active observation and analyse of the urban context and its 
related anthropological manners. Debate and discussion will 
be highly stimulated among the group so that the elaboration 
of the individual films’ subjects will be strengthened by the 
collective dynamic. 

Following a site investigation, the student will produce a brief 
for the project, similar to a building brief. The second stage of 
production would be focused on adjusting technique and 
material. For example, the shooting tool could be light as a 
small digital camera in order to focus the main effort towards 
quality and relevance of ideas. In other words, innovative and 
thought-provoking positions should be the focus, instead of a 
search for technical and aesthetical perfection. 

In the post-production phase, the editing will explicitly confront 
the student with construction issues. Notions of scale, function, 
and flow — some of the core principles of the design process — 
would be integrated strategically into the final film.

Finally, the student will face the complexity of the 
cinematographic narrative system based on the temporal 
linearity.  Fed with a wide horizon of cinematographic references 
of various types, students will be free to explore a large 
spectrum of narrative possibilities from a classical idea of 
cinema to the infinite formats of video installation. The final 
output will result from each student’s ability to develop and 
refine the strongest visual language that expresses their  visions 
and ideas. 

Quality and relevance of ideas, singularity of point of view, and 
treatment of original materials will be the points on which each 
student will dwell the most. Technics will be considered as a 
tool — not as a goal.
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Term 1 -  Training sites / Observation & collection phase

Term 1 will be a propedeutical introduction to a working 
methodology based on refining observation and listening skills 
through an individual case study. The term itself will be divided 
into two parts:

1. Training site: London
To start the first term, London will be the site of an initial 
investigation. Being a familiar environment for most of the 
students, it will be used as a training territory in developing a 
series of field observations and personal interpretation 
exercises through various media. Each student will be driven 
towards a personal research of his/her daily urban environment. 
Put all together, the collective work of the unit will eventually 
draw an anthropological cartography of uses, manners and 
habits of the Homo Urbanus Londinius.

Within the first weeks, each student will identify a particularly 
interesting site in terms of urban « uses ». Based on this first 
case study of an urban condition students will be asked to 
develop 4 scenarios of personal interpretation of the various 
components, both spatial and social, of their sites. 

The first will be a writing exercise to transcribe and collect as 
much information, observations and reflections as they can. 
Students will be introduced to a number of writers whose work 
is closely related to the description of the city in order to 
stimulate their desire to transform this exercise into an 
interesting literary form. 

Then they will be asked to go through a drawing step oriented 
towards the production of a map of that site. The map being 
intended to be closer to a mental representation of the space. 
The same process will be used for the production of a model. 
We will then introduce photography and film. 

2. Unit trip: Venice
During the Open Week of term 1, the unit will embark on a 
group trip to Venice where we will be able to experiment in 
short-term observations and prepare for the solitary assignment 
in term 2. 

The comprehensive work done during term 1 (texts, 
photographs, drawings, maps and videos) will then be 
assembled and presented as a collective exhibition.

STRUCTURE OF THE COURSE /
SITES OF INVESTIGATION
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Term 2 - Individual trips / Film production

The second term will be an exercise of autonomy based on the 
skills and techniques acquired during the first term — but 
through an accelerated process.

Instead of exploring a familiar context, the student will be 
confronted with an unknown environment in order to stimulate 
his/her observation capacities, curiosity, and ability to perceive 
foreign cultural habits and behaviors. 

Each student will travel to a city where he or she will individually 
spend 7- 10 days; solitude being an important feature of the 
intensity of the experience. 

Using video (and potentially a combination of other media 
explored in the first term), students will have to produce within 
the tight timeframe of the trip a body of work expressing their 
personal immersion and experience of the city they were in. 

The choice of the various cities will be the object of a collective 
reflexion in order to obtain a large panel of contrasting 
environments in terms of cultural, socio-economical and 
historical features. The comparative dynamic between the 
various sites will enable us to perceive each of these different 
urban contexts as a specific and unique laboratory of social 
organization.

Term 3 - Post-production / Portfolio and film finalisation 

The third term will be dedicated to the finalization of the 
individual projects and their presentation in the form of a 
collective exhibition so that the work of each students can be 
read on its own and as a part of an overall project.

The student’s final work (film, installation, etc.) will be 
accompanied by a complete portfolio that includes texts, 
photographs, documentation of models, drawings and maps 
that will bring together the production of all the work done 
during the year.
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Ila Bêka and Louise Lemoine “are two of the foremost 
architectural artists working today. Their films focus on the 
relationship of people and space, emphasising the presence of 
everyday life within some of the most iconic architectural 
projects of recent decades”. 
(Barbican Centre)

Video-artists, producers and publishers, Ila Bêka and Louise 
Lemoine have been working together for the past 15 years 
mainly focusing their research on experimenting new narrative 
and cinematographic forms in relation to contemporary 
architecture and urban environment. Focusing their interest 
mainly on how the built environment shapes and influences 
our daily life, they have developed a very unique and personal 
approach which can be defined as an anthropology of the 
ordinary.

In 2016, the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York has 
acquired the entire work of Bêka & Lemoine for its permanent 
collection.

Gili Merin is an architect and photographer who is currently 
pursuing a PhD-by-Design at the AA. Her on-going dissertation 
‘Towards Jerusalem: The Architecture of Pilgrimage’ (supervised 
by Pier Vittorio Aureli and Maria s. Giudici) explores structures 
of spiritual travel, using photography as a tool of architecture 
design. 

She is a visiting lecturer in History and Theory of Architecture at 
the Royal College of Arts and a Visiting Professor at Syracuse 
University.  She was previously trained as an architect, researcher 
and editor in OMA*AMO Rotterdam, Kuehn Malvezzi in Berlin, 
and ArchDaily in Chile. 

UNIT TEAM
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REFERENCES

Ila Bêka & Louise Lemoine’s personal research 

This unit is based on Ila Bêka and Louise Lemoine’s personal 
long term research project Homo Urbanus, composed today of 
9 feature-length films shot since 2017 in Bogota, Naples, Rabat, 
Saint Petersburg, Doha, Shanghai, Seoul, Tokyo and Kyoto. 

The Homo Urbanus video installation has been widely presented 
in some major museums and events such as Louisiana Museum 
of Modern Art in Copenhagen, MMCA Museum of Modern and 
Contemporary Art in Seoul, MOMAK in Kyoto, CAMP in Prague, 
Seoul Biennale of Architecture and Urbanism, Agora Biennale 
in Bordeaux, Filmoteca de Catalunya in Barcelona, Copenhagen 
Architecture Festival, Moscow Documentary Film Center. 

In the coming weeks it will be exhibited at XII Architecture 
Biennale of Sao Paolo, Brazil, Biennale d’Art Contemporain de 
Rabat, Marocco, Amman Design Biennale, Jordan, Bi-City 
Shenzhen Biennale of Urbanism / Architecture, China, Bauwelt 
Kongress, Berlin, among others.

To watch the trailer for the Homo Urbanus series, click here.

Historical and theoretical references

In order to feed the students’ personal research and to situate 
the unit’s working methodology within the legacy of historical 
cultural movements and individual artist practices, a series of 
lessons will be devoted to specific references. The main fields 
will be urban anthropology and the various cultural movements, 
artists and writers having used the city as a territory of subjective 
exploration. 

Bibliography and filmography

The bibliography and filmography suggestions listed below 
are intended to be only a starting point to give a certain artistic 
and intellectual direction to the unit but the idea is that these 
references will grow and evolve during the course of the year 
based on the various directions and interests developed by the 
group. At the end of the year, the augmented filmography and 
bibliography should reflect the increasing curiosity and intensity 
of research of the whole group.

https://vimeo.com/358516074
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Filmography 

Wang Bing, À la folie, 2013
Raymond Depardon, Profils paysans. Le quotidien, 2005
Raymond Depardon, Les Habitants, 2016
Claus Dexel, Au bord du monde, 2013
Federico Fellini, Roma, 1971
Amos Gitai, Bait (house), 1980
Amos Gitai, News from home / news from house, 2006
Glawogger, Megacities, 1998
Glawogger, Untitled, 2017
Werner Herzog, The white diamond, 2003
Joris Ivens, A Valparaiso, 1962
Patrick Keiller, London, 1994
Albert Lamorisse, Le ballon rouge, 1956
Louis Malle, Place de la République, 1974
Chris Marker, Sans soleil, 1982
Chris Marker, Le joli mai, 1962
Jonas Mekas, Walden. Diaries, notes and sketches, 1969
Peter Mettler, Gambling, Gods and LSD, 2004 
Jafar Panahi, Taxi Téhéran, 2015
David Perlov, Diary (1973-1983)
Nicolas Philibert, La ville Louvre, 1990
Jean Rouch, Edgar Morin, Chronique d’un été, 1961
Gianfranco Rosi, Sacro Gra, 2013
Johan Van der Keuken, Amsterdam Global Village, 1996

Johan Van der Keuken, Sarajevo Film Festival Film, 1993
Agnès Varda, Daguerréotypes, 1975
Jean Vigo, À propos de Nice, 1929  

Photography

Appleyard, Donald, Lynch, Kevin and Myer, John, The view from 
the Road, Cambridge: Massachusetts M.I.T Press, 1964
Evans, Walker (photos) and Agee, James (text), Let Us Now 
Praise Famous Men: Three Tenant Families (1941). 
Klein, William R., New York 1954-1955, Dewi Lewis Publishing, 
1995
Salvesen, Britt (ed.), New Topographics: Photographs of a Man-
Altered Landscape, Steidl Publishing, 2003
Sekula, Allan, Photography Against the Grain: Essays and Photo 
Works, 1973-1983, Mack, 2016
Shore, Stephen, American Surface, 1972, Phaidon, 2008
Shore, Stephen, From Galilee to the Negev, Phaidon 2014
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