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CITY IN TRANSITION 

Beyond Old and New



Cities in Transition and a Newer Urban Architecture

This unit is a part of a long-term project on the contemporary 

European City. 

Its multi-year research agenda seeks to develop contemporary 

visions for the cities in transition, in contrast to the antagonistic 

displacements by the modernists and the contextual revisions by 

the post-modernists. Most importantly, it seeks to directly link 

theoretical urban projects with explicit architectural briefs. 

We seek a newer architecture that can better reflect and drive 

urban change.

There is a need to respond to urgent, often concurrent pressures -

cultural legacy and technological progress, local identity and 

global exchange, preservation and renewal. However, that also 

demands we find new ways to relate all the fluid infrastructures of 

connection and production (along with their programmatic 

variables) to stable and legible architectural structures.



Transitional Elements and Typologies

The unit sets out to explore a particular kind of architecture – the 

one that reflects recent shifts in the way we view urban contexts, 

systems and structures, yet maintains vital continuity with our 

collective past. 

The unit will expose and elaborate crucial transitions of key urban 

elements and typologies, charting their alternative trajectories into 

the future. We believe urban typologies can evolve and expand to 

incorporate arrays of programs and connections, while utilizing 

useful internal logics and lasting design principles, as discovered in 

previous, equally turbulent historical periods. 

With such progressive and inclusive approach, we hope to mitigate 

some of the deceptive fervor of the radically “new” and bottom-up, 

and supplant it with much more resilient and sustainable modes of 

design innovation.  



Approach to Contexts, Methods and Processes

The unit would continuously confront the old and the new. 

We must challenge what we know about archetypes, typologies 

and diagrams, while fully exploiting their rich cultural and spatial 

contexts. It would allow us to tinker with the crucial links between 

contemporary dilemmas and long-standing pursuits – such as 

structure/typology and element/system; form/figure and 

program/action. 

Learning from the city as an ideological battle-ground, the projects 

would grow from a charged nexus of dissimilar histories, canons 

and worldviews. These further links and clashes would drive our 

extreme experiments with design methods and tools. Our 

production will cycle between urban diagnostics and historical 

research; theoretical manifestoes and design provocations; 

conceptual diagrams and refined drawings. 



Speculation and Agency

Well-known for its commitment to bold speculation and discourse, 

the unit will stress the importance of architectural design as the 

ultimate way to articulate an ambitious conceptual project, unpack 

its finer details and implications, and engage multiple audiences. 

As a member of this unit, you will generate a complex architectural 

proposal that is firmly embedded in the critical position on the 

future of our cities. You will be able to shift focus between 

abstraction and concreteness, analysis and intervention, criticality 

and projection. This way, your output would see speculation and 

agency intricately interlinked, eliminating a number of detrimental 

divides in design thinking and making. 

While gaining solid grounding in architectural histories and 

accessing our combined expertise in both theory and practice, you 

would be encouraged to challenge both your heroes and your 

mentors, and to take full responsibility for your emerging agenda 

and an idiosyncratic method. Following your unique interests 

within a rigorous guidance and support structure, you can pursue 

extremely diverse projects and invest in bespoke portfolios. And 

while we rely on our students, friends and followers to develop our 

collective project on the city, this is a unit that puts your unique 

strengths and developmental pathways above all else. 



Unit Formats and the Call for Provocateurs

Our aim is to offer you one of the most comprehensive and 

balanced programs of study. The unit will operate as a research-

design laboratory and a cultural platform for debate, collaboration 

and exchange. Our broad set of collaborators, consultants and 

guests would ensure that your projects is being continuously tested 

in terms of ingenuity and urgency. You will gain full access to our 

combined expertise in academia and experimental practice. 

A core series of working sessions with Bozar Ben-Zeev will focus 

on relating conceptual ideas to concrete formal structures and 

elements, aiding the relationship between theory and practice. In 

addition, a parallel sequence of Plakat Platform workshops led by 

Lorenzo Perri will allow you to progress from provocation images 

to an articulate position on the spatial performance in the city. A 

rich program of lectures, seminars and cross-crits will ensure that 

we continue to stir debates across the AA as well as some of 

today’s leading institutions and practices. 

So if you are looking to: 

- accelerate your intellectual and creative growth; formulate strong 

arguments and produce striking images and drawings;

- gain awareness of urban realities yet maintain design principles and 

intellectual consistency; 

- learn from the past heroes and supreme achievements yet have the 

full authority over your precedents and approaches;

- build an ambitious project on multiple scales and levels, and use 

the best tools and channels for communication; 

…we invite you to join us on our exciting academic journey this 

year!



TERM 1: 

SATURATE / PROVOKE

Term 1 will be a time of “Saturation” with multiple 

ideas, precedents and inspirations, as you begin to 

“Provoke” new positions on the city and the 

individual design brief for the rest of the year. 

We will accelerate your progress using a sequence of 

shorter exercises (both in pairs and individually), 

helping you formulate key research questions and 

architectural problems. 



TERM 1

Exercise 1 (3 weeks)

Urban Agency and the European City

This year, we will start off with a set of topical redevelopment 

sites, contested by the world’s leading designers and symptomatic 

of deeper issues within the profession and the discipline. 

Our cases will allow us to delve directly into the current debates on 

the architecture of the transitional sites. We could immediately 

start questioning the recurring formulae deployed across the 

European cities for the de-programmed, mainly post-industrial 

sites. These often oscillate between mega-complexes and “hyper-

buildings” and provisional “design ecologies”. We will consider 

the implications of these by looking at a set of sites that have been 

posed or awarded for redevelopment (from Serp I Molot Plant in 

Moscow, to Ordener Railway and Bruseneau in Paris, to VITAE 

and Scalo Farini in Milan). We will consider them as open cases -

subject to further revision and stirring by dissimilar options. 

Through our projective diagnostics, we will deliberately unravel 

the hidden conflicts between systems, agendas and practices. 

We will use Milan (with a short Unit Trip currently planned for the 

Open Week of Term 1) as a quintessential example of the 

historical city in transition – subjected to a wave of makeovers, 

conversions and transplants, but also severely constrained by 

heritage, planning tradition and set morphology. However, we 

would provide you with personalized advice and guidance on the 

choice of the testing site for your future project. 



TERM 1

Exercise 2 (2 weeks)

Opening Sites and Posing Problems

While sensitive to the unique demands on the potential site 

interventions, we will then rethink the specific issues in view of 

more general design tensions. Drawing on the previous research 

advances and the dense archives of the unit (Intermediate 7, 2010-

2015; Diploma 8 2015-2019), we would then articulate these 

issues as inherently architectural problems and experimental 

design briefs. 

We will also recast these problems within a wider and longer 

picture, and increase the scope of your research. You will re-

contextualize and expand the project by using longer “streams” of 

urban projects, while nurturing unlikely friendships and alliances 

(from Leonidov to Ungers and Koolhaas; from Superstudio to 

Dogma and E2A). Moving from more intuitive “variations” to 

more considered ideological “oppositions” to the originals, you 

will then create a new construct of your now exceedingly open, 

fluid site. 



TERM 1 

Exercise 3 (4 weeks)

The Concept of Converter and Individual Design Briefs

In the second half of the Term, we will focus on the role of urban 

architecture in such saturated and charged settings. We will test 

further relationships between urban contexts and architectural 

projects. Specifically, we will seek fundamental shifts to mediating 

and inclusive design briefs (beyond the megastructures, hybrids, or 

social condensers of the past). 

Working with the provisional concept of the urban “converter”, we 

will ask you to imagine an urban device that can interact between 

dissimilar urban systems and inputs, while also reflecting such 

interactions through the inner logic of the building’s form and 

typology. Not simply a diagrammatic “portal” or “gateway” 

between contrasting urban dimensions and time-frames, or a 

formal “register” of programmatic influx and hybridity, it would 

aim for indirect yet generative relationships between urban 

processes and forms.

These could find different expressions. The “converter” could 

calibrate ideological charges or programmatic desires. It could 

have the power to accelerate and slow down the transformation; 

include and exclude select practices or elements. It could impose a 

series of cultural, organizational and spatial limits onto your 

project, while catalyzing the experiments within. Regardless, you 

would need to take a deliberate position on controlled and 

uncontrolled, permanent and temporary, visible and invisible. And 

in all your briefs, we will acknowledge the past yet orient towards 

the future.



TERM 1

Exercise 3 (4 weeks)

Manifestoes and Provocations

Throughout Term 1, through knowledge transfers and flights of 

imagination, we will be able to bridge our urban and architectural 

agendas. We will put forward urban manifestoes and design 

provocations, incisive texts and strong images, and produce 

abstract maps and concrete drawings.  

As our visionary provocations would build upon learning from the 

city and the variations on the precedents, we will strengthen the 

inter-connections between our emerging projects and their 

essential ‘contexts’ - urban and disciplinary. Further, connecting 

visionary projects to current pressures, we will demonstrate their 

renewed relevance and instrumentality.



TERM 2: 

EXPERIMENT / 

MULTIPLY

In term 2, we will move into an intense phase of 

‘Experimentation’. 

We will enter the messy and fluid space of a design 

laboratory, where we challenge and re-work our 

methods, tools and products. 

Having forged essential connections to the expanded 

project contexts, you will be able to fully focus on 

the distinctly architectural problems, and draw 

tighter boundaries around the emerging body of 

work. 



TERM 2 

Cycles of Liberation and Constraint

To jump-start our experimentation process, we would often see our 

previously formulated architectural problems temporary disengage 

from the fixed domains and design elements (object, system, form, 

program, façade, interior, etc.). That would free us up to explode 

and reshuffle, reinterpret and appropriate all the dissimilar 

components of crucial case-studies and design prototypes. 

However, to maintain a high level of rigor, we would also need to 

continue a structured investigation of urban elements and 

typologies. Focusing on the core design tension and the key urban 

typology, you would keep building up your research project on the 

city and the coherent design problematic. This way, you can keep 

replacing the initial hunches and provocations with precise terms, 

concepts and design models.  



TERM 2 

Loose Methods and Proto-Types

A key aspect of our work at this stage would be to open up 

typological diagrams to more fluid relationships between programs 

and forms. We will continue to digest further ideas and projects, 

looking at how others approach these key design domains, and 

especially how their inter-relationships (such as Tight and Loose 

Fit) defined various design methods (from Rossi to Price and 

Archigram; from Eisenman to Koolhaas; from Woods and Lai to 

Sanaa and Fujimoto). 

In line with our preferred ‘loose methods’, you will learn to 

efficiently access and inter-weave various approaches - from social 

and diagrammatic machines to types, themes and analogies; from 

technological morphogenesis to political and cultural mythologies; 

etc. Through quick swaps, switches and substitutions, you will 

begin to outline your own emerging methodology. This will put 

you in a much better position to handle the increasing complexity 

of the project, that would by now include multiple local studies and 

interim “proto-types”. 



TERM 2 

Elements and Frameworks / Unit and TS3 (Late Option 2)

This way of working would allow you to maintain several design 

tracks, test sites and “petri-dishes”. The design components and 

their versions would quickly multiply into vast matrices. To offset 

multiple options, we will give in-depth consideration to select 

architectural ‘Elements’. 

Our ability to quickly zoom-in and zoom-out of the design will 

align well with the Technical Study project for the Third Year. 

There, you will tackle a small set of design elements and find ways 

to enable the dynamics of transit and transformation. We will 

approach the TS3 as a way to virtually enter and conceptually 

stretch the space of the project, and bringing structural and 

material levels into consideration. It will launch with a design 

paradox, a riddle or a seemingly-impossible challenge. Your work 

will further deepen the apparent problem - with necessary 

intellectual irony and technical ingenuity – rather than rush to 

pragmatically solve it or make the construction of imaginary world 

immediately feasible.  



TERM 2 

Frameworks and Transitional Types

While the main focus will be on the architectural scale elements, 

we will also continue to develop broader theoretical and 

methodological position. We will discuss the issues of 

parts/wholes, and rethink the relevance of composition/non-

composition, framework/assemblage. You would learn now to 

maintain control over the cycles of assembly and dis-assembly, 

multiple versions and variants, while keeping the eye on the larger 

goals. 

In this phase of work, we will try our various “converters” – as 

processors, transistors, or intensifiers for a diversity of urban 

inputs and flows, but also as stages in the evolution of urban 

typologies and archetypes. We would further push our collapsed 

and transitional typologies, conscious of both historical 

accumulation and contemporary detours. Our maturing intellectual 

framework will let us best assess the intermediate results from the 

design laboratory and prepare for the subsequent synthesis and 

integration stage. 



TERM 3: 

INTEGRATE / 

BROADCAST

Moving to the final stage of ‘Integration’, we will 

consider how to best pull together and package the 

catalogues of urban concepts and design prototypes. 

In view of our larger theoretical ambition, we will 

review our work on urban “converters” as well as 

architectural typologies, and consciously embed 

them in expanded Projects on the City. 



TERM 3 

Integration / Architectural and Urban Project

Your final design outcomes will combine multiple levels and 

scales of work, linking architectural highlights with vast urban 

projections – nesting several projects-within-projects. 

Our projects on the alternative “converters” would be presented as 

fully-formed, sophisticated architectural proposals built on the 

solid historical and theoretical basis. They will be balanced in 

attention to broader frameworks and specific design elements. And 

they will be effectively communicated through incisive texts, 

refined drawings and striking images.



TERM 3 

Integration / Architectural and Urban Project

It is important to stress that we would approach ‘integration’ not 

only in terms of the final design proposal (with the attendant set of 

projection drawings and key physical models), but also as an 

intellectual contribution to the discourse (with concluding 

conceptual drawings, writings and speeches). We will discuss the 

advantage of intellectual consistency of the project, while keeping 

your urban proposals open to multiple agencies and inevitable 

obstacles and contingencies. 

This will be particularly important as we approach the juries, tables 

and other external examinations of your work. A strong sense of 

context and relevance, clear argument and exposition, as well as 

critical reflection on your own production will be key. 



TERM 3 

Combined Outcomes

In term 3, we will strive to best integrate our year-long outputs not 

only through carefully curated design portfolios, but also well-

edited year books. We will see the book as the key tool of the 

visionary work on the city, and we will refer to a number of crucial 

precedents for content and format. 

Besides focus on publications, we would actively engage with 

contemporary architectural culture through various live events and 

broadcasts. Throughout the year, we would actively question how 

we could better format and stream our outputs, questioning what it 

means to print and upload, publish and share as part of the wider 

cultural production today. 



TERM 3

Combined Outcomes

Anticipating our combined outcomes, we would hope to show that 

architecture can evolve and adapt in response to both the city’s 

contingencies and our collective design intelligence. With 

perspicacity and imagination, we can redefine new roles for the 

creative practitioners of the future, and place architecture yet again 

at the very core of urban transitions.



APPENDIX



PEOPLE: 

Unit Master: Maria Fedorchenko has taught at the AA since 2008, 

leading this unit as the Diploma 8 (2015-2019) and the Intermediate 7 

(2010-2015).  She taught at UC Berkeley, UCLA and CCA since 2003. 

She holds an M. A. in Architecture from UCLA, M. Arch. from Princeton 

University, and a Dip. Arch. from Moscow Institute of Architecture.

Primarily an educator and theorist with key publications focusing on 

diagram and infrastructure, she is also a co-founder of the collective Plakat 

Platform (www.plakat-platform.one), an urban consultant and a co-

director of Fedorchenko Studio. She is also a founding partner, with Gleb 

Sheykin, of a new generalist practice Karta Architecture. She aims to 

redefine what it means to be a cultural practitioner today, and to discover 

new channels for the visionary thinking about the city.

+

Unit Collaborator: Bozar Ben-Zeev is a practicing architect with 

experience in offices such as MAD and OMA (on-going). He is interested 

in politics and philosophy and their overlap with architecture and 

urbanism. He holds a Diploma from the AA, and BSc Architecture (Hons) 

from the TU Delft; he has also acted as both a visiting critic and guest 

tutor at the AA. He has collaborated with the Diploma 8 in 2018-2019.

Plakat Platform Workshops Tutor: Lorenzo Perri (AA Dipl with 

Honours) is the co-founder of Plakat Platform and the co-director of 

Lemonot, practicing between architecture and performative arts. A 

Programme Head of the AAVs El Alto, he has also taught several design 

studios at INDA in Bangkok.

Consultants and Guests: Gleb Sheykin (Karta Architecture); Vidhya 

Pushpanathan (Wilkinson & Eyre); Manolis Stavrakakis (AA / UCL 

Bartlett), among many others. 

Plakat Platform

Karta Architecture
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