
Architectural Association     2019/20      Valentin Bontjes van Beek      Winston Hampel      EX10

PLOT



1/10

Plot

‘We are surrounded by subjunctives, by the form of 
possibility. It could all be very different.’

Alexander Kluge

All architecture starts with a plot – be that a piece 
of land lying dormant waiting to be discovered, a 
sly scheme or model on how to realise one’s ideas, 
or a good piece of narration. This year Intermedi-
ate 10 will use the plot as its point of departure, 
focusing on the interplay between the term’s differ-
ent facets: context, strategy and exposition.

In aiming to use the ambiguity between clarity 
and open-endedness of a given term (i.e. plot) 
as a guiding vector for the development of indi-
vidual understandings and their translation into 
specific briefs and propositions, the unit builds on 
each student’s strengths and inclinations, and the 
decision-making power that occurs in a collec-
tive (unit) environment. In a world where the youth 
certainly appears more sincere, daring and influ-
ential than distinguished heads of state or organi-
zations, our object of desire remains the London 
that surrounds us, our home, local, mundane and 
touchable – the largest city of western Europe, the 
capital of a dwindling post-empire and increas-
ingly home to the top 1% by income, the place 
where Brexit is being plotted and yet opposed to 
it, where intense housing shortage contrasts with 
houses being kept empty for economic gains, ag-
gregated over two millennia, constantly operating 
at its limits. In this environment, what is there to 

be added or revoked as a young architect? How 
do we establish a position, claim a space? How 
can we bring about change, and what is change 
even? How much salt needs to be added to the 
soup?

The year will be divided in three parts: Term One 
will focus on smaller experimental tasks and skill 
building exercises, reading, drawing, making and, 
maybe most importantly, observing – sharpen-
ing our means of examination and expression. 
Term Two will be focusing on our playing field, the 
metropolis, beginning with the identification of a 
plot and a meticulous survey and analysis, which 
will gradually build up into a measured yet critical 
proposition – be this social, physical or lyrical. In 
Term Three (the shortest) we will post-rationalise 
the first two terms and sharpen our argument 
through writing and editing. To refine and test our 
tool-set, we will travel to an unfamiliar city in order 
to track and capture its distinct spatial conditions 
and effects – only to reimagine them upon return-
ing to our base in London.

The survey of a given context and the identifica-
tion of its key drivers and influences are essential 
components in how the unit operates. Above all, 
however, the process of addition and subtraction 
to and from an existing context will form a key 
mantra throughout the year – not only as a tool of 
design, but also as a way of producing evidence…

… and so the plot thickens.

Il Grande Cretto by A. Burri, which covers and conserves the urban plots of Gibbelina, a small Sicilian 
town destroyed by an earthquake in 1968.
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Overview

Intermediate 10 will continue to develop architec-
tural interventions for London that explore and 
engage with their social and physical surround-
ings, critically question the status quo and inter-
vene with just the necessary amount of effort. 
Locating a site and the development of the indi-
vidual briefs are at the heart of this endeavour: 
the unit is fundamentally convinced that a mean-
ingful question has more impact than straight-
forward answers. 

This year, the point of departure, as well as the 
conceptual framework for this undertaking will be 
the term plot, which will explore via a set of exer-
cises and a range of angles: be that as a territory 
designated for development, a subversive tactic, 
the sequence of events in a story or the actual 
fabrication of drawn or 3d modeled output. 

Among other things, you will:
•  Design an extension for the AA; presented on 2 A1s.
•  Design an interface between two domestic-scale 

elements.
•  Frame a photographic moment; crafting photoreal-

istic collages of a possible before and after, setting 
up a sequence of events.

•  Articulate and present a position towards the plot 
in architecture.

•  Examine and survey a given foreign condition to 
scale, in all its intricacies and detail.

•  Plot an architectural strategy, which addresses 
the issues of the chosen site and London at large.

•  Entertain and appropriate what has long defined 
the best approaches to (not just pioneering) ar-
chitecture, i.e. good form. 

•  And, last but not least, design an architectural 
proposition in response to the unit brief.

Agnes Denes wading through her Wheatfield (subtitled A Confrontation) in 1982, which was planted and 
later harvested on a plot of land in Manhattan worth $4.5 billion.
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Glossary

The distinct trajectory of the individual projects is 
induced and supported by a set of notions which 
have evolved and crystallised within the production 
and discourse of the unit. These (ever-developing) 
concepts manifest in a strategic set of exercises, 
structuring the academic year.

Terminology

Each year the unit selects a single term as an ab-
solute agenda and/or unit brief. The commitment 
to a (usually) 4 lettered word obliges us to be pre-
cise and articulate, graphically and viva voce, but 
most of all we have to become inventive and start 
to dream about something that is seemingly explicit 
but not in an architecturally applied sense. In doing 
so, the unit creates a conscious blind spot, a sense 
of urgency, and a need to take ownership, forcing 
students (and tutors alike) to take a critical position 

Drawing of a pantograph from the Encyclopédie by Diderot & d‘Alembert (1751–66), a kind of analogue 
copy machine or plotter used to duplicate drawings at a different scale. 

towards the application to – and the consequent 
re-appropriation of – London, our given context. 
Given that the variables in this equation are all 
real in terms of site, time and scale, the stakes are 
high. While everyone is on the same page at the 
start, the further development might lead to am-
bivalent and conflicting directions. The individual 
positions are continuously sharpened, contrasted 
and questioned via the different exercises. To-
wards the end of the first term, each student will 
try to frame and argue their take on the term, and 
a way forward in applying it to London in an archi-
tectural scale, at a conference with invited guests.

Plot

The term implies both the identification and delinea-
tion of a certain area for intervention, just as well as 
the setting up of a plan to intervene in a particular 
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An only slightly more contemporary HP plotter, here hanging from the wall in the Intermediate 10 studio/
exhibition space in 2018. Now back on the ground…

field or action. It thus carries both generosity and 
violence within it. It implies that things will come, but 
also that something will have to give. A plot is not 
merely any given part of a territory, it is a piece of 
land that is marked of for a specific (even if not yet 
specified) purpose – something attached to a vision 
or desire. This requires an estimate and assessment 
of a defined feasibility, dealing with the question: 
“Can this be?” And thereby, enabling or excluding 
the establishment of a specific future. It has been 
infused with a destiny – which is identified, selected 
and composed by someone. Through distinction 
alone, a place is inevitably altered. In that sense, the 
question remains: where does architecture begin? 
With the first stroke of a program and design for a 
given site or with scouting out a location, a slightly 
hazy but ultimately determined vision? Does the 
site need something or is a site needed for some-
thing? Evidently, there is not one answer to any of 
this, hence we will begin by articulating and declar-
ing our own takes and understandings of the term 
plot and its latent potency to our trade.
Plot is first and foremost a declaration! A vision of 
sorts, an unfulfilled dream or mission – physical or 
not. When Christopher Columbus declared that he 
will discover a sea route to India, an “Enterprise 
of the Indies,” which would avoid the Turkish-
controlled land passage, he initiated a mission 
and narrative that would shake the establishment 
even before his travels began. It put into question 
the shape of the world – flat or round – not inten-
tionally but by default, and infected the minds of 
several emperors to the point where they would 
support and finance the project without really 
knowing what it might entail. It was a narrative with 
the promise for a return of land – a plot within a 
plot. The pursuit of his vision and accomplishment 
resulted in him referring to the native population 
of a large plot of land (North America) as Indians. 

In all this the notion of a destination coupled with 
a declaration – as in: we are going to the moon – 
constitutes this year units’ mission.

Survey

Within the work of the unit these simultaneously 
descriptive and productive drawings hold great 
relevance and, together with various other media – 
recordings, measures, images, videos and models 
– form the foundation and design initiations for the 
further exploration of a given situation. 
These “surveys” explore and articulate a spatial or 
social condition, but at the same time they reflect 
the stance and intentions of the person producing 
them. They are deliberately not impartial: through 
description alone a condition is, by definition, 
reinvented in the authors own personal (techni-
cal and artistic) voice. The unit seeks to explore 
the potentials in this grey zone between descrip-
tion and invention. While the existing condition 
(as found) sets the tone and is inhaled and cap-
tured as sincerely as possible, it is supplemented 
by interpretation and even invention, filling in the 
blind-spots and completing a latent picture. This 
form of site-anamnesis is a central tool for the 
unit, in order to generate a pool, a language and a 
common ground, to discuss a precise architectural 
condition – existing and imagined – on paper.

Appropriation

Once a place is selected, surveyed and a sense 
of operation is established the boundaries start to 
blur. What is existing and what is invented be-
comes inseparable – and accordingly the ability to 
maintain neutral starts to slip away. The process of 
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intervention is in itself constituted on an (inevita-
bly) subjectively contaminated reading and under-
standing of the existing. The preparatory notion of 
stock-tacking is, in fact, the first step in designing, 
offering the opportunity, as much as the obliga-
tion, to decide what to work with and how, what to 
react to and how, what to negate and how, what is 
in and what is out … Hence, the unit’s commitment 
to context is not driven by a nostalgic longing for 
better days or to deify genius loci, but rather by 
a sober and opportunistic sense of exploiting the 
(often utmost mundane) potentials that are there 
already – a position of sustainability. A process of 
recycling and remixing begins, which can range 
from simply tidying up, to completely overhaul-
ing. That which is captured becomes both a basis 
and an underlying code for the new – yet never a 
prescriptive template. Slowly something new starts 
to emerge: by adjustment, amendment, addition, 
reduction, deletion, adaption the place starts to 
change – emphasising or negating the already 
existing characteristics and (oftentimes forgotten) 
values.

Metropolis

The unit focuses on the city. A habitat dominated 
by the artificial, where people and architecture 
are in constant interaction: from terraced house 
to shopping mall, from curb to park bench, from 
tube station to landing strip, from light industrial 
to street market, from schoolchildren to tourist 

busses. For the many problems it faces and the 
immense (often hidden) potentials and wonders 
it possesses, just as much as its mere proximity, 
London will be our field of operation.
The urban development of London, like that 
of many other cities, is becoming increasingly 
developer-driven. If the “public” builds, then usu-
ally in public-private-partnerships. This is noth-
ing new, London in particular has a long history 
of profit-driven urban development. But with the 
disappearance of the social state, and economic 
decisions, and consequently planning, becoming 
increasingly detached from social consequences, 
there is little to provide any form of resistance or 
alternative. Consequently, public services, ameni-
ties and, above all, spaces are becoming more and 
more rare. They are replaced by POPS (privately 
owned public spaces), company owned leisure 
grounds, a culture of events driven by a desire for 
tourism, and a lot of times by … nothing at all. Our 
aim is therefore to forge a public plot in an increas-
ingly privatised city – and for this we do not even 
need to aim our attention only at the often cited 
City of London Corporation, but just as much at 
Zones 3-6 and beyond. These discoveries need 
not be approached with courteous respect or even 
favourable intentions, but in the way of an explorer 
or reconnoiterer: a precise, experimental and play-
ful, yet critical and potentially subversive engage-
ment with – and proposal for – the given situation.

The High Line, captured by Joel Sternfeld, before it was turned into a park, increasing the quality of life 
in the neighbourhood, just as well the real estate prices.
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Schedule

The three terms will be roughly structured as follows:

Tension: Prelude, the now, the time before the year 
starts, the selection of a unit, ambitions and ex-
pectations, anxiety and excitement merge into one 
another. 

Charge: Term 1 will be primarily concerned with 
four aspects: Firstly, a design competition for an 
extension to the AA. Secondly, the acquisition of 
representational and compositional skills (draw-
ing, modeling, filming, building/making, visualising 
and plotting) through exercises and experimenta-
tion, serving both documentary tasks (surveying 
existing sites, archive material and architectures) 
and the simultaneous development of conceptual 
ideas and strategies. Thirdly, the development and 
articulation of an individual position, visualisation 
and understanding of plot in architecture. Fourth- 
and lastly, the identification and exploration of 
a potential playing field in London. The term will 
commence with a concise design competition and 
culminate with a trip to a foreign city.

Dis-charge: Term 2 will begin with the summary 
and post-rationalisation of the observations, 
findings and discoveries from the trip. These will 

form the basis for the further investigation of the 
London site and the progressive development of 
the individual briefs, which will already be tested 
via the formulation of architectural propositions, 
exploring programmatic, formal and conceptual as-
pects. Simultaneously, the Third Year students will 
develop their TS3 submission, based on the first 
term design competition – which provides an ideal 
ground for testing and designing a submission, in 
terms of materiality, performance and structural 
invention, all leading to a technically proficient and 
enjoyable resolution.

Relaxation: Term 3 is the shortest of the year – 
nonetheless it is where things finally come togeth-
er, and where we begin to finalise the overall argu-
ment. We will progressively focus our investigations 
on aspects of construction and representation. 
Here a sharpening of and reflection on the project 
will be pursued, culminating in the presentation of a 
personal, playful and proficient portfolio.

Coda: A brief but intense phase. The design and 
production of the exhibition space and materials – 
prints, models, books, etc. – provides the chance 
to reflect and position ourselves towards the work 
of the year. 

The Manhattan transcripts, a sequence of action and events in space. An architectural plot, transcribed 
into drawings by Bernard Tschumi between 1976 and 1981.
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Modus Operandi

We will meet twice a week – on either Monday, 
Tuesday or Friday – for the discussion of the 
projects, which will usually take place either in our 
Unit Space, alternative rooms at the AA or in an  
office in the Barbican. In addition to these meet-
ings, there will be occasional seminars and work-
shops which explore specific themes, issues and 
techniques in more depth. Juries and pin-ups 
(sometimes internal, but usually with invited 
guests) will take place regularly in order to col-
lectively discuss the production – and thereby to 
reinforce, broaden and diversify the discourse 
within the unit.

All help, direction, instruction and even briefs will be 
provided by the unit masters, but at the same time 
it is central to the unit’s didactic ethos that each 
student develops a year-long project by deciding in-
dependently on all key aspects and directions which 
constitute a body of work (i.e. site, programme, for-
mat and context). In this regard, it is very important 
to note that no specific graphic style or format will 
be privileged over any other, however, what will be 
expected is a clarity of thought, a sense of enjoy-
ment, a dual compulsion to tackle pragmatics and 
risks, an inherent curiosity and the looming realisa-
tion that you might actually be learning something.

A Square of Chicago without a Trapezoid by Sol LeWitt from 1979.
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Travel

The unit aims to go on three compact trips distrib-
uted across Europe: one to Porto, one to Venice 
(both around 3-5) days and one to the Insel Homb-
roich (probably 2 days). 
These trips are not breaks (even though one will 
most likely take place during the break), they are 
not casual tourism: the ideas, references and 

most importantly skills collected will feed into the 
topic at large. Students will need to account for 
the expenses of flight, accommodation (which 
we will try to keep as low as possible by arrang-
ing this as a group), transport within the country, 
admission to exhibitions, museums, temples, and 
obviously food.

Plan and section of the Leça Swimming Pools by Alvaro Siza, constructed in 1966 – the intervention is 
cut both into land and into sea.
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Some of the things to expect:

•  Discovering something special in the most  
mundane.

• Getting lost in an unfamiliar city.
•  Having the intuition to follow your own leads.
•  Talking about your design and ideas in a compel-

ling and convincing way, without notes.
•  Drawing in all forms of the traditional architectur-

al canon (plan, section, elevation, and isometric 
projection).

•  Constructing conceptual models in appropriate 
scale, material and operation.

•  Visiting libraries, archives, workshops and places 
of production.

•  Other skills, including welding, casting, collaging, 
cutting, editing, talking, reading, observing and 
composing, will be highly valued, as well as other 
more general talents that include eating, drink-
ing, dreaming, smiling, entertaining and keeping 
form…

Some of the things to look at:

•  J. Attlee & L. Le Feuvre. Gordon Matta-Clark: The 
Space Between. Nazraeli Press

•  M. Barney. The Cremaster Cycle. Guggenheim 
Museum

•  R. Barthes. Empire of Signs. Jonathan Cape
•  I. Calvino, Invisible Cities, Vintage Classics
• A. Curtis. Bitter Lake. BBC

•  T. De Quincy. On Murder Considered as One of the 
Fine Arts. Penguin Classics

•  M. Duchamp. Apropos of “Readymades”. Lecture 
at the Museum of Modern Art

•  C. Rau, E. Tröger O.W. Fischer. The Book of Archi-
tectural Longings. Springer

•  E. Hesse. Studiowork. Yale University Press
•  M. Kaijima et al. Made in Tokyo. Kajima Inst. Pub.
•  R. Koolhaas & B. Mau. S,M,L,XL. Monacelli Press
•  C. Lévi-Strauss. Chapter One: The Science of the 

Concrete, in: The Savage Mind. Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson Ltd

•    T. Okada, The End of the Moment We Had,  
Pushkin Press

•  M. Oppenheim. Defiance in the face of freedom. 
Institute of Contemporary Arts

•  G. Orozco. Serpentine Gallery. Walther König
•  G. Perec, Species of Spaces and Other Pieces, 

Penguin
• F. Pessoa, The Book of Disquiet, Penguin Classics
• Roma Interrotta. Officina edizioni
•  A. Rossi, The Architecture of the City. MIT Press
•  B. Tschumi. Architecture and Disjunction. MIT Press
•  O.M. Ungers. Morphologie: City Metaphors. Walter 

König
•  D. Vellay. La Maison de Verre. Tames & Hudson
• P. Virillio, Art and Fear, Continuum
•  M. Vellay, B. Bauchet & Y. Futagawa. Pierre Char-

eau - La Maison de Verre. GA

Fitzcarraldo (in the movie of the same name by Werner Herzog) watching his steamship being 
pulled up the mountain in the Peruvian jungle.
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